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    here was a pattern in the wood grain on one part of the ceiling: a knothole and some curved lines. The more Miner looked at it, the more it looked like a whirlpool, the sort that was rumored to swallow entire ships at sea. He tried not to look at it at all, but that was difficult when he chose to spend so many hours confined to the tiny compartment, and when there wasn’t really much else to see.


    He didn’t have to stay inside; he was free to wander the decks as Ennek often did. Like Ennek, he might have found a way to help out, to coil ropes or swab decks or whatever it was that sailors on the Eclipse did at sea. He could have kept his slave collar covered in the thick scarf his lover had given him and nobody would have thought anything of it, because the weather remained cold and blustery and clammy in a way that seeped into his bones and made them ache. And really, he should have yearned to go outside, to have open skies above him for the first time in 300 years.


    But he didn’t go above deck, at least not often, because then he would inevitably see the water tossing and foaming beneath them. And despite the angry words he muttered to chastise himself, he just couldn’t seem to face the ocean without trembling in fear.


    Ennek spent hours up above, returning to their small space with hot drinks and spicy stews and hunks of dry bread, his black curls wild and his skin smelling like salt. But he was very understanding of Miner’s terror, and he tried to tamp down his enthusiasm over their adventure, instead drawing Miner against his muscular body and telling small tales of the day’s occurrences.


    And sometimes after the sun had set and only a few other men remained awake, Ennek would persuade Miner to climb the ladder to the top deck, and Miner would stand with his back to the railing—even though it was too dark to see the water well—and he’d breathe in some fresh air and try not to tremble noticeably.


    “I won’t let anything hurt you,” Ennek told him one night in a low voice. “Not again. Thelius is…gone…and this is only water, no more dangerous than a bathtub.”


    Miner had been afraid of the bathtub too, at first. He didn’t remind Ennek of that, but only nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just….”


    Ennek set his hand on Miner’s shoulder. “I understand. What those bastards did to you, it was hell, and for so long…you’re not going to get over it right away. We’ll give it time, all right? And anyway, we’ll be on dry land in less than a week; and then I promise you, we can stay far away from the ocean.”


    “Thank you,” Miner replied. He knew Ennek didn’t understand his fear—couldn’t, really. After all, Ennek had practically grown up on the water, had spent the best times of his life puttering around the bay in his little catboats or stomping about the great sailing ships as portmaster. The sea had been his lifeblood, and that was even before he’d learned he was a wizard with the element of water at his command.


    “Do you want to walk around a little? I could show you how the steering works, or maybe you want to take a look at the aft rigging? It’s just a bunch of strings, really, but it’s so ingenious—”


    “I think I’d like to return below.”


    Ennek nodded. “Okay. I’m kind of worn out anyway.”


    Miner led the way back down the ladder and through the cramped corridor. Their room wasn’t meant to be a place where people slept; it was actually a storeroom of sorts, and it smelled strongly of the spices that had been transported during the ship’s voyage to Praesidium. The ceiling was low enough that Miner couldn’t quite stand up straight. The floor space was barely big enough for a mattress on which they had to squeeze together, but neither of them minded that. There were no portholes—which made Miner happy—and it was a serviceable means of escape and privacy.


    As soon as the door to the room was shut, they began to shed their damp clothing, piling it in a heap up against one wall. All that movement in the cramped space was awkward and Miner knocked into the hanging lamp with his elbow, sending shadows careening crazily about. The dancing light revealed Ennek’s broad shoulders and the dark curls on his chest.


    Ennek reached over to steady the lamp. He smiled shyly at Miner as they stood there in their woolen underpants. He was still timid about nudity and about the way they shared their bodies. Miner found it endearing.


    “You must be going crazy locked up in here all the time,” Ennek said softly.


    “But I’m used to it. Besides, I have my books. My reading’s getting much better.”


    Miner smiled again. “So why don’t you read to me tonight?”


    They arranged themselves on the mattress with two or three thick blankets to keep out the chill. Miner reached into the canvas bag that contained all his worldly belongings and pulled out a volume with a slightly battered blue cover. He didn’t know whether Ennek had chosen this particular book on purpose when they’d fled the polis, or whether it was simply the closest one at hand, but either way, Miner liked it. It contained a series of morality tales and was clearly meant for children, but Miner was able to puzzle out most of the words himself and there were line drawings to help when he got stuck.


    They leaned their backs against the wall, cushioning their skin from the splintery wood with two pillows, and Ennek snuggled in against Miner’s chest. Miner wrapped one of his long arms around Ennek and opened the book to the page where he’d left off. He’d marked it with a white and gray gull feather that Ennek had brought him a few days before.


    “The Tale of the Cat and the M-Mouse,” he began, stumbling slightly. “There once was a Mouse who lived in a great c…cas….”


    “Castle,” Ennek prompted.


    “Castle. The Mouse lived in the scull…scullery?”


    “That’s it.”


    “Scullery wall, and he ate the…the crumbs of fine food that the cooks per…pre….”


    “Prepared.”


    “Prepared for the King. And the Mouse th…. What’s that word, En?”


    “That’s a tricky one. Thought.”


    “And the Mouse thought he was very fine indeed.”


    Ennek turned his head and kissed Miner lightly on the cheek. “Your reading really is improving.”


    Miner blushed a little under the praise. He continued the story then, Ennek patiently helping him with a word now and then, until the Mouse allowed his pride to make him foolish and the Cat, naturally, ate him up. He was going to continue on into the next story then, The Tale of the Miller’s Daughter, but the feel of Ennek’s skin against him proved too distracting. He abandoned the book and they made love in their quiet, sweet, still slightly fumbling way, until they fell asleep in one another’s arms.


    


    ***


    


    Ennek looked slightly worried as he brought Miner some lunch the following afternoon. “The weather’s looking a little iffy,” he said. “Captain Eodore says it’s too early to tell if we’re in for a bad storm. Could be just a little bit of a blow.”


    Miner nodded and wondered whether he was going to be able to eat at all with that new worry gnawing at him, making his stomach tighten and roil. But Miner handed him a cup of grassy-smelling tea. “Drink this. It has some herbs in it that Cook says help with seasickness. Just in case. I think it has some lambs-ease in it, and maybe some spineroot. Thelius had those in his jars, and when I was cataloging I read that they ease nausea. It’s relaxing, too. Slightly sedative.”


    “Thank you.” Miner took the mug and warmed his hands around it for a moment. It was thick and gray and not very well made, as if the potter were new at his craft. But it was heavy and sturdy, and he supposed it worked well enough for on board a ship. He sipped cautiously. It didn’t taste much better than it smelled, but someone had added a little sugar to it and that made it slightly more palatable.


    Ennek took a big bite of his own bread, which had been soaking in the cup of meaty-smelling soup. “Look, if we do get a storm, stay in here, all right? You don’t want to be underfoot when everyone’s rushing around, and things can get pretty…exciting up there.”


    “The last place I want to be during a storm is above deck.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    Ennek slurped down the last of his food and rose to his feet. “I’m going back up. There’s a lot of preparation to be done, just in case. You’ll be all right down here?”


    “I’m fine. I’m going to find out what sort of trouble the miller’s daughter gets into.”


    Ennek bent down for a quick kiss, which eased Miner’s worries more than the tea ever could. It still surprised Miner when Ennek showed these momentary sparks of affection, and it pleased him as well, because he knew that showing how he felt didn’t come easily to Ennek.


    When Ennek left, Miner read for a while. But the tea made him sleepy and he found it hard to concentrate on the words—the print seemed to squirm and crawl like insects—so eventually he gave up and tucked the book away. He briefly considered bringing out his drawing things, but then his jaw nearly unhinged itself with an enormous yawn and he lay down, inhaling the scents of Ennek and himself as he drifted off to sleep.


    He was awakened by pounding footsteps and rough shouts. It must be the storm, he thought sleepily, not as alarmed as he might have been. Perhaps the effects of the tea still lingered. But then it occurred to him that if they were caught in a storm, he would surely feel it; and now all he felt was the normal pitch and sway of the sea, a more or less gentle motion that seemed to have settled permanently in his body.


    Miner scrambled inelegantly to his feet, getting tangled up in the bedclothes as he did, and then simply stood there, rocking slightly, his heart beating so rapidly it was difficult to hear anything but the blood rushing in his ears. But he did hear things: more footsteps, several thundering crashes, frantic yelling, and one piercing scream.


    Miner had learned to fight when he was young. His father had taught him basic swordsmanship when Miner was barely old enough to hold a weapon; it was assumed by all that Miner, like his father and his father’s father, would join the Guard when he reached adulthood. Of course he had, and although he never became a stellar fighter, he managed well enough with a variety of weapons and even with his bare hands. But that had been so long ago—over thirty decades!—and Miner wasn’t the same man he had been then. The last time he had wielded a weapon was when, overcome with rage and stupid grief, he had tried to assassinate the Chief, the father of his dead lover, Camens. The Chief had survived and Miner had been punished, and now he was weak and scared and unarmed.


    So he simply crouched in his hiding space uncertainly, much like the Mouse in the story he’d read the night before. But the Mouse had been eaten by the Cat, and now loud voices resounded in the passageway outside Miner’s room. The voices were calling to one another in a language he didn’t recognize, something guttural and consonant-rich. Miner looked around the small cabin frantically, searching for something he might use to defend himself.


    But before he could think coherently, the door crashed open. Two men came crowding through the opening. They were tall and wiry and wild-eyed, with dark beards tied up in knots and strange, colorful clothing. They carried swords and they looked surprised to see him.


    One of them, the one with the billowy scarlet shirt, shouted something unintelligible at Miner.


    Miner stood as straight as the low ceiling permitted and tried not to appear terrified. “I don’t understand you,” he said. It was the first time he had spoken to anyone but Miner or Thelius in 300 years.


    The man growled something at his companion, who jabbered excitedly back. They both looked at Miner again, this time more slowly, and their lips curled up into smiles as they focused on Miner’s neck above the blue-green sweater he wore: at the heavy slave collar, permanently attached.


    “Come here!” demanded the shorter of the two men, whose shirt had broad vertical stripes of emerald and gold. His accent was very thick.


    Miner took a step backward, which meant he was pressed up against the wall. “Bugger off,” he said. And then, because he felt like he had nothing to lose at this point, and because he was horrified to think about what had become of his lover, he yelled, “Ennek!!” But there was no answer. Miner ducked and tried to slip past them, knowing it was hopeless but preferring a quick death to the alternatives. But these men were well practiced at such maneuvers, it seemed. The red-shirted one slashed at Miner’s upper arm, not very deeply but enough to hurt, causing Miner to instinctively duck away. And when he did so, the man in the striped shirt was there to catch him, dropping his sword so that he could hold Miner’s arms behind his body. Miner squirmed and kicked. He had a moment of savage glee when his bare foot connected with Red Shirt’s groin and the man grunted in pain and doubled over. But then Stripes locked a strong arm around Miner’s neck, choking him, and Red Shirt recovered enough to stick the tip of his blade directly underneath Miner’s left eye.


    “No move!” said Stripes, letting go of Miner’s neck. Miner remained motionless as he listened to Stripes rustling around, out of his line of sight. Then his arms were seized roughly and his wrists were tightly bound behind him with fabric. Red Shirt sheathed his sword and, with a savage grin, brought his knee up between Miner’s legs. The pain was so intense that Miner collapsed and then lay on the floor, retching miserably.


    The men laughed and hauled him forcibly to his feet. With one of them in front and one behind, he was dragged and pushed down the passageway toward the ladder. Additional bearded men in gaudy colors squeezed past, their arms full of boxes; one of them elbowed Miner in the side and cackled excitedly before being urged forward by his colleagues.


    They had to pull Miner up the ladder by his armpits, and as soon as he was above deck, they threw him down. He rolled to his knees, groaning, and looked around.


    Much of the noise had abated; the fight was over. The ship’s crew were seated in a huddle on the deck, wrists tied behind them with pieces of rope. A few men—one in purple, one in sky blue, and one, surprisingly, in white—stood guard over the crew, swords swinging loosely in their hands. More of the pirates (because they were pirates, Miner supposed) hurried back and forth, carrying boxes and bundles to the railing and tossing them to men who waited on a ship tethered alongside the Eclipse. The pirates were jovial, shouting and laughing and singing snippets of songs.


    Miner turned and twisted on his knees, frantic for any sign of Ennek. His heart leapt into his throat when he saw three bodies alongside the railing, each sprawled in a puddle of blood, unmoving. He couldn’t see their faces. One of them had Ennek’s build—broad and not very tall—but the unmoving man’s head was obscured by the torso of another of the victims. He was coatless and his rough brown shirt was identical to those Ennek and many of the sailors wore. It was impossible to tell the man’s identity.


    “Ennek!” Miner shouted, earning a heavy blow to the head from Red Shirt. Miner was knocked off balance and fell over; when he righted himself, he saw Captain Eodore among the captive sailors, sadly shaking his head and then gesturing with his chin at the railing opposite the pirate’s ship.


    No! Miner refused to accept that. “Ennek!” he called again, his voice breaking painfully.


    Red Shirt hit him again, harder, and this time Miner stayed down when he toppled. The rough planks were wet and the splinters dug into his cheek. “He’s gone, son,” he heard the captain say.


    After that, things became fuzzy and sounds were muted, as if Miner were watching the ships from very far away. He could barely feel it when he kicked out at any pirate who came within range, when his foot connected with shins and knees but not hard enough to do any harm, when Red Shirt dealt him a third blow to the head and then used a length of rope to bind Miner’s ankles and tie them to his wrists.


    Some immeasurable time later, a particularly large pirate with a bald head and complicated beard grabbed Miner and heaved him onto his shoulder. He began to stride toward the railing.


    “No!” Captain Eodore called. “We surrendered and you agreed not to harm any more of my men. Take the blasted cargo but leave him be.”


    “He not you man,” replied one of the pirates, this one slightly older than the others and wearing a black shirt with large silver buttons. “He slave.”


    “No, he’s a free man now. Let him go!”


    The pirate pointed at his own neck. “Slave. Cargo.” Then he said something to the man who was carrying Miner, and the man continued walking until he reached the railing.


    As the pirates handed him precariously over to their comrades on the other ship, Miner wasn’t even afraid of the gray water he saw beneath him. In fact, he wiggled as best as his bindings allowed, hoping he’d squirm free and fall into the ocean and drown. At least then he’d be joining Ennek in the sea’s cold embrace.


    But he didn’t get free, didn’t fall, and soon he was being dropped unceremoniously to the deck of the pirate ship among the piles of their other loot. Someone grabbed his knees and dragged him away from the railing. His sweater bunched up against his chest and Miner buried his face in it. It smelled of Ennek, who had given him the sweater as a gift. It was warm and soft and finely made, and it must have cost a fortune. More than that, it was deeply symbolic: the afternoon it was given to him, as Ennek blushed and smiled after Miner pulled it on, that was the afternoon Miner had begun to believe that the man truly cared for him.


    Ennek had loved him, in fact. Miner knew that now. Ennek had risked everything, had given up his entire life for Miner’s sake. And look where that had gotten him—dead at the bottom of the sea. As dead as Camens, the only other man Miner had ever fallen for, the man who was also a Chief’s younger son, and who had been executed at his own father’s orders.


    Miner vowed that as soon as he could manage it, he’d be dead as well.
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    It seemed to take the pirates a long time to unload the cargo from the Eclipse and bring it on board their own ship. Perhaps they weren’t in any hurry with the Eclipse’s crew subdued.


    Miner had heard stories of pirates back when he was a Guard, and he knew that wise captains would hand over their goods instead of risking death for all. Sometimes it meant financial ruin, but in most cases the shipment was insured. And the pirates themselves rarely used more violence than necessary because if they did, the polises would gather warships against them or, more simply, place tempting prices on their heads. When Miner was very young—perhaps seven or eight—all of Praesidium had been humming with news about a pirate named Ran Ao Liu who had been terrorizing ships all up and down the coast. Several of the polises had, for once, set aside their differences and promised a bounty large enough to make an entire ship’s crew incredibly wealthy. Many merchants had abandoned their regular shipping routes and taken up arms, and Ran Ao Liu was caught within months. His crew members became bond slaves in Praesidium and Olicana and Vinovia, but Ran Ao Liu himself was executed painfully in front of cheering crowds at the Keep. Miner’s father had been there to see it but Miner, thankfully, had not.


    Miner didn’t know whether methods of managing pirates had changed much in the last centuries, but he had the feeling they hadn’t. The small part of his mind that wasn’t completely numb was pleased about that, because Captain Eodore had been kind to him and Ennek, and even after seeing the collar on Miner’s neck, had tried to save him. Miner hoped the Captain came to no harm.


    As for himself, Miner no longer cared what happened. His limbs were cramped from the uncomfortable manner in which he’d been bound, his head ached from the repeated blows it had received, and his arm stung from the shallow slash of the blade. But all of those pains were trifles compared to the tearing agony in his heart.


    He’d only just gotten Ennek, and now Ennek was gone. Everything else was immaterial.


    The sky had grown dark by the time a group of pirates took any notice of him. By then, they’d stowed most of the stolen goods below the decks, and he could hear some of them off somewhere in the ship, drunkenly celebrating their victory. But four of them remained to loom over Miner, rumbling and spitting at one another in their strange tongue. He now knew how a steer must feel when taken to market.


    After a while, one of the men—his old friend Red Shirt, he realized—hunched down and used a knife to cut the rope that attached Miner’s ankles to his wrists. Miner groaned slightly as the men straightened his bent legs and then twisted him around until he was flat on his back, his arms still tied uncomfortably behind him.


    “How many old you?” asked one of them. The one with the black shirt who, Miner suspected, was the captain.


    Miner didn’t answer at first, but then Red Shirt kicked him savagely on the bicep, just where the sword had cut him. Miner hissed and then set his jaw. “Three hundred and twenty-six,” he said, more or less accurately.


    The captain frowned, clearly trying to translate the numbers in his head. When he finished his calculations, his scowl deepened and then he kicked Miner as well, aiming for Miner’s side instead. “How many?” he demanded.


    What difference did that make, Miner wondered. Perhaps it affected his sales value. “Twenty-six,” he said.


    That made the pirates jabber at one another for several minutes. Then the captain looked down at him again. “What you bad?”


    Miner stared at him blankly.


    More slowly and very loudly, as if Miner was some sort of dim child, the captain repeated, “What you bad? You slave. Why?”


    Oh. “Treason,” Miner replied.


    He wasn’t surprised when the captain frowned again. “What?”


    Miner sighed. “Treason. I…I tried to kill the Chief.”


    That produced an animated reaction from the pirates, although Miner wasn’t certain whether they were angry or impressed. In any case, they dragged him across the deck until he was sitting near one of the masts. One of the pirates trotted away and came back a few moments later with chains in his hands. The fabric that bound Miner’s wrists was cut—he saw with a sharp pang that he’d been tied with one of Ennek’s blue socks—and instead his wrists were brought forward and clapped into irons that allowed him to separate his hands by only a few inches. His ankles were hobbled as well, although the chain there was long enough that he could have managed a halting walk. Red Shirt ran a longer chain from Miner’s wrists and around the mast itself so that he would have a few feet of movement. Not enough to reach the railing, yet enough to see the waves below.


    Another of the pirates—this one hardly more than a boy and with his beard barely sprouted—dropped a metal bucket next to Miner and, with a series of gestures, made clear that it was for Miner to relieve himself. The youth also plopped a blanket into Miner’s lap. It was moth-eaten and ragged, and crusted with the gods knew what, but at least it was thick and warm.


    With several more minutes of unintelligible discussion and a few prods of their boots, the pirates went away. A few men remained above deck (the night watch, he supposed) but they left him alone. He collapsed onto his side and huddled under the reeking blanket and closed his eyes, hoping he'd never wake up.


    


    ***


    


    But he did wake up, of course.


    Several times over the course of the night, in fact, as he shivered on the damp planks and tried to cushion his sore head on his uninjured arm. He would eventually fall back asleep, but then he’d dream of Stasis and there was no Ennek to soothe him out of those nightmares. Or he’d dream of Ennek instead, floating beneath the waves, his eyes an opaque white, his mouth open in a final silent scream, his curls floating like tendrils of seaweed.


    He gave up on sleep altogether when the sun rose. Several of the pirates wandered over to stare curiously at him, but when one of them reached over to touch him, another man with an air of authority yelled at him, and he backed away, grumbling. Miner was forced to use the bucket with a laughing audience, and he drank the cup of tepid water that the boy from the previous night brought him, but he refused to eat the cold, lumpy porridge. The boy yelled at him about it for a few moments, then shrugged and took the bowl away.


    Mostly, Miner hunched against the mast, staring blankly at nothing. If he moved even a little, his chains clanked loudly.


    The pirates seemed sluggish that morning as well. Too much drink the night before. Or maybe they were always like that, spending long periods of time at the railings with mugs of hot tea in their hands or lazily sitting around carving shapes out of chunks of wood or, in the case of two of the men, knitting complicated sweaters from wool dyed bright orange.


    Later the boy appeared again, this time with a crust of bread and more water. Again Miner drank—his tongue felt rough and furry—but he wouldn’t reach out for the food, and when the boy dropped it in his lap, Miner kicked it away. It rolled across the deck and then under the railing. “Fish food now,” Miner said to the uncomprehending boy. “Like my Ennek, you son of a bitch!”


    He leapt to his feet and lunged for the youth, but of course the boy simply hopped backward, just out of reach. Miner jerked at his chains, and although he knew on some level that it was useless, he couldn’t help himself: his rage and grief made him roar and struggle until his wrists were bloody and his body exhausted. He’d accumulated quite a crowd by then—not that it mattered—and he collapsed very suddenly and hid as much of himself as he could under the blanket.


    He might not be able to stop the pirates from hearing him sob, but at least they wouldn’t see his face.


    


    ***


    


    It must have been mid-afternoon when he noticed that the ship was beginning to pitch more noticeably. He pulled his head out from under the blanket and looked cautiously around. He hadn’t really noticed the sky earlier, but now it was hard to miss: charcoal clouds piled ominously above, the sun blotted out so completely it was almost dark as night.


    The pirates’ lethargy had vanished and now they rushed about, furling sails, securing anything on the deck that could move, coiling and uncoiling ropes in some pattern he was sure had purpose, although he couldn't fathom what.


    The temperature had dropped and, although it was not yet raining, Miner fancied he could smell fresh water. A stiff wind made the pirates’ billowing clothing flutter and snap.


    The waves must have intensified, because now even these seasoned sailors were having trouble keeping their footing. They staggered here and there with faces drawn tight with worry, paying Miner no mind at all.


    The first raindrops began to patter against the deck. They were fat and cold, and although Miner pulled the blanket over his head and although he still wore Ennek’s sweater, he was very swiftly soaked to the skin and shivering violently. His stomach lurched and rolled and he was very glad he hadn’t eaten anything that day. But he wasn’t afraid. If the worst has already happened to you, what is there left to fear?


    The rain came harder, sweeping across the ship in sheets, and Miner kept his head down. The sea grew rougher and the ship creaked and groaned in protest. The pirates ran around even more frantically, their shouts torn away by the wind. Somewhere something snapped with a blast like cannon fire, but Miner simply twisted his body and wrapped his arms around the mast to keep himself from sliding too much. He lost his grip on the blanket and it flew away. He barely noticed—he was vomiting up bile and trying hard to breathe properly in the downpour.


    The ship’s bow raised high into the air, sending everything that wasn’t tied down skittering and rolling to the stern, and then the ship dove downward. A wave crashed over the railing and for a moment Miner was certain he would be washed to sea, but the chains held him fast. Perhaps some of the pirates weren’t so fortunate—he thought he heard an anguished cry.


    Miner had barely regained his breath after the wave when the ship yawed violently to starboard and the deck was at such a steep angle that he was nearly hanging from the mast by his wrists. A truly horrible sound came from below decks, a sort of inanimate screech, and just as suddenly as it had tipped, the ship righted itself. Miner swung back into the mast, smacking his sore head. His hands were twisted and trapped beneath him and despite the din of the storm he heard the bone in one wrist snap. There was no pain to accompany it, not yet, and perhaps he’d be dead before he even felt it.


    Another wave came over the railing. He didn’t catch hold of the mast quickly enough and this wave sent him across the deck as far as his short chains allowed. When it receded, he was left flopping on his back like a fish. He rolled onto his belly and began crawling back, but there was a new wave, and then another, until he was gasping desperately, certain he was going to drown.


    But either the repeated blows to his head or the lack of oxygen must have affected him, because it seemed as if the rain stopped all at once, like someone turning off a faucet, and the wind stilled, and the ship completely stopped moving. But an enormous wave rose over the railing, its sides as sleek as glass, and standing atop that wave like a sea god was a man dressed in tattered rags, his arms outstretched, his hair in dark ringlets, his mouth opened in a roar of fury.


    Ennek.


    The wave crested the ship, depositing Ennek as gently as a mother might her child. Ennek looked about and when his eyes caught the sodden, miserable heap that had once been Miner, Ennek screamed again. He rushed forward and knelt beside Miner’s body, rolling him onto his back and searching his face. “Miner? Gods, are you hurt?”


    Miner smiled woozily up at him. It was kind of the gods to let him meet his death with such a good hallucination, he thought. It was even better when he realized he could feel Ennek’s hands on his cheeks, Ennek’s skin dry and fever-hot. “I loved him,” Miner said, because those seemed like good final words.


    Ennek shook his head and tugged at the chain that bound Miner to the mast. Miner hissed a bit when the movement jostled his wrist, sending up the first bolt of pain.


    “I’m sorry. Gods, I’m so sorry. I promised I’d keep you safe.” As he spoke, Ennek ran his fingers gingerly over the manacles. He muttered a few words Miner didn’t understand, and then swore. “Damned metal. So much harder to move than water, even when it’s not enchanted. Hang on while I unfasten the locks.” He mumbled again and the cuffs clicked open. Miner couldn’t help but let out a small cry when Ennek removed them, again shifting the broken bone.


    But Ennek hardly seemed to notice. He bent over Miner’s feet and repeated his incantation—if that’s what it was—and the ankle hobbles came loose as well. Then he looked anxiously into Miner’s eyes. “Can you walk? We have to go. The ship’s sinking.”


    Miner nodded dumbly and Ennek helped him to his feet. Miner had to lean on him as they made their way across the deck. How could he lean on a hallucination? A dying mind plays strange tricks, Miner decided. But they continued aft and to the side, and then Ennek helped Miner clamber over the gunwale into a tiny boat that was tied there. Miner huddled on the floor of the little boat as Ennek untied some ropes and then climbed in himself. “Can you help me at all?” he asked Miner, pointing at the hanging end of a rope.


    Miner blinked at him in confusion.


    “I need you to help me lower this thing. Just pull on the rope.” Ennek sounded as if he were trying to be patient and not doing very well at it.


    Miner leaned over and grasped the rope with both hands. He yelped as his wrist sent a sharp blast of pain, and then he tried to tug one-handed. It didn’t work very well, but somehow he and Ennek managed to get the vessel lowered until it was bobbing slightly in the unusually placid water. Miner saw then that there was a great breach in the hull of the pirate’s ship, and the sea was lapping gently inside. Had the surface of the ocean been moving as it normally did, water would have been rushing into the ship’s belly.


    Ennek detached their little boat from the ropes and, moving quickly and efficiently, assembled a single mast and sail. He frowned in concentration and a puff of wind made the triangle of fabric swell. The ocean began to move again and Ennek guided the tiller until they were scudding swiftly away from the pirates’ ship. Rain began to fall again, but softly, like a gentle spring shower.


    When they were far enough from the big ship that it looked like a harmless toy, Ennek let go of the tiller and stood. He faced the pirates and slowly lifted his arms until his hands were straight above his head. His jaw was tightly set and his eyes—gods, his eyes looked like seething whirlpools.


    As Miner watched like a man entranced, a towering wave formed on the horizon. It was taller than the Keep and just as ominous. It rushed toward the pirate ship and then, with a crash that was thundering even from a distance, crested over it.


    It took a few minutes before the ripples reached their little jolly boat, and with barely enough force to rock their vessel a little. Miner strained his eyes, but there was no sign at all of the pirate ship.
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    It was beginning to dawn on Miner that he might truly be sharing the boat with Ennek and not a mirage.


    For one thing, as soon as the pirate ship was gone Ennek had collapsed to his knees—nearly tumbling over the side of the boat as he did—and had vomited what seemed to be several gallons of sea water back into the ocean. When his stomach was empty, he remained slumped over the side of the boat, motionless and very pale.


    For another thing, Miner felt awful. His broken wrist was singing with pain, his stupid head was pounding, and he was shivering with cold. Even the cut on his arm, which he’d almost forgotten about, was stinging.


    Surely if he were dying and imagining a heroic rescue by his resurrected lover, he wouldn’t also imagine retching and discomfort.


    Moving slowly and carefully to avoid jostling the boat, he worked his way over to Ennek. Very cautiously, he reached out and settled a hand between Ennek’s shoulders. He was relieved when he actually felt a solid body. “Ennek?” he whispered.


    He received only a muted groan in reply.


    It was awkward to maneuver Ennek in the cramped space and with Miner’s injured wrist, but he was finally able to shift the inert body until Ennek was seated, leaning back against one of the plank seats. His head lolled down against his chest, and Miner lifted his chin to get a better look. Ennek’s eyes were bloodshot and unfocused and, although it was hard to tell in the dimming light, Miner thought there was a greenish pallor to his face.


    Ennek’s navy coat was gone, his brown shirt in tatters. Miner gasped when he examined his lover’s chest: a long, jagged scar was there, coursing from sternum to navel. Its edges were red and inflamed-looking, but the wound was closed. Miner had been stroking and licking that chest just two nights ago and the skin had been unblemished.


    Ennek shuddered violently and began to shiver even more than Miner was. Miner gave the rest of his body a cursory inspection—shredded trousers and no shoes or socks, but not obvious other damage—and looked around for anything that he could use to warm them. He sighed with relief when he found a canvas bag tucked into the bow. It proved to contain a single thin blanket, a small dagger in a leather scabbard, and a book of matches in an oilcloth bag. Miner tucked the dagger into one of his boots and stuck the matches in his trousers pocket.


    He shifted Ennek around so he lay at the bottom of the boat, curled on his side. It was a very tight fit, but Miner managed to cram himself next to Ennek. He realized that the blanket wasn’t large enough to cover all of his lover's body so, after a moment of indecision, he ended up stuffing Ennek’s bare feet into the emptied canvas bag. Then he pulled the blanket up and wrapped his arms tightly around the big body next to him. The bench seat above them shielded their heads a little from the sprinkle of rain.


    It was strange, really. Now that Miner was free of the pirates, now that he knew Ennek had somehow survived, now Miner was afraid. He supposed that was almost a good thing—it meant that he once again had something to lose. He should have been heartened. But adrift at sea with no food or fresh water or real shelter, and with Ennek unconscious, all Miner felt was scared and exhausted. He pressed himself against Ennek as tightly as he could and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.


    


    ***


    


    Ennek was still dead to the world when Miner awoke.


    The sun had risen again and the sky was a cloudless blue. The sea was calm and, to Miner’s delight, the air was actually slightly warm. Not hot, but balmy enough that he and Ennek were no longer shivering, and he had some hope that their clothing would dry. Unfortunately, his tongue felt thick and furry and he had no idea where they were, bobbing peacefully along on the featureless expanse of water. The sail hung limply in place with no wind to fill it. There were two pairs of oars tied inside the hull, but he wouldn’t be able to row with his broken wrist, and in any case he hadn’t a clue which direction to head.


    Every time he moved his arm, his wrist hurt him anew. The flesh was badly swollen and ringed with purplish bruises; his hand felt stiff and clumsy. At least it was his left. He sat up and did a more careful inventory of the boat, finding a loose bit of wood that used to support one of the seats. He pried at it with the dagger he’d found until it broke free, and then with a great deal of difficulty, he tore a strip of fabric from his undershirt and used it to tie the makeshift splint to his lower arm.


    And then he waited.


    He checked on the other man every now and then, but Ennek continued to lay there unresponsively. It must have been the magic, Miner realized. Strong magic always wears him out and makes him ill. Although Miner wasn’t certain exactly what Ennek had done the previous days, or how, it was clear that he had invoked his wizard powers.


    For hours and hours, nothing happened. Miner couldn’t tell whether they were floating in one place, or whether the current was taking them somewhere. There were no landmarks at all; simply the gentle green swells of the water and, above, the flawless blue of the sky. There were no signs of life, no real movement other than the sun’s slow crawl. Ennek didn’t stir. Miner hadn’t eaten for two days and his empty stomach joined his panoply of aches.


    And then as Miner sagged dispiritedly against the boat’s side, untangling Ennek’s curls with the fingertips of his good hand, two things happened. First, a bird flew overhead. It was too high for him to be sure, but he thought it might be a gull. That was slightly heartening—Ennek had told him that gulls rarely ventured far from land, and that sailors often kept an eye out for them as a sign that they were near to shore.


    And then, more importantly, Ennek moved. He shifted a bit under the blanket and moaned and his eyes fluttered open. He smiled slightly when he focused on Miner. But then his smiled faded and he lurched upwards. He got tangled in the blanket and barely managed to get his head over the side of the boat before he was vomiting again, this time bringing up nothing but a string of yellowish bile. Miner patted his back helplessly until Ennek sank back down to the bottom of the boat, his head hanging low.


    “En?” Miner whispered. “Is it…. You’re real?”


    “I think so.” He sighed and looked up. He frowned as he noticed the messy splint and the slash in the arm of Miner’s sweater. “You’re hurt.”


    “Not seriously. But you! Your stomach, and…. What happened?”


    Ennek glanced down at his new scar and then out across the water. “Those bastards boarded the Eclipse. A couple members of the crew tried to fight them at first, but it was useless—they were merchants, not soldiers. They didn’t even have any decent weapons. Captain Eodore surrendered almost at once. Can’t blame him.”


    “But what happened to you?”


    “They were going to search for cargo and I knew they’d find you with that twice-damned collar.” He shrugged. “I tried to stop them. I didn’t think, Miner. I could have used magic, maybe I could have…. I don’t know. But I just rushed them like a fool and one of them gutted me. They threw me over the side.”


    “But…you’re alive.” Miner said it a bit hesitantly. Could this be Ennek’s ghost? But no, a ghost wouldn’t vomit, wouldn’t have felt so warm and solid in his arms.


    “I fell into the water and…I don’t even know how to explain what happened. It was nothing I did consciously. I only…the water is mine, you understand? I didn’t even have to call it. But I took energy from it to heal myself. You can’t imagine what that feels like, drawing on the power of the ocean like that, bringing it inside me!” His voice was hoarse and he stopped to lick dry lips. “I floated just under the surface in a sort of bubble. And my wound mended. But it took time, and when I was well enough to move again, both ships were gone. I found the Eclipse first—scared the crew nearly to death—and they told me you’d been taken. Their boats were gone, too. I had to swim to find you. But the water…it spoke to me. Told me where the pirate ship was. It bore me to you. Not soon enough, though. They hurt you.” He took Miner’s uninjured hand in his and kissed the back of it softly.


    “You rescued me. Again. And you were…I’ve never seen anything so amazing.”


    “I was angry. That they would take you away like that, as if you were nothing but a case of…of almonds! I lost my temper.”


    “You raised a storm. You sank their ship!”


    Ennek’s jaw tightened so much Miner could nearly hear it creak. In a small voice, Ennek said, “I killed them. They took you and they hurt you but…but I killed them all, Miner. I watched the sea swallow them and I was…I was gleeful. I would have ripped every one of them to shreds with my bare hands if I could have.”


    “You were rescuing me,” Miner said softly.


    “I might have been able to find a way to get you out of their claws without murdering them all. I certainly didn’t have to enjoy it. Gods, I’m just like him…just like Thelius.” He buried his face in his hands.


    Miner scooted closer and folded him into an embrace. “You are nothing like him, En.”


    But Ennek only sobbed, wetting Miner’s recently dried sweater with his tears.


    


    ***


    


    They shouldn’t have wasted moisture on tears. The vomiting hadn’t helped either. By the time the sun set, the bits of Miner’s exposed skin—his face, his hands—felt hot and sore, and both men were as dry as old paper. Ennek had slept most of the day, slumped against Miner’s chest, but as the sky alit with oranges and reds he stirred.


    “I’m sorry,” he said in a sandpaper voice.


    “For what?”


    “Not being…better. Stronger. Smarter.”


    Miner wasn’t sure whether to laugh at Ennek’s foolishness or cry at the man’s inability to see his own worth. He ended up doing neither, instead caressing Ennek’s back under the shredded shirt, murmuring nonsense syllables at him like a parent might to a distressed child. After a time, Ennek pulled away a little. His eyes were very shiny but he wasn’t crying. “I think we’re not far from land,” he said.


    “I saw a gull this morning.”


    Ennek nodded. “Good. I can try to steer us to shore. I’m not sure how soon I can row us there, though—”


    “You’re in no condition to row us anywhere,” Miner said, because Ennek was still pale and drawn.


    “Well, neither are you.” Ennek pointed at Miner’s wrist. Then he frowned and took a closer look at the cut on Miner’s arm. “And this is beginning to fester. You’re dehydrated, too.”


    “So are you. So much water and nothing to drink.”


    Ennek looked out over the edge of the boat and frowned in concentration. “I’ll wager I could remove the salt,” he said, almost to himself.


    “You’ve already made yourself sick enough doing magic,” Miner protested.


    But Ennek ignored him. He knelt and leaned over the side, scooping up a double handful of sea. Then his frown deepened for a moment and he brought his hands to his face. He sipped cautiously at the liquid and then grinned triumphantly. “It worked! Come here.”


    Miner considered arguing but decided that would be pointless. He scooted around until he was next to Ennek, also along the side of the boat.


    “Get some water,” Ennek said.


    Miner stole a glance over the edge and imagined himself hanging over as Ennek had just done. “I…I can’t.”


    Ennek gave him a patient smile. “That’s all right. It probably wouldn’t have worked with your wrist anyway. Hang on.” He leaned over again and brought up more water. “Drink it before it drips away.”


    Miner leaned down and put his lips above Ennek’s palms. It was a strangely intimate thing to do, to drink from someone else’s cupped hands. But the water tasted only a bit brackish and it felt wonderful as it moistened his tongue and throat. He drank it all and then Ennek gave him another handful and another, and he would have kept on going but Miner saw him begin to sway and noticed the way his breaths became harsher; Miner stopped him. “Drink some yourself,” he insisted.


    Ennek managed to drink only two handfuls before he collapsed.


    “Don’t you dare throw up that water!” Miner said anxiously, moving Ennek’s head into his lap.


    “Trying not to.”


    Miner rubbed gently at Ennek’s temple. He didn’t know if would help, but he doubted it would hurt; and he felt so useless, just sitting there like a great, timid lump. Ennek closed his eyes and Miner thought he might have fallen asleep. But then ten or fifteen minutes later, he opened them again. “This is a stupid way to die.”


    “My Great-Aunt Sernia walked in her sleep. She was especially bad after she’d had a few cups of wine. She used to wake up all sorts of strange places but she refused to allow anyone to lock her in at night. And then one New Year she wandered outside before dawn and she somehow made her way over to Argentum Road. Is that road still there?”


    “Yes.”


    “And so steep it has stairs?”


    “It still has stairs.”


    “Sernia fell down them. Broke her neck. That was a stupid way to die.”


    Ennek managed a dry chuckle. “It does sound pointless. But still, here we are. Floating like driftwood. We escaped from Thelius and Praesidium and the pirates and now we just shrivel up? We’ve had so little time together, and I wanted to see the world with you. I want…I don’t want you to die with that damned collar on.” His voice had become so thin and weak it was difficult for Miner to hear him.


    “It doesn’t matter.” He gently pressed a fingertip to Ennek’s cracked lips. “I love you.”


    Ennek’s lips twitched in a ghost of his rare and beautiful smile. “Nobody’s ever said that to me before,” he whispered. His eyelids closed and his breathing became slow and shallow.


    Miner scooted into a slightly more comfortable position and tipped his head back. The sun had sunk below the horizon and the sky above was a rich black, so deep and so full of twinkling lights that he had a moment of vertigo, feeling as if he might somehow fall upward into space. He’d never paid much attention to the night sky before—it was usually too foggy in Praesidium to see much in any case—and he was overwhelmed by the size of it. Ennek told him that sailors used the stars to navigate, and although Miner didn’t know the art of that, he could make out patterns if he tried. He recalled a story Ennek had heard once from foreign sailors about a pair of lovers who had run away from the woman’s cruel and vengeful husband, and who had, in desperation, thrown themselves from a cliff. But the gods had taken pity on them and sent them up to the heavens where they became a pair of stars, forever shining through the night together.


    Miner was still trying to find the twin stars when he fell asleep.
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    It was a rough jarring motion that woke him, nothing like the gentle bobbing he’d become used to. He opened his eyes and for one terrible moment he was certain that Ennek was dead.


    Ennek was on his knees, unmoving, his body slumped over the tiller.


    Miner cried out and scrambled ungracefully to his lover. As he moved, though, the jollyboat bounced again and he realized with a jolt that they had reached land: the boat was bumping up against the smooth stones of a small beach.


    “Oh, Ennek, what did you do?” he moaned. But of course Ennek didn’t answer.


    On closer examination, Ennek proved to be breathing—barely. There was a wheezing sound as if each inhalation was a burden. His skin was cool and clammy, and under the cold starlight it looked the color of thin milk. Miner repositioned him so he was lying on the bottom of the boat, but Ennek didn’t react to his panicked shouts.


    Surely getting onto dry land would be an improvement, Miner thought. He hesitated before hopping out of the boat, though. The water might be very shallow here but it was still the ocean, and that continued to make him uneasy. His pause was fortunate because it then occurred to him that he ought to take off his boots, which were finally dry. So he kicked them off and stuck the scabbard in his waistband instead. His heart was already racing over Ennek’s condition, but it seemed to clench tight in his chest as soon as he tensed his muscles to hop over the boat’s side. It took another look at Ennek’s motionless form to force him into movement.


    The water was…just water. Cool. Wet. Soft little wavelets playing around his knees. Nothing threatening. And yet he was terrified. He used his good hand to grab the rope attached to the bow and he tucked more of the rope under his left arm and then he tugged, leading the vessel further ashore. He didn’t stop until it came completely aground. Then he reached in and, as carefully as possible, hoisted Ennek. He was able to stagger only a few yards inland before he collapsed to the ground; fortunately, he was able to shield Ennek from the worst of the fall. Ennek didn’t regain consciousness.


    Miner arranged him as comfortably as possible and pulled the jolly boat several feet more, hoping that would be enough to keep it from washing away on the tide. He retrieved his boots and the blanket and canvas bag, then after slipping the boots back on, folded the bag under Ennek’s head as a sort of pillow and covered his legs and lower torso with the blanket.


    He had to sit and rest for several minutes after that, but he took the opportunity to peer through the darkness to assess where they were. As it turned out, there wasn’t much to see. Their beach was a sort of tiny cove. Jagged rocks rose on either side of the cove’s mouth, while behind him, the pebbled beach gave way to sandy undulations covered in scrubby grass and prickly flowers. He couldn’t see what lay farther inland than that.


    There were no sounds aside from the lapping water and, some distance away, a metallic-sounding insect chorus. No obvious immediate dangers, at least. Of course, traumatic danger wasn't really necessary, not with Ennek barely clinging to life and Miner feeling so weak and lightheaded he feared that he would collapse as well.


    Water. They needed fresh water.


    Miner slowly rose to his feet. His legs felt wobbly and he tripped over the little tufts of vegetation as he stumbled his way through the night in search of water.


    And perhaps for once the gods were in a kindly mood, because as Miner rounded one of the great rocks he found a little trickle of water dripping from the top and pooling in a natural stone basin. He got down on his knees to lap at it, and although it tasted thick with minerals it was fresh and wonderful.


    He had to think then about how to get the water back to Ennek. It occurred to him that he could use one of his boots—not very palatable, perhaps, but he had nothing else that would hold liquid. Unfortunately, the rough treatment his footwear had recently suffered had caused the seams to give, and although he could fill the boots with water, it would all drain out long before he reached Ennek.


    Perhaps if it had been daytime he might have found something to carry the water. A shell, maybe. Or he might have fashioned a makeshift cup with some difficulty, using his one good hand. But it was dark and he was exhausted and his mind was too sluggish for inspiration. In the end, he did the only thing he could think of: he filled his own mouth with as much water as he could, carefully made his way back, and then pressed his lips to Ennek’s. It was hard to be sure, but he thought at least some of the liquid went down the other man’s throat. He made several more trips—pausing only long enough to swallow some water for himself—until his legs would no longer carry him and he collapsed on the beach alongside Ennek.


    


    ***


    


    He didn’t exactly sleep. He was too worried and his slashed arm was throbbing with every heartbeat and he thought he might be a little feverish as well. But he dozed a little here and there until the sky began to brighten and birds started calling raucous morning greetings.


    Ennek looked even worse in the daylight. His skin had a greenish tinge and it looked very tightly drawn over his bones. Against all that paleness, his hair was shockingly dark and his new scar was red and angry.


    Miner got to his feet again and found his little pool of fresh water; he repeated the tedious business of bringing his lover liquid, mouthful by mouthful. The tide was out, and he noticed some mussels clinging to the rock below the tideline. He used his blade to pry a bunch of them free and stuffed them in his sweater to carry back to Ennek’s side. Then, remembering the matches, he scavenged up a little driftwood and started a modest fire.


    He didn’t really have any clue how to cook shellfish over an open flame. In the end, he simply dumped the mussels atop the fire and left them there for several minutes, then poked them out with a long stick. It was hard to remove the meat one-handed; it was rubbery and gritty with ash, but it was food and his stomach was grateful. He had no way to get it into Ennek’s stomach, however.


    His hunger more or less mollified, he took a more careful look around. Even in good light, there wasn’t much to see. Fifty yards or so away the grass-covered bumps gave way to a sparse forest of low, gnarled trees. Noisy birds flitted in and out among the branches, calling and squabbling at each other. There was no sign at all of other humans.


    Miner's fever was getting worse and his arm felt as if it were on fire; he slumped beside Ennek hopelessly. Maybe there were healing herbs nearby, something he could use to help himself and Ennek, but Miner didn’t know anything about healing and he was just as likely—maybe more so—to poison them both. He needed to find shelter and figure out a way to get some sustenance into Ennek. He needed to get them decent clothing and something to cover his collar. He needed to do a better job of setting his wrist. Most of all, though, he needed to make sure that Ennek remained safe, that he recovered from his stupor. But right then, even getting up and laboriously bringing Ennek more water seemed like an impossible task. Miner lay down beside Ennek, wrapping his body around Ennek’s shorter one, and worked at the tangles in Ennek’s hair again.


    After a while, he started to speak. He knew the other man couldn’t hear him, not really. But he remembered when he was Under, and when he’d had brief flashes in which he could see and hear. One of those times it had been Ennek he’d seen: Ennek as a boy, with his face smudged slightly with dirt and his eyes wide as cuprinus coins. Ennek had spoken to him then, the first time in 300 years someone had addressed Miner. “Are you awake?” Ennek had asked. And although Miner couldn’t answer and he’d been sucked back into the depths of Stasis immediately after, those three words had remained with him, echoing inside his swirling head, providing an anchor for the remains of his sanity. Ennek couldn’t hear him now, but perhaps some ghost of Miner’s voice would reach him somehow and comfort him.


    “I wish you had met my mother,” Miner said. “Her name was Celsa. She was very tall with hair that was almost white. She used to sit by the fire in the evenings and my sisters would brush it for her. Her nose was a little too sharp and her chin was too square, but somehow she was beautiful anyway. Maybe it was the way she moved, as if nothing could stop her, as if she were the equal of anyone she met. My father used to say that it was a shame she wasn’t born a man, for she’d have made a fine soldier.


    “She didn’t talk very often. Not like my father—he would tell stories and laugh. He could strike up a conversation with a complete stranger and in minutes they’d be close friends. Mother was more reserved, but she watched, and she never missed anything. And when we were children, if one of us was hurt or upset, she always knew, and she’d stroke our heads—see? just as I’m stroking yours—until we were calm again. My father had a quick temper, but I don’t remember her ever once raising her voice and I’m quite certain she never struck us.”


    A fly landed on Ennek’s slack face and Miner shuddered and shooed it away.


    “When I told my parents that Eudoxia and I were going to marry, Celsa drew me aside and held my hands and asked me whether this marriage would truly make me happy. I think she knew…. I loved Eudoxia, I sincerely did, but not…not like I love you. She was almost like a sister. But I wanted a family of my own and somebody…somebody to hold at night. To hold me. It wasn’t fair to Eudoxia, I know that now, but I honestly thought I could be a good husband to her. I told Celsa that I would be happy and she kissed me and wished me well.


    “My mother was so happy when my daughter was born. Marsa. She had my mother’s eyes and that firm chin, and even though she was only an infant I could tell she was as strong as Celsa, as watchful. She was…oh, En, she was so beautiful!” He was almost glad for once that Ennek was unconscious and couldn’t hear his voice break.


    “I think…. When I fell in love with Camens, I think my mother knew. Not the specifics, of course, but…. She’d look at me and her face would be so sad. I expect she was hoping I’d say something to her, but how could I?


    “The last time I saw my mother was at my trial. She had to stand there along with my wife and my father and everybody else…everybody who had known me, loved me. She had to hear what I’d done and what was to become of me. It was the only time I saw her cry. Just silent tears falling down her cheeks, and her face set like stone. And then she turned away.”


    Miner was crying now and he couldn’t go on speaking. He buried his face in Ennek’s hair and sent the gods another useless plea, this time hoping that his mother had found peace after his disgrace, that his family had recovered, that Eudoxia had found a man who could give her the love she deserved, that Marsa had grown up strong and happy. That wasn’t so much to ask for, was it?


    His sobbing had died out when something made him freeze. He couldn’t have said exactly what. He hadn’t heard anything other than the birds and the eternal sloshing of the ocean. But he had an odd feeling as if…as if someone were watching him. Cautiously, he lifted his head.


    There was nobody there. A gull was wheeling overhead, circling silently as if it wondered whether he and Ennek might be something good to eat. Perhaps it was the bird’s scrutiny he’d sensed. Or maybe it was simply the fever, which was raging worse than ever, making his skin feel hot and tight and his head feel muzzy.


    The gull whirled and called out once, then dove down to land on the pebbled beach only a few yards away. It regarded them in that unblinking way birds had and Miner could almost imagine a sharp intelligence behind its pale yellow eyes.


    “We’re not carrion yet,” he said. “You’ll have to wait a while longer.”


    It hopped over to his little fire, which had nearly died out, and poked among the discarded mussel shells. There was nothing edible left, and after a moment or two it gave up and resumed staring at the men. It was unsettling. “Go away,” Miner said, but the dispassionate words had no impact on the gull which, in fact, hopped a few feet closer.


    Miner sat up dizzily and tried to drape himself protectively over Ennek. “You can’t have him.”


    The bird opened its mouth and Miner expected it to call again—that slightly haunting sound that had been a backdrop to his existence in Praesidium.


    Instead, it spoke.


    It had a woman’s voice, highly accented in some exotic way but intelligible. “Which of you is the wizard?” it asked.


    Miner could only gape. He hadn’t realized his fever had reached the delirium stage.


    The bird fluttered its wings impatiently. “Which is the wizard?” it repeated, more loudly this time.


    “I…. But...but you’re….”


    The gull clicked its beak at him. “I have sensed the presence of a new wizard here. Are you the wizard or is it your companion?”


    “I’m not…I’m not a wizard,” Miner managed to say.


    The bird cocked its head. “Then it is he. Are you his slave?”


    Miner had been Ennek’s slave but Ennek had never truly treated him as one. “No,” Miner replied as boldly as his ridiculous situation permitted. “I’m his lover. But…who are you?”


    “I am a wizard as well, of course.”


    “You’re a seagull!”


    Somehow, the bird managed to look angry. “I am not. This bird is only my messenger. I am far from you, many miles inland.”


    “You’re human?”


    “Naturally!”


    Miner was not especially reassured to learn that he was speaking with a person. With the exception of Ennek, his experiences with wizards had not been good ones. He would almost have preferred a conversation with a sentient bird. But he had so few options remaining to him now. “Can you help him?” he asked.


    “What is wrong with him?”


    “I’m…I’m not certain. He used too much magic, I expect.”


    The bird rose into the air and flew to the jolly boat. It landed on the gunwale. “Were you shipwrecked?”


    “Yes.” It wasn’t exactly a falsehood.


    “And he saved you.”


    “Yes.”


    “Is water his element?” The woman’s voice sharpened with that question.


    Miner didn’t know whether he was endangering Ennek by divulging too much information, but he nodded. And then he repeated, “Can you help him? Please?”


    The bird left the boat and glided to perch on the pebbles only a few feet from them. It seemed to be thinking. And then it nodded, which looked very strange. “I shall help you. But I shall expect something in return.”


    “What? I don’t have anything—just what you see here. Not a single coin, and—”


    “I have no use for money. I shall send assistance to you. Once your wizard has recovered enough to travel, you shall come to me. I am in the village of Jiangbei.”


    “I don’t know where that is. I don’t know where anything is here. I’ve never left Praesidium before.”


    Again, the gull clacked its beak. “Two days’ walk. I shall send you guidance. Do you accept my offer?”


    Not without misgivings, Miner said, “Yes.” And then he added, “But I can’t guarantee that Ennek will do whatever you want him to.”


    “I expect your word to bind you both.”


    Miner looked down at Ennek, who was showing no signs of life other than his slow, quiet breathing. “All right,” he said at last.


    “If you break your oath I will find you. The air is my element and you cannot hide from me.” As if to emphasize the point, the bird flapped its wings.


    “I will keep my promise.”


    “See that you do,” the bird said. Then it took to the air and flew swiftly away.


    In the book Ennek had given him—the book with the Mouse and the Cat and the Miller’s Daughter, and which was now lost to him—was a story titled “The Shoemaker and the Imp.” It told of a poor man who had promised a small green creature one of his possessions in return for wealth. The man felt assured, assuming he had nothing of value. The imp had kept the bargain, filling the man’s purse with gold and jewels—and in return, it had taken the man’s only son.


    Miner very much hoped he hadn’t repeated the Shoemaker’s mistake.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    Chapter Five


    h


    


    Less than an hour after the bird left, Miner heard voices. He looked up, but there were no gulls in sight. Then he heard footsteps approaching. He didn’t bother trying to stand, but only knelt over Ennek and tried to look fierce.


    A few moments later, a half dozen people appeared. They stopped short when they saw him and Ennek. There were four men and two women. They wore loose earth-colored clothing in flowing fabrics, and their long black hair was decorated with ribbons and small stones. They stared openly until one of them, a squat older man with streaks of gray in his hair, stepped forward. He said something that Miner couldn’t understand.


    “Please,” Miner said. “Help us. He’s…he’s hurt.”


    The strangers hesitated a few more moments, and then finally the short man came closer. The others followed. Miner tensed as the man hunched down nearby, looking at Ennek. He said something to Miner that was clearly a question, but all Miner could do was shrug. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”


    The man frowned at him and then stood up again. He barked a series of commands at the others. They trotted off, but came back a few minutes later with a pair of long, sturdy branches broken off from the trees. One of women had been carrying some folded fabric; she and the others wrapped it around the branches, and Miner realized they were fashioning a stretcher. As he supervised anxiously, the two youngest men carefully lifted Ennek by the feet and shoulders and transferred him to the stretcher. Then the group made their way back across the scrub, back to wherever they had come from.


    Miner tried to follow, but he soon fell behind. He called out in desperation: “Wait! Please!”


    One member of the group, a woman with a thin face, came trotting back to him. She glanced at his throbbing arm and badly splinted wrist and made a small clucking sound. She lifted his uninjured arm around her shoulders and said something that he took as an encouragement to keep walking. With her supporting him he was able to make his way, albeit slowly, and he soon lost sight of Ennek and the others. He had to hope that the woman was taking him wherever the others were going.


    He lost track of time, just concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. Eventually he became aware that they were on a pathway: simply a narrow, worn track in the dirt. The path took them over a hill—thankfully, it was gentle enough that he could manage it with the woman’s help—and then into a valley that was checkered with farms. The path widened into a wheel-rutted road. There were people working the land, cutting at the soil with hoes and pulling handfuls of some sort of grain and placing it in baskets. He was slightly heartened to see that none of them wore collars like his own and that they all looked healthy, well-fed, and well-clothed. Every one of them stopped what they were doing and stared as Miner and the woman hobbled by.


    Just when Miner was beginning to fear that he was going to have to be carried as well, he saw a small cluster of houses. They were simple wooden structures with bright red painted trim and with chickens and geese fluttering between them. The woman led him toward the farthest house. They passed through a narrow arch and into a tranquil green courtyard where two young children played with carved wooden figures. The youngsters froze, gaping at him as he shuffled by and entered the house.


    To Miner’s enormous relief, the first thing he saw was Ennek. The man had been laid on a thin pallet on the floor and stripped of the remains of his clothing. The squat man and a woman of similar age were kneeling beside Ennek, busily applying what looked like poultices. The woman glanced at Miner, gestured at a second, unoccupied pallet, and said something to the woman on whom he was still leaning. His caregiver took him to the pallet and he lay down on it.


    He tried to crane his neck to see what was happening with Ennek, but a handsome man who might have been in his early thirties knelt beside Miner, blocking his view. “Please,” Miner said. “Will he be all right?” But again, he couldn't understand the reply.


    The man and woman carefully removed Miner’s clothes. He blushed at being naked in front of strangers—some of them female—even though he knew his modesty was foolish. After all, he’d spent three centuries in Stasis without a shred of clothing.


    The strangers had roughened hands, but they were gentle as they cleaned Miner’s wounds and re-splinted his wrist—much more competently than he’d managed—and dabbed him clean with wet cloths. The man shaved the stubble from Miner’s face with a thin, sharp blade and smoothed a sweet-scented cream over his sunburned skin; that felt lovely, cool and slightly tingly. Then they made him drink two cups of grassy-tasting tea and another that was rich and meaty and delicious. Finally, they covered him with a soft blanket and moved away.


    The older couple was still crouched next to Ennek. His head was propped in the woman’s lap and the man was using a spoon to drip liquid from a cup into Ennek’s mouth. Then he’d massage Ennek’s neck so he would swallow.


    Miner felt suddenly very sleepy. There must have been something in the tea. He struggled to keep his eyes open, to watch over Ennek, but his eyelids were so heavy and the pallet beneath him was so soft. “Please,” he murmured, knowing nobody would understand him. “Please take care of him.”


    The older woman said something back to him, and it seemed to him that her voice was reassuring and her dark eyes kind. He tried to thank her, but fell asleep before he could manage it.


    


    ***


    


    When Miner woke up, he had to urinate very badly. He groaned and looked anxiously in Ennek’s direction. His friend was still unmoving, but perhaps he looked a bit better, and his chest was rising and falling more evenly.


    As soon as Miner stirred, the older woman appeared through a low doorway. She padded over to him on bare feet and bent down beside him, asking him something he couldn’t understand.


    “Please. I have to…erm….” He blushed and waved vaguely at his crotch.


    She must have understood, because she nodded and walked away, then returned a moment later with a ceramic vessel. She handed it to him and waited expectantly. His blush deepened as he rose to his knees, clutching the blanket about him like a shy maiden. He tucked the pot under the blanket and, looking resolutely away from the woman, used it. When he was finished he brought the pot back out and she took it from him with a small smile. Since he was upright anyway, and with the blanket still modestly wrapped, he knee-walked awkwardly to Ennek’s side and collapsed into a seated position beside him.


    The woman returned. “Will he be all right?” Miner asked her.


    She pressed her palms together and tucked them under her head, miming somebody sleeping. Then she pretended to be eating something. After that, she pointed at Ennek and nodded and smiled. Miner hoped that meant that after Ennek had some rest and nourishment he would heal.


    The woman pointed at herself and said something that sounded like “Luli.” Then she repeated it, slowly and loudly.


    Miner put his hand on his own chest. “Miner,” he said. Luli said his name. Her pronunciation wasn’t quite right, but she was close. Then he touched Ennek’s shoulder. “Ennek.” She repeated that as well. Then she made a gesture that he thought meant to stay still and she left the room.


    Miner stroked Ennek’s shoulder and looked around. The room was small and unadorned except for one corner, where there was a low table holding a bowl of fruits and grains, a small vase with some pink flowers, and three scrolls tied in red ribbon. The floor was constructed of wide, unpainted wooden planks, but it looked scrupulously clean. The walls and ceiling were plaster, painted a very pale yellow, and a few brass lanterns hung here and there. A single window was covered with red-painted shutters. The door to the courtyard was open, but Miner could see little from his angle other than faint light and the opposite wall. He could hear quiet voices chatting nearby and, farther away, children laughing. The scents of cooking reached his nostrils, making his stomach growl.


    Luli reappeared shortly, carrying a tray laden with cups and bowls. The older man was right behind her. She set the tray down next to Miner and pointed at the man. “Hai-Shui,” she said. Miner’s attempt to say the man’s name made both of them laugh, but not unkindly.


    As Luli patiently dripped spoonfuls of broth into Ennek’s mouth, wiping his chin clean now and then, Hai-Shui examined Miner’s arm. Miner felt much better and he could see that the inflammation had gone down, but Hai-Shui didn’t seem satisfied; he clucked his tongue and insisted Miner drink a small cupful of something horrible and bitter. The man was happier with the state of Miner’s wrist. He tightened the splints a bit and nodded his head. Then he handed Miner a blue bowl filled with bits of meat and cooked vegetables. There was no cutlery, so Miner set the bowl in his lap and used the fingers of his right hand to eat. There were some mild spices he couldn’t identify but the food tasted very good indeed and he ate it all, which made Hai-Shui nod approvingly. Miner washed the meal down with a cup of slightly floral tea and another of cool, sweet water.


    Then he watched as Luli and Hai-Shui bathed Ennek’s body with a bowl of water and small cloths and spicy soap. Ennek’s scar looked better, the redness faded and the puffiness gone. It looked like a wound he’d suffered long ago. When Luli saw Miner attempting to detangle Ennek’s hair with his fingers—how did those curls manage to twist and knot so?—she briefly left the room, returning with a long-toothed ivory comb.


    “Thank you,” Miner said, taking it from her. He tugged gently at Ennek’s hair, taking care not to pull too hard even though Ennek wouldn’t feel it. Then Luli brought him the razor and another bowl of soapy water, and Miner shaved Ennek’s face as the couple rubbed his arms and chest with thick, lumpy cream. Then they washed the cream away.


    Luli asked him something. When Miner just stared blankly, she waved her hand back and forth between Ennek and Miner, her eyebrows raised questioningly, then pointed at Miner’s collar.


    Miner sighed and shook his head. “No. I belong to him, but he’s mine too, you see.” Knowing she wouldn’t understand his words, he pointed at Ennek and then at his own heart.


    Luli smiled and nodded. She mimicked his gestures, only she pointed at Hai-Shui instead. Ah. So they were married, perhaps. Miner nodded his comprehension, relieved that these people weren’t disgusted over his deviance. But really, he thought, stroking at Ennek’s newly smooth cheek, what was deviant about it? He loved Ennek, loved him enough to forfeit his life if necessary, enough that Miner’s existence would have no color or texture without him. Back in the boat his declaration of love had made Ennek smile, when otherwise there had been so little hope. And Ennek loved him as well, enough to destroy a pirate ship and to nearly kill himself. How could that be wrong?


    Hai-Shui pulled a blanket over Ennek. He left the room for a few seconds, returning with a pile of clothing. He handed the clothes to Miner with a smile. Miner’s face turned red again at the couple’s scrutiny, but he allowed the blanket to drop away and he got dressed. He had been given a pair of loose brown trousers that were too short for him and a long, cream-colored tunic that slipped over his head and tied at the neck. It was an unfamiliar costume but comfortable. And then he thought of his beloved sweater, ruined by the pirates and the sea. It was foolish to be sentimental over a bunch of wool, he knew that, but it had been a gift from Ennek. And besides, it had been his, and he’d lost everything yet again.


    Well, not everything. He still had Ennek. Miner swallowed past the lump in his throat and thanked Hai-Shui. Then the man gave him something else, a length of emerald green silk embroidered with abstract floral shapes in maroon and gold thread. It had long green tassels as well. It must have been a precious thing, but Hai-Shui was giving it to him, and indicating that Miner should wrap it about his neck.


    Now that he was dressed, Miner thought he might have the strength to walk around a bit. He walked to the door and stared outside a little longingly. The children were there again, a boy and girl wearing nothing but simple trousers, and they stopped playing with a kitten in order to stare back. There was a tree at one side of the courtyard, he saw now, and it was hung with colored glass ornaments. Underneath the tree, the young woman who had cared for him earlier was sitting and weaving some cloth on a loom. The sky overhead was bright blue and the air was warm.


    Miner leaned against the doorframe for a long time, until Luli took his hand and led him outside. The dirt was very soft under his feet. He gave a worried look back at Ennek, but Luli tugged at him insistently. She didn’t take him very far, just to a low wooden bench. An enormous ceramic pot was at one end of the bench and when he peeked inside he saw it was full of water and small floating plants, with tiny orange fish darting this way and that.


    The children wandered over and stood just out of reach, regarding him with solemn faces. He stared back. He hadn’t been around children since he was sent Under. He remembered the last time he held Marsa, how solid she had felt in his arms, grabbing at his buttons with her chubby little hands and laughing when he’d made a funny face at her. Now, he smiled a little.


    The little girl pointed at his head and asked something.


    “I’m sorry. I don’t understand,” he said.


    They giggled and she pointed again. It must be his hair that was amusing her—short and almost snow white, and nothing at all like her long, black tresses. He ran his palm over his scalp and they laughed again and ran away, shouting at each other while they scurried out of the courtyard.


    Miner spent the day sitting on the bench and strolling slowly around the courtyard, stepping into the house frequently to check on Ennek. Every now and then Luli or Hai-Shui would bring him some food or some tea, or the young woman—who he thought must be their daughter—would point at something and say the word for it in her language, and he would try unsuccessfully to repeat it.


    Sometimes other people would arrive at the entrance to the courtyard and stand at the archway. Luli or Hai-Shui or their daughter would talk to them or, once in a while, go into the house and come back with little paper packets of herbs, but they didn’t let anyone in. Miner would duck inside until they left, keeping careful watch over Ennek.


    When night fell, his hosts lit the lamps. They fed Miner yet again—he’d eaten a huge amount over the day, but in small doses—and tended to Ennek, and then they extinguished the lamps and disappeared. Miner dragged his pallet along the floor until it abutted Ennek’s. After a brief hesitation, he removed his clothing and neatly set it aside, then pulled the blankets over them both. It felt good to have Ennek in his arms again.


    


    ***


    


    “Miner?”


    The whisper in his ear was barely audible, but it woke him up immediately. He sat up, but the room was dark and he couldn’t see much of anything. “En?” he whispered back.


    “Where are we?” Ennek moved a bit as if he were trying to sit up as well, but Miner pushed him firmly against the pallet.


    “We’re safe for now. Are you all right? Gods, Ennek, you nearly killed yourself!”


    “I had to…. I couldn’t just let you die. Not like that.”


    “You’d already used far too much magic.”


    “I know. But what else could I do? I tried to make the waves carry us to shore.”


    “They did.” Miner lay back down again and pressed against Ennek’s solid, warm body.


    Ennek squirmed around until they were face to face. “But where are we?”


    “Some people found us.” He decided that the tale of the talking bird could wait until later. “This is their house. They’ve been caring for us and—”


    “You were hurt!” Ennek groped blindly at him. “Your arm, your hand….”


    “My arm is fine and my wrist will heal.”


    Ennek let out a noisy breath. “But these people…. If they see us together like this, or— Gods, your collar!”


    “They already have. They don’t…. I can’t understand anything they say but they’re very kind. But how are you feeling?”


    “I’m…tired, I expect. Weak.”


    “Then rest. You’re safe and I won’t leave you.”


    “You won’t, will you?” Ennek’s voice was filled with wonder and he stroked Miner’s cheek. “I never said it back. I almost lost you and then I almost died and I never said it back.”


    “There’s no need.”


    “Yes there is. I love you, Miner. I’ve never said those words to anyone before because they’ve never been true, but gods, how could I have lived so long without you?”


    Miner smiled at him, even though he knew Ennek couldn’t see. “Sleep. We can adore one another in the morning.”
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    Ennek could speak a little of the local tongue, although not well. And by the way their hosts winced and laughed, Miner suspected that Ennek’s version, which he’d learned from sailors, was a little saltier than they were used to. But at least he could communicate with them and the next morning he did, gleaning information about where they were and what their prospects might be. As they spoke Miner hovered nearby, feeling stupid and useless.


    “We were fortunate,” Ennek said to Miner a little later as they both sat on the bench, eating bowls of coarse, cooked grains flavored with slivers of meat and vegetables. Ennek was wearing an outfit almost identical to Miner’s, but without need of the scarf. “This area is sparsely settled and it’s more or less independent, midway between two larger realms. The state to the north doesn’t get along well with the state to the south, so they’re a sort of buffer here, I think. And more tolerant than their neighbors are likely to be.”


    “They seem peaceful.”


    “They are. They’re under the protection of a powerful wizard. I’m not certain whether she’s…friendly. Perhaps she could remove your collar,” he added thoughtfully.


    “She can’t. Her element is air.”


    Ennek turned to look at him with surprise. “How did you know?”


    Miner looked down at his bowl. He hadn’t actually intended to have this conversation yet.


    “Miner?” Ennek asked sharply.


    “There was a bird,” Miner whispered.


    “A what?”


    “A…a seagull. It…it spoke to me.”


    Ennek was silent a moment. “You were delirious,” he finally said. “Luli told me you had a bad fever, that you would have lost your arm if you hadn’t been treated soon.”


    The arm would have been the least of his losses if Hai-Shui and the others hadn’t come along, but Miner didn’t say that. He kept staring at his nearly empty bowl. And then Ennek stood and stretched and patted his shoulder. “I don’t want to burden these people too long. Do you expect you’ll be able to travel by morning?”


    Now Miner did look up and he frowned. “You’re still recovering—”


    “I needed rest. When I use magic it’s as if it drains my…my life force. I don’t know what else to call it. And then it takes time for the life force to come back, like a fire slowly growing from a spark to roaring flames.”


    “If you push it too far, if you do too much, that spark will go out.”


    Ennek looked away angrily. “Well, it didn’t. And with a few more meals and a good night’s sleep I’ll be fine.”


    Miner knew arguing would be useless. He also didn’t want to raise the subject of where they would be going. So he simply nodded a bit and put a morsel of food in his mouth.


    After a moment, and in a much softer voice, Ennek said, “May I fetch you some tea?”


    “Yes. Please.”


    Ennek took away his bowl and brought him a green cup full of tea, and then he wandered off again to have some sort of discussion with Hai-Shui and Luli. Miner remained on the bench. A small, black bird fluttered over the courtyard wall and alit on the tree. It had a long forked tail and shiny brown eyes, which were focused on Miner. It opened its thick beak and sang, a sort of raspy, trilling call that wasn’t unpleasant. Then it stopped and looked at him as if it expected him to answer.


    “I haven’t forgotten,” he said out loud. “We’re still recovering.”


    The bird warbled again and glided off the tree and onto the edge of the big pot beside him. It tilted its head, fixing one beady eye on him.


    “I know. I gave you my word.” He sighed. “We’ll leave in the morning.”


    The bird croaked at him and then flapped away. A moment later, Luli’s daughter—her name was Yuening—appeared from behind him. She sat on the bench beside him and pointed in the direction the bird had gone. “Bhujanga,” she said. And she made a complicated series of gestures that he took to mean that the Bhujanga was a good bird, welcome in the fields for eating insects.


    Yuening had brought out two bowls, one of which was full of dried yellow flowers and the other was empty. He watched as she picked up an individual flower, carefully removed the petals and placed them in the empty bowl, and then tossed the rest of the flower aside. He set down his empty teacup and joined her in the task. It was a bit awkward with his broken wrist but he managed. She hummed quietly as she worked and the tune was strange to his ears but peaceful. The children ran in and out of the courtyard, giving Miner shy looks and babbling happily at Yuening. Once the little boy was dragged over by his sister, sobbing over a scraped knee, and Yuening clucked with sympathy and gave the damaged limb a kiss, then sent him on his way. The kitten ran about as well, pouncing on twigs and chasing after butterflies, until it curled into a tiny ball in a patch of sunshine and went to sleep.


    Miner’s heart ached with yearning for this life. He could settle here, he thought. Learn the language. Find a plot of land and learn to work it. Build a little house for Ennek and him, one with a window that looked out at the green hills to the west.


    But there was his promise to the bird-wizard and the blasted collar. And besides, he wasn’t at all certain that Ennek would be happy with such a pastoral existence. The man had spent his life in a great city, and he’d piloted his little catboats around the bay when he needed an escape. He was a Chief’s son and a powerful wizard. How could he be content with digging in the dirt, chasing after chickens?


    Miner must have sighed loudly because Yuening patted his shoulder and gave him a sweet smile. He tried very hard to smile back.


    Dinner that evening was a lively affair. Everyone gathered in the courtyard—Luli and Hai-Shui and Yuening and the children, as well as a dozen or so other people whose names Miner couldn’t keep track of and who stared at Miner and then smiled indulgently at him, as if he were a slow child. Lanterns were lit. A constant parade of food was brought out. Miner hadn’t any idea what he was eating most of the time, but it was all delicious. There were even tiny cups of some kind of wine.


    As everyone ate, Ennek spoke. Mostly in his stumbling version of the local tongue, although he’d stop now and then to provide a quick translation for Miner. He was telling stories about Praesidium. Nothing personal, but tales of everyday life that must have seemed wondrous and exotic to this audience. To aid his limited vocabulary he acted things out: a fisherman on a wobbly boat, trying to land a string of fish; a hired carriage weaving through the crowds of pedestrians, and the pedestrians ducking out of its way; a woman shopping at the market before a festival. He even told them of small things, like gas lights and toilets and bathtubs.


    Miner had the impression that these people didn’t believe half of what Ennek told them, but they certainly appreciated the telling, oohing and aahing and roaring with laughter. For his part, Miner just enjoyed watching Ennek. He was so animated, so naturally the center of attention. Miner had observed this during his rare excursions to the top deck of the Eclipse. Although Ennek seemed utterly unaware of it, he had enormous charisma and wherever he was, people couldn’t help but watch him, gather around him, listen to him. Miner had never been like that. Even among his own family, and despite the fact that he was often the tallest person present, he tended to fade into the background. When faced with an audience of any sort he blushed and stammered. He didn’t mind, really. He’d never wanted to have everyone focused on him. If Ennek was the sun, Miner was content to be the orbiting moon.


    After several hours, though, Ennek’s voice had begun to grow hoarse, and Miner thought he detected a tiredness about his lover’s eyes. It was late and Ennek was still not fully recovered, and they had a long journey to undertake in the morning. Miner quietly made his way through the crowd until he stood at Ennek’s side. Ennek smiled up at him.


    “Hey,” Miner said when Ennek paused for a moment. “Maybe we should get some sleep.”


    “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve been going on and on, haven’t I?”


    “You’re having fun.”


    “I…yes, I expect so. It’s only, at the Keep the Chief’s eyes were always on me, judging me.”


    “I understand,” Miner replied. “Nobody’s judging you now. Everyone likes you.”


    Ennek shook his head. “If they knew, though. If they knew who I really am….”


    “I know who you really are.”


    Ennek smiled thinly at him, unconvinced. “We should turn in.” He faced their hosts and said something that made them nod in response. Everyone else looked disappointed, but Luli shooed them away and soon the courtyard was nearly empty, just Ennek and Miner and moths whirling in the lamplight.


    The two of them went inside and removed their simple clothing. Ennek lay on his side with Miner behind him, and they didn’t make love or even speak, but they nestled together and listened to one another breathe.


    


    ***


    


    They woke not long after dawn. Someone had left them wide bowls full of soapy water, with soft cloths beside them, and they quickly washed and then dressed. Ennek found the straight razor and they shaved each other. As if by magic, Luli appeared the minute they were done, carrying a tray with tea and food. It took them only a few minutes to have their breakfast.


    And then it was time to go.


    Miner had been worrying about making the journey in bare feet, but Hai-Shui handed them each a pair of sandals. They felt strange on Miner's feet but they fit him exactly and he realized after only a few steps that they were very comfortable. Hai-Shui also handed them each a bag that could be worn on their back. He told them what was inside and Ennek translated: an extra set of clothing, blankets, a razor and a small cake of soap and the ivory comb, a metal pot for heating water and two small cups, a paper bag full of tea leaves, some dried meat and fruits and round crackers. The knife from the jolly boat was there too, and the packet of matches.


    Ennek said a lot of words to them that expressed his gratitude, and then he bowed elegantly, once again reminding Miner that this was the Chief’s son. All Miner could manage was a garbled thank you and a graceless sort of bob.


    They all walked together through the courtyard, where the Bhujanga was perched atop the wall. Ennek bowed again as they exited through the arch, and they started up the dirt road. They were only a few yards away when someone called from behind them and they stopped and turned. Yuening was running toward them with something in her hands. She smiled and handed it to Miner. It was his sweater.


    It was somewhat the worse for wear. The tear in the arm had been sewn shut with silk thread and although the stitches were fine and even, they were plainly visible. The wool was slightly pilled overall, no doubt from efforts to clean away the salt and dried blood. But the sweater felt soft and it smelled pleasant, like lemon and flowers, and it was his.


    Miner managed a credible bow to Yuening and although it was quite warm, slipped the sweater over his head.


    “You look very stylish,” Ennek laughed. “Think of how you’d turn heads back in Praesidium.”


    Miner snorted.


    People stopped working in the fields to watch them pass. Miner recognized a few of them from dinner the night before; those people waved at them and Ennek called out greetings. But it wasn’t long before they’d walked by the last of the cultivated parts and entered a woods. As they did, the path began to rise, not steeply enough to be uncomfortable but they were definitely gaining altitude. Sometimes Miner would hear a familiar birdcall and he’d look up to see the Bhujanga sitting on a branch nearby.


    “We haven’t decided on a destination,” Ennek said after a time. “We can go north to Donghe, if we want. It’s the nearer of the two big cities. There’s a major port there and I’m certain we could find work of some kind. Or maybe you’d rather continue inland. We could go for thousands of miles that way. I’ve seen a few maps but I’m really not sure what we’d encounter. It would certainly be an adventure. And surely we’d find someone who could remove your collar.”


    He waited for Miner to respond. When Miner didn’t, Ennek stopped walking and grabbed at Miner’s hand. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


    Very quietly, Miner replied, “We have to go to Jiangbei.”


    Ennek’s dark eyebrows rose very high. “Where?”


    “Do you remember I told you about the gull? The one that spoke to me?”


    “Of course.”


    “It wasn’t a fever dream, En. It was a wizard, the air wizard they told you about. She sensed your presence and sent the bird to see for her. She could speak through it as well.”


    Ennek frowned. “You talked with a wizard?”


    “You were unconscious and I could hardly ignore her, could I? And she offered to help us, to save you. It must have been she who sent Hai-Shui and the rest to us.”


    “I never did ask how they’d found us. I just assumed they’d come across us by accident.”


    “It was no accident. We were nearly an hour’s walk away. If the wizard hadn’t sent them, you…you would have died.” Miner’s voice almost broke on that last word.


    But Ennek’s expression had darkened. “What did you do, Miner?”


    “I…I made a promise.”


    After a long pause, Ennek asked, “What did you promise?”


    Miner glanced upwards, where the black bird was watching intently. “I told her we’d come to her in Jiangbei and you’d do her a favor.”


    “What favor?”


    “She didn’t…she didn’t say.”


    Ennek turned pale. “Gods, Miner! What if she wants me to do something…something like what Thelius did to us? Or what I did to that ship?”


    “I had no choice! You were going to die!”


    “I’d rather be a rotting corpse than turn into Thelius.”


    “Well, I don’t want you to be a rotting corpse! You’re all I have!” Miner realized he was shouting and he lowered his voice to repeat, “You’re all I have.”


    But Ennek shook his head angrily and stomped up the path, leaving Miner just standing there.


    For several miles they traveled in silence. Miner trailing several feet behind because whenever he tried to walk abreast of Ennek, Ennek would snarl at him and speed up. Miner had longer legs but it had been centuries since he’d walked very far, and he simply couldn’t keep up.


    The sun was almost directly overhead when they came to a small valley with a bubbling little stream running its length. Miner caught up as Ennek knelt on the bank, scooping handfuls of water to his mouth. Miner silently joined him. The water was very cold and refreshing.


    After their thirst was quenched they collapsed onto the soft grass. They pulled some food out of their bags and began to eat. Miner considered starting a fire to heat water for tea, but then rejected the idea. The stream had been enough for the time being. Ennek didn’t even look at him as they ate, and only grunted when Miner handed him a handful of nuts he found in his bag.


    “We’ll go to Donghe,” Ennek announced when the food was gone.


    Miner pointed at the ever-present Bhujanga. “She watches us.”


    Ennek glared and threw a small stone at it. The bird squawked angrily and flapped to a tree a bit farther away. “I don’t know where Jiangbei is,” he said sullenly.


    “It’s two days away. She said she’d guide us.”


    Miner scowled at him and rose to his feet. He slung his bag onto his back and continued his walk up the path. Miner scrambled to join him. When they came to a fork in the road, one way heading north and the other east, Ennek stopped. The black bird glided down and stood in the middle of the eastern branch, waiting for them. Miner actually growled a bit and clenched his jaw, but when he began walking again it was towards the east.


    It was a very long afternoon. They didn’t pass any other humans, although once they saw a curl of smoke rising over a hill. The path itself was surprisingly well-kept and the journey not especially strenuous, but Miner soon became very tired. Even with the comfortable sandals his feet ached and he noticed after a while that Ennek was limping slightly. He opened his mouth to say something about it and then closed it again.


    Ennek always remained a few steps ahead and he didn’t speak to Miner at all. The bird was there, too, bright eyes as sharp as a knife blade. Sometimes they’d come to a cloud of insects and the bird would swoop about, catching them in its beak, and sometimes it would snatch small creatures off tree branches or bare rocks. Miner and Ennek stopped only twice, both times along little trickles of water. Miner almost wished they hadn’t, because although it felt lovely to rest his feet a few minutes, they hurt even more once they resumed walking.


    It was difficult to see the sky through the canopy of leaves, but the light had definitely begun to dim when they dropped into quite a steep valley, this one with a stream wide enough that they would need to wade across. Miner stopped at the edge of the water. “I don’t want to go into the evening with wet clothes. We’ll stop here.”


    “All right,” Miner said meekly.


    But Ennek didn’t remain by the road. He turned to the right and took them a bit more deeply into the woods, until the little river turned a bend and there was a narrow, sandy beach beside it. Without saying anything, Ennek shrugged off his pack and began to gather pieces of dried wood that had probably washed up onto the banks during a flood. He arranged them into a pile and Miner took out his matches and set them alight.


    This time they did make some tea. They ate the last of the meat and crackers as well. “We’ll have to find more food tomorrow,” Miner said cautiously. Those were the most words either had spoken in hours and they sounded strange.


    Ennek nodded. Then his tense muscles seemed to relax a little. “We’ll find something. I think some of the trees we’ve been passing have edible fruit. There are fish in this river, too. I could call some, I think.”


    “Are…are you certain you should use magic?”


    Ennek shrugged. “It wouldn’t take very much. But we needn’t worry about that now. Let’s get some sleep.”


    Miner was ridiculously relieved when he saw Ennek arrange the blankets in such a way that it was clear they would be sleeping together. Miner yawned hugely and Ennek even spared him a small grin. Then they washed their hands and faces and untied their shoes and lay down in their usual position, with Miner’s longer body wrapped around Ennek’s.


    Ennek’s breathing had evened out but he wasn’t yet asleep when Miner whispered in his ear: “I’m sorry.”


    “I know. Gods, we’re bogging ourselves down with regrets, aren’t we? I know you made the best decision you could, and you were hardly in any condition to make wise choices. I’ve done much worse myself, you know.”


    Miner felt his heart unclench a bit and he snuggled closer against Ennek. But still, long after Ennek was snoring softly, Miner was awake and worrying.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    Chapter Seven


    h


    


    Ennek checked Miner’s wounds in the morning. “The arm’s healing nicely,” he announced. “You’ll have a scar, though.”


    “Not as spectacular as yours.”


    Ennek glanced down at his torso, which was covered by his tunic, and quirked his lips. “We make a matched set.” Then he frowned a little. “Except my wrist’s not broken. Let me see yours, Mine.”


    Ennek had never called him that before, and Miner grinned widely as he obediently held up his arm. Ennek poked at the splint a bit and tightened the bandages. “Maybe I should get you a sling. So you don’t strain anything.”


    “I’ve been doing fine without. It’ll just get in the way.”


    Ennek nodded doubtfully. “All right. But be careful with it.” And then, even though Miner had been doing these things himself for the last few days, Ennek insisted on making tea for both of them and feeding Miner the last of the dried fruit, then combing Miner’s hair—which was too short to really need combing—and wrapping the beautiful scarf around Miner’s neck and lacing up his sandals. Ennek packed up their bags as well, shaking out the blankets and carefully folding them before tucking them away.


    They discussed the possibility of Ennek catching some fish and decided against it. The fruit was enough for now and neither really wanted to wait for fish to cook. Besides, the bird was back, croaking impatiently at them. So they walked back to the narrow road and continued westward, up over the crest of the hill and down into a much broader valley, where the sun shone brightly enough to make Miner remove his sweater, and for Ennek to fuss a bit over whether Miner was going to get sunburned again.


    They came to a small settlement around mid-day. This one seemed poorer and meaner than Luli’s village, the residents thinner and dirtier. They had fields, too, but the crops grew sparsely and choking dust kicked up with every footstep. The people stopped their work and stared at the strangers as they passed, their gazes cold and distrustful. Miner and Ennek hurried through as quickly as possible and were relieved when nobody stopped them.


    Not long after the village had disappeared from sight, they saw a cloud of dust approaching from the west. Soon afterward they could hear wheels rattling and then they met up with a decrepit wagon being pulled by an ox and driven by a tall man and a small boy. The back of the wagon was filled with crates of large, lumpy fruits and pale, tuberous vegetables.


    “It’s too bad we’ve nothing to trade,” Ennek said to Miner as the two pairs regarded each other. “Although perhaps I could perform some small task for them—something with my powers.”


    “No!” Miner said, alarmed. “We don’t need their food that badly.”


    Ennek sighed. “You’re right.” He uttered a few words to the man—a polite greeting, Miner thought—and they continued their separate ways.


    A few minutes later, as the path skirted a large stone outcropping, Ennek sighed again. “It’s tempting to use magic. It calls to me sometimes. Like…like it wants to be used. Only I’m not certain it’s not using me.”


    Miner was slightly aghast. “Is the magic…sentient?”


    Ennek scratched his head, probably tangling his curls even further. “I don’t know. I think…not really. It’s a force, though. It wants, the way a fire wants to consume things, or water wants to flow.”


    That explanation did little to soothe Miner’s unease. But not too much later they found a stand of trees that bore small, tart apples. It must have been an orchard once—the burnt remains of a house were still visible nearby—but whoever had lived here was long gone. The apples were too hard and sour to eat raw, but they gathered quite a few and stuffed them in their bags with the intention of cooking them later. A few miles farther down the road they found nut trees that swarmed with noisy, crow-like birds. Miner shooed them away while Ennek gathered the nuts. The Bhujanga watched that with particular interest, and then Ennek scolded Miner when Miner cracked a few of the nuts and set the meat out for their guide. But Miner figured it wasn’t the bird’s fault the air wizard was using it, and it might be hungry as well.


    As they walked, they came to three or four crossroads, but each time the bird would choose a particular path and stand there, calling at them until they followed.


    They were fortunate that there were frequent sources of fresh water in this land: little streams mostly, but twice deeper rivers that had to be forded with care, and once a small, picturesque lake. So even though the sun was quite warm, they could refresh themselves often and fill their empty bellies with liquid as well.


    As the sky darkened, Ennek found them another secluded spot to sleep, this one beside a pool formed by a waterfall. They could see fish darting about in the clear water; Miner’s stomach grumbled so loudly that Ennek heard it and laughed. “Can you manage to start a fire? I’ll catch us a fish while you do.”


    “We could just eat the apples and nuts. I don’t think you should—”


    Ennek huffed impatiently. “I’ll be fine. But I doubt I’ll need magic to get one of these; a sharpened stick ought to do.”


    Miner nodded at him, relieved, and went into the woods a bit to gather deadwood. Ennek came too, and he wrenched a long, slender branch from a tree and then borrowed Miner’s knife to make a point on one end. As Miner set the firewood in place—truthfully, it was a bit difficult with his bad wrist, but he didn’t admit it—Ennek stood over the stone pool with his makeshift spear, talking to himself as he tried to trap his prey. Miner got the flames going and put a little water into their pot. He sliced the apples and put them in the pot along with the nuts, then dropped a large stone into the center of his fire and set the pot on top of it. He hoped that after the fruit had simmered and softened for a while the results would be edible.


    Ennek’s hunting was unsuccessful and darkness was settling about them. Miner was about to suggest that he give it up when Ennek shouted with triumph and raised his spear, revealing a large fish wriggling desperately at the end of it. He set the fish onto a rock and pulled out the spear, then used a stone to deliver a single deathblow. He brought the catch over to the grassy area where Miner waited, and efficiently cleaned and gutted it. Impaling it again, he held it over the flames.


    “This ought to be plenty for the two of us,” he said, turning the fish slowly.


    “You’re good at that. Catching fish, I mean.”


    “It’s probably not the most efficient way to do it, but it worked.”


    “Did you fish often in Praesidium?”


    “Not often. Not much point of it at the Keep. But sometimes I’d go across the bay and camp for a few days. Just…just to get away from things, I expect. It was peaceful there. And when I went I’d fish or, very rarely, hunt. How about you?”


    “All my fish came from the market.” He smiled. “But I gathered some mussels when we landed here. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”


    “Of course it does. Although mussels tend not to run away very fast.”


    Ennek joked so rarely that it always took Miner by surprise. This time, he snorted out a laugh and Ennek chuckled back.


    They were too hungry to wait long for the fish to cook. In any case it ended up half raw and half charred, and they burnt their fingers and made an enormous mess as they ate it without utensils, but it tasted wonderful. By the time they’d finished picking at the bones, the apples had softened; their fingers were burnt even worse as they scooped up the resulting mush, but the flavor wasn’t bad and they filled themselves to bursting.


    “Whatever that wizard throws at us tomorrow, at least we won’t be starving,” Ennek said. Reminded of what was to come, Miner looked glumly away. But Ennek bonked his shoulder lightly against Miner’s. “You know what? We’ll get through it.”


    Miner sighed. Then he began to lick his fingers clean, one by one, until he happened to glance at Ennek and saw that the man was watching him, his mouth slightly ajar and his dark eyes glassy. Miner stared back. The flames flickered and somewhere nearby an owl hooted, startling them both, reminding them that they were being observed. Ennek abruptly rose to his feet. He walked to the edge of the pool and knelt to wash his hands and face. A moment later, Miner did the same.


    They set out their blankets and, without removing anything except their shoes and Ennek’s scarf, they lay down together, bodies pressed close for comfort and protection. “We’ll get through this,” Miner whispered, more to himself than Ennek, but Ennek mumbled his agreement. Perhaps if they said it often enough, it would be true.


    


    ***


    


    They did not get an especially early start. The Bhujanga hopped from tree to tree and scolded them until Ennek sleepily threw a stone at it. They knew that the wizard was likely close by, and neither of them saw the point in hurrying. Miner hadn’t promised they’d arrive at top speed.


    When they finally did emerge from their blankets, they ate the leftover apple and nut mixture. Then Ennek gave Miner a wicked grin, stripped off his own clothing and leapt into the pool. It wasn’t deep, but still he gasped for air when he breached the water. “Cold! It’s really, really cold!”


    Miner eyed the pool warily. His recent experiences hadn’t made him much more comfortable around water. “I don’t think I need to bathe today.”


    Ennek rolled his eyes and splashed him, then dove under again. He spent a few minutes gamboling about like an otter before pulling himself out onto a rock, where he shook his head, spraying droplets that glittered in the morning sun. Then he simply stood there, dripping and shivering and magnificent.


    “Do you want a blanket to dry yourself?” Miner asked.


    “No. It’s warm and I’ll be dry enough soon.” He looked down at his chest. “It’s an ugly scar, isn’t it?”


    “There’s nothing ugly about you.”


    Miner must have looked sincere because Ennek smiled at him. “You look good, too. And in the sunlight your eyes…I didn’t know eyes could be so many colors.”


    Miner blushed. “You’re going to turn my head and make me vain.”


    “Vanity is not one of your vices.” Ennek hopped down from the rock and gathered his clothing. He was still a bit damp, but he got dressed anyway. When he was finished, he straightened Miner’s scarf and gave him a quick buss on the cheek. Then he glared at their bird guide and helped Miner pack up their belongings.


    It was fortunate that they had stopped for the evening where they did, because the path began to rise again, this time quite steeply, and at times the footing was treacherous with loose stones. Twice Miner slipped, and both times Ennek caught him by the elbow, saving from a spill. “I wonder why there’s not a better road,” Ennek said after the second time. “Perhaps there’s not much trade in this direction.”


    “Maybe the wizard doesn’t like to be disturbed. She probably doesn’t need a road when she wishes to travel.” He gestured up at the Bhujanga, which was soaring far overhead.


    “I suppose not.”


    And then neither of them spoke for a time because their way had become so precipitous that they were panting for breath and sometimes grabbing for handholds in the rocks and scrubby brush. It certainly would be easier to travel as a bird, Miner thought. Flying looked so effortless, just a flap of the wings now and then. Ennek had told him of machines that had been made to go on tracks, powered by great engines and running more swiftly than a horse. Could a machine be made that could carry people through the air as well? It was an interesting idea—and a bit frightening. He glanced down into the valley that lay to their right and wondered what the vista would look like from even higher aloft.


    The path dropped as abruptly as it climbed, twisting through thick woods and then a narrow canyon, until finally the landscape opened up and they found themselves entering an enormous plain. The road widened as well, as if it suddenly meant business, and off in the distance they saw what appeared to be a cluster of a few dozen houses. They looked at each other—Miner wondered if he looked as grim as Ennek—and marched forward. The bird flapped away.


    The farmers here looked moderately prosperous. Their hair was done up in elaborate braids adorned with ribbons and bits of gold, and some of them were using a pair of oxen to plow a field. None of them looked surprised or pleased to see the newcomers—they simply stared flatly, their faces blank. “Jiangbei?” Ennek called out to a young man who was stooping to plant seeds. The man scowled at them but nodded.


    It wasn’t difficult to determine which house must belong to the wizard. It didn’t cover any more ground than the others, but it was the only one with a second story. Colorful flags snapped atop the flat roof. Unlike the others, it had no courtyard, just an imposing set of double front doors made of intricately carved wood. The wizard must have known they had arrived, but there was no sign of her. With a resolute look on his face, Ennek marched forward and knocked loudly on one panel.


    Several moments passed, long enough for the butterflies in Miner’s stomach to multiply and for a bead of nervous sweat to drip down from his brow. But then there was a creak and the right-hand door swung open.


    The woman who stood there could have been anywhere between thirty and sixty. She looked nothing like the other people they had encountered here: instead of straight black hair, hers was an indeterminate light brown, thick and frizzy and hanging past her shoulders without adornment. Her skin might once have been as pale as Ennek’s, but now it was as chapped and weatherworn as any sailor’s, and she had deep lines at the corners of her brown eyes, as if she spent a lot of time squinting. She was an average height for a woman and a bit on the thin side. Her nose was as sharp as a bird’s beak and her mouth was a colorless line. Instead of the local garb, she wore blood-red trousers that belled out from her waist and then came in tightly at her ankles, and a loose white blouse with garishly colored embroidered flowers. Her feet were bare but several delicate metal chains tinkled at her wrists and ankles.


    She hardly spared a glance for Miner, but she inspected Ennek as closely as he inspected her. She didn’t look especially impressed, but after a long moment she shrugged and motioned them inside. She bolted the door behind them.


    The wizard had told Miner she had no use for money, and perhaps that was true. Certainly the large room they entered was far from luxurious. A few colorful scrolls were hung on the walls, but Miner had the impression that they served a practical purpose, rather than being decorative: they contained charts and maps and illustrations of night skies. Several rough tables were piled with crocks and jars and boxes, and the entire place had a strange, herbal scent that tickled Miner’s nose. There were also rolled parchments scattered here and there and a shelf stuffed full of books.


    Ennek shuddered visibly and Miner suspected that this room reminded him of Thelius’s laboratory, where he’d been forced to spend so many long hours.


    “It took you too long to get here,” the woman said. Miner wasn’t certain whether she had a naturally breathy voice or if that was her accent.


    “We needed time to recover. We had a difficult journey to this land.”


    “I know this. But your slave made me a promise.”


    “He’s not my slave!” Ennek responded angrily.


    She shrugged, unconcerned. “Your boy, then.” She somehow made this sound shameful. “He is answerable to you and he gave me his word. That binds you as well.”


    “He had no choice.”


    “Perhaps not. But I saved your life. His as well, no doubt. I expect recompense.”


    Miner could see Ennek’s jaw working. “What is it you want?”


    She smiled in a predatory way. “Let us discuss the matter.”


    She led them up a set of steep stairs to a room that was as large as the one below but considerably airier, with several large, glassless windows set into the walls. There was a thick mattress in one corner of the room with a small table and a washbasin beside it. A long black spyglass was set up in front of one of the windows, and a variety of mysterious and unsettling objects were strung from the ceiling: strange assemblies of bones and feathers, scraps of folded colored papers, transparent stones that broke the shafts of light apart into slowly spinning rainbows. There were also several large embroidered cushions set around a low table, and it was to these that she directed them. She sat cross-legged on one of the cushions; after a brief pause, Ennek followed suit and then Miner, who had to fold his long legs tightly. She didn’t offer them any refreshments.


    “What is your name?” she demanded.


    “Ennek. And this is Miner.”


    She still didn’t bother looking at Miner. “I am Akilina. And from where have you traveled, Ennek?”


    He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Far away.”


    She lifted one thick eyebrow. “Is your presence no longer welcome in your homeland?”


    “Miner and I wanted to see the world.”


    She laughed; it was a harsh sound, like a raven’s cackle. “A wizard need not ever leave her home in order to see the world. I have not left this village in many years, yet I see all.”


    “I can’t ride about in birds’ heads,” Ennek answered, a trifle sullenly.


    “This is not such a difficult thing, not even for one whose element is water. It is simply a matter of learning the proper incantations. My mentor ruled fire instead of air, but she could fly with birds. Not as well as I, of course, but passably well nonetheless.”


    “I prefer to see the world through my own eyes.”


    “Then you are foolish. To travel outside one’s own demesne makes one vulnerable. As, perhaps, your recent experiences have taught you. But I think you had no choice but to leave your home. It had something to do with this slave, yes?”


    “He is not my slave!” Ennek sounded so furious that Miner put a calming hand on his knee. It didn’t matter to him what Akilina called him.


    “But he wears a collar. You have covered it with that scarf, but I saw it. I know what he is.”


    Miner might not have cared whether she called him a slave, but he was getting tired of being treated as if he weren’t there, or as if he were too stupid to comprehend what was happening. “What is it you want from us?” he asked.


    She waved her hand. “From you I want nothing. But from Ennek….” Her teeth were very sharp, and Miner wondered if they were naturally like that or if she’d deliberately made them that way. She looked up at the ceiling and then back down at Ennek. “I also came to this land from a distant place. I had seen from afar that this was a beautiful country, with gentle climate and fertile soils. A place where one might live in comfort. But it also lay between two kingdoms, and those kingdoms worried at it like a pair of dogs might worry a bone. They would tug it this way and that, and always the people who lived here would suffer and the potential of this land would be wasted.”


    Ennek nodded. “I understand. It is difficult to be a borderland.”


    “It is. So I arrived and I claimed it for myself. And you see, I did not want so very much. Some might have exploited their power, but I have no desire for great wealth. It merely weighs one down. I wanted peace. I wanted simply to be left alone to conduct my studies—I study the stars, and there is so much to learn. Naturally, I had to exert some of my powers when I first arrived so as to repel the neighboring kingdoms and persuade the residents here to follow my lead.” She gave Ennek another sharp smile. “I had to call some fierce winds. I destroyed several villages and laid waste to their crops, but in the end everyone saw the wisdom of listening to me. Now they obey my directives and all is well.”


    “What directives?” Ennek nearly growled.


    “They are quite simple. The neighboring kingdoms do not trespass on my lands. The commerce between them must take place via the sea, in which I have no interest. They find it inconvenient, perhaps, but it pleases me. And I permit none of the trappings of modernity here. I have seen those things—gaslights, engines, plumbing—and they bring noise and disruption. I limit the size of the population as well. There were not many people when I arrived here, the wars had seen to that, and I choose to keep it that way.”


    For once she looked at Miner, and distaste curled her mouth. “We do not keep slaves. My people work their own land and if they are disobedient I find ways to punish them. You passed a village on your way here, a very small, poor one, yes?”


    “Yes.”


    “Some years ago, a man who lived there…displeased me. He sought to circumvent my simple rules. I brought a wind that toppled their trees and swept away their topsoil, so now they toil in the hot sun and they must labor twice as diligently than they did before. But I have had no more problems with them.”


    Miner could feel the tension in Ennek’s body, but Ennek kept his voice even as he responded. “All right. You fancy yourself a benevolent dictator. What has that to do with us?”


    “It’s to do with you. The king who ruled to the north has died and his son does not remember the damage I did to his father when I arrived. Even now the son sits and plots ways to take this land as his own. I should like to remind him that I am not to be trifled with.”


    “So go blow him down.”


    Her face tightened with anger. “It is not so simple, foolish one. I cannot raise a wind from this distance, not any more than you could cause the sea to do your will from here. But as I have made clear, I have no wish to leave my home. So you shall do an errand for me.”


    Ennek ran his fingers through his curls, a habit he had when he was nervous or upset. “What errand?”


    “You will go to the kingdom’s capital city. Donghe. When you are there you will deliver a message to the palace in which I shall inform them of my displeasure. And then you will raise a great wave and you will destroy the port and everything in it.”


    Ennek leapt to his feet and backed away. “No! I’ll deliver your message, but I won’t destroy anything.”


    “You will. Because a decisive demonstration of power will be required to underscore the importance of my message, else the king will simply ignore it. Rulers of kingdoms are prideful men, Ennek.”


    Ennek glared murderously at her, no doubt thinking of his own father, and the extent of that man’s pride.


    She didn’t notice or didn’t care. “You will destroy their port and for a time they will be crippled economically. That will be a display of power they will not soon forget. Furthermore, the kingdom to the south will surely hear of this, and any incipient challenges there will be abandoned.”


    “I won’t do this.”


    She pointed at Miner. “He gave his word. Can you imagine what I shall do to him if that word is not kept? And don’t think you can save him—this is my domain and we are very far indeed from water.”


    Ennek gave Miner a helpless, desperate look and Miner had to take a deep breath. “Don’t do it, En. Let her have me. It was my stupid choice, not yours.”


    “I’ll do something else,” Ennek said to Akilina. “Something where nobody’s harmed.”


    She stood and moved slightly toward him, regarding him carefully. “Well, I should very much like an heir. And the child of two wizards is bound to be—”


    “No! I won’t…breed with you.”


    “These are your options. I would be within my rights to demand two boons instead of one—after all, I did save two lives. But I suppose one could argue that the life of this slave is not worth so much, so I will let that go. But you must choose, Ennek, or he will pay. And how will that profit either of us?”


    Ennek’s face had gone red and his hands were balled into tight fists. Miner rose and stepped between them. “En, please. Don’t. It’s all right, it really is. You can go on, and—”


    A sudden wind swept through the room, making Akilina’s hair blow about wildly. When the wind reached Miner it wound its way into his nose and mouth like smoke and it filled his lungs so that he could no longer breathe. He gasped uselessly and collapsed to his knees. Ennek ran to his side and grabbed his shoulders. “Stop it!” Ennek shouted at the woman. “Stop hurting him!”


    “This is only a small taste of what I will do to him if you do not agree.”


    Miner wanted to beg Ennek not to listen to her, but of course he had no voice with which to beg, and he was beginning to feel dizzy, the room turning hazy and wavering.


    “Stop it!!” Ennek screamed again.


    And she did stop. The wind disappeared as suddenly as it had come, and Miner let in a great whooping breath that sounded like a sob. Ennek held him as Miner greedily gulped in oxygen.


    Akilina smiled at them smugly. “Just a small taste, Ennek.”


    “You’re a monster. Just like…. Just a bloody monster.”


    “I am a wizard, and that means I get what I wish. You are clearly too weak or too stupid to do the same. I daresay that was why you had to leave your home to begin with.” She stroked her chin thoughtfully. “I will give you until tomorrow morning to choose an alternative. That is more than fair of me. And if you do not choose, your slave will be punished.”


    Ennek looked into Miner’s face then, his eyes so filled with despair that Miner’s sore heart broke.
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    She sent them up to the roof. She allowed them to take their packs with them, and she brought up a jug of water and a waste bucket and a bowl of cold rice and meat, but she took the ladder away so that the only method of escape was by leaping to the ground. They were high enough that jumping would almost certainly result in injury or even death when they hit the hard-packed earth. Of course, Ennek could probably have used his magic to help them escape, but what was the point? Akilina would only pursue them.


    So Miner spread out one of their blankets—the light stucco of the roof was uncomfortably hot—and Ennek peered at him with concern. “You’re going to get a sunburn again.”


    “That hardly matters.”


    “It does matter,” Ennek sighed. “It all matters.”


    Miner sat down on the blanket, his shoulders slumped. “I did this to you. All of it was—”


    “Enough! I made some choices that brought us here as well. I’d make the same choices again.”


    “How could you say that?”


    “You think I should have left you in Stasis instead? Or allowed that bastard to destroy the rest of my family, to dance me around like a puppet on strings?” Ennek sat beside him. “I’ll tell you something, though: I’m getting bloody tired of not being master of my own fate. For years I was too spineless to do anything but float uselessly about, and then I fell right into Thelius’s trap. I’ve never even thought about what I might want, let alone taken steps to get it.”


    In a very small voice, Miner asked, “What do you want?”


    “You! I want to have you at my side and I want to get rid of that collar, and I want to know that you’ll be safe. I want to see a bit of the world and…and find a place where we can fit.”


    That was very close to what Miner wanted as well. But it was hard to imagine any place where he would fit. Ennek had so many talents even aside from his magic. He was a born leader, a natural diplomat, a man who could step in among others and get things accomplished in a way that satisfied everyone. The fact that he didn’t see these qualities in himself, well, that was a sort of blindness planted there by a father who had never appreciated him. Who had, most likely, never bothered to know him well enough to appreciate him. But Miner—what could he do? He had joined the Guard because that was what the men of his family did, and he’d been singularly undistinguished in his career. He hadn’t even managed to assassinate the Chief successfully. And since Ennek had found him, what had Miner done then? Nothing but repeated bouts as a damsel in distress, and the one time Ennek had been the one needing saving, look where Miner had got them.


    Miner let his head droop and Ennek put an arm around his shoulders.


    The roof had a low wall around it, so sitting like this they could see nothing but blue sky and the top of the hills they’d scaled to get there. Of course, that meant that nobody could see them either; nobody, that was, except for the large bird that circled far overhead. A hawk or an eagle, Miner thought.


    Ennek tugged at Miner until they both lay on their backs. “Just a year ago I never imagined I would travel so far,” Ennek said. “I used to watch the ships and try to imagine what it would be like to be on one, to see the sails full of wind and have nothing around but open water. It was an exciting dream, but that was all.”


    “I’ll wager you didn’t imagine pirates and shipwrecks.”


    “Oh, but I did! I could see myself battling bravely, crossing swords daringly with bandits and impressing everyone with my derring-do. Being a hero. Not being gutted like a fish and thrown overboard. And I pictured great storms and horrible sea monsters that were all slime and grasping tentacles, and distant ports where I would be admired as an exotic and dashing stranger.”


    “Were there beautiful girls waiting for you in those ports?”


    “No. Beautiful boys. I’d try, you know. Try to picture them in flowing dresses with painted lips and…and heaving bosoms.” He laughed. “But no matter how I tried, they ended up in trousers instead, and they were tall and hard and they had flashing eyes and square chins. I told myself I only wanted to impress these men, to have them as my followers, but eventually I had to admit I simply wanted to have them.” He turned his head to look at Miner. “What did you dream of?”


    It had been so very long. Miner closed his eyes. “Nothing so adventurous as you. I dreamt of…family, I expect. Of love. I would imagine a little cottage that was mine, and laughing, and…. I don’t know. It was all foolishness.”


    “There’s nothing foolish about wanting to be happy, Mine.”


    “But they were such simple things.”


    “So? I also used to—I’ve never told anyone this—but I’d create these stories in my head where I’d do something wonderful. Save the polis from some great catastrophe, or make some amazing discovery, that sort of thing. And they’d love me. The Chief and Aelia. My father and mother. They’d tell me how clever I was, how brave, how important.” His laugh was bitter. “Really, I can’t imagine those words ever escaping the Chief’s lips, no matter what I did. And if he saw me now, well, I expect he’d have something quite different to say to me.”


    “You did save the polis, En. You saved it from Thelius.”


    “After I allowed Thelius to bind my powers and use them to murder the heir’s family. To destroy Larkin. And then I absconded with a bond slave with whom I have been committing deviant acts. No, I doubt the Chief would hail me as a hero.”


    Miner had no good response to that, so he said nothing. The bird wheeled and banked above them, and from somewhere on the ground he heard voices calling at one another and insects chirping. The sun was very warm on his face, no doubt busily building that sunburn Ennek had warned him about, but for now it felt pleasant. Ennek was quiet for so long that Miner thought he might have fallen asleep.


    But then quite suddenly, Ennek stood and walked to the edge of the roof. He leaned his elbows on the waist-high wall and stared off to the north. There was nothing to see except fields and an occasional stand of trees, but somewhere—several days’ journey in that direction—lay Donghe.


    Miner sat up and then rose and stood beside Ennek. “Have you made up your mind?”


    Ennek still stared at the horizon. “I can’t impregnate her.”


    “I know she’s not…not to your taste. But perhaps if you tried to lie with a woman you’d find—”


    “Not that. I didn’t mean that I couldn’t perform. I could always think of you; that never fails to work for me, even at some damned inconvenient times. Sometimes on the Eclipse I’d be above deck, tying knots or somesuch, and I’d think of you down in our little room, curled up with a book and with the tip of your tongue sticking out the way it does when you concentrate…. No. I’d have no difficulties there. I mean I can’t have a child with her. I won’t.”


    “I…I enjoyed being a father,” Miner said sadly.


    “I know. But this wouldn’t be like you and Marsa. I mean, it’s not as if I plan to stay around and help raise it.”


    “So it would be like me.”


    “Miner, Akilina doesn’t want a child. She wants an heir, someone to take over her domain. And there’s nothing wrong with that, I expect. It’s been a guiding principle in my family for many generations. But…I don’t know what the offspring of two wizards would be. I believe that if the child did not possess magical powers Akilina would reject it completely. But if it did—that would be even worse! What would it become, raised by someone like her? What would it be capable of doing someday under her tutelage? I can’t be responsible for that!”


    Miner nodded. “So then you’ll go to Donghe.”


    Ennek rubbed his hands over his face. “Gods, I don’t know.”


    “When you deliver her message, perhaps you could try talking some sense into the king. Maybe you could convince him to follow her rules without having to resort to destruction.” Ennek looked at him as if this thought hadn’t occurred to him. Miner patted his shoulder encouragingly. “You could do it, En.”


    “Why would a king listen to me?”


    “Loads of people would listen to you if you tried.”


    Ennek shook his head, but he looked thoughtful. After a few minutes he said, “It’s worth a try, I expect.”


    “Of course it’s worth a try!”


    “All right. But if it doesn’t work…. Miner, I will not let her hurt you.”


    “How many people would lose their lives—or their livelihoods, at least—if you destroyed that port? I’m not worth that.”


    “You are! You are to me. You were worth every one of those blasted pirates and you’re worth every soul in Donghe.”


    “Am I worth you ruining yourself? Becoming…like her. Like Thelius.”


    “If I become like them it’s nothing to do with you.” Ennek’s fingers clawed at his own chest. “It’s in here. Thelius awakened it, but it was always there. It would be so easy for me to become like them. That storm I brought on the pirates, I told you, I enjoyed it!”


    “But you had regrets after.”


    “But I still enjoyed it at the time! And not just because I was angry at them—hell, I came close to drowning you along with them! It was such a brilliant feeling, all the power coursing through me, so much control over other people’s fate. It was like being a god.” He turned suddenly and strode to the opposite side of the roof. So quietly Miner could barely hear him, Ennek added, “It was a feeling a man could easily get used to. Could easily crave.”


    They could have shouted for Akilina then and told her that Ennek had made his choice. But perhaps Ennek was in no mood yet to speak with her. He remained at the south end of the roof, his arms propped on the wall, his face stony. After some time Miner brought him the jug of water and Ennek drank. Miner had a few sips as well. He picked at the food but he wasn’t really hungry, so he replaced the lid and set the bowl down. Then he simply sat on the blanket, hunched in on himself, for what felt like hours.


    Eventually, out of boredom and for lack of anything else to do, Miner pulled his knife out of his bag. He used the point of it to cut fine little lines in the roof’s stucco. It wasn’t as easy as the pencils and paints he was accustomed to, but he could make basic shapes, and so he traced a flower like the ones he’d helped Yuening pluck, and a bird with a forked tail, and a stylized boat floating atop jaunty waves. He didn’t realize that Ennek had come over to watch until Ennek moved a bit, throwing a shadow over the patch of roof where Miner was working. Miner craned his head to look up at him.


    “You must miss your books and papers,” Ennek said.


    Miner nodded.


    “Those beautiful drawings you did, the ones where you made me look…desirable. They’re all gone now, I expect.”


    “Perhaps the crew of the Eclipse is enjoying them now.”


    That made Ennek smile a bit. “I don’t know whether we can find books in our language in Donghe. Maybe we can, since it’s a major port, and all sorts of things turn up in ports. But we can certainly get you some drawing materials.”


    “We haven’t any money.”


    “Then…I’ll steal you some. It would hardly be the worst of my crimes.”


    “You’re becoming quite a villain.”


    “Hmm. You’re the one defacing property.”


    “I’m not. I’m…decorating.”


    Gods, Ennek was breathtaking when he smiled like that, his straight white teeth flashing and the corners of his eyes crinkling a bit. “You made a joke.”


    “I used to, now and then.”


    Ennek ran his hand over Miner’s short hair. “I’ll make you happy. I will.”


    Silently, Miner vowed to himself that he would do the same for Ennek.


    They never did call Akilina that day. Instead, Ennek scratched a design of squares on the roof and gathered some pebbles and bits of crumbled plaster and a few blue feathers, and he tried to teach Miner a complicated game. Miner was terrible at it, losing even when Ennek patiently explained the rules and deliberately played badly himself, but that was fine. They had fun with it, and when the bird screeched reproachfully at them they ignored it. Miner noticed that as they played, Ennek kept shifting his seating position, attempting to keep Miner’s fair skin shaded by Ennek’s shadow.


    They watched the sunset—it was spectacular from this height, with lurid colors streaking across the sky. The moon was only a thin crescent, not enough to give them light to play by, and the stars offered only glittering decoration, not practical illumination. So they ate the rest of the bowl of rice and meat and drank the remainder of the water, and then they stripped off their clothing and crawled between the blankets. Miner spooned behind Ennek, burying his nose in the hair at his lover’s neck. Ennek smelled of the sea. He always did, even inland like this. Even though Miner remained afraid of water, the scent of it now reminded him of Ennek and that somewhat reduced his fear.


    Ennek squirmed around until he was facing Miner, and he pressed small, hard kisses around the edge of Miner’s collar, where he knew the metal tended to chafe the skin. His calloused fingertips worked complicated patterns along Miner’s shoulders.


    “She’ll see,” Miner said, meaning Akilina of course, because he was certain that there was an owl somewhere above them.


    “Don’t care,” Ennek whispered into his ear. “Let her watch. I’ll wager she’s never known love of any kind.”


    And soon enough, Miner stopped caring who was watching—for a brief time, he and Ennek were a universe of two.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    Chapter Nine


    h


    


    If Akilina had watched them make love the night before, she didn’t say anything about it. She simply appeared at the top of the ladder shortly after dawn, her hair a nimbus in the early morning light. By then, Ennek and Miner had risen and dressed, and they had packed up their bags again.


    “Have you decided?” she asked.


    Ennek nodded. “We’ll go to Donghe.”


    “You will go to Donghe. Your slave will remain here. I will ensure he is cared for.”


    “No. I won’t go without him. You claim you can track us anywhere. If that is true, you don’t need him here as a hostage. If I don’t keep my word you can find us, yes?”


    She worked her jaw a moment. “Very well. But if you try to escape—”


    “I won’t. But before we go—can you fix his wrist?” He pointed at the splint.


    “Why would I wish to waste my energy on that?” she asked disdainfully.


    “Because our journey will go more smoothly if he isn’t one-handed. I’m not much accustomed to travel and might run into difficulty.”


    Miner doubted whether there were any travel-related problems that he would be able to solve better than Ennek, but he remained silent as Akilina pursed her lips and considered. Then, somewhat abruptly, she strode over and grabbed his left forearm, lifting his hand to the level of her face. She used her left hand to keep his arm upright and placed her right hand over the splint, wrapping her fingers around it. She closed her eyes and mumbled some words Miner couldn’t catch. A spark passed between them, much like the shock that sometimes happened when the air was very dry and you touched another person, but stronger. As Ennek looked on anxiously, she said another few words, and then Miner cried out as his hand and entire arm were engulfed in wrenching pain.


    “What did you do?” Ennek growled threateningly.


    But she let go of Miner and took a nonchalant step back. “It is mended.”


    Ennek lifted Miner’s arm and examined it. “Miner?”


    By then the pain had faded away. Experimentally, Miner wriggled his fingers. They moved as well as the splint permitted, and the wrist didn’t hurt at all. “I…I think it’s fine,” he said.


    Ennek took a few minutes to unwrap the splint and they both looked at the limb carefully. The skin was especially pale where it had been covered, but there was no swelling and the bones looked straight and true. Miner twisted his hand this way and that, then grabbed Ennek’s hand in a grip strong enough to make Ennek grunt. “It’s all better,” Miner announced. He looked at Akilina. “Thank you.”


    She gave him a look of regal disregard and didn’t answer.


    “I need to learn how to heal people,” Ennek said, still inspecting Miner’s wrist. “The blood I could manage easily, I expect—it’s mostly water, after all. But the rest—bones, muscle, tendons, skin, nerves—I’m not sure about that.”


    “You mended yourself.”


    “I know. But that was…it was instinctive. I was dying and I didn’t even think about what to do. I don’t think I could do it intentionally, not without experimenting a bit first. And I’m certainly not going to experiment on you!”


    “Enough,” Akilina interrupted. “I’ve no time for this idle chatter.”


    The three of them descended to the ground floor, where she handed Ennek a small scroll. He tucked it carefully into his bag. “Am I just supposed to show up at the palace and expect to be brought straight to the king?” he asked.


    “No. You shall show them this.” And she handed him another item, a thin metal chain with a gold pendant in the shape of a feather attached to it. “Show them my sign and they will permit you an audience with the king. But I do not know if he speaks your tongue.”


    “I speak his, at least a little. I can make myself understood.”


    “Good. After you have completed your task, return my sign to me and I shall consider your service complete.”


    Ennek and Miner glanced at each other. Clearly, neither of them relished the idea of returning. But there was no reason to argue about it at that point, so Ennek slipped the necklace over his head and gave her another quick nod.


    She walked to her bookshelf and returned with a thin book bound in blue-dyed leather. “This contains a spell you can use to create the wave.”


    Ennek didn’t take the book. “I don’t need a spell.”


    She narrowed her eyes at him. “You have promised me that—”


    “I know what I promised. But I don’t need a spell to do it.”


    Now she cocked her head at him. “Why? Do you already possess one?”


    “No.” He lifted his chin a bit. “I don’t need spells to work magic.”


    “Nonsense!”


    “They’re only words. They focus energy, I expect. But I can focus without them.”


    “I have read of a wizard who could do such a thing. But that was many centuries ago and I believed it to be only a fairy tale. I have also heard rumors of portents, of a prophecy concerning a wizard who could do his works through force of will alone.”


    “I don’t know anything about that.”


    She continued to eye him speculatively for a few moments before she returned the book to the shelf. Miner wished that Ennek hadn’t shared that particular bit of information about his abilities but it was too late to do anything about that now.


    She didn’t give them any food before they started on their way. Instead, she pointed over at the bird that was perched on the ground outside her front door: their old friend, the Bhujanga. “I will guide you as far as the main road,” she said. “From there you will simply walk north. Donghe is four days away, if you do not dawdle.”


    They left without another word to her.


    The residents of Jiangbei stared at them again as they passed the fields. Miner wondered if these people had any idea of the chore he and Ennek were undertaking. Were they happy under Akilina’s rule? They appeared healthy enough and as prosperous as anyone he’d seen in this land. But they were so solemn. Perhaps their solemnity was only a reaction to the presence of strangers, and they would become animated again once Miner and Ennek had gone. But then something else occurred to him: since their arrival in this village the previous day, he hadn’t seen a single child. No babies carried in slings on their mothers’ backs as the mothers worked, no toddlers running about with dirty faces and runny noses, no lanky youngsters eyeing them with curiosity. Only adults, and most of them older than Ennek. Miner began to remark on it, then shot a look at the Bhujanga only a few yards away and closed his mouth.


    They were retracing their steps, which meant they had to make the strenuous climb over the hills on empty stomachs. But after they made it over, they paused again at the pool. Ennek’s makeshift spear was still there and this time it took him no time at all to capture and kill two striped fish. He cleaned them as Miner lit a fire, and again they burnt their fingers as they ate. A quick wash-up, then they moved on.


    It was strange, but their mood this day was a bit more lighthearted. Not because either of them was at all certain things would turn out well, but because they had reached a decision and at least they wouldn’t have to face Akilina again for a time. So they chatted as they went, both telling stories from their childhoods. Ennek talked about a hunting trip he’d made with his Uncle Sopher, one of his first tastes of freedom from the Keep, and about how he used to bedevil his tutor with his stubborn unwillingness to learn his lessons properly. “Larkin used to call me Thick Ennek,” he said.


    “But you’re not thick at all!” Miner protested.


    Ennek shrugged. “I was slow. Larkin picked everything up in the blink of an eye, but not me. Bavella would have to repeat herself endlessly. Even Aelia said it was fortunate I didn’t have to be clever.”


    “You are clever, though. I expect your mind was elsewhere during lessons. In the middle of the bay, most likely.”


    Ennek smiled. “Well, you’re not far from the truth there.”


    “I know. And you were so patient when you taught me to read! I never thought I could learn that.”


    Ennek actually blushed a bit under the praise.


    Miner talked about playing with his brothers and sisters when they were small. They would pretend they were soldiers fighting great battles until, inevitably, one of them would bonk another a bit too hard with a wooden sword, or someone would get angry and start wrestling a sibling in earnest, and they would end up in front of their parents, either scolded or comforted, depending on their role.


    “Once when I was seven or eight, my mother sent me to the market on an errand, all by myself for the very first time. I was so proud! She gave me a coin and I was meant to buy some milk. But I’d never had a coin before and I was admiring it as I walked, just holding it in my palm and looking at it, making it catch the light and glimmer. And then I tripped. Wasn’t watching where I was going. I dropped the coin and it rolled away—of course I was on top of a hill—and I ran after it, but I lost it in some heavy brush. I spent hours searching those bushes, getting all scratched up, but I couldn’t find it. I stayed away from home for hours.”


    “Were you scared your parents would beat you?”


    “I don’t know. They never had before, at least not more than a single swat now and then, and only when I’d deserved it. I just knew they’d be…disappointed, I expect. But it started to get dark. I seriously considered running away from home, but couldn’t decide where to go. I had some aunts and uncles, but I knew they’d tell my parents where I was. So finally I screwed up my courage and trudged home.” He smiled, remembering how doomed he had felt. Almost as doomed as when he’d been dragged in chains to his trial, twenty years later.


    “What happened?” Ennek asked gently.


    “My parents were so relieved to see me! They’d been worried to death over me. I tried to tell them about the coin and I just burst into tears and my mother held me. And the very next day my father gave me another coin and I fetched the milk without mishap.”


    “You always were a responsible sort, weren’t you?”


    Miner snorted softly. “When I wasn’t falling unsuitably in love and then trying to murder the Chief.”


    “Well, I wouldn’t have been trusted to fetch milk, not even when I was much older than seven or eight.”


    “The Chief’s son doesn’t need to fetch milk.”


    “No, but some responsibilities would have made me a better man, I think.” Ennek shrugged. “Nothing was ever expected of me.”


    “They made you portmaster. That’s an important job.”


    “That was done to keep me busy. They expected the assistant to do most of the work.”


    “But that wasn’t what happened, was it?” Miner said. Although he hadn't known his lover while Ennek worked at the port, Ennek had told him some stories and Miner had seen the high esteem in which Captain Eodore clearly held him. Miner knew that Ennek had made an excellent portmaster.


    But as usual, Ennek couldn’t see that. “I didn’t do much. Just a few well-placed scary words. And I expect it helped that everyone knew the Chief was my father.”


    Miner decided he didn’t have the energy just then to try to convince his lover of his worth. He changed the subject instead. “Did I ever tell you of my sixteenth birthday?”


    “No.”


    “I had known Eudoxia since we were babies and everyone had always assumed we’d marry someday. At least, she assumed it—we’d play at being husband and wife when we were quite small, and pretend that her kitten was our child—and I didn’t put up an argument. I liked her. She was funny. Always laughing at something, pointing out ridiculous little things. And she was very stubborn as well, so if she’d decided we would wed, there didn’t seem to be much point in putting up a struggle. But when I turned sixteen, my older brother decided that I ought to consider my other options before I tied myself down.”


    “Is this the brother who went to sea?” Ennek asked.


    “No, this was Drevan. He was the oldest of us, and already had two children of his own by then. His wife was very pretty but always in a foul mood, and I suspect he might have been having regrets of his own. So on my birthday he took me to a bar. To my eyes it was very posh, but later I learned it was more gaudy than anything. It catered mainly to members of the Guard and they all hooted and clapped as soon as we entered. It was…a bit overwhelming.” That was an understatement. In fact, Miner had gone beet red and wished very heartily that he could melt into a puddle and sink under the floorboards. But Drevan had steered him to a table and shoved him down into a chair.


    “As soon as we were seated, this…this woman sat next to me. I think she was probably only a few years older than me, really, but she seemed very mature, very adult. She was wearing a very tight dress—green as grass and with the neckline so low she was nearly falling out of it. Her hair was pinned in these elaborate curls and she wore paint on her lips.”


    “She was a whore?” Ennek asked.


    Miner laughed. “She was. Although it took me some time to realize it. I thought she was just…very interested in me.”


    “I’ve never seen a whore. I know there used to be many of them in Praesidium but the Chief, and the Chief before him, had no patience for them. It’s one of the sins my father liked to rail about, one of the great affronts to morality.”


    “In my time, the Chief was more open-minded about it. Actually, he taxed the prostitutes and I’ll wager he considered them an excellent source of income for the polis.”


    Just then, Ennek and Miner came to a small stream. As they usually did under such circumstances, they stopped to quench their thirst. Then they continued down the path.


    “So what happened with this woman?” Ennek asked, shifting the bag on his shoulders.


    “She batted her eyelashes at me and pawed at my hands and told me what a handsome boy I was.”


    “You are.”


    Miner spared him a smile. “And I think she was waiting for me to open negotiations, but I was still far too naïve to see what she was, and in any case I would never have had the wits to proceed. Eventually Drevan grew bored and just said to her, ‘Ten sesteria.’ She looked horribly offended and I nearly choked to death on my ale.


    “‘Twenty,’ she said.”


    “‘Twelve. You’ll be his first. He’ll likely only last a minute or two.’ That made her and everyone within earshot laugh. I could have murdered him. But she nodded and she took my hand and tugged me to my feet. As soon as Drevan handed her the coins she pulled me away. To the accompaniment of many whistles and catcalls, of course. I was mortified.


    “She took me to a tiny room in the back, with this narrow little cot, and as soon as she shut the door she unbuttoned her dress and stepped right out of it. I’d never seen a naked woman before!”


    Ennek smiled. “I’ve still never seen one. Well, except the drawings on some of the playing cards that had been confiscated from sailors. There was a drawer full of such things in my desk at the port. My predecessor had amassed quite a collection.”


    “I’d never seen even a drawing. I was…horrified. But intrigued as well.”


    “Of course.”


    “I would have simply stood there all night, like a statue. But she took my hands and placed them on her breasts. And then she reached out and she…she touched me. Through my trousers. I yelped like a puppy and jumped back, hitting my head against the wall. I was still confused then about…about fancying men. I told myself it was only because I wanted to be pure for Eudoxia. But I was quite certain I did not want this woman. So I kept as far away from her as I could—I would have run out the door if she wasn’t blocking it—and shook my head. ‘Please get dressed,’ I begged.


    “‘Are you sure? It’s already paid for.’


    “‘I’m sure. I don’t…I’m not….’ I stumbled on like that for a bit, and then I think she took pity on me.


    “‘You’re cute,’ she said. She pulled her dress back on and sat on the cot, then patted the space beside her. ‘Come sit.’


    “So I did. And we had a conversation about food then. Just a silly little talk about what we liked to eat and what we didn’t, and how we both agreed that strawberries were wonderful and mashed turnips were horrible. I think she took a liking to me, because she kept me there a while, and when she finally stood, she mussed up her hair and deliberately misbuttoned her dress, then gave me several noisy kisses, smearing the paint from her lips all over me. And she dragged me back into the bar, complaining loudly the entire time about how she’d been cheated and such an accomplished lover couldn’t possibly be a virgin, and how she’d demand twice the payment over the pounding I’d given her with my big cock, if it weren’t for the fact that I’d made her come three times. She laid it on too thick, really.”


    “Did the others believe her?”


    “They did. Forever after I maintained an impressive reputation among the Guard.”


    “But you remained a virgin.”


    Miner grinned. “Until my wedding night. And wasn’t that a fiasco! We were both nervous and inexperienced and, well, she wasn’t a man.”


    “I was a virgin until you,” Ennek pointed out.


    “Yes, but that went much better.”


    Ennek bumped his shoulder into Miner. “But we still have room for improvement, you know. We will have to practice.”


    Miner bumped him back. “I think that’s an excellent idea.”


    


    ***


    They didn’t practice that night; they were both too tired to do more than munch on a few apples they had squirreled away during the day and then pull the blankets up to their chins. Miner was footsore but extremely grateful for the sandals he had been given.


    The bird woke Ennek up at dawn, pulling at his hair with its beak until he groaned and sat up. He hadn’t shaved for a few days and the stubble was thick on his chin and cheeks; Miner had always grown whiskers slowly, so his skin felt only a bit rough. Ennek glared at the Bhujanga, which had fluttered just out of reach and was looking rather pleased with itself. “I won’t be able to do anything in Donghe if I arrive exhausted,” Ennek said to it, but it only flapped its wings and croaked back.


    Miner yawned and stretched and stood.


    It only took them a few minutes to lace up their shoes and pack up their bags. They were becoming very adept at it. Miner smiled at himself as they started up the path. He never would have imagined spending so many nights sleeping beneath open sky. It wasn’t unpleasant, at least not with Ennek’s company.


    They scavenged food here and there along the way. Nothing fancy but enough to keep their bellies from complaining. And then around midday, they came to a crossroads. The bird landed on the path that led north and trilled its song at them. “This is the road to Donghe?” Ennek asked. The bird trilled again and bobbed its head. “Taking directions from a bloody bird,” Ennek muttered to himself, but they turned the way the Bhujanga had indicated. It took to the air and circled them three times before flapping swiftly back toward Jiangbei.


    And then they walked.


    The terrain wasn’t very interesting—mostly green, rolling hills. Once they dropped into another steep valley, and this one was dry as a bone and filled with jagged stones and strange, sharp plants. Miner was relieved to climb out of it. Another time they found themselves among lush vegetation, and the air was thick and humid. The path there was difficult to discern as it was overgrown with ferns and carpets of low plants with flat red flowers. There was much rustling in the trees’ canopy and within the underbrush, but they didn’t spy anything aside from tiny flitting birds colored like jewels and, once, a snake that slithered past their feet and made them both jump. Somewhere in the middle of this jungle it began to rain, and although the leaves offered them some protection, the drops that fell were fat and soon both of them were completely soaked. Ennek caught Miner shivering a little and insisted he pull on his sweater.


    The trees thinned out shortly before nightfall and the clouds lifted as well, so they were able to make their camp under a star-filled sky.


    The journey became very tedious after that, just one foot falling in front of the other until Miner felt as if they surely must have traversed the globe several times. At what must have been the border between Akilina’s territory and the kingdom to the north, the pathway abruptly widened and became a true road. Miner thought that at one time it must have been like that the entire way, perhaps all the way to the enemy kingdom to the south, but the wizard had made its passage through her lands too narrow for anything but a few men on foot.


    The land right near the border was as sparsely populated as Akilina’s territory. Eventually, though, they came across a few tiny villages where the inhabitants stared at them as if they were completely alien. None of them answered when Ennek called out greetings.


    He had hoped to persuade someone to allow them to sleep indoors that night, but nobody seemed friendly enough. Miner and Ennek spent the night in a small woods, just a stone’s throw from fields of grain. The roosters crowed them awake in the morning.


    The next day was more of the same, only the hamlets were a bit larger. One of them was located at a crossroads and might even have qualified as a small town, with wagons and darting children and a market set up with covered stalls. They both eyed the food in the market hungrily and their stomachs growled over the meat one merchant was grilling over an open flame, but of course they had no money with which to buy anything, and they walked on. That night, though, Ennek was able to charm a middle-aged couple with his bright smile and colorful use of their language, and the couple allowed them to sleep in a little shed alongside their house. The shed smelled of chickens but was filled with straw, which was heaven to sleep on compared to the hard ground.


    Now the road became quite crowded with pedestrians and wagons, and there were many smaller roads branching off. People still gave Miner and Ennek startled stares, but then moved on quickly as if they were used to seeing strange things. Unfortunately, it was much harder to find food, at least food that was free for the taking. When the sun hit its zenith and they still had not had anything to eat all day, Ennek stopped at a site with bustling activity. A man was watching a half-dozen others move large rocks around in small wheelbarrows and then lift the stones to create what looked to be the walls of a house. Ennek spoke with the man using many hand gestures, while Miner stood nearby, trying to look useful, strong, and needy all at once. Perhaps it worked because the man gave them each a long look and then nodded.


    Ennek and Miner set their bags to the side, partially hidden by some weathered boards, and began carting stones as well. It was hot work and Miner’s wrist was still just a little sore. Soon Ennek followed the other workers’ lead and took off his shirt. Nobody seemed to take much notice of his scar, and Miner had to try hard not to get distracted by the way Ennek’s strong muscles rippled and flexed as he worked.


    But Miner was uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to lifting things and he had to labor with his scarf still around his neck. He didn’t dare remove his shirt, either. Not only would it look odd with the scarf, but the skin of his torso had been untouched by daylight for three centuries, and he would burn almost at once. But he tried very hard to hide his discomfort, and when Ennek asked him several times how he was doing, Miner nodded and smiled and said he was fine.


    Just before sundown, when Miner was certain he was going to collapse any moment, the other workers collected their tools and put their shirts back on and, with polite nods to Ennek and Miner, wandered off. The man in charge had spent the afternoon mostly watching and ordering people about. Now he walked over and shook Ennek’s hand, then Miner’s. He seemed pleased with the work they’d done. He pulled a small silk purse from around his waist and carefully counted out eight small coins, each of them hexagonal-shaped and with a hole cut in the center. He handed these to Ennek, said a few words, and left.


    Ennek looked at the coins on his palm. “I’m not sure, but I think this is enough to buy us a decent supper, at least. Then maybe we can find a place to sleep. We should be in Donghe tomorrow.”


    Food and sleep sounded wonderful to Miner. They shouldered their packs and followed their noses towards the scent of cooking food. What they found was a wide river traversed by three broad bridges. The banks of the river were crowded with small boats of many shapes and sizes. “It’s like a whole floating city,” Ennek said admiringly, and he was right. Some boats contained structures that appeared to be small houses, complete with clotheslines and window boxes overflowing with greenery. Other boats were stuffed with boxes and crates and piles; as Miner and Ennek watched, people would row up to these boats or simply call to the boats’ passengers from the riverside, apparently haggling over things like fabric and pots and even small pieces of furniture.


    But the boats that interested them the most were big enough for only one or two people, and those people were tending to food cooking over small fires. Miner couldn’t recognize most of the dishes, but they all smelled wonderful. He followed closely behind Ennek as Ennek stepped confidently to one particular vessel. Miner didn’t know why he chose that one; it seemed no more or less likely than the others. Ennek called out to the thin woman who was in the boat. She called back at him and a brief round of discussion ensued, complete with cackling laughs on her part and wide grins on Ennek’s. Finally he handed over four coins—half their worldly wealth—and she gave him two thin pottery bowls filled with a fragrant soup.


    The soup contained chunks of unidentifiable meat and green vegetables and something starchy that wasn’t a potato. There were noodles, too, thick and slightly gluey. Apparently, they were meant to eat this with a pair of small, tapered sticks. But neither of them could work out how to use the sticks, much to the amusement of the woman and several bystanders, and they ended up slurping down the delicious broth and taking turns using Miner’s knife to coax the rest out of the bowls and into their mouths.


    When every drop was gone, Ennek handed the bowls back to the woman. She added them to a big stack at the aft of her boat. Ennek exchanged some more words with her and then turned to Miner with a smile. “If you don’t mind spending the last of our hard-earned wages, she says there’s an inn nearby. How does a real bed sound, and maybe a wash with warm water?”


    Miner smiled back. “Like heaven.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    Chapter Ten


    h


    


    The bed was lumpy and, had Ennek and Miner not been happy to sleep squished together, it would have been too small. But it was a bed and they slept very well in it, not minding the various noises that came from the inn’s other miniscule rooms. In the morning Miner’s muscles were sore from all the walking and the previous day’s lifting, but at least he felt well rested.


    Before they had gone to sleep they had washed their clothing in a bowl of warm water; it was almost completely dry by the time they woke up. They both shaved and Miner combed out Ennek’s curls, and when they put on their clean clothes they looked almost presentable. The palace of Donghe, Ennek had learned, was two hours’ walk.


    Breakfast was provided—small bowls of cold, lumpy porridge and as many cups of tea as they were willing to swallow. It filled their stomachs, in any case. After they’d eaten, Ennek thanked the dour landlord and he and Miner left.


    They knew they were getting close to their destination when the crowds thickened and few people even spared them a glance. In fact, now and then Miner spotted a passerby who had lighter hair; a few of these people were wearing foreign clothing. Some of them were dressed very much like he and Ennek had been when they left Praesidium.


    Miner startled when he saw a man leading three others, each of whom was dressed in rags and had a wide collar around his neck. The leader—their master, perhaps—was tugging them along by means of chains affixed to their collars, as if they were dogs, and the slaves kept their eyes downcast. As they passed, Miner turned to watch them and saw that one of the slaves had fresh lash-marks visible on his bare back. Ennek noticed Miner’s distress and laid a calming hand on his arm. “It’s all right, Mine,” he whispered.


    The houses and other buildings along the road became larger and more closely packed, people’s movements more hurried, the noises louder and more strident. The dirt of the road gave way to cobblestones that were less comfortable to Miner’s sandaled feet. Miner inhaled and realized that above the scents of humans and animals and stone and wood, he could smell the sea. Ennek could as well—he took a few deep breaths and the tension that Miner hadn’t even realized was there eased from around Ennek’s shoulders and back.


    And then at last they came to a great wall made of smooth, gray stone. Embattled parapets lined the top of the wall perhaps thirty feet above the ground. As Miner watched, he could see glimpses of movement between the merlons, no doubt as guards patrolled back and forth. The road had led to a huge gate with a tall tower beside it. A thick metal portcullis was raised above the gate, and several guards stood on either side, all of them wearing armor of leather and bronze, with elaborate metal helmets on their heads. They eyed Ennek and Miner especially closely as the two men entered the gates, but no attempt was made to stop them.


    Miner instinctively shrank against Ennek as they entered the city. Everywhere around them were noise and motion; a hundred different smells filled his nose all at once and he could feel the tread of thousands of footsteps, the pounding of cart wheels on the pavement, the heat of human and animal bodies. Everywhere he looked were bright colors, signs in characters he couldn’t read, people with strange clothing, and merchants carting items whose usage was a mystery. It was completely overwhelming and it took all Miner’s courage not to huddle in a ball with his eyes squeezed shut and his hands over his ears.


    Ennek strode confidently ahead, and Miner was suddenly terrified that they would become separated as two women and a teenaged boy squeezed between them. He pushed rudely past the interlopers and wound his arm with Ennek’s. He didn’t know how such public displays would be greeted in this place, but it was the only thing he could do to get past his fear of being lost.


    “It’s amazing,” Ennek said, almost shouting to make himself audible over the din. “It’s like every festival day I’ve ever been to, all rolled up in one.”


    “Do you know where the palace is?”


    “No. But it shouldn’t be too hard to find. Let’s follow this main road and see where it takes us.”


    Where it took them was past shops and homes and little markets with hawkers braying loudly at passersby. They went by a large building with fancy carved pillars and piles of flowers near its threshold. They went by two parks: one tiny, with two stone benches and a single willow tree, and another quite large, with a pond in the middle. The road took them down several blocks of imposing houses with ornate front gates—it was quieter there—and another area where the shops were selling shoes and slippers of every imaginable design and color. And then the road curved around several official-looking buildings of white stone, and Miner thought they might have reached the palace at last. But a few more yards found them instead at the edge of a great harbor.


    Ennek stopped so abruptly that Miner, still holding his arm for dear life, collided with him and almost lost his footing.


    The harbor was crescent-shaped, with the city crowding most of its perimeter. The farther edge of it, which lay to their left, rose into steep, tree-covered slopes, while the edge to their right was level and contained what looked from this distance like tiny huts. Directly in front of them was a series of piers, most of which had mid-sized ships tied snugly to them, bobbing in the gentle waves. Larger ships lay at anchor closer to the harbor’s mouth; longboats and other small craft scurried back and forth between the big ships and the shore.


    There were people everywhere: sitting or standing in boats, rushing back and forth across the piers or over the nearby pavement pushing carts or toting boxes and barrels, standing in small groups and shouting at one another. Some of the people were slaves, mostly men wearing rags about their loins and collars on their necks and not much else, heavy loads balanced on their scarred shoulders.


    “Imagine all the places these ships have been!” Ennek said almost worshipfully. “I’ll wager that some of them are carrying gold and almonds and wool from Praesidium. Imagine the tales some of these sailors could tell!”


    “We’ve some good tales of our own,” Miner reminded him.


    Ennek looked at him, surprised, as if that hadn’t occurred to him. “Yes, I suppose we do.”


    “Maybe someday you’ll have someone to tell them to.”


    Ennek frowned, then shook his head. “Let’s go find the palace,” he said.


    Miner nodded. After Ennek had mentioned the possibility of some of these ships having sailed from Praesidium, it occurred to Miner that there was a chance someone would recognize Ennek. A small chance, perhaps, but Ennek had known a great many sailors and had been a prominent figure at the port. Moving away from the sea was a wise idea—one that appealed to Miner for several reasons.


    But Ennek disentangled himself from Miner and marched ahead, straight to a group of three men who were standing beside an enormous wooden crate. They were locals, at least, or so they appeared, in clothing similar to what Ennek and Miner wore, only of finer quality, and with their long black hair wrapped with ribbons and studded with pearls.


    Ennek said something to them in the local tongue and they all stared at him for a moment. “Why you want palace?” one of them finally demanded. He was tall and very fat, with three or four chins spilling out from the neck of his shirt.


    “Not really your business, is it? I’ve an errand to run there.”


    With someone else, such insolence would surely have made the man angry. But Ennek was smiling amiably at the man as if they were old friends sharing some joke. Ennek added something else in the local language that made all three of the men burst into laughter. One of them was wearing a small yellow cap perched atop his head; he pointed and waved his hand around a bit and jabbered, and Ennek nodded a lot, then clapped him on the shoulder. With a wave of thanks, Ennek grabbed Miner’s arm and towed him down the pavement, off to the north side of the harbor.


    “What did you say to them?’ Miner asked.


    “I said I was going to have a refined conversation with their king. And I said it using the saltiest language I know.”


    Ennek’s step was jaunty as they walked along the waterfront. His head swiveled back and forth as he took in the sights; Miner could see him practically cataloging the value of the cargo that was being loaded and unloaded. Sometimes he’d point out something to Miner—a ship of intriguing design, another waving Lagentium’s flag, a group of men and women and children in tight, colorful clothing performing acrobatic acts and begging for coins.


    But Ennek grew less cheerful as they passed an area packed with what seemed to be seedy bars. Even though it was not yet midday, drunken men lurched in and out of these establishments. On one corner, a crowd was watching as two men fought each other with fists; just as Miner and Ennek passed, one of the men pulled out a blade and stabbed the other in the chest. The crowd cheered and Ennek and Miner hurried on. Miner saw several children and a few adults giving him and Ennek considering looks, and he made sure to keep a tight hold on his bag and a careful eye on Ennek’s.


    A few blocks farther, they came upon buildings where women of every description leaned in doorways and against walls. They called out to Ennek and Miner, and although Miner couldn’t understand them, he got the gist of it from the women’s leers and suggestive movements. Ennek blushed. Just a short while later the women were replaced by men, mostly boys really, and these boys waggled their hips and yelled out phrases that made Ennek’s face turn even redder.


    “Are all these boys…deviants?” Miner asked.


    “I expect they’re whatever you want them to be, if you pay them well enough.”


    “They would never be permitted to be so open about it in Praesidium, not in my day.”


    Ennek snorted. “Not today, either. You think the Chief would stand for any of this, for one minute?” He gestured with his chin at the front of a building, where a pale, stocky foreigner with a bushy beard was caressing the shoulders of a delicate boy who wore red ribbons in his hair. “They’d be made bond-slaves for that. So would the women we just passed and the men we saw throwing dice. The Chief always says port cities are pits of vice and immorality, and he takes great pride in how law-abiding the residents and visitors of Praesidium are.”


    “Praesidium is a safer place to live than Donghe, I suppose.”


    “Safe unless you break the rules. Then it’s not safe at all, is it?” Ennek brushed Miner’s scarf with his fingertips. “When I was a boy, my father would lecture me about how orderliness brings prosperity. And maybe it does, but I always wondered even then what the price was for that. I wonder it still.”


    “Nothing is more valuable than freedom,” Miner said, and Ennek nodded.


    After they passed the section with the boy-whores, the streets grew narrower and dirtier, the buildings shabbier. Several large structures seemed to contain facilities that processed fish in some way, making the air reek so badly that Miner buried his nose in his scarf. The manufactories left an oily, dark streak in the water of the harbor.


    “Are you sure this is the way to the palace? Maybe the men were playing a trick on you.”


    “No, look.” Ennek pointed up towards the hills at the mouth of the harbor, and now Miner could make out a very big building with turrets and flags and a gilded dome. It was still too far away for details to be clear, but it certainly did seem very grand. He’d only seen the square, forbidding Keep, and never having seen a real palace before, he didn’t really know what one ought to look like.


    Miner was so busy staring at the shining structure on the hill that he wasn’t paying much attention to their more immediate surroundings, at least not until Ennek made a distressed sort of grunt. Miner followed his gaze.


    On a broad, flat area between the road and the sea, a metal fence had been erected to create a large enclosure. An even taller fence formed an additional barrier several feet outside it. Herded inside the inner fence were perhaps a hundred people. Some of them were naked, the rest nearly so. Most of them sat on the dirty ground, their knees hunched up to their chests, their faces set in blank, unseeing masks of misery. A few of them made keening noises that sounded as if they’d been going on forever. Only a few paced the perimeter of the fence, their eyes wild with fury and fear. There were a few women but they were mostly men. Their skin and hair were every imaginable color, but many of them bore scars and most of them were thin. Every one of them had a metal collar affixed around the neck.


    Aside from the slaves and a few stinking waste buckets, the enclosure was empty. These people had no shelter from the elements, no blankets, no way to hide from bystanders’ appraising stares.


    Between the two fences were a half-dozen guards with armor and spears, yawning with boredom or chatting idly with each other. At one end, immediately outside the taller fence, stood a moderate-sized structure—an office, perhaps, or storage of some kind. In front of it a wooden stage had been erected, with steps leading to the top and heavy metal chains bolted to it here and there.


    Ennek took Miner’s arm. “Come on,” he said softly.


    But Miner couldn’t budge. “It’s a slave market, isn’t it? I’d heard of them before, back before…before I was Under.”


    “It must be. The Chief doesn’t permit them. Technically, the polis owns all the slaves—”


    “Owns me.”


    “No. But it owns the slaves and leases them out. There’s a staff in charge of such things. They’ve an office in the Keep.”


    Miner sighed. “Is it any better, do you suppose? To be…be rented out, instead of…that?” He waved at the people in the cage.


    “It’s all bloody horrible, Mine.”


    Somehow the use of the nickname unfroze Miner and he took a few deep breaths. He leaned in briefly against Ennek and then away. “Let’s go.”


    


    ***


    


    Not far past the slave market the pathway twisted, becoming wider and much grander. The houses were two or three stories with wide, shaded balconies and pillars of carved and painted wood. Trees had been planted along the pavement and pruned into decorative shapes, while bright flowers grew everywhere. There weren’t many people to be seen and most appeared to be servants running errands; but there were a few women strolling in bright skirts, one of whom was clutching a tiny dog with bows in its hair and another holding the hand of a small, solemn child.


    As the road became steeper, the houses became larger and more ornate. And then the houses stopped altogether, replaced by swaths of carefully-groomed greenery and little corners with burbling fountains or fancy pavilions. It was by far the poshest place Miner had ever been, and even Ennek seemed impressed.


    The gates to the palace were tall and wide, full of ironworked scrolls and flourishes. They were flanked by several members of the guard, looking more alert than those at the city’s entrance and with fancier uniforms. Needless to say, they would not simply permit Ennek and Miner to pass. But Ennek marched up to them, as self-assured as if he lived there. He had no problem discerning which was the guard in charge—the short one with the imperious air and the skinny mustache.


    A brief conversation ensued, during which Ennek kept his back very straight and his manner very much like a Chief’s son dealing with a slightly thick inferior who was going to get in trouble if he didn’t obey. The guard had a stubborn set to his jaw. But then Ennek pulled Akilina’s pendant out from under his shirt. The guard went slightly pale and took a hurried step back. He barked commands to his men and then he and one other soldier led Ennek and Miner through the gates, across a wide, flat area paved with small round pebbles, and around the side of the palace. They climbed a broad set of stairs and entered the building.


    


    ***


    Miner had never imagined he’d one day walk through a palace. Of course, many things he’d never imagined had happened to him of late, so perhaps he shouldn’t have been surprised. But still he couldn’t help but gape a bit at the fine tapestries and beautifully gilded vases, the rich paintings and the carvings of animals and the marble floors. The palace was nothing like the austere Keep, which aside from a few decorated halls, was much more about practicality than splendor. Even the art in the Keep was mostly utilitarian: portraits of Ennek’s ancestors and big wooden chests that stored various goods. Not only was this palace beautiful, but where the Keep was dark and close, this place was light and airy, with high ceilings and many windows with views of Donghe or of the sea.


    The guards took them through long, twisting corridors where their footsteps were by far the loudest sounds. The few people they passed—servants, probably—barely spared them a glance as they glided by. One of the servants was carrying a tray laden with delicious-looking pastries and fruits, and Miner’s stomach growled so vigorously that Ennek shot him an amused look. It had been a long time since their cold, lumpy porridge.


    After what felt like miles of walking, they climbed a set of stairs and entered a small antechamber with four spindly chairs and a window overlooking a courtyard. Neither of them sat. The guards gave them a stern glare and then left, shutting the door as they did. Miner was certain that one of them stayed in the corridor outside. Miner and Ennek didn’t speak to one another—they didn’t know who was listening and who might understand them—but Ennek gave Miner a small smile and Miner hurried over to his side and placed a small, gentle kiss on his cheek, then stepped away.


    Perhaps a half hour later, the inner doors opened and another guard ushered them into a larger room. This one was lined with bookcases and full of men hurrying about with scrolls and pens and pieces of paper. One man was bent over a tall table, peering at what looked to be a ledger. He stood up straight when he saw them enter and gestured impatiently at them to approach. He was in his early sixties perhaps, and his hair was gray with only a few streaks of black. He had a long, thin face with a prominent chin and a pair of elegant eyebrows. Although he wore the same clothing as most other people—simple, loose trousers and a long tunic—his were very finely made, with black embroidery across the chest and arms. Miner suddenly felt very grubby in his modest, travel-stained clothes.


    “You are here with a message?” he said to both of them, speaking their language almost without an accent.


    “Yes,” Ennek answered.


    “Well, let me have it.” The man held out his hand.


    “No. I’ve been instructed to give it to the king.”


    “I am His Majesty’s closest advisor.”


    “I’m sure you are. But you’re not him.” Ennek crossed his arms over his chest.


    The advisor’s eyes narrowed and he and Ennek engaged in a brief staring contest. But Ennek was a stubborn man, and after a few moments the advisor let his hand drop. “Let me see her sign.”


    Ennek had previously tucked the pendant back under his shirt, but he took it out again and held it so the advisor could get a good look. The man peered carefully at it, his back slightly bent so he was leaning towards Ennek. And then he closed his eyes and for a second or two looked a good ten years older. He straightened. “Come with me.”


    They left via a small door at the back of the room, then wound their way through what seemed like private passageways. Unlike the ones by which they had arrived, these were narrow and mostly unadorned, and the floor was considerably worn. Miner had no idea at all where they were within the building; if he’d had to lead Ennek to an exit, he wouldn’t have been able.


    They finally came to another set of doors, tall and narrow, that opened onto a long, covered veranda dotted with chairs and benches and potted plants. There was a low railing of red-painted wood, and beyond that an almost sheer cliff dropping down to the sea. “Wait here,” their host ordered and left them. Ennek walked to the railing and gazed far out at the horizon, but Miner hung back, nearly pressed to the smooth wall of the palace.


    A few minutes later a lovely young woman appeared, almost as if by magic. She didn’t say anything to either of them, but handed each a cup of fragrant tea and set a dish down on a low table before disappearing again. The dish contained an assortment of nuts and crackers and a dried fruit of some kind that was sweet, salty, and spicy all at once. Ennek and Miner fell ravenously on the food, leaving only fruit pits and nutshells when they were done.


    “What would it be like to grow up in a place like this?” Ennek wondered out loud. “As a crown prince?”


    “Luxurious?”


    “Yes, of course. But wouldn’t you end up spoiled? The gods know I was terribly spoiled, and the Keep was a dungeon compared to this. The Chief does not believe in overindulgence.”


    “You don’t either?”


    Ennek shrugged. “I don’t know. All of this,” he waved his arms at the palace, at the view, “it’s spectacular. Stunning. But someone who has every little whim catered to, who has servants do everything for him…I think it would make him weak. Not that I was exactly toiling away, mind you, and I never did fully appreciate what hard work went into life at the Keep, but…I wasn’t some sort of cosseted thing. And I’m glad of it.”


    “You wouldn’t live like this if you could?”


    “No. Would you?”


    “I’d hardly know what to do with myself in a place like this. I feel like I might knock over something priceless every time I move.”


    Ennek grinned at him. “Nothing here is more priceless than you.” Then he turned and looked out at the ocean again. “If I could live anywhere, it would be in Praesidium. But a…a gentler version. Where love and happiness are counted as important as peace and prosperity. And I’d have a little wooden house at the top of a hill where I could see the bay and the headlands and the boats bobbing about. And a garden—I think I might fancy a garden. And we’d have an enormous bed as soft as a cloud, and a huge fireplace, and there would be a room just for you with books from floor to ceiling and a big table where you could draw and paint.”


    Ennek went silent and Miner looked at his broad back, at the way his dark curls tumbled over his shirt collar, at the way he stood, as straight as any soldier but with his legs slightly spread like a sailor balancing on deck. His hands—wide palms and fingers as calloused as any rough workman’s—hung at his sides. His shoulders moved up and down a bit as he breathed.


    “Would we grow strawberries in our garden?” Miner asked at last.


    Ennek turned and gave him a sad smile. “So many you’d eat nothing but strawberries for weeks, until you grew completely sick of them and never wanted to see one again.”


    Footsteps and loud voices suddenly echoed nearby, and then the door nearest them burst open. The advisor was back, and two uniformed guards. A young man was with them. He was probably in his early twenties, Miner reckoned, and about Miner’s height but much lighter in build. Not thin like Ennek, but wiry, perhaps a little delicate. He had sharp cheekbones and full lips and his long hair was thick and glossy and black as coal. He was quite beautiful and his eyes glittered with intelligence. But there was no warmth in those eyes, no humor that Miner could discern, and although his clothing was much simpler than the advisor’s, the young man carried himself so regally that there was no question he was the king.


    Ennek had moved close to Miner as they heard the group approaching, and now the king walked up to both of them. Miner had no idea what the proper protocol was for greeting royalty, and in the end he simply followed Ennek’s lead, standing there motionlessly and without expression.


    The king looked back and forth between them. “Which of you is the messenger?” he demanded. His voice was almost as high-pitched as a woman’s but he spoke their language nearly as well as a native.


    “I am. My name is Ennek.”


    The king made a face as if he found the name distasteful. “And who is this?” he asked, pointing at Miner.


    “Miner. He is my companion.”


    Another unhappy face. “And you were sent by that wizard? Akilina, yes?”


    “I was.” Ennek lifted her pendant in his hand. “This is her sign.”


    “I know that! Do not treat me like a fool.”


    Miner could see Ennek trying to rein in his temper. “I beg your pardon, Your Majesty. I wasn’t certain how much you knew about Akilina.”


    “I know that she is a nuisance, pretending to command territories that are rightfully mine and disrupting travel and trade.”


    “She’s not really my favorite person either.”


    The king cocked his head a little. “Then why run her errands for her?”


    “She did me a favor. And then she demanded repayment for her efforts.”


    “You were a fool to accept a favor from a wizard.”


    Ennek nodded. “Believe me, nobody knows that better than I. But I was desperate. I had no other choice.”


    That was a lie, Miner thought. The choice had been his, not Ennek’s. It was Miner who had incurred Ennek’s debt. But Miner didn’t say anything.


    The king huffed impatiently. “Give me the message, then.”


    Ennek walked over to his bag, which he’d left on a bench as they were eating. He rummaged in it for a moment, found the scroll buried at the bottom, and lifted it free. He passed it to the king, who took it the same way a man might take a rotting fish.


    As everyone else waited silently, the young man unrolled the piece of parchment and began to read. His expression began as impatient and a bit angry, but as his eyes scanned the writing he went very pale and practically sparked with fury.


    “What is the meaning of this?” he yelled, thrusting the scroll towards Ennek.


    “I haven’t read it myself. I don’t know how to read your language. But I assume she’s demanding that you stay out of her lands and threatening you if you don’t.”


    “Her lands? They belong to me!” The king’s face had gone from white to bright red. “How dare she attempt to menace me? And with the likes of you!”


    “Look, Your Majesty. I don’t want to harm anyone. But I’m telling you, she is very powerful and so am I. I saw those lands and there’s nothing especially valuable there anyway. Let her have them, at least for now. Maybe you can gather some wizards of your own and find some way to fight her, or—”


    “Quiet!”


    The advisor had been watching all of this very carefully, and now he came a little closer. “Sir, what he says is true, about Akilina in any case. I know nothing of this man’s powers. But before you were born she laid waste to many miles of land and hundreds died.”


    Ennek added, “If you’ve never seen what magic can do in skilled hands…it’s terrible, it truly is. I could destroy your entire beautiful harbor, but I really don’t want to. Give me your word that you’ll leave her be for now and abandon your claims on those lands and I’ll consider my task complete. Miner and I will leave and—”


    “Do you honestly think I would negotiate with you?” The king’s lips curled. Then he whirled toward his advisor. “And you! Concurring with this stranger, this…imposter.”


    Both Ennek and the advisor opened their mouths to protest, but before they could say anything the king barked out an order and the guards seized Ennek by the arms. Miner instinctively lunged toward them.


    “No, Mine! Don’t!” Ennek yelled, as he struggled futilely in the men’s strong grip. Miner didn’t listen. He closed the space between them and launched himself at the guards, landing a hard punch to one man’s face and twisting at the fingers of the other. But reinforcements had arrived and Miner was now held tightly by at least six strong hands. He noticed with some satisfaction that the nose of Ennek's guard was spurting blood and the other’s fingers looked broken.


    “Let him go!” Ennek said. “He means you no harm.”


    “Throw the whore into the sea!” the king shouted, pointing towards the railing.


    “No! Gods, no!” screamed Ennek, and Miner used a few moves he distantly remembered from Guard training to wriggle out of the soldiers’ holds. But as he darted for his bag—where he knew his knife was at the top—someone tackled him, sending him crashing to the ground. He rolled around with his assailant, desperate to get free, but the other soldiers were there at once, pinning him in place.


    “Miner!” Ennek shouted. His face was splattered with blood from the guard’s nose.


    “Ennek, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry!”


    The king walked over to stand over him, frowning down at Miner’s supine form. But just as Miner was bracing himself to be lifted and tossed off the cliff, the king put up his hand and tilted his head. “What’s that?” he said, pointing at Miner. At Miner’s neck, in fact, where the scarf had come loose during the fray and the metal of his collar was now plainly visible.


    The king bent down and yanked the scarf roughly away; he tossed it carelessly off to the side. And then he smiled in a very nasty way. “Not a whore at all, but a slave. This man has brought a slave into the royal presence.”


    “He’s not a bloody slave!” said Ennek. “Gods, Miner, please!”


    Miner simply concentrated on trying to breathe.


    “I’ll bring a wave,” Ennek threatened. “I’ll destroy your entire bloody city.”


    “No, don’t En, please don’t. All those people…and it won’t do us any good, will it? We’re too high up.”


    “I can—” Ennek began. But his words cut off abruptly when the soldier with the bleeding nose dealt him a vicious blow to the head. Ennek slumped in his captors’ arms, unconscious.


    “Ennek!” Miner cried.


    The king kicked him very hard in the side, then stepped back. In a calm, clear voice, the king gave a series of orders. The soldiers dragged Ennek’s body away. Miner tried again to get free, but then one of the guards lifted the butt end of a spear over his head and brought it down hard, and everything went black.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    h


    


    His head hurt.


    At first that was all that was important because his thoughts were gray and tumbled and he couldn’t have managed so much as his name. But very gradually his mind cleared a bit—enough for him to crack open his eyes, in any case—and then he remembered everything and he rolled on his side and retched into the dirt. Only after his stomach felt as if it had been turned inside-out was he able to sit up and truly take stock of his situation.


    He was in the slave pen that they’d passed on the way to the palace.


    He was within the inner fence, sitting on damp soil. Straight ahead of him little waves frolicked happily in the harbor, chasing each other in foam-capped exuberance like puppies at play. Behind him, three guards were gathered in the space between fences. They were quite obviously talking about him, and an animated discussion it was, but of course he couldn’t understand a word. And all around him in the big enclosure, men and women crouched or paced or simply stood as motionless as statues.


    There was no sign at all of Ennek.


    Slightly belatedly, Miner realized he was completely naked—except for the collar, of course—and he blushed and hunched in on himself, bending his knees and pressing his legs up against his body. This made the guards laugh uproariously.


    Suddenly, Miner wasn’t embarrassed anymore. He was hurting and afraid and grief-stricken over Ennek’s potential fate, but most of all he was furious, angrier than he had ever been in his life, angrier even than he had been when he’d learned that the Chief had intentionally set up his son Camens to be caught in bed with that boy, angrier than when Miner had attacked the Chief with his sword.


    He lurched to his feet a bit unsteadily and, unmindful of his nudity, ran at the fence. He was slightly gratified when the guards instinctively scrambled away, expressions of shock on their faces. “You bastards!” Miner yelled. He grabbed the iron poles and shook them with all his might, but they didn’t budge. “He was trying to save you all! I’m not a thing—none of us are bloody things to be bought and sold and caged like animals. We’re human beings and Ennek loves me!”


    The guards must have tired quickly of his outburst because one of them approached the bars, yelled something incomprehensible at Miner, and jammed the butt end of a spear into Miner’s belly. Miner yelped and doubled over with pain. A few dribbles of bile spewed from the stomach he would have sworn was empty.


    As suddenly as it had arrived, the anger washed out of him, leaving nothing but bitter despair and a pit of whirling emptiness. Miner backed away and sank down to the ground again. He wrapped his arms around his knees and looked up at the sky, which was beginning to grow purple with nightfall. There were no hovering birds. He wondered how long it would be before Akilina grew impatient for their return. Perhaps Ennek was still alive somewhere and she would find him and rescue him. Surely she would see Ennek’s value even if he had failed in his task. Miner knew she wouldn’t bother with him. What possible use was he to anyone? Except as a slave, of course. He might fetch a few coins at market.


    Three hundred years earlier, when he had been sentenced to a millennium in Stasis to be followed by the rest of his life as a bond-slave, he’d simply been numb with the shock of it all. Stasis was the fate of mythical villains in tales told by his older brothers to frighten him, not his fate. And a thousand years! That wasn’t even a real number. It was like saying that something was as hot as the sun or as heavy as a mountain. It couldn’t possibly have any meaningful application to him. He’d really been more focused at the time on the anguish he’d caused his own family, not to mention the lingering grief he’d still felt over Camens’ death.


    The truth of what was going to happen to him had only begun to sink in—apt term, that—when he was dragged in chains through the Keep, through the very corridors he had only recently patrolled as Guard, and then hurried down the endless steep stairs that led Under. The Wizard and the recently healed Chief had taken him to a cell, where the Wizard had uttered a few words that had made the clothing disappear from Miner’s body. He’d been mortified to be exposed, and in front of a woman at that, but there was nothing he could do about it, not with his wrists bound tightly behind his back and two members of the Guard holding him in place. He knew those men. He’d worked with them, not so long ago. Sometimes they’d had drinks together at a pub. Now their faces were as set as stone and their eyes as cold as ice.


    It was cold in the cell, so cold he was shivering and his bones ached with it. Then the Guards had forced him to his knees and the Wizard had taken a razor to his scalp, shearing him of every last hair. He never knew why: The rest of the hair on his body had fallen off while he was in Stasis and had only recently grown back. Perhaps the shaving was meant as another way to humiliate him.


    When he was bald, the Guards had hauled him across the stone floor and manhandled him into a large stone basin filled with stinking water. He’d tried to struggle, even knowing it was useless, but after a moment the Wizard had paralyzed him with a quick gesture and a few muttered words.


    He hadn’t begged for mercy, at least. He was grateful for that, especially since he knew very well he wouldn’t get it.


    Just a few moments later, though, the Wizard had begun the incantation that would put him in Stasis, and he’d spent the next 300 years drowning. It had never occurred to him then to wonder to what use he’d be put when he awoke.


    And then he did awake—and gods, there were no words for the relief he’d felt at being released—and he’d found himself in a man’s bed. He’d heard a few whispered tales over the years of bond-slaves being used sexually, even though such a thing was strictly forbidden, and he’d assumed at first that sex was what his master intended. He wasn’t certain how he’d felt about it. Would it be any worse than being one of those miserable drudges scrubbing floors or toiling in the fields? And at least his master was handsome, stunningly so, with thick dark curls and strong muscles and brown eyes that reminded him of Camens’, only softer.


    But then it had turned out that his master was also kind and gentle and more than a little shy, and he’d refused to touch Miner even when they both so clearly wished he would.


    Whatever happened to Miner now, whatever his lot would be, he knew his good fortune had run out. He would not again end up in the hands of a kind man who wanted a lover instead of a slave.


    


    ***


    


    The air grew chilly after the sun set, but the slaves weren’t given any blankets to warm themselves. A few lamps hung on the outer fence and these were lit, but they cast almost no light into the enclosure. Miner could see other lights, though, off in the distance. Houses and shops and, in the harbor, many boats. There were even some twinkling lights on the promontory near the harbor mouth, and he wondered whether they were at the palace. Naturally, that led to thoughts of whether Ennek might still be there somewhere, thoughts that Miner tried to banish from his mind.


    A gate Miner hadn’t even noticed was unlocked and a pair of guards came in, accompanied by a half dozen slaves carrying large pails. The guards waited while these slaves set the pails down; the enclosure's livelier occupants rushed forward and Miner realized that food and water had been brought. He didn’t bother to push his way into the crowd. As his fellow captives ate and drank, the other slaves collected the reeking slop buckets. Then, accompanied by the guards, they left the enclosure. The gate was locked again.


    As the night chill settled in, many of the slaves huddled together for warmth and comfort. But some, like Miner, remained alone. Miner curled up on his side and hoped he didn’t dream.


    The ground was hard and his stomach was empty, and he didn’t sleep well at all. There were unsettling noises as well—the moans and cries of the other prisoners, the calls of sailors and others along the shore, shouts that he thought might be a night market nearby, and of course the constant sound of the ocean. His collar felt tight around his neck, as if it were choking him. He rather wished it would.


    He was awake when the sky began to lighten and he saw the sun peek gradually over the horizon. He was glad for the warmth it promised, at least. The other slaves began to stir, listlessly moving about and using the previous night’s emptied food buckets as toilets. Miner was disgusted, but his bladder was full too, and he ended up walking to the nearest bucket so he could urinate. He was too desolate to be more than slightly ashamed of the further humiliation of voiding himself in front of an audience.


    Not long afterward, the gate was re-opened, and again two guards entered with six slaves. In the morning light Miner could see these slaves better. They were all naked, and each of them was damaged in some way. One was missing an eye, another had a horribly mangled hand, a third walked with a severe limp, and one of them had been badly burned across the face and upper torso. He suspected they were all too debilitated to be easily sold, and that’s why they had been given the task of feeding and cleaning up after the others. He wondered what they did during the rest of the day.


    This time when the pails were set down, Miner stood and waited his turn at the water. As hungry as he was, he didn’t try to eat the food, which looked and smelled as if it were half-rotted table scraps. The water was fetid as well, but he was parched enough to drink several handfuls. As he stepped away from the bucket, a young woman with a thin, torn dress and close-shorn hair gave him a small smile. He couldn’t manage to smile back.


    The morning passed in a haze of boredom. Sometimes passersby stopped to stare at the slaves, to point and call things out. Miner was grateful he couldn’t understand them.


    They were fed again around midday. Again he drank only some water, even though that woman with ragged hair tried to give him some scraps of food.


    And then the afternoon dragged on, and the evening. Miner mostly sat, trying to shut off his mind. When darkness fell and the slaves began to settle in for the night, the woman crept to his side. She whispered something to him.


    “I’m sorry,” he answered, “I don’t understand.”


    She said something else, then folded gracefully beside him. She lay down and pulled him down beside her, and at first his entire body was as stiff and tense as a board, but then he realized she only wanted to share body heat. She was filthy and she smelled awful—he supposed the same must be true of him—and she was too bony to offer much softness, but at least she was something, a small anchor in his flood of misery. They clung to one another like lovers might, but he slept no better that night than the night before.


    The next day was the same. The girl tried to speak to him sometimes, and he got weary enough of her shoving food at him that he actually ate a little of it: some mushy tubers of some kind and a few hard chunks of clotted rice. Her name was Sawarn—he could understand that much, at least—and he gathered from her gestures that she’d come from far away, perhaps to the south. He told her his name, which she couldn’t pronounce very well, and he pointed east, back over the sea. She wasn’t really pretty. Her eyes were slightly crossed and she had a receding chin but there was a liveliness to her, like a small bird, that few of the slaves possessed. He didn’t know why she had chosen to take him under her wing. Perhaps it was his exotic looks—none of the others were as fair as he—or his height.


    Late that afternoon two guards entered the enclosure alone. They cast their gaze about, assessing all the captives, until they settled on a very young woman—a girl, really—who had delicate features and who had been crying almost nonstop since Miner arrived. One of them grabbed her. She screamed and tried to struggle, and Miner considered going to her aid, but the guards brandished their swords and managed to drag her away without opposition. They brought her back later. Her eyes had gone completely blank and she was stumbling as she walked. Blood and other fluids were smeared on the insides of her bare thighs.


    The guards looked around again, searching for their next victim, but Miner made sure to place his body between them and Sawarn’s much smaller one. Perhaps he was successful in hiding her or perhaps they wouldn’t have been interested anyway, but it was a different woman they chose and then, when they hauled her back a while later, another.


    But there was nothing Miner could do the following morning, when several guards marched over from the direction of the low building. The man who accompanied them was not wearing a uniform, but his clothing was expensive and he had the air of a person in charge. He waited between the fences as the guards entered the enclosure and, one by one, dragged the slaves in front of him. Sawarn was one of the first they chose. They lifted her dress to her neck and made her turn about, then let the dress go and had her walk several paces back and forth. The man watched carefully, and he stepped closer when she was made to open her mouth wide. Then he nodded at the guards and said something to them, and they took Sawarn away, leading her to the building. She had just a moment to look back at Miner and call out what might have been a farewell, and then she was gone.


    After Sawarn, several more slaves were examined, and then it was Miner’s turn. The guards prodded roughly at him with the butts of their staffs until he stood, and then they led him over to the fence. The man gave him a long, critical look, his gaze raking over Miner’s body in a way that made it feel as if spiders were crawling over Miner’s skin. He gave Miner what sounded like a command, but of course Miner didn’t know what he was meant to do. The man frowned and repeated his command, more loudly. When Miner still just stood there one of the guards intervened, probably telling their boss that Miner didn’t speak their language. The man glowered and shook his head. The guards shrugged and shoved Miner away.


    They ended up taking away a total of about twenty people that afternoon. Miner couldn’t discern any particular pattern in which people they chose, except perhaps it was the livelier of the prisoners who were taken away. Eventually the two guards and the man in charge left, and then there was a long, quiet period as the slaves dozed or meandered or, like Miner, simply stared off at nothing.


    But then more pedestrians came by than usual, most of them better dressed than the dockworkers and fish processors who tended to frequent this neighborhood. They were all headed in the same direction and, although Miner couldn’t see them once they had passed the low building, he reckoned they must be gathering there, near the stage he and Ennek had seen, because he could hear the rising din of their voices. And then another voice rang out, louder and clearer than the rest; although Miner couldn’t understand the words it was unmistakably the sound of an auctioneer.


    The auction lasted a long time, and from the sound of things, was an entertaining event. Sometimes a pedestrian or two would walk back by the big enclosure, dragging a human being on a leash. The auction didn’t end until nearly sundown, and Miner watched carefully, but Sawarn was never brought his way. He never saw her again.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    h


    


    When Miner had completed his training and become a full-fledged member of the Guard, his usual task had been to patrol the streets with a more experienced partner, keeping an eye open for any signs of wrongdoing. Miner had enjoyed this job. He liked spending his days walking about the polis, seeing what was going on, chatting a bit with the citizens. He thought he looked quite dapper in his uniform, and he enjoyed the admiring looks he gathered from many women—and even a few men.


    But one morning his captain stopped him and eleven other men, and told them they had a special assignment for the day. That had made Miner feel terribly important, and he’d kept his back very straight as they marched out into the fog. They’d gone to a posh section of the polis, a neighborhood where many of the wealthier merchants lived, and the families that owned shipping companies or that had a stake in one of the few companies that controlled commerce in the port or inland. Miner had never spent much time here; it was a far nicer area than his own, and patrols weren’t often called for there. The views were magnificent and he had a difficult time concentrating on walking properly instead of gawking like a country rube.


    They had walked up to a grand house with white stone pillars and a wide front porch. This house had many windows, and the cost of the glass alone must have been astronomical. The captain had led the way up the stairs and to the big double doors and then, to Miner’s amazement, had flung the doors open and walked right in, ordering his men to follow.


    Servants had appeared at once, but they took one look at the Guards and scurried away. Moments later, as the captain took them through a large reception hall and into another room that appeared to be a library, a middle-aged woman and a young man who was obviously her son ran into the room.


    “What are you doing?” the man had cried.


    The captain ignored him and faced his men instead. “Tear the room apart. I want you to find anything that looks as if it might be a ledger.”


    Miner couldn’t read and neither could most of the others, but they’d seen ledgers before, large books with lined paper and handwritten columns of numbers. Like the others, he had begun opening drawers and pawing through the shelves. At first he tried to be neat, but he saw that the others were simply tossing discarded items to the floor and he did the same, although he’d always thought of books as precious and it gave him a pang to treat them so carelessly.


    “Stop this!” the man yelled. “Stop this at once!”


    “Hold them,” the captain said coldly, and two of the Guards obeyed at once. The woman was no trouble—actually, she appeared very close to fainting—but her son struggled a bit. The captain walked up to the woman. “Where is Randis?” he demanded.


    That question made Miner pause in his duties. He knew who Randis was. Everyone did: Randis was a member of the Council, a gray, dour man whose family had repaired ships for many generations.


    “I…I don’t know,” the woman stammered weakly.


    “Tell me at once or I’ll take you and your son to the Keep.” The captain didn’t raise his voice, but there was a coldness there that made Miner shiver.


    The woman stole a quick glance at her son, who shook his head. “Mother! Don’t tell them! They’re—” The Guard who was holding the youth silenced him with a hard cuff to the mouth. The son grunted in pain and blood trickled from his lip.


    His mother began to cry. “He’s with Alterius.”


    “Where?” asked the captain.


    “At...they’re at the Three Boots.”


    That was odd, Miner had thought, eavesdropping while he rifled through a drawer full of ships’ plans. The Three Boots catered to a considerably more downmarket crowd than Randis or Alterius, who was also a Council member.


    The captain had nodded and turned back to his men. “You and you and you and you,” he said, pointing at Miner, another man who was as tall as Miner but much bulkier, and two surly Guards who had a reputation for violence. “Go to the Three Boots. Arrest Alterius and Randis, and take them to the Keep.”


    “No!” cried out the young man, who must have been Randis’s son as well. “You bastards! You leave us alone!”


    The captain rolled his eyes, as if the son’s outburst was only a minor irritation, and used his club to deliver a sharp blow to the man’s midsection. The man’s knees buckled so that the only thing keeping him on his feet was the Guard’s grip. The mother’s wailing grew louder. Miner had tried to picture how his mother would feel, seeing him or one of her other children treated so roughly.


    But then someone was grabbing his arm and dragging him toward the door. “Come on, private,” one of the members of his cohort said. “We’ve been given orders.”


    Miner had to shake his head a bit to clear it and then, with a last glance at the weeping mother and ashen-faced son, he left the house.


    As the woman had said, they found their quarry in the pub, leaning in close together and talking animatedly, both with untouched tankards of ale in front of them. The two of them startled visibly at the Guards’ entrance and then tried unsuccessfully to look unconcerned. Miner followed the rest of his group to the men’s table. Some of the pub’s other patrons sat and stared, while the wiser ones took their feet and beat a hasty retreat.


    “Under the authority of the Chief, you are under arrest,” announced one of Miner’s colleagues.


    “On…on what charges?” blustered Alterius.


    “I’m certain you’ll be told that eventually. Now, come with us.”


    The Councilmen looked as if they were considering protesting. But Randis was a small man and Alterius was quite frail, and Miner and the other Guards were young and strong and armed. The Councilmen had stood and, with the Guards flanking them, meekly allowed themselves to be led to the Keep.


    Miner had spent the remainder of that day and the next ransacking the men’s homes and offices. He didn’t see anything more of Randis’s wife and son, and if Alterius had a family, they kept well away. Still, going through their personal effects like that had felt to Miner like a terrible invasion. There had been letters, paintings, every imaginable kind of household goods, even clothing of an intimate nature, all of it inspected by Miner and the other Guards and then discarded as if it were rubbish. Much of it was destroyed in the process.


    He never knew exactly what it was that these man had been accused of. Some sort of complicated embezzlement scheme, he thought. Nobody bothered to explain it to him and it didn’t really matter. He was there at their trial, though, and saw their pale, shocked faces. Their family members didn’t attend. The men weren’t convicted of treason, at least, so they weren’t sent Under. But they were stripped of their Council membership and of their property, and then they were sentenced to spend the rest of their lives as bond-slaves. Miner couldn’t imagine what tasks they would be given as slaves—neither looked as if he were particularly capable of taking care of himself, let alone doing the arduous labor required of slaves. He knew they wouldn’t live long.


    Miner had looked at Randis and Alterius as they were led away to be collared, and he had felt a deep regret at his small part in their fate. But he’d reminded himself that bringing miscreants to justice—protecting the polis, no less!—was his duty. His calling, almost. And he’d hardened his heart and gone on with his life.


    Those men had been dead now for three hundred years, but Miner sat in a slave pen in Donghe and wept over them.


    


    ***


    


    A few days after Sawarn was sold, it rained. The rain should have made him miserable, because the drops were large and he had no shelter at all, and the dirt floor of the enclosure quickly became muddy.


    But in fact, the rain was wonderful. It was warm and the droplets felt like caresses on his skin. He tilted his head up and drank the rain, and it tasted infinitely better than the foul liquid the slaves were given in the dirty buckets. The rain sluiced the filth from his body and, because the enclosure was slightly sloped, it also washed away the stinking effluvia that they had all been forced to sit and lie in. So yes, he was muddy, but it was a clean mud and it felt good. It soothed his skin, which had burnt and even blistered from constant exposure to the sun. It was soft against his aching bones. It made everything blur—the miserable lines of the other captives’ bodies, the guards’ disdainful faces, the bars of the fence and the dreary buildings nearby. It discouraged passersby from stopping alongside the fence and gawking and laughing.


    Perhaps Miner was going insane as well, because it almost seemed to him that if he strained very hard, he could hear a voice among the raindrops. A whisper. “Miner,” it murmured. “Mine, Mine, Mine.”


    Miner actually slept well that afternoon, sitting up with his back propped against the fence, with water running down his hair and catching in his new-grown beard. When he woke up he couldn’t remember the details, but he knew he dreamt of warmth and comfort.


    The next day was as sunny as ever, perhaps even more so, as if the rain had scrubbed the sky clean. The mud on the ground dried and caked and the mud on his body flaked off in bits and chunks. His scalp itched.


    The man in charge returned mid-morning, again accompanied by two guards. As before, the guards chose slaves one by one to parade in front of their boss for inspection; some were led away and some were rejected. All of the slaves were men, Miner noticed, and the ones led away were the biggest and strongest of the sorry lot. He wasn’t especially surprised when the guards came for him.


    As before he was made to stand and turn and walk and open his mouth, but this time the well-dressed man didn’t bother to try and speak to him, and this time the man nodded instead of shaking his head. The guards grabbed Miner’s shoulders and propelled him through the opening in the gate, and then through the outer gate as well. For a brief moment, he considered running. But he was weak from lack of food, and even if he managed to break away briefly, he wouldn’t get very far. Besides, where would he go?


    He hunched his shoulders wearily and walked to the low building.


    The inside of the building wasn’t nice. One corner had a few desks and tables, and two men and a woman were gathered there, poring over a stack of papers. They didn’t even look up as Miner entered. The rest of the building had tiny individual cells, most of them empty but two of them occupied by crouched slaves, and a larger space in which a variety of chains and manacles were attached to the walls and posts. Miner was taken to the large part of the room and the guards bound him quickly and efficiently, his wrists raised above his head and locked into cuffs that were suspended there, his feet kicked apart and his ankles affixed to the floor. The wrist that had been broken ached slightly at the pressure his body and the chains put upon it.


    The guards left, no doubt to help select more men, but two slaves came over right away with a bucket in each hand. Miner recognized them: the man with the old burns and the woman with the limp. They were among the crew that brought food and water into the enclosure and took away the waste pails. Now they dumped the contents of the buckets on him and he gasped. It was water—cold, salty water, no doubt just dipped out of the harbor. It stung the innumerable tiny cuts and scrapes he’d accumulated here and some dripped into his eyes where he couldn’t even wipe it away. The slaves didn’t care, though, they simply went back for more water. When he was thoroughly wet they used rough, bristly brushes to scrub his skin. That hurt as well, but even worse was when his more intimate parts were subjected to this treatment. He was surprised to find himself still capable of blushing with shame.


    When he was more or less clean, the burned man took a razor and carefully scraped Miner’s face clean. “Please,” Miner said, speaking for the first time in what felt like years. His voice was very hoarse. “Just cut my throat.”


    Of course the man didn’t understand him. But instead of replying, the man opened his mouth. Miner couldn’t help but cry out at what he saw there: the tongue was gone, nothing left of it but a tiny, useless stub. The man made a choking sound that was probably the only noise he could make and continued shaving Miner.


    As Miner was still recovering from the horror that was the man’s mouth and wondering if that fate was in store for him as well, the woman began roughly running her hands over his body. Miner tried to squirm away but was unable to, and he blushed even hotter as her small, rough hands smeared some sort of oil over every part of his skin. It smelled slightly bitter and it stung him, too, and he was profoundly grateful when she stopped touching him and stepped back.


    The man released Miner from the chains. He grunted softly at Miner and grabbed him by the bicep, then tugged him toward a door at the opposite end of the building from where he’d entered. A guard was waiting just outside this door; he yanked Miner’s arm away from the slave and took him across a small courtyard and to the wooden stage. Several other men were already waiting on the dirt in front of the platform, their ankles encased in chains affixed to the rough supports. There was also a small smattering of spectators. Miner didn’t know whether they were prospective buyers or simply curious onlookers, but these people peered at Miner and the others with keen interest, chatting at one another and pointing now and then at this slave or that. Most of them seemed quite interested in him, perhaps because he stood out so much with his height and fair coloring. Although it was clear that many of the slaves came from other lands, none were as exotic as he.


    It was uncomfortable to simply stand there, but when one of the slaves started to sit, a guard rushed over and beat him about the back and shoulders with a stick, yelling furiously the whole time. The slave stood up again and none of the others—Miner included—dared to try and sit.


    But they were kept there a long time as more men were brought out from the low building and put into chains, and as the crowd around them gradually grew. One man who was chained near Miner, another foreigner with freckled skin and dull brown hair, tried to say something to the guards. But it wasn’t in their language and they yelled at him, and one of them poked him hard on the chest with a stick. The man was quiet then but he shifted restlessly from foot to foot, his face set in a grimace of discomfort. And then he sighed heavily and took his penis in his hand and urinated onto the ground at the edge of the stage. The onlookers laughed uproariously, but the guards were not amused. They came storming over and began beating the man about his head and shoulders until he was crouched in the puddle of his own piss, his arms held defensively over himself. They didn’t stop until he was unconscious and bleeding on the ground. Then they unchained him and dragged him away by the feet. They probably wouldn’t kill him, Miner thought. Too much a waste of profit.


    The unfortunate foreigner’s place was soon taken by a dark man with empty eyes, and a few more slaves were brought out until about two dozen of them were crowded together on the ground in front of the stage. Most of them stood with their shoulders hunched and their heads bowed, but Miner couldn’t resist a peek or two at the gathering crowd.


    There seemed to be two classes of people. A sizable group of men and women and even children in worn, sturdy clothing. Working people—some of them carrying loads on their backs or in their arms—and they were there purely for entertainment. A woman had set up a cart selling grilled meat on skewers; Miner’s stomach growled at the delicious smell of the food.


    A smaller number of observers were probably there to buy. They stood at the front and didn’t smile or chat or eat. Their gazes were shrewd and appraising, as if they were weighing every fault of the miserable men displayed before them. These people weren’t dressed in finery like the ones who’d bought Sawarna and the others at the last auction. Although their clothing was well-made, it was conservative and functional, and these people had the air of men who worked hard. These were people who owned farms or businesses, and who wanted strong muscle to perform heavy labor. That idea was a bit laughable really, because lack of food and proper sleep and all the other deprivations Miner had recently faced meant he could barely stand upright. He’d collapse at once if he was made to do any work.


    He’d been strong once, long ago. Never heavily muscled like Ennek—gods, Ennek!—but Miner used to be capable of walking up steep hills for miles and miles or toting heavy armaments without tiring. He used to toss Marsa up in the air and catch her over and over again, until they were both nearly overcome with laughter and Eudoxia had scolded him not to overexcite the baby or she’d never settle in to sleep. The year before he’d met Camens, Miner had spied a beautifully carved chest for sale at the market. It was brightly painted with fantastic creatures, and he’d known the moment he had spied it that his mother would love it. The chest had cost him every last coin he had on him—even that, only with vigorous bargaining—and so he couldn’t hire a carriage to take it home. He’d had to heft the thing onto his shoulder and carry it all the way himself but he had managed, and his mother had been so very pleased.


    Now he was so weak.


    When had his strength left him? Not when he was separated from Ennek, not when the pirates had taken him, not even when he’d been forced into Stasis. No, his weakness had begun the night he’d held Camens’ long hair back as Camens vomited, and then cleaned him up and allowed Camens to seduce him, knowing that Camens was drunk, knowing he was betraying his wife, knowing that the consequences of permitting this to happen could only be dire. But Camens was beautiful and Miner had become infatuated with him months earlier, and instead of holding fast and refusing Camens—which Miner could have done without repercussions—he’d given in.


    Miner didn’t deserve the things that had happened to him since that night. He had transgressed, of course, but not enough to merit three centuries of torture or enslavement or the way his heart was ripped from his body over Ennek’s loss. But still, deserved or not, his fate had been his own making and it was the result of his weakness.


    Gods, he was tired of being weak.


    As Miner drooped further, nearly lost in these gloomy thoughts, one of the guards had started a fire in a brick pit not far from the stage. Next to the pit, a sturdy metal pole stuck out of the ground. The pole had a pair of manacles attached to it and a hook and chain at about neck height. Miner didn’t like the look of it at all.


    But then a different guard approached the stage and unlocked the slave at one end of it, and as he did so, the man who seemed to be in charge climbed the steps to the top of the platform. The crowd hushed. The guard pushed the slave until he mounted the stage as well, and the man—the auctioneer, Miner realized—pulled him close by the upper arm. The auctioneer issued a series of commands and the slave obediently turned around, then turned back to face the audience and lifted his arms, then squatted for a few moments before being told to stand again. He did this all smoothly as if he’d done it before. Then auctioneer used a staff to poke a bit at the slave’s chest and thighs before the bidding began.


    There didn’t seem to be much competition over this man, but then he was not as young as most of the others. His back bore many old scars, the signs of past beatings and years of hard work. He was still wiry, though, and likely had some use left in him. He was sold rather quickly to a portly man with a scraggly beard. Then he was led off the stage and the next man for sale took his place.


    Miner didn’t watch the next sale, though; instead, his eyes followed the first slave, who was grasped at the elbow by a guard and hurried along to the fire. His wrists were fastened inside the manacles and the chain was attached to his collar and tightened so that he wouldn’t be able to move his neck or upper body at all. The guard who was tending the fire held a long metal rod in the flames for a few moments and the slave finally showed some signs of struggle; but it was too late. The guard walked around and held the heated end of the rod to the slave’s upper back. The slave screamed and Miner could smell the sickly scent of burning flesh.


    Fortunately it lasted only seconds. Then the guard lowered the rod, revealing a squiggly design branded into the man’s skin. The guard quickly smeared some sort of ointment on the wound, which made the slave moan with pain, and then unchained him. The owner hooked a leash to his new purchase’s collar and dragged him away.


    Miner had suffered many indignities in this place and he’d seen other captives exposed to even worse. But somehow this one act—the searing of a mark into a human being’s body as if that human were nothing but cattle—this one act set his mind. Perhaps it made him so angry because it reminded him of the tattoo that Thelius had forced onto Ennek, the eight-pointed star that had bound Ennek to Thelius and allowed Thelius to use Ennek’s magic as if it were his own. The facts that he was about to be sold as chattel, that he’d just seen a man severely beaten for nothing more than voiding his bladder, that he’d been hating his own weakness—those contributed as well. He swore to himself that the moment he was able, he would run. He wouldn’t escape—he wasn’t foolish enough to think he’d make it farther than a few yards. But he could at least try; and when they caught him he would fight. Maybe even inflict some harm himself: he’d once been passable at hand-to-hand combat. He would be punished very harshly, perhaps even killed. He knew that. But at least he wouldn’t spend the remainder of his existence disgusted with himself for so meekly accepting his own degradation and servitude.


    There were eight men ahead of him, eight men displayed and sold and branded and taken away. Then it was his turn, and he braced himself to run. But perhaps the guard saw something in Miner’s eyes because he affixed a strong leather leash to Miner’s collar before he detached his ankle, and he kept a very tight hold on the end of the leash as he hauled Miner toward the stairs. He didn’t let go of the length of leather until the auctioneer came down the steps and took it into his own fist, then dragged Miner to the top.


    The auctioneer didn’t bother issuing orders to Miner. He simply poked at him with his stick and shoved him this way and that, keeping up a constant patter the entire time. He clearly made a big selling point of Miner’s height and he prodded at Miner’s stick-like arms, probably trying to convince prospective buyers that Miner would bulk up given proper feed and heavy work.


    The audience seemed interested in Miner and when it was time for bidding to begin, the competition was lively. For the first time in Miner’s presence, the auctioneer actually cracked a smile. Miner simply stood there, trying to look as docile as possible, waiting for his chance.


    But his chance didn’t come when he was sold. His new master was a large man, perhaps fifty, with a face that might have been handsome if it weren’t so severe. He was deeply tanned, as if he’d spent much of his life out of doors, and he wore dirt-caked boots instead of sandals, but there were a few ugly, unnecessary frills on his clothing, such as a heavily embroidered silk vest he wore over his plainer tunic. Miner thought he knew the type: a man who began life quite modestly but through hard work, larceny, or good luck had managed to accumulate some wealth. There were men like that in Praesidium, and some of them were dangerous and pitiless as they held tightly to their possessions and positions. What made Miner most uneasy, though, wasn’t the hardness of his owner’s eyes, but rather the way his gaze crept greedily over Miner’s naked body, lingering too long on Miner’s ass and groin.


    When the sale was complete, the leash was carefully handed over to a guard. Miner tried to resist as he was dragged to the fire, but another guard came up behind him and shoved him hard, and his new master yelled at him and batted the back of Miner’s neck with a rough and heavy hand.


    The branding hurt terribly and Miner screamed as loudly as the other slaves had, but it was almost as if he were watching a tall, pale, skinny man from above, as if he were too far removed from himself to really feel the agony. Or maybe he was already feeling so much pain that a bit more barely made a difference.


    After the guard rubbed the stinky ointment into his new mark, Miner expected to be led away. Instead, his master took the leash and dragged him into the crowd, then turned to watch the next sale. Perhaps he was in the market for more than one slave. Miner was uneasy at the close presence of so many people, some of them near enough that they could reach over and touch him without his master noticing. Unfortunately, his master still had the leash tightly wound around his hand. Even though the man wasn’t paying full attention to him, Miner doubted whether he would be able to wrench himself free. And of course even if he did, he’d be surrounded by people and caught again at once. He decided to bide his time and wait for another opportunity. Surely, sooner or later would come a time when he wasn’t bound, when his bid for escape wouldn’t be entirely futile.


    Yet another slave mounted the stage. This one had two long scars on his face and was on the short side, but powerfully built. His collar was too small for him, Miner thought; it seemed to dig painfully into the man’s thick neck. Miner’s master seemed especially interested in this slave. He tugged on the leash, pulling Miner with him as he moved closer to the front of the crowd. Another of the spectators, a tall woman with a lined face and red beads in her hair, leaned over and said something to Miner’s master. The master shook his head and said something back. Her gaze shifted to Miner and she nodded knowingly before turning back to the stage.


    Bidding began and Miner felt his owner tense in preparation for joining the competition.


    And then the ground began to shake.


    Miner had felt small tremors before. They were fairly common in Praesidium. Sometimes some damage would be done, but the citizens of the polis would take it in stride and simply rebuild. Once, shortly after Miner joined the Guard, a poorly built structure had collapsed during a quake, and Miner had been put on the detail that combed through the rubble in search of survivors. Fortunately, it turned out that the building had been empty and nobody was hurt.


    Now, though, it quickly became apparent that this was no minor tremor. The earth rumbled and groaned as if the gods themselves were stirring. Buildings began to wobble and somewhere something fell with a tremendous crash. People began to yell and run away, as if they could somehow elude an earthquake. The few slaves who were still chained to the stage cowered and the stage itself collapsed, pinning the slaves and sending the auctioneer tumbling down to the ground. Terrible screams rent the air.


    Miner’s master, however, remained relatively calm. He looked about and saw, no doubt, that nothing was in imminent danger of crashing down on his head. So he widened his stance like a sailor on a pitching ship and he tightened his hold on Miner’s leash, jerking Miner closer to him as he did so.


    The building in which Miner had been cleaned and oiled prior to the auction crumpled as easily as a house of cards.


    As the quake continued, another sound joined the general din. Miner looked up toward the mouth of the harbor where the palace was so proudly perched, just in time to witness an enormous chunk of rock break off the cliff and go crashing into the sea. Miner’s master exclaimed loudly, saying something that Miner thought he recognized as one of the curses Ennek had learned from sailors.


    Another huge piece of the promontory fell off, and now the palace looked precarious indeed. And then, just as it seemed certain the palace would tumble into the sea as well, the quake stopped.


    Although the city resounded with screams and wails, and although several people continued to cry out from under the remains of the stage, there was a sudden, shocking silence as the earth ceased its roar. Those people who weren’t running around or huddled in terror on the ground simply froze, staring about in complete astonishment.


    And then, just as Miner’s master seemed likely to stir again, something happened that stole both their breaths: the sea went away. The water in the harbor pulled back, but not like a normal tide, more like a giant uncovering a bed. Boats were grounded. Fish and rocks and all manner of debris were revealed as the bottom of the ocean floor was exposed. It was the most horrifying thing Miner had ever seen.


    When the harbor was completely dry, everything was very still for a moment. Even the wounded seemed to stop their wailing. And then the water returned.


    It was too big to be called a wave—it would be much more accurate to call it a wall of water, a mountain of water, towering higher than the Keep, higher than the hill where the palace sat. And it was rushing toward them as swiftly as a bird might fly, faster even, making a noise that made even the earth’s grumblings seem like whispers.


    But as it drew closer, Miner realized something even stranger about the wave, as if all of this weren’t odd enough. The water wasn’t simply coming back into the harbor to refill the space it had just vacated. It was aiming, as assuredly as an arrow is aimed at a target. The great wave was moving directly toward the hill.


    At long last, Miner’s master seemed able to move again. He shouted and began to run inland. At first he tried to drag Miner with him, but Miner refused to budge; and rather than slow himself down, the man let go of the leash and abandoned his new purchase.


    Miner immediately took off, racing toward the palace.


    There were plenty of other people about as well, of course, but they were too busy fleeing in panic to take much notice of a naked slave trailing a leash behind him as he sprinted up the pavement. But he had to take some care because there was rubble everywhere, and he darted this way and that to avoid it, heedless of his bare feet.


    He had managed to get only about two blocks closer to the palace when the wave hit. Miner came to a skidding halt and watched as the water crested over the hill. When the water receded a moment later, everything was gone: the palace, the gardens and fancy houses, the hill itself. The land that remained was as flat as the rest of the harbor shore.


    The water drew out of the harbor again and Miner waited. He expected it to come rushing back, this time washing away the rest of the city. But when the water did come back into the harbor, it came so slowly and gently that only a little splashed over the sea wall, just barely dampening his feet. Many the ships in the harbor must have been destroyed, but the remainder of the city was unharmed.


    For long minutes Miner simply stood there, unmindful of the chaos around him. Then he walked slowly to the sea wall and looked down into the water. And he did the last imaginable thing: he climbed the stone wall and leapt into the sea.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    h


    


    Miner couldn’t swim.


    Despite living on a peninsula where the sea was never far away, few people in Praesidium could swim. The water was too cold, too treacherous. Before he’d been brought Under, he’d seen the ocean every day but almost never touched it. He’d certainly never been submerged in it. And then he’d been thrown into that stone basin full of cold brine and he’d spent the next 300 years drowning.


    So after Miner jumped into the harbor, his arms and legs flailed instinctively but uselessly and, although he’d initially bobbed up to the water’s surface like a cork, he soon sank under again. His lungs burned as he fought the urge to inhale, but then, helplessly, senselessly, his body tried to find oxygen and he was rewarded with a chest full of water. He coughed and thrashed and got his limbs tangled in the leash. The iron about his neck felt heavier and tighter than ever before. He saw the light at the surface of the water drawing away from him, almost as if he were floating into the air rather than dropping down.


    His arms and legs felt leaden and he was so tired, so bloody tired, that all he could do was give in and allow himself to drown for the final time.


    And then an odd thing happened.


    The water around him—in him—stopped feeling dangerous and hostile. Instead, it was welcoming, as if he were a guest fondly anticipated. It felt warm and it soothed the burn on his back, the bruises and abrasions on his chafed skin, the cuts he’d sustained on his feet as he ran down rubble-filled pavement. It cradled him, supported him.


    He coughed several times and the fluid was expelled from his lungs. When he inhaled again, somehow he found air—beautiful, delicious air—and he took several deep breaths until the grayness around the edges of his vision went away and he could think clearly again.


    Well, as clearly as could be expected, considering he was somehow alive and breathing despite being underwater.


    It was difficult to judge, but he reckoned that the surface was perhaps fifteen feet above him. When he looked down he could see sand and rocks another twenty feet or so beneath him, and fronds of sea grasses gently waving in the current, and little fish darting to and fro. A red crab scurried by waving its claws.


    Miner himself seemed to have reached a sort of equilibrium, his body neither rising nor falling. He simply floated there comfortably. The last of his panic disappeared to be replaced by wonder.


    He discovered that if he moved his arms just right he could swing his body around, and he did, slowly spinning so he could take in his surroundings. It was as if he’d been transported to another world. Of to one side he could make out the barnacle-covered rocks that made up the bottom of the sea wall. The sand and debris that had been disturbed by the great waves were still resettling, little bits sometimes catching the light from above and sparkling like falling stars. There was rubbish on the sea floor, bits of metal and wood and bones and such; that was to be expected so close to the shore. But there were also colorful fish and strange plants, and everything moved differently than on land: more slowly, more sinuously. Dreamlike. The shadows cast by the sun were unfamiliar to him, and, off in the gloom where his vision failed, he could make out only mysterious shifting shapes. Noises were muffled here as well, so all he could hear was a sort of liquid rushing that was not so different from the sound of his blood moving through his body.


    He should have been terrified of the water itself, and of the failure of whatever spell held him. There were creatures in the sea that should have frightened him. He had heard stories in Praesidium of enormous sharks with huge mouths full of razor teeth, and of other things that lived in more exotic climes. Many-tentacled monsters big enough to sink ships. Poisonous snakes. Jellyfish with venom enough to kill a man. Eels that could somehow channel lightning, stunning or killing from many yards away. Miner didn’t know how many of these tales were true and how many were simply fictions meant to scare or impress the landlocked. In any case he wasn’t frightened, but simply awed, and he might have spent hours hovering in the water, watching the activity around him.


    But then he thought he saw something fairly large dart by, just past where he could see clearly. He blinked, which didn’t help at all, and the thing rushed by again. Then there was nothing and he was almost convinced he’d imagined it. Perhaps he’d merely seen the shadow of a cloud scudding far overhead.


    Miner was just wondering how long he could stay there, how long he could continue breathing underwater, when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head and there it was, suddenly so close that he kicked his feet in alarm, propelling himself slightly backwards.


    It looked a little like a woman, although it had no nose and its too-large eyes were all red iris except for the vertical slits of pupils. Its hair was long and a pale green and braided intricately, its skin was almost white, and when it opened its mouth it revealed two rows of tiny, sharp teeth. It had a severely receding chin and no eyebrows or lashes, and where ears should have been there were only small, membrane-covered indentations. Its upper torso was bare, revealing a pair of small, round breasts, while its lower body was very long and sinuous, almost snakelike, with no legs or feet but, instead, a large fin at the end. She wore a thin rope roughly where her waist should have been; tied to the rope were pretty shells and bits of colored sea glass and a few large beads.


    He must have been gaping, but she looked just as surprised at his appearance. She swam a little closer and raised an arm that was longer than a human’s and seemed to have no bones, or perhaps just many more joints than his. She lifted a hand—only two fingers plus a thumb, and they were joined by webbing—and delicately touched his hair, his nose, his collar, one of his legs, and then, to his acute embarrassment, his penis and scrotum.


    And then she turned and with a flick of her tail, she was gone.


    A mermaid. He’d seen an actual mermaid. Despite everything, he managed a small grin, because who would have imagined he’d encounter a wonder like that?


    Perhaps ten or fifteen minutes later the mermaid reappeared. At least, he assumed it was the same one. But she had someone with her this time—another mer-creature. This one appeared to be male, although no genitalia were visible. Its build was a bit larger than the female and its chest was flat and without nipples. It had a broader face, too, with wide cheekbones, and it wore two decorated ropes instead of one about its middle.


    While the male gaped at Miner, the female waited, looking a little smug, Miner thought. The male swam in a slow circle around Miner, taking in the details of Miner’s body, which must have been as strange to him as the merman’s was to Miner. The male tentatively touched him as well, pressing his fingertips against the brand mark.


    The mer-people must have communicated somehow, although Miner didn’t hear anything or see anything obvious. But they moved in unison, each of them grasping one of Miner’s forearms firmly in its hands. Before Miner could even decide whether to fight they were swimming away, towing him with them. They were very fast, so that as the harbor floor rushed by beneath him, Miner felt as if he were flying. He felt giddy with it, excited despite his apprehension. It was impossible for him to tell where they were headed, except he knew it was away from the shore, and the water seemed to be getting gradually deeper. Soon it was so deep he couldn't even see the bottom. The water grew rougher, the surface churning instead of mostly placid. They must have left the harbor, he thought. Now they were out in the open sea.


    He wasn’t scared. Perhaps he’d simply been through too much over the last several hours and he’d depleted his store of fear. A dozen or so large shapes converged upon them and Miner realized they were dolphins, and when the dolphins began to cavort about them like puppies frolicking around their masters, Miner actually laughed. Bubbles billowed upward from his mouth and, slightly startled, the mer-people turned to look at him. They didn’t slow down, however.


    Miner’s mind must have been shattered by his adventures, because when they steered into shallow water and reduced their speed, he actually felt disappointed. He was willing to believe that this entire experience was likely an elaborate hallucination, that even now he was sitting in the slave pen and drooling on himself. If so, he didn’t want the hallucination to end.


    His strange honor guard continued to accompany him as the sandy sea floor came closer and closer, and only when he could nearly touch the bottom with his feet did the dolphins swim away and the mer-people release their holds. He floated there, feeling oddly bereft and unsure whether he really wanted to return to land. But then someone else was there, grabbing him around the waist and towing him to shore.


    A moment later he lay gasping on a beach and there—oh gods! “Ennek!” he said with a watery sob.


    Because it was Ennek, bearded and wet and drawn-looking, and he was pulling Miner into his arms and embracing him and they were crying against each other. Maybe this was only more delusion, but Ennek felt solid enough, warm and strong against Miner, and he smelled real: slightly salty like Ennek always was, but sweet, like baking bread.


    When their sobs had subsided to sniffles, Miner drew slightly away. Ennek looked awful, his hair a riot of tangles, his skin stretched too thin over his bones and his beard very dark against his pallor. He wore the same clothing Miner had seen that last day at the palace, but it was now torn and bloodstained. Yet to Miner, he was the most beautiful sight.


    But as Miner was looking at Ennek, Ennek was doing the same to Miner. Ennek’s usually full lips grew thin as he took in Miner’s nudity, as he saw the leash that still hung limply from Miner’s neck, leaving smudges of brown dye on his chest. But when he saw how prominent Miner’s ribs were, how Miner’s skin was sunburned and scraped and marred by yellow and purple bruises, Ennek’s jaw clenched so tightly Miner could almost hear it creak.


    “What did they do to you?” Ennek growled.


    “They…. It doesn’t matter now, does it, En? Gods, how did you…. What happened?”


    Ennek didn’t answer. He pushed Miner a little farther away from himself and conducted a more careful examination of him, cataloging every mark, his face growing redder and redder.


    “It’s all right, En. I’m free now.”


    But it was as if Miner hadn’t even spoken, so he sighed and decided to just let Ennek finish. Perhaps Ennek would relax a little once the inspection was complete and he saw that nothing fatal was wrong with Miner. And then he might tell what in all the hells had happened.


    Ennek finished with the front of Miner’s body, his lips lifting into a snarl when he saw the condition of the bottom of Miner’s feet. But when he stood and walked around his back, Ennek actually roared with anger.


    “What did they do?!” he shouted.


    Oh. The brand. “It barely even hurts anymore. The water helped, I expect.”


    Ennek wasn’t placated by Miner’s words. “I’ll destroy them!” he thundered. “I’ll destroy the whole bloody lot of them!”


    There was something terrible about Ennek’s eyes now. They weren’t cold and cruel like those of the Wizard who put him in Stasis, nor were they hard and calculating like Thelius’s, but they were every bit as terrifying as they almost burned with fury. The air began to crackle with an unsettling energy. Ennek took a lurching step backward, away from Miner, and looked across Miner’s head at some distant point.


    “Ennek?” Miner whispered.


    Ennek raised his arms in front of himself and frowned in concentration.


    Miner scrambled unsteadily to his feet and followed Ennek’s gaze.


    Up until this point, he hadn’t paid much attention to where they were—the exact location was secondary in importance to the fact that they were together. Now though, he saw that they were on a small beach, really just a thin strip of sand at the base of what used to be the hill at the opening of the harbor. Now the hill was only a jagged pile of granite, while huge chunks of stone were peeking above the waves. Ennek was looking out at the open ocean where a swell of water had formed. It was too far away for Miner to judge its size, but from the way that Ennek was shaking with effort, he suspected it was going to be as large as the wave that had washed the palace away. This time, though, the swell was longer and it was fairly clear that it would fill the entire harbor when it arrived.


    “Ennek!” he said again, this time more loudly.


    The blood had drained from Ennek’s face, leaving him pale as paper. His lips were drawn back from his teeth in a feral grimace and, aside from the wild hair and glowing eyes, his skull looked almost like a death’s head. His hands were bent into claws.


    “Destroy you all!” he screeched, and even his voice wasn’t familiar.


    He was a monster.


    The wave rushed closer.


    Miner thought of the cruelty of the guards who had beaten the slaves sometimes purely for amusement, who had raped the women, who had treated all of them as nothing more than objects. He thought of the lascivious, possessive look his new owner had given him, right before a slave mark was burnt into Miner’s skin. He thought of all the people who used to walk by the slave enclosure and point and laugh. Some of them would even try to toss offal over the fence when the guards weren’t looking.


    Ennek’s wave would wash them all away.


    But surely there must be good people in Donghe as well. Parents who loved their children. Children who dreamed of growing up and finding adventure or happiness. Lovers who drowned in one another’s eyes, friends who would do anything for those they cared for. The ocean doesn’t distinguish between good and evil. They would be washed away as well.


    Miner took a deep breath and stood directly in front of Ennek, deliberately blocking the wizard’s view of the water with his taller body. “Ennek, stop,” he said firmly.


    Ennek shook his head angrily and tried to step to the side. Miner grabbed his shoulders.


    Ennek roared again, as furious as any wild beast, and snapped his teeth. His eyes rolled back in his head, showing only bloodshot whites, and then snapped back into place. Miner could have sworn the irises were spinning like a whirlpool.


    Ennek was a monster.


    But he was Miner’s monster.


    Miner pulled Ennek against himself, fitting his body between Ennek’s upraised arms. He wrapped his own arms around Ennek and crushed him with all his strength. “En,” he whispered in his lover’s ear. “I love you. That’s enough. That’s enough.”


    Ennek’s body had been stiff and as unyielding as marble, but now he made a horrible mewling howl and crumpled onto the sand, taking Miner with him. Miner continued to hold him, feeling Ennek’s ragged breathing slow and even out. When he glanced over his shoulder, the sea was level and placid. The wave was gone.
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    It was a familiar situation: Ennek unconscious on a beach. Miner did his best to make Ennek comfortable and then looked around. That was when he noticed the bag tucked up against the rock. His bag that Hai-Shui had given him seemingly ages ago. Inside of it were his spare outfit and—gods!—his sweater! The knife from the jollyboat was in there as well, and a blanket and the few remaining matches, and the comb and razor and cooking pot. He looked around but there was no sign of the second bag. Well, even one was far more than he’d hoped.


    Miner finally removed the leash and, with a feeling of triumph, flung it into the sea. He pulled on the trousers and tunic; it felt almost strange to wear clothing again. He folded the sweater and placed it under Ennek’s head, then covered Ennek’s still form with the blanket.


    The only way off the beach would be to clamber over the broken rocks. Ennek obviously wasn’t going anywhere, and there was no possible way Miner could carry him over that terrain. Miner considered leaving Ennek there and going off in search of food or water, but there was only an hour or so left of daylight at that point, and he didn’t fancy making that journey in the dark. So he ignored his thirst and hunger, instead spending the last of the light shaving off Ennek’s beard and combing out the snarls in his hair. When darkness fell, Miner cuddled up close to him and fell asleep.


    Miner awoke when the first rays of sun crept over the surface of the sea. They illuminated Ennek in golden light, coloring his pale skin, making him appear like some precious relic. Miner stroked Ennek’s cheek with his fingertips, then stood and stretched. His tongue was sticking to the roof of his mouth. It was maddening to see all that water and know he couldn’t drink it. His skin was crusty with dried salt and the soles of his feet stung with every step. But he was alive and Ennek was alive and they were together, and Miner even managed to smile at the horizon.


    But his smile disappeared a moment later, when a seagull flew over and began to circle overhead, calling its harsh cry as it did. “Leave him alone!” Miner yelled at it. “You leave him be!”


    Not surprisingly, his shouting had no visible effect on the bird. But on the sand beside him, Ennek stirred under the blanket and moaned very quietly. Miner quickly knelt. “En? Are you all right?”


    Ennek’s eyes fluttered open and when they focused on Miner, Ennek smiled softly. “It wasn’t a dream. You’re here.”


    “I am.”


    Ennek’s brows drew together in a frown and he began to struggle into a seated position. Miner helped him. “They hurt you, Miner.”


    “I’m fine now.”


    “But they branded you!”


    Miner sighed. “It wouldn’t be fair if you got all the interesting marks and scars, now, would it?”


    Ennek wasn’t amused by Miner’s small attempt at levity. “Gods, it’s barbaric, treating a human like that.”


    “I didn’t have the worst of it. There were women there—no, girls, hardly more than children, and they raped them. Others were beaten….”


    “They didn’t….” Ennek’s face had grown dark with anger and Miner thought he could detect a hint of fire in his eyes.


    Miner set a calming hand on Ennek’s shoulder. “They didn’t,” he said firmly. “Aside from the brand, they hardly touched me. Mostly ignored me, in fact. The worst I suffered was humiliation, and that’s not fatal.”


    “They shouldn’t have done that to you.”


    “Of course not. But owning people, that’s always wrong, no matter what. Even if they’d given me fancy clothes and rich foods and…I’d still have been a slave.”


    Ennek nodded glumly. “What we do to them in Praesidium, it’s not much better, is it? I never really thought about it. Not until you.”


    “Well, it’s not something we need think about now anyway. We’re trapped on a beach, En.”


    For the first time, Ennek looked about himself. “Oh. I’d forgotten. Well, no worries. I can call a boat and—” He stopped suddenly. “Oh, gods,” he moaned.


    “What? What is it?”


    “The wave. I almost destroyed the entire city.”


    “Yes. You were…upset.”


    “Upset?” Ennek wobbled gracelessly to his feet. “Upset is when someone scuffs your new boots. Miner, I almost obliterated an entire city! How many thousands of people would I have murdered?” Then he looked up at the jagged rocks where, until the previous afternoon, a hill had stood. His legs shook and he collapsed to his knees. “How many did I kill?” he rasped.


    “I don’t know. But you didn’t destroy Donghe, En. You stopped.”


    Ennek shook his head. “You stopped me.”


    “I couldn’t have stopped you if you hadn’t listened. You’re too powerful.”


    A strange look passed over Ennek’s face. “I am. You’re absolutely right. I’m too powerful. I shouldn’t— Nobody should have this much force at his disposal. I shouldn’t even exist.”


    “No, that’s not what I meant! I meant—”


    “I know what you meant.” Ennek took a deep and shuddering breath. “I need to stop myself before…before I hurt more people.”


    “You did stop,” Miner insisted.


    “This time. What about next? It’s so bloody easy to give in to it. It feels so good.” He rose again and stumbled across the sand toward the bag. Miner realized his intention just as Ennek reached into the bag and pulled out the knife. With a desperate cry, Miner threw himself at Ennek, knocking him to the ground. The knife fell from Ennek’s hand and Miner grabbed it and threw it to the far end of the little beach.


    “Don’t you dare!” he yelled. He sat up, straddling Ennek’s chest. “Don’t you dare! I just got you back—again—and you’re all I bloody have and without you….” His voice broke. “Kill yourself and you’ll destroy us both,” he nearly whispered.


    He could feel Ennek’s tense muscles relax beneath him. “I won’t,” Ennek said. “I’m sorry. I won’t…I won’t hurt myself.” Then his jaw tightened. “But I’m vowing now, I will never use magic again.”


    Miner dismounted then gave him a hand up so they were sitting facing one another. “Don’t be stupid, En.”


    Ennek gaped at him a bit.


    Miner stroked Ennek’s cheek. “You have a great gift. Think of all the good you could do with it! The way Akilina healed my wrist, for instance. What if you did that sort of thing for people? I had a cousin who was thrown from a horse. He was a young man, newly married, and hoping for children. But his back was broken, and he never walked again. He couldn’t even control his own bladder and bowels. He couldn’t work, he certainly would never be a father…. His wife left him and he spent his life sitting in a bed in his parents’ house, wearing a diaper like a baby. He…it ruined him. You could mend someone like that, I’ll wager.”


    “I don’t know how.”


    “So you bloody learn how! If I can learn to read, you can surely figure out something so simple. En, the Wizard who put me in Stasis, she was known as a great healer. She kept the Chief from dying, didn’t she? But she would only use her power on those she chose to, mostly the rich. She never would have lowered herself to help my cousin. You could. You could save so many lives so easily.”


    Ennek looked thoughtful, as if he were truly weighing Miner’s words. “But what if I lose control again? It’s come very close to happening. Three times now!”


    “And each time because of me.”


    “Because I love you! Because I cannot abide seeing you harmed.”


    Miner smiled at him. “And I do appreciate you rescuing me over and over, I really do. It’s become quite a habit for you. But I need you to make me a promise. I know you love me, and I love you too. But my life is not worth an entire city of innocent people. Give me your word that you won’t make that mistake again.”


    After a long pause, Ennek said. “I don’t know that I could keep that promise.”


    “Then I’ll make you. I’ll be your conscience. Like the bird in that book with all the stories.”


    “The Maiden and the Bird?”


    “That’s the one. The bird always warned her when she was about to go astray.”


    “But then she ignored it and ended up falling on ruin.”


    “I promise I won’t allow you to be ruined,” Miner said, resting his hand on Ennek’s shoulder. Then he grinned slightly. “Although I did seduce you, didn’t I? Took your virginity.”


    “That didn’t ruin me, Mine. It saved me.” He laced his hands behind Miner’s head and drew him closer until their foreheads rested together. “You have my word,” he whispered.


    “Good. Because if you gave up magic entirely, I don’t know how we’d get off this beach.”


    “It’s too bad we can’t fly,” Ennek said, glancing up at the seagull still circling overhead. “I’ll wager Akilina’s eager for our return.”


    “Your return. She wouldn’t care if she never set eyes on me again.”


    “Well, that’s her own shortsightedness, not realizing I’m worthless without you.”


    “How will we manage when we get there? She won’t let you go, you know. Not now that she has seen your power. You’d be too much a threat to her. She’ll want to find a way to keep using you.”


    “I know.” Ennek shrugged. “We’ll have to find some way to…to neutralize her.”


    Ennek reached into the bag again, this time pulling out the pot. He stood and walked to the water, then dipped the pot, filling it. His brows creased slightly in concentration and when he handed the pot to Miner, the water was sweet and good. It was tempting to gulp it all down, but Miner didn’t wish to make himself ill. He took a few careful sips then passed the pot to Ennek, who also drank slowly.


    When they’d had their fill, Ennek tucked the pot away and began to gather their things. He retrieved the knife and, with a slightly sheepish look, tucked it back into the bag. Miner folded the blanket and put it and the sweater away.


    Ennek stood looking out to sea. “I’ll need to have the water bring us a boat. There ought to be quite a few floating loose after yesterday’s…events.”


    “All right.”


    “And I’m thinking that things may be very unsettled in the land for a time, what with the king dead and all. We’ll be safer if we travel by water. We can put in on the same beach where we originally arrived and walk from there.”


    That seemed like a reasonable plan, and Miner nodded. “But you have to promise me that along the way you’ll explain what happened yesterday.”


    “That ought to pass the time.”


    


    ***


    


    They ended up in a small craft that could have seated six. Ennek didn’t know what such boats were called; he said its shape was different than any he’d seen in Praesidium. But it had a mast with a jaunty red sail, and it took Ennek only a few moments to figure out how to steer it. Meanwhile, Miner made himself as comfortable as possible, sitting in the bottom of the boat and using the bag as a backrest. Several dolphins had joined them as they began heading south. The dolphins frolicked and leapt, and Miner smiled at them, wondering if they were the same ones who had accompanied him the day before, and whether the mer-people were close by as well.


    “Are you all right with the water?” Ennek asked. “Not too frightened?”


    “The water doesn’t scare me anymore,” Miner replied honestly. “Not after yesterday.”


    “How did you end up in the harbor to begin with? Did you fall because of the quake? Or did those bastards—”


    “I jumped.”


    Ennek blinked at him. “What?”


    “I jumped. I climbed the sea wall and dove right in.”


    “Why did you do something as foolish as that?”


    “Because I saw the palace just…gone. I was afraid you had gone with it, and wouldn’t survive. But even if you had survived, how could I possibly find you in that chaos? I couldn’t simply wait about, naked and collared, and hope you showed up. Eventually the panic in the city would fade and I’d be caught again.”


    “So you thought that leaping into the water was a good alternative?”


    “I reckoned it was the best way to find you. Or have you find me, at any rate.”


    “But what if I hadn’t?”


    “I trusted you.”


    Ennek sputtered for a moment. “What if I were dead?”


    “Then I would be as well.”


    Ennek gave him a long look, then shook his head. “I still can’t believe you did that.”


    “But it worked, didn’t it? You found me. Saved me. And the time I spent under the water—that was amazing, En! I mean, not just the magic of breathing there, but it was so beautiful. I had no idea. And the mer-people! I thought they were only a myth.”


    “I did too. But when you jumped in, the water told me you were there. I willed it to allow you to breathe and then I asked it to find a way to help you, to bring you to me.”


    “The water speaks to you?” Miner lifted an eyebrow.


    “Not in words, but yes. It’s…. I can’t explain it; I don’t have the words. But the water is mine. It’s like I am its king and it is my willing subject. I know that sounds stupid, but….”


    “I understand, I think. A little, anyway.”


    “It wants to please me. It’s not a sentient thing, but it wants things, just like the magic does. It’s their nature, I expect. And the water does my will as long as I don’t ask it to do anything contrary to its…its disposition.”


    “Is that why you were able to manage so much yesterday without killing yourself? Because it’s water’s nature to wash things away.”


    Ennek looked away. “Partly. And also…gods. I expect now is a good time to tell you what happened.”


    “It is. Only—”


    “What?”


    “I haven’t eaten for two days. Do you think there is some way you could—”


    “Of course!” Ennek appeared stricken. “I’m sorry, Mine, I wasn’t thinking. You’re so thin. Wait a moment….” He closed his eyes for a short time and then opened them with a smile. “Breakfast will arrive soon.”


    “Fish?”


    “I didn’t think you’d be very fond of raw fish. Not the best thing to eat on an empty stomach, either.”


    They sailed along for a while, enjoying the light breeze on their faces. The sky was a deep clear blue without a cloud, the sea’s surface was sparkling merrily in the sun, and the dolphins were still there, leaping about. It was a glorious day for a boat journey. To their right, across the harbor, Donghe had been only a vague smudge in the distance, and now it was disappearing from view entirely as they continued south. The gull was flapping lazily above them.


    Miner jumped slightly when there was an especially loud splash alongside the boat. A head covered in pale green hair appeared briefly and something heavy was tossed onto the bottom of the craft, rattling against the wood. There was a flash of a sharp-toothed smile and then the mermaid was gone.


    Miner poked experimentally at the object. It was tin and circular with a flat top and bottom; the top had an abstract design stamped into it. It was about a foot and a half in diameter and it looked like a perfectly ordinary container, only wet. “What is it?”


    “It’s from a ship’s larder. I expect a lot of ships lost cargo after yesterday’s…events…and some ships must have been destroyed entirely.” Ennek looked grim over that thought, then sighed. “I just asked for some food, something humans might eat. Open it and see what’s inside.”


    Miner had a little difficulty prying the lid open because it was quite tight. Inside he found rounds of hardtack as well as dried meat of some kind—beef, he thought—wrapped in thin muslin. It wasn’t exactly a gourmet repast but it was food, and considerably better than the garbage he’d been eating in the enclosure.


    Ennek desalinated another potful of water and they dipped the biscuits into it, making them a little easier to chew. Miner ate very slowly, occasionally having a nibble of the jerky as well. Ennek ate too, holding the food with one hand while he moved the tiller with the other. “I wish I could get you some strawberries. Or cherries. I wonder if they have them here?”


    Miner smiled at him. “Another time. Right now it’s good just to have something in my stomach.”


    “I never got you any books or drawing things in Donghe.”


    “We were a little busy.”


    “Yeah, I suppose so.”


    “But you kept hold of my bag. How? And how did you get free?” Miner realized he sounded a little plaintive, but he’d been wondering about Ennek’s fate for many days now and he wanted answers.


    “You want my story from the beginning?”


    “Please!”


    Ennek nodded and swallowed a mouthful of hardtack. “All right. After we were out on the veranda with the king, I woke up in this tiny cell, with a horrible headache and no sign of you. I called and screamed, but nobody answered. I figured at least it was a good thing they hadn’t killed me at once. But gods, Mine, I had no idea if you were alive still, or where you were…. I would have dug myself out of that cell with my bare hands, if I could have.”


    Miner nodded. “I didn’t know if you were alive either.”


    “I tried to use my magic, but there was no water anywhere near, nothing to call on for power. I just had to sit and wait. They fed me now and then, and there was this little barred window way up high where I could see the sky, but that was all. And then eventually they fetched me at knifepoint, and the King and some of his advisors asked me loads of questions about where I was from and what I could do and what Akilina wanted. That king was such a fool! I think he considered wizards capable of little more than parlor tricks. He hadn’t any idea how much power we can wield. His advisors kept telling him to take care, but he wouldn’t listen. He was an arrogant man and stubborn.”


    The seagull that had been tracking them dipped down closer as if to listen to their conversation. It looked as if it might be considering actually landing on the boat, but Ennek threw a biscuit at it. It squawked but then fished the hardtack out of the water before rising back into the sky.


    Ennek continued his tale. “The king didn’t fear me, but he fancied…taming me, I suppose. Keeping me about to entertain, as a sort of court jester. I was just waiting for some chance to escape and find you. And then it rained and I called to the rainwater and asked it to search you out. I don’t know what I’d have done if you were indoors. Gods, you’ve no idea how relieved I was to learn you were still alive, and nearby.”


    “Oh, I think I’ve a rather good idea, actually. And I remember that rain. It was soothing. Almost as if I could hear your voice in it.”


    “Where were you? I know it was close, but—”


    “I was in that pen we’d passed, the one with the metal fences.”


    Ennek swore in several languages. “On display like…like—”


    “Leave it be, En,” Miner said gently.


    Ennek’s jaw muscles worked, but he nodded. “So at least I knew something. But I couldn’t work out how to escape, and I was so afraid if I waited much longer they’d take you away somewhere I couldn’t find you, or…or worse. And then as I sat in my cell, it occurred to me. I should have thought of it long ago, but, well, Thick Ennek.”


    Miner shook his head impatiently. “Thought of what?”


    “Thelius. I still have his bloody tattoo on my arm, and he said it would bind us until he died. And he’s not dead yet, is he?”


    “Not quite.” Miner shuddered, thinking of Stasis.


    “So if he’s not dead, I can draw on his power, and his element was earth. There’s always plenty of earth about, isn’t there? But I had to find a way to use it without risking you.”


    “The earthquake—that was you.”


    “Yes. The king had wanted me to demonstrate my magic and I’d been refusing. But yesterday morning I told him I was willing, but that I’d need an open space and my bag. I was hoping to escape with at least some of our pathetic belongings. He had his guards bring me out to a broad lawn just beside the palace. They brought your bag instead of mine, but that was fine. I dug around in it a bit, pretending I needed supplies. But really I was summoning my energy and Thelius’s as well.”


    “You could…could use him from so far away?”


    “Yes. It took a bit of effort, but…it’s all connected, you see. Earth connects to earth, water to water. You only have to follow the links.”


    Miner didn’t understand, but he nodded wisely anyhow.


    “Using his energy I could command the earth. It doesn’t taste good, that magic. Like dirt in my mouth, or iron. But it worked, and I made that tremor. I would have liked to shake the entire hill into the ocean. I was strong enough to do it. With our energies combined, well, you saw. I wasn’t nearly as ill or worn out as I would have been using only my own magic. But with a big earthquake I might have been killed in the debris, and you might have as well. So I made only a small quake, enough to weaken the hill a bit, and more than enough to distract the king and the guards. Then I picked up the bag and I ran. I had considered fleeing down the hill to search for you, but there were guards everywhere and I didn’t know how long they’d be occupied with the quake. Instead, I ran towards the ocean.”


    “And you made that huge wave. I saw it.”


    “I did. The wave came and I let the water tumble over me, carrying me away. The water kept me safe from the hill itself, and all the things that were on it—the buildings, the trees, the people…gods, the people.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. “The water kept me safe and when the hill was gone it brought me to that beach. Just as it washed me ashore, it told me about you. I could see you, just floating there, with that damned leash twisting about you like a snake. If I’d been a bit quicker they wouldn’t have branded you.”


    “And if you’d been a bit slower I’d have been taken away. I was sold yesterday, En, sold to a man who didn’t look at all kind, and I don’t know what he would have done with me.”


    Ennek’s lips were thin, white lines as he glared out at the horizon. Miner took another piece of dried meat and gnawed on it, watching his lover watch the waves. With his free hand, Miner smoothed over the inside of the gunwale, back and forth, wondering what adventures this little boat had experienced and to whom it had belonged.


    When Ennek turned back to look at him, his expression was determined. “It’s not going to happen again. People can’t just keep taking you like that! I think I can get the collar off.”


    “Would you have to use Thelius’s powers again to do that?”


    “Yes. I haven’t the ability to move metal.”


    “Then leave the collar be.”


    “Why?” Ennek demanded.


    “Because I saw you yesterday when you were drawing on him and…and it frightened me.”


    Ennek looked as if he might argue, but stopped, then nodded thoughtfully. “I could feel him. He wasn’t conscious or anything—never will be again, I hope—but his…his essence was there. Oily and thick and cold. I told you before, it feels good when I use magic, when I destroy things, but Thelius’s powers, they really enjoyed it. They reveled in it.”


    “I’m afraid if you use those powers too much, something of them might stay with you, En. I won’t have you ruined. We’ll find another way to remove the collar.”


    Ennek nodded again. “All right. You’re a wise man, Mine.”


    Miner laughed. “Me? I couldn’t even read when you found me, remember? I was never anything but a very mediocre Guard.”


    “You are hardly mediocre, and I didn’t say you were educated, I said you were wise.”


    “Wise enough to fall in love with the Chief’s son and destroy myself?”


    “You couldn’t help it. The heart wants what it does, and you have a big heart.”


    Miner knew he could have helped it. Could have kept himself from acting on his feelings, in any case. But he didn’t say so. Instead he adjusted the bag behind him and stretched out his legs so that his bare feet were resting against Ennek’s. Even that bit of contact was lovely.
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    Miner wished he had his drawing things. A pencil would have been nice, but paints would have been even better. He wanted to capture the way Ennek looked as he steered their little stolen boat. Ennek’s shirt was still torn from his misadventures in Donghe. Miner could see the scar on Ennek’s stomach, which now looked as if it had been there for years. Ennek’s curls were wild again and his eyes were squinting in the bright sun, but he had a broad grin on his face and his movements were sure and easy. He was quite literally in his element. Miner wondered if, even had he the proper materials, he would have the skill to accurately show how breathtaking Ennek was.


    When the sun set, Ennek furled the sail and squished down on the bottom of the boat beside Miner. He prepared them some more drinking water and they sat there and nibbled on their hard and chewy rations. However modest their meal, it certainly felt good to Miner to have the aching emptiness in his belly chased away.


    Their dinner completed, they lay down using the bag and Miner’s sweater as a pillow, and Ennek pulled the blanket up over them.


    “Are you sure it’s safe for us to just…drift like this?” Miner asked, his lips inches from Ennek’s ear.


    “Safe as in a mother’s arms. I can navigate by the stars, you know, so we wouldn’t get lost. We’re not that far from land anyway. And if I want, I can always have the water carry us wherever we choose. I’d rather not use my magic just now and I like steering the ordinary way, but one way or the other, I’ll get us there.”


    “I know you will.”


    Ennek wiggled around so that he was facing Miner. In the pale moonlight Miner could make out little more than his lover’s white teeth and shining eyes. “You always have such faith in me, Mine. Why?”


    Miner had to think about that. How could he explain why he believed in Ennek? It was an instinct more than anything, backed up by the fact that Ennek had rescued him several times already under impossible circumstances. He threaded his fingers through Ennek’s hair. “I thought about you, you know. Well, as much as I could think while I was in Stasis. It was really more just flashes, like when lightning lets you see into a dark night for a split second. For very brief moments I’d gather my thoughts enough to be something other than simply terrified, and I’d remember you. I didn’t know your name. You were just a boy with big eyes and untamed hair who…who looked at me as if I were a person.”


    Ennek blinked at him. “That’s horrible.”


    “Of course it was horrible. It was meant to be. But you were my one tiny crumb of comfort. Not because I expected you to bring me out from Under—I couldn’t have mustered such a complicated expectation anyway. But just your existence, that was something, just that you had looked at me kindly.”


    “Kindly? I was scared to death!”


    “Of course you were. You were only a child and it was a scary place. I must have looked—”


    “You looked ethereal.” Ennek sighed. “I dreamt about you, but I never quite remembered those dreams. Not until I grew up. Not even then—it took me almost two decades to find my way back down to you.”


    “But you did. And that’s one of the reasons I have faith in you.”


    Ennek seemed satisfied with that answer, if not convinced of the truth behind it. He sighed again and the boat rocked them gently through the night.


    


    ***


    


    The beach where they had initially come ashore looked exactly as they had left it. In fact, the jollyboat was still where Miner had dragged it up past high tide. Miner and Ennek greeted the plain little craft like an old friend. It had saved them both and provided them with a few of the implements they’d used to survive their travels.


    The gull was still there as well. Or perhaps it was another gull; Miner certainly couldn’t tell. It had a white chest and gray wings and a thick yellow beak with a red spot on it. The gull perched on the sand and tilted its head at them, giving them a quizzical look. At least it didn’t try to speak. Maybe that took too much effort on Akilina’s part. They were quite sure she could hear them, though, so Ennek scowled at the bird. “We’re clearly not trying to run away from you or we’d have sailed anywhere but here. Leave us alone! We’re on our way.”


    The bird didn’t answer him.


    “You know,” Miner said, settling the bag on his back in such a way that it didn’t chafe against the brand, “in my day they’d have locked you in the asylum for having conversations with animals.”


    “I’m just talking to it. You’re the one who had the whole back and forth chat with it.”


    “I saw a sailor once who had a white bird that could speak.”


    “What did it have to say?”


    “Curses, mostly,” Miner grinned.


    Miner wasn’t exactly certain of the route to Luli and Hai-Shui’s home. He hadn’t been in good enough shape to pay much attention last time, and of course Ennek had been unconscious. But they peered about carefully, until Miner thought he could distinguish a very faint pathway, which they followed. The bird, which for once could have been helpful, just stared at them from one of the scrubby trees.


    Soon the hint of a trail became a true path and they walked along, chatting quietly to each other about nothing in particular. As Ennek reminisced about an incident in which he’d fooled a man cheating at cards out of his fine clothes, Miner laughed—then thought to himself how strange it was that he felt so happy. Their troubles were far from over. They still had to face Akilina, and even in the unlikely event that they could persuade her to be reasonable and let them go on their way, it still left Miner collared and both of them homeless. Not to mention that it left a ruthless wizard in charge of this land.


    But still Miner’s step was light and his heartbeat felt strong and steady. It was because he’d finally acted, he realized. He’d faced his fears and leapt into the sea, and then he’d stopped Ennek from another bout of destruction. He, Miner, had finally been something apart from a hapless fool or a damsel in distress. He’d done something. In fact, if you looked at it right, you could conclude that he’d saved the lives of, potentially, thousands of people.


    That was a bloody good feeling.


    It didn’t take long before they were walking past fields where people stopped and gaped at them. A few of the people were familiar—Miner hadn’t caught their names, but they were there at Luli’s house the night before Miner and Ennek had left for Donghe. Ennek and Miner waved at them and they waved back, clearly astounded to see the strangers again but not, apparently, displeased.


    Someone must have run ahead to warn of their coming, because Hai-Shui was waiting for them outside the house with a warm smile on his face. He said something to them—an invitation, Miner supposed—and they followed him into the courtyard. Yuening’s two children took one look at them and shrieked with delight before rushing headlong across the courtyard and throwing themselves on Miner. He didn’t understand why they seemed so taken with him; he’d been unable to say a single comprehensible word. Maybe that’s why they fancied him: because the strange sounds that came from his mouth were amusing. In any case, as he sat on a bench the little girl climbed onto his lap and wrapped her chubby arms around his neck, not caring about the collar, and the boy latched onto to Miner’s leg like some sort of exotic leech.


    “You have admirers,” Ennek laughed.


    “It looks that way.”


    The girl, who was a year or so the elder of the two, chirped something that made both Ennek and Hai-Shui laugh.


    “What?” Miner asked, suspecting the laugh was at his expense but not really minding.


    “They think you’re the star god.”


    “The what?”


    “The star god. It’s one of their stories. I heard it from a sailor once, because the sailors especially revere him. It’s said he guides those who are lost.”


    Miner snorted. “I can’t even guide myself. Why on earth do they think I’m him?”


    Ennek reached over and ruffled Miner’s nearly white hair, which was still very short. “Because you’re so fair-complexioned. Pale like a star.”


    “Oh,” Miner said, and then chuckled when the girl copied Ennek’s movements. “Well, gods don’t usually wear slave collars.”


    “But this one does! Well, maybe. The star god was a man once, a slave. And he fell in love with his mistress, who was a princess, so of course he couldn’t be anything to her but a slave. He served her faithfully, until one day he was walking with her in the gardens and a snake appeared. The man leapt between her and the snake, taking its bite himself, and as he lay there dying, his last words were of devotion. She was so taken with his loyalty that she prayed to the gods, and his…his spirit, I guess…was taken up into the sky where he could shine forever.”


    “As rewards go, I’m not sure it’s one I’d fancy.”


    “Why? You don’t want to be a god?”


    “I’d rather be mortal and spend a lifetime with my beloved.”


    Ennek smiled at him a little shyly and seemed about to reply, but then Luli and Yuening appeared. Miner gently shook the children off and rose to greet the women, who responded with welcoming embraces, as if Miner and Ennek were long-lost friends.


    At that point, Ennek got into a lengthy discussion with the adults, much accompanied by gestures and little pantomimes to aid his halting command of the language, while the children gave Miner a detailed tour of the courtyard, solemnly pointing out wonders such as a yellow spider in her web and a small stone with glittering bits of quartz and a low bush that bore red berries which, the children showed him, were good to eat. They were delicious, actually, and as soon as the little ones realized he liked them they began picking them with great enthusiasm, handing most of them to him but eating some themselves, until all three of them had hands and mouths stained bright red.


    Miner hadn’t even realized Ennek had approached until Miner heard his chuckle behind him. Ennek laughed even louder when Miner spun around. “I see you found a way to entertain yourself.”


    “You were talking for some time.”


    Ennek’s smile faded away. “Yeah. We need to talk. Not right now, though. Luli wants to prepare us a little feast, I think.”


    Even though Miner had just greedily eaten all those berries, a feast sounded good. He was worried about whatever it was Ennek had to say to him, but reckoned that if it were really horrible, Ennek probably wouldn’t wait to say it. “Is there someplace I could wash up, do you think?” Miner asked, holding up his discolored palms.


    Ennek smiled again. “I’ll ask. I wouldn’t mind getting this salt off me, as well.” He walked off to speak with their hosts. Meanwhile, the children had lost interest in their star god and were instead teasing a striped kitten with a black feather tied to a stick.


    Ennek returned a moment later with Yuening and a grin. “Come on, Mine,” he said.


    Yuening held up her hand for them to wait and hurried into the house. When she came out she had a pile of fabric under one arm and a basket in her other hand. She motioned to them and they followed her out of the courtyard, behind the house, and into a small stand of trees. There was a narrow path, soft and springy beneath Miner’s feet, and it twisted among the tree trunks and low bushes of golden flowers. Then they turned a sharp corner and Yuening stopped.


    In front of them in a clearing was a field of stone, smooth and slightly undulating as if it had been poured there from a giant pitcher. A little stream flowed into the stone, filling a large hole and forming a pool, before flowing out again on the other side and disappearing into the trees. Yuening set the fabric and the basket down on the rock beside the water, said something to Ennek, and then walked back the way she had come.


    Ennek stripped off his clothes very swiftly and hopped right into the pool, sending up a huge splash. “Oh! It’s warm!” he exclaimed when his head emerged again, his hair slicked down. “The sun’s heated it nicely. It feels wonderful. Do you think you could join me?”


    Miner walked to the edge and looked down. The pool was perhaps ten feet in diameter. It was difficult to tell how deep it was, but Ennek was having to tread water. Just a few days ago, Miner would have been too scared to get into that water. It wasn’t so long ago that the bathtub had terrified him, after all. But that was before he jumped into the harbor in Donghe.


    He smiled and peeled off his clothing. He didn’t just drop into the water like Ennek had; he lowered himself in slowly instead. But still, there he was, voluntarily entering a body of water, and he wasn’t scared. The water couldn’t hurt him—not with Ennek there.


    Miner clung to the smooth edge of the pool. Ennek was right—the water was warm. Not as warm as a bath, but warmer than the ocean, even here, and it did feel wonderful. Refreshing. Ennek paddled up behind him and gripped the edge right next to him, then bent over and kissed Miner’s back, just over the brand mark. “Does it hurt?” he asked.


    “Not really. The skin feels a little tight, is all.”


    “It looks as if it’s healing well, at least.” Ennek tilted his head then to examined the cut Miner had received from the pirates. “And this is just an interesting scar now. Imagine! How many men can live to boast that they carry scars from battles with pirates?”


    “Well, everyone present, actually,” Miner responded, putting a hand in the water to trace a fingertip down the mark on Ennek’s stomach. “And I didn’t battle them, really. I just got captured.”


    “That’s a bad habit of yours—getting captured, I mean.”


    “Good thing you have a habit of saving me, then.”


    Ennek looked at him seriously. “And you save me in turn.”


    Miner was going to protest, but Ennek ducked under the water again and splashed around for a few moments, reminding Miner a bit of the sea lions that would swim with hopeful expectation around the returning fishing boats in Praesidium's bay. Miner submerged himself, too, still hanging onto the edge but getting his head fully wet. When he re-emerged, Ennek had heaved himself half out of the pool and was rummaging in the basket. He pulled out a round cake of soap and an odd item Miner couldn’t identify.


    “What’s that?”


    “It’s called…hmm. I don’t remember. But you use it to clean yourself, like a sponge or a brush. I saw a ship arrive once with several crates of these in the hold. The captain hoped to sell them to ladies as an exotic addition to their toiletry. I wonder if he succeeded.”


    He plopped fully back into the water and began to smooth the soap over Miner’s back. The soap smelled bright and sweet, like citrus, but with another ingredient that Miner couldn’t place. Miner remembered Ennek bathing him, back when Miner had been newly risen from Under and very weak. Even then Ennek’s kind, strong touch had been lovely, but he appreciated it more than ever now that Ennek was really his.


    When Miner was well and truly soapy, back and front, Ennek scrubbed him with the mysterious object. The thing was tough and slightly scratchy, and it felt good against his skin. Ennek avoided the brand though, kissing it twice more, as if he could heal it that way.


    After Miner felt as clean and well-scrubbed as he ever had in his life, all the salt and berry washed away, he took a turn cleaning Ennek. He even soaped Ennek’s long hair, and when he massaged the scalp with his fingertips, Ennek dropped his head back and closed his eyes and moaned very like he did when they were making love. Someday they’d have a home again, Miner vowed to himself, and that home would have a bathtub and he’d wash Ennek’s hair like this every night. He wondered if they made tubs big enough for two.


    It would have been pleasant to loll about in the water all day. Or maybe make love slowly and leisurely. But instead all they did once they were clean was hold each other a few minutes, Miner with his back against the edge of the pool and Ennek plastered to his front. Then Ennek sighed and moved away. “We should dry off, I suppose, and get dressed.”


    Not as pleasant an alternative as lovemaking, but necessary. They clambered out and discovered that the fabric Yuening had brought was actually two large towels, slightly threadbare but very soft, and two sets of trousers and tunics. “It must be very expensive for the family to continue clothing and feeding us like this,” Miner said as he rubbed the water from his head. “I wish we could repay them somehow.”


    “Maybe we can,” Ennek replied. He glanced up at the sky. “I’ll tell you tonight.”


    Miner dressed and then did a cursory wash of the clothes he had worn since Ennek rescued him. Ennek didn’t bother to clean the remains of his rags, but he gathered them up anyway, in case the scraps might be useful somehow. Miner gave Ennek’s hair a quick combing, working through the worst of the snarls but not managing to tame the curls noticeably. Then he slung his bag on his back and Ennek gathered the towels and basket and they walked back to the house.


    Ennek spent more time in earnest conversation with Hai-Shui and Yuening, while Luli worked like a demon, preparing seemingly enough food to feed the entire Guard. Miner tried to help but he didn’t know what needed doing and he couldn’t understand her instructions, so he was soon relegated to scrubbing some sort of lumpy white tuber. He was fairly certain that Luli did not need nearly so many of the tubers scrubbed—perhaps only wanting to keep him out of her way—but at least he felt more useful than he did simply sitting there. Besides, it was pleasant to be sitting in the sun and doing simple work with the quiet hum of family life going on about him. The setting was quite different from Praesidium, of course, but still it reminded him of times spent among his father and siblings and nieces and nephews; with Eudoxia nearby, usually chatting with his sister Faentia; and his brother Drevan’s lanky dog running about and being yelled at by Drevan’s wife for its latest transgression; and this child arguing fiercely with that about a missing doll; and always in the background, his mother Celsa, her hands busy with some task, her eyes watchful. They must have had times like that again, after he’d been sent Under. The pain of his betrayal must have faded eventually so that once again they could gather and laugh and fight and hug and tease, and his absence would hardly have been noticed among such a lively crowd. Did Eudoxia remain there with Marsa? Or did she abandon his family altogether—the family that had been like hers since she was a toddler—and perhaps find a new husband, a new father for Marsa, a new family?


    And what about his mother? He remembered well the shadows that had settled under her sea-green eyes the day one of his brothers announced he intended to defy family tradition and become a sailor instead of joining the Guard. Celsa had smiled after that, of course, and sometimes even laughed, but those shadows had never quite faded away.


    Now, Miner looked over at Luli. She was kneeling in front of a low stone table, vigorously chopping something leafy and green with a long, heavy knife. The blade went thunk-thunk against the wooden cutting board and her hair, still more black than gray, was tied in a complex braid and set with pearls and red beads. All her movements were so steady and sure; he wondered if he’d ever be as confident about any task as that woman was about cutting vegetables.


    The two children came running up to Luli, chattering excitedly about something, and she ruffled the girl’s hair and lightly swatted the boy’s bottom and shooed them away with a smile, all with hardly a break in her rhythm.


    


    ***


    


    Despite what Luli had told Ennek, the feast was not small by any stretch of the imagination. Before the guests arrived, Yuening had given Miner another scarf to wrap around his neck, this one of a fine, soft fabric that looked gray or blue, depending how the light caught it. Surely everyone there—and there were over a dozen guests—must have known about the collar. After all, people had seen it plainly as he walked through the fields both this day and the day they’d first arrived. But perhaps the scarf allowed everyone the polite fiction of pretending the collar wasn’t there. Everyone treated him as a mysterious and possibly dim foreigner who couldn’t understand them even if they shouted, but nobody treated him as a slave.


    Miner ate and ate, probably consuming more food than he ever had at once, until his belly felt as tight as a drum and even walking seemed like far too much effort. As usual, he recognized little of what he ate, but that hardly mattered; it was all delicious. Luli seemed delighted with his eating and kept handing him bowls of food until he nearly became convinced she meant to murder him that way.


    As he ate, Miner smiled at people who came occasionally to talk loudly and gesture at him, but mostly he watched Ennek, who was once again the center of attention. Ennek was telling more stories—half acting them out, really—and his audience roared with laughter and plied him with tiny cups of rice wine and begged for more. Miner felt an odd combination of emotions roil through him: pride and happiness and a fierce love. But there was a bitter edge to all that sweetness. He knew Ennek loved him. But how could such a man—a powerful wizard and the son of a chief, smart and brave and a natural at interacting with other people—how could such a man maintain an interest in someone like Miner? Ordinary Miner who could barely read and who had no special talents, who had always been quiet and shy even around those who spoke his language. Miner whose greatest accomplishment of late was getting over a ridiculous fear of water so that he could take a bath without being overcome with panic. Surely someday Ennek would grow tired of him or find someone more suited to his station in life. Assuming, of course, they survived that long.


    Yuening walked quietly to the edge of the courtyard, where Miner was now leaning against the stone wall. She smiled at him, handed him a little cup of rice wine, and leaned next to him, her arms crossed comfortably across her chest. He sipped at his drink, more out of politeness than anything else. He’d never been much for strong drinks, much to the amusement of his fellow Guards. He knew that many people became more relaxed as they drank, more comfortable around others, but he generally became more anxious, more worried about whether he was doing or saying anything that was too unusual or inappropriate.


    They both laughed softly as Ennek wobbled and pitched, perhaps in an exaggerated mimicry of a sailor too long at sea and unused to walking on dry land. Yuening pointed at Ennek and said something that Miner, naturally, didn’t understand. He shook his head slightly and wished he’d managed to pick up at least a few words of her tongue. But she didn’t seem to mind his ignorance. Instead, she pointed at Miner, clasped her fist against her chest, right over her heart, and then pointed at Ennek.


    Oh. Miner sighed and nodded.


    She nodded too, as if in approval. Then she repeated her gestures, only this time in reverse order. Again, Miner nodded and so did she. She gave him a long, searching look, patted his shoulder a bit, and then walked away.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    h


    


    Whatever it was that Ennek meant to tell Miner, he didn’t get to it that night. They crawled between their blankets quite late, Ennek giggling tipsily as Miner snuggled up against him and then snoring almost at once. Miner kissed Ennek’s ear. He supposed the conversation could wait for the next day.


    They had intended to depart for Jiangbei at dawn. But when Miner blinked his eyes open and then tried to gently poke Ennek awake, Ennek moaned piteously.


    “Are you all right?” Miner asked with concern, propping himself up on one elbow. He tried to pull the blankets away from Ennek so he could better inspect him.


    But Ennek clutched the blankets and whimpered. “My head’s exploding. Too much wine.”


    “Do you want me to get you something to eat? Some plain rice maybe, or some broth?”


    “No. Can’t even think about eating right now.” Ennek curled into a protective ball.


    Miner stared at him a few minutes while he thought. Then he said, “Do you want to rest today? We can leave tomorrow instead.”


    “Gods, yes. Please.”


    Miner planted a kiss on Ennek’s stubbly cheek. “I’ll bring you some tea in a while,” he said. Then he stood and bent to make sure Ennek was tucked in. Ennek mumbled something unintelligible without opening his eyes.


    The sky was just beginning to turn from black to blue and the birds were singing to greet the morning. Two roosters crowed hoarsely at one another. A black bird appeared from somewhere and hopped around on the ground, peeping interrogatively at him. “Not today,” he said to the Bhujanga. “He’s feeling ill.”


    The bird croaked at him, seemingly expressing its opinion of men who overindulged in wine.


    “He’s had a hard time of it and you’re still several days away. You can wait a bit longer. It’s only by good fortune that he’s alive at all to return to you.”


    The bird tilted its head at him, squawked again, and then flapped away to perch on the courtyard wall.


    There was a wooden privy at the rear of the house, accessible through a narrow gate between the house and the wall. Miner used the privy and then washed his hands and face with water from the small covered pitcher that was kept nearby. He wondered whether he might be able to take another bath in that stone pool in the woods. That had been nice. Perhaps Ennek would feel up to it by the afternoon.


    Miner walked back around to the courtyard. Luli was there, setting a pot of water over a fire, and she smiled and greeted him. Then she gestured toward the house questioningly. Miner pointed to the room where Ennek lay, pretended to take several hearty swallows from an invisible cup, and then theatrically held his head and stomach, moaning and rolling his eyes back in his head a little.


    It must have been a good performance because Luli laughed and nodded in understanding. She bent and picked up a basket full of apples, which she handed to Miner. Then she pointed to the small knife that lay atop the flat stone she used for preparing food and indicated through a series of movements that he should cut the fruit into small pieces and set them in the blue pottery bowl that was nearby. He nodded and knelt at the stone to begin his task, and she hurried away.


    Luli returned a few minutes later carrying a tray. It included a squat teapot and a cup without a handle, as well as several fabric packets and glass jars. By then the water over the flames was steaming; she filled the teapot with it, then sprinkled in a variety of what appeared to be dried herbs and spices from the jars and packets. Miner kept chopping industriously at the apples, pausing every now and then to sneak a tiny piece into his mouth, until Luli said his name. She handed him the tray, pointed at the cup, and then at the house. “Hangover remedy?” he asked.


    She pointed at the cup again, then at her head and stomach, and said something back. He nodded and thanked her.


    Ennek was still curled up tight, and he only groaned when Miner tapped him gently with a bare foot. “Sit up and drink this, En.”


    Miner sat on the floor beside his lover, who remained motionless for a moment before groaning again, slowly unwinding himself, and managing to finally sit up. Ennek's hair was flattened on one side and standing up like loosely coiled springs on the other. His eyes were bloodshot and his face had a slightly greenish pallor. His breath smelled horrible, like something had died in his mouth while he slept, and he squinted blearily at Miner. “Sorry. Shouldn’t have had so much wine.”


    “Don’t apologize to me. You’re the one suffering.” Miner handed him the cup of tea.


    Ennek took a very cautious sip, winced slightly, and then sipped again. “It tastes horrible, so it’s probably good for me.”


    “Luli made it. I think she said it’ll help.”


    Ennek took another small drink. He wrapped his palms around the cup and stared down into the greenish liquid. “I used to drink a lot, before…before you. Didn’t have much else to do, I guess. But it’s been a while. People just kept giving me more wine last night and—”


    “It’s okay, En. You were having a good time. There’s nothing wrong with that. Well, aside from the sore head in the morning. Akilina can wait another day.”


    “I know. But…I shouldn’t lose control like that.”


    “You didn’t lose control. You were happy and everyone was enjoying you. You didn’t do anything wrong; but if something had happened, you know I’d have stopped you before it got bad.”


    Ennek looked up at him with surprisingly sharp eyes. “I know you would. Look, you don’t have to….” He bit at his lip and looked away. “I pretty much forced you into being my…my minder. I’m sorry. You don’t have to.”


    “Of course I have to. I love you. That’s what people do when they love each other: they watch out for one another. It’s not a burden, En. It’s a…a privilege, I guess.”


    “I haven’t done a very good job of watching over you, though, have I?”


    Miner blinked at him. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean look at all that’s happened to you since we met. And I didn’t stop it.”


    “What’s happened to me is no fault of yours, and you certainly have stopped it. Think of all the places I’m not because of you: I’m not Under or sold gods-know-where by pirates, I don’t belong to some man in Donghe, and I’m not drowned at the bottom of the harbor. You can’t protect me from every little thing, En, not unless you intend to lock me away in a secret tower somewhere.”


    Some of the tension in Ennek’s shoulders eased and he finished the cup of tea. Miner poured more. Ennek made a face but drank it dutifully.


    “Do you want to tell me now?” Miner said quietly.


    “Tell you what?”


    “How we can repay these people for all they’ve done for us. I don’t think scrubbing vegetables and chopping fruit is quite sufficient.”


    “They’ve been so kind to us. And they’re really good people, aren’t they?”


    “Yes.”


    “Have you been wondering where Yuening’s husband is?”


    “Um…no,” Miner admitted, embarrassed. He’d been so preoccupied with their own problems he hadn’t given nearly enough thought to their hosts.


    Ennek shrugged one shoulder slightly. “It hadn’t occurred to me to wonder either. But yesterday her parents told me.” By the grim look to his mouth it wasn’t a pleasant tale. But Miner waited patiently while Ennek finished his second cup of tea and then, wordlessly, Miner refilled it.


    “It’s Akilina,” Ennek said at last. He was nearly whispering, Miner supposed in case a bird was near the shuttered windows, spying on them. “She’s…she’s not fond of children, I guess. I don’t know why. Some people just don’t like them. And she also is very serious about wanting to limit the size of the population in her territory. She thinks too many people would put a strain on the land.”


    “I suppose she’s right about that,” Miner said.


    “Maybe. But she places strict limits on childbearing. People are only allowed to have babies if she gives them permission. It’s been years since she gave permission to anyone in Jiangbei, and she rarely gives it elsewhere.”


    Miner remembered how he’d noted the lack of young people in Akilina’s village and nodded. Then he asked, “But women will become pregnant, permission or no. I mean, I know there are some methods that might be used to try and prevent a baby from being conceived, but they’re not foolproof. My sister Faentia, for example. She was in love but my parents said she was too young to be married. And then one day she started sobbing at dinnertime—right out of the blue—and admitted that she was expecting. Maybe she and her boy had been a little careless. My parents weren’t too pleased about it, but in the end they helped arrange the wedding and everyone was happy. She had twins and they were little hellions.”


    Ennek had been listening to Miner’s little story with a small smile, but now his face grew serious again. “You’re right, Mine. Conception can’t always be avoided. And if Akilina learns that an unauthorized baby has been born—and you’ve probably guessed by now that she knows nearly everything that happens in her realm—she demands that the baby be killed.”


    Miner’s stomach lurched. “Killed?” he croaked. He had a vivid flash of memory: Marsa giggling in his arms, her face smeared orange with strained squash.


    Ennek nodded solemnly.


    “That’s…. Gods, En. That’s…that’s the most horrible thing I’ve ever heard.”


    “Wait. It gets worse. Yuening and her husband were given permission to have a baby and they did. The little girl. But not long afterward, and despite their efforts, she became pregnant again. She considered just ending the pregnancy—Luli has herbs for that, I think—but couldn’t bring herself to do it. Their son was born. And of course Akilina found out and ordered them to murder him.”


    “What if they refused?”


    “Then she’d destroy the entire village. She’d done it before.”


    “Gods!”


    “She gave them an alternative, though. She told them the baby could live—if his father died in his stead. That would keep the population even, right?”


    Miner knew what he would have done, given that option: he would have sacrificed himself to save Marsa. “So Yuening’s husband…?”


    “Slit his own throat. He was a young man, Mine.”


    Miner thought about children who would grow up never knowing their father, and he gritted his teeth.


    Ennek set the empty cup on the wooden floor, where it made a tiny clattering sound. “There’s nothing we can do to bring him back. I’ve never heard of any wizard having power over the dead, and thank the gods for that. But we can make certain it doesn’t happen again.”


    “How?”


    “We’re going to have a little chat with Akilina.”


    


    ***


    


    Luli’s tea seemed to ease Ennek’s hangover symptoms, but he still looked tired so Miner tucked him back in and took the tea things away. Luli was waiting for him in the courtyard; she took the tray and handed him a bowl of rich noodle soup. Miner slurped it all up and then looked around for a way to keep himself busy.


    At first he tried to help Luli, but she was doing something complicated with a loom and skeins of fine yarn and his attempts to assist were so hopeless that she soon shooed him away as fondly as if he had been one of her grandchildren. Hai-Shui was nowhere to be seen, and Miner was hesitant to step beyond the boundaries of the courtyard. Everyone here had been very nice to him, but who knew what kind of trouble he might find if he wandered away by himself.


    In the end, Miner followed the sound of children’s laughter, and hovered outside an open doorway into the house. Yuening was sitting on the floor with her children and they were watching her as she used a long brush to paint something onto a sheet of paper. She looked up at Miner, smiled, and beckoned him inside.


    Yuening was using black ink and careful brushstrokes to make a cat about to pounce on a butterfly. Her drawing wasn’t very detailed, but the lines were fluid and conveyed movement so well that he could nearly see the cat’s whiskers and tail tip twitching, the insect fluttering off the page. Yuening added a few tufts of grass and a wavering stalk with a flower. Miner clapped. She was really very good. She smiled brightly and gestured at him to sit beside her.


    Yuening’s son grabbed the finished painting and held it up to admire. Then he pointed at the small stack of blank papers beside her and said something. She pulled a fresh sheet from the stack and then, to Miner’s surprise, handed him the brush and the pot of ink.


    It felt wonderful to be holding a brush again, and for a moment Miner just sat there, enjoying, considering what to paint. The children weren’t so patient though, and they chattered at him and pointed demandingly at the empty white space. After thinking about it a few seconds more, Miner began to paint the bay. He’d drawn it many times while he was confined to Ennek’s rooms, and he could picture it very clearly. He made choppy little waves with boats big and small bobbing in them, and he made the steep slopes of the Headlands on the other side and, off to one side, the piers with the little buildings clustered at their bases.


    It must have taken him a fairly long time to complete the painting, but the children watched carefully and so did Yuening. He added the final bit—a few clouds scudding overhead—and set the brush down. He looked down at the painting critically. It was nothing like Yuening’s. While hers was spare, all smoothness and grace, his lines were short and choppy, his picture cluttered with detail. Her painting was like a song hummed softly in the springtime, and his was a story told by a small child, one with abrupt starts and stops and meanderings into tiny specifics. He sighed.


    Yuening examined his painting for a very long time, her brows furrowed as she peered at every brush mark. At last she looked at him. She waved her hand, indicating the room in general, and then pointed at herself. Next she pointed at the drawing and then at Miner, raising her eyebrows questioningly.


    He had no way to answer her question accurately, not without words. Yes, Praesidium had once been his home, just like this was hers, but the polis wasn’t his home any longer. He had no home. But he smiled slightly and nodded.


    She picked up the paper gingerly, as if it were fragile or precious instead of a bunch of stray marks on paper, and used her face and hands to ask if she might keep it. He couldn’t imagine why she might want such a thing, but when he nodded, she beamed at him and said some words that he was fairly certain meant thank you. Then she handed him another blank paper and waited expectantly.


    Miner glanced at the children, who were squatting across from him. He picked up the brush again and, closing his eyes now and then to see the memorized face more clearly, he drew Marsa. She was sitting on some grass and wore a plain little dress. Her chubby feet were bare. Her hair had been very sparse and fine—like Miner’s had been as a child, his mother told him—and it stuck up around her head like dandelion fluff. Her arms were up, reaching for someone, and her mouth was wide open in a grin, revealing her two brand-new teeth.


    He set the brush down again. “Marsa,” he said, pointing at her. “My daughter.” He pointed again and then lay his open hand on his chest.


    Yuening was again inspecting the painting closely, but she nodded in understanding. She repeated, “Marsa?” and gestured toward the first drawing he made.


    “No,” he whispered through a suddenly tight throat, shaking his head.


    By the stricken look on her face, Yuening knew what he meant. She looked quickly at her own children and her eyes filled with tears. Miner rose clumsily to his feet and, muttering something to her even he didn’t understand, rushed away before he began to cry.


    


    ***


    


    Ennek felt much better when he finally crawled out of bed around noon. He sat on a bench in the courtyard, eating soup and rice while Miner stood behind him and combed out his hair. The children kept zooming over to tug at a curl or two before racing away again, shrieking with laughter.


    “Do you think we could bathe again?” Miner asked.


    Ennek laughed. “You’ve certainly overcome your fears.” He said something to Luli, who was nearby, hanging wet clothing to dry on a wooden rack. She answered and Ennek turned his head to smile up at Miner. “No problem. She says just wait about an hour.”


    While they waited, Yuening took them down the road. The Bhujanga scolded them from overhead. The children alternately bounded ahead and trailed behind, chattering the entire way, and people they passed waved cheerily at them and called out their names. They hadn’t spent much time in this place, but Miner felt as if they were welcome—that if he and Ennek were to announce they intended to stay, everyone would be pleased to have them as neighbors. He wished they could stay. He liked this place. If they remained long enough maybe he’d even learn to speak a word or two of the language.


    They stopped at a small house at the far end of the village. It was much more modest than Hai-Shui and Luli’s home, really more a hut than anything else, and there was no courtyard at all so that the door opened almost directly onto the road. But there were bright flowers growing in front of the house and a few flags of vividly colored silk fluttered over the door, and the man who came out to greet the visitors smiled broadly at them.


    The man was tiny, at least a full head shorter than Yuening, and so wiry he couldn’t have weighed more than a child. His face was dark and deeply lined, as if he’d spent his long life mostly out of doors; his hands were gnarled, and he had only a few stray wisps of white hair remaining on his scalp. He was also missing most of his teeth. But his back was very straight and he moved as quickly as a squirrel, darting about to lead them to a little garden behind his house, where he seated them on low stone benches and plied them with tea and tiny bowls of salty nuts and seeds.


    Miner was content enough with their visit, but he didn’t understand the reason for it until the man rushed into his house and then danced back with a huge fabric satchel under his arm. He set the satchel on the ground near Ennek and Miner’s feet and knelt before them, drawing from his bag sheets of soft leather and a string he used to measure the length and breadth of their feet.


    “He’s a shoemaker?” Miner asked.


    “I guess so. I miss my boots, you know. Isn’t that silly, after all we’ve been through?”


    “They were nice boots.”


    “They were. I have to say, though, I prefer the clothing here to all those scratchy tight suits I had to wear in the Keep, with the collars buttoned up so snugly around my neck I always felt like I was strangling.”


    Miner stroked his soft trousers absently. “Yes, these are much more comfortable.”


    “Can you imagine what a sensation we’d make, appearing in the Keep dressed like this?”


    “I imagine we’d make a sensation appearing in the Keep no matter how we were dressed.”


    Ennek sighed. “True enough.” His gaze turned far away. “I wonder how Larkin is doing. After Thelius murdered his family…it just ruined my brother. And then to learn that Thelius used my powers, and to have the whole scandal of me to deal with…. Larkin’s a strong man, but I don’t know that he’s that strong.”


    “Will he run the polis well when it’s his turn?”


    “I don’t know. I used to think so, but…I just don’t know. The Chief is so hard, and I’ve wondered for some time if he was always like that, or if he turned that way because of his office. My mother’s death couldn’t have helped either. Gods, and what I’ve done! He must have been apoplectic.”


    “Do you wish you’d never gone Under, En?”


    Ennek looked at him, shocked. “Never! I have no regrets over finding you and getting you out of there—out of the polis. None at all.”


    The shoemaker must have finished then, because he had a short conversation with Yuening and Ennek. “Our shoes will be ready by tonight,” Ennek explained to Miner. They took their leave after that, with more rounds of smiling and thanking and even a back slap or two, and then the three of them returned to the house.


    Hai-Shui and Luli were waiting for them with a basket and a pile of towels. Miner wondered why all of them—Hai-Shui, Luli, Yuening, and the children—had to accompany them to the clearing in the trees. But as soon as they reached the pool, everyone except he and Ennek began efficiently shucking their clothing, then hopping into the water. The adults helped keep the children afloat.


    Ennek and Miner looked at the others in shock and then at one another. Ennek had gone an especially interesting shade of red and it occurred to Miner that his lover had likely seen very few people—men or women—naked before. Neither had Miner, until he was locked away with the other slaves.


    But their hosts were waiting, smiling at the two of them quizzically, no doubt wondering why the same men who’d seemed so anxious to bathe earlier were now standing there, fully clothed. Miner grinned at Ennek and pulled off his shirt, then slid his trousers down. He’d overcome most of his modesty in the slave pen, so he only blushed a little as he made his way to the edge of the pool and then slipped in.


    That left Ennek. And while it might have embarrassed him to be so publicly nude, standing there like that was just foolish. “They already saw you without any clothes,” Miner reminded him. “When we first arrived here.”


    “I was unconscious.”


    “And naked.”


    The little girl, who had an arm around her mother’s neck, splashed Miner playfully, and he carefully splashed her back, which made her erupt into a fit of giggles.


    Ennek shot Miner a quick glare and, at last, removed his clothes as well. The adults in the pool exclaimed as soon as his shirt was off, though. Ennek said something back to them that didn’t seem to appease any of them very much, then he joined the rest of them in the water.


    “Why the fuss?” Miner asked.


    “My scar. It’s a lot more healed than they expected.”


    “Oh. What did you tell them?”


    “The truth. Magic.”


    The water was as warm as the previous day and the soap still smelled lovely, and once Miner got over the novelty of group bathing he realized that it was fun. The family laughed and joked and played together—with usually-busy Luli the most relaxed he’d seen her—and everyone had a good time. Even Ennek loosened up soon and joined in the conversation.


    But when Miner turned his back towards the rest so Miner could soap him, there was a group outcry of surprise, and everyone seemed to start talking at once.


    “What?” Miner said, twisting his neck to peer over his shoulder. Everyone was looking at him.


    “Your brand.”


    “Oh. Gods, I thought they knew I’m a slave and—”


    “You’re not a slave. Now hush a minute.”


    Miner turned away again, staring into the trees. Maybe he’d misunderstood them and they hadn’t known the significance of the collar, but now that they’d seen the brand, his status as property was unmistakable. He’d never meant to deceive these kind people. Would they reject him now?


    But someone’s hand was touching his shoulder. Not Ennek’s—this one was smaller, gentler, although just as calloused. He glanced back again. It was Luli, and she didn’t seem angry at him, just fascinated by the mark. She was firing a set of rapid questions at Ennek, who seemed to be doing his stumbling best to understand and respond.


    “What?!” Miner demanded again when they’d all subsided into silence. Luli’s hand was still lightly on the skin below the brand, as if she couldn’t quite believe it. Miner squirmed around and she moved slightly away. Her hair was down, he suddenly noticed. They all had their hair down and free of adornments, and the black and gray strands floated around her shoulders.


    Ennek’s blush had long faded and now he was quite pale. “It’s your brand, Mine. Not the fact that you have one—I’d already told them a little of what happened to you in Donghe—but what it says.”


    “Well? What does it say?”


    “It’s two characters. Their writing is different than ours, you know. It’s not phonetic. They have hundreds of symbols, each of which can stand for different words, depending on the context.”


    “And the brand?”


    “It’s probably someone’s name, they think. His given name and his family name. Neither is particularly common here, but they might be up north.”


    “Why is everyone so shocked, then? Is he someone famous or maybe infamous? He didn’t look all that important to me.”


    Ennek shook his head. “It’s not that. The symbols have other meanings as well. And the one on the left, it means ‘star.’ It’s also the name of the star god the children mistook you for.”


    “Oh. Well, I suppose that is a little…odd.”


    “A little, yes. But the other symbol, Mine, the other symbol means magician.” Ennek let out a deep breath. “And water, or sea. It means that too. And now that I’ve really looked at it closely, it’s not so different from the symbol for the water element that Thelius taught me. More elaborate, is all.”


    Miner blinked at him. He was still deeply confused. “So what does it all mean, En?” he asked plaintively.


    “I don’t know. It’s an odd coincidence, though. Hai-Shui thinks it’s a sign, but he doesn’t know of what.”


    That was disturbing, to say the least. Miner didn’t much fancy omens, and he certainly didn’t fancy them burned into his skin.


    “There’s something else, though,” Ennek said. “Taken together, those symbols have an entirely different meaning as well.”


    “I’m very glad I didn’t try to learn to read this language. What else do they mean?”


    “Freedom. Your back says freedom.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    Chapter Seventeen


    h


    


    It wasn’t until they stopped at midday on the first day of their journey to Jiangbei that Miner discovered the gift from Yuening. Tucked into his bag were several sheets of paper tightly rolled together, some brushes of varying widths, and a pot of black ink. At first he assumed all the papers were blank, but then he realized that the inner one contained a painting: a beautiful, simple rendition of two men. The details of their faces were vague, but one man was tall and thin, with short hair, while the other was shorter and more muscular, his hair hanging almost to his shoulder in curls. The taller man was behind the shorter one and had his arms wrapped around the other man’s middle as if he were supporting him, or perhaps protecting him. The shorter man leaned back into the embrace, alert but relaxed, his hands planted on his hips. You could tell at a glance that these two men loved one another.


    “Wow,” Ennek said, peering at the painting. “It’s almost as nice as one of yours. Who made it?”


    “Yuening,” Miner replied, ignoring the first statement. He knew Ennek had a falsely high opinion of Miner’s work.


    “I wonder why she posed us like that?”


    “Because you’re too short to be seen if you hold me up.”


    Ennek swatted him lightly on the arm. “No, she could have had us side by side. She saw, Mine.”


    “Saw what?” Miner carefully rolled up the painting and the other papers, fastening them with a bit of gold cord and returning them to his bag. Then he pulled out the thick packet of dried meat he’d been searching for in the first place.


    “She saw what you are to me.”


    “And what’s that?”


    Ennek had already found some apples in the new bag their friends had given him. He handed one to Miner and took a bite of his own. “Do you remember what the Keep looks like? From the outside, I mean?”


    Miner blinked at the abrupt change of subject and gave a small shrug. “Of course. I spent a lot of hours standing or marching in front of it.”


    “So you know how strong it looks. Intimidating. As if it could withstand absolutely anything.”


    “Of course.”


    “It was meant to look that way. And it is strong. It’s stood for hundreds of years, through attacks, earthquakes, storms, the pounding waves. But you know what really holds that tower up?”


    “Um…the walls?”


    “Yeah, nice thick stone walls. And they’d have toppled to rubble long, long ago if it weren’t for those sort of delicate-looking arches and piers attached to the base of them. Flying buttresses, Mine, and they don’t look all that tough, but they’re what supports the entire structure.”


    “All right,” Miner said. He bit into his apple, wondering at the import of the impromptu architecture lesson.


    “That’s you, Miner. You’re my buttress. And Yuening saw that and painted it.”


    “I’m not—”


    “My buttress,” Ennek said very firmly, and then stomped off to fill their pot with some water from the nearby stream.


    


    ***


    


    They made love under the canopy of stars that night. They were surprisingly energetic about it, considering they were both exhausted from a day of travel, but somehow neither was in the mood for gentle and sweet. Afterward, Ennek spooned behind Miner, kissing the sweat away from around his collar, allowing them both some time for their hearts and lungs to calm. He hadn’t shaved that morning and his chin was scratchy against Miner’s skin. Miner liked it.


    Ennek pulled away slightly, then pressed his lips instead over the brand. That felt good, too, as if his kiss had healing properties.


    “It’s ironic,” Ennek said.


    “Hmm?” Miner was in the pleasant fuzzy floating zone that came before sleep.


    “That someone would burn the symbols for freedom on a man he’d just bought.”


    “Hai-Shui said my owner—”


    “He was never your owner!” Ennek growled.


    “Fine. Hai-Shui said the man who bought me probably never knew the symbols could have that meaning. It’s obscure, he said. Mostly used among healers and scholars.”


    Ennek kissed him again, sending pleasant little shivers down Miner’s spine. “I know. I heard. I’m the one who translated for you, in fact. But it’s still ironic. And…strange. Besides, Hai-Shui also said it’s a sign, and you didn’t want to listen to that part.”


    “It makes me uncomfortable.”


    “Why?”


    “Because…because I don’t know what it means.”


    “Nobody ever knows exactly what omens mean. The gods like to be obscure.” Ennek shifted slightly again to place his mouth just behind Miner’s ear. He feathered his fingertips over the healing wound on Miner’s arm.


    “Then why bother with signs at all? Why not just let things happen?”


    Miner felt the flutter of Ennek’s sigh against the shell of his ear. “I don’t know, Mine. Nobody knows why the gods do what they do. Maybe they just think it’s funny.”


    “Well, they’ve had quite a joke this time, putting a sign on someone like me.”


    “What do you mean, someone like you?”


    Miner shrugged, which wasn’t easy with Ennek pressed against him. “Ordinary. Omens should be given to special people.”


    Another ticklish sigh. “If you don’t realize how special you are, then you’re thicker than I ever was.”


    Miner smiled a little into the darkness. When Ennek said things like that, Miner could almost believe him.


    


    ***


    


    The Bhujanga tried to hurry them along, chirping and squawking and sometimes even diving at them before veering to the side. They ignored it. Finally, a day and a half into their journey, it flew away in disgust. Miner actually cheered a little to see it go, but they both missed the little black bird when it was replaced by a much larger bird, an eagle or something like one, with a hooked beak and long, sharp talons. When it screeched and plunged toward them, they had to throw themselves to the dirt road to avoid being hurt. The bird rose back into the sky and called triumphantly.


    “We’re coming, you bitch!” Ennek roared furiously. He scrambled to his feet and brushed off the dust. Miner did the same. “It’s not enough she sent us on her filthy errand,” Ennek fumed. “She endangered us both. And all the people I almost killed because of her, and what she did to Yuening’s family….” He growled and kicked at a rock. It was fortunate the shoemaker had given them proper boots; in sandals he’d have injured his toes.


    Miner didn’t answer, but simply continued walking. After a few moments Ennek finished his tantrum and stomped to Miner’s side. His face was still dark with anger, though, and neither of them spoke for a long time.


    The bird continued to worry at them and, although Ennek snarled and fumed, they did hurry their pace a little. And because the moon was bright they even continued walking after the sun set, so they arrived in Jiangbei late in the afternoon of the third day. The local residents were just finishing their labors for the day, stretching sore muscles, collecting tools, loading things into wheelbarrows and small carts. With expressionless faces and blank eyes they watched Miner and Ennek pass. Miner couldn’t help but notice how strangely silent the village was with no children.


    The eagle wheeled away and disappeared as they approached Akilina’s house. She was standing outside the doors with her hands on her hips. Miner couldn’t read her face at all, but her hair was wilder than Ennek’s ever got, standing up around her head in a frizzy froth. She was dressed all in white: a white skirt that floated about her ankles, a white silk blouse with pearl buttons, a white feather hanging from each ear. She didn’t say anything, but simply shot out one arm, indicating that they should enter.


    They did, and she bolted the doors behind them.


    “You were expected to return at once,” she said to Ennek, ignoring Miner as usual.


    “And you were expected to behave like a…a human being,” Ennek countered. “But I kept my word and we completed our service to you.”


    “You did not destroy the port.”


    “No, but I did destroy the palace, and the king is dead, and everyone knows it was done at your command. I should think that would be plenty to demonstrate your might to the people there. They won’t doubt your powers for a long time.”


    She shrugged slightly. “Yes, I suppose your methods will also achieve my goals.”


    “Wonderful. But there’s something else I want to discuss—”


    “Wait. Where is my sign?”


    Ennek blinked. “What?”


    “My sign! The necklace I lent to you.”


    “Oh. They took it away from me. Maybe they thought I might work magic with it.”


    “You do not have my sign?” Her voice had become shrill and her face was flushed with anger.


    “I’m sure it’s somewhere under the sea now. They kept me prisoner for days, and Miner—”


    “Do you have any conception of how valuable that necklace was?”


    “I thought you didn’t have much use for wealth.”


    “Not in a monetary sense, you fool! It was tied to me and it held certain properties—”


    “Well, it’s gone now. Nothing to be done about it. And a pretty small price for you to pay for what I did in Donghe.”


    “No.” She shook her head fiercely. “It is you who shall pay.”


    Ennek set his jaw. “I’ve paid enough already. Miner and I both have.”


    She planted her fists on her hips and lifted her chin. “You will remain here in my service until I determine that you have compensated me for what you have lost.”


    Ennek barked out a humorless laugh. “You just want an excuse to keep me here in your thrall, to control me just like you control everyone else here. It won’t happen. I won’t be your pet.”


    Her lips lifted in something more like a snarl than a smile. “Very well. You may leave. But you shall leave your valuable property with me instead.”


    “What valuable property? You want the clothes off my back? Because they’re all I own.”


    “Not quite.” She turned her head to cast a significant look Miner’s way.


    Miner had known this was inevitable. He hadn’t thought about the necklace, but he’d been perfectly aware that she would never let Ennek simply leave, that she would find some way to keep him in her clutches. It didn’t surprise him at all that she was using Miner to achieve that—after all, she’d threatened him before in order to get her way.


    Ennek had been aware of all this as well, but that didn’t dim his rage the slightest bit. “He is not my bloody property! He’s my lover and my soul and a better person than you could ever dream of being!”


    She smirked at him. And then she muttered a few words and all the air was sucked out of Miner’s lungs at once. He grabbed at his chest and fell to his knees, struggling uselessly to draw another breath, and that was horrible enough. But Ennek was doing the same thing, his face already turning blue. They reached for each other but collapsed before they could touch.


    The last thing Miner saw was Akilina standing over them triumphantly.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eighteen


    h


    


    Miner woke up sore and confused. He should have been used to that, he supposed. His head pounded and his limbs were cramped and he was in complete darkness. He tried to reach out to feel at his surroundings, and that was when he realized he was bound. His wrists were held behind his back in heavy manacles and his ankles were chained. All of which was bad enough, but he seemed to have been crammed into a box of some kind so that his knees were squashed up against his chest and splintery wood pressed in all around him. What was more, he must have been unconscious for some time, because his trousers were damp and his nose was full of the reek of his own urine.


    His mouth was dry but he wasn’t gagged, so he attempted a ragged shout. When that brought no response he shouted again, louder that time, and thumped his head hard against the wood. All the thumping did was increase the agony in his skull and demonstrate that his prison was quite solid.


    He had a moment or two of sheer panic, in which he was reminded quite vividly of the sensation of being tangled in the rope webbing while he was in Stasis, the feeling of being caught and unable to move or even to breathe. He struggled harder, fighting and tugging at the chains, but that only hurt his muscles and made the edges of the manacles dig into his skin. He ran out of energy soon and lay there on his side, trying not to hyperventilate.


    All right, he told himself. If Akilina had meant to kill him he’d be dead already. And if he was alive, then surely so was Ennek, who was so much more valuable than he was. As long as Ennek was alive, there was hope—the gods knew that Ennek had extricated him from impossible situations before.


    Wouldn’t it be nice if Miner could do the saving this time?


    But he didn’t know how. He could barely move and, even if he found some miraculous way to escape the chains and the wooden box that confined him, his muscles would probably not obey his commands for some time. And he’d still be up against a wizard who could steal his breath with barely any effort at all.


    He’d have to bide his time, he decided. If she’d seen fit to go to all this effort with him, then eventually she’d release him from the box, and then he’d see what he could do.


    


    ***


    


    He’d gone from aching to burning agony as his body protested its unnatural position. At the same time, he was nearly mad with thirst, and he’d begun to slip in and out of small hallucinations of water, lovely cold water. His mind must have been going as well, because he croaked out a laugh at the irony that a man who had, until recently, been terrified of water, a man who had spent three hundred years drowning, now hoped for almost nothing but water, and seemed in imminent danger of dying of dehydration.


    And then the top of his box opened and he cried out as light fell upon his eyes.


    “Miner!”


    Miner tried to form a response, but only managed a small creak. And before he could feel any relief at hearing Ennek’s voice, Akilina spoke. “Silence, or I will leave him there until he dies. Which won’t be long at all, by the looks of him.”


    Miner peeled his eyelids slightly open. Akilina was looking down at him, her nose wrinkled in disgust. He could hardly blame her—he stank. She mumbled something and waved her hands, and, to Miner’s considerable surprise, he lifted out of the box as smoothly and easily as if he were a floating cloud. He could feel a slight pressure under his body, but that was all. Once he was clear of the box he was moved slightly over and then dumped not very gently onto the ground. The hard contact hurt and he moaned in pain.


    “Don’t!” Ennek said. Ennek was kneeling only a few feet away. His hands were also bound behind him and he looked little better than Miner felt. He had dark circles under his eyes and his face was covered in dark stubble.


    “I said silence!” Akilina said. “I will not repeat myself again. Now is the time for you to listen.”


    Ennek gave Miner an anguished look but kept his mouth pressed shut in a thin line. Meanwhile, as Akilina moved around outside of Miner’s field of vision, he tried to get some idea of where they were. He quickly recognized the location: they were on Akilina’s roof. Another box, similar to the one in which he had been confined, was opened several feet away. Miner wondered whether Ennek had been locked up inside it.


    When Akilina came into view a moment later, Miner almost sobbed in relief. She was carrying a pottery pitcher and a tall cup. She poured some water into the cup and held it to Ennek’s lips. He drank greedily, spilling some of it down his chin and onto his shirt. When she pulled the cup away he opened his mouth as if he meant to say something, but then thought better of it, instead casting an anxious look in Miner’s direction.


    Akilina walked the few steps towards Miner. She uttered another short spell, one that lifted him off his side and onto his knees, where he remained, swaying so much that he feared he might fall over again. But before he could, Akilina was there with the cup of water, pressing it against his cracked lips. He drank as much as he could before she took it away again.


    She set the pitcher and cup down on the rooftop and smiled smugly. Both Ennek and Miner continued to eye the water—they were both still thirsty. Turning towards Ennek, she said, “I understand that you are very fond of this slave. That is foolish. Emotional attachments weaken one, as I am sure you realize by now. But that is to my benefit, for in this case I shall take advantage of your weakness.”


    She glanced over her shoulder at Miner. “I believe I do not need to demonstrate once again the power I hold over this slave? All I have to do is wish it and he is dead, and whatever enchantments you attempt to work will do him no good. Yes?”


    Ennek closed his eyes as if he were in pain and then nodded.


    “Very well. I shall permit him to remain alive so long as you follow my directives. You clearly do possess some power but you are undisciplined and imprudent. I shall bind your powers to mine and—”


    “No!” Miner managed to shout. “Don’t let her, En. Don’t!”


    Akilina turned to face him. “Quiet!” she yelled furiously.


    Ennek looked pleadingly at Miner. “Shh,” he said in a near whisper. “Please, Mine.”


    Miner took a few deep breaths. He couldn’t allow Akilina to do to Ennek what Thelius had. It would destroy Ennek. But if he continued to protest, she’d do it anyway.


    Akilina looked pleased with his silence. She walked over to a small basket and brought it over, setting it beside Ennek. She removed a knife from the basket and Miner almost shrieked in fright as she brought the blade tip to Ennek’s chest, but she only used it to cut his shirt, which she then ripped from his body. She tossed the shreds of his clothing away; a gust of wind caught the bits of fabric and blew them to the edge of the roof, where they gathered against the wall. Miner heaved a sigh of relief when she tucked the knife into a sheath at her waist.


    She hissed through her teeth, though, when she noticed the tattoo on Ennek’s bicep. “What is this?”


    “A wizard’s mark,” he said.


    “You are already bound to him.”


    “Yes.”


    She cocked her head at him. “Is he your mentor?”


    “Yes.”


    “And he allowed you to travel so far away, and to come under another’s wizard’s control. Why?”


    “He is…incapacitated.”


    Her eyes glittered like a bird’s. “You killed him?”


    “No. He’s still alive.”


    “I should very much like to hear this tale. Another time, however. Now we have other matters to attend to.”


    Ennek didn’t watch her as she pulled some more items from her basket. Instead, he looked over at Miner, his face a mask of sorrow. Miner wanted to tell him to just kill the bitch, never mind what she would do to Miner, but he knew Ennek wouldn’t listen. So instead he knelt there, filthy and weak, the rough surface of the rooftop digging into his knees through the thin fabric of his trousers. There was a soft croak from the wall around the edge of the roof: the Bhujanga bird had alit there and was preening its wings and watching.


    Akilina set a squat pottery jar in front of Ennek, as well as a small pile of what looked like seashells. “I’ll need something of yours,” she said, more to herself than Ennek. She looked towards the pieces of shirt against the wall, considered a moment, and shook her head. But then she looked to the other side, where Miner now saw the bags he and Ennek had been given by Luli’s family. Akilina fetched the bags and set them down in front of Ennek as well. “Which is yours?”


    Ennek inclined his head slightly toward the one on his right. For some reason, Miner felt a strange sense of violation when she rummaged through Ennek’s bag, tossing aside the cooking pot, a packet of dried meat, and his spare outfit. She pulled out a sweater—Miner’s sweater, in fact, which had somehow ended up in Ennek’s bag after they’d used it as a pillow the previous night. “Nice,” she said, stroking the wool. “It’s well made. And not from here.”


    “It’s from home,” Ennek said in a small, choked voice.


    “Hmm.” She turned it over and noticed the fairly awkward repairs that had been made to one sleeve, where the pirate's blade had slashed through. She glanced at Miner, then back at Ennek. “This is his, is it not? It better suits his coloring.”


    Ennek replied through gritted teeth. “Yes.”


    “But you bought it for him. And it is meaningful to you both, for you to have brought it so far and not discarded it after it was damaged.”


    Ennek didn’t bother to answer her that time.


    “Well, I believe it will suit my purposes very well,” she said. She pulled her knife out again and used it to cut the bottom inch or so off one sleeve, leaving a ragged, unraveling mess. She tossed the sweater aside as well, and Miner and Ennek made twin muffled sounds of protest, which she ignored.


    Akilina placed the cut piece of sweater into her basket. She dumped the shells in then, and poured something oily-looking out of the little jar. In a warbling language Miner had never heard before, she called out a few words. The Bhujanga flapped over and landed on her outstretched palm. It squawked in protest but didn’t fly away as she pinched one of its wing feathers between two fingers and yanked it out. She tossed the hand with the bird upwards and the bird flew back to the wall. She put the feather in the basket.


    From somewhere in the folds of her skirt she produced a small book bound in red leather, with gold curlicues that may or may not have been words. She opened the little volume to a page that must have been previously marked and she began to chant. Again, Miner didn’t understand the language—this one was harsh and cackling, like crows fighting over something shiny—but something about it made him dizzy.


    When flames erupted from the little basket, he jerked backwards so violently that he almost fell over. The flames burned with unnatural colors—blues and greens, mostly—and he could smell scorched wool and something else spicier, a bit like pepper.


    Akilina laughed discordantly and resumed her spell, louder this time. The flames shot higher and Ennek leaned away from them, lest they burn his face. There was a loud sound like a cannon shot. Miner’s ears rang with it, but Akilina just kept on chanting.


    A cloud formed suddenly in the bright blue sky. It was directly over them and it roiled about, a dark and forbidding gray. Ennek lifted his head to look up at it, and from the expression on his face, Miner thought that perhaps it was Ennek who had called the cloud and not Akilina. Miner’s suspicion was confirmed when rain started pouring from the cloud, drenching all of them.


    Miner was glad for the rain. He tilted his face up and swallowed the falling water, cool and sweet. He fancied he could feel it washing the dirt and dried urine from him. Purifying him, almost.


    Akilina, on the other hand, screeched angrily and angled her body over the basket, sheltering the flames and the pages of her book from the downpour. She managed to scorch some of her own hair in the process, but the fire continued to burn until a few moments later, when there was another bang and she shouted in triumph. The fire disappeared all at once. She bent slightly and scooped the contents of the basket into one hand, then smeared it over Ennek’s left pectoral muscle. It looked like some sort of thick, viscous paste, iridescent like a gem or the Bhujanga’s feathers.


    Several things happened at once. The rain stopped as quickly as a faucet turned off and the cloud melted away. Ennek screamed and fell to his side, writhing in his bonds, toppling his bag and Miner’s onto the wet roof. Akilina stepped to the side and watched him. Miner yelled too and tried to knee-walk to Ennek’s side, but he was still tightly hobbled and he fell over as well. Unable to right himself, he could only watch his beloved’s agony.


    Luckily, the magical substance did its work quickly and then softened and flowed off Ennek’s skin and onto the roof. The goo left a mark behind. Miner tried to get a good look at it as Ennek’s screams subsided into harsh panting. It was, not surprisingly, in the shape of a feather. The edges were raised and reddened, as if they had been scarred by a knife blade.


    Akilina bent to inspect the mark and then huffed with satisfaction. “Excellent,” she said to herself. She grabbed a fistful of Ennek’s hair and with startling strength was able to pull him back up onto his knees. As he balanced precariously, looking as if he might be sick at any moment, she let go of him and brushed her hand against her wet skirt.


    “Can you feel it?” she asked Ennek. “My will coursing through you, binding you like a leash? Because I can feel you, Ennek, and your powers are greater than I had imagined. How foolish you were to waste them as you did. You could have been a mighty wizard, you know. But now, with your powers added to mine, I shall rule without limits. I shall reshape the entire world to my wishes!”


    Ennek interrupted her gloating with a snarl. “I’ll never let you. Thelius bound me to him and I broke him nonetheless. I’ll do the same to you.”


    She laughed dismissively. “You shall do no such thing. Now you are my slave, boy. And speaking of slaves….” She turned to look at Miner, still flopping uselessly on his side. “It seems to me that you have earned some punishment for that nonsense with the rain, boy, and since I no longer need this slave as a hostage to control you….”


    Akilina waved her hand in Miner’s direction and sang out a few warbling words.


    “No!” Ennek shouted.


    Something inside of Miner broke. It hurt so much he couldn’t even manage to scream. Instead, a sort of burbling sound erupted from his mouth, along with a gout of dark blood.


    “NO!!” Ennek’s cry seemed to come from far away, as Miner’s ears were filled with a rushing sound that reminded him of a great, pounding wave. Miner coughed again, bringing up more blood, thick and coppery in his mouth. His body was trembling, his legs shaking violently in their chains.


    No, wait. It wasn’t him that was shaking—it was the building and the ground beneath it. Akilina staggered and almost fell. Ennek’s brows were drawn together in concentration and his face was paper-white with fury. But his lips were stretched upwards in a grin, a ghastly death’s head smile that didn’t look like Ennek at all. It was as if someone had overlaid another man’s face on his, and Miner recognized that face: it was the Wizard who had first bound Ennek, the Wizard from whom Ennek drew his powers over the earth. Thelius.


    Miner coughed again and the ground shook enough to make Akilina’s house creak in protest. Somewhere something large crashed with a tremendous clatter, and people on the ground began to scream.


    Ennek laughed, and it wasn’t his laugh.


    Miner was hit with the conviction that if Ennek allowed his destructive powers free rein now, he might save his own life but he would be destroyed in the process. That dark thing inside him would take him over for good.


    “En! Stop!” Miner’s cry was syrupy and choked, but it did cause Ennek to focus on him. Ennek’s lip lifted into a snarl that was barely human. There was a terrible wrench and screech of metal. Miner was free—the chains that bound him had broken and dropped away. Miner tried to rise to his feet but only managed to get to his knees. He crawled towards Ennek, feeling the broken thing within him tear and shift so that he almost collapsed with another coughing fit.


    Ennek was free, too. He hoisted himself to his feet and launched himself at Akilina. They both tumbled to the rooftop, each wrapping hands around the other’s neck. Although Ennek was much larger and more muscular, she seemed to be sapping his strength. She rolled them over so she was straddling him. His hands fell weakly away from her, his feet drummed uselessly, and his face began to turn blue.


    Akilina didn’t notice Miner as he crawled a few feet closer, nor as he picked up his knife, which had spilled partway from his bag when the bag fell over. She never saw him as he lurched unsteadily to his feet. She never once glanced his way, not even as he raised the knife and plunged it deeply into her back.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    


    


    


    Chapter Nineteen


    h


    


    Miner moaned and opened his eyes.


    He wasn’t dead. Not unless the afterlife looked like a dirt yard with a stunted tree in one corner.


    Oh gods, and Ennek was there. Just Ennek, without the horrible overlay of Thelius’s face. Ennek was sitting cross-legged beside him, looking absurdly young and a little lost, turning a bloodstained knife over in his hands.


    “En?” Miner croaked.


    Ennek tossed the knife to the side and leaned over to caress Miner’s face. “Mine! No, don’t move. I’m not certain how well…. Gods, Miner, are you all right?”


    Miner did a quick self-inventory. He felt…good, actually. The wet, awful pain in his midsection was gone. So were the aches in the muscles that had been cramped for so long, and the bruising around his wrists and ankles where his struggles had made the cuffs dig in; even the pounding in his head had disappeared.


    “What did you do?” he asked.


    Ennek kept running his fingertips along Miner’s cheekbone as if to reassure himself that Miner was real. “I…I’m not sure. You were…you were dying, Mine. I could feel it. I stopped it.”


    “You healed me.”


    “I…I suppose so.” Ennek looked even more confused than Miner felt. “I’m not sure how. I don’t know how to heal, do I? But I…I reached into your body and I fixed the broken bits.” He laughed in wonderment. “It was as easy as tying a knot.”


    Miner tried to sit up, but Ennek held him down with a hand on his chest. “I said not to move. I’m not sure you’re all mended.”


    “But I am. I feel good. Tired, maybe, like I’ve been walking for miles. But I don’t hurt.” He turned his head around. “Where are we?”


    “Not far from Akilina’s house. I carried you here. I wasn’t sure how stable the building would be after I shook it like that.”


    “But she’s—”


    “Dead. You killed her. Don’t you remember? With this.” Ennek reached over and picked up the knife again. Miner recognized it—it was his own blade, the one he’d originally found in the jollyboat.


    “I stabbed her,” Miner said, remembering the sickening yet satisfying feel of the knife plunging through Akilina’s body.


    “You did a bloody good job of it, too. Right through her heart, I’ll wager. She just dropped like a stone. And you fell on top of her. I had quite a time dislodging the two of you from me—I nearly smothered.”


    “Sorry,” Miner said, because he couldn’t think how else to respond.


    “Sorry?” Ennek laughed. “You saved us both, and without a speck of magic. I expect that when someone becomes too used to relying on sorcery, she forgets that there are very mundane dangers as well, and that they can be as lethal as any spell. And she completely underestimated you from the start.”


    Miner brushed Ennek’s hand away and sat up. Ennek was frowning at him with concern, but Miner really did feel fine. He poked at his midsection experimentally. He was too thin—gods, he felt like he hadn’t eaten in weeks!—but he was otherwise in perfectly good shape. Except for the blood that had dried on his face and clothing, and his trousers, which were wet with rain and urine. “And you?” he asked Ennek.


    Ennek shrugged. “I’m fine. More than, really. When Akilina died, her abilities flowed into me. Because we were still bound, I expect. I feel so bloody powerful! Like I could rule the world.” But despite his words, he still had a lost little boy air to him. They both looked at his chest, where the feather-shaped scar looked as old as the one on his belly, although the feather was still very visible and detailed.


    “You almost lost yourself,” Miner said gently.


    “I know. It…it would have felt so good, too.”


    “But you didn’t do it.”


    “I didn’t get a chance. You saved us first.”


    Movement at the periphery of Miner’s vision caught his attention. He turned his head to see Akilina’s house, above which hundreds of birds of every imaginable size and description were wheeling and banking. “Do the people here know yet that she’s dead?”


    Ennek shook his head. “I don’t think so. They figured out that something bad was happening and they left. I expect they’ll be back soon, now that things are calmer.”


    “And how do you think they’ll take her death?”


    “I don’t know. We’d best make ourselves scarce, I think. Can you walk?”


    “Yes, I think so.”


    Ennek stood and tucked the knife into his waistband, then gave his companion a hand. Miner’s legs were a little wobbly, more from disuse than anything else, but they held. He put an arm around Ennek’s shoulders and was able to hobble slowly but steadily beside him.


    They didn’t see anyone else as they left Jiangbei, but Miner had the creepy-crawly feeling of being watched. Maybe the locals were spying from nearby, or maybe it was just those circling birds. In either case, nobody stopped them as they continued eastward down the road. Miner grew stronger as they walked, and by the time they reached the steep hills he was striding quite confidently. He was very happy when they came to a large stream, where he drank his fill and washed much of the dried body fluids from his skin and clothing. Ennek had dried blood on him as well, so he dunked himself until he was dripping wet.


    By then the sun was very low on the horizon and neither of them wanted to brave the steep passage in the dark. So Ennek found them a level spot covered in smooth, soft grasses, and they sat there. Ennek wiped the knife blade clean and tucked it away.


    “We’ve lost everything,” he said unhappily. “The bags, the spare clothing…even your sweater. It was ruined anyway.” He sighed.


    “You can buy me another sometime.”


    Ennek’s teeth sparkled in the darkness when he smiled. “Next time I’ll buy you two.”


    They lay down together and Miner tried to ignore the emptiness in his belly. They would find something to eat in the morning; he was sure of it.


    


    ***


    


    Ennek found him some berries quite nearby. Neither of them knew what they were called but they were very good: tart-sweet and juicy. They stuffed themselves with the fruit, staining their hands and lips; and once Miner was full, Ennek amused himself by placing a series of single berries in Miner’s mouth, brushing his juicy fingertips over Miner’s lips as he did so.


    Then they rinsed again in the stream and sat beside it, still dripping, to take stock of their lives.


    “Where shall we go next?” Ennek asked. “We’ve no more obligations and nothing to fear from anyone.”


    “I…I don’t know.” Miner had never allowed himself to think that far ahead.


    Ennek chewed on his lips a moment and looked away. “You know…if you don’t want to stay with me, you don’t have to.”


    “There is nowhere in the world I’d rather be than at your side.”


    Ennek smiled. “Good. Because honestly, without you I don’t think I could go on. But I wanted you to know this, Mine. You’re a free man.”


    “Free?”


    Ennek reached over and stroked Miner’s neck. “Free.”


    Which was when Miner realized that the collar was gone. Ennek must have broken it when he broke the cuffs on their wrists and ankles. With all the other things happening, Miner hadn’t even noticed. He rubbed his own neck and it felt strange to him.


    “Thank you,” he said to Ennek. “But I still belong to you and I always will.”


    “And I am yours.”


    They kissed after that, not in a hard and possessive sort of way, but slowly, softly, each of them enjoying the feel and taste of the other. There had been many times in his life when Miner had been certain he would never kiss anyone like that. It made his heart thump quickly and his chest feel warm and fluttery.


    When they pulled apart, Ennek stroked Miner’s cheek. “I’m glad you’re staying with me. But we still have problems to solve.”


    “Like where to go next.”


    “Exactly. Things are going to be very unsettled here for a while with Akilina dead. And after what we did in Donghe, matters aren’t much calmer to the north. The king to the south might take advantage of all this disarray and decide to invade or…I honestly don’t know.”


    “I hope we haven’t made life more difficult for Luli and her family.”


    “I hope the same. I think we should return to their village and tell them what’s happened. At least then they’ll have some degree of warning and they can make a more informed choice about what steps to take. They’re smart people, and brave. They’ll figure something out.”


    Miner nodded his agreement.


    Ennek went on. “But I think this is going to be an awkward time for a pair of foreigners in this land, especially if word gets out from Jiangbei that people of our description were with Akilina right before she died. I can’t imagine there are too many people like us wandering the countryside.”


    “That would seem unlikely,” Miner agreed. After a moment he added, “You know…you’re more powerful than Akilina ever was, especially with her powers added to yours. You could rule this place in her stead.”


    Ennek recoiled. “No! Miner, you’ve seen what happens when wizards taste control over others. I’ll wager that Akilina was convinced that she was acting in her people’s best interests. I know that Thelius was convinced that Praesidium would be a better place with him in charge. But we get intoxicated with our own abilities, Mine, and we become monsters.”


    “They became monsters, En. But you have something neither of them did. Something no other wizard in history has possessed.”


    Ennek frowned in confusion. “What?”


    “Me. You have me, En. And I promised you before that I won’t let you destroy yourself with your own magic.”


    “That’s right. You’ll be my conscience.”


    “No. I’ve reconsidered. You’ve quite a good conscience already. I’ll be your…your rudder. I’ll keep you heading on the right course.”


    Ennek’s face smoothed into a smile. “You’ve picked up nautical terminology despite yourself.”


    “I have. Next thing you know, I’ll be climbing the rigging.” And as he pictured himself aboard a ship, happy and helpful instead of cowering below decks, another thought formed in his mind. “Um, Ennek?’


    Ennek tilted his head. “You’ve thought of something.”


    “I have.” Miner took a few moments to put his thoughts in order and to find the proper words for them. Then he took a deep breath. “We should return to Luli and tell her about Akilina’s death. You’re very good at strategy; perhaps you could even help them a bit as they decide what to do.”


    “All right.”


    “But you’re right—you shouldn’t try to take charge of this land.”


    Ennek frowned slightly. “You don’t trust me?”


    “En, I trust you with my life, with my freedom, with…with my soul.” He looked down at the fabric of his tunic. It was nice fabric, soft and well-made, comfortable and well-suited for this climate. But it wasn’t his and he felt a bit like he was wearing a costume, pretending to be someone else. He looked up again. “I’ve only seen a bit of the world, En, but what we’ve seen…slavery and repression, tyrants and cruelty.”


    “But we’ve met good people as well.”


    “We have. And I think…by and large I think most people are good if you give them a chance.”


    Ennek considered this. “Maybe. I’m not sure I agree. But certainly many people are good.”


    “And they need help.”


    “And you think we can help them.”


    “I do. Look at how you healed me. I was dying, En, and now I’m fine. You said it was easy. What else could you do for people if you put your mind to it?”


    “I could destroy them, Miner. I could let this…this thing inside of me take control.”


    Miner took one of Ennek’s hands in both of his and squeezed. “But you won’t. Rudder, remember?”


    Ennek took in a deep breath and nodded. “So where do you intend to steer me, then?”


    “I was thinking that maybe if we want to cure some of the ills of the world, maybe the best place to begin is at home. We spoke of this before, remember? Of Praesidium without the tyranny.” Miner waited anxiously for Ennek’s response.


    Ennek didn’t refuse right away, at least. He spent several minutes deeply lost in thought, his hand still captured by Miner, his eyes far away. At last he blinked and focused on Miner. “If we returned to Praesidium, what would we do there?”


    “I don’t know. It’s a great city, Ennek. But there’s still so much suffering…the bond slaves. The people like us, denied the chance to love who they want. Perhaps we could persuade your father to change some of the rules—”


    “The Chief never listened to me even before I fled.”


    “But maybe he will now. And if he doesn’t, maybe your brother will.”


    “Maybe. But we’re fugitives. Traitors. We’ll be in jeopardy as soon as we approach the polis, and we’re bound to find trouble there.”


    Miner gave him a soft smile. “I have a feeling trouble will find us wherever we go.”


    Ennek had to smile back, and he was so beautiful when he did. Miner had a moment of pure giddiness at the thought that this man was his. He remembered himself as a child, dreaming of adventure and true love. He’d found both, and they were more than he’d ever hoped for, perhaps because he’d found something else as well: his own strength.


    Miner sat with his legs crossed and his back very straight and waited for Ennek to answer him.


    Ennek stood, brushed off his trousers, and pulled Miner to his feet. He cupped Miner’s face with his big, warm hands. “We should stop lollygagging and get on our way, then. First Luli, then we're off to find a ship heading east.”


    “I’m looking forward to our journey,” Miner said, meaning more than simply their travels home. His eyes closed as he sealed their plans with a kiss.
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    I am deeply indebted to Karen Witzke for her hard work and dedication, as well as her encouragement. Her thoughtful comments have made me a better writer, and her edits have certainly made this a better book.


    I also owe a great deal to my family, who gave me the space and time I needed to write. These words were written at my kitchen table and at coffee shops in my hometown; in a hotel in San Francisco; and at 7000 feet, near the California-Nevada border; and the final chapters were written on a ship somewhere between Ensenada and Long Beach, on a surprise cruise arranged by my husband. I can’t think of a better place for the novel to have reached its completion. To complete the travel theme, the final edits to this novel were made in Zagreb, Croatia and Venice, Italy.


    I would also like to thank those who read my first novel and demanded to know more of Ennek and Miner’s fate. I’m not quite through with them yet: I plan to write one more novel about their adventures. I hope you will join us again.
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