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Content Notes

T his book contains:

  depictions of depression and PTSD; discussions of past substance abuse

  mild swearing

  two incidents of racist street harassment (hostile dialogue and shoving/grab-
bing)

  references to yctional religions

  medical gore / descriptions of surgerx (magicallx regrowing limbs; intestinal 
cancer surgerx; burns)

  mention of patient death in a medical conte,tj speciycallx a xoung patient

  ongoing side plot about burnout

  mentions of various illnesses and inOuries (broken bonesj food poisoningj Vu)

  one maOor violent incident: a series of intentionallx set yres cause deaths (P.A 
characters are in dangerous situationsj but survive)j inOuriesj and e,tensive prop-
ertx damage

Please read at xour own discretion’ *dditional details are available at the author+s site: 
https://www’serobertsonyction’com’





Part One: Agna and Keifon: 
In the Element

A gna Despana let go of her patient’s arm and came back to herself as the tingling 
paths of nerves and rushing courses of blood vessels swirled out of her mind. As 

her own face began to feel like a part of her again, she made sure to arrange a neutral 
expression. 

“No change since last week, Mr. Suras,” she said, reaching for the chart in its slot at 
the end of the bed. The pencil felt reassuringly solid between her Yngers. “-ou should be 
ready to go home soon.”

The nextCtoClast patient o?ered a tired nod and closed his eyes. Agna replaced the chart 
and turned to her last patient with half an hour to spare in her overnight shift.

“Han’t the priest take care of meq” The patient nodded past Agna toward the door, 
and the healer turned. A man sat at the bedside of one of the patients Agna had already 
checked, looking digniYed and wellCrested in a creamCcolored linen tunic and trousers. 
Iis back was turned, and so he could not see Agna’s exasperated glare. Nor could their 
shared abilities detect disturbances in energy at a distance. She felt as though her roiling 
aura could be seen through a solid wall.

She ought to be more forgiving. The patients had the right to re—uest their caretakers, 
and most of the priests of Tufar were locals whom the patients had known all their lives. 
None of it helped her feel less irritated after eight and a half hours on the Eoor. 

Agna turned back to the patient. “Absolutely. R’ll add that to your chart.” After a 
second, she eased her grip on the pencil. Rn her head, she had a chalkboard and a podium 
and notes. First of all, Balance healing operates on the same biological principles as the 
Tufarian priests’, and second of all O

“Iave a good morning, Mrs. Teminar,” she said as she stood. The pencil slid into its 
clip, the chart into its slot, the foreign healer out of the ward and into the hallway.
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Done, then, with half an hour left. She ought to stay and help the apprentices distribC
ute breakfast. Agna focused on the rain pelting the trees outside the windows as she strode 
down the hallway. Not the worst night shift, certainly. Fut it stung to be unneeded, to be 
unnecessary.

A familiar pair rounded the next corner, and a familiar YKKing ignited in Agna’s middle. 
The Yrst person, a stout -anweian woman in her early sixties, leaned on a cane as she 
walked. The second, younger and male, pushed a cart of supplies and frowned in conC
centration as he spoke to his mentor. The drab green apprentice’s uniform did nothing 
for his amber complexion, though he was still O himself, and everything that meant to 
Agna. Ier housemate, to begin with. ;ormer traveling partner. Ier friend. So many neat, 
easy boxes.

Ie saw her before his mentor did, and broke out into a smile that took hours of fatigue 
o? Agna’s shoulders.

She kept her voice light and professional. “Lood morning, 'ei. Dr. 2ushu.”
Dr. 2ushu gave her a nod. “Lood morning, Iealer.”
Doctor, apprentice and healer came to a stop, leaving enough space between them for 

others to pass. 'eifon faced Agna across the gap. “Almost doneq”
“-es, and not a minute too soon.” All she wanted was to cross the hallway and lean 

her head on his shoulder O right there, where the neckline of his shirt dipped to his 
collarbone. There had been a time when such a gesture would have felt normal at home. 
Months ago, before she’d gone home to see her parents and managed to break everything. 
“R’ll see you this evening.”

Something Eickered in his dark eyes at the words. Ie leaned across the hall and lowered 
his voice. “Maybe we could talk about... some things.”

Agna felt herself Eush. “MCmaybe.” She raised her hand to fuss with her hair, and 
remembered that she’d tied it up in a ponytail. “Lood day to the both of you.” 

She turned before she could embarrass both of them further. The scheduling desk was 
right down the hallP she’d see if they had something for her to do O 

A young page appeared in her path, stopping her short. “Iealer Agna Despanaq” The 
page pronounced her name with the vowels rounded o? strangely, as 'averans often did.

“-esq” Ier voice tilted into a —uestion. 
The page clasped her hands behind her back and s—uared her shoulders. “Agent Shora 

would like to see you in his oUce.”
“zh. Thank you. Message received.” 
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Agna ransacked her memory as the page ran o?. She’d been back on the Eoor for a 
month since her return, and apart from comments like the last patient’s, everything 
seemed to have gone well. She rubbed her temples as she walked. Iad the Tufarian 
priests complained about herq She’d been careful to be cordial.  They could glare 
daggers at the Nessinian healers all they wantedP the Fenevolent 4nion had hired 
them to ply their art, and that’s what Agna intended to do. ;irst, she’d Ynd out what 
the leader of the base wanted.

Dr. 2ushu nodded toward the end of the hall. “3et’s tackle Rnfectious Disease, shall 
weq And do you have the cranial blood vessels ready yetq”

“-es, ma’am.” 'eifon threw his weight behind the cart to get it rolling again and 
followed his mentor, reciting the terms and functions he’d memoriKed. ?ith one 
another they spoke in their shared native language, and so he could shut a door 
between his work and the part of his mind that lingered on Agna. zn her tired eyes, 
on the spark of @oy in his chest when he saw her, on the way she’d blushed when he’d 
asked about tonight.

Though she might be nearly Ynished with her shift,  he had eight and a half 
hours to go. jushing the cart with him, he followed Dr. 2ushu into the prep room. 
The smell of alcohol Ylled the small room, and 'eifon hastened to tie on a cloth 
halfCmask as Dr. 2ushu attired herself in the same way. Iis mentor left her cane 
leaning against a counter, slowing her gait as she crossed from supply closet to the 
cart and back. 'eifon’s hands tightened on the handle of the cart as he fought the 
urge to fetch the supplies for her. She knew what she needed, and how much her 
knees could take. Ie wouldn’t dare tell a bonded doctor O accredited doctor, they 
didn’t have hereditary guilds here in 'avera O what to do. Dr. 2ushu had always 
been kind to him, but as an apprentice, 'eifon ought to know his place.

znce she had outYtted the cart to her satisfaction, they both scrubbed their hands 
to complete the routine. Then 'eifon unlocked the brake on the cart and followed 
his mentor into the Rnfectious Disease ward. Bach patient lay in a narrow bed in a 
cubicle separated by high walls, an inconvenient design that aimed to slow the Eow 
of infectious energy between the patients.  Distance helped. Hleaning before and 
after contact seemed to help. The priests spoke prayers of protection instead.
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Dr. 2ushu sat on the stool at the Yrst patient’s bedside. 'eifon handed her the charts 
from the end of each bed and busied himself with the routineB collecting bedpans, reYlling 
water pitchers and glasses, handing his mentor any tools or medicines she re—uested. The 
Yrst patient doKed halfCawake, the second tossed Ytfully, the third slept o? an overnight 
dose of sedative. All but one were native 'averans, three elderly people and a sixCyearCold 
boy. The last was an older woman whose face and whose name on the chart marked her 
as a -anweian immigrant, like himself and Dr. 2ushu.

A step across the threshold drew his attention. A 'averan man in an undyed linen tunic 
and trousers strode in, prayer beads swinging around his neck. 'eifon bent his head and 
let Dr. 2ushu address the priest Yrst.

“Frother Lillen, good morning.”
“Dr. 2ushu,” the priest answered. Iis gaKe swung past 'eifon. Ie bent over the Yrst 

patient in the room to lay a hand on the patient’s forehead. Iis free hand twisted up the 
beads in one Euid motion, and a low prayer chant Ylled the room. 

The patients were in good hands, though even the priests couldn’t banish contagious 
sickness. All the same, 'eifon could feel his upper lip sweating under the mask. Dr. 2ushu 
Ynished her notes on the young patient and made her way back to the prep room. There, 
'eifon emptied bedpans as the doctor scrubbed up and wiped down her cane with alcohol 
to banish any infectious energies that might have clung to it.

She told him about a fever outbreak she’d worked through in Ni@in, the capital city in 
-anwei, years ago. Tempted to sit and listen, 'eifon kept his hands moving, collecting the 
supplies on the cart one by one. ?hen he had emptied or scoured or discarded everything, 
he washed down the cart in cleaning solution that stung his eyes. ;inally, he scrubbed his 
hands and stripped o? the mask, leaving it in a bin in the corner.

“2eady,” he said. Ie didn’t have to play the part of a brightCeyed apprentice. Dr. 2ushu 
knew he was ten years older than most of the others in his position. Fut some part of him, 
something he didn’t want to pry open or even acknowledge, wished he could follow the 
more experienced doctor around and listen to her insight and answer her —uiKKes about 
terminology indeYnitely. Some part of him couldn’t bear the thought of a little apprentice 
looking to him for advice someday.

;or now, he pushed the supply cart and followed and absorbed everything he could 
learn, and studied at home, and waited to become something more.



Agna: The Leader

“G ood morning, Healer.” The leader of the Benevolent Union base set aside 
the paper he’d been reading as Agna entered his wood-paneled ocye. As 

alwaSs, Aines uhora dressed impeyyablS. TodaS’s oktjt featkred a violet sil; waistyoat 
and a dar; Iay;etN the sober yombination ayyented the inyreasing threads of silver in 
his hair and beard. He yokld plaS anS part he wished, and todaS he plaSed Thokghtfkl 
AkthoritS. 

He waved her toward the leather-kpholstered seats in front of his des;, and Agna 
yhose one, smoothing her dar; brown healer’s robes. “Good morning, sir.”

uhe’d been in this ocye a few times alreadS. zn fayt, the painting of idSlliy Yessin-
ian hills on the right-hand wall had been a gift from her, pkryhased on her trip bay; to 
YessinS. utill, being skmmoned this waS spar;ed a bkKK of nervoksness in the pit of 
her stomayh. uhe hadn’t dealt direytlS with Aines uhora sinye theS’d both interpreted 
for the meeting between representatives of the Wanweian and Oaveran governments.

“?e have some good news,” uhora said. “Wokr AyademS and the Union’s yentral 
ocye have sent ks three new healers this Sear. TheS reayhed ?ildern last night.”

Ene more than kskal, that was good news. Bkt whS was he telling her this in his 
ocye, and not in a meeting with the other healersq “z’m happS to hear it,” she said. 
“RvidentlS the AyademS feels their s;ills will be well-ksed here.”

“zndeed.” A traye of a smile pklled at the yorner of his mokth. “?hiyh brings me 
to the pkrpose of this meeting. z wokld li;e to establish more organiKation among 
the Balanye healers. A team leader, as Brother Gillen is for the Tkfarian priests.”

“z see.” Her heart began to raye.
“?okld Sok ayyept the position, Healerq ?e yan o6er Sok a twentS-peryent 

inyrease in Sokr paS.”
Agna FkietlS ylenyhed her hands together in her lap. zt wokld be niye to pkt some 

additional yapital toward the mortgage, or toward ayFkiring more art for her gallerS.
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That was onlS the skrfaye of the o6er. Ekt of all of the Yessinian healers at the ?ildern 
base, she had been seleyted, Ikdged eFkal to the tas;. uhe’d reIeyted her playe in her father’s 
agenyS, her skpposed birthright, to yome bay; to Oavera and pkrske her own goals. uhe 
had a yhanye now to prove it hadn’t been a mista;e.

“z’d be honored to ayyept,” she said.
The base yaptain’s eSes seemed warm. “?e appreyiate Sokr dediyation.”

The new arrivals were onlS three Sears Soknger than Agna, bkt something abokt their 
postkre or the glaKed loo; in their eSes made them seem li;e lost yhildren.

All of the ykrrent Balanye healers had shown kp as well, and together the ten of them 
pay;ed the brea; room on the seyond xoor of the hospital. The new healers had ta;en 
three of the seats at the table in the middle of the room, and the rest of the grokp lined 
the edges of the room, on the yokyh and in front of the ykrtained yhanging ykbiyle. The 
tea ;ettle and yo6ee pot heated over the little oil bkrners that Dklvia had rigged kp on the 
yoknter, and a few healers had ta;en the yoo;ies Agna had left on the table. Throkgh the 
overlapping yhatter, Agna strained to listen for footsteps in the hall from her playe near 
the door.

DinallS she heard a Fkiy;, solid tread approayhing, and pressed her palms against the 
fabriy of her robes at her sides. A few of the others near the door tkrned. Londitioned bS 
AyademS habit, the Soknger healers’ yonversation yeased. 

Two Oaverans appeared in the doorwaS' Aines uhora, the leader of the Benevolent 
Union base, and CSta Tima, the direytor of the hospital, whose sensible sweater yon-
trasted with Agent uhora’s ePpensive skit. uhora’s gaKe swept the room, lighting on Agna. 
Her stomayh dropped. Then the two of them passed her, and the yrowd of healers pklled 
bay; to ma;e room. Dklvia pokred a ykp of tea, knpertkrbed. As soon as the ;ettle hit the 
stand again, her friend Rttore nkdged her in the ribs.

“?elyome, healers,” uhora said. His voiye yarried throkgh the room. “Than; Sok for 
yoming.”

Agna snea;ed a glanye at the newyomers, past the two administrators. Two whispered 
to one another, and the third listened intentlS.

uhe yleared her throat politelS. “uir, if z maSq”
“Go ahead, Healer 7espana.”



THR HRA8RCuM —UC—EuR 9

“7id Sok all stkdS Oaveran at the AyademS, or shokld we interpret for Sokq”
The three newyomers ePyhanged glanyes. Ene of them, a petite Sokng woman, spo;e 

kp for the grokp. “?e all too; it. ?e’re jne.” Her tone was almost bored.
Agna settled bay; with a nod. Ene less thing to worrS abokt.
uhora went on. “Ekr fayilitS here in ?ildern yontinkes to grow, and it has yome to 

be a destination for those in need throkghokt northern Oavera. Wokr talents are greatlS 
appreyiated as we ePpand okr operations.” He seemed to address eayh of the grokp in 
tkrn, as thokgh theS were in a private meeting in his ocye. “The Benevolent Union, li;e 
okr yitS, is prokd to be a playe where all faiths and nations wor; toward the yommon 
good.” An ePaggeration at best. —lentS of the Lhkryh of Tkfar healers wokld be more 
than happS to see all the Balanye healers loaded on a ship bay; to YessinS. “And so z hope 
Sokr ePperienye here will be both satisfSing and benejyial.

“?ith this inyrease in Sokr nkmbers, Agent Tima and z have deyided to appoint a 
team leader. ?e believe this will allow Sok to better yoordinate amongst Sokrselves, and 
to yommkniyate with hospital administration.”

A loaded pakse passed before uhora ePtended a hand. “Healer Agna 7espana has agreed 
to step kp as okr Balanye team leader.”

Gaspare started a polite roknd of applakse, and the older healers Ioined in before the 
new. Rttore left his arms yrossed, standing at the bay; of the grokp. Agna tried not to see 
him.

“Than; Sok.” Time and spaye had beyome strange and slipperS, and what she planned 
to saS threatened to slither okt of her head. The other healers seemed miles awaS, thokgh 
Agna stood nearlS shoklder to shoklder with Ckbina. “z ;now that AyademS healers are 
yapable of great things. z hope to help everSone to ayhieve their highest potential. Than; 
Sok.” 8ay;ing anSwhere to sit down, she merelS stepped bay;.

“RPykse me.” The voiye rang okt in Yessinian. Agna reyogniKed it before she loo;ed 
kp. The tall, prematkrelS graS-haired healer raised two jngers in the air, the AyademS 
yonvention for a dissenting point, whiyh of yokrse the administrators wokld not reyog-
niKe. TheS didn’t even spea; Yessinian. And Rttore’s grasp of Oaveran was sha;S at best, 
even after being stationed here for the last few Sears.

Agna glanyed between Rttore and uhora, feeling yompelled to interpret now that she 
was skpposedlS the leader of the grokp. “Healer Rttore has a Fkestion,” she told them in 
Oaveran.

“Go ahead, Healer,” uhora said.
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“uhe’s in okr Sear.”
Deeling the administrators’ eSes on her, Agna translated, “1S yolleagke saSs that z 

gradkated from the AyademS the same Sear he did.” uhe ;new what he implied, bkt she 
left the statement as spo;en. 8et him spell it okt.

“?okld Sok please ylarifS Sokr Fkestion for ks, Healerq” the hospital head said. Agna 
repeated it in Yessinian, too fkrioks to ma;e eSe yontayt with her former ylassmate. uhe’d 
staSed in this yokntrS, at this hospital, of her own free will after her original yontrayt 
ePpired. Rttore spent all his time whining abokt going bay; to the AyademS. uhe’d bokght 
a hokse and started kp a bksiness, while he barelS bothered to learn the langkage. uhe’d 
made kglS deals with her familS and damaged her friendship with the person who meant 
the most to her in the world, all for the right to staS here and bkild her own life. uhe 
deserved this. Rttore Lrkti was lky;S she wasn’t yarrSing anSthing that yokld be laknyhed 
at his head.

“?hat gives her the right to be in yhargeq 7oesn’t anSone see thisq Wok fokr have been 
here longer than she has.” He lashed a hand toward the older healers.

Agna’s Iaw had loy;ed, so Gaspare o6ered an interpretation. “Healer Rttore as;ed whS 
Healer Agna was yhosen, okt of all of ks. znylkding those of ks who have senioritS.” His 
voiye was pleasantlS nektral. uhora okght to have made him team leader, Agna thokght 
bitterlS.

uhora replied, “Cest asskred we have made this deyision based on manS faytors, and 
believe Healer Agna to be a worthS yandidate.”

Agna gamelS translated, ;eeping her voiye xat.
Rttore grkmbled something that Agna yokldn’t yatyh, ylearlS not meant for the whole 

grokp to hear. YePt to him, Dklvia sipped her tea.
“zf we might move onq” Yo one else spo;e kp. The yaptain addressed the new healers, 

tkrning the fkll forye of his yharm on them. “?e’ve syhedkled time for all of Sok to meet 
with Agna and address Sokr needs in settling in. ?elyome to the team.”

TheS said than; Sok, showing o6 the Oaveran theS’d learned at the AyademS, and then 
the administrators left.

“?hat Ikst happenedq”
“This is the stkpidest0”
“Lrkti, shkt kp.”
“8oo;, everSbodS0”
“0teayher’s pet0”
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“TheS’re okr bosses, not okr teayhers, Sok dolt.”
“RverSbodS shkt kpD”
The Soknger healers froKe at Agna’s raised voiye. Agna sighed. zt wasn’t skpposed to 

happen li;e this. “Rttore, if Sok have a problem, go jle a yomplaint. RverSbodS else0” 
her arm sweep too; in the older healers besides herself and Rttore 0 “than;s for Sokr 
time. z’ve got to meet with the new ;ids.”

“RPykse me, we aren’t ;ids,” one of them retorted. “?e’re gradkates.”
“Wok are to ks.” TheS yokldn’t kse Rttore’s ePykse abokt senioritS. Rven so, he’d 

tarnished the akthoritS she’d had for all of three minktes.
All bkt one of the older healers dispersed. Rttore left withokt a word. The others 

o6ered yongratklations or wished her good lky;. Dklvia remained with her ykp of tea, idlS 
twirling the end of her braid aroknd her jngers. uhe was syhedkled for this shift, so she 
had everS right to kse the brea; room. Agna hoped against hope she wokldn’t yomment. 
Dklvia and Rttore were best friends, and Dklvia had never met a taytfkl bokndarS she 
yokldn’t breeKe past. zt wokldn’t be personal, and she wokldn’t hold the argkment against 
Agna 0 probablS. zt wokld onlS ma;e Agna loo; bad in front of her new yharges.

Cemembering the jrst aw;ward meetings of some of her ylkbs at the AyademS, Agna 
had the new reyrkits introdkye themselves bS name and hometown. Two of them, Alme 
and Eriana, had grown kp together in CegkliN that ePplained the sokthern Yessinian 
ayyent Agna had heard in Eriana’s answer earlier. The third new healer, Lalogero, was 
from 1krio 0 Agna’s own hometown, and the home of the AyademS. Agna notiyed 
that Alme ksed the li form in Yessinian, instead of the masykline le or feminine la. The 
onlS other fayt Agna yokld glean was that Eriana seemed to have some Dkroni anyestrS, 
li;e Ckbina and Giada. Lalogero and Alme were native Yessinians li;e Agna herself, 
pale-s;inned and dar;-haired. 

“z’m going on shift,” Dklvia said. “This is boring.” uhe tossed bay; the last of her tea.
“A-all right, z’ll yatyh kp with Sok later,” Agna stammered, and Dklvia left.
Attempting to brea; the iye, Agna as;ed the new healers abokt their speyialties and 

hobbies. GradkallS, theS all relaPed a little, thokgh Agna had to prompt Lalogero to 
spea; a few timesN otherwise the two friends from Cegkli tended to go o6 on their own 
tangents. uhe learned that Eriana had been jrst soprano in the AyademS’s yhoral ylkb, 
Alme enIoSed drawing in their spare time, and Lalogero was fokrth okt of siP siblings 
and had grown kp not far from Agna in an estate at the northern edge of 1krio. All three 
had ta;en a few semesters of Oaveran at the AyademS, at the behest of their ayademiy 
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advisors. ApparentlS it was seen as a ksefkl langkage for assignment playements these daSs. 
Lalogero had met the other two in those ylasses, thokgh theS weren’t ylose. Eriana and 
Alme seemed to have ;ept to themselves dkring the long trip from YessinS.

Yow, however, theS were on the same team. ?ith their help, the seven ykrrent healers 
wokld have more opportknities to introdkye their healing art to the people of ?ildern. 
Balanye healers from the AyademS were less well-;nown than Tkfarian priests in this part 
of the world. There were so manS wrongheaded ideas abokt what theS yokld do, whS 
theS were here, what theS believed. TheS had to ;eep showing kp, daS after daS, kntil the 
Oaverans believed that theS belonged there.

All of those yonyerns laS in the fktkre. Cight now, Agna fayed three Sokng gradkates 
who had spent wee;s on a ship and in yarriages to get to this oktpost, seeminglS at the 
edge of nowhere. uhe had to do her best to lead them and to help them yome to love her 
yhosen home.

zn the spirit of yamaraderie, she o6ered to ta;e them okt to lknyh. TheS had Fkestions 
abokt the yitS, abokt where to jnd hoksing, abokt everSthing she had forgotten she’d 
learned. Agna led the trio okt into the street. uhe almost envied them, ;nowing all theS 
had ahead of them.



Agna: Healer’s Fences

A gna knocked on the front door of Wei Cabinetry as Keifon tried the next door over, 
which had a diamond-shaped window set into it. There were no name plates on 

the side door, and no clues whether it belonged to the carpenters or to the tailor’s shop 
next to it.

The diamond-paned door swung open, revealing Whalen the woodcarver. The slight 
Kaveran seemed unru“ed. H”ey.?

H”i,? Keifon said. HAre we earlyN?
HIot especially.? ”e reached around to thump the shop door. 
HS tried that one,? Agna said.
H”e’s in there. Iot listening, apparently.? After three more thumps, a movement in 

the back of the shop resolved into a tall jgure, hurrying past the sales desk toward the 
door. The shop door opened on Tai the cabinetmaker, dressed in a leather apron over a 
shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Agna told herself it was too dark on the doorstep to see 
her Oush.

Yhe and Keifon had bought some furniture from Tai and Whalen last year, when they’d 
jrst come to Wildern. Yhe’d had a chance to talk to Tai for a little while, and she’d managed 
not to say anything completely asinine yet. The two of them were around Agna and 
Keifon’s age, and their shop was Lust a short walk up the road. Ence she’d come back from 
Iessiny, she and Keifon had received an invitation to come over and play cards. And so 
tonight, she stared up at a truly distracting Ranweian carpenter as her arm ached from 
carrying a picnic basket.

HAw, hey.? Tai rubbed the back of his head. HWere you waiting longN?
HBong enough for me to hear the knocking from upstairs,? Whalen said.
HYorry. S was sweeping up. Come on in.?
Agna hung back, letting Keifon follow Tai into the shop. Whalen held the door, so 

Agna walked behind Keifon as the woodcarver brought up the rear.



Y.1. 2Ez12TYEI:;

The shop was dimly lit by the sunset through the front windows and a lamp at the back 
of the shop, turning the showroom into a maFe of shadows and angular wooden forms. 
The cabinetmaker led the visitors between the bureaus and bookshelves and past a low, 
swinging gate into the workshop. Agna’s shoes kicked up scu's of sawdust as jne and 
Ou'y as snow. Sts sharp scent jlled the shop.

Tai pulled o' the apron as he walked and slung it over a workbench. zeyond the 
half-built shells of a set of cabinets, the shop opened up into a gathering area. A round 
kitchen table stood in the center of the room, and a pump and sink took up the far corner. 
True to Tai’s word, the Ooorboards were swept clean here.

Agna headed for the counter next to the sink to unload her basket. As she did so, 
Whalen opened a door into the courtyard behind the shop and propped it open with a 
wedge of wood. Yeeing Agna’s line of sight, he waved an arm. H”elps with the air Oow. St 
gets stu'y in here.?

HS see.? Yhe folded back the towels covering the basket and laid out the food she and 
Keifon had packed at homeP baked chicken, cut up in piecesU golden bread rolls, sprinkled 
with poppy seedsU a bowl full of lightly steamed vegetables, sweet pea pods and spring 
carrotsU and oatcakes with honey.

Keifon set down the Lug of cold tea next to the spread and leaned toward her, lowering 
his voice. HSf you’re uncomfortable, we don’t have to stay.?

Yhe kept her gaFe nailed to the basket, refolding the towel and straightening the already 
even corners. St would be easy to come up with lies. I’m not nervous. Snstead she muttered, 
HThanks.?

”e turned away to Loin the two carpenters. 2eluctantly, Agna accepted that she had 
nothing left with which to jdget, and followed him.

HAll right, then.? Tai stood, beaming, between two of the chairs. H1verybody get some 
food and we’ll decide on some games.?

Agna lined up between Keifon and Whalen and chattered about the menu and stole a 
few bites of vegetables. The back of the workroom was coFy, with the sawdust scent in the 
air and the neat arrays of tools hanging on pegs on the walls. Agna had hoped to get out 
of the house more often, and Tai and Whalen had been kind enough to host. St might be 
all right, as long as she didn’t say or do anything stupid.

HYo.? Tai held up a drumstick like a conductor’s baton, once they’d all settled around 
the table. H3armer’s 3encesN YevensN 2ound the CapeN?

HWe know sevens,? Agna said. HWe used to play it on the road.?
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HTakes a while,? Tai said. HWhich is jne.?
HWorks for me.? Keifon took a sip of tea from one of Tai and Whalen’s tin mugs.
As Tai bit into his jrst piece of chicken, Whalen shu“ed the cards. H”ow have the 

two of you been, latelyN?
HWell, Agna got a promotion at the hospital.?
Yhe glared at her roommate, who calmly took another drink. Iow would be a good 

time for some air OowU she felt ready to catch jre. As Tai and Whalen congratulated 
her, Agna tore a roll in half, then in 5uarters.The rolls had looked delicious when 
Keifon had pulled them out of the oven, and now this one seemed as appetiFing as a 
wad of cotton.

HWe got some more healers from Iessiny,? she said. H”ospital management want-
ed, you know, a team leader. To make schedules, help them get situated.?

HYounds like a big responsibility,? Tai said. Hzest of luck.?
”e hardly knew her. Yhe ran back over his comments in her mind as she jnally ate 

a bite of the roll. St was delicious, after all. And she couldn’t jnd a hint of malice in 
anything Tai had said.

Yhe’d begun to form an opinion about Tai, and it didn’t bode well. Alarmingly 
nice to look at. Alarmingly nice to her. Yhe knew where this ended. St ended in I 
didn’t want to say something and ruin our friendship. St ended in embarrassing herself.

HS’ll do my best, that’s all.? Yhe noted with relief that Whalen had begun to deal 
the cards. ”er appetite roared back in like a dam had burst. Yhe’d destroyed this roll 
too thoroughly to butter it, so she ate it piece by piece as she inspected her hand. 
Yevens was a slow game, as Tai had notedU a player often had to build up her strategy 
over a doFen draws. 

HYo you are staying in town permanently, it sounds likeN? Whalen laid down a card 
in the center of the table.

Agna glanced up. 2ight. HS hope to, if all goes well. At least for a long while. S’ve 
gotten attached to this city. And it lets Kei live closer to his daughter.?

Whalen’s eyebrows rose as the group’s focus shifted o' her and toward Keifon. 
Chastened, Agna set down her cards and took a bite of chicken. Yhe’d forgotten how 
much they didn’t know.

HYhe lives with my ex-wife in Ceien,? Keifon said. HCompared to when we were 
traveling, it should be much easier to visit. Yhe’sM? ”e hesitated, and Agna looked 
up. ”e kept his eyes on his cards. HIot mine anymore. zut S can visit.?
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HSs that one of those old-country things, like...? Tai gestured vaguely with his cards. 
HRou’re not part of the family anymore, so on and so forthN?

Agna read the tension in her best friend’s shoulders, in the snap as he laid a card 
face-down. HRes.?

HThat’s too bad,? Tai said. HAt least you don’t have to worry about those things here.?
zefore Keifon could respond, Whalen jnally asked for Keifon’s daughter’s name, 

and they digressed onto less controversial 5uestions. Ef course Whalen and Tai seemed 
charmed by Keifon’s obvious pride in his daughter. Agna wiped her hands and resumed 
studying her cards.

HAnd so you two are...N? Tai said it lightly, despite the trailing-o' that had become 
Agna’s least favorite thing to hear.

They both said HIo,? their voices overlapping. St was Agna’s turn, and so she focused 
on her hand, her jngers gripping the fan of cards. Yhe let Keifon answer.

HIot in that sense,? he said, and Agna fought against the impulse to hide her face 
behind her cards. Yhe laid down the weakest card in her hand and let both game and 
conversation slide to Keifon.

HWe’ve decided to live together for the companionship, as it seems you have,? he said. 
HWhich S think is more common here than in Ranwei, isn’t itN? ”e put down a card.

They moved on to comparing social norms between Ranwei and Kavera, and Keifon 
asked Tai how long he’d lived here, and they never passed that way again.

HYo how about you, AgnaN?
Yhe nearly dropped her cards, and collapsed them into a stack before fanning them 

out again. Yhe couldn’t look at the carpenter, sitting one seat over, paying her so much 
attention. HResN?

HWas anything in Kavera a shock to get used toN?
Yhu“ing her cards as though they might reveal an answer in their se5uence, she cast 

about for something to say. HS come from a region of Iessiny that’s deeply entwined with 
the Church of the Givine zalance, so S’m not used to seeing so many Churches of the 
3our. Though that’s common even in other parts of Iessiny.?

Tai shu“ed his cards in his hand and asked, HRou’re a member of the zalance churchN?
HActually, no,? she said. As Whalen drew a card, Agna considered getting another roll. 

Would it look awkwardN
Tai pushed his chair back. Ytanding, he seemed gigantic. HCan S get anyone anythingN 

AgnaN?
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HEh, uh...? Yhe set her cards down and closed her jsts. Tai waited for her answer. 
Yhe sneaked a glance at Keifon. 1ntire paragraphs came through in his sidewise look 
and the bend of his arm as he took a drink.

H...Another roll, please.?
Tai brought the butter, too, so she wouldn’t have to get up. ”e reached for a card 

as he sat down.
Yhe thanked him. Caybe the air Oow would be better if she crawled under the table.
Whalen asked her about the Church of the zalance, which she admitted she knew 

mostly secondhand. Yhe’d read some of their central text out of curiosity and a bit of 
teenage pretension, not much more than she’d read about the Church of the 3our in 
a class back at the Academy.

Tai picked up a card. HWhere you studied to be a healerN? 
HRes, they had all sorts of classes. We had our healers’ studies, and then we were 

supposed to round out the rest with whatever we wanted. S took a lot of Kaveran. 
Ebviously.? The Kaveran she’d memoriFed in those classes seemed strange and stilted. 
What time is it? Where is the market? How much for two of these? Ytill, it had gotten 
her here. HAnd, you know, history and economics and-and things.? St felt as though 
she’d been talking for hours. Yhe laid a card face-down and picked a replacement.

HRou are clearly the smartest person here,? Tai said, with a kind laugh in his voice. 
Agna felt her voice sharpening. HS was lucky enough to have the money for formal 

schooling. That’s all.?
HYorry,? Tai said. HGidn’t mean any harm. Yo who else wants some of those cakesN? 
H”old on. Yeven.? Whalen laid his hand across the table. Tai tossed his cards down 

to fold, Keifon bid for a closed reveal M risking that Agna would beat his hand M 
and Agna laid down her jve-and-wild hand. Yo Whalen had this hand, and Keifon 
came in second. 

They pushed all of their cards into the center, and Tai got up to fetch the cake. 
Agna gathered the cards to shu“e them, needing something to do with her hands. 
Keifon was, it seemed, happy enough to talk to Whalen for a while. The two of them 
discussed their strategy, on the surface. zut she also saw the way Keifon focused on 
him, the playfulness around the edges of his 5uestions. Yhe saw how Whalen’s arch 
personality started to thaw as he answered.

St had been a long time since she’d watched Keifon pour on the charm. Yhe had no 
right to feel annoyed, she reminded herself as she bridged the cards.
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Whalen didn’t 5uite watch Keifon as he spoke. HAre you two going to the 2esurrection 
festivalN?

Agna felt her roommate’s eyes on her, and could nearly taste the answer he wanted 
to give. They’d celebrated the summer festivals together every year since they’d become 
friends. Yhe’d avoided talking about it till now, letting her work schedule speak for her. St 
was a coward’s move. Yhe shu“ed the cards again. HSf S can, around work.?

Keifon drew a breath through his nose and did not address her comment. H”ow about 
you twoN?

Whalen’s smile was rather charming, when he chose to employ it. HTurns out we’ve got 
a booth. 3riend of ours with a pottery studio had to pull out, and o'ered us her spot.?

Keifon and Agna congratulated the carpenters as Tai passed around the oatcakes. They 
began another hand. Yhe didn’t notice Keifon looking her way again. Caybe it was her 
imagination, or her guilty conscience. Eame strategy was simpler than...this. Yhe’d direct 
her attention to that instead, and hope her luck didn’t run out. 



Keifon: Love Letters

“A nd what do you intend to do about it?”

Keifon’s counselor had watched him with his gnvers laced oper the front of 
his dee. blue .riest’s robesT ,here was no disa..ropal in his poicek and Keifon’s head Nnew 
that securinv the .riest’s a..ropal wasn’t the .ointT zo matter what his heart searched 
forT

After freejinv for a secondk Keifon had clenched his Iaw and looNed away and mutteredk 
“F’pe made my feelinvs clearT Ft’s u. to Avna to answer for hersT”

“,ruek” Sather ,ufari had saidT “Htillk your actions and reactions are always your ownT”
Keifon thouvht about this nowT ,here were choices he could maNeT xe could asN 

her for answersT xe could walN away and vipe her s.ace to come to a decisionT Fnsteadk 
unable to focus on the medical teMtbooN o.en in his la.k he rubbed the ears of the vray cat 
slee.inv on the couch neMt to himT Hhadow seemed immune to the tension in the roomT 
qeanwhilek Keifon’s best friend stormed around her writinv nooN with a letter clenched 
in her hand and did notk as he’d ho.edk talN about the unanswered Wuestions hanvinv 
between themT

“Yhat is it? Oour family? —rD” xe left the Wuestion o.enk not wantinv to imavine 
what else it could beT

“qarcoT Uoinv his D doinv the thinv he has to doT EvhT” Hhe shoped the .ave in 
his directionk close enouvh that Keifon could see the Rowinv blacN zessinian scri.tT Hhe 
meant for him to taNe itT

Sather ,ufari would hape said that he made it more com.licated than it needed to beT 
Htri. away the oddities of their meetinv and their lipinv arranvementk looN .ast the .ripate 
IoNes and the heartfelt conpersationsk and the reality was sim.leT Avna was intellivent and 
ambitious and Nind andk howeper technicallyk married to someone elseT ,hat fact meant 
diBerent thinvs to diBerent .eo.lek in diBerent culturesk in diBerent times of their lipesT 
xe didn’t Nnow what it meant to herT xe wasn’t sure she NnewT
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“F can’t read thatk” Keifon s.utteredT “Ft’s .ripateT”
“Ft’s full of lies anywayk” she saidk and sla..ed the .ave onto the end table neMt 

to himT ,he water in his vlass Wuiperedk s.linterinv the lam.livht’s reRection into 
shardsT “Huit yourselfT xe sent a .aintinvk tooT F hapen’t epen o.ened the thinvT Ft’s 
downstairsT F don’t hape time for thisT”

Hhe eMited toward the bathroomT Keifon heard the door latch as he stared at 
the letter from her husbandk his gnvers tivhteninv on his booNT A Wueasy tendril 
of curiosity unfolded in his stomachT xe was des.erate to Nnow more about this 
mysterious family friendk no matter how bloodless and businessliNe Avna said their 
arranvement had beenT ,his qarco was four months dee. into an honor he couldn’t 
.ossibly a..reciatek and Keifon needed reasons not to resent himT

:esidesk Avna wanted him to read itT Ft had been her ideak hadn’t it?
Keifon slowly closed his booN oper its booNmarN and set it on the cushion neMt 

to HhadowT Ues.ite the warm nivht breeje throuvh the windowk Keifon’s body was 
a tanvle of heat and cold as he reached for the letterT

Dearest Agna,
It brings me such joy to know that, after so many exchanges of words, I may finally 

express what has grown, hidden in my heart, for so long. I never suspected my foolish 
epistolary infatuation would be spoken aloud, much less returned. But here we are, 
with no more secrets between us. Were it not for our necessary separation, for the sake 
of our respective careers, I would be inexpressibly happy. I yearn for your presence, my 
darling. Someday we shall be together again, and I dream of that day.

If I may turn now to more earthly matters, I have some good news about a business 
dealing which I mentioned in our last exchange of letters.  The statuary sale to the 
Mssrs. T—— has been completed, to great satisfaction on all sides…

,his was “the thinv qarco had to do”P ostentatiously .retendinv to lope herk to 
miss her in her absenceT —n a pisit homek Avna had been cornered by her father and 
this qarcok and to vet them out of some di9culty inpolpinv her father’s businessk 
she’d avreed to sivn a marriave contractT  Hhe’d come bacN to Kaperak  leapinv her 
family and her new husband in her homelandk to attend to her own lifeT

Hince thenk qarco sent Avna lope letters as .roof for his own snoo.invk noble 
relatipes that the union was not a mere business arranvementT 1pery timek it sent 
Avna into a s.ittinv wrathT
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Sivhtinv the urve to feed the letter into the lam.’s Ramek Keifon set it bacN on the tableT 
xe couldn’t epen .retend to study nowT Fnsteadk he reached for his nanbur and settled it 
on his NneeT xe had .icNed out a few notes by the time Avna returnedT ,here wasn’t time 
to talN about thisk anywayT Hhe’d be oB to worN soonk and he’d attem.t to vet some slee.T 
Yhen their shifts were out of .hasek this brief time was his only chance to see herT

As Avna turned toward the writinv tablek she tucNed a gne vold chain under the 
necNline of her healer’s robesT ,he marriave rinvs that sealed her arranvement with qarco 
hunv on itT Hhe didn’t wear them on her hands as other easterners didk and yet she neper 
.arted from themk eitherT

Keifon vape her a sym.athetic smileT “F’m sorry this has been so avvrapatinv for youT”
,he tension in her .osture easedT “,hanNsT F vuess he’s doinv what he has toT xe 

wouldn’t do it to taunt meT Ft’s Iust2” Hhe shruvvedk tiltinv her head in a vesture suv0
vestinv ambivuityT xer darN hairk vrown lonv nowk framed her .ale faceT

xe noddedT :efore the rinvsk before her Rivht bacN to her homelandk before his own 
badly timed realijationsk he would hape votten u. and reached for her handk or epen .ulled 
her into a comfortinv embraceT xe ran throuvh scales on his instrument insteadT

“Ye were startinv to be friendsk” she saidT “Qolleavuesk at leastT zow it’s s.oiledT” Hhe 
sivhedT “,he letters are all miMed u. with real news about the avencyk and F don’t want to 
miss that .artT”

“qmhmk” he saidT “Ft’s com.licatedT” xe didn’t hape an answerT Hhe wouldn’t eM.ect 
him to hape oneT 

xe wondered whether she wrote bacN falsely lopinv words to qarcoT Sather ,ufari 
would tell him to name the feelinvk to be honest about where it ledk and to walN another 
.athT

I’m jealous of someone who hears those words from her, even if they aren’t true. Not much 
of a mystery, Father.

A cart rattled .ast outsidek and his notes glled the airT Avna sat at the writinv table and 
o.ened her boM of stationery to bevin a letterT ,he cat sle.tT Ft mivht hape been a cojy 
sceneT

“F Nnow it’s not a vood timek” Keifon said WuietlyT “F’m not sure there is a vood timeT”
xis friend didn’t answer at grstJ from the corner of his eyek he watched her set her Wuill 

down and corN her inNwellT “F did .romise you thatT”
,he disa..ointment in her poice sent a ri..le of Wueasiness throuvh himT xe wasn’t 

.ressurinv herk was he? xe’d asNed in the hallk then she’d votten the .romotionk and he 
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hadn’t brouvht it u. avainT xe set his instrument aside and stee.led his gnvers between 
his NneesT “F’m worried we’ll neper talN about itT Kee. .uttinv it oBT”

Hhe didn’t turn around to looN at him yetT xer head bent oper her tableT “F’m sorryk 
KeiT F’pe always said you should gnd someone whoD”

“And maybe F willk but F wantD” xe rubbed his facek frustrated with his own im.a0
tienceT

Avna gnally turned in her seatT “Yhat do you want?”
“,o Nnow how you feelT Yhateper that ha..ens to beT” xe felt her watchinv himk and 

some .art of him dranN in her attentionT Ft wasn’t a persion of himself he ouvht to listen 
toT “And if you’re willinvTTT F want to build a life tovetherT”“Ye hape a lifeT” Hhe sounded 
disa..ointedT QonfusedT

Keifon ran a hand throuvh his hairT xe hadn’t meant to be so epasipeT “F don’t mean to 
say this isn’t enouvhT F lope what we hape hereT Ft’s meant more to meD” xe swallowed 
to Nee. from losinv control of his poiceT QalmT 8easonableT “Ft’s enouvhT And F’pe talNed 
about this with Sather ,ufari so many timesk that F’m ha..y with my life and still want 
moreT qaybe it doesn’t maNe senseT”

“Ft doesT” Hhe looNed away when he tried to meet her eyesk and twisted her gnvers 
tovetherT “zot the same way you mean D .robably D but F understandk you Nnowk beinv 
ha..y with thinvs as they arek and still ho.inv for somethinv elseT qaybeT Kind ofT”

xe crossed his arms to Wuell the im.ulse to lea. from his seatk and to contain the livhtk 
bubblinv feelinv in his middleT “…iNe what?”

xer vrimace suvvested that she’d ho.ed he wouldn’t asNT “F want to sto. ruininv epery 
chance F hape at lopeT D Amane,” she corrected hastilyT xer lanvuave’s word for romantic 
lopeT Yhen she said she loped him in zessiniank she said alaste. Fn Kaperank it mivht mean 
the diBerence between .assion and depotionT “F’d liNe to sto. beinv the world’s bivvest 
idiotT”

“AvnaT”
“Finek” she shot bacNk her poice tense as a bowstrinvT “F want2 to do thinvs diBerentlyk 

somedayT ,o not maNe mistaNes liNe F hape so farT”
xe could arvue with her all nivht about what constituted a mistaNek and who had been 

to blamek and whether any wronv had epen been doneT Ft wouldn’t hel.T Hhe didn’t hape 
timeT Hhe .robably wouldn’t listenk if she did hape timeT

“F thinN you can do thinvs diBerentlyk” he said at lastT “Ff you want toT F beliepe you canT 
2And F don’t see it as ruininv thinvsT :ut F don’t want to arvueT”
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Hhe thouvht for a momentk livhtly NicNinv her heel avainst the lev of her chairT “Anywayk 
F’m not sure F want amane in the grst .laceT Yastinv away and not slee.invk and all the 
tormentT”

Keifon felt the corner of his mouth lift des.ite himselfT Hhe’d talNed about this idea of 
lope as drama beforek about .oetry and vrand vestures and loud .ublic scenesT “F don’t 
NnowT F’pe tried a little of thatk and at this .oint in my lifek F Iust want somethinv WuietT”

“Euiet?”
“OeahT” ,he words were di9cult to formT ,oo much weivhtk too many hours with a 

dream Iust out of reachT “Fust2 buildinv a safe and meaninvful lifek and hapinv a .artner 
beside me as F do itT ,hat’s all F wantT …iNe F told youT” ,hat nivht he’d vone to bed 
worryinv about a repolution and woNen u. into a nivhtmareP Avna runninv from him 
into the nivhtT xe’d run out after herk and the rest was a blurk eMce.t that she’d come 
homeT xe’d told her eperythinv he could bear to tellT And the neMt morninvk she’d been 
in the Nitchenk home safeT

Avna crossed her arms across the chair bacN and leaned her head on themT “Ye were 
talNinv about us that nivhtk thouvhT”

xe cleared his throatT “2OeahT”
“:ut what about the rest? ,hat can’t be all you want out of a relationshi.T”
“Ft isn’tT” Hhe always chanved the subIect when it vlanced .ast attraction or desireT Ft 

wasn’t .ersonalk was it? Yould that be better or worse? xe .ushed another breath outT 
“Ff you aren’t interestedk then F can gnd someone for a nivhtk when F need toT”

“Ff I’m not interested?” Hhe lifted her headk her poice risinvT
“OesT F told youT” xe rubbed his foreheadT xe remembered the relief of hapinv her 

homek after the terror of almost losinv herT xe remembered holdinv her in the Nitchenk 
drinNinv broth with her by the greT xe thouvht he’d told her eperythinvT “Ff F could hape 
that Nind of .artnershi. with youk that’s what F’d chooseT :ut if you aren’t interestedk F’llk 
F’ll gnd someone who is interested for that .artk and Nee. what we hape tovetherT Ff that’s 
what we both wantT”

“Keik F2 F don’t understand what you’re suvvestinvT”
,he clo. of hoopes slowed to a sto. alonvside Avna’s art vallery downstairsk followed 

by the .eal of a bellP the nivht mail had arripedT
“F’ll vet itk” Keifon saidk risinv before she couldT ,he walN down to the vround lepel and 

bacN mivht burn oB a little bit of restlessnessT qaybe she’d understand by the time he vot 
bacNT
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xe vrabbed his Neys at the Nitchen doork headed down the stairs and .ushed his feet 
into his bootsT Hhould hape brouvht a lanternT ,oo late nowJ he wasn’t voinv bacN u.T 
,he door to the vallery stood neMt to their own in the courtyard behind the buildinvT 
xe unlocNed it and let himself in throuvh the bacN of the valleryT

Fn the darNened storeroomk Keifon .icNed his way throuvh the .iles of crates and 
canpas0wra..ed .icture framesT :eyond the storave room was the .ublic area of the 
valleryT ,herek the streetlam.s shone throuvh the windows clearly enouvh to livht 
his wayT —n the wallsk the darN rectanvles of the frames outlined the feathery blurs 
of Avna’s artworNT Ft still  made his chest feel warm to remember her drawinv by 
lam.livht in their tentk to remember his .ride when she o.ened the eMhibitT

,he nivht mail lay in a hea. below the slot in the side doorT Keifon scoo.ed it 
u. and sorted throuvh it as he retraced his ste.sT A few letters for Avnak surely less 
frauvht than the one she’d votten this afternoonT A reminder from the banN about 
the mortvave .aymentT A letter for him in the loo.inv handwritinv of his and Avna’s 
friend zellek addressed to his new nameP Keifon Laimeng, written in Kaperan orderT 
xe felt a little Iolt u.on seeinv itT Ft didn’t entirely feel liNe his ownk epen after gllinv 
out forms and sivninv letters with itT Ft belonved to his life herek thouvhk to the .erson 
he wanted to be in this countryT Ft would feel more comfortable in timeT

—ne letter was addressed in stiB Kaperan scri.tk  co.ied by rote from his own 
handwritinvT zachi’s neMt letterT ,hat would brivhten this frustratinv epeninvk at 
leastT

Keifon .inned the mail to his side with his elbow as he locNed the valleryT xe 
was almost too im.atient to taNe oB his boots before he climbed the stairs to the 
a.artmentT Fn the Nitchenk he slit the enpelo.e with his .ocNetNnife and left it on 
the table with the other mailT ,he larvek neat brushworN on the letter inside marched 
down the .ave with enthusiastic self0im.ortance as it told of the arripal of summerk 
new classesk a tri. to the museumT A child’s piew of the worldk slowly wideninvT xe 
marpeled that he vot to witness itk epen from afarT

After his dauvhter’s account of her life and Wuestions about his ownk the handwrit0
inv shranN into Keifon’s eM0wife’s denser scri.tT 1ri usually added a short .ostscri.t 
with conteMt or newsT ,his time D

xe must hape vas.ed aloudk because Avna stood in the doorwayT “Yhat is it?”
Keifon waped her ink readinv and rereadinv the end of the letterT As she a..roachedk 

he set the letter on to. of the other mail and braced his hands on either side of itT 
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“Hhe can pisitk” he saidk and swallowedT “1ri says D 1ri says zachi can pisit in the 
autumnT”

Avna vas.edT “—hk Keik that’s wonderfulT”
“Oeahk” he saidk half dreaminvT “Emk her vrandfather is cominv with herT 1ri’s fatherT 

xe’s mostly retired nowk and F vuess he’s voinv to fully retire soonT” xe rubbed his mouthk 
starinv down at the letterT Avna reached out to touch his armJ he focused on her and 
smiledT “Ft’s Nind of a shocNT”

“F’m ha..y for youT” Hhe left her hand in .laceT xe didn’t turn and huv herk as he once 
would hapeT Avna vape his arm a sWueeje and dro..ed her handT “Ft’ll be so much fun to 
show them around the cityT And they can see how well you’pe done for yourself hereT”

“qmnT” Keifon shuHed the .aves bacN into order and folded themT “Ft does show 
trust on their .artT And2” xe tilted his headk searchinv for the rivht wordsT “A Nind of 
levitimacyT Ft’s com.licatedT”

“Ft’s always com.licated with youT” Ft was an oldk weaN IoNeT qaybe she would neper 
fully understand the social strictures of his home countryk but in their day to day lipesk it 
didn’t matterT Avna tooN a ste. bacNT “Kee. me .ostedT”

“—f courseT”
,he com.lications didn’t stay away for lonvT 1ri’s family mivht acce.t that he had 

been vranted a doctor’s a..renticeshi.k that in this country his lacN of medical family 
bacNvround didn’t matterT ,hey mivht acce.t that he’d made somethinv vood of his 
life herek that he had built somethinv he could taNe .ride inT xe was less sure they’d 
understand why he liped with a foreivner to whom he wasn’t marriedT

At least they had months to worN it outT ,he mountains had only recently leafed out 
into their full summer vreenT Autumn was im.ossibly far awayT Avna stoo.ed to .icN u. 
her shoulder bav and told him voodbyeT xe’d gvure it out in timeT



Keifon: The Resurrection

S he knew this holiday was important to him. They’d talked about it the grst time 
they’d spent it tovether. She mivht be aOoidinv him on purpose. cr maybe she 

Iouldn’t manave to Ihanve her sIhedule. cr maybe she needed time to think. ft wasn’t 
Hair to hold it avainst her.

She’d leHt while he slept and wrote a note on the slate in the kitIhen. Have a good time. 
Ae had to take it at HaIe Oalue.

K year had passed sinIe DeiHon grst Iame to serOiIes at the Waranite IhurIh in ,ildernG 
and yet he’d returned only a Hew times sinIe. The parishioners who streamed into the 
IhurIh at the edve oH the woods were all stranvers.

Ae Hell in line and gled between the statues oH the vod armed with sword and shield. 
ft didn’t make him a bad Hollower. Ae led his liHe aIIordinv to Warano’s prinIiples as 
well as he IouldG and prayed to the Preat zroteItor eOery day. Ae’d wanted a plaIe in the 
IommunityG thouvh. Ae’d wanted to reIovniJe people he passed on the streetG to help 
with piIniIs and HestiOalsG to be a part oH somethinv bivver than himselH.

The sIent oH inIense glled the air as DeiHon approaIhed the altar and laid down his 
oBerinv in its wrappinv oH Irimson and white Iloth. Ae made the vod’s sivnG silently said 
a brieH prayerG and stepped away to let the other worshippers take their turn.

Ae’d Hound a plaIeG in a way. Nust not here. DeiHon nodded to the aIolytes in their red 
robes and Hound a seat on a benIh. ;etween his work at the hospital and helpinv DeiOa’s 
Iamp by the IanalG he’d bevun to build... somethinv. Ae wasn’t sure what it would be in 
the endG but the Houndation Helt rivht. cthers had shown him kindnessG aIIepted his helpG 
inOited him in. Eo doubt the Waranites here would haOe done the sameG thouvh DeiHon 
was no lonver sure he needed them to do so.

The armored priests raised their hands and bevan the prayers oH triumph. Some oH 
the parishioners Ihanted alonvL some did notG prayinv silently or watIhinv the priests or 
tryinv to Iorral their gdvetinv Ihildren.
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NustiIe and order and peaIeG the rule oH law and the deHense oH the deHenseless F DeiHon 
had onIe pledved what was leHt oH his liHe to uphold Warano’s ideals. ,hen the Waranite 
priests had pulled him out oH the snowG he’d had nothinv but the breath in his body 
and a musiIal instrument he’d vuarded beyond all reason. Eow he had so muIh moreG 
materially and spiritually. zeople he Iared about. Thinvs he wanted to do. SinIe thenG the 
sIraps and Hravments oH a liHe had been patIhed tovether into somethinv he Iould Iall his 
own. Ae owed all oH it to those priests.

Knd yetG the inspiration behind this new patIhwork liHe was no lonver Warano’s sword 
or eOen a shield. Ae studied to beIome a doItorG whiIh would traditionally make him one 
oH TuHar’s Iountless studentsG and yet that didn’t Heel :uite rivht.

Ks the priests and parishioners sanv the praises oH the Preat zroteItorG DeiHon Hormed 
a prayer oH his own. With Your mercy, please let me find and cherish and protect the people 
I love.

The answer had been there all alonvG and under the banners and steel he gnally Helt a 
sense oH aIIeptanIe. The xour eaIh had their own domainG and tovether They watIhed 
oOer humanity. Warano may haOe pulled him out oH the darkG but now the dreams and 
needs that Ialled him alivned more with anotherj to Iare and IonneItG to brinv people 
tovether and loOe themG whateOer that meant under the IirIumstanIesG with all his heart.

Thank You for everything I have been given while I tried to serve Your justice. I will praise 
Your holy name all my days. And now I think I will walk Lundra’s path.

ft mivht not be the answer. Ae didn’t haOe answersG only hunIhes. ft Helt rivhtG and it 
was enouvh. Ae let the sound oH the OoiIes around him gll his headG and knew he was 
aliOe.

AalHway down the hillG DeiHon paused under a shade tree. xrom hereG he Iould see the 
Iorner oH the Hairvround. K rumble oH OoiIes and distant musiI reaIhed up the hill. ft 
seemed wronv to vo without KvnaG to e?perienIe somethinv he’d loOed to do with her. 
Knd yet he was his own personG too. Ae Iould en6oy it alone. Ee?t yearG they’d vo to the 
HestiOal tovether. ,hat would their liOes be a year Hrom now- ,ould there be anythinv 
leHt F

Eo. Ae liHted a hand to the smooth bark oH the tree as an anIhorinv point. ft would do 
no vood to assume the worst. zerhaps their Hriendship would deteriorateG and they would 
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be stranvers by ne?t year’s HestiOal. zerhaps thinvs would shiHtG she’d take her time to think 
and Iome baIk with the answer he lonved HorL they Iould vo to ne?t year’s HestiOal hand 
in hand. Rither wayG they would both vo on. This in“betweenG this suspended state would 
not last indegnitely. The two oH them would keep vrowinv and Ihanvinv.

The thouvht settled him enouvh to Iontinue down the hill. zerhaps he’d listen to the 
IonIerts Hor a while. Ae’d walk around the HestiOal and gnd somethinv Hor lunIhG then sit 
and listen to the musiIians.

K steady stream oH people and Iarts !owed with him down the hill. ”ore Iarts and 
wavons paIked the road alonvside the Hairvround and the pasture on its other side. K strinv 
oH HabriI pennants deIorated the Hairvround’s HenIeG their tips !utterinv in the breeJe. 
DeiHon :uiIkened his paIe into the Hairvrounds.

Eear the entranIeG workers Horked out straw Hrom the baIk oH a horse“drawn Iart to 
IoOer the muddy path. The wet sprinv hadn’t dampened the HestiOal’s spirits. Ks he passedG 
DeiHon watIhed a vroup oH Ihildren darinv one another to 6ump Hrom the HenIe oOer a 
bovvy patIh. Their shouts Iut throuvh the murmur oH adult OoiIes and the drums and 
!utes in the distanIe.

The grst row oH stalls belonved to loIal artisans and shopsG sellinv a proHusion oH voodsj 
potteryG summer IlothesG Hruits and Oevetables. DeiHon stopped to vreet the merIhants he 
knew.

YAeyC7
Ae looked up Hrom the iron pans he had been browsinv. Tai waOed Hrom the ne?t stall. 

DeiHon took in the rest oH the stallj ,halen’s nodG the other two workers lounvinv behind 
themG and the wooden sivnG painted in DaOeran and 8anweianG hanvinv Hrom the Hront 
post. Now Hiring: Woodworkers, Delivery, Counter.

DeiHon put down the pan with a :uiIk apolovy to the blaIksmith’s apprentiIe and 
Irossed to ,ei 9abinetry’s booth. YAey. 8our booth looks niIe.7 

YThanksG7 Tai said. Y;est we Iould do on short notiIe.7 Ae spread his armsG showinv 
oB the display. The Hour workers were surrounded by IabinetsL in HrontG a small table held 
an array oH bowlsG ladlesG IarOed bo?esG and other wooden voods. 

YAow are sales voinv-7
Yzretty voodG7 Tai said. Y,e moOed a Ihest oH drawers and a bunIh oH kitIhen stuB.7
YKnd vot a Hew leads on staB.7 ,halen liHted a sheaH oH papers pinned to a writinv 

board.
YThat’s vreat. Pood luIk on both Hronts.7
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YAeyG you want to walk around a while-7 Tai smaIked ,halen’s elbow with the 
baIk oH his hand. YUes and ;ori Ian IoOer Hor us. ,hat do you say-7

The staB oH ,ei 9abinetry IonHerred Hor a minuteL Tai’s other staB sent them on 
their way eaverlyG Iomplaininv about the Iramped :uarters. Tai promised to buy them 
lunIh.

ft Helt vood not to be alone. Kll oH a suddenG DeiHon lonved to huv Tai and ,halen. 
Eo doubt that would be IonHusinv. So he only basked in their Iompany as the three 
oH them walked alonv the row oH booths. ft seemed Tai and ,halen hadn’t looked 
around the Hair muIh yetG and so they took their time too.

ROentually the path turned a IornerG and the shop stalls vaOe way to Hood stalls. The 
smells piled up on one anotherG makinv DeiHon’s stomaIh vrumble. True to his wordG 
Tai Hound a stall Hrom a HaOorite pub and ordered lunIh and beer Hor his workers. 
DeiHon and ,halen wandered around the other stalls as Tai headed baIk to deliOer it.

,halen s:uinted up at the sun. YSo how haOe you been sinIe f saw you last-7
Y”mn. Kll rivht. ,ent to the UesurreItion serOiIes this morninv. f’Oe vot a Hew 

more hours beHore f start work. That’s about all.7
YSerOiIesG7 ,halen saidG leaninv halHway into a :uestion.
Y8eahG f’m a Waranite. cr...7 DeiHon reIonsidered his re!e?iOe answer. YAaOe beenG 

Hor a lonv time. f think it’s shiHtinv. Still haOe to think about it Hor a while.7 This wasn’t 
the IonOersation he’d wanted to haOe. Eot todayG not yet. YAow haOe you been-7

The woodIarOer waOed a bare arm baIk toward the stall. YPettinv ready Hor this 
thinv. Seems to be worth the eBortG at least.7

Yf hope it will be.7 DeiHon saw Tai returninvG halH a head oOer many oH the other 
HestiOal patrons. YAaOe you had a booth here beHore-7

YEoG this is the grst time. Sales are upG thouvh. ,e’re startinv to vet orders Hrom 
merIhants who made the trip Hrom 9eien. Seems like a vood time to seiJe the oppor“
tunityG as lonv as we Ian gnd more help. Rlsewise it’ll be a lonvG baIklovved summer.7

DeiHon watIhed ,halen look out aIross the Irowded HairvroundG and Hound him“
selH wonderinv iH it mivht be worth makinv an approaIh someday. Eo way to know 
iH ,halen returned his vrowinv interestL not with ,halen’s vuarded demeanor. Ae’d 
6ust haOe to ask when the moment was rivht.

Somethinv about ,halen was too HamiliarG Ihiminv a Ihord in him that had runv 
wronvG not lonv avo. Knd yet behind his dryness and his sometimes Iuttinv humorG 
,halen didn’t seem to hold the same well oH bitter anver as DeiHon’s last partner. There 
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were walls between themG to be sureG but DeiHon wondered iH the vates mivht open iH he 
asked.

Too muIh time had passed to Iomment on the state oH the shopG and DeiHon hoped 
,halen wouldn’t notiIe. Ae Ileared his throat. Y,hat are you thinkinvG Hor lunIh- f had 
the noodles Hrom that plaIe oOer there last year.7

They batted around inIonse:uential talk until Tai returnedG then Hanned out to wait 
in separate lines Hor their Hood. DeiHon bouvht some mountain trout baked in a pastry 
wrapper. The booth was operated by a restaurant on the east side oH town that he hadn’t 
Oisited yet. Ae’d haOe to see whether Kvna would be interested. fH she had time.

The three oH them ambled alonv the row oH stalls. Tai had bouvht two IhiIken skewers 
and a muv oH aleG and vestured with one or the other as he talked. ,halen had opted Hor 
the noodle standG and deHtly put away noodles and Oevetables while walkinv. Ae insisted 
they didn’t haOe to stop Hor himG thouvh DeiHon asked them to wait when they reaIhed 
the Iorner so he Iould gnish eatinv. Ae wanted to look at the ne?t stretIh oH stalls more 
Ilosely.

Klonv the ne?t side oH the HairvroundG booths had been set up by loIal theaters and 
Ilubs and IhurIhesG seekinv partiIipation instead oH Ioin. K sinver Hrom a theater stood 
on a Irate to serenade the IrowdG drowninv out the more distant musiI Hrom the o0Iial 
HestiOal stave. The weaOers’ vuild Iurtained their stall in samples oH their workL the brivht 
Iolors and muted shades waOed slowly in the breeJe. The TuHarian priests handed out 
lea!ets in the straw“IoOered pathwayG inOitinv passersby to their newly built IhurIh.

Ks the trio driHted alonvG ,halen nodded to a Hew oH the people at the tables. zeople 
stopped Tai to vreet him eOery Hew stepsG whether in the booths or alonv the path. DeiHon 
saw no one he knewG beIause most oH the other apprentiIes at the hospital would be 
workinv or at home asleepG and DeiOa’s people would aOoid the Hair to keep Hrom beinv 
hounded by the poliIe. Knd Kvna was workinv. That was all he hadG aHter a year.

;etween one stall and the ne?tG he tried to shake oB the thouvht. 8esG he’d poured his 
time and eBort into vettinv settledG into his Hriendship with Kvna. Those were the IhoiIes 
he’d made in his grst year in ,ildern. This was not a permanent state oH aBairs. Ae Iould 
make more IonneItionsG like this new Hriendship with Tai and ,halen. Ae Iould build 
upon what he’d bevun.

Kt the ne?t boothG xather TuHari raised a hand. DeiHon dipped his head and vlanIed 
aroundL three more 'undran priests in blue robes sat in a halH“IirIle behind a small table. 
cn the table they’d set out a IolleItion bo? and a sivnj Rebuild the Church of the Mother of 
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All. DeiHon made 'undra’s sivn and then reaIhed Hor his money bav. Ae Helt Tai loominv 
oOer his shoulderG and the Iarpenter’s Ioins Ilinked into the bo? with his own.

Yf’d loOe to 6oin your IhurIh when it’s builtG7 DeiHon saidG tryinv to inIlude the other 
priests in his Iomment. Yf’Oe been a Waranite Hor a lonv timeG butH7 Ae trailed oBG unsure 
how to e?plain without unloadinv eOerythinv in his heart.

YThe vods Iall us at diBerent times in our liOesG7 said one oH the younver priestsG a 
DaOeran woman about DeiHon’s ave. Yzerhaps the 'ady Ialls you now.7

Y8es. Thank you. f’m humbled to Heel IalledG7 he said. Yfs there anythinv f Ian do to 
help-7 K third priest passed him a sivn“up board. Ae added his name and address with 
the penIil tied to it with twine. 

YThe 'ady welIomes youG7 his Iounselor said.
Ks he and his Hriends walked awayG DeiHon wondered where the 'undrans mivht build 

their IhurIh. ,hat it mivht look like. fH he stayed in this IityG he’d e?perienIe some 
important days there. xunerals. 9ongrmations. H,eddinvs. Aad he vrown up at all sinIe 
he was a loOesiIk teenaver-

Yf was 6ust rememberinv my Iongrmation in the old 'undran IhurIhG7 Tai remarked 
as they walked. Y”y vrandparents made them do it all in 8anweian Hor them. Knd they’d 
already done it in DaOeran. The whole IeremonyC ft was torture Hor a seOen“year“old. ;ut 
now f’m twiIe a manG f vuess.7

YThat would e?plain a lotG7 ,halen said dryly.
Yf think it was a IompromiseG7 Tai went onG payinv no attention to ,halen’s 6est. 

Y;etween my parents and vrandparents. They’d do the Ieremony in 8anweian iH they let 
me do it at seOenG when all my DaOeran Hriends were haOinv theirsG and not wait till ten. 
Knd iH they didn’t start lookinv Hor partners Hor meG like they do baIk in the old Iountry.7

DeiHon made a nonIommittal noise. Their 8anweian“DaOeran Hriend had assimilated to 
that e?tentG then. Tai’s unattaIhed status did not esIape himG either.

Yf didn’t want a IeremonyG7 ,halen said. YAated beinv the Ienter oH attention. They 
Ihanved my name in the Oillave reIords and that was itG till f vot older.7

YchG so f had my seIond Ieremony on your behalHG thenG7 Tai said livhtly. Yft all eOens 
out.7

The three oH them gnished the third lev oH the Hairvround. K line oH vame stalls glled 
the side oH the Hairvround HaIinv the IityG baIked with the tiers oH rooHs IasIadinv up the 
hills and the more distant wooded mountains. Tai IheerHully inOited the other two to a 
Ihallenve.
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They wasted another gHteen minutes vood“naturedly arvuinv about whether their 
pree?istinv skills vaOe eaIh oH them an unHair adOantave at this vame or the otherG and 
whether this should be reItiged with elaborate indiOidual sIorinv.

ft turned out ,halen had a keen eye Hor darts. Knd he did not let the other two win. Tai 
attempted to e?plain how a dart was too similar to a IarOinv toolG reOiOinv the arvument 
Hor a seIond round.

5ltimately they put down their Iopper and played a Hew rounds oH throwinv wooden 
balls at staIks oH pins. Tai had a vood arm Hor thatG as well as wieldinv hammers.

KHter the vamesG Tai and ,halen headed baIk toward their booth. ;eHore they returned 
to their postsG DeiHon indulved his impulse and huvved eaIh oH them Hor a seIond. Tai 
huvved him baIk surprisinvly hard. ,halen lauvhed.

DeiHon Iarried the vlow baIk down the row oH boothsG lookinv Hor a souOenir Hor Kvna. 
Ae didn’t haOe toL she wouldn’t e?peIt anythinv. 

Kt one oH the booths he bouvht all the potted !owers he Iould IarryG enouvh to gll the 
window bo? in her room. Ae’d plant them Hor her this aHternoonG so she wouldn’t haOe 
to take time out Hor it. Then he headed toward the HestiOal stave with the heaOy Irate in 
his arms. Ae’d listen to the musiIians and wonder about the rest oH the summerG the rest 
oH the year.
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