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Part One: Agna: The 
Transfer

“N ame and alitaot,np siea?e”W

htog a cianre ao gev ovaAeitnc r,msant,np ucna ?oessed ks o, oge 
de?.D “ucna Fe?sanap oge geaievD yv,m oge urademf ,B oge FtAtne -aianrep ,vtcI
tnaiifD ’xm geve o, eVoend mf r,novaroD u ieooev Bv,m oge bevoai wa?e ?g,kid gaAe 
avvtAed wf n,TDW

Yge riev.p knsevokvwed wf anf am,kno ,B gtnotncp ?ranned d,Tn oge iedcev ,n 
gev de?.D “Ge?D G,kv ia?o a??tcnmeno Ta? ,n oge C,iden KavaAan”W

“Ygaox? vtcgoDW ’o ?otii  ?eemed ?ovance ogao oge ravaAan gad m,Aed ,n Ttog,ko 
ogemD y,v oT, feav?p ?ge and —etB,n gad ovaAeied Ttog oge r,msanf ,B mevrgano? 
and ovade?se,siep ?eootnc ks ogetv ritntr ao eAevf Atiiace and rv,??v,ad? ogef sa??edp 
oveaotnc eAevf,ne Tg, rame ogetv Taf j ucna Ttog gev enevcf geaitncp —etB,n Ttog 
gt? SeidImedtrx? ovatntncD und n,T ?,me,ne ei?e T,kid gaAe ween gtved o, oa.e ogetv 
siarep sar.tnc ogetv wei,nctnc? ,no, a Tac,n weoTeen ?o,s?p oveaotnc ogetv saoteno?p 
ovadtnc …,.e? Ttog ogetv Bvtend?p ?tootnc av,knd oge w,nSve tn oge eAentnc?D :ge and 
—etB,n gad Baiien tno, a vgfogm o,ceogevp and n,T to wei,nced o, ?,me,ne ei?eD N,T 
ogetv itAe? T,kid rgance acatnp tn ogt? rgtiif rtofx? m,knoatn atvD

“undqW Yge riev. i,,.ed ks ao oge ,ogev avvtAai and dtssed gev senD
KaveBkiif kn?g,kidevtnc gt? ikoe ra?ep ucnax? ovaAeitnc r,msant,n ?oessed ksM a 

man a BeT feav? ,idev ogan ucna and n,o mkrg oaiievp Ttog ?.tn oge r,i,v ,B ?knito 
amwev and dav.p raim efe?D Yge GanTetan vgfogm? ,B gt? A,tre dtd n,o ,w?rkve gt? 
rieavp og,kcg Ekteop r,mmand ,B oge —aAevan ianckaceD “—etB,n oge Redtrp maxamD 
GanTetan Naot,nai uvmfDW

Yge riev. made ?,me n,oe? ,n oge iedcev and vesiared gev Ektii  tn to? g,idevD 
“heir,me o, htidevnp aceno?DW
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“Ygan. f,kpW ogef rg,vk?edD ucna Beio a oenoaotAe wvk?g acatn?o gev gandp and ?ge 
T,knd gev Sncev? ogv,kcg —etB,nx?D Ygef gad avvtAedp aBoev Tee.? ,n oge v,adp aBoev oge 
feav? weB,ve ogaoD ’o ?eemed o,, ?tmsieD :gexd meo Ttog oge -eneA,ieno ;nt,n ao oge end 
,B gev oT,Ifeav r,novarop and o,id ogem ogao ?ge T,kid ?oaf ,n tn?oead ,B c,tnc g,me o, 
Ne??tnfD Ygefxd ogan.ed gev B,v gev ?evAtre and ?atd ogao ?ge T,kid we ,B k?e tn htidevn 
a? a geaievD Ygef gadnxo ovted o, oai. gev ,ko ,B toD

UB r,kv?ep ?ge gadnxo c,ooen ieooev? war. Bv,m gev Bamtif feoD Ygefxd gaAe sienof o, ?af 
aw,ko ogt?D -ko ?ge gad made oge dert?t,n o, oa.e gev itBe d,Tn ogt? saog j vaogevp ?ge 
and —etB,n gad dertded o,ceogev o, B,ii,T savaiiei saog?D und geve ogef TeveD Ygao Ta? aii 
to o,,.D :gexd ?tnciegandedif rganced gev itBep …k?o it.e ogaoD und gev deave?o Bvtendp Tg, 
gad weckn ogt? o,kv a? a ?ovancevp T,kid we Ttog gev aii ai,ncD :ge gad eAevf r,nSdenre 
ogao ?ge T,kid ?krre??Bkiif ,sen oge Sv?o avo caiievf tn htidevnp wko to T,kidnxo r,me 
tmmedtaoeifp and ?ge Ta? ciad o, gaAe a Bvtend we?tde gev a? ?ge ?eo ,koD

ucna ?gvkcced ao oge ?ovas? ,B gev war.sar.p Tgtrg ?eemed geaAtev ogan eAevD “G,k 
gaAe v,,m? gevep vtcgo” he Teve o,idqW

“u BeTp fe?pW oge riev. vesitedD “J,T i,nc d, f,k need o, ?oaf”W
“htog anf ikr.p …k?o a ntcgo ,v oT,D ’ gaAe a Bvtend itntnc ks ?,me g,k?tnc B,v k?DW :ge 

van ogv,kcg gev menoai rger.it?oL ?gexd need o, ieo 'aeot .n,T ogao ogefxd avvtAedD :gexd 
?eno ieooev? o, oge htidevntan gt?o,vtan BveEkenoif ?tnre gev dert?t,n o, ovf and ,sen an avo 
caiievf tn oge rtofD 'aeot gad okvned gev eVarotnc aooenot,n o,Tavd Sndtnc a c,,d i,raot,n 
B,v ogetv …,tno AenokveD :gexd ween ,n oge i,,.,ko B,v feav?p and arr,vdtnc o, gev ieooev?p 
?ge gad B,knd a c,,d i,raot,n Tgeve ucna r,kid itAe ,n ?toeD :gexd de?rvtwed to tn gev 
ieooev?p and ucna Ta? eacev o, ?ee to tn sev?,nD

Yge riev. wi,ooed gev sacep dt?ovarotnc ucna Bv,m gev dveam? ,B oge neT caiievfD “htii 
f,k need ,ne v,,m ,v oT,”W

—etB,nx? gand dv,ssed aTafp and ucna cianred ao gtm o, Snd gtm wik?gtnc and ?oavtnc 
ao oge edce ,B oge riev.x? de?.D :ge v,iied gev efe?D Yge riev. meano n,ogtnc wf top n,o ogao 
to eAen maooevedD “’B ogevex? v,,m o, ?eo ks a r,op ,ne t? SneD ’ gaoe o, oa.e oT, v,,m? tB 
f,k d,nxo gaAe o,, manf o, ?oavo TtogD ’ meanp Te ?oafed tn a itooie oeno B,v oT, feav?p Te 
ran oa.e ?maii Ekavoev? …k?o SneD —etp t? ogao aii vtcgo Ttog f,k”W

Je ?gtBoed gt? war.sar. ?ovas?D “;gp feagDW
Yge riev. sikr.ed ?,me .ef? Bv,m oge var. aooarged o, gev de?.D “’B to t?nxo ?klrtenop 

d, r,me war. and Texii ceo f,k a ?er,nd v,,mDW :ge geid ,ko a satv ,B dkii tv,n .ef? o, 
ucnap Tg, caAe ,ne o, —etB,nD “;s og,?e ?oatv? ogeve ,n oge ieBop d,Tn oge gaiip ia?o d,,v 
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,n oge vtcgoD Yge waogv,,m t? arv,?? oge gaiiD Une ,B k? Ttii aiTaf? we ao ogt? ?oaot,n 
tB f,k need anfogtncDW

“Ygan. f,k Aevf mkrgDW ucna ?oeeved —etB,n o,Tavd ogetv vematntnc ikccacep 
stied neav oge d,,vD 3,adtnc gtm?eiB ks ?eemed o, dt?ovaro —etB,n Bv,m gt? emwavI
va??menop and ge cameif B,ii,Ted ucna ks oge ?Teestnc T,,den ?oatvra?e o, oge 
wair,nf ,Aevi,,.tnc oge aovtkmD ucna ?eo ,4 d,Tn oge gaiip  n,otnc oge d,,v? o, 
meeotnc v,,m? and itwvavte? arv,?? Bv,m oge cke?o v,,m?D u mkBed r,nAev?aot,n 
?eesed Bv,m kndev ,ne ,B oge cke?o v,,m d,,v?L ucna ?tBoed ,ko oge —aAevan ?seerg 
saooevnp wko n,ogtnc m,veD

:ge kni,r.ed oge ia?o d,,v and geaAed gev gaiB ,B oge ikccace ogv,kcgD ’n?tdep 
en,kcg ,vance ?kn?eo itcgo ?oveamed tn Bv,m oge Ttnd,T? o, tiikmtnaoe a ?sart,k? 
wko ?tmsie v,,mM oawiep rge?o ,B dvaTev?p r,krgp ?tncie wedD :ge ?eo d,Tn oge rge?o 
,B r,,.Tave Sv?op ogen oge B,ided r,o Bvamep and ogen ?gkr.ed ,4 oge war.sar. Bkii 
,B ri,oge? and w,,.?D —etB,n stied gt? ,Tn ikccace neVo o, gev?D

“Ygevex? a r,krgpW ge vemav.edp ?,kndtnc knr,nAtnredD “’xii ovf ogao ,ko Sv?oDW
“Cienof ,B otme o, T,v. ogao ,koD ’xd it.e o, Tvtoe a n,oe o, 'aeotp sko tn a veEke?o 

o, meeo Ttog oge ,lrtai? gevep ceo ?,me dtnnevp and oa.e a waogDW :ge ?Taooed —etB,n 
,n oge ?g,kidev B,v m,kogtnc oge ia?o savo Ttog gevD “Yge ia?o tnn Ta? a Tee. ac,D 
’xm n,o c,tnc o, ?af ogao f,k ?meiip wko ’xd ver,mmend to o,,DW

“’ Ttiip  ’  TtiiDW —etB,n ?oveorged gt? war.p wendtnc gt? ner. Bv,m ?tde o, ?tdeD 
“F,nxo .n,T tB ’xm ks B,v dtnnevp og,kcgDW

ucna geavd oge Baotcke tn gt? A,trep eAen weB,ve ge dv,ssed ,no, oge r,krg and 
otssed gt? gead acatn?o oge war.ve?oD ’B ge ?, mkrg a? ieBo ogt? v,,m o, oa.e a waog 
weB,ve Baiitnc a?ieesp to T,kid we a ?kvsvt?eD “:kto f,kv?eiBD ’B f,k d,nxo Tano o, c,p 
’xii wvtnc f,k ?,meogtncD ’xd g,sed o, meeo Ttog 'aeot vecavdie??p tB ?gex? aAatiawieDW

“’xm ?kve ?gexii we aAatiawie B,v f,kD ’o ?,knd? it.e ogt? t? a? wtc a deai B,v gev a? to 
t? B,v f,kDW Je faTnedp r,nSvmtnc ucnax? ?k?strt,n?D “JmD Rtnd tB ’ k?e oge waog 
Sv?o” ’xii ovf o, we d,ne wf oge otme f,kxve d,ne Ttog f,kv ieooevDW

“C, ageadDW
“Ygan.?DW Je .neio wf gt? war.sar. o, vtDe ogv,kcg toD  ucna Beorged gev ?oaI

ot,nevf .to Bv,m gev war.sar. and oge otndevw,V Bv,m oge iavdev rge?oD Yge iams 
Daved o, itBep and ucna okvned to d,Tn o, a ?,Bo ci,TD

:ge o,,. a ?eao ao oge oawie and knsar.ed gev sasev and tn. and sen?D —etB,n ?EkeeEed 
gev ?g,kidev ,n gt? Taf ,ko oge d,,vp ravvftnc an avmi,ad ,B ri,oge?D ucna B,knd 'aeotx? 
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addve?? tn gev n,oew,,. and addve??ed oge enAei,se Sv?op ovftnc o, vetn tn gev mtnd weB,ve 
?ge ?oavoed danrtnc av,knd oge v,,m tn cieeD

Dear Jaeti,
I hope all is well with you. Keifon and I have arrived in Wildern at last! We are staying 

at the Benevolent Union base. I’d love to meet you for dinner if you have the time. 
ucna veaitEed ogao ?ge gad ween ,ko o, dtnnev tn htidevn eVaroif ,nreD :ge vedtssed 

gev senD
— I trust you have some locations in mind, as I am not very familiar with the city yet. 

I’ll be at the base if you can meet me here. They can send for me from the front desk.
I look forward to seeing you again soon, and then embarking on the next step of the project!
Enthusiastically,
Agna.
:ge ?anded oge sacep ?eaied oge n,oe tn oge enAei,sep and skiied a Bve?g ?geeo ,B sasev 

Bv,m gev ?oaot,nevf .toD
To the Wildern base intake agent:
I would like to meet with you to negotiate the terms of my contract. I will be engaged in 

some business in town, but I hope to be available as soon as you are able to see me. I would 
also like to request a meeting for my friend, Keifon the Medic, who is renegotiating his own 
contract with the Yanweian National Army. Either of us can be contacted at 17 Sprucetree 
Street, Wildern. The property is currently vacant, but I plan to purchase it tomorrow.

Cordially,
Agna Despana
Caogevtnc w,og ieooev?p ?ge ieBo oge d,,v kni,r.ed B,v —etB,n a? ?ge TenoD YT, ogtnc? 

,4 gev it?oD NeVop a waog and dtnnevp and ogen ?,me mkrgIneeded ?ieesD -f ogenp gev mtnd 
mtcgo ?o,s wkEEtnc Ttog eVrtoemenoD RafweD



Keifon: The Expatriate

A gna’s pale-olive skin no longer seemed anemic and strange to Keifon, and the 
rhythm of her voice echoed in his head as though he’d heard it all his life. Every 

other Easterner he encountered — as infrequently as that happened, even now — 
had changed their categorization, likewise. They were not strangers, not alien, but 
like her.

She could still irritate him in splendid fashion. She’d come out with some arrogant 
pronouncements without provocation. And yet.  He’d watched her listen to the 
concerns of hundreds of patients along their travels. He’d played his nanbur in the 
evenings as he watched her draw beautiful illustrations of the herbs she’d collected. 
She’d studied his native language, even though it  didn’t come easily to her,  even 
though she had no use for it except to talk with him. She made him laugh when he’d 
thought all was lost — especially then. He’d confessed his greatest failures to her, 
the divorce and his drinking and the rejection by his clan. She had listened. She had 
hugged him and told him she was sorry he’d suNered.

Iow she had invited him to live in the same city where she would make her life. 
;t was dangerous to ask too much of her, to get too attached. She’d oblige, of course. 
She’d come to visit him, or let him visitU she’d listen to his worries and his joys and 
share her own. And eventually she’d see how weak he was, how terriRed he was of 
walking into this strange city alone.

Ontil he found a matchmaker who’d agree to set him up, his life would be a balance 
between the fear of being alone and the shame of harboring that fear. And above all that, 
he wanted to stay in touch with Agna. She’d always put up with camping grudgingly, 
doing what she had to do for the sake of their assignment. Keifon wanted to see how she’d 
bloom when she had space to put down roots. He wanted her to have a place to draw that 
was better appointed than a lap desk and an oil lamp. He wanted her to buy all of the 
books she wanted, no longer limited to what they could carry in their backpacks. He’d 
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known her only under restrictions, laden with inconveniences. He wanted to know her 
in her element.

Thud. ”Aagh?D
Keifon woke with a start. The walls were in the wrong places, too far apartU space 

stretched and warped. He didn’t know these walls, or the ceiling, too far away to touch. 
“ut he knew the voice.

”AgnaMD
”6w. ;t’s me. Lid you sleep wellMD
”Vmn — yeah.D He rubbed his eyes. Wast night — today — swam into focus. They’d 

come into town in the afternoon, after the long trip north from Jertal. This was the room 
in Fildern. He’d come back after his bath and fallen asleep on the couch. He sat up, 
ruYing his hair and yawning. ”How was your meetingMD

”6h, wonderful. Vind if ; light a lampM Sorry.D
”In, go ahead.D He winced and shielded his eyes as she struck a light on the table.
”;t was so exciting, you have no idea.D Agna bounced around the room, straightening 

their shoes by the door, pulling clothes from her backpack. ”'aeti put a bid on the building 
and made her part of the down payment, so we just have to go over tomorrow, put down 
my part, and sign the paperwork. ;t’s happening. ;t’s really happening.D She landed on 
the couch next to him and gripped his hands. ”Fe’re here, Kei. Fe made it.D

His smile turned into another yawn as he squeezed her hands. ”;’m happy for you two.D
”7or us? Cou and me. Cou just have to talk to the “enevolent Onion, and you’ll be on 

your way, too.D
He slipped out of her grip to stretch his shoulders. ”Hm, and Rnd somewhere to stay. 

; bet there’s a lot of—D
”FhatM Fith me, obviously.D
Keifon blinked.
A year ago, he would have argued with her. Even six months ago, a part of him would 

have convinced the rest of him that it was too good to be true, that he didn’t deserve such 
a kind friend. That voice still muttered somewhere, walled up behind a hundred sweet 
memories.

;t didn’t mean the same thing to her as it did to him, he reminded himself. Her 
country’s ways were diNerent from his own, and both were diNerent from the country in 
which they found themselves now. She’d mentioned that her mentor from the Academy 
had roomed with another friend in Jertal, as though that were a normal occurrence out-



THE HEAWEBSG H6VE 8

side an apprenticeship or the Army. He’d gathered over time that such things happened 
in Iessiny, where she’d grown up, and even here in Kavera. Coung people moved out 
from their parents’ homes without getting married, and sometimes formed temporary 
households of their own. They might stay together for months or years, until they got 
married to other people or could aNord their own space. ;t didn’t mean that they were 
engaged, or even interested in one another. @ertainly that wasn’t the case here.

He still dropped his gaze and blushed a little. ”Th-thank you. Cou’re sureMD
She nudged him, shoulder to shoulder. ”Always. Anywhere ; am, you’re welcome. Aot 

itMD
You don’t know that, the small, exiled voice warned. I might disappoint you.
Shut up.
He hugged her, hoping she wouldn’t notice the wetness in his eyes, knowing she 

wouldn’t think less of him if she did. ”Thank you so much. Cou’re always welcome with 
me, too.D

She squeezed him back, then rumpled his hair. ”; got you some food. Then you should 
get back to sleep. So should ;, if ; can.D “ut she echoed his yawn this time. ”Ergh. Stop 
that.D

”Heh. Sorry.D Keifon stood and stretched on his way to the table, where a pa-
per-wrapped package waited. He unwrapped it, and his hunger revived at the Rrst whiN. 
”Thank you, Agna.D

”Sure.D His friend shrugged. ”;’m going to get changed. “e right back.D
Fhile she was gone, he devoured the sandwich of sliced pork marinated in a mild herbal 

oil. He poured a glass of water from the ewer at the side of the room and drank it, then 
collapsed onto the couch, folding his hands over his stomach.

With me, obviously. She had such a way of seeing the fantastic as prosaic. Keifon smiled 
to himself. So — he let himself think it, now that he was alone — he had a place to stay. 
And it was with his dearest friend in the world. Iot a tent, moving from campsite to 
campsite — though in that temporary shelter, he had fumblingly forged his relationship 
with Agna. Iot a bunk in a barracks, not a snow-drifted doorwayU not his parents’ house, 
every board thick with sorrow and disappointed expectations. A new place, a fresh place, 
a corner of his own, where he was welcome, where he could stay.

She didn’t know how impossible it was, how important, how precious. He could try 
to make her see, but she would still shrug it oN. She would understand that it meant 
something to him, even if she didn’t quite see it herself. He would tell her how much it 
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meant to him, how much she’d given him. He would make it up to her if it took the rest 
of his life.

The door snicked open, and Agna slipped in, wearing her nightdress and dressing 
gown. She packed away her clothes and crossed her arms, looking between the couch and 
the bed. ”Are you sure you’re all right with the couchM Fe can still set up a cot.D

”Vmn, it’s Rne. ;t’s pretty comfortable.D To illustrate his point, he stretched out, 
pulling his blanket up.

”All right, if you say so.D She blew out the lampU he heard her pad over to the window. 
The curtain rings hissed against the rod as she pulled the drapes closed.

”Hey.D He reached out, not expecting to catch her in the dark. She stumbled into his 
arm. Her hand struck his shoulder, searching, and traced down his arm. Her Rngers curled 
into his grip.

”Fhat is itMD Her voice was hushed and sleepy. She’d hardly slept on the road, either, 
and it had caught up with her.

”; just — ; wanted to say thank you. 7or letting me stay with you.D
He couldn’t see her face, but he knew she was smiling. ”6f course. Alaste la.D
I love you like my own family. ;t was one of the Rrst sentences she’d taught him in her 

own language. Another impossible thing. She couldn’t see him smiling, either, but that 
didn’t stop him. ”Alaste le.D He could let go now. 7or now. Keifon tucked his hand under 
his pillow. ”Aood night.D

Agna’s hand found his head, stroked his hair, and went away. ”Aood night.D



Agna: The Wildern 
Museum

A  fevered commentary hummed under every sight and word and act as Agna fol-
lowed the historian and the banker up the hill. All of the patrons would walk this 

way, and stop in for tea here, and then see the front display windows… The banker picked 
through a key ring feathered with paper tags and unlocked the door.

The windows lining two sides of the front room had been papered over, —ltering the 
morning sunlight. The interior of the former dry-goods store J soon to be her gallery 
J glowed in the dusky light. ’aeti, the historian who was Agnazs partner in this venture, 
snee“ed three times and pulled a handkerchief from her pocket, groaning.

W”ezll clean up,K Yeifon said.
WDeah. This afternoon,K Agna added.
WIonzt mind me, RJK ’aeti snee“ed again, and —nally breathed through the handker-

chief to screen out the dust.
;eading from a xoor plan, the banker led them deeper into the room that would 

soon be their showcase gallery. WThis front room was the main shop xoor, of course! cold 
storage on the left here, down the stairs! dry storage on the right! oCce, kitchen, restroom 
and more dry storage in the back. Rtzs been scanned by our earthbreakers. The structural 
components are sound, no termite damage or settling. There were a few mouse holes in 
the cellar, but those have been —lled in.K

Traveling eHhibitsS EompetitionsS ”ine cellar for opening galasS And her own oCce. 
Oers and ’aetizs, anyway.

The banker unlocked a door with —lmy glass panes and led them into a little courtyard 
knee-deep in weeds. A peeling fence as high as Agnazs head hemmed it in on all sides. 
Turning, Agna saw a second door neHt to the —rst, which the banker unlocked. Bhe rolled 
up the xoor plan and slotted it into her shoulder bag. WThis way, please.K
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Agna, ’aeti, and Yeifon followed her up a narrow staircase, soon to be Agnazs front 
stairs, lit by two narrow windows. Rn the room at the top of the stairs, a sjuat iron stove 
huddled by the wall neHt to a water pump and stone sink. Eupboards and counters lined 
the other walls. The upstairs windows were not papered over, and dust motes swirled in 
the sunbeams as the four of them walked across the wood xoor.

The banker turned to wave around the room. WYitchen, as you can see. 1f course, you 
can convert it later if you like. The bath is through that door. Eommon room through 
here. Iown the hallway, there are four more rooms J the shopkeeperzs family lived up 
here, but you can convert that, too.K

Agna and Yeifon peeked into each of the rooms! each was dusty and empty. The 
right-side rooms were sunlit, facing the street. The left-side rooms were overshadowed by 
the building neHt door, but the windows let in enough light to see. ”hen they eHpanded, 
they could transition into a second eHhibit, or put the historical displays on the second 
xoor. Bomeday theyzd —ll this place to the rafters. Mor now…

WBoUK ’aeti asked, muLed by her handkerchief, when they returned to the kitchen.
Agna throttled her eHcitement down to a tiny bounce on her toes, but it burst through 

her voice. W”here do R signUK
Rn the absence of furniture, the banker spread out a mountain of paperwork along 

the kitchen counter. Agna checked the bank slip in her pocket for the do“enth time and 
stepped up to read. Yeifon opened a window for ’aeti, then ghosted through the rooms 
as ’aeti sipped the fresh air.

The banker answered each of Agnazs juestions, 'otting notes in a leather-bound book 
as Agna studied the terms. Thirty years. Bubtract the down payment, then divide the 
remainder over a span longer than her entire life so far. Bhe would be ’aetizs age when 
the terms were over, if they didnzt pay ahead of schedule, of course. The more they could 
raise from the community and their early backers, the faster they could open the gallery, 
and then the proceeds could pay into the mortgage as well as into new acjuisitions and 
personnel. Veanwhile, Agna would keep her contract with the 0enevolent 2nion and 
work as a healer to cover her own eHpenses and pay the mortgage. Bhe would work hard, 
and tap all of her reserves of patience and eHpertise and determination. ’aeti would pull 
in her —ve and a half decades of contacts in ”ildern. They would make this happen.

At the end of the document, there were blank lines and spaces, ready for signatures. 
Beeing her progress, the banker produced a stripped juill from her bag and slid the inkwell 
toward Agna. ’aeti sniLed her way away from the window.
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We, the undersigned, agree to…
”e, the undersigned, are going to open the —rst public art gallery in the city of ”ildern.
”e, the undersigned, are adults.
”e, the undersigned, are terri—ed.
Bhe remembered to call before dipping the pen. WYeiS Rtzs timeSK
Ois 'oy hit her like a wave as he rushed into the room, bearing her already light heart 

up. Oe waited beside ’aeti, reminding her with a soothing pat on the shoulder to keep 
breathing.

Agna signed the contract and stepped back. Yeifon hugged her so tightly that she 
thought they might both eHplode, as ’aeti took her turn to sign.

WR knew it. R knew it. Rzm so proud of you.K
WThank you,K Agna replied, with a sudden wobble in her voice. Bhe was in a new 

world, her head swimming with legal terms in her second language, and she had signed 
oB on her fate for the neHt thirty years. 0ut her dearest friend was with her, and his juiet 
voice and his embrace tied her to her past. This was not a new life! it was the continuation 
of her current life. 1ne grew into the other. And she would not step through the door 
alone.

WEongratulations,K the banker announced, and ’aeti applauded, her handkerchief 
xapping like a xag. Agna and Yeifon stepped apart, too eHcited to be embarrassed.

WBo J payment,K Agna said. Bhe pulled the bank slip from her pocket, nervous that 
her shaking hands would tear it as she unfolded it. Rt had traveled all the way from Certal 
with her, and she had touched its edges twenty times a day! it was a strange relief to —nally 
let it go. Bhe passed it to the banker, who nodded and studied the signatures. Yeifon sidled 
up to set a small cloth bag neHt to the bankerzs elbow. 

W”hatzs thatUK Agna poked it and heard a heavy, metallic clink.
WRt J it isnzt much. Rzm sorry. 0ut if youzre going to let me stay here, R want to 

contribute.K
Agna sighed. WRf you really want to…K
WR do.K
W”ell then, R appreciate it. Rzll be paying rent to the gallery while R live up here, so it 

will be easier with both of us together. Thank you.K Bhe slid the bag closer to the bankerzs 
pile of papers, and the banker opened it and spilled out the pile of coins to be counted. 
Agna turned to her friend. WRzll name a gallery after you.K

WActually…K ’aeti began.
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WJ’oking. ’oking. R know what a sponsorship goes forS Ionzt worry. A J hmm J 
a bench, then. 1r a shelf. ”elcome to the ;e'i Yeifon Bhelf of Oonor.K Oer xourish 
in the air made him smile.

Yeifon bowed, a solemn hand over his heart. WRzll visit it every day.K
WDouzd better.K Agna scooped up the empty bag and crushed it, —dgeting. WBtill… 

isnzt this going to set you backU R donzt want to get in the way of your plans, either.K
Oe shrugged, turning toward the open window, and leaned on his hands as he 

looked over the neighborsz yards. WA little. Vaybe. Rzd rather do this now than keep 
it. Rzm getting ahead of myself, after all. R donzt even have any prospects, let alone 
plans to get married. Bo Rzll save up for my house. And not be afraid of living in the 
meantime.K Oe rested his forehead against the window glass. Agna saw his smile. 
W”ezre here now. R donzt want to forget about now.K

Agna stepped up beside him to sjuee“e his shoulder, and held out the empty 
money bag. Wqow is good.K

The banker cleared her throat, and Agna and Yeifon turned. WR have ’aetizs down 
payment, your transfer, and this. Any other contributionsUK

Wqo, mazam.K Agna laced her —ngers together, willing herself to at least appear 
calm. 

The bankerzs pen xew across the pages. Rts plume stirred dust motes in the air. WAll 
right, then. Thatzs eleven percent of the total. 1ver the agreed time of thirty years, 
with taHes and fees… herezs the plan by year, if you would both sign, please.K

Agna and ’aeti each scanned the columns of numbers. They signed the lines, and 
the banker blotted the pages. Bhe swept the bank transfer and Yeifonzs coins into 
her bag, and left the galleryzs copies of the documents on the counter. WAnd wezre 
—nished.K

Agnazs whoop escaped at last. ’aeti chuckled between sniLes. Yeifon applauded. 
As they subsided, the banker detached four labeled keys from her formidable keyring 
and lined them up on the counter. WThank you for your business. Rf you need help or 
want to renegotiate, come and see me. Eood day.K Bhe whisked oB in the wake of their 
thanks, leaving the two founders of the ”ildern Vuseum and their —rst benefactor.

W”ell.K ’aetizs eyes were wet, which Agna suspected was not only from the dust. 
WR canzt tell you what an eHciting day this is. Oow long wezve waited for it.K

WRt couldnzt have happened without you,K Agna said. WTruly. This is a dream for 
me, too. R hope itzll be everything you were waiting for.K



TON ONAGN;B3 O1VN FF

WRzm sure it will.K ’aeti picked up one of the keys, nudging its mate closer to the other 
two. WThis is to the second xoor, R believe. Rf youzll be living here for a while, R wonzt need 
this yet.K

WAh. ;ight. Thank you.K Agna collected the remaining keys and slipped two into her 
pocket, labeled Front/Back and Upstairs.

WRzll be oB, then. Time to spread the word. Vobili“e the troops.K
WDes. ”ezll get this place cleaned up, donzt worry.K
’aeti dabbed her nose. WR appreciate it. Eood day, then.K
WEoodbye. Thank you.K
”hen the door at the bottom of the the stairs closed, Agna took a deep breath. ’aeti 

was an ejual partner in the whole undertaking, of course, and someday they would have 
steering committees and a board of directors. Mor now, this space, this dusty room and all 
of the dusty rooms up here, were hers J and Yeifonzs, as long as he needed to stay. Theirs 
and no one elsezs. They were answerable to no one, for this little piece of the world. Yeifon 
had inherited his parentsz ranch once, and although that time of his life had ended badly, 
perhaps he had felt this way then. Agna had never felt it before. Rt was like a gathering 
summer storm, like a —re on a winter night. Bhe felt free and eHposed, but she knew she 
was not alone.

Bhe uncurled her hand and held out the last brass key. WOere. This is yours.K
Yeifon took it, read the label J Upstairs J and saluted her, the key closed in his —st 

as he pressed it to his heart. WThank you.K



Agna: The District

A gna and Keifon returned to the Benevolent Union base to pick up their luggage 
and check out. They would be back soon enough, if all went well and the intake 

agent answered Agna’s note, but the departure still seemed important. They were no 
longer visitors, passing through town.

They piled their things in the apartment’s kitchen, at the top of the stairs. Agna found 
her paper and pens as Keifon opened the windows.

“I think there’s an attic, too,” he called from one of the rooms. “I can’t reach it, but 
there’s a — what d’you call it — a hatch in the ceiling back here.”

“Huh. We’ll check it out as soon as we can get a ladder or something.” She brushed 
the tip of her quill across her lips, then added “ladder” to “buckets, scrub brushes, mop.” 
Closing her eyes, she pictured Tane’s housekeeping closet at home. Soap. Wood polish. 
Vinegar.

Keifon returned to the kitchen; Agna dabbed at a spot on her cheek, and he wiped o? 
the smudge on his own. “Hm. So, upstairs …rst, or downP”

“WellM” She looked over the list. “I’d thought downstairs …rst. Oriorities. If it takes 
more than this afternoonM”

“I’m pretty sure it will.”
“Mthen we’re going to want a livable place to stay. We can rough it a little—” She 

grinned, and he returned it. “—but, you know, we’ll want to cook and have a place to 
sleep and everything.”

“Eakes sense. SoM we’ll need food …rst of all.”
“Cleaning supplies and food.”
“Hm. I can work on getting the pumps primed if you want to go out. Lr we can both 

go.”
“I have a lot on the list,” Agna said. And she didn’t know what she was missing, anyway. 

She set down her pen. “And, well, if I’m overlooking anything, maybe you’ll think of it.”
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Keifon didn’t betray a zicker of doubt, or disappointment in her sheltered cluex
lessness. He rubbed his hands together and dug into his backpack for a money bag. 
“All right, ready when you are.”

Agna snatched her list from the counter, folded it in quarters and stu?ed it in her 
pocket on top of a handful of coins. They’d probably have to wander a while to …nd 
the nearest stores. They’d have to learn what was where in the neighborhood. She 
couldn’t wait.

A few minutes later,  they stood outside the shuttered gallery,  looking in all 
directions. A tailor’s shop and a cooper were across the street, a papermaker’s was 
around the corner abutting their back courtyard, and on the other side was a stretch 
of houses. The city had solid construction, at least, compared to some of the villages 
Agna had seen during her travels. Almost all of them were made of wood, or wood 
and plaster with stone foundations; she couldn’t see any solid stone buildings from 
where she stood. The local style seemed to favor steeply pitched roofs, to shed snow 
— the less  she thought about snow, the better — and dark,  solid timbers with 
whitewashed plaster between them. It was an odd e?ect, compared to the sprawling 
rooftop gardens and stone stairways of her home city, but she could get used to it.

“I remember Faeti saying there was a good cluster of stores up the hill a ways,” 
Agna said, realiNing as she spoke that the whole of Sprucetree Street lay on a slant, 
and that the cross street did as well, angling toward the middle of town. “MLh.”

Keifon took a few steps up Sprucetree. “This way, maybeP We can always come 
back and try the other way. Rventually we’ll have to learn it all.”

“True.”
They set o? along Sprucetree Street, crossed the street that ran along the side of 

the gallery, and continued up the hill. Agna tried to note what shops were mi6ed in 
among the houses. Eost of the businesses announced their names on carved wooden 
signs hung from beams above their doors.

!irst, she and Keifon needed cleaning supplies, and for that they needed a dryxgoods 
store or a soapmaker’s. Would a dryxgoods store carry vinegarP It wasn’t dry, but it kept 
through the year like zour or dried beans would, and back home in jessiny, dryxgoods 
stores always sold pickled vegetables and olives out of enormous barrels of vinegar. She’d 
rarely accompanied Tane when she went grocery shopping; she preferred shopping for 
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books and clothes, and her mother disapproved of her tagging along with the housekeepx
er.

Keifon touched her elbow and pointed across the street, drawing her out of her memx
ories. Agna clapped. “A bookstoreD So closeD Loh, that’s dangerous.”

He chuckled. “So they can 7ust load up a wagon and roll it down the hill, thenP”
“8ep.” The thought of unpacking her small collection of books brought another 

realiNation. “After we get the place clean, we’ll need some furniture. Bookshelves, tables. 
Beds.”

“8eah. We can set up the cots for now, butM yeah.”
“Where to start.” She noted a carpenter’s sign ahead and pointed it out to Keifon. 

“1oom by room, or whatP I think we should get proper bedsteads …rst. And a table and 
chairs for the kitchen. We’ll use those every day.”

“Emn. The table for sure. I kind ofM hm. I wonder whether we should do the common 
rooms …rst. And your stu?. I don’t know how long I’ll be there, after all.”

“Well, in any case, you can move it to your new house someday, so it’s not going to be 
wasted.” They weren’t even moved in, and he was already halfway out the door. She’d 
have no idea where to start without him, which was aggravating. He wanted to leave; that 
was the whole reason he had come to Wildern, to get married and settle down on his own. 
She was being sel…sh, wanting to keep him. jeeding his help.

“Anyway,” she said, “we agree on the table, at least. Go we need anything else for the 
kitchenP”

He seemed to ponder this as they walked. “It would be nice to get a few more cooking 
utensils, now that we don’t have to carry them everywhere. A good frying pan, and a 
proper bread pan. A couple of pitchers and bowls for drinking water. So if we can …nd a 
tinsmith or a blacksmith or a potter, we can get some things like that.”

“1ight.” She hadn’t even considered blacksmiths. They didn’t have a horse and they 
didn’t need weapons, and she’d forgotten that blacksmiths would make iron implements 
of other kinds, cooking utensils and …re tongs and such. This was why she couldn’t be 
trusted to do this on her own.

“Thank you,” she said. “!or helping with this. Knowing what to do, and everything. 
8ou remember how I was when we …rst went out on the road.” Insu?erable. They had 
both been insu?erable. Beyond that, she’d been about as much use in camping as a 
newborn colt. “jot knowing how to take care of myself, I mean. WellM I’m a little better 
at housekeeping than camping, I guess. jot by much.”
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Keifon squeeNed her shoulder. His arm felt nice across her back. “I’m 7ust doing my 
best, too. I learned about camping in the Army, but I’m out of my depth here, too. To be 
honest, I’m nervous. That I’m going to botch this, that I won’t know what we need.”

She dodged a low branch of a tree that grew between the street and the wooden 
walkway. “8eah, but you’ve done all of this before. — Lh, here’s the street, I think.” They 
had come to an intersection with another street that ran zat along the side of the hill. !rom 
this vantage point, she could spot signs for a butcher’s shop and the dryxgoods store that 
had once occupied her new home. A greengrocer’s shop displayed its piles of spring greens 
and fresh beans in bins. “How about we take a walk along here and see what’s aroundP”

“Emn. 8eah, sounds good.” They rounded the corner past the greengrocer’s. Keifon 
walked with his hands in his pockets. “The thing isM when I got married and moved back 
into my parents’ house, everything was ready for us. Ey cousins had taken over when my 
parents died, and when I came of age, I 7ust stepped in. I never had to …gure things out or 
plan, 7ust try to follow their lead. Lf course, I was useless at that, too.”

Agna let the selfxdirected insult pass. She didn’t like to let him get away with it, but she 
had to focus on the problem at hand. “I didn’t realiNe. I’m sorry for assuming it was your 
responsibility to …gure things out.”

He was hard to hear over the rumble of cart wheels on the street. “I’m sorry I don’t have 
answers for you. I wish I could be of use to you.”

“8ou can.” She caught his elbow, and they swung to a stop between a pair of houses. 
“Fust — look. I’m only pretending to be a grownup here. So 7ust help me …gure it out. 
Talk it through with me. If we’re patient and we work together, we can make this work. 
I don’t really need you to have all the answers.” She watched his shirt front, unable to 
keep contact with his eyes. “I 7ust need you to be here. So we can work together, and be 
frustrated and confused. But not alone.”

Before she could register what was happening, he stepped forward and hugged her, in 
the middle of the street, in front of the entire city of Wildern. Agna refused to peek over 
his shoulder and see who had noticed. It mattered — if nothing else, he was looking for 
a new spouse, and it wouldn’t do to give people the wrong impression — but she chose 
not to think about anything other than hugging him back.

“Thank you so much.” His quiet voice by her ear rose goosebumps along her arms. “I 
know I can’t stay forever, I know this is 7ust for now, but it means a lot to me. Thank you.”

“8ou’re welcome. Always.” She rubbed his back and felt her own nerves calming. There 
were so many details to remember, to puNNle out. They’d …gure it out together.
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She gently pulled away, and he ran a hand through his hair as they parted. Agna 
gave him a soft collegial punch on the arm. “I 7ust thought of another thing. 'amps.”

“'ampsD 8eah. Lne lamp isn’t going to cut it anymore.”
They continued along the street. Ahead, Agna heard the clang of a blacksmith at 

work. Another supplier located. “jot with two bedrooms, nope.”
“Emn.” He watched the tra0c pass as they walked, carriages and delivery wagons 

loading and unloading goods and people in front of stores. “8ou know, I’veM I’ve 
never had a private room before. I’m not sure I want to take up one of your rooms 
now. I might 7ust stay in the living room, or something.”

“WhatP 1eallyP” His family hadn’t  been particularly wellxo?, had theyP She 
tended to forget that most families’ houses didn’t have as much space as her family’s 
estate.

“Emhm. Shared a room with my brother. Bunked with the other apprentices. 
3ot married, lived with Rri. Then the barracks.”

Between the last two he’d skipped a world of upheaval — his clan stripping him 
of his status, divorcing Rri, living on the street. It was oddly encouraging that he 
could skim past those parts of his life, as though they weren’t relevant.

“Lh,” he said, “then the tent, with you. Lf course.”
“Lf course,  how could I forget such palatial  accommodations.  And now our 

secondxzoor city hideaway.”
He was quiet for a few steps. “8eah.”
“Well, if you ever need company, I’m right down the hall. And I’m sure it will 

seem less strange over time. It’s lovely to have privacy every now and then.”
“8eahM yeah, I’ll get used to it.”
She let out the sour mouthful that had begun to ball up in her throat, wanting 

it to sound light and o?handed. “And before long I’m sure you’ll be married again. 
Unless you want to get a place of your own …rst, and see how that feels.”

“If you need me to,” he said.
“jo — no, that’s not what I meant. !orget I said that. We’re here now, and we’ll 

build our new home here. That’s all that matters right now.”
“M8eah.”
They passed a beggar sitting against the wall of the blacksmith’s shop, and Keifon 

stooped to add a few coins to his cup. Agna hovered a step away, unsure whether to 
say anything or to do the same. Before she could come to a decision, they moved on.
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Beyond the blacksmith’s shop and its blast of hot air, the street opened into a market 
square. Canvas booths and wooden kiosks ringed a statue of a man with an a6e over his 
shoulder. The carriage tra0c routed around the perimeter, leaving the center free for foot 
tra0c. Agna felt conspicuous, as was typical when she found herself in a Kaveran crowd. 
She was paler than anyone in this city, probably; people could see her coming and mark 
her as a foreigner a mile away. And no one could confuse Keifon for a native, either. The 
two of them stuck out everywhere they went. Well, if she meant to stay in Kavera, she’d 
have to get used to it.

To distract herself, she scanned the square. The nearest stall held stacks of newspapers, 
and a crier outside read the headlines between transactions.

“Loh, newspapers. I’d love to get a subscription once we get settled.” Her father had 
received two daily papers — one international edition, which Agna had pored over as 
soon as she’d learned to read, and the Criterion, from Eurio. There had also been a sheet 
of classi…ed advertisements and art industry news that had arrived weekly. !or a while, 
she’d gotten her own subscription in her mailbo6 in the student union. She’d en7oyed the 
thought of being connected and being a real artxindustry adult more than she’d en7oyed 
the tightlyxpacked, 7argonx…lled reality of reading it.

She stepped up to buy a paper from the crier for a few copper coins. It was a simple 
broadsheet, front and back, with local news and advertisements 7ammed in among opinx
ion columns and announcements. She folded it in quarters and slipped it into her pocket 
for later, ne6t to the shopping list.

They threaded between the clusters of shoppers to take in a full round of the market, 
debating what to cook for lunch or dinner, given their small collection of cooking imx
plements. Eidway through the circuit, the scent wafting from a food cart put an end to 
the lunch half of that discussion. Agna bought them each a porkxstu?ed pastry, and they 
shooed enough pigeons away to take a seat on a bench at the heels of the lumberman’s 
statue.

“I know it’s an indulgence,” she said, as he morosely eyed the wrapper of his pastry. 
“'et me indulge. It’s our …rst real day in town.”

“All rightM well, I saw a secondhand shop a ways back, on the way in. We can start there 
for lamps and cookware and things.”

Apart from books, Agna had never bought a secondhand ob7ect in her life — though, 
come to think of it, she didn’t know the provenance of the camping supplies she’d bought 
along their travels. Oerhaps she was assuming facts not in evidence.
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“3ood idea,” she said, took another bite, and left it at that.
Her life was already bound to be di?erent from her parents’, in so many ways 

that she’d get diNNy listing them all. There was no need to hew to some notion of 
respectability over such a small thing as secondhand cookware. In fact, if Keifon had 
better ideas about living within their means as they got established, she’d do well to 
learn from him. But she’d …ght for the occasional streetxcart lunch. 8ou had to take 
the easy way out at least some of the time.

As they ate, a young couple, each carrying an infant in a sling, stopped in front 
of them. Lne glanced their way, turned, and addressed them. “Lh, hello, are you 
new in townP Here to work in the hospitalP Lr the mountain roadP” Her Kaveran 
was overxenunciated and a little too loud, sending a hot zush into Agna’s face. She’d 
studied the language for si6 years, thank you, no need to speak to her like a toddler. 

Keifon answered before she could scrape together a civil answer. “Hello. We’re 
here to work at the hospital, yes. I’m Keifon, and this is my friend Agna. She’s a 
Balance healer. How old are theyP” He waved at the nearer baby, who stared raptly 
at them.

“Imara is nine months, and Lli is seven and a half months.” She laid a hand on 
the other child’s head as it nursed. The other mother cast a dark look toward the 
interlopers — as Agna suspected they were — but her mistrust was cracking under 
Keifon’s interest in the children. He got so gushy that it had won over 7ust about 
every parent who had set foot in their traveling clinic. Agna would let him work his 
magic. She had no clue about kids anyway.

“They’re adorable,” he said.
“Thank youD Go you have any of your ownP” She’d eased o? the tooxcrisp speakx

ingxtoxchildren voice, though her glance zicked between Keifon and Agna in a way 
that Agna could only read as nervous.

Keifon sailed on, undaunted. “A sevenxyearxold back in 8anwei, with her mother. 
I miss having little ones. Someday.”

“Are you staying in town longxtermP Eoving your family down, all of thatP”
“Lh — well — her mother and I are divorced, but Agna and I hope to stay, yes.” 

He gave Agna a “take over the story” nudge.
“I’m working to open a museum and art gallery, with a local historian. We’ve 7ust 

arrived, though. This is our …rst trip around the neighborhood.”
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The friendlier woman hiked her baby up in the sling, beaming. “Well, welcome 
thenD The Gistrict is lovely, and you’re here at the right time. It’ll really be something 
in a few more years.”

“Emxmm,” her wife said, tucking a shawl around her baby. “1emains to be seen. 
Rverything’s in zu6, and with all theseM new people coming in, the balance could 
tip either way. 8ou’d see it if you were born here, hon. It’s complicated.”

“!oreigners or not, it’s still nice to see new people coming in, as long as they’re 
hardxworking and not some gang of transients. There’s more to do here than there 
was when I got here, and that was 7ust a few years ago. I’m a teacher in the Benevx
olents’ school,” she added. “So I suppose we’re fellow agents, as well as neighbors. 
Tira is a weaver, her shop is over on Ashlawn.”

“Ah. We’ll  have to check it  out,”  Agna said.  “Is  that  shawl your workP It’s 
beautiful. Is it — oh, the name in Kaveran escapes me. The mountain goat wool.”

“Cashmere,” the weaver said. “It is. Thank you.”
Keifon slipped back into the conversation. “If I  may, actually — since you’re 

familiar with the area. We still have to furnish Agna’s new house. What’s the best 
place to get some a?ordable furnitureP”

The couple traded a look. “Hmm,” said the teacher. “Eari’sP”
“Highxend, if you want it,” the weaver said. “!or everyday, you’ll want R6ceptionx

al !urnishings. That street, this way.” She pointed along the direction of the statue’s 
gaNe, toward the hills. “A block and a half, toward Lldtown.”

Agna …6ed the directions in her memory. “Thank you very much.”
“8ou’re welcome. See you around.”
“See you,” Keifon said. “Thanks again.”
The couple continued their walk, bouncing the older child as it began to fuss. 

Agna watched Keifon as he watched them go, and took a smug bite of her pastry. 
“That’s your dream scenario, isn’t it.  Two babies at once. Starting o? with a big 
family right away.”

Keifon turned his  attention to his  lunch.  His  voice was low. “I’d need two 
surrogates. It would be e6pensive. Gi0cult. Lr a wife and a surrogate at once.”

At the mention of surrogates, an unsettled feeling washed through Agna’s midx
dle. She’d blundered right into it, of course, and now regretted it. Children were 
everywhere, and naturally they came from somewhere, but to tread near the business 
of their gestation felt like getting caught snooping in her parents’ room.
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Besides, it wasn’t as though having kids was a normal topic of conversation between 
peers. Children belonged to parents, not, well, regular people. Keifon already had a 
daughter, a fact she had enough trouble getting her head around, but he still didn’t seem 
like a parent. He didn’t have life …gured out yet. He insisted he wasn’t sure what they 
needed to get started in life. He’d had plenty of training and e6perience in medicine, and 
he would soon return to being an apprentice. He was still learning and growing — like 
her. That was why they could muddle through this together. To 7ump ahead to a future 
where he was already remarried and picking out surrogates was to leave herself alone, left 
behind.

“Well,” she said. “Rither way, make sure you choose well. Lr you’ll have to answer to 
me.”

He looked down at his halfx…nished lunch. “Emn. I’ll have to …nd a 'undran church. 
They would have matchmaking services. If they could …nd anyone willing.”

Hearing the doubt creep into his voice, Agna nudged him in the side. “Highest bidder, 
more like. Wildern’s mysterious new doctor. 8ou’ll be a hot commodity.”

“Apprentice. Hopefully.”
“Lne step at a time. 3et some furniture, chat up some married ladies, reputation 

spreadsM I don’t know how this works.” She …nished her pastry and crumpled the newsx
paper wrapping.

He chuckled thinly. “jot quite like that.”
Agna leaned back on the bench, crossing one knee over the other, and zu?ed out her 

skirts. As Keifon …nished his lunch, she watched the crowds. The Wildernian population 
seemed to be predominantly Kaveran, though she thought she spotted a 8anweian once 
or twice. It was late morning on a …ne spring day, and the farm stalls were doing brisk 
business in early greens and onion sprouts. She’d never been this far north at this time 
of year, but she had the impression that Kavera’s short growing season was even more 
pronounced here. She’d have to …nd out what people ate all winter.

“Hey. Have you ever preserved anythingP”
Keifon swallowed. “MWhatP”
Agna blinked, realiNing that the conte6t was solely in her head. “MLh. Um, for the 

winter. Farring up preserves and vegetables and things. Because you can’t grow all year 
round here.”

“Ah. I haven’t, personally. I’ve seen it done.”
“We’ll have to learn,” she said. “I’ll check the library.”
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“Emn. Sounds interesting. It’s another thing we can do with a real kitchen.”
“8ep.” Thinking about it chased away her strange, sick feeling. She could …nd some 

cookbooks at the library, or at a book shop. And if she wanted to make some 7am when 
strawberries were in season, it wasn’t an unreasonable indulgence, too heavy to carry on 
the road. They didn’t have to carry everything with them, rethinking every purchase based 
on weight and space. Sure, she’d have to devote most of her salary from the Benevolent 
Union contract toward her payments on the building and toward purchasing art, but she 
could have things for herself, too.

It felt ungrateful to feel so elated over leaving the caravan. She’d left behind a dear friend 
in jelle, the caravan herbalist, and she’d given up the opportunity to see the country and 
help scores of people. If the Union needed her here — and she saw no reason why they 
wouldn’t need a secondxorder Academyxtrained healer — then she could help people and 
still sleep in a real bed, the same one, every night. It was an attractive proposition after a 
year of sleeping in a folding cot, and before that, a year of sleeping on the ground.

As Keifon …nished his pastry, Agna 7umped up. “Want to check out this R6ceptional 
!urnishings placeP”

“Sure. It’s a lead, at least.”
They rounded the statue toward one of the streets that intersected with the square. 

“Lh, right,” Agna said. “After that, we’ll need sheets and mattresses and things. Ugh. 'et’s 
7ust keep camping.”

“That’s clearly the answer,” Keifon said dryly.
The street lying along the statue’s line of sight was lined with barrels planted with the 

stubby sprouts of ornamental plants. A teahouse faced a clothier, a few houses with tall 
windows followed, and then a shop with lathexturned woodwork around the windows 
and doors. Agna pushed open the door, triggering a bell.

“Be right with youD” The proprietor called, as he showed a set of chairs to a middlexaged 
couple.

“jo hurryD”
They meandered through a forest of tables and chairs, coat racks and headboards. The 

carpenter’s work seemed solidly built, with 7ust a little ornamentation on the …nials and 
feet, polished to a dark shine. Agna stroked the long line of a couch back. “We should look 
for a couch soon, too. Somewhere to sit by the …re.”

“Emmn. Oriorities, though.”
“8es, yes, all right. Well. Bed frames and kitchen table and chairs. AgreedP”
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“Agreed.”
She ducked past a thicket of coat racks. “I think a wardrobe is ne6t for me. I can live 

without bookcases for a while longer. Seeing as I only have a few books yet. An empty 
bookcase 7ust begs to be …lled.”

Keifon smiled to himself. “Someday, though.”
“8eah, someday I’ll get my books back from home, too. Till then I won’t tempt myself.” 

She eyed a disembodied headboard and footboard, leaning against the wall. “I wonder if 
they allow paying for things over time. That’s done, isn’t itP”

Keifon shrugged. “It’s something they do in 8anwei, anyway. 8ou try not to get yourself 
in debt, but if the shopkeeper knows your family, they’ll trust you to pay. I don’t know 
how they establish trust here.”

“Hey, the bank gave me a whole building, and I’m a shiftless foreigner. So that’s a good 
sign.” As the sentence left her mouth, she became aware of the proprietor hovering behind 
her. She whirled around. “3ood morningD”

“3ood morning. jew in town, are youP A new healer for the BenevolentsP”
“3ot it in one. We’re looking to buy a kitchen table and chairs, solid, not too showy, 

and two double bed frames.”
“Uh — one,” Keifon said.
“WhatP 8ou need one, too. Honestly, two doubles, sir.” She took Keifon’s elbow and 

turned him aside. “A double is 7ust a twoxperson bed, all right, if that’s what you’re upset 
about. It’s so much more comfortable.”

“I’m …ne with a cot,” he said.
“8ou absolutely are not. — R6cuse us, please.”
The furniture seller began to bustle away. “I’llM 7ust pick out some table samples, then, 

and show you when you’re ready. All rightP”
“Thank you. — So no,” she said to Keifon, “absolutely no. 'ook. 8ou buy it now, when 

you move, you take it with you. The end. Lne less thing to buy for your house someday. 
Gon’t make this complicated. We can a?ord this much. A little at a time. OrioritiNing. 
That’s all.”

He rested his hand on the polished ball on the end of a bedpost. “I 7ustM hm. All — all 
right.”

“Cut corners somewhere else. I am sleeping comfortably, blast it.”
He let out a voiceless laugh. “8ou know it might take them some time to build and 

deliver it.”
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“That’s …ne. As soon as possible, though, I want down comforters and bolsters 
and oh, now I 7ust want a nap.” Before he could slip out of this momentary lightness, 
she waved to the shopkeeper. He weaved through the maNe to meet her.

“See anything you likeP”
“8es, those two there, either one for me. KeiP”
“Um, they look …ne. How much are theyP”
She managed to keep him from zeeing the store as she discussed prices with the 

shopkeeper. In the end, they got a deal on a table, four chairs, and two bed frames, 
with delivery and assembly. They promised to come back for more, and scored a 
recommendation for a cabinetmaker for the wardrobe and bookshelves.

“So it is camping tonight,” Agna said, as the bell 7ingled behind them. “It sounds 
kind of fun, to be honest. Though we don’t have any …rewood. Hm. Another thing 
for the list.”

“I suspect …rewood is a?ordable around here, at least,” Keifon said. “With so much 
forest. I think I saw a stand in the market that sold …rewood.”

“8eah, me too. We’ll stop on the way back.” They rounded the corner, looping 
the long way away from the furniture store to see what they could of the city. This 
neighborhood held a lot of closely packed houses with shared walls and timbers across 
their facades. Eany of their windows were out…tted with windowbo6es, still barely 
green at this time of year.

“I feel like I should at least try some windowbo6es,” she remarked. “I’ll ask jelle 
what would grow up here.” Her herbalist friend from the caravan had traveled around 
the country all her life, and knew the geography and climate of every corner of Kavera.

“Emn,” Keifon said. “3ood idea. There are three sides of the house with sunny 
windows; that seems like a lot of potential.”

“It would look more homeyM well, to me, anyway. Eurio is full of rooftop gardens 
and trees in pots and all sorts. jot as many trees planted along the streets, so we green 
it up however we can. Besides, there isn’t an end to the growing season like you have 
here.”

“Eust be some place to have a garden.” Keifon tilted his face into the afternoon 
sun as they passed by a gap between two buildings.

“8ep. Ey sister would lose her mind in a climate like this, where everything dies o? 
every year. Lr she’d 7ust do e6periments all winter, and make things from dried herbs 
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like jelle does.” She shrugged. “Won’t have to, though. She and Rsi are settling down 
in Eurio when Rsi gets back from her assignment. So she’ll always have jessiny’s 
climate.”

“Hm.” He seemed about to speak, but kept his peace. Knowing him, it would 
have been something like life is unpredictable, you never thought you’d be shopping for 
furniture in a foreign country with your cranky Yanweian best friend, and here you are. 
And that was true, for the most part. But 'ina and Rsirel were the pole around which 
everyone else in their peer group navigated. They’d been childhood sweethearts, for 
goodness’ sake. They’d already been together for ten years, nearly half their lives. 'ife 
was not unpredictable for them. Something had to be stable in this world. 

These days, Agna knew where she’d be in a few years — though if someone had 
asked her on her graduation day where she’d be now, the answer would have been 
very di?erent. She’d have said she’d be back in jessiny, having 7ust returned from her 
assignment overseas, and starting as a 7unior agent in her father’s art agency.

“Are you all rightP” Keifon touched her elbow.
She shivered and tucked her hair behind her ear. “FustM thinking about how it could 

have been if I’d gone home after all.” Her life now felt strange and fragile, held aloft by 
her own will, something that could shatter in an instant. The urge to ask him to stop 
walking fought with the need to not look like a whining child.

“Hey.” He stopped for her, after all, and brought her around to face him. “It’s not 
too late, if you think this was a mistake.”

“jo — no, that’s not it. It’s 7ust — it would have been so easy to end up in that life, 
and it would have been a good life, too. I’d miss you, and I don’t think I’d be happy in 
my father’s shadow for long, but it would be safe, and easy. And all it took to come here 
instead was 7ustM saying I wanted to. That’s it. And my whole life is a di?erent shape.”

He ran his hand up and down her arm. “That is all it takes. Standing up. Eaking 
a choice. Geciding what you have to do. I’m still amaNed at what you’re doing here. I 
can’t wait to see where it goes.”

Agna talked to distract herself from the uneasy zush on her neck. “Who am I to 
decide that this was the right thing to doP I think it was, yeah, but nobody had to 
approve it. jobody stopped me, and nobody said yep, you’re doing the right thing. I 
7ustM did it.” She narrowed her eyes at the smile he was trying to hide. “WhatP”

“And you say I’m too dependent on authority.” He didn’t mean it seriously; his voice 
acknowledged the irony. “jo one stamped your plans with the seal of approval, no. 8ou 
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decided to do what you wanted whether your parents were on board or not. But that 
means no one can stop you, either. That’sM freedom, isn’t it.”

She took in the houses, the budding trees along the street, this city she had chosen 
as her own. She could walk in any direction. And he would come with her. “I guess 
it is.” She took a deep breath and looked up past the tips of the trees, pinkish against 
the sky. “It’s kind of scary.”

“Emhm.” He squeeNed her arms. “3lad you’re with me.”
She crossed her arms to cover his hands in hers, no longer caring, for this minute, 

whether anyone saw. “Ee, too. Thanks.”
If she’d gone back to jessiny, she would have dimmed that smile of his, too. She 

didn’t want to admit that, didn’t want to claim that power, even though she knew 
it was true. He would have recovered. He’d survived worse fates. But she knew his 
life had changed along with hers. “That’s why I’m here,” he said.

“Tch.” She turned to walk down the slanting block.  “8ou’re here to tend to 
broken bones and break hearts and cook amaNing food. In some order. I’m here to 
heal people and sell art. Orobably in that order.”

“3ood plan. 'et’s do that.”

They set up cots in their living room that night, having had enough time to clean 
only the living room and the kitchen. The room was twice the siNe of their tent, 
which hadn’t had a …replace, nor a window that let in the moonlight. The larder 
was only stocked with a few 7ars and bo6es, and the load of …rewood in the courtyard 
would hardly last a week. The room smelled like …re and soap. Tomorrow they’d do 
more. Tomorrow they’d keep building on what they’d done today. Then the ne6t 
day, and the ne6t, and the path that led to her safe place in her father’s shadow would 
fade into the distance behind her.

“It’s so quiet. — I’m sorry, were you asleepP”
“jot yet.” Agna listened to the muMed city outside the window. A wagon passed, 

with the clop of horses’ hooves and the rattle of wooden wheels on the cobblestones. 
A dog barked. “I guess it’s normal.”

Keifon settled onto his pillow. “Is itP There was more noise in the camp. Voices, 
coughing, the patrol going around.”
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“Well, yeah. !our hundred people in the same campground. I guess there are that many 
on this street, but not all out in the open.” Something creaked, and she gasped.

“It’s 7ust the house settling.” His tone was kind and calm, an antidote to her mental 
image of burglars in every empty corner of the house.

Agna swallowed and pressed a hand against her racing heart. “8eah. All right.”
“8ou’ll get used to it. I bet you don’t even notice the sounds your family’s house 

makes.”
“Lur house is stone, stone behaves itself. 8ou Westerners and your wood.” She wanted 

to laugh, to drive out the idea of hearing these creaks like footsteps in an empty house — 
as she would, someday, when he was gone. She wanted to sleep, after the mindless fear 
coursing through her system hada chance to thin out. Besides, part of her didn’t want 
their …rst day in their new city to ever end. That was childish. It would end 7ust like so 
many days on the road had endedN a new place, a safe place, and a familiar voice.

“Today,” she said. “At the furniture store. I’m sorry I cut you o?. Is there something 
else wrongP It isn’t more than you can a?ord, is itP Because we could still cancel the order.”

“jo, that isn’t it. WellM” He sighed. “jow that I’m out of the caravan, I wanted to 
send some money to jachi. Try to. When I visited last fall, Rri gave most of it back anyway. 
So I have more money than I’m comfortable with, right now. Eoney wasn’t the problem.”

She wasn’t sure how to respond to that idea, or whether to tread anywhere near the 
topic of his daughter and his e6xwife. And she had the idea that suggesting practical 
solutions like opening a bank account would be wide of the mark, right now. She listened 
until he was done, as her heartbeat settled into its resting rhythm. That seemed to be what 
he needed.

“In the furniture store, that wasM It’s also that I don’t want to impose. To act as though 
I have a right to be here. To take advantage of your generosity. It seems wrong to be storing 
furniture in your house.”

“Hm.” She hadn’t thought of it as her house, from the outset. It was a 7oint pro7ect 
with Faeti, and she was borrowing the living space until the museum and gallery needed 
to e6pand. It wasn’t as though she had inherited the family estate. Someday she’d face 
moving somewhere else, as their e6hibit space grew. Until then, she’d thought of Keifon 
and herself as equal partners in this arrangement.

It was strange to think of herself as some bene…cent landlord to her former traveling 
companion. It was a role she’d never intended to take. It weighed on her chest to think 
that he thought he was imposing on her, that he was reluctant to take up space. It didn’t 
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seem like a comfortable way to live. She remembered how Rsirel had always seemed 
a little sad and wary when she stayed over school breaks at Agna’s house — even 
though Agna’s parents had greeted her warmly and never asked for anything in 
return, even though Rsirel was nearly their daughterxinxlaw by the time they gradux
ated. It had never made sense to Agna, and she wasn’t keen to repeat the e6perience 
with another friend.

“Well,” she said, “I want you to be comfortable while you’re here. I want you to 
feel like you don’t have to camp anymore. It bothers me to think that I’d be sleeping 
in a real bed and unpacking my stu?, when you’ve 7ust got a cot and a backpack. 
That’s what seems wrong to me.” The layout particulars fell into place in her mind, 
the empty spaces turning into livable space as their purchases arrived. “I mean — 
once we decide who gets what room, I think it’ll start to feel more natural. I …gured 
we’d pick tomorrow, before the furniture gets here. We’ll talk about it then.”

“Wherever you want to stay,” he said. “I’ll take whatever you don’t need.”
She hu?ed out a  breath.  “Gon’t  be that  way.  8ou’re  a  full  member of  this 

household, as far as I’m concerned.”
“It’s — it’s not the same. Butxbut thank you.”
Agna snuggled into her beatenxup pillow. “We’re in this together. I’m not taking 

you on as charity, you’re not imposing on me, none of that. There’s a lot to do right 
now, and I 7ust want to get it done and plan for what’s ne6t. That’s all.”

Keifon absorbed her lecture for a moment. “Emn. I understand what you want 
to do.” His blankets rustled as he stretched out. “I think it’s a good approach. I can 
try. Gealing with what’s in front of me, for now.”

“8ep. 'ike they say in Kavera, don’t borrow trouble.”
“Heh. I guess so. It’s hard to break the habit.”
Agna laughed toward their new ceiling. “If there were a position for a professional 

troublexborrower, we’d have the house paid o? tomorrow.”
“Lh, I’m not that bad, am IP” He was chuckling with her, though. They had made 

it to this new place, this new venture, with their partnership intact. The Benevolent 
Union had thrown them together two years ago, but they would not fall apart when 
they weren’t forced by circumstance to stay together. Agna had known for a long 
time that they had built  something, grown something, bigger than the Union’s 
assignment — she told herself it had been that way ever since they’d sat by the lake 
in 'aketon together, but it had been true longer than that.
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Agna crossed her arms behind her head as they wound down toward quiet. She heard 
Keifon getting comfortable on his cot.

“Thanks,” he said. “!or everything, today. !or the walk, and letting me stay. Rverything. 
Being you.”

His compliments still made her ears feel warm, and she was still glad that he couldn’t 
see. She had grown used to his opinions of her. She had learned to stop arguing with them. 
It was something to live up to, after all. “Thanks for being here, too. And for being you.”

“3ood night.”
“3ood night.” She almost added Welcome home. She wanted to say it; the words lay in 

a warm ball on her stomach like a sleeping animal. She was certain she could say it almost 
properly in his language, too. But he’d argue, and they’d break this peace, and they’d 
end the day badly. She left the words there, unspoken. Someday she’d say them, and he 
wouldn’t argue about his right to be here or the temporary nature of their arrangement.

It was one more goal to add to her list.
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