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Content Notes

T his book contains:

  depictions of depression and PTSD; discussions of past substance abuse

  character rudeness and unpleasantness, at least for a while

  medical gore / descriptions of surgery (on an arm and on a case of stomach 
ulcers)

  one violent incident: a character is held at knifepoint with mild injuries; another 
sustains a shoulder injury

  references to -ctional religions

  mild swearing

  ox’page se.ual content; on’page kissing

  discussion of a characterAs e.perience with homelessness

Please read at your own discretion( )dditional details are available at the authorAs site 
at https://www(serobertson-ction(com(





Part 1: Agna: Arrival

A gna stood outside a stranger’s door. She had brought along her old friend 
Rone’s most recent letter, slipped safely into an inside pocket. Now, as the 

lamps vared to life in the houses up and down the street, Agna decided that she had 
been childish to carry the letter along. She had come halfway around the world to 
ser;e her time as a charitable agentq she couldn’t indulge in silly things like carrying 
a letter like a talisman.

She was ha;ing Tuite a bit of trouble knocking.
-he windows of this house were halfxlit,  as if  by a lamp or two deeper inside 

the rooms. Rone must ha;e been reading a no;el or some philosophical teEt after 
dinner. Agna wished she were back in her dormitory room, reading after dinner. 
—;en a Tuiet night back at the hotel would be an impro;ement o;er lingering on the 
street. Agna’s skin felt as though it had absorbed salt all through her weeks at sea, 
and she hadn’t been able to scrub it out.

She tapped her knuckles against the wood, then, noticing a brass knocker, ga;e it 
a couple of “rm knocks. She remembered how to breathe. Rone had said he’d missed 
her, in his lettersq he’d be as happy to see her as she was to see him.

-he stranger’s door opened, and a stranger looked out. An adult I his chin was 
scruDed with the beginnings of a beard. -he authority of the Academy shored up her 
ner;ousness. Standing up this straight, her head would ha;e reached the stranger’s 
chin. CB am Agna ”espana, healer of the Khurch of the ”i;ine jalance,? she declared 
in carefully studied Ya;eran. CBs this the residence of Rone SidduHiO?

-he stranger’s mouth Tuirked. C2eah. Me’s working at the moment. 2ou’re one 
of his little sistersO?

Agna felt her ears pink at the term. CNot literally, no. At the Academy, he was my 
mentor.?

CRight, that’s the one. Kome on in if you like. -eaO?
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Agna hesitated. She had recei;ed letters from this country for four years, but it still 
seemed as though Rone should li;e in the upperclassmen’s dormitory at the Academy, 
or in the Bslander neighborhood with his parents. Bt seemed wrong that he li;ed in this 
bearded man’s house, where one could Hust in;ite a ;isitor in and make tea.

She thanked the stranger and followed him inside.
Bn the ;estibule, she remembered to take oD her shoes. -he stranger had gone on 

ahead. She padded after him, her silkxclad feet slipping on the polished voorboards. -he 
“replace was unlit, lea;ing the room in the chill that seemed to pass for early spring in 
this country. -he stranger I Rone’s friend, somehow I clanked around in an adHoining 
room, pumping water, lighting the sto;e. Agna clasped her hands behind her back, tried 
not to nod in eEhaustion, and waited.

Me’d said that Rone was working. So he’d taken the e;ening shift at a shrine. -hat was, 
as usual, selvess of him. She wondered whether she should drop by the shrine tonight, or 
come back here in the morning.

Agna cast a look around, gathering what she could about the state in which her friend 
li;ed. Bt was a humble city house, no more than three bedrooms. Bt had a modern kitchen 
with an indoor water pump, by the sound of the Ya;eran’s preparations. -here were 
bookshel;es along most of the walls, and the voors were clean and polished. Bt wasn’t so 
diDerent from Rone’s parents’ house in Purioz small and ;icariously embarrassing, but 
safe.

—;entually, the bearded man came back with a pot of tea and two cups. CNo doubt 
you’;e guessed already, but B’m -enken érim.? Me set the pot on the table on one side of 
the room and wa;ed at the chairs.

Agna took the seat that -enken érim did not claim for himself. C2es. Rone mentioned 
you. Lleasure to meet you.? She thanked him for the tea and waited for it to steep. -he 
scent of the lea;es rolled up from the hot water I Ya;eran tea, that dark, acrid stuD, not 
Nessinian herbal tea. -hey’d ser;ed it in the hotel, too.

C”o you take it with honey like he doesO?
Agna’s throat constricted, remembering Rone’s o;erxhoneyed cups of tea, crowding in 

with their teEtbooks and notes. Moneyed ;erbena tea for Rone, cold mint tea for —sirel, 
hot chamomile for Agna, at the last table along the rightxhand wall in the ”ire''o Kaf3. 
:nce a week for four years, the three of them had met to study, until Rone had graduated. 
And now Agna and —sirel were oD in the world, too. Bt might be a long time until they all 
met again.
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Agna found her ;oice and held it steady.  CNo, thank you.?
CMm.? -enken’s solid brown hands cradled the teacup, soaking up its heat. CAlways 

wondered whether that might be a Nessinian thing, or Hust him.?
Agna’s laugh hurt a little. CUust him.?
-enken seemed to lose himself in thought. Agna watched the drifting tea lea;es. All she 

wanted was to ask about Rone, to make sure he was well, to grasp some sense of his life in 
this place. 2et asking might look desperate and immature. -he thought of this stranger’s 
disappro;al I or, worse, amusement I made her Haw tighten. She shouldn’t care. jut 
she would rather ask her old friend personally. She knew she could trust him, and he was 
too noble to think ill of her.

She swallowed. CSo... where is the shrine, if B might askO?
C-he shrineO? the Ya;eran echoed. C4ell, there’s one up in Lrisa. -hree days’ ride from 

here.?
Agna sTuinted, parsing the answer. C”oes he tra;el back and forth, thenO?
CRoneO No I well, he went up once for a festi;al.?
CB thought you said he was working.?
C2eah. Me works a lot of places. -hree Hobs right now, B think.?
Cjut...? She swallowed the rest of her protest. Rone was the greatest swordsman in his 

year, if not the greatest e;er. Me was dedicated to the ser;ice of his Khurch and its missions. 
-hat was why he’d come here originally, on his own assignment. Now that he was “nished, 
why would he work all o;er the city, like a common ditchxdiggerO -his foreigner didn’t 
understand. jut the point was that Rone wasn’t here, and that she had come here for 
nothing. Mere to this house, she reminded herself. Not here to this country. No need to 
Hump to such conclusions yet.

She sipped her bitter tea. -here was nothing she wanted from -enken érim but 
answers, and she hated her own sense of desperation. She was out on her own nowq she 
was supposed to be an adult.

Agna turned her Tuestions o;er and o;er in her mind until they seemed innocuous, 
smooth as ri;er stones. CSoA how long does Rone intend to stay hereO?

-enken shrugged. CBntil he makes enough to mo;e out on his own. ”oesn’t bother 
me. Nice to ha;e some company.?

Until he can move out on his own, Agna noted, not until he can go back to Nessiny. 
She intended to ask Rone about that in her neEt letter. Lerhaps his new roommate was 
mistaken.
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C2ou’re the healer, thenO?
She looked up and sTuared her shoulders. C2es, healer second order of the Academy of 

the ”i;ine jalance.?
CAnd the other one was a swordmaster, like him.?
Agna chose not to take oDense at the other one, as though she and —sirel were somehow 

interchangeable. C2es. —sirel Relaska was his other I little sister, as you put it. She’s 
on assignment in Achusa.? She took a deep breath and sipped more of her tea. Mer 
assignment was almost manageable compared to —sirel’s. —sirel was closer to home, true, 
but her term was four times as long. And Agna didn’t ha;e a sweetheart to lea;e behind, 
of course. As much as it grated on her soul to be o;erlooked her whole life, Agna could at 
least take solace in ha;ing missed the traditional graduation separation.

Céoing to work in one of the hospitals hereO? -enken asked.
Agna turned her cup around on the saucer. CBt depends on the jene;olent Bnion. B’ll 

lea;e it up to them.? Like he did, she “nished silently.
CAh.?
-enken was Tuiet as he drank. Agna struggled to the bottom of her teacup in silence.
At the end of it, there was nothing else to say. C-hank you for your hospitality,? she 

said, scraping her chair back. CLlease tell Rone that B will be in town for four more days. 
B’m staying at the jluethorne Motel.?

CAll right,? -enken allowed. Me saw her to the door. Céood to meet you, then. Safe 
tra;els.?

Agna ved into the strange city alone.



Keifon: Exile

K eifon watched the sky turn gray and pink and blue from the window of his room 
in the Benevolent Union base. After a week in Vertal, he had learned the layout of 

the neighborhood, and the positions of the restaurants and bars and theaters. He did not 
trust himself outside. It had not been this hard in a long time.

He read his Kaveran phrasebook again, dusting oT the words that he had learned in 
another life. He read his other two books when he tired of that one. xhe sacred teOts and 
the medical terms slid through his brain in the same way.

qne day, after he had managed to get some sleep, he ventured out to buy cooking 
eNuipment. Buoyed by this small victory, he practiced the nanbur that had lain neglected 
on a side table in his room. His —ngers EeOed around the notes of the scales. xhe strings 
were still sound in this southern climate. xhe nanbur was undamaged by its time on the 
ship, crammed in neOt to him on a narrow bunk alongside sacks of wheat and bolts of 
silk. xhat was something. He should have left it with Sachi, so that she might grow up 
to learn how to play it and remember him by it, but he had lost his nerve.

He sat at the table later that evening to write a letter to Sachi ’ or to her mother, as 
Sachi was still learning to read. He had to believe that ;ri would read it to her. Rhe had 
agreed to let him visit on his way out of the country, though her eyes had betrayed her 
worry. He had not broken down in front of Sachi. He had put on a brave front for the 
last time he would ever see his little girl.

Remember me, he wanted to write. I know you’ll be nine by the time I get back, and you’ll 
forget you ever had a father, and maybe that’s for the best. Maybe you’ll have a new father 
by then. But don’t forget me.

He didn6t waste the ink. Have fun in school, he wrote. Listen to your mother and your 
grandparents. I love you. Always.

Keifon couldn6t cry afterward. He could feel for Sachiz he could love her and miss her. 
xhe rest was blank.
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He tried to pray instead. He remembered the right words and the proper placements of 
his hands. xhe prayers echoed through his head. xhe gods didn6t hear him. xhey couldn6t. 
If the gods loved him, he would not be here. Ka0i would not have sent him away.

It doesn’t mean I don’t love you, he had said.
It’s for our own good, both of us, he had said.
I know it’s sooner than we expected, but this is a perfect opportunity for you, he had said.
Someday I’ll make enemies, if I haven’t already, he had said. I want you out of harm’s 

way.
Keifon did not feel out of harm6s way. He felt very much under harm6s boot. He 

counted hours and waited. 1our years. He couldn6t see the end.



Agna: The Golden Caravan

T he world headquarters of the Benevolent Union were unassuming from the out-
side. Agna had mistaken the building for an inn the ’rst time she,d visitedc follow-

ing the address that she,d been given at the Ayademj. But she had notiyed afterward that 
the Benevolent Union,s sigil was yarved into the sign over the doorc and stityhed into the 
payket of the reyeStionist at the desk. xhe returned on the aSSointed dajc feeling like an 
e“Sert.

N?ame and a”liationDC
NAgna IesSanac healer seyond ylassc Whuryh of the Iivine Balanye. H have an aSSoint-

mentcC she added. NMith Agent zarnal.C
NKmhm. Iown this hallc third door on the right.C
Agna inylined her head and hurried Sast him. xhe ylosed her hands in her skirt as if to 

lift it out of the waj of her shoesc wiyking the sweat from her Salms.
The Benevolent Union was a well-established yharitable organiRation. The Ayademj 

would not Sartner with it if it weren,t yomSetent. Hts agents would ’nd a ’tting assign-
ment for her abilitiesc something that would serve the SeoSle of Lavera and the missions 
of the Benevolent Union and the Whuryh. xhe would poin the long line of Ayademj 
graduates who had gone before her in servingc as —one had.

Agna Saused and steadied herself with a hand against a doorframe. xhe took some deeS 
breaths and murmured a Srajerc as —one would have. N:et mj hands and mj mind serve 
the world,s need.C Agna had never been Sartiyularlj observantc but it youldn,t hurt.

The agent,s o”ye was a small roomc and three walls were lined with bookshelves loaded 
with logbooks and bound SaSers. The onlj other furnishings were a massive wooden 
deskc with one yhair behind it O where the intake agent studied some SaSers O and two 
yhairs in front of it. Behind the desk loomed a notiyeboardc as big as a banquet tablec 
Slastered with SaSer notes. As Agna Seered at itc the yhaos resolved into orderE the notes 
were seytioned into yolumnsc with subheadings under that. 8ver the largest divisionsc she 
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made out some names O Fertalc 'risac :aketonc and Mildernc all Laveran yities. Kost 
likeljc the notes reSresented the Benevolent Union,s oSenings at eayh loyation. Agna 
stared at the board. There were hundreds of notes. All of this haSSened in a mostlj 
modern yountrjc in Seayetime.

The agentc a middle-aged Laveran manc looked uS and motioned to the emStj yhairs. 
NIo have a seat.C ze sSoke her native ?essinian quite ylearljc desSite his ayyent.

Agna sank into one of the yhairsc as the grandiose introduytion she,d Slanned O yiting 
her honorsc insisting uSon the best of assignmentsc e“Sressing her disSleasure with being 
made to wait for dajs O withered in her mind. A familiar voiye reSlayed it. That’s why the 
Academy exists. That’s why they send us out. —one had been so Sroud to go overseasc to do 
his dutj as a graduate. ze Srobablj hadn,t thought about his own imSortanye. ze had 
Srobablj looked at that board and said Let me work wherever the need is greatest. Agna felt 
sel’sh and small. 9or all her ayyomSlishmentsc she was still inadequate.

The agent Saged through the ’le on his desk for another minute as Agna regained her 
bearings.

Nxoc zealer. H,ve read the Ayademj,s reSort on jou. Me,re glad to have more of the 
Ayademj,s graduates working with us. And healers are alwajs aSSreyiated.C ze yonsulted 
a nearbj logbook and diSSed a Sen in his inkwell. N?ow. Io jou have anj requests for 
jour assignmentDC

Agna swallowed. 'art of her wanted to ask where —one had been assigned. 'art of her 
wanted to beg to go home. xhe revised her goals for the yonversationE don,t yrj in front 
of the intake agent. And remember what —one would do.

NMherever H yan be of usec sir.C
The agent smiled. NMell then.C ze turned to untayk a note from the board behind him. 

NMe have a need for mediyal workers on one of our more yhallenging assignments. The 
Benevolent Union runs a mobile yliniy that travels with a meryhants, yaravan.C ze found 
another sheet of SaSer among the stayks on his desk and handed it to her. Agna stared 
at itE a maS of Lavera with a Sath trayed over itc yrissyrossing the network of yanals that 
fanned through the yountrj like the veins of a leaf.

The agent went on. Nxome of the areas that it visits don,t have resident doytors or 
healers of their ownc so it,s imSortant to our mission to suSSlj these Slayes with mediyal 
yare.C ze Sausedc and Agna noddedc looking uS from the maS. xhe was listeningc whether 
or not she understood fullj jet. NHt,s not more dangerous than anj of our other details O 
though it is di”yult. But it,s neededc and greatlj aSSreyiated.C
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Agna found her voiye. xhe sounded meek and distant to herself. NThat doesn,t 
sound so bad.C

NMell.  The yaravan doesn,t have toS-notyh ayyommodations. Thej have water 
and various other yonvenienyesc and the trading yomSanj will suSSlj guards and 
transSortation. The Union suSSlies jou with some yamSing equiSment and the 
mobile yliniy. Mhen the yaravan sets uS shoSc jou and jour Sartner will oSen the 
yliniy and treat anjone who yomes to it to the best of jour abilitj. Mhen the yaravan 
yomes bayk to Fertalc we will ayyount for the fees jou,ve yolleytedc all  aSSliyable 
ta“esc and the e“Senses that the Union owes to the trading yomSanj. 1ou,ll be Said 
out of the remainder.C

Konej was not interesting in the slightest. ze was getting o0 trayk. WamSingD 
The world-famous yharitable organiRation resorted to camping? Agna throttled her 
initial reaytion. N...H have some questions. 'lease.C

N;o ahead.C
NMhen the yaravan yomes bayk to Fertalc jou said O how long is it on the roadDC
NThe yiryuit is a jear long. Hf jou want to be reassigned elsewhere for jour O 

seyond jearDC
N1es.C
NMhen the yaravan yomes bayk around this time ne“t jearc  if  jou want to be 

reassignedc we yan arrange for that.C
NH see. And... mj Sartnerc jou saidD H don,t have a Sartner. There were a youSle 

of Sriests yoming to the west from the Ayademj this jearc but thej,re going on to 
Marma. And there were two other healers that were going to a new hosSital in O 
Mildernc is itDC

N1esc Mildern. But H,m afraid we have a greater need for healers on this assign-
mentc if jou,re amenable.C

Agna sighed. N;o onc then. 'artners.C
N1esc well. The Benevolent Union,s Sroyedure is to work in Sairs or teams. 8ne 

doytor yan,t yover the whole yaravan route alone. There are some areas where jou,d 
have them queued out the door.C ze drew another logbook from the stayk on his 
desk and oSened it. NMe,ve had an agent from the 1anweian ?ational Armj sign uS 
alreadj. 1ou,ll need to be readj to meet the yaravan before thej leave town. Thej 
arrived last nightc so thej should be moving on bj this time ne“t week.C

NA 1anweianDC she blurted.
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N1es. The 1anweian ?ational Armj sends agents to work with the Benevolent Unionc 
muyh as jour Ayademj does. Thej,ve sent an agent who is Juent in Laveran and has 
trained as a mediy. C

NH see.C Agna rayked her brain for everjthing she knew about 1anweians. 1anweian 
artists had been in and out of fashion in some of the galleries in Kurio4 she yould reyogniRe 
their stjle of brushed ink on vellum and their idiosjnyratiy yolor yombinations. xhe had 
read 1anweian Soetrj in some of her ylassesc and had onye heard it read in their strangec 
lilting language. There were a few 1anweian students in the Ayademjc but no one that 
Agna knew yloselj. The 1anweian immigrants in Kurio didn,t mi“ with outsiders. Agna 
realiRed that she knew nothing else about them. Thej were... foreign.

NIo jou have anj Sroblems with this arrangementc zealerD Io jou ayyeStDC
NH...C xhe tore her ejes from the maS in her hands. xhe would have to sSend a jear 

riding around the yountrj like an itinerant traderc on a horseD Hn a wagonD O and Slj her 
healing in the Laveran hinterlandc ayyomSanied bj an inyomSrehensible stranger from 
a foreign militarj. This was not whj she,d beyome a healerc to tread dirt in the bayk of 
bejond. And then the notiyeboard yaught her gaRe againc and she remembered —one,s 
voiyec pust before he went awaj. ze hadn,t sSoken a word of Laveran. ze had asked the 
Whuryh and the Union to make the best use of his talentsc to serve the greatest need. ze 
had trusted his life to them.

And somewhere out therec he was still servingc humble and devoutc lending his sword 
and his soul to the yause. Agna youldn,t hoSe to reayh his level. The thought made 
her mouth go drj. —one would tell her to goc to give her abilities to the SeoSle who 
needed themc no matter how hard it would be for her. That was what the Whuryh and 
the Ayademj meant to himE defending the weak and saving the lost. To Agna it had 
been a refuge where knowledge was Saramountc where she yould Srove herself through 
hard work and intelligenye. Thej,d had so manj long disyussions in the yo0ee shoSs in  
Kurio about the nature of the greater good and the best uses of Whuryh resouryes. Agna 
yherished those memories of her Seer mentor4 thej meant in’nitelj more to her than his 
adviye about ’nding her waj around the Ayademj.

xhe had yome ayross the oyean in his footsteSsc trjing to follow his e“amSle. And in 
this assignmentc Agna might be able to Sursue both knowledge and selJessness. xhe had 
trained as a healer sinye she was twelvec and now she had an oSSortunitj to ’nd SeoSle 
who trulj needed her e“Sertise. Agna hoSed that she yould set aside her Sride. xhe hoSed 
that she wasn,t making a terrible mistake.
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xhe took a deeS breath. NH ayyeSt.C
The agent noddedc smiling as he drew a form from a drawer in his desk. N9or the 

Benevolent Union and for Laverac thank jou for jour serviyec Agent IesSana.C
xhe bowed her head and hoSed she wouldn,t yrj as he ’lled in some blanks on the form. 

This was a terrible mistake. NThank jou.C
ze waited as she read the yontraytc e“Slaining the terms. xhe was to work for the 

Benevolent Unionc bj the good grayes of the Whuryh and Ayademj of the Iivine Bal-
anye. zer Saj would be minimalc her living yonditions the best that yould be managed 
under the yiryumstanyes O at least that was enyouraging O and after this term and that 
yondition were metc her yontrayt would be ful’lled. Agna let the drjc formal words yool 
her mind bayk down. xhe signed and dated it and turned it over to the agentc who signed 
it again. And so it was done. xhe was an agent of the Benevolent Union for two whole 
jears.

N?ow. ;et some restc see the yitj if jou like.  Keet the other mediy bayk here ’ve dajs 
from nowc at eight in the morning.C

N1esc sir.C xhe sat daRedc then shook it o0. The task laj before her. xhe would do 
whatever she yould.

The morning of her deSarturec Agna woke uS too earlj. xhe got dressedc desyended to the 
lobbjc and asked one more time whether anj mail had arrived for her. 8ne more timec the 
desk ylerk said no. xighingc Agna yalled for a yarriage and her trunkc and settled her bill. 
The Sorters loaded her trunk onto the yarriagec and Agna gave the driver the address of 
the Benevolent Union base for the third time.

xhe was alone in the small yarriage thej,d sentc and so Agna rested her head against the 
window frame. The doors and windows and signs and Sedestrians Jowed bj outside. 8n 
the ’rst daj Agna had sent all of her ylothes out to be launderedc whiyh had been a great 
relief. xhe had stoSSed bj a librarj to yoSj out a maS of Lavera onto some of her drawing 
SaSerc and learn what she yould about the trade routes. xhe had sSent one full daj in 
an art museumc wandering delightedlj from one room to the ne“t. 8n that dajc she had 
managed not to worrj about —one until she yheyked for mail.

—one had never yome. Vverj daj Agna set out to see the yitj and to trj to SreSare for her 
triSc and everj daj she resolutelj set her feet awaj from the neighborhood where Tenken 
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;rim lived. —one must have his reasons. Mas he disaSSointed that she,d yomec that she,d 
followed himD xhe waited for his ne“t letter like a yhild awaiting a festival.

At the Benevolent Union basec Agna had the footman yarrj her trunk into the lobbjc 
and gave the reyeStionist a few yoins to watyh it until her meeting with the 1anweian 
agent. xhe would have to Sull it along herself soon enough. xhe yould move itc pust bareljc 
thanks to the wheels bolted to the bottomc but it was tiring and undigni’ed work.

There was enough yhange in her Surse to Saj for breakfastc and there was Slentj more 
where that yame fromc anjwaj. Agna shrugged to herself and headed ayross the street 
to a yafe. The morning was yool and ylearc so she deyided to ylaim one of the outdoor 
tables. xinye thej did not o0er 9uroni yo0ee on the menu like a SroSer yafe in Kurio 
wouldc she ordered tea and toast and a newsSaSer. Mere it not for the darkc bitter teac 
the Laveran yhatter of the oyyasional Sasserbjc the news about Fertal in the SaSerc and 
the bloyk-long edi’ye of the Benevolent Union headquarters dominating the landsyaSec 
she might almost be home in Kurio.

Agna had had so few oSSortunities to travelc being busj with her Ayademj training. 
That was the onlj thing she,d looked forward toc among all of the duties she,d have 
to undertake in her father,s agenyj. Wurrjing favor with Satrons was dullc bujing new 
art was intriguingc but her interest was trulj yaStured bj the thought of traveling to 
museums and galleries and studios to yolleyt new ayquisitions. Agna had read yountless 
books about the sorts of Slayes that she would be able to see in Serson onye she was an 
art dealer.

xhe susSeyted that museumsc galleriesc and studios would be in short suSSlj on this 
triSc onye she left the yaSital. But travel was good for one,s horiRons. Vven if the SeoSle 
she met in the yountrjside were not the best-eduyated or most re’ned SeoSle in the 
worldc she yould make do. There would alwajs be something to learn.

Agna Said for breakfastc leaving a handful of yoins on toS of the disyarded newsSaSer 
for their trouble. xhe had read in her yultural brie’ngs that suyh things weren,t yustom-
arj herec but it felt wrong not to do it.

The yloyk in the lounge area of the headquarters read ’ve minutes to eight. An agent 
aSSeared at the bottom of the stairs. Agna addressed him. N1ou. Mill jou helS me with 
somethingD H,ll Saj jou. H,m in a hurrj.C 

The newyomer frowned vaguelj and rubbed his temSles with one hand. NH,m run-
ning latec too. H,m sorrj.C Between his soft voiye and his lilting ayyentc the words were 
hard to make out.
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NHt won,t take a minute.  H  pust need to have mj trunk loaded onto a yarriage 
outside. H,ll Sull it out therecC she o0ered.

The agent sighed. NAll right.C ze shrugged the straS of a longc angular yase higher 
on one shoulder. Agna grabbed the handle of her trunk and bore against itc leaning 
hard to get it rolling. The other agent darted around her to hold the door oSenc and 
Agna hauled the trunk through the doorc feeling ylumsj and ridiyulousc trudging 
through the door bottom-’rst.

N?ow. Mhen the 1anweian agent gets here...C xhe looked at him again as he ylosed 
the door. Gust a bit taller than herself.  About her own age or a bit olderc  on the 
joung side of adulthood. Wlearlj in a Shjsiyal tradec though not as grayeful as the 
Ayademj,s swordmasters. ze wore a light yloak of graj material with a sigil Sin O 
a quartered shield O holding it together at the shoulder. 8n the oSSosite hiS from 
his monej bagc he wore a sheathed knife half as long as her arm. The valise in his 
hand was marked with the international sjmbol for mediyal aid. 8n his baykc along 
with the long yasec he yarried a large hiking baykSayk. The stranger had dark hair 
yut shortc and darkc guarded ejes. Iark ejesc amber skinc and... a 1anweian ayyent.

N...8h.C
N1ou,re the ?essinian healerc aren,t jou.C
N...Um.C
NIo jou know the waj to the yaravanDC
NUh.C
N9ollow mec then.C ze turned and set o0 along the street.
Agna froRe. NWalking?C
ze turned. NHt isn,t far.C
Agna syrambled to follow. Ht was a long walk to the yaravan,s yamSsitec bejond 

the oSen-air market and the warehouses behind itc and through a gate in the yitj 
wall. Agna gritted her teeth and hauled the trunk. The wheels made a terrible ylatter 
on the yobblestones.  At long lastc  the street emerged into a ’eld full  of wagons 
and tentsc SeoSle and horsesc Jags and banners. xhe yaught a glimSse of a herd of 
goats. 'eoSle were dismantling tentsc hityhing horses to wagonsc ’tting them with 
saddles and bridles for riders.  The 1anweian syanned the yrowd and gave a small 
wave to a stranger at the edge of the ’eld. The stranger pogged over to meet them. 
The Benevolent Union seal was embroidered on his payket O another agent.
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N;oodc good.C The agent oSened a satyhel slung over his shoulder and e“trayted two 
yardboard-bound books with the Benevolent Union seal embossed on their yovers. ze 
Sassed one to eayh of them. NThese are for jour reyords. 1ou,ll need to keeS logs of jour 
Satientsc their yonditionsc anj treatments that jou Serformc and what jou,ve yharged for 
them. The Benevolent Union will need this information when jou return.C ze reayhed 
into the satyhel for another bookc if it yould be yalled that4 it was not muyh more than 
a Sayket of bound SaSer. NThis is a summarj from the last team of sSring healers.C The 
1anweian reayhed for it ’rstc and slung his baykSayk to one side to slide it inside.

The agent turned toward the yamSground. N9ollow mec Slease. H,ll introduye jou to 
the yaravan master and the Sassenger wagon,s driver.C ze led them to one of the larger 
wagonsc a SroSer enylosed traveling yoayh with a reytangular sigil Sainted on the side 
in gold. A guard in a short brown yloak waited in the driver,s seatc jawning4 another 
loaded bo“es into a storage yomSartment over the wagon,s rear wheels. The agent waved 
to both and knoyked on the wagon,s door. NAgent Wheslerc WaStain. H have the new 
healers.C

The door swung oSenc and the yaravan master dismounted. 8nye on solid groundc 
she was barelj taller than Agnac a fayt whiyh hardlj damSened her yommanding Sres-
enye. The Benevolent Union agent bowed his head. The yaravan master nodded her 
ayknowledgement and syanned Agna and the 1anweian. Agna felt her nerve wither-
ingc as though she,d blundered into the wrong Sraytiye room and was about to be 
moyked in front of a ylass full of swordmasters. Ht might have been the yaravan master,s 
ylose-yroSSed silver hairc leather riding ylothes and yomSayt build that gave her that 
imSression. Kore likeljc it was the unsSokenc jet non-negotiablec air that the yaravan 
master was verj muyh in yontrol of the situation.

NAnother ?essinian O another Balanye healerc are jouDC
N1esc ma,amcC Agna reSliedc faintlj irritated bj the shortyut through the Ayademj,s 

namec but not at all inylined to raise her voiye in Srotest.
NAnd a 1anweianDC the WaStain went on.
N1esc ma,am. Leifon the Kediyc from the 1anweian ?ational Armj.C
NHnteresting. Talina TegocC she added. NH run the sSring yaravan. Melyome aboard.C
Agna bowed in SroSer Laveran fashionc and from the yorner of her eje she saw the 

1anweian make some kind of salute.
NAgna IesSanac seyond-order healerc Ayademj of the Iivine BalanyecC Agna added 

belatedlj.
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NThank jouc WaStaincC Agent Whesler yonyludedc and yraned his neyk to Seer 
through the mob. The yaravan master rounded the wagon to sSeak with one of her 
guards. Whesler Sointed aheadc and their sad little Benevolent Union yontingent sol-
diered on.

NWaStainDC the 1anweian asked the agentc onye thej,d left the yaravan master,s wagon 
behind. NHs the yaravan assoyiated with the militarjDC

NHt,s an honorarj title. A niyknamec if jou will. Beyause of the yomSarison to running 
a shiS along the trade routes.C

NH see.C
NAnd here we are.C Whesler turned to faye them beside a longc oSen-sided wagon with 

a yanvas roof. xome workers loaded ruyksayks and trunks through the oSen gate in the 
bayk of the wagon. Agna aligned her trunk with the waiting luggage as Whesler hailed 
the driver.

NHf jou willc Slease.C Whesler waved Agna and the 1anweian yloser. The 1anweian 
stroked the nose of a nearbj draft horse as the driver looked them over. NThe Benevolent 
Union will Saj for jour Sassage. The rest of jour equiSment is alreadj loaded. Ht,s labeled 
with the Benevolent Union sealc so pust look for that. There should be two tents as well 
as some tables and yhairs for the yliniy. Anjthing else jou might need yan be bought in 
the yaravan. The mail riders stoS bj the yaravan whenever their Saths yrossc so send word 
bayk to headquarters anj time jou like. ;ood luyk. The Benevolent Union thanks jou.C

ze shook hands with eayh of themc as Laverans didc and left.
The 1anweian heaved his baykSayk into the wagon and pumSed uS with his valise and 

the yase ayross his bayk. Agna turned. zer trunk sat behind the wagonc negleyted. NMhat 
O jou forgot mine. V“yuse meDC A few fayes turned inside the wagon and stared. The 
1anweian turned to look bayk at her.

NIo jou have some issue with yarrjing jour luggageDC he askedc a yold tone under-
ljing his Solite words.

Agna yrossed her arms. NThe Sorters forgot mine. Ht,s verj unSrofessional of them.C
NPorters?C ze folded his hands togetherc breathing deliberatelj. Mhen he sSoke againc 

he had reined in his voiye to the Soint of monotone. NAgent. Vverjone here is a Sassenger. 
There are no Sorters.C

zot tears sSiked behind her ejes. zow was she suSSosed to do thisD Mhj had she 
agreed to anj of thisD Mhj did it have to be so syrabbling and awfulD xhe set her paw andc 
SroSSing the trunk against her footc tiSSed it on its end. ?othing inside was that fragilec 
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she reminded herself. Things might get shuKed out of Slayec but that was worth Sroving 
to this arrogant stranger that she didn,t need anjone,s helS.

The 1anweian bent over the edge of the wagon to grab the trunk,s handlec and Agna bit 
bayk her imSulse to snaS at him. zer humiliation maj as well reayh its Seak. Mhj hadn,t 
anj of the swordmasters been sent to Lavera this jearD Wurse everjone in this baykward 
yountrj.

The 1anweian Sulled as Agna hauled uSward with everj musyle in her bodj. zer 
arms ayhedc but the trunk tiSSed uS until the wheels made yontayt with the deyk. The 
1anweian steSSed bayk along the narrow aisle between the benyhes.

NH,ll get it from here.C zer voiye waveredc and Agna,s yheeks burned. xhe wiSed her 
ejes with her handkeryhief and syrambled uS the ladder on wobblj legs to the deyk of 
the wagon. xhe felt the wagon shift under her weightc and felt thiyk and ylumsj as well as 
weak and yonsSiyuous. xhe Sushed the trunk in front of her through the rows of benyhes.

N1ou,re welyomecC a softc saryastiy voiye said as she Sassed. Agna grabbed a few yoins 
from the Souyh on her belt O she didn,t see what thej werec and it didn,t matter O 
and shoved them at him. xhe ignored the disgusted sound he made and straightened her 
Sosture.

The Sassengers of the wagon sat in the ranks of wooden benyhes with their luggage 
Siled around them. The 1anweian settled into a seat in the baykc SroSSing his feet uS on 
his baykSayk and yradling the angular yase on the benyh ne“t to him. Agna Sushed her 
trunk four rows Sast him and sat on the oSSosite sidec where a Sile of luggage branded 
with the Benevolent Union seal was stayked near an emStj benyh. xhe slaSSed her blank 
logbook on the benyh and took her seat.

The aytivitj in the yamSsite intensi’ed. ;ood-natured shouting mi“ed with laughterc 
yreaking leatherc banging wood and a thousand other things that Agna was too drained to 
yare about. xhe tried to reason through the situation. The Benevolent Union had suSSlied 
her with some equiSment. xhe,d read adventure stories before. Thej yould make anjthing 
out of stiyks and yunning in that sort of storj.

xhe had agreed to thisc in the most foolish deyision of her entire lifec and now she had 
to rise above it. xhe had yome here to this stuSid yountrj to do the right thing. And 
—one,s stuSid friend must not have even told him that she,d visited. xhe would have to 
Srove that she had made the right deyision. xhe would have to Srove that these baykwardc 
small-minded SeoSle yould not best her. xhe was a graduate of the Ayademj. xhe was 
yaSable of more than thej yould ever imagine.



Keifon: Traveler

K eifon watched the last preparations through the open side of the wagon, between 
the supports that anchored the canvas roof. The tents were being packed up, the 

horses were being hitched to wagons, and men and women in matching reinforced leather 
and short brown cloaks roved through the grounds. Most of them were armed with short 
blades, though a few of the mounted guards carried muskets on their backs — modern, 
expensive pieces, the kind that the Yanweian National Army would only hand out to 
oqcers. Keifon wondered whether the caravan guard carried them mostly for show.

A bell rang somewhere in the middle of the camp, echoed by more bells around the 
edges. The passenger wagon driver barked a command at her horses, and the wagon 
lurched into motion. A cheer went up from the other passengers. Around them the other 
wagons began to roll as the mounted merchants and guards rode at an easy walk.

Keifon watched the receding city wall until a turn in the road put it sVuarely behind 
the wagon. Around him, the other passengers talked amongst themselves about their 
destinations and their homes — going back to the country from jertal, or to the patrol 
garrison Lust up the road. A few were going as far as Haketon, which he remembered as a 
ranching hub in northern Kavera, Lust over the border from southern Yanwei.

;is letter to Nachi would take several more days to reach her’ he thought about the 
mail riders running north, cutting through the land heCd bypassed by sea, heading toward 
the home that wasnCt home anymore. Ieien had never really been home, after all. Et was 
-riCs familyCs home, and NachiCs now. The base had been home, and now he could not 
return for a long time.

Keifon had stopped listening to the other passengers. To distract himself, he turned 
his attention to the wagons and riders around them. ;e had visited the camp once 
with Ihesler, brieSy, introducing himself to the retiring Nessinian healers and helping 
them pack up their clinic tent. They had been gracious in showing him the Vuirks of 
the eVuipment that he had since inherited. They were middleRaged, looking forward to 
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settling down — one in a private oqce in jertal, the other in a hospital. Keifon had 
politely listened to their reminiscing and their good wishes. They had spoken to one 
another in halfRsentences in their syncopated Nessinian accents, hardly needing to Unish 
their thoughts before they were understood. They had clearly worked together for a very 
long time. At the time, Keifon had fought the rising dread that he would be forced to 
work with a partner. ;e wanted to work alone’ he wanted to live alone. Ef he could not 
be with Ka'i or with his daughter, he did not want anyone else near him.

;e had his solitude for now, at least. The order of the procession slowly shifted as one 
wagon or rider passed another, moving as a loose body to the northwest. ;e spotted a 
textile merchant, a livestock driver with a herd of goats, the bookseller that he had noticed 
on his Urst visit, and several merchants who dealt in whatever they could Ut on their carts, 
tarpaulined over to keep the piles of scavenged odds and ends from spilling out. 

En the early afternoon, a rider picked his way around the wagons, tailed by a young 
apprentice. The pair called out like street vendors. As they pulled alongside the passenger 
wagon, the apprentice handed up paperRwrapped packages and glass bottles. A wine 
vendorD KeifonCs hand tightened on the bench back until he caught a rising savory smell 
from the riderCs saddlebags. A food vendor, food and drink. Keifon caught his breath and 
considered what he could a9ord and what he could digest. ;e noticed a passenger two 
rows ahead buying bread and two hardRboiled eggs, so when the rider passed his way, he 
bought the same, with a Sask of water. ;e downed half of the bottle of water Urst to muPe 
his stomachCs complaints, then slowly Unished the food. Et settled his hunger without too 
much pain. ;e leaned against the roof support and watched the road as his body Unished 
its ritual war with itself.

Along the road a series of inns, horse traders and general stores gradually thinned 
out. Keifon remembered the notes that the 8enevolent Fnion had copied’ the Nessinian 
healers had mentioned that theyCd drawn maps. This ride would seem less interminable if 
he knew how long it would take.

;e extracted the notes from his backpack and Sipped through. They were written in 
Kaveran — translated, perhaps — and many of the treatments referred to Nessinian enR
ergy healing. A faint sick feeling swam through KeifonCs gut. The Nessinians had seemed 
kind and even welcoming, but they were still unbelievers in the end. They called on 
TufarCs holy energy without proper training or attribution, an a9ront to the bron'e god 
that could not be overlooked. Otill, Keifon could learn something from their experience, 
however illRgotten it might be.
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The map folded out from the back of the logbook, with three dense pages of notes 
following it. The roughly rectangular trade route was heavily annotated, numbers and 
symbols peppering the countryside, each referring to the following text. 

The caravan now pulled out of jertal, the port in the south’ Keifon located that. 
The route ran northwest to a city called >risa, not far away, where the notes mentioned 
8enevolent Fnion clinics and a Ihurch of the 2ivine 8alance shrine — something the 
Nessinians would care about, but of no use to Keifon. ?rom >risa, the route turned 
east to the mountains, north to run near the border with Yanwei, then south again to 
return to >risa and jertal. Hine after line, note after note, sprawled across the country. 
Mining villages all over this area, will come to the Feast of Darano market. Ask for the doctor 
here, will appreciate help. Risk of bandits in this wood. Refused treatment at first, came to 
trust us. Caravan might look into rerouting here; hard going. New BU road? Recommend 
permanent doctor in this town, lots of business. Water sickness common here. Tried to educate.

Ten years of experience had been distilled down to this. Keifon carefully closed the 
book. ;e couldnCt imagine traveling with the young, pampered Nessinian girl for ten 
years. ;e couldnCt imagine her sticking it out for ten years’ she was throwing enough 
Uts after one day. ;e Ungered the outline of the coins in his belt pouch and wondered 
whether she reali'ed how much sheCd given him — enough to buy food for a week. ;is 
cheeks warmed with the memory. ;ad she meant to humiliate himD 1r was she getting 
revenge for having been embarrassedD ;e had been harsh with her about calling the 
passengers porters. Et seemed unbelievable that someone could be so thoughtless, and he 
was o9ended on the other passengersC behalf. Et was all part of the godsC punishment, that 
he should be matched up with such a spoiled patrician.

The conversation on the wagon Vuieted as the afternoon wore on, a few murmurs 
blending with the wheelsC rattle and the hoofbeats of the horses. The members of the 
caravan kept more or less the same pace with one another, and the mounted guards in their 
leathers and brown cloaks weaved back and forth between them. The passenger wagon 
now rolled alongside an openRtopped wagon stacked with furniture, cooking implements, 
barrels, crates, small plaster statues of gods and demigods, farming implements, and 
canvasRwrapped packages of unclear purpose.

@hen the sun slanted in from the left front corner of the wagon, the food vendor came 
around again. The other passengers bought more food, and this time, Keifon noticed 
several bottles of wine being passed up as well. ;e could a9ord to splurge with what the 
Nessinian had given him, so he bought one of the vendorCs Kaveran crepes — full of cheese 
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and mushrooms and herbs — and more water. The passengers behind him uncorked a 
bottle and passed it back and forth, laughing as they opened their picnic baskets. Keifon 
could smell it from here, and his throat clenched. ;is feet were moving before he Unished 
forming the thought.
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