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    Though this book can “stand alone” it will be much easier to understand if read as part of the series including  
 
    “Telekinetic (a Hyllis family story #1),”  
 
    “Teleporter (a Hyllis family story #2),”  
 
    “Healers (a Hyllis family story #3),” and 
 
    “Telepath (a Hyllis family story #4)” 
 
      
 
    I have minimized repetition of explanations that would be redundant to the earlier books in order to provide a better reading experience for those of you who are reading the series. 
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 Preprologue 
 
     
 
    Mouse 101 didn’t turn out to be a very good mouse anyway, getting sick and losing weight. Russ was frustrated; thinking he’d have to find another mouse to test the safety of the viral telekinesis vector. He took the mouse downstairs to sacrifice it. He’d intended to kill it early anyway since it needed to be excluded from Ameil’s work. As he picked it up to put it in the CO2 chamber, he took one last look at it. For a moment he wondered if it could be sick because of the DNA insertion rather than just coincidentally. Could he have made an error in one of the steps intended to be sure there was no viral DNA in the viral shells? Maybe the DNA I inserted combined with the viral DNA in some kind of… 
 
    The sick mouse sneezed… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The worldwide “super flu” pandemic has been traced back to a ‘case zero.’ Case zero was a Russell Phillips who worked as a research tech at the University of Pittsburgh. Although the laboratory where Phillips worked did use viral vectors for DNA insertion, Phillips apparently did not work in that part of the lab. It seems unlikely that anyone will ever determine whether Phillips might have associated with someone who actually did use viral vectors because the exceedingly high mortality of the super flu has resulted in the death of every last person who worked in that lab. Even the hospital at the University of Pittsburgh where Phillips first sought treatment is now an empty shell. 
 
    It seems a moot point as this efficient viral killer has spread extremely rapidly and, no matter where it blossoms, it seems to kill approximately 95% of its victims. Somehow the virus got loose in the CDC and decimated the scientists there before they even began working on a means to control it. Medical facilities around the world have collapsed as physicians and researchers die or flee for their own lives.  
 
    Experts predict that about half of any survivors of the virus will be killed in the oncoming collapse of civilization. If indeed the world’s population of 7 billion is reduced to 175,000,000, a population density not seen since about 1000 A.D., it seems unlikely that anyone will be interested in exactly who killed us all. They’ll just be trying to survive the end of civilization as we know it. Presumably, someday, if and when civilization reestablishes itself, someone may be interested in these words. 
 
    As I write this I’ve developed a headache and started to cough… 
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 Prologue 
 
     
 
    As the big belligerent drunk lumbered to his feet, Daum sighed and looked around the room. Are any of the guardia here having a pint? he wondered, hoping they might control the man.  
 
    He didn’t see any. 
 
    The evening waitress, Denny Soh, danced out of the man’s reach. 
 
    Daum thought, I should’ve called Kazy when the guy first started acting like a jerk. It was too late now. Kazy’d stepped into the kitchen to prep for the breakfast rush in the morning. Daum lifted the bar’s gate. As he stepped out through the opening he grabbed a two-foot length of oak with his left hand. His right hand slipped over his shoulder and into the collar of his shirt so he could check the position of his throwing knives. Though, I surely don’t want to throw one of these knives this soon after moving into Clancy Vail. The last thing we need’s for the Hyllis Tavern to get a reputation for killing its clients. Oh man! he thought grimly as he got closer to the enormous man, better that reputation than one for dead bartenders. 
 
    “Get back here girl!” the giant bellowed angrily, reaching out with a meaty paw. 
 
    Denny adroitly dodged again.  
 
    The behemoth shambled after her. 
 
    A man trying to get out of the big guy’s way stood, knocking over his chair.  
 
    The chair fell into the drunk’s legs. The huge man stumbled over it, coming down like timber in the forest. 
 
    For a moment, Daum hoped he might stay down. The wish went unfulfilled. The huge guy clambered clumsily to his feet. Face beet-red with fury, he turned his anger on the little guy who’d upended the chair. “What the hell?!” he said, reaching out for the smaller man. 
 
    Looking frightened out of his wits, the little guy backed away. 
 
    Barking, “Hey!” in what he hoped was a commanding voice, Daum slapped the length of oak into his palm. As the big man turned toward him, Daum bellowed, “Settle down!” 
 
    When the giant finished turning toward Daum, wrath shone in his eyes. 
 
    Daum made the mistake of using his piece of oak to point at the big guy.  
 
    The big man snatched the club out of his hand. 
 
     Oh shit…! Daum thought, stepping back and reaching over his shoulder for a knife. 
 
    The man was lifting the club and stepping toward Daum when a crease appeared between his eyebrows. His left hand rose to his forehead and he staggered a little. Then he dropped the oak club and grabbed the back of one of the hastily abandoned chairs.  
 
    The big man teetered for a moment, then collapsed into the chair so suddenly Daum fully expected the sturdy chair to collapse.  
 
    The chair held.  
 
    Daum stared agog at the man, wondering what the hell had just happened. 
 
    Then he realized Kazy was right behind the big fellow.  
 
    She leaned up close behind the man, putting a hand on his shoulder for a minute.  
 
    For a second, the huge man looked almost placid, then he got an embarrassed look on his face. Focusing on Daum, he said, “Sorry. I had too much to drink and… lost my temper. I… I should stop drinking.” 
 
    Daum looked over the man’s shoulder at Kazy.  
 
    She winked back at him. 
 
    Daum focused back on the big guy, “Would you like some chamomile tea to calm your nerves?” he asked the guy, though he thought the man was the type who’d reject the offer out of hand. 
 
    Instead, the man nodded as if he’d won a prize. “That’d be nice.” He turned and looked around the room, saying, “Where’s that nice little waitress? I should apologize.” His eye lit on Denny, standing nervously about three meters away. Shaking his head, he said, “I’m so sorry. I promise never to act that way again.” 
 
    Denny gave him a doubtful nod. 
 
    Daum looked around at the men sitting nearby, all of them flabbergasted. They’re gonna connect this guy’s change of heart to Kazy, he thought with dismay, glancing around for her.  
 
    She was gone. He looked around some more, but Kazy’d left without him noticing. 
 
    Daum stepped over and picked up his oaken club. Standing back up, he eyed the man, “Glad you’re feeling better. I’ll get you that tea.” 
 
    Back behind the bar, Daum turned to the little oil burner he used to heat water for tea. No one was watching, so rather than using an expensive match, he lit it with his telekinesis. Though it’d taken a few sessions with Tarc before he’d learned to focus his ability sharply enough that the heat he could generate would start a fire, now he quite enjoyed wielding this minor talent. 
 
    While he dipped water into the pot and set it on the burner, a couple of men arrived at the bar asking for beers. Once he’d served them, he checked the pot and headed for the kitchen. 
 
    Kazy was washing some pots when Daum stepped in. Without looking up, she said, “I can tell you’re worried.” 
 
    “Yeah, when word gets out about what you did, I think there could be… some trouble.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, turning to look at Daum, “I’m pretty sure none of those guys even know I came in the room. I have to be really close to change anyone’s thoughts, but I’ve gotten pretty good at making people ignore me, even up to four or five meters.” 
 
    “Really? So, to them, you’re just kind of… invisible?” 
 
    “Well, not really invisible. They see me, they just don’t notice me.” 
 
    “So… is that why I didn’t see you come in the room?” 
 
    Kazy gave a reluctant nod. 
 
    Daum frowned, “Wait. But I did notice you. From less than three meters.” 
 
    Kazy bobbed another nod, “Yeah, you were looking kind of confused. So I… let you notice me so you’d understand what’d happened.” 
 
    “Oh,” Daum said, trying to come to grips. “Um, how’d you even know there was a problem? You were here in the kitchen when this happened, right?” 
 
    Kazy shrugged, “Frenzied emotions like he was having kind of light up my senses. I not only can sense those kinds of thoughts from pretty far away, but it’s as if I can’t ignore them. Like, for you, if someone started screaming.” After a momentary pause, she said, “I’ve even had them wake me up.” 
 
    “So,” Daum said ruminatively, “you’re kind of like our own guard dog?” 
 
    Kazy snorted, “No! Well, not a very good one. I’d only notice them if they were upset.” She shrugged, “Bad people, doing their usual bad stuff like stealing things. They don’t get wound up about it so I wouldn’t notice them. Well, if they were robbing a person rather than a tavern, I’d notice how upset the person was.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for dealing with that guy. I was just about to throw a knife at him. I’d rather people didn’t know about my knives.” 
 
    Kazy soberly nodded, “Me too.” 
 
    Daum was letting the door to the kitchen close when he had another thought. Leaning back in, he said, “Why were you holding the guy’s shoulder there at the end? You’d already calmed him down.” 
 
    Kazy scowled, “I’d gotten close enough to know what really goes on in his ugly little mind.” She shook her head, “Which was not pleasant. He beats his wife and kids and bullies some of the people he works with. So,” she shrugged, “I leaned in close to make an adjustment in the way he thinks… like we talked about. Though, I still feel uncomfortable about it.” 
 
    Daum’s eyes widened, remembering how the family had talked about the ethics of Kazy adjusting people’s minds and decided that it might be a moral thing to do in just this kind of situation. “Did it work?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kazy said uncertainly. “When I left him, his mind wasn’t such a disgusting trough of sexual urges, putrid notions, and racist beliefs anymore.” She shook her head sadly, “But I have no idea how long that’ll last.” 
 
    “Oh,” Daum said, unsettled by a fuller realization of the kind of thoughts Kazy had to be hearing day in and day out. “Hearing what people are thinking must be… disturbing?” 
 
    “I don’t hear people’s thoughts all the time. I have to be within three meters and focused on someone to really have any idea what they’re thinking—unless they’re excited enough to strongly broadcast. But, yeah,” she sighed, “I do pick up a lot of stuff that I’d really rather not know. In fact, I’ve recently realized that I had a little bit of ability way back when I was getting raped by the raiders. Even though my talent wasn’t very strong, those guys were really close and had a lot of intense thoughts… thoughts that made the whole thing even more horrible.” 
 
    Daum closed his eyes, “Oh God…” Shaking himself, he stepped toward Kazy and drew her into a hug. Then, as her head slipped under his chin, his eyes sprung open, Oh my God, she’s probably hearing my thoughts right now! 
 
    Confirming his fear, Kazy said, “Don’t worry about it. Your thoughts are almost always nice. And don’t start worrying about how you notice pretty women either. Seems like every guy does. I’ve pretty much gotten used to that.” 
 
    Daum’s eyes widened even further. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tarc’s telekinesis, or ghirit, strained at the recalcitrant pin in the tumbler lock. Am I going to have to ask Daussie to come out and cut this one? he wondered.  
 
    At his request, Daussie had spent a good part of a day, systematically going around the underground complex, teleporting oil into the lock mechanisms of all the doors. It would’ve been easier for Daussie to cut the tumbler pins, or even the locking bolts, of all the doors that were stuck and she’d argued for such a strategy. However, Tarc wanted to keep the locks functional so that if someone managed to break into the facility sometime when none of the Hyllises were there, the steel doors would still keep them out of most of the rooms.  
 
    Daussie said she thought, since they didn’t have keys for most of the locks, he just wanted to be the only one who could get into the rooms. 
 
    Which was a little bit true. 
 
    Suddenly, the bound pin shifted. Tarc quickly lifted the others, aligning the breaks in the pins with the shear plane of the lock’s plug. He twisted the screwdriver he’d jammed into the key slot and the plug turned. 
 
    He pulled the door open. Another skeleton. This one lay curled on the floor, partly under the desk. 
 
    Tarc wondered why several of the people who’d died in the facility had locked themselves in rooms. Hoping to avoid the disease that was killing the others? Just wanting to die in peace? He swung the door open and shut several times to pump a little of the mustiness out of the room. He wondered once again about what’d happened in the big cluster of underground rooms. He felt fairly confident it’d been some kind of secret biomedical research facility. Secrecy being the reason it was underground. The underground complex had entrances on either end that came up into buildings that’d long ago collapsed. 
 
    Whether it was a military secret, or some kind of off the books research facility belonging to a private corporation, or a hidden government lab intended to survive and deal with just the kind of pandemic that’d actually destroyed the ancients’ civilization—none of that was clear. 
 
    From a few printed or handwritten notes here and there, Tarc had pieced together the confusing story of a group of people who’d survived the pandemic that wiped out the population, but not for very long. Some of them had wanted to leave and look for loved ones on the outside. Others had wanted to bring their loved ones into the facility. Even those who were stalwart on those issues had been worried about what they’d do when they ran out of food and other critical supplies. 
 
    It did seem that they’d been working desperately to isolate the causative organism of the pandemic and develop a cure or vaccine.  
 
    What’d happened to them wasn’t clear. 
 
    Tarc pulled the door the rest of the way open and stepped inside. 
 
    As always, his eyes first went to the skeleton. It was dressed in nearly intact shoes and a complete shirt, both presumably been made from synthetic materials. Only a few moldering bits remained of the person’s cotton pants. 
 
    Tarc looked at the desk above the remains. There was a thin sheaf of papers, the kind that Tarc had come to understand the ancients could print on demand from miraculous machines attached to their computers. In bold print on the top sheet of the stack, a title said,  
 
      
 
    “Causes of the Super Flu Pandemic” 
 
      
 
    Tarc skimmed over that top page. In the stilted language of the past, it described the onset of the disease that had first broken out in a place called “Pennsylvania.” 
 
    Hoping to find a summary, Tarc carefully moved the rest of the pages so he could see the last page. At the top of the page it had two brief paragraphs of the elegant printing— 
 
      
 
    Experts predict that about half of any survivors of the virus will be killed in the oncoming collapse of civilization. If indeed the world’s population of 7 billion is reduced to 175,000,000, a population density not seen since about 1000 A.D., it seems unlikely that anyone will be interested in exactly who killed us all. They’ll just be trying to survive the end of civilization as we know it. Presumably, someday, if and when civilization reestablishes itself, someone may be interested in these words. 
 
    As I write this I’ve developed a headache and I’ve started to cough… 
 
      
 
    Then, beneath that, somebody—presumably the person under the desk—had written by hand: 
 
      
 
    Yeah, the super-flu has gotten loose in the facility. My cherished hope that my headache and cough were just an ordinary cold were just that, “cherished hopes.” We don’t know whether it got loose from the researchers studying it in the lab, or whether there was some breakdown in our air filtration system, or maybe it got in when Diane broke out to search for her husband. But it’s here. And it seems unlikely that a group as small as the one in our little chamber of horrors will have a survivor. 
 
    Maybe someday, somebody will read these words. 
 
    Maybe they’ll even be useful. 
 
      
 
    Arlee 
 
      
 
    Tarc couldn’t stifle a shudder of horror. He looked down at the skeleton admiring the man or woman who’d invested a few moments at the bitter end of their own life, thinking of people like Tarc, someday in the future. 
 
    He looked around, wondering once again whether the virus still resided in the facility. Whether he might have disturbed it. Whether it might only have faded out back then because everyone left alive had been able to develop immunity, an immunity no one alive today would have, never having been exposed.  
 
    Or, whether the virus might’ve killed all but the very few who’d managed to hide in isolated locations, avoiding exposure to it. People who’d eventually come back out into the world and repopulated it. And now that Tarc had disturbed residual virus in this facility it’d spread again.  
 
    Or, optimistically, whether the flu had killed everyone except those few who lacked some receptor for viral attachment, or some cellular mechanism involved in its replication. 
 
    He sincerely hoped it was the third possibility. If so, it might be that no one alive today was susceptible to it. 
 
    We’ve got enough problems of our own without my breaking loose remnants of the one that defeated the ancients in all their glory. 
 
    Tarc carefully restacked the papers and left them on the desk, closing the door to keep them from being disturbed. 
 
    Just in case someone was interested in studying them someday, sometime in the future. 
 
    He went back to the room across the hall. When he’d come to the facility that day, he’d brought a box he’d commissioned from one of the carpenters. First, he took out the rags that were stuffed into the box. He carefully lifted the microscope off the bench and gingerly lowered it into the box, greatly relieved that it fit with little room to spare. The microscope seemed to be mostly made of metal and glass, but some parts were of the ancients’ ubiquitous plastic. He dreaded the possibility that it might come apart while riding back to the tavern on the back of a mule.  
 
    When he’d described the thing to Eva—not knowing what it was—she’d insisted on coming out to look at it. How she’d suspected the device was actually one of the microscopes they occasionally read about in their books, he didn’t know. Nonetheless, after cleaning the dust off the lenses and looking through them, it’d become obvious that it truly magnified what was under it. 
 
    And Eva really wanted it.  
 
    So, Tarc really wanted to get it home without breaking it. 
 
    He carefully packed the rags back in the box around the microscope, then tied the lid firmly back in place and started back out to the entrance. The collapsed buildings thoroughly blocked the facility’s original entrances so they still used the opening the toddler’d fallen through to get in an out. 
 
    Though Eva hadn’t wanted to take anything out of the ancient facility, she’d first taken home some of the duplicate medical books in the library. Then she’d agreed to allow the removal of some stainless steel cabinets. After all, the stainless steel was valuable and didn’t do anything wooden cabinets wouldn’t do. Selling the stainless had gotten them out of debt for the purchase of their tavern. 
 
    They’d also taken some of the ancient glass and ceramic items like dishes and drinking glasses. Selling them to the antiquity dealers had provided the Hyllises with some of the financial cushion Daum wanted. 
 
    Now, though, Eva was putting her foot down. She wanted to preserve the facility as it was for the future. She had dreams of finding ways to light it and turning it into her dream medical school and hospital—with some parts set aside as some kind of museum. 
 
    For that to happen though, she needed to use of some of the equipment to further their ability to practice medicine. Her theory was that if they became famous for curing people, more patients would come. She was convinced that if they became truly successful, healers would gather to learn what they knew. 
 
    Then, at last, she’d have her school. And she could spread her knowledge to others, thus helping even more patients, even patients elsewhere. 
 
    Therefore, the microscope. She hoped to learn to use it to recognize the bacteria causing infectious diseases. She’d need crystal violet and safranin dyes to perform the most basic stains of bacteria and so far had no idea how to find them or even if it were possible to make them with current tech. Assuming she solved that problem, Tarc wondered what she thought she’d do once she’d diagnosed an infection. Bread mold, he thought. But I’ll bet there’re a lot of steps between finding a mold that kills bacteria and turning it into penicillin.  
 
    Steps that aren’t in any of our books… 
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Daussie trotted up the stairs from the cellar under their tavern. She stepped into the kitchen, “We’re out of sausage!” she said, loud enough that everyone would hear. Being out was a disaster to learn about shortly before the lunch crowd. Spicy sausage pizza was their customers’ favorite dish.  
 
    She groused, “Somebody used the last of it yesterday without telling Tarc.” Then, trying to sound put upon, even though she thought a trip to the butcher would be a nice break, she said, “I’ll have to go get some.” 
 
    She turned to leave, but Norman Soh, Vyrda’s young cousin who helped serve customers at lunch, was obstructing the doorway. He shook his head and said, “You shouldn’t be out on the streets by yourself.  I’ll go with you.” 
 
    Daussie took a breath to tell him she didn’t need a nursemaid, but then saw Kazy giving her a look. Kazy thought Daussie needed a social life. And, after all, she couldn’t tell Norman she could protect herself. Still feeling a little irritated, Daussie glanced at the handsome young man and decided she shouldn’t object. Still not willing to completely concede she needed him, she shrugged, said, “Fine with me,” and strode for the door. 
 
    Though Daussie moved quickly, Norman still beat her to the door, pulling it open and ushering her through. She kept moving fast, so he had to run a few steps to catch up again. Beside her, he said, “My cousin Vyrda thinks you’re an amazing healer.” 
 
    Daussie turned a smile on him, thinking, Well I guess he knows the way to my heart. She shrugged, “I’ve just been lucky with some of the patients she brought to us.” 
 
    “She thinks it’s a lot more than luck,” Norman said, lifting an eyebrow and looking impressed. “Is it true you came from somewhere down to the south of us? Walterston, or something like that?” 
 
    Daussie grimaced, “It was named that after its previous sheriff, Sheriff Walters. The new sheriff’s arrogant, so he’s probably named it after himself by now.” She pulled her lip, “Though, ‘Farleyston’ doesn’t have much of a ring to it.” 
 
    “But still,” Norman asked, “you traveled with the caravan for quite a while, right? And you saw more towns and cities between your home and here?” 
 
    Daussie nodded. 
 
    Norman sighed, “I’ve never been anywhere. My dad wants me to take over his store, but I want to travel with a caravan for a while. I want to see what’s out there before I settle down.” 
 
    Daussie hadn’t expected anyone to be envious of her travels. She spoke slowly, “Life on the road’s hard, but if you think you’d like it, you should go for it.” 
 
    Norman frowned, “What’s hard about it?” 
 
    Daussie’s eyes were on the street in front of her. “You’d be trying to buy cheap and sell dearly. Not so different from working in your dad’s store… Except you’d have to pack everything you own into a small space in a wagon, then unpack it and repack it every few days. You’d be walking all day while you traveled from place to place, all the while worrying about being attacked by bandits—” 
 
    “It’d be worth it,” Norman interrupted enthusiastically. “I’d be seeing something besides Clancy Vail.” 
 
    Deciding that she shouldn’t poke any more holes in his dreams, Daussie said, “That part is pretty interesting.” 
 
    A man they were approaching on the street suddenly focused his eyes on Daussie, “Oooh, pretty lady!” 
 
    Saying, “Shut up!” Norman immediately stepped forward so he blocked the man’s line of sight to Daussie. 
 
    “Just enjoying the view,” the man said with a laugh. “Surely you’re not saying she’s ugly, are you, sonny?” 
 
    Daussie touched Norman’s elbow, softly saying, “Just ignore them. Reacting only makes it worse.” 
 
    He gave her a wide-eyed look, “Really? Stuff like that doesn’t make you sick?” 
 
    She shrugged, “In his own fumbling way, I think he’s trying to give me a compliment. Unfortunately, he just doesn’t know how to do it without coming off rude.” 
 
    Norman looked back at the man, “Well, I think someone should thrash him.” 
 
    Quoting her mother’s words, Daussie said, “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” 
 
    Norman stared at her, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “That I shouldn’t be upset about what he says, only about what he does.” She gave Norman a grin, “For instance, your actions in trying to protect me say you’re a nice person. Your words, saying ‘someone should thrash that poor man,’ makes me think you’re not as nice as I thought.” 
 
    Norman was silent for a moment, then he laughed resignedly. “Well, I’ll be sure not to say anything to anyone else who offers an ugly compliment. But, if they seem like they’re about to… undertake some kind of ugly action, that’s when I’ll step in.” 
 
    Daussie laughed, miming applause, “Well said.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eva focused on reading about infectious diseases in the new books Tarc had found in the facility. The books she’d inherited hadn’t covered infections in much detail, so she was using her new materials to try to remedy that deficit in her understanding. After all, bacterial infections were a huge problem. A problem the Hyllis’s talents couldn’t solve. Well, they could drain abscesses and milk the fluid out of pneumonia, but little else.  
 
    Now that she had a microscope she was trying to find more information about a dye called crystal violet. Crystal violet was extremely important in the staining of bacteria, helping differentiate the major classes. Well, first she needed it just to be able to see them with the new microscope. Then it’d be helpful in differentiating major types. 
 
    And, not only was it an important stain, it had antibacterial and antifungal properties useful for topical treatment of skin infections. 
 
    It even killed worms! 
 
    Excitingly, as a dye, crystal violet had also been used to color textiles and in blue inks. That meant Eva could hope someone still made it since people still wore blue clothing and wrote with blue ink. I’ve got to go shopping tomorrow, she thought. But how am I going to know if any of the blue dyes I find are actually crystal violet? 
 
    One of the new books had a diagram of its molecular structure. A structure which had a number of hexagons she thought were “benzene rings.” But the chances that anyone would know the chemical structure of present-day blue or violet dyes seemed vanishingly small. Still, she’d copied down the formula. 
 
    At the very least, she planned to buy samples of every violet dye she could find and try staining bacteria with them. 
 
    There was a knock on the doorframe. Kazy stood there with a frightened-looking man.  
 
    The large red area on his forearm suggested the problem even before he blubbered, “I’ve got a boil. It’s been lanced again and again. But it keeps coming back! I’ve been hoping…” He paused to stare at Eva desolately, “I’ve heard you can work miracles.” 
 
    Eva said, “I can’t promise miracles, but we’ll do what we can. Lie down up here,” she said, patting the gurney, “and we’ll look at your arm.” 
 
    He gingerly climbed up onto the gurney, continuing to hold the arm protectively against his side. 
 
    When he didn’t extend it, Eva patiently said, “You’ve got to lay it out here so we can see.” 
 
    Trembling, he slowly straightened his elbow, though not all the way. Extending it appeared to hurt. “Please, don’t touch it until you lance it. It really hurts.” 
 
    “We’re just going to look,” Eva said as she and Kazy leaned down over his arm to give their ghirits better definition. As expected, the redness was associated with heat. He had a large collection of pus around what Eva thought was a remaining fragment of wood. It extended up just beneath the skin—skin that was densely scarred and thickened from being repeatedly lanced. 
 
    Kazy leaned very close to whisper her findings. “He’s got an abscess around a splinter. That’s why it keeps coming back. Do you want me to send for Tarc so he can pull out the splinter after you lance the abscess?” 
 
    Eva thought for a moment, shaking her head. “Tarc’s too far away,” she whispered back. “The splinter seems to be floating in the pus. It might float out by itself when we drain the abscess. If it doesn’t, Daussie can port it out before she flushes the wound with saline. Can you get her while I explain things to him?” 
 
    Kazy nodded and left the room. 
 
    When Kazy and Daussie arrived Eva’d just finished explaining how Kazy was going to talk to him until he’d relaxed and gotten sleepy. The man looked doubtful, though not as anxious as he had been.  
 
    Daussie had a pan in her hand. Eva went around the corner into the alcove and returned with one of their lances. When she got there and looked at the arm again, she thought the boil didn’t look as tensely swollen. Her ghirit sensed the pressure was lower too. She looked at the patient. Seeing he was almost under, she turned to Daussie, “You ported some of the pus out of the abscess,” she said, almost accusingly. 
 
    Daussie shrugged, “Yeah, it’s disgusting when there’s so much pressure it squirts everywhere.” 
 
    “But I was hoping when it squirted it’d carry the splinter out with it.” 
 
    She shrugged, “If it doesn’t, I’ll port it out. No disgusting squirts required.” 
 
    Eva snorted a laugh. She handed a rag soaked in moonshine to Daussie and said, “Clean the skin while I unwrap the lance.” 
 
    “Wait,” Daussie said, sounding surprised. “If you’re going to use a lance, you should have Kazy do it. That way, someday if she has to do it when you’re not around, she’ll know how.” 
 
    Eva felt a little disappointed because she’d always enjoyed doing procedures herself. But, you keep telling everyone you want to be a teacher, she thought. “You’re right. Kazy, this’s a perfect procedure for you because it’ll only take you away from anesthetizing him for a second.” 
 
    “But Mom,” Daussie said, sounding exasperated, “I’m here. Why would we use a lance?” 
 
    Eva closed her eyes and sighed with frustration, “Yeah, I guess if you can cut stone and steel, you can cut tissue without a lance, can’t you? Seems like I wouldn’t have to be reminded of things like that by now.” 
 
    Daussie nodded. She moved her pan so it was under the man’s arm and leaned down. A wound suddenly appeared in the scarred area over the abscess. A little spurt of pus came out, though not the fountain that would have squirted out if it’d still been under a lot of pressure. 
 
    They all sent in their ghirits. The splinter had moved a little way, but then the tissue’d collapsed down around it. A moment later the fragment of wood vanished from the wound and reappeared in Daussie’s pan. Daussie reached for the jar of saline and set it near the arm. 
 
    She ported several pulses of saline into the wound to wash it thoroughly but their ghirits showed a layer of slime on the surfaces inside the wound. There was some unhealthy or dead tissue in a couple of areas. 
 
    Eva walked over and got one of the little sterile bundles that had a clamp and some gauze in it. She laid it next to the man’s arm, then walked around to Kazy. “Feel up to reaching in and swabbing out the wound?” 
 
    “What if I struggle to get the clamp in and he wakes up while I’m doing it?” 
 
    Eva shrugged, “Then you’ll put him back to sleep and I’ll do it. You’ll make him forget waking up the same way you’ve helped people forget things that give them nightmares.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kazy said nervously. She stepped around to the man’s arm and started unwrapping the bundle. 
 
    Eva leaned down to stroke the man’s head in an effort to help keep him relaxed but then spoke to Kazy, “Remember not to touch the part of the clamp you’re going to put in his arm. You don’t want any new bacteria carried into the wound on the forceps or the gauze.” She focused back on murmuring to the man, quietly urging him to stay asleep. 
 
    Kazy carefully grasped a small piece of gauze in the tips of the clamp, then slid it into the wound twisting and swabbing to scrub out the slime and any dead tissue. Eva was tempted to send her ghirit down and make sure Kazy was doing it right, but Kazy seemed to be moving slowly and carefully. Instead, Eva made herself focus on talking to the patient. 
 
    Eva was just beginning to think Kazy was taking too long when Kazy pulled it out and picked up another piece of gauze. Suddenly she looked toward the head of the table, evidently thinking she’d been away from their patient long enough that he’d be waking up. Dropping the clamp in Daussie’s pan, she started that way. She slowed and stopped, staring, “He’s still asleep?!” 
 
    Eva looked down at him. His eyes remained closed. His face looked peaceful. He should be awake! she thought urgently… 
 
    His eyes snapped open. 
 
    He blinked a couple of times, then all the fear was back in his eyes, he lifted his head, “Are you about to do it?!” 
 
    Eva smoothed his hair with her hand and said, “Relax. It’s already done.” 
 
    His face softened and, with great relief, he sighed, “Thanks.” 
 
    Astonished, Eva looked up at Kazy and Daussie. Kazy grinned and pointed at her, “You’re a telepath too!” she whispered as if she were accusing her. 
 
    Eva looked down at the patient again. “I can’t be!” she whispered, “I don’t hear anyone’s thoughts.” 
 
    Daussie said contemplatively, “Maybe you’re limited like Dad. You have some parts of it, but not others. Like he can move things with his mind, but his ghirit can’t sense inside anything. You transmit but don’t receive.” 
 
    Eva looked back down at the man. He was staring up at them, curiosity and confusion in his eyes. Sleep, she thought at him. His eyes drifted closed. Damn, she thought. Shaking her head, she looked up at Daussie, “It can’t be. I spent all that time trying to learn how to hypnotize people. I couldn’t affect them at all.” 
 
    Kazy said, “I’ll bet you were focused on what you were saying and doing, not on trying to actually push their mind with yours.” 
 
    Oh, Eva thought, knowing Kazy was right. She’d been focused on hypnotic techniques and not on engaging the patient with her mind. She suddenly thought about all the anxious and upset patients she’d been able to calm over the years. Maybe, without even knowing it, I’ve been doing it a little bit all along. She looked up at Kazy, “You may be right. But can you make sure he doesn’t remember this little conversation?” 
 
    “Sure,” Kazy said stepping to the head of the bed. “I’m going to wake him up too, so restrain what you say.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    That evening the family got together to talk about Eva’s newfound talent. “It’s real,” Eva confirmed. This afternoon I stepped out where the dogs hang out around the kitchen. I put one to sleep without any trouble. I think I’ve been doing it unconsciously for years. Calming people who’re distraught, helping people relax. I just thought I had a way with words. I didn’t notice it because my ability to listen to someone’s thoughts is pretty weak.” 
 
    Daum lowered an eyebrow, “Wait a minute! Is this why you always get your way around here?” 
 
    Eva looked chagrined, “I hope not?” 
 
    Daum laughed, “You should see the look on your face. I think you get your way because you’re usually right.” He turned and spoke to Tarc sotto voce, “At least, that’s what I’m going to keep telling myself.” 
 
    Daussie gave her a little hug, “It’s going to be great to have two anesthesiologists!” 
 
    “Before we get too excited, we need to be sure my talent’s strong enough to put someone to sleep and keep them that way during a truly painful procedure.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nylin had just finished making herself a sandwich with buttered sourdough bread, roast pork, cheese, lettuce, and tomato when she heard Tarc’s voice over her shoulder, “Wow, that looks really good. Can you show me how to make one for myself?” 
 
    She glanced quickly up at him, but then her eyes dropped again practically against her will. “I can make you one,” she said softly. 
 
    “I’m not helpless,” he said with a chuckle. “I just need you to make sure I get it right.” He pulled out a loaf of bread and sliced himself off a couple of slabs. 
 
    “It’s simple, I’ll just tell you what to put on it. You start by buttering—” 
 
    He scooped up some butter, then looked over at her with sad puppy-dog eyes. “Are you saying you won’t stay and supervise me?” 
 
    “Um, sure,” Nylin said, watching him slice off a generous section of roast pork and drop it into place. She opened her mouth to tell him what went next, but he’d already picked up the cheese. As he laid a thick slice on top of the hot roast pork, she handed him some slices of tomato. By the time he’d laid them on his sandwich, she’d already pulled off a couple of leaves of lettuce. 
 
    He smiled at her, “Thank you. Shall we sit out on the steps and eat our sandwiches?” 
 
    She forced herself to lift her dark eyes to his startlingly blue ones. “That’d be nice.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They sat out in the late morning sun, eating their sandwiches. Nylin felt like it was the best sandwich she’d ever had. After she’d finished about half of it, she turned to Tarc. After hesitating for a moment, she said, “I’m pretty sure you remember helping me dig up the Ragas’ money before we left their camp?” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tarc nod his head. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering what I should do with that money. It seems like there should be something better than just hiding it.” 
 
    Tarc said, “You’re probably right about that. My dad says not to let your money be lazy. Money should always be hard at work.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged, “You could put it in a bank. They’d pay you interest on it. In theory, a bank’s safer than hiding it in your room where someone could steal it but it’s also a place where money works. On the other hand, even banks can have trouble. Our bank back in Walterston got robbed and couldn’t give us all our money back.” He snorted, “Much less pay us the interest they owed us.” 
 
    “Should I bury it somewhere, like the Ragas did?” 
 
    “No, then it’d be ‘lazy.’ You could also invest it in something.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?”  
 
    “You could start a business of your own.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s enough money for that.” 
 
    “Or, you could go in partners with someone else. Or even buy a small share of a bigger business. For example, if you bought a share of the tavern, the money could be invested to enlarge the kitchen and the dining room. Then the tavern could do more business and make bigger profits, some of which they’d owe to you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said thoughtfully. After a few moments, she asked, “How would I go about that?” 
 
    Tarc looked out over the town below them. “If I were you, I’d ask Kazy. She likes healing, but she’s really interested in cooking and in the business of running the tavern too. I’ll bet she’s got lots of ideas for improvements that could be made with a little more money. She could even suggest ways for you to talk to Daum about it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nylin said softly, feeling like she had a lot to think about. 
 
    “There’s a caravan in town,” Tarc said, sounding nervous. “Would you… like to see if we can get the afternoon off to go look around?” 
 
    Nylin’s breath caught short in her throat, but after a moment, she managed to say, “I’d like that a lot…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Taking a break from her reading, Eva looked around her new clinic room.  
 
    They’d set it up in the largest of the six upstairs rooms at the tavern. That room also had two windows—whereas the other rooms only had one each—so during the day it had the best light. They’d moved two of the salvaged gurneys into the room and fitted them with mattresses. Not only were the gurneys narrower than regular beds—so they didn’t take up as much space—but they were tall enough that the healers could examine patients without bending over. Standing let you move around a patient more easily—important in a crisis. 
 
    They’d bought some tall stools to sit on while taking care of people as well. Considering how long they sometimes crouched over patients, she was sure the stools would occasionally be welcome.  
 
    The metal surfaces of the gurneys were easy to clean. Leather straps had replaced the ancient rubber on the wheels so the gurneys could be rolled around if needed. 
 
    They’d also brought in several of the tall stainless steel cabinets Tarc had salvaged from the underground facility. They were easy to clean, and her reading had taught her that bacteria didn’t like to grow on metal. They’d put some of the cabinets in the kitchen downstairs as well. 
 
    They were keeping their medical supplies in the cabinets now, which felt a lot more professional than keeping them on shelves in the kitchen as the had in the past. And, they’d put their medical books, old and new in the cabinets. By turning the cabinets so their backs were to the room, they’d formed an alcove the healers could step into. That way they could get down a book to read about a patient’s problem without the patients seeing the books—books by the ancients being against the law and reviled by many. In addition, the alcove provided a hidden location where they could prepare medical instruments they didn’t want the patient to be intimidated by. 
 
    The door opened and Vyrda stepped in. Vyrda opened her mouth to speak, but Eva broke in. “If you drain any abscesses, save some of the pus for me. I need something I can be sure has a lot of bacteria in it.” At Vyrda’s puzzled look she amplified, “For practice with the microscope.” 
 
    “Okaay,” Vyrda said doubtfully. “How do you want me to save it?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Eva said thoughtfully. She got up and walked around into the alcove of the cabinets, “How about one of these little glass jars we salvaged?” There’d been hundreds of small glass screwtop jars in boxes at the underground facility. The aged plastic of the screw caps was fragile but held together if you were gentle with it. Eva pictured using them for all kinds of specimens they might collect for the microscope. Urine, sputum, blood, and of course, pus. 
 
    Vyrda took the little glass jar and slipped it into a pocket. “I came in to talk to you about a couple of patients who have cancer.” She shrugged, “I thought about just trying to heat their tumors like Tarc showed me in Mrs. Gates. But then, I remembered how you’d said we should consult one another as much as possible, since consultations were such a great way to learn from one another.” She frowned, “And one of them has so much tumor I don’t think I could kill all of it if I spent the entire day. Maybe he’d be a better one for Tarc?” 
 
    Eva drew in a mildly alarmed breath. “Oh! I don’t think, even if you could, that you should try to kill that much tumor all at one time. After the tumor dies, the body has to break down the dead cells and carry them away. All those broken down cells are kind of toxic, so you should try not to give the body too much of a burden to deal with all at one time.” 
 
    Vyrda looked upset. “I should’ve realized that.” She paused for a moment, looking thoughtful, then said, “I think I should have all my patients see you before I treat them. I’m just beginning to see how important consultation is.” 
 
    Eva gave a little laugh, “Well, I don’t think you should make someone with an abscess wait until I’m available. You certainly know how to treat that problem already, and it’s pretty urgent.” 
 
    With a little shrug, Vyrda said, “Still, unless there’s a reason I can’t, I’d like to bring even those to see you if I can. Is that okay?” 
 
    Eva nodded eagerly, “Yes. I’d very much like that. In fact, if you’d like, I could go with you to see your cancer patients right now.” 
 
    Vyrda pulled back in surprise, “Don’t you have to start cooking for the lunch rush?” 
 
    Eva produced an uncertain nod, “I do. But Daum’s always happy to do the cooking if I’m taking care of patients. He knows patient care’s what I really love. And, with all these extra people we’ve got helping us, he can get things done even if I’m gone a little.” 
 
    “He’s a good man,” Vyrda said with a smile. She straightened “But, don’t abuse him if you don’t have to. I’ll bring the patients with cancer over here in the midmorning or mid-afternoon when things are slow in the kitchen.” 
 
    Eva gave her an alarmed look, “When am I going to get my reading done? And learn how to use the microscope, and find some stains for the bacteria, and…” 
 
    She ran down as Vyrda waved her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. You do those things in the mornings. I’ll only bring patients for the mid-afternoon slowdown, okay?” 
 
    “Patients with chronic illnesses. Anyone with an acute problem, you bring them any time of day or night.” 
 
    Vyrda grinned. “Like stab wounds to the liver?” she said, reminding Eva how she’d already brought a patient in the middle of the night. 
 
    Eva laughed, “Yeah, like those.” She got a serious look, “Now that Daum’s tapped his first kegs, we’re starting to get busy in the evenings. So, he’s staying up late running the bar and I’m trying to let him sleep in in the morning. I do breakfast, we share lunch and dinner duties, and he, Kazy and Tarc run the bar in the evenings. Your plan of me studying in the mornings when things get slow, then seeing patients in the afternoon works pretty well with that schedule. If things get too busy for me to read in the morning,” she grinned, “I’ll just have to stay stupid.” 
 
    “Um,” Vyrda said hesitantly. 
 
    Eva gave her an amused look, “What is it?” 
 
    “Um, I already brought in a patient this morning. An old friend. Would you mind talking to him? Or should I bring him back this afternoon?” 
 
    “Of course I’ll see him. We can’t make him go away and come back for my convenience. What’s wrong with him?”  
 
    “He’s been slowly going blind. Apparently, his father went blind in the same fashion and he doesn’t think anything can be done about it, but he thought he’d ask.” 
 
    “What do you see when you examine him?” 
 
     “When I look in his eye with my ghirit, everything seems normal.” Vyrda shrugged, “But when I look at him with my eyes, his pupils look like they’ve got… clouds in them.” 
 
    “Oh,” Eva said, disappointed. “It sounds like he’s got cataracts.” 
 
    Vyrda winced, “From the look on your face, I’d guess it’s another of the millions of things we can’t do anything about, right?” 
 
    Shoulders slumping, Eva said, “Yeah.” She got up, “One of the new books I brought home from the salvage site’s about ophthalmology. Let’s see what it says about cataracts before we talk to your patient.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    After they’d read about them, Vyrda thought the patient did have cataracts. They both felt grim about their prospects of doing anything for him. Nonetheless, Vyrda led him up to the clinic room so they could examine him together. As she came into the room, she was saying, “So, I’m afraid there’s probably not anything we can do, but I wanted Ms. Hyllis to see your eyes for herself before we decided that for sure.” Vyrda paused and motioned to Eva, “Eva Hyllis, this is Brendan Geller.” 
 
    Geller looked to be in his 70s. Eva’s first thought was that he had to have been a lucky man to have lived to such an age without sustaining any fatal afflictions. “Hello, Mr. Geller. Are you otherwise healthy? Besides your eyes, I mean?” 
 
    Geller bobbed a little nod, “I’ve got some aches and pains, but I remind myself every morning that I’m lucky to have lived this long.” He produced a worried frown, “Though, now that I’m getting almost completely blind like my father was, I don’t feel so lucky any more.” 
 
    Eva had him sit, then took his hands and said, “I like to sit quietly with my patients before we get down to making a diagnosis and trying to come up with a treatment.” 
 
    “Okay,” Geller said, not sounding impatient, just resigned. 
 
    Eva quietly explored his body with her ghirit. His brain seemed healthy, including the occipital lobes where vision was processed. The arteries in his neck and those going to his heart didn’t have much plaque. She went through the rest of him relatively quickly, not encountering any cancers or other abnormalities. No wonder he’s still alive, she thought, he’s healthy as a horse. 
 
    Finally, she turned her attention to his eyes, which seemed completely normal to her ghirit. Eva even took a moment to compare his eyes to Vyrda’s. As far as her ghirit was concerned everything seemed the same between the two of them. She lifted her eyes to look into his and saw the cloudiness Vyrda’d mentioned. “How bad is your vision?” 
 
    “Well,” he said reaching into his shirt pocket and pulling out a piece of glass on a string, “even before my eyes got cloudy, I was having to use a lens to read fine writing. It still helps, but now, even using the lens, I strain to figure out one letter at a time. I can’t really go anywhere without anyone to guide me, and… I just feel so helpless.” 
 
    Eva stared at the piece of glass. Demonstrating, the man pulled it up to his eye and looked through it at her. She noticed that his eye looked bigger when he did so. Henry Roper had worn lenses in front of both of his eyes. Roper said they were technology from the ancients that helped him see better, but Eva hadn’t ever looked at them very carefully. Now she asked, “Where’d you get that lens, Mr. Geller?” 
 
    “From one of the antiquities dealers. It was cheaper ’cause it was broken, but,” he shook his head, “still expensive.” Hearing her interest, he lifted the string from around his neck and handed the lens to her, “Careful, it’s got a sharp edge where it broke.” 
 
    Eva thought the lens was probably about half of a lens like the ones that Roper’d had mounted in front of his eyes. Because of the break, she could see it was thicker in the middle and thinner at the edges. She held it up and looked at her hand through it. It magnifies, she thought, though not nearly as much as the microscope. “And this helped you see even before you got the cataracts?” 
 
    “Cataracts?” 
 
    “An ancient term for the cloudiness in the lens of your eye.” 
 
    “My eye has a lens in it?” he asked, sounding quite surprised. 
 
    Eva nodded. “It’s getting cloudy, like ancient glass that’s scratched and worn.” Even in their present times, much of the glass in buildings and the glassware used for drinking was salvaged from the cities of the ancients. There’d been so many people, and so many buildings back in the old times, that something as durable as glass—despite breakage—was still plentiful after the centuries. Even new glass, blown by glassblowers, was almost all made from old glass that’d broken and been melted down. 
 
    Geller waved at the lens in Eva’s hand, “If only you could take out my old, cloudy lens and put in a piece of that one.” 
 
    A cold shock shot down Eva’s spine.  
 
    Her surprise had two causes. First, the realization that Daussie actually could remove his old lens. Her brief look at the book on ophthalmology had mentioned that as an antiquated treatment for cataracts. Unfortunately, it required the patient to use very thick heavy external lenses to compensate for the lost function of the absent internal lens of the eye. Second, the hand he waved at her had splotchy stains on it. Not wanting to address the possibility of removing the man’s lens until she’d had a good deal more time to think about it, she focused on the stains. “What caused all those blue spots on your fingers?” 
 
    He lifted his hand and stared at his fingers. “I must’ve gotten some dye on them. I work as a chemist.” He shook his head, “Though, I can’t do much anymore. Can’t read the…” His eyes involuntarily twitched toward Eva, “recipes, or the labels on the bottles. It just isn’t safe if you can’t do that. My daughter and granddaughter have had to take over the business. I was just helping one of the young ones when I spilled this.” 
 
    “What kind of… What’s the name of the dye you were making?” Eva asked, hearing her own voice tremble. 
 
    “Gentian violet,” he said. Then, somehow picking up on Eva’s disappointment, he said, “It’s also known as crystal violet.” 
 
    “Oh!” Eva said, feeling like she’d just experienced an impossible coincidence—her own quest for crystal violet cut short by his serendipitous appearance in her clinic. She turned and picked up her drawing of the chemical structure for crystal violet. Handing it to Geller, she said, “Do you know the chemical structures of your dyes? Um, well enough to know if your crystal violet has this structure?” 
 
    Her heart sank when he shrugged. She realized he probably knew nothing of chemical structures, simply followed recipes to create the various dyes. But then he said, “I don’t know, I can’t see your drawing. Maybe if you drew it bigger?” 
 
    Eva got an ink pot and—wondering whether it was a waste—also got out a costly sheet of paper. She redrew the structure with heavy lines, big enough so it filled the sheet. 
 
    Geller pulled out his lens and looked at it for a moment, glanced up at her, then looked some more. He raised his cloudy eyes to Eva’s and said suspiciously, “How do you know so much about chemical structures?” 
 
    She wanted to scream, “Is that the structure of your crystal violet or not?!” Instead, she kept her voice calm, “I have…” she paused wondering whether she should express such a confidence. “It’s a secret. If I tell you, can you keep my secret?” 
 
    “You have one of the ancients’ books!” he breathed as if in awe. More importantly, it didn’t sound like he considered the books to be a sacrilege. 
 
    Eva nodded slowly, making the motion large so that Geller might detect it with his poor eyesight. She realized she should say the word as well. “Yes. I assume your family has some ancient books on chemistry?” 
 
    Geller pressed his lips together as if trying to hold in a secret, then seemed to make a decision, “You’ll keep my secret, if I keep yours?” 
 
    Eva nodded again. 
 
    Geller grinned and leaned forward. He whispered, “We have quite a few books.” 
 
    Eva leaned closer herself, “So do we.” 
 
    After talking for a while, it became evident Geller’s family had preserved a surprising amount of chemical knowledge over the centuries. A number of books had been kept by the family, though they were seldom read in their original form. They’d been meticulously copied and those were the “recipes” the family referred to when needed. They made a living producing and selling dyes, acids, bases, acetylsalicylic acid—also known as aspirin—and a large number of other chemicals, depending on demand. 
 
    And, yes, Geller would be delighted to sell her some crystal violet.  
 
    “But, what about my eyes?” he asked. 
 
    “A few months ago I would have said there was nothing we could do,” Eva said. 
“But we’ve recently obtained some… new books. Give us some time to do some reading and maybe we’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “If you come across any books on chemistry…” Geller asked softly, “would you let us copy them?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Having gotten permission, Tarc and Nylin left the tavern as soon as the lunch rush started to slow. Well, not counting a few minutes for Nylin to change her blouse and comb her hair. 
 
    As they walked toward the gate, Tarc kept glancing at her from the corner of his eye. Out in the light of day, there was just something irresistible about her almond-colored skin and long silky dark hair. She turned to him and caught his eyes on her. Her eyes dropped shyly, but she spoke anyway. “Do you think we’ll be safe outside the gate?” 
 
    Tarc said, “I think we’ll be fine. You remember the guards at the Norton caravan?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Usually several of them stayed around the caravan booths, watching for thieves and making sure none of the fairgoers got out of hand. Besides, I think Clancy Vail sends a few members of the guardia down to the caravan grounds.” 
 
    Reaching the caravan grounds, they started wandering around, looking at the displayed wares. By the number of merchants, Tarc surmised that this caravan was smaller than Norton’s. When they stopped to look at jewelry, Nylin turned quietly to Tarc, “The stones on these necklaces are pretty, but they’re lumpy. Not nearly as nice as Daussie’s spheres and teardrops.” 
 
    Tarc looked at them with more interest. They had smooth surfaces but they were, as Nylin’d said, lumpy. And, though the surfaces shone, they didn’t have the flawless perfection of the stones Daussie cut. However, the color of the stones was more intense than anything Daussie’d ever worked with. He turned to the woman tending the display. She tirelessly turned a metal drum that made a grinding noise as it rotated. Curious about it, Tarc asked, “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “Polishing stones,” she said. 
 
    “Really? How’s it work?” Tarc asked, fascinated. 
 
    Though he’d thought she might refuse to explain, she opened a door on the drum to let him look inside. The drum was partially filled with stones of various sizes and shapes rolling in a slurry of water and sand. “After they roll over one another in this coarse sand for several days, we wash them and put them back in with finer and finer sand. Eventually, we use a polishing powder.” She resumed turning the drum with one hand while using the other to point at the stones on display. “Eventually, all the corners get rounded off and the surfaces get polished smooth until you have pretty stones like these.” 
 
    “Do you ever sell the original stones they’re made from?” 
 
    The woman laughed, “Are you wanting to get into my business? Become my competition?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged, “I could hardly compete with you. You’ll be gone in a few days.” 
 
    She smiled again though not humorously, “But when the caravan comes back this way, no one’ll want to buy my stones because you’ll be selling something like them in your own little store.” 
 
    Tarc studied her for a moment, then said, “What if I told you that I’d like to buy some of your unpolished stones for more than you paid for them? And that I’d try to sell them back to you tomorrow, polished better than you can do with your drum?” 
 
    She laughed again, “I’d think you were crazy.” 
 
    He grinned, “Well, why not let me buy a few large pieces of the red and the blue stone?” 
 
    She shook her head disbelievingly, “And you think you’re going to sell stones back to me tomorrow?!” 
 
    Tarc nodded, “At a price higher than you sell your polished stones for,” he arched an eyebrow, “but less than you’ll be able to sell mine for. You’ll win on both ends of this deal.” 
 
    Smiling again, she said, “Well, they say a fool and his money are soon parted.” She bent down and came up with a couple of fist-sized rocks, one red and one blue. “I’ll sell you these for four silvers.” 
 
    Tarc dickered until the price came down to a silver each. When he left, he could tell she still thought she’d gotten the better of him by far. 
 
    As they left the booth, Nylin turned to him and said, “Are you crazy? There’s no way you can polish stones out of those in a day!” 
 
    Tarc gave her a wide-eyed look of alarm. “Oh my God! You’re right.” Then he winked, “But Daussie can.” 
 
    “Are you saying that Daussie makes those little spheres and teardrops herself?” 
 
    Tarc nodded. 
 
    “How?!” 
 
    He laughed, “Now that’s a Hyllis family secret.” 
 
    “And she can do it by tomorrow?” 
 
    Tarc nodded. “I’m hungry. Shall we see what they have in the food booths?”  
 
    They’d left the tavern after serving lunch, but without having any of their own, so Nylin was hungry too. 
 
    The food didn’t look very appetizing. The sandwiches consisted of two slices of bread with a thin slice of undercooked meat. No tomato sauce, lettuce, cheese or other ingredients to add flavor or crunch. Bowls of rice or beans. They settled for bowls of beans but on the first spoonful realized there weren’t any spices, not even salt. Food for fuel, not enjoyment. 
 
    Nylin looked sideways at Tarc, “I’m spoiled. I’ve gotten too used to eating Eva’s cooking…” She paused thoughtfully, “I guess it’s no wonder the tavern’s doing so well.” 
 
    “Don’t forget you’ve learned how to cook that way.” He gave her a measuring look, “If you wanted to be independent you could invest your money in opening your own food stand.” 
 
    Nylin looked thoughtful for a moment, then shook her head. “Farlin’d take it over.” 
 
    “We could… make sure that didn’t happen, if you wanted.” 
 
    “I’d rather invest the money. And do it without Farlin knowing about it, at least for a while.” She looked wistful, “Maybe forever.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thomas Vail, Baron Clancy Vail, turned angrily. “What do you mean, ‘I don’t have enough money’!” 
 
    His financier, Ronald James, shrank back. “You’ve been spending a lot on the addition to the palace.” James paused for a moment, then continued, “And on new weapons for the guardia. And on your wives…” He swallowed, “You’ve just been spending more than’s been coming in from the rents.” He shrugged, “Even after you stopped the repairs on the aqueduct. So, with a lot of money being spent, more than we have coming in, we’ve gradually spent all the money in the treasury.” 
 
    “So, raise the rents.” 
 
    With a fearful but determined look, James doggedly shook his head, “You’ll remember that when your father raised the rents in a similar situation, several important merchants moved to Murchison. That meant a complete loss of those rents and we only achieved a tiny increase in the total amount the Barony was actually taking in. A number of other merchants talked about leaving back then. If you raise rents again…” 
 
    James had stopped speaking when Vail leaned closer, reached out with his power, and stopped the motion of air through James’ windpipe. James’ eyes widened and his hands scrabbled at his throat, tugging open his collar. In a menacing tone, Vail said, “Do I need a new financier? You’ll recall, I want someone with solutions, not someone who’s constantly telling me what I can’t do.”  
 
    Vail released the air in the man’s throat and leaned back. James gasped for breath. After a moment, he ventured, “It might be that if you actually lowered rents, more merchants would move to Clancy Vail. They might rent some of the empty buildings and even build new ones on some of the empty lots.” 
 
    Vail leaned closer again, causing James to shrink back. Vail said, “That doesn’t sound like a solution to my problem right now. It sounds like it might bring in more money next year. Or the year after.” 
 
    Voice trembling, James said, “Let me check around. Perhaps there’re a few merchants who’re doing particularly well. Maybe we could just raise their rents.” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” Vail said. With a flip of the hand, he waved James away, “Go. Figure it out.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Robert Simpson, the new leader of Vail’s guardia, tried to pretend that watching James choking hadn’t bothered him. How far away can the son of a bitch do that to people? he wondered. Because everyone seems to get on the man’s shit list eventually so it’s probably going to happen to me someday.  
 
    Maybe if I get up and run away from him, he won’t be able to keep choking me? 
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 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Fava looked up as someone approached her booth. It was the handsome teenager who’d bought the unpolished red jasper and lapis lazuli the day before. She lifted an eyebrow and gave him a knowing smile, “Polishing stones isn’t as easy as you’d hoped, eh?” 
 
    He gave her a mournful look and began unfolding a cloth, “I know what you mean. It took my… associate… over an hour to do these.” 
 
    Fava stared in astonishment at handfuls of little spherical beads, flattened disks and ovals, teardrops, and cylinders. All perfectly symmetrical, free of the lumpiness of her own stones, and with a lustrous polish to their surfaces that practically glowed. She sifted through them with her fingers turning them over. She could tell that somehow they’d been made from the best parts of the stone, taken from areas between the imperfections and flaws. Her heart sank. Looking up into his impossibly blue eyes, she haltingly asked, “H-how’d you do this?!” 
 
    “Ah, that’d be our secret,” he said with a proud little smile. “But this,” he waved a hand over the stones, “can be your profit.” 
 
    She grabbed his hand, “Please! Teach me how you did it!” 
 
    Shaking his head, he said, “Sorry, I can’t.” 
 
    “Please! 
 
    “Um,” he said, now looking uncomfortable, “it’d be impossible. My… associate, has unusual skills and is… the only one who can do it.” 
 
    “But,” Fava said plaintively, trembling as she stared into his eyes, “if others start making them your way… however the hell you’re doing it, I’ll be out of business! This’ll destroy me!” She wanted to be strong, but she could feel the tears starting to come. 
 
    He’d gone from prideful to apologetic. With a look suddenly full of sympathy, he said, “I’ll tell you what. If we can reach an agreement for you to buy these from me, I’ll sell exclusively to you. Whenever your caravan comes through Clancy Vail we’ll make more for you.” 
 
    Fava stared at him, feeling like her heart had started beating again. He didn’t look like he’d thought through the ramifications of what… these stones would do to her business until he’d seen how upset she was. She immediately began imagining all the ways he could cheat her on such an agreement. But, after all, he could obliterate her just as easily without such an arrangement. If he honored it, even for a while, it’d give her a chance to find another line of business. “Okay,” she rasped around the lump in her throat. “What’s in it for you… besides a good price?” 
 
    “We have a tavern, the Hyllis Tavern. We’ll sell a few stones here in Clancy Vail, but only at one of the jewelers. You’ll be our only distributor to other cities. That’ll give you good business, yet keep them rare enough that Daus… my associate can make us a good profit without having to spend the time to produce them in huge quantities.” 
 
    Tears running down her cheeks, she put out her hand, saying, “Thank you. My name is Fava.” 
 
    “Tarc,” he said taking her hand.  
 
    “Before we negotiate prices, do you think your associate could make these out of harder stones?” 
 
    He nodded… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daussie studied the diagram of a lens in the ophthalmology book Eva had given her, going back and forth between the diagram and the description. It seemed weird that the lens with convexities on both sides would cause the light beam to converge and the one with concavities on both sides would cause the beam to diverge. But, she could make sense of the effect it had in focusing light. 
 
    Especially, the diagrams showing how the lens in the eye itself caused a light beam to converge at a point on the retina. She felt she could understand how—if the beam didn’t properly focus at the retina—it would result in an image that was blurry.  
 
    That made it much easier to understand Mr. Roper’s glasses. Presumably, his eyes were of the sort that didn’t properly focus the image on the retina and his glasses corrected the focus to let him see better. I wonder whether I could see better if I had glasses? 
 
    She looked up at her mother. “Okay, I kind of get how these lenses could work and I kind of think I could teleport such lenses out of this piece of glass you bought. But, it doesn’t say what the curvature is supposed to be or how thick the lens is supposed to be in the middle.” She carefully turned the page, worried that she just hadn’t gotten to the page that described those details, but the book had gone on to another topic. She shrugged at her mother, “How am I supposed to make one of these lenses without any better description than this?” 
 
    Eva shrugged in return. “I thought you could just do some experimentation. Try cutting out some small lenses with different thicknesses in the middle. Then we can look through them to see what we see.” 
 
    “What do you mean by small? I’d think if they were too thin they’d be really fragile and easy to break.” 
 
    “I just meant not very big around.” 
 
    “But then every time you turned your eyes one direction or another, you’d be looking off the side of the lens,” Daussie said. 
 
    “Making big ones will be hard and take longer, right? I’m just talking about making little ones because they’ll be easy for you. They’re just to see if you can actually make ones that work. Once we’re sure you can do it, then you can make bigger ones.” 
 
    “Okay,” Daussie said doubtfully. She looked at the diagram again, then leaned her head down close to the broken pane of glass Eva had brought her. A moment later a perfect one-centimeter diameter convex lens was rocking on top of the pane. She pulled her head back to look at it, thinking, Wow, it’s pretty! 
 
    Eva held it up and looked through it. “I can’t see much,” she said, sounding disappointed. “Everything’s blurry.” 
 
    Daussie said, “That one’s convex on both sides. According to the book, you give those to people who’re farsighted to help them read fine print.” 
 
    Eva thought back to the lens Mr. Geller’d been using. It was thicker in the middle, or convex, and he said he’d been using it to help him read before the cataracts started making everything so difficult. She leaned down and peered through Daussie’s new lens at the page of the book. “Oh! It magnifies. A lot. Much more than the one Mr. Geller was using.” She held it up about a foot from her eye and looked through it again. She frowned, “What I’m seeing through it at a distance isn’t just blurry, it’s upside down!” 
 
    Daussie bent down to the sheet of glass again. “Let me cut some lenses with less convexity.” After five seconds, she leaned back up and looked down at five more lenses. “They really are pretty, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Eva said, picking up the farthest one to the right—which had a barely detectable curvature. She held it up at arm's length and looked through it. “Damn, I can’t see anything through this one.” 
 
    Daussie said, “Try it for reading.” She’d picked up the next one with a little more curvature and was looking at the page through it. She said, “This one makes the print bigger.”  
 
    Eva leaned down and looked at the page. “Yes, it does. Oh, I think this would make reading easier. How about you?” 
 
    Daussie shrugged, “I don’t have any trouble reading. I’m not sure how it could be any easier.” 
 
    Eva snorted, “Are you trying to say I’m getting old?” 
 
    “No, never that,” Daussie said with a grin. She leaned down closer to the sheet of glass again, “I’m going to try making some of the concave lenses.” 
 
    While Daussie was cutting concave lenses, Eva was peering through the other thicknesses of the convex lenses. She mused, “With the stronger ones, I have to lean my head down closer to the page or everything’s blurry. I don’t think they’re worth it since I can read without them and they seemed to make things worse when I tried to use them to look at something far away.” 
 
    Daussie lifted her head and looked at the concave lenses she’d just cut. They weren’t rocking since they rested solidly on their thicker peripheral edges. She picked up the weakest one and looked at the page of the book. “This one doesn’t do much.” She moved it in and out of her line of sight. “I guess it makes the print a little smaller. I guess it’s not what you’d want for reading, but I could still read.” She lifted it up and looked out the window at the mountains in the distance. “Oh my God! The… the mountain’s clearer!” She set that lens down and picked up the next one. “Oh! Even better! The mountain’s really sharp!” She tried the next one, “Nope, this one’s not any better.”  
 
    She turned her attention back to the book for a moment. Speaking slowly she said, “I must be nearsighted, or myopic. So, things in the distance are blurry because they aren’t focused correctly on my retina. The concave lens focuses it better. This… is amazing!” 
 
    Eva had been trying the concave lenses. She grinned down at Daussie, “I must be nearsighted too. Do you want to mount some lenses on your face like Mr. Roper with his glasses?” 
 
    Daussie made a face, “No.” She shrugged, “But maybe I’d carry a lens around with me in case I needed to see something better.” Then she frowned, “I guess that sounds pretty vain, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Eva grinned again, “I don’t think it sounds vain at all. Because I don’t want to wear them either and I’m sure I’m not vain.” Then she smiled at her daughter, “Besides, if you were vain you’d wear clothes that fit and let us cut your hair nicer. 
 
    Daussie laughed. “I’m going to try making a bigger lens. One that might fit into spectacles like Mr. Roper’s. She picked up the concave lens that’d given her the best distance vision and laid it carefully on top of the broken piece of glass she was using as a source. Leaning down over them, she used her ghirit to examine the one she’d liked and fixed its curvature in her mind. Then she focused on the sheet of glass and pictured a larger lens with the same curvature. Hmm, if it’s going to have a bigger diameter, it’s going to have to be thicker at the edges, or thinner in the middle.  
 
    She decided to make it a little thinner in the middle and a little thicker at the edges and focused on cutting it. Because she was making a lens three centimeters in diameter, it took several seconds. She lifted the lens and, holding it just in front of her eye like Mr. Roper’s spectacles, looked at the mountain through it. Wow! she thought, That really looks a lot better… I can see so much more detail. She wondered whether, in time, she might actually decide to wear glasses like Roper’s, just so she’d be able to see that well all the time. 
 
    Laying the lens she’d just made down on the broken window pane, she cut another one like it. Picking them up, she held them one in front of each eye and looked at the mountain. It looked much better than it had without the lenses, but not quite as good as when she’d just been holding one up before her right eye. She tried closing her right eye and saw that the image with her left eye was a little bit fuzzy. She moved the lens away and looked at it, wondering if the glass was fogged or scratched. There wasn’t any fogging and like everything she’d cut with teleportation, its surface looked perfect. She tried looking through the first lens with her left eye and saw it was still a little blurry. Do I need a little more curvature in the lens for my left eye than I do for my right? she wondered. 
 
    Once again she bent over the broken window pane, this time cutting another three-centimeter lens, but with slightly more concavity. 
 
    This time, when she looked through the two lenses, holding the more concave one before her left eye, the image of the mountain seemed absolutely perfect. As she turned to tell Eva what she was seeing, she noticed something move across the mountain. When she turned back for another look, it moved the other way. The window’s dirty, she thought, walking over to it. She unlatched the window and swung it open, then looked through her lenses again. I only thought the mountain looked perfect before—because I’d never seen it like this! 
 
    Daussie turned excitedly to her mother, “Come look at the mountain through these lenses.” 
 
    Eva walked over, frowning, “Close the window. It’s getting cold in here.” 
 
    “First look at the mountain without that dirty window in the way.” 
 
    Eva held the lenses up to her eyes, “Oh my!” She turned to stare at Daussie while Daussie closed the window. She made a face, “I think I might actually like to have some of those spectacles for when we’re out and about.” 
 
    Daussie made more small test lenses of both the concave and convex types, including ones that were partial steps between the curvatures of the ones she’d already made. She cut these new ones so they had stems on them, allowing a person to use the stem as a handle when they held it up to their eye. As she cut each one in order, Eva numbered them by scratching the numbers on their stems with the diamond in her ring. They followed the ancient tradition from the book, giving negative numbers to the concave ones and positive numbers to the convex types. Unfortunately, they didn’t know how to tell the actual number of diopters a lens had, so they had to just stick to numbering them in order. 
 
    Daussie and Eva each went through the small test lenses, choosing the ones that let them see the best at a distance.  
 
    Using the information from the test lenses, Daussie bent over the pane of glass and started cutting three-centimeter lenses for spectacles for Eva. Daum came in. He took one look at the test lenses. He said, “Some of those’re pretty.” He pointed at the convex lenses, “I like these a lot better than those,” he said, indicating the concave ones. He frowned, “What are they? They might be pretty, but I don’t think they’re pretty enough that there’d be much of a market for them.” 
 
    Soon Eva had him holding various lenses up to his eyes. He proved to be mildly nearsighted which fit with his old complaints that he couldn’t see well at a distance. Although he could see distance better with a concave lens and could read without difficulty, he said he found reading fine print easier if he used a convex lens. He didn’t think lenses were necessary for either one though. 
 
    After listening to Eva and Daussie’s excited discussions, Daum gave an exasperated sigh and said, “I’d better get down to the kitchen and help get things going for lunch… Since you ladies are so busy playing with your little glass baubles.” 
 
    “Send Kazy up here so we can see if she’d like some lenses.” 
 
    Daum snorted, shaking his head as he went out the door. 
 
    Eva looked after him and said, “I think he has trouble on both ends because his lenses are getting stiff. The ancients called that presbyopia.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Kazy was also farsighted and had no need for lenses because of her youth. Tarc proved to be nearsighted and quite excited to get lenses. 
 
    Vyrda was farsighted but, being older, she was also presbyopic and having more difficulty than Daum with fine print. “I’d really like some magnifying glasses,” she said. “You know, like the person in your caravan who you said had a way to mount the lenses in front of his eyes on some kind of frame?” 
 
    Eva nodded, “It was made of some kind of wire or something. I was thinking I should go look at the antiquities dealers here in town. Maybe one of them not only has lenses but even the wireframe to mount them. We could use theirs as a model.” 
 
    Vyrda, who seemed to be related to half the town, said, “I have a cousin who’s a jeweler. Maybe he could make some frames.” 
 
    “They don’t need to be made out of gold or silver.” 
 
    “No, but my cousin knows how to work with small pieces of metal, shaping them to fit jewels. Shaping them to fit lenses shouldn’t be too difficult for him. He also knows which metals don’t make your skin turn colors.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twisting back and forth on the screwdriver he’d jammed into the key slot, Tarc leaned his head down close to the lock and once again tried to move the last two pins with his ghirit. He’d repeatedly considered asking Daussie to come out and cut the pins in this lock, but he’d abstained. His ghirit showed him a long hallway starting on the other side of the door. Uniquely, it took off at an oblique angle and didn’t have any rooms on either side of it. 
 
    Also, rather than having one of the flat knobs on the other side of the door with which to latch and unlatch the bolt, this one had another key slot. So, you’d have to have a key no matter which side you approached the door. The door was so different from the other doors in the underground complex that Tarc really wanted to preserve the ability to lock it in case that turned out to be important. 
 
    But the pins weren’t moving. In frustration, he pounded the door with the heel of his fist, then tried it one more time. One moved…! Then the other did as well. He used his ghirit to line up the breaks in the pins with the shear plane of the plug cylinder and turned it. 
 
    Picking up his lantern, he pulled open the door. Yep, a long hallway, he thought. Really long. The hallway was so long it faded into the darkness beyond the reach of his lantern’s beam. 
 
    Of course, he’d known it was going to be a long hallway. By “long,” he meant a hallway that stretched beyond the eighty meters his ghirit could sense things that weren’t warm. 
 
    Out of habit, he checked the fuel level in his lantern. Of course, if the lantern went out, he’d still be able to find his way back using his ghirit, but he’d let his lantern run dry a number of times down here and he didn’t like being in utter darkness. The lantern had plenty of fuel so he strode off down the hallway. 
 
    Tarc had once tried to follow the hallway to its destination by walking on the ground above and sensing it with his ghirit. Unfortunately, it went under a hill and he hadn’t been able to find it coming out on the other side. As he walked down the hallway, the ground rose above him. Must be the hill, he thought. The ground fell again on the other side of the hill but remained substantially above the hallway. Oh, he thought, the ground level’s higher here. I just didn’t notice it because of the hill I guess. He could still sense the ground from down in the hallway, but it was high enough that he would have had to strain to sense the hall from above and he hadn’t. He hadn’t tried to sense so deep because he’d had the impression that he was five to fifteen meters above the hallway, not the thirty meters or so he actually was. 
 
    For a moment, he wondered if the hall was actually going down into the ground. He turned to look behind him. The hall seems straight as an arrow and felt level. 
 
    Tarc kept walking. The ground above slowly fell until it was only about three meters above him. There aren’t any trees up there, he realized. He knew the hallway pointed toward Clancy Vail. Now he realized there weren’t any trees up there because he was currently walking under the caravan grounds. A little farther on, he noticed a little embankment on the surface and then detected some small buildings, probably the ones that were outside the walls of the city. 
 
    The hallway came to an end in a high ceilinged chamber. There were several doors around the periphery. One of them didn’t have a lock and readily opened into a stairwell, dusty like everything else. The stairs went up and down. Tarc ignored the ones going down and climbed upward instead, keeping a careful eye on the structure of the stairs with his ghirit. It’d be a disaster if the stairs collapsed beneath him while he was in there—no one would know where he was to come rescue him. 
 
    The top of the stairway was about a meter and a half underground. There was another doorway that didn’t have a lock. He was able to open it, but only a few inches. It was blocked by a jumbled mess of metal and concrete. He suspected this was intended to be another exit from the underground facility—perhaps for emergencies—but the building it’d exited into had collapsed around it. 
 
    He climbed back down and continued down the stairs as they went three levels below the main level. The farther down he went, the colder it got. He was almost shivering on the bottom floor. The cellar under their tavern in Walterston had been cool, but this seemed significantly cooler. Makes sense, he thought, this’s much deeper. 
 
    Each level had what he assumed had been a storeroom. Perhaps they’d stored food down there after their power went out, but if so, it’d degraded long ago despite the cold temperatures. 
 
    At the lowest level, a concrete tube continued still deeper. It had ladder rungs mounted in the concrete as if they’d contemplated someone climbing down there. Tarc wasn’t going to climb possibly rusty rungs when he was by himself, but he sent his ghirit down. Water! It was only about eight meters below that lowest floor. It’s a well, he realized. 
 
    Back up on the main level, he tried the other three doors. They all had locks that were too tight for him to open. I’ll have to get Daussie to come inject some lubricant, he thought. 
 
    He sent his ghirit through the doors and found more underground rooms. Several were small rooms that seemed to be for supplies. One went into a short hallway that connected to big rooms. Much bigger rooms than in the other facility. He shook his head in wonder at how the ancients had built so much, so large. Momentarily he wished for windows so the place would have light. Of course, if there’d been windows, they’d have been broken hundreds of years ago and all the salvage would’ve been carried away already. 
 
    He headed back down the long hallway to continue his lonely explorations of the underground facility. On his way, he counted his steps, deciding the two facilities were about 250 meters apart. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    On his way home that day, Tarc stopped off in the area. Many of the buildings outside the walls of the city were the simple shacks of a shantytown. Others belonged to less prosperous small businesses. Ones that—in order to pay the lower rents outside the walls—were willing to take the risk their buildings would be demolished in a conflict or robbed by bandits. 
 
    His ghirit found the top of the stairwell under a rough patch of ground about fifty meters from the wall. As he cast about with his senses he realized the ground was uneven because the collapsed remains of the building were buried beneath the head. We could build a new building right over the top of it, he thought. Then dig a cellar down to the stairwell and have access to the facility right here outside the city. He laughed at himself. That’s the last thing we need, the expense of another building and more rent to pay on its land. 
 
    He looked in the direction of the big underground rooms and to his surprise realized they were approximately underneath the huge cylindrical concrete tower that stood outside the city walls. The cylinder had a tilted mushroom cap and was braced with concrete buttresses that arced up to it on four sides. The tower could be seen from most places in Clancy Vail, so it served as a local landmark—even though no one knew its original purpose. Tarc walked over and around the base of the tower. Apparently, its walls were very thick. They were pockmarked here and there just above ground level. Those pocks looked as if some people had tried to break their way into the tower but none of the holes had penetrated to the interior. Tarc’s ghirit showed him that there were hollow tubes going up and down deep inside the concrete, including one that spiraled up around a central tube, but the attempts to break into the tower hadn’t come close to any of them. 
 
    Sending his ghirit down, he found there were actually four of the big rooms. One underneath each of the four buttresses that braced the tower. 
 
    Maybe I’ll be able to figure out what the tower was for when I get into the rooms beneath it, he thought. He decided it was most likely a small version of the ancient ‘water towers’ he’d seen in some other towns—Though I really don’t understand what the water towers were for either. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon, before the dinner rush. This day things were particularly slow. Knowing she’d be swamped during the actual dinner and for the evening while she helped Daum in the bar, Kazy made herself a sandwich and took it out back to the porch behind the kitchen. She sat on the steps, leaning against a post with her eyes closed, savoring the flavors in her sandwich on a cool afternoon. 
 
    Nylin sat down beside her. Kazy almost said “Hi Nylin” before she opened her eyes. She remembered in time and blinked them open so Nylin wouldn’t wonder how Kazy’d known who she was talking to. As she opened them, Nylin said, “Sorry to bother you…” 
 
    Kazy smiled, “It’s no bother. How can I help?” Since Nylin sat down so close to her, Kazy had to resist the temptation to pluck Nylin’s concerns from her mind. Kazy felt like she’d be irritated if someone listened in on her thoughts without asking permission, so she strove hard not to listen to what other people were thinking—excepting when there seemed to be an urgent reason to do so. 
 
    Nylin said hesitantly, “I’ve got some money.” She paused there, as if uncertain how to proceed, then said, “I asked Tarc… about somewhere safe to keep it. He said I should invest it?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, already deciding that what Nylin could’ve saved from her small salary would best be invested in a bank. 
 
    But then, Nylin surprised her by saying, “Tarc suggested I talk to you or Daum. That the two of you were interested in business and might have some ideas.” Her voice dropped and she developed a reluctant look, “Talking to Daum scares me. I’d much prefer talking to you.” 
 
    Kazy grinned at her, “Daum looks tough, but inside he’s just a big softy.” 
 
    Nylin drew back a little, “Maybe he’s a big softy to you; you’re part of his family.” She frowned, “I get the feeling he thinks the tavern has too many employees.” 
 
    She’s worried about her job, Kazy realized. She snorted, “He probably thinks that every morning and afternoon when business is slow. Then, at lunch and dinner when we’re swamped, he probably wishes he had more people, and a bigger bar, and a bigger seating area, and a better, faster kitchen, and more barrels for brewing beer, and more rooms for people who want lodging, and…” 
 
    Nylin put up her hands as if trying to stop this torrent of wishes. “I don’t have enough money for all those!” 
 
    Kazy blinked. She hadn’t thought Nylin had enough money for any part of any of those things. She’d been thinking the girl might have a few silvers to be put in a bank. Eyes narrowing, she said, “How much money do you have?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    Kazy laughed, “It’ll be pretty hard to give you advice on investing it if I don’t even have an approximate idea how much you’re talking about. A silver? Fifty silvers. Five golds?” 
 
    “I think I want to keep the silvers. In case…” 
 
    Resisting the impulse to go in and snatch the amount out of Nylin’s mind, Kazy grinned, “Okay. I’m just wanting to know how much you want to invest. Not everything there is to know about how much copper or silver you have.” 
 
    Nylin leaned close and whispered in a rush, “A hundred and thirteen golds.” 
 
    “What?!” Kazy stared at her. 
 
    “A hundred and—” 
 
    “I heard what you said. Where’d you get that kind of money?” 
 
    Softly, Nylin said, “From the Ragas. When… when Tarc rescued us he told us to take what we wanted from the camp. I’d seen the Ragas bury their money one day. I… I decided they owed it to me for what they’d done so I dug it up and took it with me.” 
 
    Kazy gaped at her for another moment, then started laughing. When she got herself back in control, she hugged Nylin, “And you’ve let Farlin think you guys have no money whatsoever.” 
 
    “We don’t have any money. I have some.” 
 
    Kazy chortled, And I’m guessing you don’t want his help investing it either, right?” 
 
    “I don’t want him to even know I have it!” 
 
    Kazy studied Nylin for a moment. Even without trying to investigate Nylin’s thoughts, she could tell that Nylin felt bad about something. She made a guess. “What about Grace?” 
 
    Nylin looked uncomfortable, “What about her?” 
 
    Kazy shrugged, “I can understand why you wouldn’t want to share with your brother after he planned to sell you as a bride. Essentially some kind of sex slave. But, if the Ragas owed you for what they did, it seems like they owed her too. Wasn’t she just as much of a victim as you?” 
 
    Kazy looked up the hill, “They had me for a lot longer than they had her.” 
 
    “So, maybe not as much of a victim.” 
 
    Nylin looked woeful, “You’re right. I’ve been feeling guilty for not giving her part of it.” 
 
    “That kind of guilt can eat at you.” 
 
    “But I think the investment would be stronger if it was in one big chunk.” 
 
    Kazy nodded, “True. Maybe you could urge her to invest with you.” 
 
    Still looking up the hill, Nylin nodded. “I’ll do that.” She turned to look Kazy in the eye, “Where do you think we should invest it?” 
 
    Kazy stood up to pace. As she looked back toward the porch where Nylin was sitting, she suddenly realized the big beam of wood underneath the kitchen was shaped like the front end of a boat. It’s a skid, she thought. For moving the building. She turned her attention back to Nylin, “Well, you could put it in a bank. I think they’re paying about three percent right now. Your money’d be pretty safe… unless there was a war or something else really terrible.” She looked back at Nylin, “But it’d take about twenty-four years for you to double your money.” 
 
    Nylin looked surprised, “How do you know that?” 
 
    Kazy put a hand on her chest, “Well, I am a math genius… But, really, it’s pretty simple. You just have to use what’s called the ‘rule of seventy-two.’” 
 
    Nylin frowned, “The what?” 
 
    “‘Rule of seventy-two.’ You divide seventy-two by the percent rate of return on your investment and the answer’s the number of years it takes for your money to double. Three goes into seventy-two twenty-four times, so in the bank, it’ll take twenty-four years to double. If you opened your own small business you’d hope to earn ten to fifteen percent. At those two rates, you’d double your money in 7.2 or 4.8 years. Of course, your business could go bankrupt. A lot of small businesses do and then you have nothing.  
 
    “Another option would be to invest in an established business, helping them expand in return for partial ownership. You’d be less likely to go bankrupt, but you’d probably only be hoping for a six to nine percent return. At those rates, you’d double your money in twelve or eight years.” 
 
    Kazy shrugged, “Obviously, what you’d like is to open your own small business that earns fifteen percent and doesn’t go bankrupt. Then, in five years or so you’d have doubled your money to two hundred and twenty-six golds, and in ten years you’d have four hundred and fifty golds. In fifteen years you’d have nine hundred golds, and in twenty years you’d have eighteen hundred—” 
 
    Nylin put her hands up, “Stop! I get it. But, I could lose it all.” 
 
    Kazy nodded solemnly. 
 
    Nylin squinched her eyes tightly shut, then let out a sigh. “I don’t have enough business savvy, nor a good enough idea to start my own small business. Let’s say I’m going to invest in an established business. What would you suggest?” 
 
    Kazy shrugged, “Talk to Daum. He’s a really good businessman. He could point out some likely businesses around town that you might want to invest in. But, you should know he’s always complaining about how he doesn’t have enough capital to improve and expand the tavern the way he’d like. Maybe you could invest in Hyllis Tavern? If you kept working here you’d be able to keep a close eye on your money.” 
 
    Nylin sighed, “That’s about what Tarc said.” She gave Kazy a hopeful look, “Could you help me talk to Daum? So I won’t be so scared?” 
 
    “Sure, but you should decide what you’re going to do about Grace before we talk to him.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nylin said softly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Daussie was studying when Eva came in with a small metal pan. She looked up and asked, “Where’ve you been?” 
 
    “Good to see you too,” Eva said with a grin. “I’ve got something for us to experiment with,” she said, lifting the lid off the pan. 
 
    “Eyeballs?!” Daussie exclaimed in horror. “What happened?!” 
 
    “They’re pig eyeballs I got the butcher to keep for me. One of our new books says pig eyeballs and human eyeballs are very similar.” 
 
    Daussie’s tone went from horrified to merely disgusted. “What’re you going to do with them?” 
 
    “You remember how I’ve told you about Mr. Geller and his cataracts?” 
 
    Daussie nodded slowly, as if afraid to hear the rest. 
 
    “Well, according to my reading, it’s the central part of the lens that’s cloudy. The outer part, or capsule, stays clear. In the surgeries the ancients did, they’d open up the eye through an incision in the cornea, then put a little probe inside the lens. The probe broke up and sucked out the cloudy central part of the lens.” 
 
    Daussie clapped a hand over her eyes and shuddered, “That sounds awful. I don’t know why I think it’s so much worse than other surgeries, but it really creeps me out to think of sticking something in someone’s eye.” She frowned, “But, I still don’t understand. Without the lens to focus the light, the patient wouldn’t be able to form decent images. They’d still be essentially blind, right? Probably all they’d be able to do would be tell if it was light or dark outside?” 
 
    “Well, yes. When they were getting started, they took out the entire lens, then gave the patient glasses with very thick convex lenses. Ones that were strong enough to focus the light even without the patient’s own lens.” 
 
    Daussie drew back, wincing, “Those must’ve been really thick!” 
 
    Eva nodded ruefully, “So thick the weight of the spectacles was a real problem. And they looked really ugly too. But,” Eva gave Daussie a serious look, “it was better than being blind.” 
 
    Daussie rubbed the bridge of her nose. Speaking with some dread, she asked, “Are you going to tell me you want me to port Mr. Geller’s lenses out of his eyes?” 
 
    “No, not the entire lens. Just the central part that’s cloudy.” 
 
    Daussie shook her head, “That’s hardly any better. He still won’t be able to focus the light on his retina without some kind of massive external lenses. In fact, I’ll bet the empty lens capsule would be floppy and warped enough that he wouldn’t be able to see very well even if we did give him a massive external lens.” 
 
    Eva nodded, “So, you’ll need to port some glass in to replace the cloudy part of his lens that you removed.” 
 
    Daussie’s eyes widened. “Oh…” She blinked several times, then said, “So, I port out a lens-shaped area of his lens, hopefully removing all of the cloudy stuff, then port in a piece of glass the same size and shape?” 
 
    Eva chewed her lip for a moment, “I think… I think the replacement lens needs to be a little less convex. The refractive index of glass, how much it bends light, is a little greater than the refractive index of the human lens.” 
 
    With a frown of concentration, Daussie said, “So, is that what the old-time ophthalmologists did? After they sucked the cloudy part out of the patient’s lens capsule, they put in a glass one instead?” 
 
    Eva produced a little shrug, “No, they put in lenses made of some of their plastics. The plastic was soft enough they could fold the lens to insert it through a smaller incision. The size of the incision isn’t an issue for you.” 
 
    Still thinking, Daussie said, “You said you couldn’t tell the cloudy part of his lens from the rest of the lens with your ghirit. How do I make sure I take enough to get all the cloudy stuff out?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Eva said, leaning towards Daussie. “Let’s examine each other’s eyes to see what they feel like to our ghirits when we’re really close. Remember, I couldn’t lean my head right next to his last time, he would have thought it was weird.” 
 
    With their heads almost touching one another, Daussie let out a little chuckle, “This is weirdly creepy in its own right. Why aren’t we just examining our own eyes?” 
 
    With a snort, Eva leaned back, “’cause I’m an idiot. Sorry.” She paused a moment, evidently to examine her own eyes, perhaps comparing them to Daussie’s, then she said, “From really close, I think I can sense the difference between the outer capsule and the main part of the lens. How about you?” 
 
    Daussie nodded. “So I take out everything but the capsule and replace that central part with a glass lens that has just a little bit less convexity. I guess I’ll need to make up a bunch of lenses before we do it, then pick one a little less convex than the one I’ve just taken out?” 
 
    Eva frowned, “Why not just take something the right size out of a pane of glass you’re holding against his forehead?” 
 
    “We’ve got to sterilize it first!” Daussie said, looking appalled. “Putting bacteria in his eye’d be a disaster!” 
 
    Eva gazed contemplatively at Daussie for a moment, then said, “Daussie, they form glass into its final shape while it’s molten. It’s usually been molten for quite a while when they do it. Therefore, it’s sterile when it’s made. And, since it’s impervious to bacteria, the glass in the middle of the pane has to stay sterile, no matter how long ago it was made.” 
 
    “Oh,” Daussie said with a grin, “I’ve watched glassblowers. I should’ve been able to figure that out.” She thought about it for a moment. “Then I can just swap the glass lens with the tissue lens in one teleportation. I won’t have to worry about his empty lens capsule collapsing and making it hard to insert the glass one.” 
 
    Eva frowned, “Swap?” 
 
    Daussie nodded, “That’s what I usually do.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘swap’?” 
 
    “Oh,” Daussie said, suddenly realizing her mother had never considered the mechanics of a teleportation event. “Usually when I teleport something, I swap the air at the destination with the object I’m teleporting. If I don’t, it makes a noise at the location the object teleported from. The air collapsing into the vacuum the porting left behind makes a little pop. It also makes a noise where the object arrives and suddenly pushes the air out of the way.” She picked up one of the polished balls they used as gifts to distract frightened children when they came into the clinic. They were spheres she’d teleported out of a piece of stripy rock.  
 
    Daussie put the little ball on one end of the table and teleported it to the other end. The event produced a snapping sound. She moved it again, this time silently. “That first porting was what I think of as a one-way porting, with the noise coming from air displacement. The second porting was two-way.” 
 
    Eva rubbed her head, “I can’t believe I never thought about this. So, when you’re porting gallstones out of a patient’s abdomen…” 
 
    “Those’re one-ways. I wouldn’t want to put air into the patient’s biliary system, especially since it might have a bacteria-laden particle floating around in it.” 
 
    “But I haven’t heard any pops.” 
 
    “You would’ve if you’d paid careful attention. Remember, I was always porting them into a jar. It muffled the sound. Besides, most of the gallstones were so small they didn’t make much noise to begin with.” Daussie grinned, “Porting saline into a patient, or blood out of them makes noise too, but you have to listen for it since it’s happening inside a bottle or closed pan.” 
 
    “So,” Eva said thoughtfully, “you’ll just swap the tissue of his lens with the glass that’s replacing it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. That’ll also avoid shock waves in the eye from the sudden removal of part of the lens and later from suddenly putting a new one back in.” She got a thoughtful look, “if we did want to do it in two steps, I should probably do a two-way porting of some sterile saline into his lens capsule when we take the cloudy central portion out.” She shrugged, “But then we’ll have to worry about separately making a lens to replace it and keeping it sterile until we put it in.” 
 
    Eva looked pensive, “Doing it that way’d let us look to be sure we got all of the cloudy parts of the lens out of his eye.” 
 
    “I’d rather swap the glass in to make sure we’re performing a sterile implantation. Then, if we need to take out a little more of his lens to get rid of a cloudy segment, I’ll just make a swap with another glass lens.” She shrugged, “Glass is pretty cheap.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Eva said. “And, if it turns out you leave him a little nearsighted or farsighted, you can just swap in another lens with more or less convexity.” 
 
    Daussie brightened, “Yeah, that makes me feel better. I’ve been worrying about…” She got an unhappy look, “Hey, he isn’t going to be able to change the shape of a glass lens, so he won’t be able to change his focus from near to far and back.” 
 
    Eva nodded, “Yeah. I think we should shoot for letting him see at a distance—” 
 
    “But his big complaint’s not being able to read,” Daussie interrupted. 
 
    “We can give him reading glasses so he can still read,” Eva said patiently. “And, when he’s out and about around town, he won’t have to wear them. Besides, there’s another solution. We can set up one of his eyes to see at a distance, and the other one so he can see up close for reading. Apparently, in the old days, they called that ‘monovision.’ Some people didn’t like it because they were really bothered by the fact that one eye was always giving them a blurry image. But others quickly adapted, learning to ignore the blurry image and focus on the good one. They liked monovision because they didn’t have to wear glasses.” 
 
    “Okay,” Daussie said, “if it doesn’t cause pain to swap them out, I guess we can just keep changing them until we put in ones he likes.” 
 
    Eva shook herself, “Okay. Do you want to try it in these pig eyeballs? Make sure nothing bad happens before we try something this crazy in a human being?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was early in the evening when the door to the bar opened and the noise level dropped. Daum looked toward the door.  
 
    There stood the behemoth of a man he’d almost thrown a knife at a few weeks ago. 
 
    He looked for Denny just as she turned her wide eyes on Daum. Denny started moving his direction. When she got closer, he told her, “Get outside. Go out through the kitchen and warn Kazy about this guy on your way through.”  
 
    As Denny moved toward the kitchen Daum thought, I hope she thinks she’s warning Kazy in case the guy decides to come into the kitchen. He snorted softly, Not because she realizes I need a young girl to come out and protect me. 
 
    Taking his hat off, the man made his way toward the bar. Daum reached down and checked the position of his oaken club. The man didn’t look belligerent or angry. Of course, he hasn’t had anything to drink yet. 
 
    Daum was pondering whether to refuse to serve the man beer when the guy stopped just before the bar. Twisting his hat, he said, “I just come by to apologize for the way I acted last time I was here.” 
 
    Tentatively, Daum said, “I hope you understand we don’t want to serve you any beer?” 
 
    The man nodded, “Don’t you worry about that. I done stopped drinking. I looked over my life and decided beer was… causing lots of trouble. Not just like it did here, but at home and at work too. That night here, somehow, I seen the light. It’s like I suddenly understood how miserable I been making everybody around me.” He glanced away as if embarrassed. When he turned back, he didn’t look Daum in the eye. “So, I come to apologize. And I thought maybe I’d have a mug of that chamomile tea you gave me last time. In case, you know, it’s what helped me see the light. You said it was supposed to be calming, right?” 
 
    Daum nodded. “That’s what they say. You can get the makings at several stores here in town if you want. Brighton’s, for one.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t mind making me a mug tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll start it right away. You just sit down and relax.” The huge man nodded and turned away from the bar. Daum turned to send a spark into the little oil burner, thinking about how he needed to tell Kazy to grab Denny and get her back to serving. Kazy should check the big guy out too. 
 
    He blinked in startlement as he realized Kazy was standing next to him behind the bar. Embarrassed, he said, “When did you come out here?!”  
 
    “Just about the time he started talking to you,” she said. “I’ll tell Denny to come back in, then I’ll take the man his chamomile tea so I can see how he’s doing.” 
 
    She read my mind! Daum thought. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “Only in situations like this where I’m all keyed up. Then it’s almost impossible not to.”  
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Denny was back at work and Daum was pouring the tea when Kazy reappeared. She took the tea and started toward the big man, then Daum lost track of her when someone ordered a shot of moonshine. After he’d served the man, he suddenly remembered he should be watching out for Kazy while she checked on the big guy—and realized she was standing right in front of him again. 
 
    Kazy shook her head, “It seems like my changes stuck. All those roiling disgusting thoughts he used to have are pretty much gone. His mind’s a lot more pleasant. Near as I can tell, he really did stop drinking.” 
 
    “That’s what he said.” 
 
    “And, looking through his recent memories, his wife and kids seem a lot happier too.” 
 
    “That’s great!” 
 
    Kazy looked introspective. “Is it? What if I were to start changing everyone who doesn’t think the way I want them to? What if there’s someone out there like me? Someone who’s changing people for the worse? Or changing them for his own benefit?” 
 
    Daum looked at her, thinking her talent was a terrible burden, yet an immense gift. Speaking slowly, he said, “I think what you did for him was a good thing. And as long as you only change people who’re hurting others and only so they follow the golden rule, you’ll be okay.” She’d started to turn away, when he said, “And, bad people with your talent? We’ll have to deal with them if and when we ever encounter them. One day at a time, girl, one day at a time.” 
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 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Since most of their profits came from ongoing contracts to make various dyes, acids, and specialty chemicals, it could be argued that the Geller family was wasting its time keeping the shop open. However, since the shop was seldom busy, mother and grandmother Geller both felt it was an excellent place and opportunity for the young ones to study. At present, Charlotte Geller was studying polymerization of synthetic elastomers, though if anyone from outside the family asked her, she’d say she was “reading the recipe” for it. She hated manning the shop, but all the kids had to rotate doing it. She’d much rather be back in the chemistry, actually making some of the chemicals they sold. 
 
    Grandfather Geller also said that when the occasional customer came in, they provided a good opportunity for the young ones to practice their sales skills. After all, he argued, there was little benefit in being an excellent chemist if you couldn’t sell your chemicals at a profit. 
 
    A pleasant looking woman came in the door, followed by a teenage girl who… My goodness, Charlotte thought, deciding the mother was bringing her daughter in for cosmetics, she’s beautiful despite those awful clothes and that atrocious haircut. She doesn’t need makeup. What she needs is someone to buy her a nice dress and trim her hair with scissors instead of a rock. Charlotte chided herself, after all, she was wearing pants too. But, in my defense, a dress isn’t appropriate for working back in the chemistry. “Hello,” Charlotte said pleasantly, reminding herself not to presume they were looking for cosmetics. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “I’m Eva Hyllis,” the woman said. She motioned to the beautiful girl, “This is my daughter Daussie. We’re looking for Brendan Geller?” 
 
    Startled, it took Charlotte a moment to realize they were looking for her great grandfather. Virtually no one used his first name. “Um, he’s not here.” 
 
    “This is Geller’s chemistry, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Brendan Geller’s my great grandfather.” She hesitated, then explained, “But he’s almost blind. He can’t work anymore.” 
 
    The woman nodded, “Yes, I know. He came to see me about his blindness and I promised to let him know if I had any treatment for it. Also, he said I could buy some crystal violet from your shop?” 
 
    Charlotte’s eyes widened, “Oh, you’re Eva Hyllis from the Hyllis Tavern?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Have you eaten there?” 
 
    Bobbing a quick nod, Charlotte said, “Your pizza’s… amazing! And my friend Evelyn, you set the bones in her little sister’s wrist and Mazie didn’t even cry!” 
 
    Eva Hyllis said, “Mazie’s a very sweet little girl. I was very glad we could help her.” 
 
    Charlotte came back to their original conversation when she realized Hyllis was looking at her expectantly. “You wanted to see my great grandfather. Shall I take you to him?” 
 
    “That’d be very nice,” Ms. Hyllis said. She didn’t sound impatient, though Charlotte thought she must be. 
 
    Getting off her stool, Charlotte said, “Just a minute.” She leaned through the door from the shop to the chemistry and said, “Mama, I’ve got some people here to see Great Grandpa. Shall I just put up the sign while I take them around? Or do you want someone to sub in for me?” 
 
    Her mother looked up with a frown. “Can’t you just tell them how to get there? They could hardly get lost.” 
 
    Charlotte stepped all the way into the chemistry, letting the door close behind her. “It’s Eva Hyllis from the Hyllis Tavern,” she said, excitedly. “You know, that set Mazie’s arm without even making her cry! She says she has something for Grandpa’s eyes.” 
 
    “Oh,” her mother said in a tone that conveyed both suspicion and awe. She stood up while glancing down at her notes, “It won’t hurt if this reacts a little while longer. I’ll take her around myself.” 
 
    Charlotte’s heart fell. “Can I come too?” she asked putting all the wistfulness she could into the words. 
 
    Her mother snorted, “I don’t care how amazing you think this woman is, I’ll guarantee she can’t cure blindness.” Then, seeing the eagerness in Charlotte’s eyes, her mother said, “Morgan, you man the shop while we’re gone.” 
 
    Charlotte’s young cousin’s head whipped around. “What?! That’s not fair! This’s her day in the shop.” 
 
    Unaffected by Morgan’s plea, Charlotte’s mother continued on her way toward the door to the shop. “Have you forgotten Charlotte manned the shop when you went to the caravan grounds last week?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” he said sulkily, getting up and following her toward the door. 
 
    When they reentered the shop, they found Eva Hyllis and her daughter studying the labels on some of the chemicals that were displayed. Charlotte said, “Ms. Hyllis, this is my mother Rachel Geller. We’ll go with you to see Great-Grandfather.” 
 
    As they stepped out the door of the shop, Ms. Hyllis turned to Charlotte’s mother and said, “I’d really like to purify some collagen. Do you have any idea how that could be done?” 
 
    Rachel continued walking down the block while she gave Eva a measuring look. “And you know what collagen is?” 
 
    Charlotte didn’t know what it was. She didn’t know whether her mother didn’t know and was asking, or did know but doubted Ms. Hyllis understood what she was asking about. Ms. Hyllis didn’t act offended. She just said, “It’s the most common protein in the body and a big component of skin, tendons, and bone. We’re interested in it because it stimulates clotting. We could use it to stop bleeding.” She managed to say all this without implying that she was lecturing someone who didn’t know. She also did it without sounding like she was a student reciting an answer. 
 
    “Would you want it in sheets, or as a powder?” Rachel asked without giving away whether she’d known what collagen was beforehand or not. 
 
    “A powder would be great.” 
 
    Rachel nodded, “I think the easiest way to do that would be to collect sawdust from bone so you’d already have a powder. Soft materials like tendon and skin are hard to fragment that small. Then we could wash it several times in soaps to remove the fats, demineralize it in acid, and extract other soluble components with solvents.” She glanced at Ms. Hyllis, “It’d be mostly collagen but not completely pure. The ancients would’ve been able to fully purify it, but they’d have used technologies we don’t have available.” 
 
    Ms. Hyllis produced a delighted smile. “That sounds wonderful. I’d be concerned that some antigens would remain. They might produce a reaction if a patient had to be treated a second time after they’d developed some immunity to the antigens from their first treatment, but, since we hope to only use it in lifesaving situations, the chances of a patient needing it twice would be slim.” 
 
    Charlotte had no idea what antigens were and only vague ideas about immunity. Her mother didn’t let on whether she understood them either. They’d arrived at the family home and she was opening the door. “Grandpa,” she called out, “we’ve brought visitors. Eva Hyllis and her daughter.” 
 
    When they stepped into the room, Charlotte’s great-grandfather was sitting in the light from the window, his lens in one hand and one of their handwritten “recipes” in the other. Charlotte had no doubt that he’d been laboriously reading one of their ancient printed books a few moments ago. Her mother calling out was a warning that she was bringing strangers into the house. That would’ve given him time to hide the book and bring out the “recipe.” 
 
    Great Grandpa had his face turned toward the door with a big smile on it. “Ms. Hyllis, I would’ve been happy to come to your tavern if I’d known.” He waved to the other chair and said, “Please, sit. May I offer you some tea?” 
 
    As soon as Ms. Hyllis nodded, Charlotte eagerly said, “I can get the tea, Grandpa.” Charlotte started around the corner to their stove, anxious to make herself useful enough that she wouldn’t get sent back to the shop. 
 
    The others sat while Charlotte quietly stoked the stove up a little to heat the tea. She tried not to make a sound so as not to block any words of conversation. 
 
    Ms. Hyllis began by saying, “We have a gift for you, Mr. Geller.” She nodded to her daughter who reached in her bag and pulled out a cloth wrapped object. She unwrapped it and handed it to Charlotte’s great-grandfather. Charlotte leaned back to look. She could see it was made of glass and seemed to distort light like the lens her great-grandfather used during his struggles to read. However, it was much larger than his broken lens fragment. Also, it looked new. In fact, from across the room, it looked absolutely perfect. Charlotte thought that surely, if she got a close look at it, it’d prove to have as many scratches as any of the glass objects that had come down from the ancients. 
 
    Her great-grandfather was holding it up and Charlotte realized it had a stem of glass extending from it that was serving as a handle. He said, “Is it a lens? It seems far too big to have ever been in someone’s spectacles.” 
 
    Ms. Hyllis nodded, saying, “It is much bigger. Big lenses like this were called ‘magnifying glasses,’ in olden times. I’m hoping that, even if you don’t choose to have us treat your cataracts, it might help you read a little better than your old lens.” 
 
    “Treat my cataracts?” 
 
    “Yes. After considerable study of what we’ve recently learned about cataracts, we believe we might have a treatment.” 
 
    Charlotte stopped dipping water into the pot so she could look around the corner. She was in time to see the surprise registering on both her mother’s and her Great Grandpa’s faces. The expression on her mother’s face immediately clouded with suspicion. She pointedly asked, “And just where have you been studying this?” 
 
    Great Grandpa turned his face towards his granddaughter and spoke in a reverent tone, “Rachel, they have some of the ancients’ books!” 
 
    This rocked Charlotte’s mother back in her chair.  
 
    Ms. Hyllis turned to her daughter while saying, “In fact, we have a gift for you.” 
 
    The daughter reached in the bag she’d been carrying and carefully lifted out a rectangular package wrapped in cloth…  
 
    A book! Charlotte thought, as soon as she saw the rectangular outline. Unable to stay away, Charlotte set down the dipper and drifted silently across the room. The cover was green and its bold title said, “Milton’s Biochemistry.” 
 
    Charlotte had goosebumps. The Gellers only owned one book on biochemistry and it wasn’t very comprehensive. The thickness of this one promised significantly more detail.  
 
    The beautiful young girl gently placed the book in her great-grandfather’s hands.  
 
    He let out a little moan as his hands discerned what he held. “What kind of book is it?” he asked in a quietly reverential tone 
 
    “Biochemistry,” Charlotte’s mother said, sounding awed. Her hands unconsciously extended toward the book, then dropped back. “How much do you want for it?” 
 
    Ms. Hyllis said, “It’s a gift. Perhaps you could give us a good price on some crystal violet? I know you make that. I’d also like a stain called safranin, if you know how to make it.” 
 
    “Stain?” 
 
    “Ah, perhaps you might call it a dye. I want it because safranin and crystal violet are important for staining bacteria in order to determine which kind it is that’s causing an infection.” 
 
    “Bacter…?” Charlotte stumbled on the unfamiliar word. 
 
    Her mother turned toward Charlotte to quickly whisper, “One of the classes of germs that make people sick.” She turned back to Ms. Hyllis, “I hope you’re aware that owning books is against the law here in Clancy Vail… same as it is in most other places.” 
 
    Hyllis nodded slowly, “We’re very careful.” She nodded at Charlotte’s great-grandfather, “I wouldn’t have brought it here, except that Mr. Geller and I had already come to somewhat of an understanding about ancient books. I… assumed you’d feel the same about them.” 
 
    “Oh, I do,” Rachel said emphatically. “I just wanted to be sure you understood the danger.” She hesitated for a moment, “Are you saying that you have one of the ancients’ books that tells you how to treat cataracts?” 
 
    Hyllis nodded again, “We do.” 
 
    “Is it a medication we can help you make?” 
 
    Hyllis slowly shook her head but didn’t elaborate. 
 
    “If it’s not a medication, what is it?” Rachel asked, sounding mildly irritated and unable to keep the suspicion out of her voice. 
 
    Charlotte, about to step back into the kitchen to put the tea leaves in the hot water, paused in the doorway to look at Ms. Hyllis. She had a calm look on her face as she said, “I’m sure, in your business, you have some secrets, right?” 
 
    Charlotte’s mother nodded, looking unhappy about where she thought the conversation might go.  
 
    “So do we. I’m afraid I can’t tell you how we perform this treatment. Also, we aren’t sure how well it’ll work.” 
 
    Charlotte was in the kitchen quietly scooping the tea into the pot so she was able to hear her mother say, “And how much are you going to charge for this treatment you won’t explain and that might not work?” 
 
    “If it doesn’t work, nothing. If it does, we’ll ask you to pay according to your conscience. Pay us what it’s worth to you.” 
 
    Rachel’s eyes widened at this business model. After a long pause, she narrowed her eyes and said, “And are you going to attempt this… treatment right now?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Mr. Geller would have to come to the tavern some afternoon. It’d take about half an hour, unless we were busy caring for sicker patients.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    From then on, they carried on a pleasant conversation over tea. Rachel tried unsuccessfully to feel out Ms. Hyllis regarding the possibility that there might be other chemistry books that could be copied. Ms. Hyllis said, “I think we should see how we get on before we make such commitments. Perhaps you could consider whether we might be able to copy any of your books that might be of interest to people who study the healing arts.” 
 
    After the Hyllises left, Charlotte’s mother and great-grandfather got into a heated argument over whether he should let them attempt treatment of his cataracts. Finally, to Charlotte’s surprise he said, “Rachel, I’m completely blind in my right eye. It’s useless to me as it is, so it doesn’t matter if they screw it up. Besides, I’d rather die trying to get my blindness treated, than keep living the way I am. Therefore, I am going to have them try their treatment on that eye, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Back on duty in the shop, Charlotte mused over the fact that she’d never heard her usually jovial great-grandfather put his foot down like that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The lunch rush in the tavern hadn’t been quite as heavy as usual. Of course, the rush fluctuated from day to day. Sometimes they were so busy there were lines out the door and down the street. Other times they were merely crowded. Though she told herself she shouldn’t worry, Grace always felt anxious when the lines were short. She worried it might be the beginning of a decline in business. After all, Mr. Hyllis frequently told them how new restaurants went through a busy period when they were the new thing in town. Then things slowed down to a steady state, but sometimes they slowed too much. 
 
    If things slowed too much, Grace worried the Hyllises wouldn’t need her anymore. 
 
    She liked working for the Hyllises. She enjoyed cooking and didn’t even mind serving customers in the dining room. When days were slow, they gave her the afternoon off—which was wonderful—except for the fact that it made her anxious she wouldn’t have a job when she came back. 
 
    So, she worked hard, trying to make herself indispensable. When they offered her the afternoon off, she tried to find some work she could do instead. And she saved every copper she could so she’d have a cushion if she had to look for another job.  
 
    So far she’d saved twenty-one silvers. Enough to tide her for a little while, but she worried it wouldn’t be long enough. 
 
    She hoped the Hyllises would let her stay in her room and eat at the tavern while she was looking for her new job, but if they were having financial trouble themselves they’d need to rent her room… She wouldn’t be able to blame them for cutting her completely loose. Whenever she got an afternoon off and couldn’t think of any work to do, Grace wandered around Clancy Vail looking at other restaurants and stores. She tried to understand the work they did in each place. She hoped that if someday she had to apply for a job at that place, she’d already be knowledgeable about their needs. 
 
    Because of the slow pace, Grace was half excited and half worried that she was about to get another afternoon off. Right on cue, Daum leaned into the kitchen and said, “Nylin, Grace, Fayeli, it’s a graveyard out here. Why don’t you guys take the afternoon off?” 
 
    Grace opened her mouth to protest that she thought the dining room could use a good cleaning, but Nylin put a hand on her forearm and said, “That’d be great! We were hoping to do some shopping. Thank you.”  
 
    Daum left. Nylin glanced at Daussie and Kazy, wondering if they were feeling jealous because they’d be staying to prep for dinner and serve anyone who came during the afternoon. They both grinned back.  
 
    Daussie said, “You guys have fun. It’ll be our turn next time.” 
 
    Norman stepped into the kitchen, “I hear some of you guys are getting the afternoon off?” 
 
    Fayeli spoke with mild excitement, “Me, Nylin, and Grace.” She tilted her head at her cousin, “Unless you’ve got something you need to do? I could swap with you.” 
 
    Transparently, Norman’s eyes shot to Daussie, making sure she was there and not taking the afternoon off too. He said, “No, I’ll be happy to work. You have fun.” 
 
    He’s got it bad for Dauss, Grace thought.  
 
    Fayeli turned to Nylin, saying, “Normally, I’d be hoping to go shopping with you guys, but I’ve got… something else to do.” 
 
    I’ll bet she’s got a boyfriend she wants to visit, Grace thought. She turned to Nylin, “I’m not sure about going shopping. I’m trying to save money.” She shrugged, “I guess I could walk around with you if you like?” 
 
    Nylin smiled at her. “That’d be nice. I know you’re trying to save money, but…” she leaned closer, “There’s something we need to talk about.” 
 
    “Okay,” Grace said, puzzled. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Nylin and Grace were walking down the street, no destination evident, when Nylin asked, “What’re you saving your money for?” 
 
    “A rainy day.” 
 
    After a moment, “What kind of rain are you worried about?” 
 
    They kept walking while Grace wondered whether to divulge her deep-set anxieties. Finally, she said, “I’m worried… about what’ll happen if the Hyllis’s business drops off… and they don’t need me anymore.” She glanced at Nylin, “I think you know the Ragas killed everyone in my family but me, so I don’t have anyone… anyone at all to help me if…” She coughed, trying to clear the frog from her throat, then managed to choke out, “If I don’t have a job. After… after my time with the Ragas, I know I don’t want to earn a living on my back… I’ve decided I’d rather die than that.” 
 
    Nylin nodded, “My only family consists of a few distant cousins in a town way south of here… Well, and my brother,” her tone turned bitter, “who wanted to sell me for the money to start a business.” 
 
    Grace wasn’t sure what to say, so she didn’t say anything for a half block. Then, “I think it’s just that your brother’s like a lot of men. They think of women as their possessions… not… like they’re actually people.” 
 
    Nylin shot her a glance, “Are you trying to say that what he did is okay because other men think the same way? Would you want to marry him?” 
 
    “No…” Grace snorted quietly, “No to both those questions.” 
 
    Nylin said, “We’ve been through a lot together. What about… if we were to decide that we’re not just roommates, but we’re each other’s family? I’d be your sister, you’d be mine. We’d promise to take care of each other if problems came for one or the other of us.” 
 
    Grace stopped to look seriously at her friend, “What about Farlin?” 
 
    Grimly, Nylin said, “I’d be divorcing him.” 
 
    “So, if something bad happened to him, you wouldn’t help?” 
 
    Nylin shrugged. “Maybe a little,” she said holding up her fingers with a tiny space between them. 
 
    Grace frowned. She looked at Nylin hard, directly in the eye, “Are you proposing to marry me?” 
 
    Nylin’s eyes flashed wide with startlement, “Um, no. Is that what you’d want?” She glanced away, “Maybe it’d be okay, but…” 
 
    Grace snorted, “No, it’s not what I want… Though I often thought about how I’d rather love a woman than a man back when the Ragas had us.” She grinned, “Um, from the way you act around Tarc, I’m pretty sure a woman isn’t what you want either.” 
 
    Nylin glanced away, looking embarrassed, “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    Grace only laughed. 
 
    “Well, we don’t need to worry about that. It’s not like I have a chance with him. Tarc could have any girl he wanted.” When Grace giggled, Nylin glared at her, “Don’t try to pretend you wouldn’t say yes if he asked you.” 
 
    Grace struggled to control her expression. “Does this ‘being sisters’ thing mean we have to be glad for one another if one of us winds up with Tarc and the other doesn’t?” 
 
    Nylin laughed, “I’m not sure sisterly love extends that far.” Her expression got serious, “But we shouldn’t try to hurt each other’s chances.” 
 
    Grace put out her hand. When Nylin looked at it curiously, Grace said, “I think we should shake on a deal this important.” 
 
    With a snicker, Nylin took her hand and gave it a firm shake. “Deal.” 
 
    Grace nodded, “To both items. We’re sisters, and we’ll share Tarc however we have to.” She turned and resumed walking. 
 
    Nylin took a couple of quick steps to catch up. “So, all of that wasn’t the most important stuff I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “No?” Grace asked, looking at her out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    Nylin shook her head, “If you weren’t worried about your job, what would you do with the money you’ve been saving?” 
 
    Grace shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I’ve never given it any thought because I can’t imagine not worrying.” When Nylin didn’t say anything, she said, “Maybe buy some new clothes. I dream of having a house someday, but really, I’d rather live with the Hyllises. Even though I worry they’ll have to let me go and, you’re my only sworn family, I kinda think of them as family.” 
 
    Nylin sounded nervous. She said, “Um, I’ve been learning about investing.” 
 
    Grace turned to look at her in puzzlement. “Investing? I only have a vague idea what that means. Where’ve you been learning about it?” 
 
    “From Tarc and Kazy. And,” she stuck out her chin as if with resolve, “I’m going to ask Daum about it too.” 
 
    “You’re brave. What is investing?” 
 
    “Brave to ask Daum?” 
 
    Grace nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m afraid to talk to him too. Kazy claims he’s just a big teddy bear.” Nylin shrugged, “I’m going to get up my courage and do it because he’s supposed to be really smart about business.” 
 
    “So investing has something to do with business?” 
 
    Nylin nodded. “I guess it’s still investing if you put your money in a bank that pays interest. Then you’re kind of investing in the bank’s business. You can also invest in your own business or in someone else’s business. The idea is that they pay you part of their profit for letting them use your money to do their business.” 
 
    Grace said, “I’ve got some of my money in the bank so I guess I’m already investing.” 
 
    “The bank’s probably paying you about three percent,” Nylin said, “which is better than I’m earning on the money I’ve got hidden. But, Kazy says you can get something in the five to ten percent range investing in someone else’s business and in the ten to fifteen percent range investing in your own business.” 
 
    “Are you wanting to go into business for yourself?” Grace asked doubtfully. “I hear a lot of people who start their own businesses go broke.” 
 
    “I’d like to, but I’m afraid of just that.” 
 
    “So what’re you thinking you’re going to do?” 
 
    “Invest in the tavern.” Nylin shrugged and ticked off on her fingers, “It’s run by a good businessman. We have personal knowledge that its business is booming. The owners would like more capital so they can expand—” 
 
    “What’s capital?” 
 
    “Money,” Nylin said. “What investors give your business so it can expand or improve. Apparently, Daum’d like a bigger dining room, a better kitchen, more brew tubs, more rooms to rent, a bigger stable—” 
 
    “I get it. I get it. He’d like to serve more customers so he’ll make more money. But what if the new wears off like he says it can? What if, after a while, he doesn’t even have enough customers for the tavern he’s got, much less a bigger one? I worry about that all the time. It’s why I’m trying to save up for that proverbial rainy day.” Grace glanced at Nylin, “A couple of other taverns are already selling pizza.” 
 
    Nylin laughed, “Have you tasted their pizza? It’s terrible. Besides, even if someone did start competing in the pizza business, I hear Eva has lots of other recipes. And Daum definitely makes the best beer. No one else in this town has any idea how to make good beer.” 
 
     “You’re right about that. And his moonshine’s the best too.” Grace grinned, “And, I’ve heard him talking about making wine.” 
 
    Nylin nodded, “People drink wine because it’s safer than drinking water. But most of it tastes so bad they water it down to dilute the taste, not because they’re trying to avoid getting drunk. I’ll bet Daum’s wine will be a lot better. People’ll line up to buy it because they want it, not just to keep from getting sick.” 
 
    Grace shook her head wonderingly, “How does he know how to make his beer and moonshine so much better than anyone else?” 
 
    Nylin spoke quietly, barely heard above the street noise. “I think he’s got recipes. Like Eva has for the kitchen. They must spend a fortune on paper and ink writing so much stuff down.” 
 
    “So,” Grace said thoughtfully, “you want to invest in the tavern. Is that partly because you think they’d have a harder time firing a part owner?” 
 
    “Maybe. Also because, working there, I could be sure they were putting my money to good use.” 
 
    “So, you think I should take my money out of the bank and invest it in the tavern?” 
 
    “No,” Nylin said slowly. “Now, we’re getting to the part I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    Grace snorted, “Again we’re just getting to what you wanted to talk about.” 
 
    Nylin ignored that, “You remember when we were with the Ragas?” 
 
    “I could hardly forget,” Grace responded bleakly. 
 
    “They were robbing people, right? And they seemed pretty successful.” 
 
    “And murdering. And raping.” 
 
    Nylin sighed, “I know. I was with them a lot longer than you.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry. Your point?” 
 
    “So, they were successful robbers. They’d accumulated quite a bit of money.” 
 
    “Yeah. But we have no idea where they kept it. I hope you’re not about to propose we go off to look for it? Lizeth and the Hyllises may have killed some of them and run off the rest, but I’m sure the ones who lived have gone back to get the money by now.” 
 
    “Actually, I did know where they were keeping it. I got a glimpse of them digging it up one night.” 
 
    “Okay. But it’s still no good to us. Some of them collected it a long time ago.” 
 
    Nylin gave her a sly grin, “No, they didn’t.” 
 
    “And you know this because?” 
 
    “Because, when Tarc told us to collect whatever we wanted from the Ragas’ camp before we left… I dug it up then.” 
 
    Grace stopped abruptly, turning to stare at her new sister. “Oh! Wow! That’s what you’re investing?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re investing.” Nylin shrugged, “I figure we both suffered through what they did to us, it belongs to both of us.” 
 
    Grace blinked. “You were with them a lot longer than I was. I won’t turn it down if you want to split it with me, but about three-quarters of it should be yours.” 
 
    “Two-thirds.” 
 
    Grace chuckled, “You drive a hard bargain. How much are we talking about here?” 
 
    Nylin leaned closed and whispered in Grace’s ear, “A hundred and thirteen golds. Thirty-seven of them are yours.” 
 
    Suddenly lightheaded, Grace staggered back against a building. Nylin grabbed her arm and guided her as she slid down the wall to sit on her buttocks. Nylin crouched down and pushed Grace’s hair from her eyes. “You’re crying,” she said, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Yeah,” Grace said, choking on a laugh. “I guess if I lost my job I could get by on that for a while, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, you could. But I think we should invest most of it in the tavern.” 
 
    Grace nodded, “Two golds in the bank, the rest in the tavern.” 
 
    Nylin thought for a moment, “Agreed. Now we need to talk to Daum.” 
 
    “You’re going to do that part, right?” 
 
    “With you by my side. Kazy said she’d help us talk to him.” 
 
    Grace closed her eyes for a moment, then sighed, “Okay.” 
 
    When she opened them, a young man was bending over her, looking concerned. “You okay?” he asked. “You’re pale as milk.” 
 
    Grace smiled up at him. He’s cute, she thought. “I’m better than okay. I’m better than I’ve been for a long, long time. In fact, you could say I’m great.” 
 
    “You don’t need any help?” he asked, sounding disappointed. 
 
    She grinned up at him, “You could help me to my feet. And, maybe walk with me for a while… in case I get dizzy again? I might need someone to catch me.” 
 
    Nylin snorted, but the young man reached down, taking Grace’s right hand and helping lift her with a hand under her arm as well. 
 
    “My name’s Yuri. Yuri Soh.” 
 
    Grace and Nylin both laughed, Grace thinking, The Sohs are everywhere in this town. She didn’t explain the source of her humor to her new friend. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ronald James, Baron Vail’s financier, gingerly stepped into the erstwhile Hidden Underground tavern, recently renamed Hyllis Tavern. In his quest to learn of businesses that were doing well enough that the baron could raise their taxes, the Hyllis Tavern had risen to the top of the list. He’d never been there in the past because the Hidden Underground had had a reputation for terrible food that often made people sick. James had been doubtful when he’d been told that the establishment was now the most popular tavern in town. 
 
    He looked around in astonishment. The dining room looked clean and smelled good, something he wouldn’t have expected of the Hidden Underground. In fact, the food aromas were mouthwatering. More surprising was the fact that the room was packed with customers jostling for tables. The man behind the bar looked like he was selling a lot of beer. 
 
    The door to the kitchen banged open and a young man came through carrying a tray loaded with plates of food. He set them down next to a man with an arm in a sling. The man with the sling had been taking money from customers. Now, he broke off and started pointing to some of the people eagerly waiting. Evidently, they’d already paid because they started picking up plates from the tray and heading off to tables. Since there weren’t enough tables, some of them went outside, apparently to sit on the benches or steps. 
 
    James turned to Guardsman Nantz, the young man who’d advised him of the Hyllis Tavern’s success. “You’re right. This place really does seem to be doing well.” 
 
    Nantz bobbed an eager nod, “You should try one of their ‘pizzas.’ It’s a flat piece of bread covered with tomato sauce, sliced tomatoes, spicy sausage, and melted cheese. People love them.” Nantz leaned a little closer and spoke quietly, “And, if you get sick, the lady running the kitchen’s the best healer in town.” 
 
    James frowned, “I thought Vyrda Soh was the best healer in town?” 
 
    Nantz leaned close again. “She was. When I got stabbed, Soh herself insisted they bring me here. As soon Eva Hyllis came to town, Soh applied to be her apprentice. And, she says there’s no doubt Hyllis is the best healer she’s ever seen.” 
 
    James eyed Nantz. “I heard about that. That was you who got stabbed in the gut and lived?” 
 
    Nantz nodded, “You want me to get you a slice of pizza?” 
 
    James nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    While he waited, he slowly wandered around the room. He tried to act like he was looking at the facilities, but he was actually focused on hearing what people had to say. Many of the conversations he heard centered on the food: 
 
        “Man, you’ve never had anything like this pizza before. The flatbread alone’s worth the price.” 
 
        “If you can’t afford the pizza, you should at least try the beans. They’re flavored with bacon and some kind of spice,” the speaker shook his head, “it may not sound like much but it’s amazing. And it comes with a hunk of their bread…” 
 
         “They cut potatoes up into little pieces and fry them…”  
 
        “Some days I come here just for the bread…” 
 
    But he was also fascinated to hear several conversations about Eva Hyllis’s healing: 
 
        “and this boil on my arm just kept coming back. My regular healer would lance it and it’d be better for a few days, but then it’d grow right back. I come down here and Ms. Hyllis and that beautiful daughter of hers leaned down over it. They were, mumblin’ for a while. It started to feel better right away. Then there was a tiny bit of pain, but nothing like having it lanced. I even dozed off at one point while they was workin’ on me. Then they said they’d drained it again. They told me it kept coming back because there was still a piece of wood in it. Showed me the splinter and everything.” The man with him expressed doubt, saying they probably showed the same splinter to everyone, but the fellow just laughed, “Maybe, but my boil hasn’t come back. I’m happy.” 
 
        “I felt like I was slowly going blind. I’d been to some of the antiquities dealers and tried what spectacles they had as well as some of the spectacle lenses and even the pieces of broken lenses. None of them ever helped enough that I could read again. When I went to Ms. Hyllis, she had a whole row of little lenses she had me try until we found the one I liked best. Then her daughter went back around behind the cabinets to see if they had a bigger one like the one I’d chosen. They did!” The man held up a lens with a little handle that’d been dangling from a string around his neck. He said, “I’m thinking of getting a lens for each eye and having them mounted on those spectacle frames Soh jewelers are making.” 
 
    This last conversation really piqued James’ interest. He’d always prided himself on writing his accounting figures with a small hand to save paper. Recently, he’d found himself having to write bigger just to be able to read what he’d written. He was having trouble when he had to go back to some of the old accounts he’d written fine in the past. Maybe I’m slowly going blind the same way this fellow was, he wondered. I think I’ll come back and see about getting lenses for myself. His eyes widened, And I’d better do it before I make any recommendations about raising the taxes on this place. If these people moved to Murchison before I could get the lenses, that’d be a disaster. 
 
    James took a place at one of the tables, holding a seat for Nantz as well. While he waited, a slender girl wearing rough mannish clothing came out of the kitchen and went upstairs. She had arrestingly blue eyes. Her shaggy, dirty-blonde hair looked like it’d been cut with an ax and combed with fingers. Still, he thought, that’s undoubtedly the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. Must be the daughter they’re all going on about. 
 
    When his pizza came, it was just as amazing as Nantz had promised… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tarc walked down the long underground hallway, wondering whether this was the day he’d finally get into the big rooms. The day after he’d gotten into the long hall he’d brought Daussie and had her port oil into the locks. A few days after that he’d gotten into the small rooms and the short hallway that led to the big rooms.  
 
    One of the small rooms had looked like it’d been for cleaning supplies. At least it had a bucket with what he thought were the remnants of a mop standing in it. There were several brooms, fragile with age, and shelves with bottles whose contents had leaked or evaporated away. It all suggested janitorial work to him. The other small room was full of wiring and cabinets containing what Henry Roper would’ve called “electronic gear.” Tarc had already harvested big bundles of the heavy gauge wire for its copper. The insulation had proved to be so fragile with age he could remove it by beating the wire against a wall. 
 
    The heavier locks on the big doors from the short hallway into the large rooms had resisted his attempts to open them so far. As usual, he was wondering whether he would have to ask Daussie to cut the tumbler pins but still hoping he wouldn’t. 
 
    It proved to be his day. The pins moved and he was able to turn the locks. As the door finally creaked open it struck him that there was something weird about the huge room beyond. It took several seconds for it to register with him that the weird thing was… light. 
 
    The dusty room was lit.  
 
    Dimly, but nonetheless, lit. Though he knew it was, Tarc still sent his ghirit up to confirm that the room was indeed below ground. 
 
    The light diffused from a large area in the center of the high ceiling. Tarc focused his ghirit above the light. The base of one of the buttresses from Clancy Vail’s tower stood directly above where the light came in. Is some of the ancients’ electrical lighting technology still working? he wondered. 
 
    The corner of the big room bulged out directly under the cylinder of the tower.  
 
    It had a door. 
 
    Frustratedly, Tarc thought he’d probably have to get Daussie to come down and port oil into more locks. As he picked his way across the room to the door, he looked around the chamber itself. It appeared to be some kind of meeting room with built-in chairs. It had a stage on one end. There were clusters of freestanding tables and chairs around the periphery of the room. Even better, there were stacks of folded tables and chairs against the walls. If those have as much metal in them as I think, he thought with satisfaction, they’ll be worth a lot of money. 
 
    He arrived at the bulging corner of the room. As expected, the door had a lock. He sent in his ghirit but then realized the bolt wasn’t thrown. Gripping the knob, he turned and pulled. The door creaked open. 
 
    It was a dark stairwell, with stairs climbing into the tower above in one of the spiral tubes he’d sensed inside the concrete.  
 
    He went back for his lantern. 
 
    In the small space of the stairwell, dust puffed from under his feet and made him cough. Tarc lifted his kerchief over his nose. He started climbing the spiraling staircase. His ghirit told him it was fairly deep within the concrete cylinder. Certainly deeper than any of the holes people had chipped, trying to find a way into the tower. When he’d made two circuits, he came to a landing. There was a door on one side that led outward, into the buttress. On the other side, a hallway led toward the center of the concrete cylinder. 
 
    He opened the door into the buttress and found another hallway. At the end of that hallway, another door closed what his ghirit told him was an opening into a big tube running up inside the buttress toward the central tower. 
 
    There was a shelf beside the door but the only things on it were several pairs of what looked like spectacles. Bizarrely, the glass in them had turned black. 
 
    Tarc opened the door, totally unprepared for the eye-blinkingly bright light in the tube. Even squinting and holding his hand before his eyes, it was still so bright it hurt his eyes. 
 
    He stepped back and closed the door. Now, however, his eyes had adjusted to the bright light in the tube and the hallway seemed very dim even with his lantern burning. He cracked the door open a little and the bright beam of light from the crack fell on the shelf full of black spectacles. Oh, he thought, smoked glass spectacles. He’d heard about people who wore such things in bright sunlight. 
 
    Wonderingly, he picked up a pair of the spectacles and put them on. They rendered the hallway completely black, but the light coming in through the crack in the door now seemed merely bright. He opened the door and looked into the tube. The tube looked like it was lined with some mirror-like substance. The tube came down and ended on a dusty floor. 
 
    Frowning in puzzlement, Tarc sent his ghirit into the floor. It took him a few minutes to realize that the bottom of that floor was, in fact, the lighted area in the ceiling of the auditorium beneath… With amazement he realized, That tube’s bringing sunlight down from the top of the tower to light the rooms below. 
 
    Tarc knelt and wiped the thick dust off the floor. 
 
    It was glass. 
 
    Glass several centimeters thick. If I mopped up this dust, the lighting in the room below would be a lot better! 
 
    He looked up the tube. His efforts wiping the glass had suspended a little cloud of dust in the air but he noticed that none of it was sticking to the mirrored walls. They seemed to repel the little particles. He wondered what they were made of.  
 
    Tarc backed out of the tube and took the hallway back to the center of the tower. At the center, four hallways split, one going into each of the buttresses. Each buttress had a mirrored tube and a dusty glass floor directly over one of the big rooms below. Another tube came down the center of the tower and took off horizontally. He followed it with his ghirit but it disappeared into the distance beyond where his ghirit could sense. 
 
    Tarc went back and started climbing the spiral staircase again. Just when he was tiredly wondering if the staircase was endless, it stopped at another door. This one opened into more bright light. When Tarc stepped through the door he realized he was standing in ordinary sunlight at the top of the tower. 
 
    He was looking down over the huge domed mushroom cap onto the city of Clancy Vail. He was so fascinated by seeing the town from this perspective that it took him a while to turn his eyes back to the rounded top of the mushroom. It tilted down away from him to the south. 
 
    Glass! he thought as he reached out and rubbed at the dome. There was dust on it, though not as much as at the bottom of the tubes inside. Presumably, the wind not only carried dust up onto the dome but also blew it away. He wiped away the dust from as big a swath as his sleeve could cover. This entire huge cap’s made of glass! He sent in his ghirit. Enormously thick glass. Much thicker in the middle… like a big lens! 
 
    Tarc had learned enough about lenses from his mother and sister to know that lenses that were thicker in the middle focused light. This design gathers all the light that falls on this mushroom cap and sends it down those mirrored tubes into the rooms below! He realized then that electrical lights wouldn’t have lighted the rooms below when the ancients’ power failed. Someone planned for disaster with something much simpler. Too bad they don’t seem to have survived themselves. 
 
    He thought about the medical and research facilities at the other end of the long underground hallway. The entire place seemed to have been built to weather the kind of crisis that could destroy civilization.  
 
    This facility was intended to survive the end of the world. 
 
    And, he realized with respect for its designers, it did, just not its people… 
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 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Vyrda swallowed. Josie Allwood, a young woman in her twenties, had come to Vyrda’s office complaining of fever, nausea, and pain in her abdomen. She’d lost her appetite the afternoon before and the pain had come during the night. 
 
    When Vyrda had sent in her ghirit, she’d immediately zeroed in on a hot, inflamed offshoot of the large intestine in the right lower part of the woman’s abdomen. She’d encountered this problem twice before in her career and both times the patient had died. In the second patient, after the little offshoot ruptured and a large collection of pus formed, Vyrda had lanced the abscess despite how deep inside the man it’d been. It’d drained copious quantities of horribly foul-smelling purulence that made everyone in the room nauseous. Vyrda’d been briefly optimistic for the man because of the successful drainage, but despite it, her patient died horribly. 
 
    Leaning down to look her patient in the eye, Vyrda said, “Josie, we need to get you to the Hyllis Tavern. There’s a new healer there, Eva Hyllis, and she can do amazing things. Can you walk?” 
 
    Josie frowned, “I walked here, didn’t I? But I’d really rather you took care of me. I don’t want some stranger doing it.” 
 
    Vyrda shook her head, “Josie, I don’t have a good treatment for this problem. I’m not sure Ms. Hyllis can cure it either, but we need to see if she can.” 
 
    Josie glanced over at her husband, then back at Vyrda. “If there isn’t a good treatment for it, I’ll just have to wait till I get over it by myself. How long are people usually sick?” 
 
    Vyrda bit her lip for a moment, not wanting to give bad news. She slowly began, “I’ve only seen two patients with this problem before.” 
 
    “How long were they sick?” 
 
    Vyrda sighed, but realized she couldn’t sugarcoat the situation and expect them to go to see Eva. “For the rest of their lives. Both of them died. That’s why I want to take you to see Ms. Hyllis.” 
 
    Josie’s face had paled. Vyrda glanced at the woman’s husband and saw he looked pinched as well. He asked, “Does everyone die?” 
 
    Vyrda shrugged, “I don’t know. This problem is a lot like being stabbed in the gut. You may have heard that everyone stabbed in the stomach dies, but recently Ms. Hyllis took care of one of the guardsmen who’d been stabbed in the stomach. She kept him alive.” Vyrda felt momentarily guilty for not revealing that Jimmy Nantz’s wound hadn’t actually penetrated the intestine. But she felt it was a white lie, told for the purpose of getting the patient to the only person Vyrda thought might be able to keep her alive. 
 
    Josie nodded, “Okay, I’ll go.” She stood, but couldn’t straighten all the way. As she crossed the room to the door, the limp she’d had when she came in seemed to be worse.  
 
    Her husband stepped to Josie’s side and took her arm around his neck to provide support. He looked at Vyrda, “Can you take her other side?” 
 
    Vyrda said, “I’ll do better. You start toward the Hyllis Tavern at whatever speed you can make. I’ll get a stretcher.”  
 
    She started running. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Josie and her husband had only made it about a third of the way to the tavern when they were met by Daum and Norman Soh, coming from the tavern with a stretcher. There’d been a brief debate about whether to send the wheelchair, but the road was deemed too rough. 
 
    Back at the tavern, Vyrda and Eva were up in the little clinic room doing their best to prepare. Eva had told Vyrda that the inflamed small offshoot of the large intestine was called the appendix. And, most importantly, it caused no harm to remove it, an operation that had been done frequently in ancient days. 
 
    “But if we remove it,” Vyrda protested, “it’ll leave an opening into the bowel! That’d be just as fatal.” 
 
    Eva looked grim, “Before Daussie takes it out, we’ll have to tie it off down at its base.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to wait for Tarc to get here.” 
 
    Eva shrugged, “You could do it.” 
 
    Vyrda felt panicked, “Oh! No. I’m not ready. Besides, I don’t think my telekinesis is strong enough.” 
 
    Eva nodded again, but as Daussie entered the room, Vyrda saw Eva shoot her a meaningful glance. 
 
    They’d set out jars of sterile saline they planned to use to wash out any abdominal contamination. Eva said it’d probably help if Daussie ported some of the saline into Josie’s veins as well. Daussie laid out several of her packs of sterilized suture with the short needles.  
 
    Then it was time, Daum and Norman were carrying the stretcher up the stairs, looking exhausted. Eva took one look at them and said, “We need to buy a small wagon so we can move patients without killing you guys.” 
 
    Daum rolled his eyes and said, “Come on Norman. With the ladies busy up here, they’re going to need us in the kitchen.”  
 
    Norman had his eyes on Daussie, “Can I stay to watch until things get busy down there?” 
 
    Eva shook her head, “This isn’t a spectator sport. Besides, you need to be making sure everything’s ready in the kitchen before things get busy down there.” She looked at Daum, “Take Mr. Allwood down to the bar and give him a beer to calm his nerves.” She looked at Allwood, then down at Josie, then back at him. “As Vyrda told you, this’s a very serious problem. We think we have a way to treat it, but we can’t be worrying about you, we have to be completely focused on Ms. Allwood.” 
 
    Allwood still looked tense, but Eva’s words seemed to calm him. Then Vyrda noticed Kazy had stepped over to usher him out of the room. When Vyrda last glimpsed him he looked nearly placid. 
 
    Then they were all bending over Josie. Kazy by her head, murmuring pleasant little nothings. Daussie crouched by Josie’s right hip with Eva next to her and Vyrda across. Knowing they were sending in their ghirits, Vyrda sent hers in again, hoping the appendix hadn’t ruptured. 
 
    The appendix seemed extremely tense. It hadn’t ruptured yet, but Vyrda worried it could burst any moment. Suddenly it deflated, the pressure released.  
 
    Vyrda frantically searched for the rupture with her ghirit.  
 
    She couldn’t find where the pus was leaking out! 
 
    A foul odor rose in the room, reminding Vyrda of the stench that’d come when she had drained the abscess from her other patient’s ruptured appendix. It’s definitely ruptured! Wait, how’d the smell get all the way out of the body when I can’t even find a hole?! 
 
    Eva said, “Phew, that’s… really stinky! Next time you do something like that, put it in a closed bottle.” 
 
    Vyrda’s eyes went to Josie’s, worried that she’d be embarrassed to be chided about the smell, but the young woman was asleep. Then she looked at Eva and saw Eva’s eyes were on Daussie. Oh, she realized, Daussie teleported the pus out of the appendix to relieve the pressure. Daussie was holding one of the pans she ported stuff into against Josie’s flank. It had a lid, but that lid obviously wasn’t tight enough to contain the reeking odor. 
 
    Vyrda looked at the young woman. Daussie’s eyes were watering. For a moment Vyrda thought she was crying, but she spoke, breathing her words as if she were trying to do it without inhaling. “Great idea. If you’ll get a bottle, I’ll port it out of the pan and into the bottle right now.” 
 
    Eva bustled off to the alcove coming back with one of their screw cap bottles. As soon as she got it near Daussie, a disgusting spatter of pus appeared inside of it. Wincing, Eva waved her hand in front of her nose, “Is that all of it?” 
 
    Daussie nodded and grinned weakly, “All but the molecules in the air.” She turned and set the pan on the table behind her, then looked back at Vyrda and Eva. “The pressure’s off, so maybe we can wait for Tarc, but I’m really worried about that thin spot on the back side. I think it was just about to rupture and I’m worried the tissue’s in such bad shape it might just fall apart. Bacteria could still leak out and contaminate everything.” 
 
    Eva and Vyrda both leaned back down close to Josie’s abdomen, sending in their ghirits. When they stood back up, Eva was giving Vyrda a grim look. Vyrda blinked, “What?” 
 
    Eva said, “I don’t think we should wait for Tarc. If you try and can’t tie it off, then he can cut the suture and pull it out when he gets here. If you don’t try, and it starts to leak, that’s going to kill Josie.” 
 
    Vyrda felt her heart thumping. “What if I can’t pull it tight enough?” 
 
    Eva shrugged, “Then we’ll have to wait for Tarc. But I have an idea for that too.” She reached over Josie and put one finger low, near the midline of the young woman’s abdomen and the other higher, on her posterior flank. “Can you visualize how Josie’s appendix is between these two points?” 
 
    Vyrda nodded. 
 
    “So,” Eva said, “we’ll use a really long suture. You pull the needle in from down here,” she indicated the low spot in front, “pull it in over the bladder, past the ovary, around the loop of bowel, and then take it around the base of the appendix. Make the throws of a knot and try to cinch it down. If you can’t pull it tight enough, then you’ll pull the needle end of it out up here in back,” she indicated the high spot on Josie’s flank. “Then we’ll be able to pull on the two ends with our hands to tighten the knot. Voilà.” 
 
    Vyrda stared at them, but Daussie was calmly pouring moonshine on one of her needle and suture packs. Vyrda said, “I should’ve practiced this on an animal carcass.” 
 
    Eva calmly said, “That’s a good idea. You do that before the next one.” She took the packet from Daussie and placed it on Josie’s lower abdomen. She reached out and put her hand on Vyrda’s shoulder, “Come on now. You can do it.” 
 
    Suddenly, Daussie lifted a hand, “Wait, I might have an idea…” She broke off, staring at Josie’s abdomen. When she spoke again, it was slowly and contemplatively, “You see how her appendix is bigger at the base than it is out near the tip? Do you think you could invert it? You know, turn it inside out like a sleeve or pants leg, pushing the appendix inside out into the colon through its own opening?” 
 
    Vyrda blinked in confusion, “What?! Why?” 
 
    “Because, by our first plan, when we tie it off and then I port the appendix out of the abdomen, we’ll still have two problems. First, that the stump that sticks out will still have a little bit of pus contaminating the part beyond the ligature. Second, that the stump is going to die because the ligature will cut off its blood supply. Dead tissue like that’s a great place for bacteria to grow.” She paused for a moment, “But, if we push it inside the colon, dead tissue and pus isn’t a problem in there. After all, the colon’s always full of dead food and bacteria. Then, you’ll just put a few stitches over the dimple where it’s inverted to keep it from everting and to force it to heal over in that position.” 
 
    Daussie paused, but when—still coming to grips with Daussie’s idea—neither Vyrda or Eva said anything, she said, “You can still put a ligature around it where it’s inside the colon and I can teleport the rest of it away just in case it might cause trouble.” 
 
    Eva sounded concerned, “What if that weak area of the appendix comes apart while she’s turning it inside out?” 
 
    Daussie shrugged, “It’s out near the tip, so she can leave it uninverted… just push it into the rest of the appendix, inverting that part. She can use her telekinesis to keep the stress off it while she’s doing the inverting.” 
 
    To Vyrda’s utter amazement, that’s what they did. Inverting it was easier than she’d expected. Daussie teleported away a thin layer of the tissue around the base so when Vyrda over-sewed it the tissue would heal across from the raw tissue on one side to the raw tissue on the other.  
 
    Then, rather than Vyrda having to pull the suture in from outside the abdomen, Daussie said, “Wait a sec,” and the needle suddenly appeared inside the abdomen right next to where Vyrda needed to suture over the inverted appendix. 
 
    Startled, Vyrda said, “You teleported the suture into the abdomen?” She snorted, “Of course you did. But why weren’t you doing that for our earlier patients?” 
 
    Daussie snorted, “Too dumb to think of it. Sorry.” 
 
    Eva drew herself up pompously, “Are you calling the rest of us dumb for not thinking of it either?” 
 
    With a laugh, Daussie said, “No, no, that can’t be what I meant. In fact, I’m not sure what I meant.” 
 
    Vyrda found it to be relatively easy to over sew the appendix using her ghirit. Since the suture didn’t need to be tied as tightly as a ligature would have, the knots weren’t a problem either. 
 
    Daussie teleported a heavy suture without a needle into the colon where Vyrda ligated the base of the inverted appendix. This time she tied it as tightly as she could, reminding herself that if she couldn’t get it snug enough Tarc could ligate it when he got home. But it seemed like it was tight enough as it markedly indented the tissue of the appendix 
 
    After she’d done it the first time, Eva had her do it a second time, placing the second ligature right next to the first one for insurance against one of them slipping.  
 
    Then the appendix vanished out of Josie’s colon. Daussie lifted the little glass bottle to show everybody where it was, then lifted one of the jars of sterile saline up onto the stretcher beside Josie. She said, “Vyrda, since our ghirits can’t detect bacteria, I’m going to port some saline into the area. You slosh it around so it’ll wash away any contamination that might’ve leaked out of the thin area, then I’ll port it away.” 
 
    Daussie ported some in, Vyrda sloshed it about, and Daussie ported it away. They repeated the process several more times, Daussie brightly saying, “We’re following one of the ancients’ sayings. ‘The solution to pollution is dilution.’” 
 
    Eva picked up the glass bottle, eyeing the appendix and pus inside it. She said, “I’d read that bowel infections produced horrible odors, but this was a real eye-opener for me.” 
 
    Vyrda told them about draining the abscess from the ruptured appendix. “There was a lot more pus from that one. Everyone in the room thought they were going to throw up from the stench.” 
 
    Still looking at the contents of the bottle, Eva said, “This should be great stuff to try staining with my new crystal violet. Then we can examine it under the microscope. There should be a lot of bacteria.” 
 
    Daussie suddenly stood up. “I think I’ll go help in the kitchen.” 
 
    Eva gave her a strange look, “Since when are you volunteering for that kind of duty?” 
 
    Daussie snorted while eyeing the little bottle, “Since my mother started threatening to open that jar.” She produced a bright cheerful tone, “I’ll come back to look at it after lunch, once you’ve got it all stained, okay?” She turned and rapidly left the room, as if she were fleeing danger. 
 
    Josie moaned and started to move. Kazy said, “She seems to be coming around just fine. Maybe I should go help in the kitchen too.” 
 
    Eva laughed, “Okay, okay. No need to panic. I’ll go outside and open this jar where there’s a breeze. Why don’t you stay with Josie until she’s awake?” 
 
    Josie spoke, sounding confused, “I’m awake. Are you guys really taking me outside for your treatment?” 
 
    Eva stepped to the side of the bed and took Josie’s hand, “No, we’ve already done what we can. It went well.”  
 
    “But you haven’t done anything!” 
 
    “How’s your pain?” 
 
    Josie’s eyes widened. “Oh…!” After a moment’s inward reflection, she said, “Wow! Lots better…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Farlin slowly stretched his arm now that it was out of the splint. Eva’d told him the bone was healed but still weak so he still kept it in the sling when business was brisk. The sling reminded people his arm was injured so they’d be careful about bumping into him. Also, it jogged the memory of the rest of the people working in the tavern so they didn’t ask him to lift and carry yet.  
 
    At present, though, the lunch rush was over so he was taking the opportunity to exercise out some of the stiffness. 
 
    A well-dressed man appeared in front of him. “I’m here to be fitted for some of the new eye lenses.” 
 
    “You can wait over near the bottom of the stairs,” Farlin said, pointing, “and I’ll send word upstairs that you’re here.” He gave a little shrug, “But it might be a while. They’ve got somebody really sick up there.” 
 
    The man drew himself up, “I’m Ronald James, Baron Vail’s Financier.” 
 
    Farlin eyed him for a moment. James seemed like the kind of man who was used to having people kowtow to him. And, that could well mean that he was the kind of man Farlin didn’t want to piss off. Farlin gave another little shrug, “I’m sorry, but if they’re trying to save someone’s life, they make everyone else wait. If you give me a moment, I’ll go up and let them know you’re waiting.” 
 
    The corner of the man’s mouth tugged back, “Can’t Ms. Hyllis take care of me while the others are saving this person’s life?” 
 
    Farlin eyed him askance, but said, “I’ll go check, okay?” 
 
    “Tell them Ronald James is waiting. Financier for Baron Vail.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As Farlin climbed the stairs, Daussie came down, followed shortly by Kazy.  
 
    He stepped into Eva’s clinic room, blinking at a faint odor—like a chamber pot. He wondered if their patient had a bowel movement. Eva and Vyrda were talking to the young woman who’d been brought in on the stretcher. She looked much better. I guess she wasn’t as sick as she looked, he thought. When Eva looked up at him, she said, “Are there patients waiting for us?” 
 
    Farlin nodded, “A young man who fell and hurt his knee and an older guy who looks rich. The rich guy’s complaining about having to wait until you’re done with her,” Farlin indicated the young woman on the stretcher. He turned his eyes back to Eva, “I told him you were saving someone’s life, but he wanted you to take care of him, while the others took care of her.” 
 
    Eva’s eye’s narrowed. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He wants lenses.” 
 
    “Who’s been waiting longest?” 
 
    “The guy with the knee.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Eva said, “We’ll see the guy with the knee first.” 
 
    “The other guy’s gonna be pissed,” Farlin warned. “He thinks he’s important. Some kind of finance guy for the baron.” 
 
    Eva gave a little grin, “Aw, are you saying he might leave and get his lenses at one of the other lens places in town?”  
 
    Farlin snorted and shook his head.  
 
    As he left, she said, “We’ll need Daussie for the lenses, so send her back up when you send up Mr. Muckety.” 
 
    Farlin gave her a little grin back, saying, “Okay.” However, when he turned for the stairs he felt a little trepidation. He knew his father would’ve leaned over backward to take care of the self-important rich man first. He thought, People like that can make you sorry you didn’t give them what they wanted. 
 
    Nonetheless, he felt a joyous little flare of spite when he sent up the young man with the hurt knee next. Then a twinge of doubt when he saw the anger flare over Mr. James’ face. 
 
    As he made to pass James, the man leaned toward him and said dangerously, “You told her I was waiting?!” 
 
    Farlin nodded, “Yeah, sorry, she said you’d be next. Right after the guy with the hurt knee.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    By the time the young man came downstairs leaning on a couple of sticks and James went up the stairs, his incandescent rage had faded. However, he was still in a bad mood. These people have no idea who they’re dealing with, he thought. 
 
    He recognized Vyrda Soh, so assumed the other woman had to be Eva Hyllis. There was a young woman lying on a high narrow bed in the corner. If she was the one whose life they’d supposedly been trying to save, she didn’t look all that sick. They probably just told her she was dying so they could “work a miracle,” he thought. He forced a smile and extended his hand to shake, “Hello Ms. Hyllis, I’m Ronald James, Financier for Baron Vail.” 
 
    “Hello,” she said, shaking his hand. She cocked her head curiously, “What’s a financier do?” 
 
    He shrugged and waved airily, “I just keep track of the accounting for the barony. Work out a budget, evaluate the state of the treasury, set the rents.”  
 
    Her clear grey eyes remained steady. “I assume from the emphasis you placed on ‘rents’ you’re trying to tell me that I should have seen you before the young man with the injured knee, right?” 
 
    James smiled. “You must run your business as you see fit.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes. Though I would argue that we are engaged in something different than a simple business. We try to care for people the same way we would want to be cared for ourselves. By someone who feels morally bound to do the best they can for patients, regardless of their ability to pay. Cure them if we can, comfort them if we can’t, all the while helping them understand their condition. So, you see, we don’t think the poor with serious conditions should have to wait until the rich with minor problems have been cared for.” 
 
    James glanced at Soh, seeing she looked nervous. “Admirable,” he said unctuously, “though, perhaps unwise.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    “I told your man I was looking for eye lenses.” 
 
    She nodded, “And he told me. He didn’t know what kind of trouble you’re having with your vision though. Do you have trouble seeing things that’re far away, or close up, or do you have trouble seeing everything?” 
 
    “Ah, things close up. In my duties, I must read numbers that’ve been writ small. It’s becoming more and more difficult.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, “please sit here at this little table with myself and Ms. Soh. I’ll need to look at your eyes.” 
 
    He sat across from her at the table while she stared motionlessly at his eyes for a minute or so. This’s ridiculous, he thought. 
 
    Getting up, she said, “I’m going to get some of our test lenses. If you’ll just hold still a few moments longer, Ms. Soh will keep studying your eyes.” 
 
    James couldn’t imagine what they thought they were doing, nonetheless he sat and waited, trying to appear patient. Ms. Hyllis returned and sat down across from him. She laid out a sheet of paper with letters of all different sizes written on it. She asked him to read the smallest line he could. As always, the letters were blurry. He pointed to a line he thought he could read. 
 
    She said, “Okay, please read it to me.” 
 
    Feeling a little like a schoolchild, he read the letters to her. 
 
    She frowned, “You got more than half of them wrong. Try the next bigger line.” 
 
    James felt a little embarrassed, though he didn’t know why. After all, this was exactly the problem he’d come in for. He read the next line up. 
 
    This time she nodded and said, “You got all but one of them right that time.” 
 
    She handed him an exquisite little lens on a glass handle. He couldn’t see a single scratch on it, though that was probably because of his blurry vision. 
 
    She said, “Close your right eye and hold this lens in front of your left eye.” When he’d done it, she said, “Try reading that first line again.” 
 
    It looked sharper. He read it and she said, “You got all but one of them right this time.” She held out another little lens, “Here, try this one.” 
 
    This time the letters were clear and sharp. When he read it, she sounded delighted. “You got all of them right! Can you read the next line down?” 
 
    In fact, he could. And the one below that—with tiny print—as well. 
 
    “Try it on your other eye.” 
 
    It worked just as well on his right eye. James began to feel quite excited about the possibilities. He thought that, looking through the little lens, his vision was at least as good as it’d been when he was young. 
 
    “So,” she said, “you’d need ‘plus three lenses’ to see that well. Do you want me to see if we have one? Or do you think you’d want two so you could have them mounted in spectacles?” 
 
    “Um,” he said, suddenly unhappy for being rude to her earlier. He’d never dreamed she’d have lenses that would let him see so well. “How much would they cost?” 
 
    “Well, of course, it would depend on whether we had any. How much would they be worth to you?”  
 
    Her eyes bore into his. After a moment, he dropped his eyes and said, “A silver?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything so he looked back up at her.  
 
    He got the feeling that she was not impressed. In a steely tone she said, “For a silver, you might be able to get a fragment of a lens like this from one of the antiquities dealers. If they had one it’d be badly scratched as well. But, why don’t you try their shops?” 
 
    “Two silvers?” 
 
    She blinked, then turned to Ms. Soh. She said, “And here, when he came in here, I thought he was trying to impress us with how wealthy he was, didn’t you?” 
 
    Soh gave a tiny nod. 
 
    James stared unhappily at her for a moment. “Twenty silvers.” 
 
    “Fifty.” 
 
    “That’s robbery!” 
 
    “If that price’s unfair, you should just buy them somewhere else.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and sighed, “Okay! Fifty.” Really, she thinks she got the better of me but they’d actually be worth a lot more than that to me. 
 
    James looked up, seeing that the beautiful young daughter had come in the door while they were dickering. Disappearing into a little alcove, she said, “I’ll see if we have them, Mom. What strength does he need?” 
 
    Hyllis was looking him right in the eye, she said, “A plus three.” 
 
    ‘A’ plus three? James thought unhappily. He said, “Two plus threes.” 
 
    Hyllis spoke in a flat tone, “You understand two lenses will cost you a gold?” 
 
    “I was negotiating for two lenses,” James ground out. 
 
    “Ah, but I was negotiating for one. We may not have two lenses. And if we did, and we gave both of them to you, we might not have one for the next person.” She paused and her jaw bunched a little as if her placid expression hid an angry interior. “In fact, I think two lenses will cost you a gold and ten silvers.” 
 
    “Okay! A gold!” 
 
    “A gold and twenty silvers.” 
 
    James gritted his teeth to keep from saying, “You’ll regret this!” Instead, he nodded, “A gold and twenty silvers.” Then he worried that she’d raise the price again anyway. 
 
    The daughter’s voice came from the alcove, “We’ve got two of them, Mom. You want both?” 
 
    The woman’s pleasant tone belied the flashing look in her eyes as she said, “Yes, please.” 
 
    The girl came out and laid two lenses, each three centimeters in diameter, on the table. James picked them up and looked at the fine printing on the sheet of paper, astonished by how sharp and clear the letters were. He used one lens to look at the other and saw the glass looked absolutely perfect. There weren’t any scratches, fogging, edge chips, or any other flaws he could see. As if it’s brand-new! he thought. Someone must be making them nowadays. There’s no way lenses this perfect could’ve survived from ancient times. He switched lenses to look at the other one. It was just as perfect as the first one. He started to stand, then realized Hyllis was holding out a hand for her payment. For an irritated moment, he thought, She couldn’t stop me if I just left. But he dug in his purse and got out two ten silver pieces and a gold. 
 
    When he handed them to her, Hyllis gave him a broad smile. She said, “Thank you. It was exciting doing business with you.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    James took the lenses directly to Soh jewelers to get them made into spectacles. He was able to negotiate better terms on the frames than he had on the lenses, even though he asked for the wire they were made of to be coated with a layer of gold. As he left the jewelers, he was surprised to see one of the town’s young working men walking toward him wearing spectacles. The thought that a young man already had them took some of the joy out of his own impending possession. James felt fairly sure the man only ever worked as a laborer or a messenger. How could he possibly afford lenses? James wondered. He stopped the man, “Where’d you get those spectacles?” 
 
    The man gave him an excited look, “Oh! Ain’t they wonderful? I can see! For the first time in my life, I can tell who people are without hearing their voices. I mean, from more than a meter or so away anyhow.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” James said impatiently, wondering whether someone else was selling the lenses for less. “But where did you get them?” 
 
    “Oh, I got the lenses at Hyllis Tavern and the wire holder for them at Soh jewelers.” 
 
    “And how did you save up enough money to buy the lenses? They cost a gold, don’t they?” 
 
    “A gold?” the man said, looking puzzled. “No, Ms. Hyllis gave me the lenses for free. And Mr. Soh, he’s lettin’ me pay a copper a week for… I think it’s ten weeks. He said he’d keep track of it for me.” 
 
    Too furious to speak, James continued on his way without thanking the man for his information. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning slowdown had arrived in the tavern. Eva, Vyrda, Daussie, and Kazy were all upstairs in the clinic studying. As each of them read one of the new books, they copied the text—and as best they could, the pictures. The copies weren’t exact because they tried to write the contained knowledge as if it had been handed down verbally—hoping to disguise its origin in the banned books of the ancients. Afterward, they read one another’s work to make sure that the changes didn’t alter the meaning contained in the original texts. 
 
    The door opened and they looked up. Tarc was standing in the opening. Eva smiled at her son, “You taking the day off from plundering the facility to actually study medicine?” 
 
    “Much as I’d love to, Mom…” he paused to wait for the snickering to die down. “As I was saying, much as I’d love to, Mom, I need you to come look at a few things in the facility. Tell me whether I can sell them for salvage or whether you can figure out what they’re for. Maybe they have medical uses?” 
 
    “And, I suppose you can’t bring examples of them to me?” 
 
    Tarc shook his head, “Too big.” 
 
    “So big you can’t move them, yet you still think you can take them out and sell them for salvage?” 
 
    Tarc hesitated and Eva thought he looked like he’d painted himself into a corner. Then he shrugged, “I’ll have to tear them apart to sell them for salvage. Besides, isn’t it time you came out and had another look around? It’s been quite a while.” 
 
    Eva looked around at the other women. “What do you think? Want to take a little trip?” She looked at Vyrda, “You’ve never even been down there, have you?” 
 
    Vyrda shook her head eagerly, “I’d really like to see it.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They walked to the facility—as Tarc had been doing except when he needed to bring back a load of salvage. That way they didn’t have to tether horses or mules up at the entrance to the facility and worry about them getting stolen. 
 
    Arriving, Tarc made quick work out of taking the steel bars out of the opening, explaining how they were held in place. Once everyone else had climbed down the ladder, he quickly put the bars back. Eva said, “You’re locking us in down here?” 
 
    Tarc paused and nodded, “I don’t want anyone coming down here behind us.” 
 
    She frowned, “What if something happened to you? We wouldn’t be able to get out.” 
 
    He drew back in surprise, “Worst case, Daussie could just cut these bars. Though I’d hope she’d just cut the little bolts that hold them in place. Also, I’m sure Vyrda can pull the bolts out with her ghirit, though she might not be able to put them back.” He grinned at his mother and gave his voice an ominous tone, “So you and Kazy need to keep one of the three of us alive if you want to escape.” 
 
    Soon they were wandering around the facility, oohing and aahing.  
 
    This went on for a while before Eva realized she hadn’t really seen much of anything that was truly new or exciting. Tarc had done an admirable job of cleaning it up, but she’d seen almost all of it before. Certainly, no large devices that would have to be broken up to salvage them. She turned to her son, “Tarc, where are these big things you’re wanting to salvage?” 
 
    He acted surprised, though Eva thought she could see right through him. He said, “Oh, yeah. Right this way.” He opened a door she hadn’t paid much attention to and motioned them through into a very long hallway. 
 
    Eva frowned, “Where’s this go?” 
 
    “A long way back towards town,” Tarc said airily, leading off. 
 
    Eva shone her light down on the floor. “You’ve known about this hallway a long time,” she said accusingly. “Long enough to have swept up the dust.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tarc said cheerfully, “and in a hallway this long, we’re talking a lot of dust. Seems like sweeping and mopping up dust is the main thing I do down here…” He looked at his mother, “I’m sure you only brought that up in order to express your gratitude for my efforts, right?” 
 
    Eva snorted but kept walking. 
 
    Eventually, they reached a high ceilinged chamber at the end of the hallway. “Are we almost all the way back to Clancy Vail?” Eva asked curiously. 
 
    Daussie answered, not surprising since her ghirit could sense things farther than anyone else’s. She’d also had time to check it out when she’d come with Tarc before to oil the locks, “We’re just a little way from the wall.” She pointed beyond the chamber, “Clancy Vail’s tower is about forty meters that way.” 
 
    Eva looked around at the four doorways, “So which doorway are we going through?” 
 
    Tarc pointed to the door on the right, “That door goes into a stairwell. The stairs go almost up to ground level. It originally led into a building, but the structure collapsed a long time ago. They also go down three levels to a well. It’s cold down there, so it’d be a great place to store hams and cheese and beer. He pointed to another door, “That one’s just a little room where they kept cleaning supplies. And that one,” he pointed to the third door, “was full of the ancients’ electric stuff. I’ve been taking out the wire and selling the copper.” 
 
    “All very interesting,” Eva said dryly, stepping to the fourth door. “I suppose that means that we want to go through this one?” 
 
    Tarc nodded. 
 
    She pushed it open. “Another hallway?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s short. The next room’s the one with the interesting stuff.” 
 
    Eva walked to the end of the hall and opened the next door. 
 
    It was a big room with chairs in a semicircle around a podium like she’d seen in a few of her books. An auditorium for teaching and learning. 
 
    Brightly lit by a big circular area up in the high ceiling! 
 
    Tears in her eyes, Eva turned to hug her son… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon and business in the bar was slow. Daum was sitting behind the bar at the end next to the door into his brewing room. He’d fashioned a little desk there where he kept his accounts. At present, he was copying from the “W” volume of the encyclopedia Tarc had found out at the facility. 
 
    Since there was only one set of encyclopedias, Eva had insisted that Tarc only bring back a single volume at a time. Daum had begged for the “W” volume. As he’d hoped it had a fascinating section on winemaking. Daum was copying that section and intended to insist the next volume Tarc brought to the tavern would be the “B” volume so he could copy whatever it had about beer and breweries. 
 
    Daum was wearing his new reading spectacles. If asked, he’d claim he was only wearing them to advertise their lens making business. However, when he’d first started reading and copying extensively, he’d started getting headaches. Eva had told him he was getting something she called presbyopia, which meant the lenses in his eyes were getting stiff. With stiff lenses he had to strain to focus up close. He’d given in and now had both spectacles to see at a distance and different ones he used to read. Once he started using the reading glasses, the headaches went away. Unfortunately, now his nose and ears hurt where the spectacles rested. He’d taken to alternating reading with and without them. And dreading the day when Eva claimed he’d have to have them to read. 
 
    Tarc opened the gate and stepped behind the bar, walking over to Daum. 
 
    Daum closed the lid over the book and his copying operation and looked a question at his son. 
 
    Tarc said, “I’ll cover the bar. Nylin and Grace’re waiting out on the porch behind the kitchen. They’d like to talk to you.”  
 
    Daum frowned, “What about?” 
 
    “Investing.” 
 
    “Investing? Investing what?” 
 
    Tarc gave him a sly smile, “Money.” 
 
    “Just tell them to put it in a bank.” 
 
    “Now, come on. They think you’re a grumpy old curmudgeon and I told them that wasn’t so. I said you’d be happy to talk to them and went so far as to assure them you’d be pleasant.” 
 
    “I am a grumpy old curmudgeon. Why disabuse them of the notion?” 
 
    Tarc snorted, “Because you’ve actually got a soft spot a mile wide. Besides, you’re constantly griping about how you need more capital. You can’t gripe about that on one hand and refuse to talk to investors on the other.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we need a lot more investment than those girls could’ve saved, even if they’ve put away every copper they’ve earned.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, but you see, Nylin appropriated the Ragas’ money the night Farlin rescued her.” 
 
    Daum laughed, “You’re sticking to the story that Farlin rescued them?” 
 
    Tarc gave him a bland look, “Of course. You don’t think those girls could’ve escaped the Ragas all by themselves, do you?” 
 
    Grinning, Daum shook his head, “No. I also don’t think Farlin, with a freshly broken arm, could’ve rescued them.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Tarc said thoughtfully. He shook himself, “Well, whatever happened. When Nylin escaped, she took the Ragas’ money with her.” 
 
    “How much was it?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged, “I don’t know, but Kazy seems to think it’d be a worthwhile investment.” 
 
    Daum’s eyebrows rose. Not only was Kazy interested in business, she was a wizard with numbers. “Okay, I’ll go talk to them.” 
 
    Tarc snorted, “Don’t try to make it sound like you’re doing me a favor. You’re doing yourself a favor.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Daum said, going out the gate at the end of the bar. He turned, “Don’t you mean I’m doing us a favor?”  
 
    Tarc waved the comment away. 
 
    When Daum went through the kitchen he found Daussie kneading bread. He asked her, “Why aren’t you upstairs studying?” 
 
    “I’m covering the kitchen while you talk to Nylin and Grace,” she said, picking up another wad of dough and giving him a little glare. “They’re afraid of you, so be nice.” 
 
    “I’m always nice,” Daum said, realizing he was contradicting his earlier statement to Tarc about being a curmudgeon. He’d thought Tarc was joking. Do they really think I’m mean? he wondered. 
 
    “I know you’re nice,” Daussie said, “but they don’t. So you’ve got to prove it to them. I think sometimes when you think you’re joking, they think you’re serious. So, don’t joke.” 
 
    Daum snorted, “So I’m supposed to be a humorless milquetoast for them?” 
 
    A shaft of sunlight hit Daussie as she flashed him a brilliant grin, “Something like that. Maybe a little bit funny, but try to restrain yourself from the full-on version of your kind of humor.” 
 
    Gods, she’s pretty, Daum thought to himself as he turned away. I hope it helps her find a nice guy without bringing her more trouble with assholes. “Thanks for the warning,” he said, stepping through the door and out onto the little porch. 
 
    Kazy was sitting with Nylin and Grace. Daum looked at her and asked, “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Running interference for my friends. You make them nervous.” 
 
    Does the whole world think I’m some kind of a jerk? Daum wondered. He smiled at Nylin and Grace as he sat down, “Nothing to be nervous about. I hear you want investment advice?” 
 
    Though she looked edgy, Nylin spoke with composure, “We think we’d like to invest in the tavern. It’s our understanding you’d like to have more capital so it’d be a win-win situation. We’re hoping to learn what you’d do with our investment and how we’d be repaid.” 
 
    Daum scratched his head, “A lot of that would depend on how much you’re planning to invest.” 
 
    “A hundred and five golds.” 
 
    Daum blinked. After a few moments, he said, “Ah… That’s, um, far more than I expected. And it’d be a welcome investment… How about if I give you some general investing advice right now, before I start thinking too greedily about how I’d like to have you invest in our tavern. Then I’ll take a couple of days to come up with what’s called a ‘business plan.’ The actual plan should give you a good idea of how we’d invest your money and how you might expect to be repaid.” 
 
    Nylin and Grace nodded. 
 
    Daum launched into the basics of running a business and investing in it. Kazy stayed to listen. At first, he wasn’t sure why she stayed since she was pretty knowledgeable. But then she asked some questions indicating she had more to learn. Also, there was her ability to do astonishingly complex calculations in her head. Having her instantly explain what the returns would be in various scenarios didn’t just help Nylin and Grace, it helped Daum as well. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I think these are them!” Eva exclaimed excitedly, spinning up out of her chair to let the others look. 
 
    Daussie and Vyrda both started to sit down at the microscope. Daussie backed off to let the older woman go first. 
 
    Embarrassed, Vyrda started to step back and let Daussie go first, it was her room after all, but Daussie waved her on. She sat down and put her eyes to the lenses. “It’s dark,” she grumbled, leaning back to adjust the mirror they’d rigged up to bounce sunlight into the condenser of the microscope. Their clinic room was on the north side of the building and so it didn’t get consistent sunlight. Besides, locating the microscope in Daussie and Kazy’s room on the south side kept patients from seeing the exotic instrument when they came in to be evaluated. But the table in the girls’ room was flimsy. Bumping it even a little jarred the mirror out of place. Vyrda looked up, “We need a sturdier desk.” 
 
    “We need so many things,” Eva said, “that one has to be pretty low on our list.” 
 
    Vyrda looked back down through the lenses and adjusted the focus, “But couldn’t Tarc bring us one of those steel cabinets…?” She began, then interrupted herself, “Wait! I think I see them too! Lots of little dots in clusters like grapes, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Eva said. “So, they’re probably Staphylococcus aureus, one of the most common causes of infection. Staphylococci are little spheres and they grow in clusters like grapes. Of course, with only the crystal violet stain, we don’t know they’re gram-positive, which staph is supposed to be. But it’s pretty likely, gram-negative cocci are unusual and the most common ones that cause disease comes in pairs rather than clusters.” 
 
    Vyrda had gotten up to let Daussie sit down. She narrowed her eyes in thought. “Which ones are the gram-negative cocci again?” 
 
    “Neisseria gonorrhea.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Hard to forget which disease they cause.” 
 
    Daussie, head still down on the eyepieces of the microscope, said, “I see them.” She looked up at her mother, “Though this feels like knowledge for knowledge’s sake. Knowing which germ it is doesn’t help us treat anyone, does it? Am I missing something?” 
 
    Eva shook her head a little sadly, “Not really.” She formed a smile, though it looked a little forced, “But, someday, when we have antibiotics, it’ll help us know which ones to use.” 
 
    Daussie got up and cheerfully said, “Yes it will. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with knowledge for knowledge’s sake. I’ll go see if Kazy’s done with Ms. Ulrich. I know she’d like to see our first successful stain.” 
 
    As Daussie went to the door, Eva was saying, “I think we’ve been staining them just fine for a while now. This is only our first success because it’s the first time we’ve found a good immersion oil for the objective. It’s just that the oil’s finally given us enough magnification to see them.” 
 
    Daussie grinned back at her, “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    As Daussie stepped across the hall to check on Kazy, Vyrda turned to Eva, “Your kids are amazing. I hope you know how fortunate you are.” She shook her head, “When Tarc comes over to help me in the cancer clinic, it only takes him about twenty minutes to go through someone from head to toe, wiping out all their cancers.” She snorted, “It takes me a couple of hours to do as much. If I wasn’t so desperate to be doing some good of my own, I’d just let him do them all.” 
 
    Eva looked out the window as she gave a little nod, “He truly is gifted. I just wish he were more interested.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Daussie opened the door to the clinic room and peered in. Kazy was sitting at the head end of the gurney so she could be close to her patient. Seeing Daussie, Kazy slowly leaned back. Her hands, which had merely been resting on Ms. Ulrich’s head, began massaging the woman’s scalp so she’d wake up feeling Kazy rubbing her head.  
 
    Which she’d been doing when Ulrich fell asleep. 
 
    Daussie whispered, “Got something for you to see next door. You want me to sit with her while she finishes waking up?”  
 
    Ms. Ulrich’s eyes opened. With a little jolt of delight, Daussie saw the woman’s eyes looked peaceful. 
 
    Daussie had seen Ulrich briefly when she came in. Then her eyes had looked haunted. The woman’s mother was downstairs with Ulrich’s six-week-old daughter. The grandmother had practically dragged Ulrich in here after she’d found the woman, knife in hand, slashing at her wrists. 
 
    Daussie’d seen some people down in the dumps, but hadn’t encountered anyone truly depressed before Ulrich. Certainly, not anyone depressed enough to try to take their own lives. Daussie hadn’t even heard of “post-partum depression,” the diagnosis Eva’d immediately rendered. Another thing to read about, she thought as Kazy slipped past her and Daussie sat down to take the woman’s hand. 
 
    Kazy leaned down next to Daussie’s ear and whispered, “Be sure to ask her how she feels and make a note before she leaves.” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor,” Daussie whispered back with a little grin. She looked back at the woman. Ulrich’s gaze appeared to be gaining focus.  
 
    Noticing some blood in the bandage on Ulrich’s wrist, she sent in her ghirit. The stitches Daussie’d put in were still intact. 
 
    She looked back up at Ulrich, “How’re you feeling?” 
 
    Ulrich smiled, “Good!” She got a puzzled look, “What happened? I was… I remember being… dreadfully sad. I was actually trying to kill myself.” She looked down at her wrist and saw the bandage, “What’d you do?” 
 
    Daussie glanced down at it herself, “Put some stitches in the cut. It’s kind of like sewing up a tear in your clothing.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. But what I was asking, is…” she shook her head as if bewildered, “what’d you do so I’m not… sad anymore?” 
 
    “Do you remember drifting off to sleep with Kazy rubbing your head?” 
 
    “I remember someone was rubbing my head. Then I fell asleep, but someone was still rubbing my head when I woke back up.” 
 
    “That was Kazy. She’s really good at relaxing people and making them feel better.” 
 
    “By massaging their scalps?” 
 
    Daussie shrugged, “She also talks to them while they’re asleep.” 
 
     “Can I sit up?” 
 
    Daussie nodded. 
 
    Ulrich sat up, then gingerly reached up and touched her own head. “This is amazing. I’ve got a friend who’s been sad since her baby died last spring. Can you guys help her?” 
 
    “We can try.” 
 
    “I’ll try to get her to come in,” Ulrich said. She got an uncomfortable look, “What do I owe you for…?” She waved at her head and her wrist. 
 
    Daussie gave her a little nod, “Whatever you think it’s worth.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened, “Oh! That’s hard. You might’ve saved my life. Which would be worth a lot. But, maybe I’ll feel bad again tomorrow—then it wouldn’t be worth much.” 
 
    Daussie shrugged, “You could pay a little today, and more when you’re sure you’re okay. If you start feeling worse again, you’re welcome to come back for another treatment, all covered by the same payment.” She took a breath and slowly let it out, “We don’t know what you can afford, that’s why we say to pay what it’s worth to you. We trust you to do what’s right.” 
 
    Ulrich actually grinned, “I think that’s sneaky. Those of us who’re honest probably pay more than we would if you set a price we’d complain about.” 
 
    Daussie tilted her head, “Don’t pay more than you can afford.” 
 
    The woman felt fruitlessly for her purse, “Evidently I don’t have any money right now. Can I bring it all back later?” 
 
    “Of course. Do you feel up to going downstairs to see your mother and daughter?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes! My baby!” Ulrich said, as if torn between embarrassment at forgetting the child and excitement at seeing her again. 
 
    As they exited the room, they encountered Kazy, Eva, and Vyrda. Ulrich gave them a pleasant wave and cheerfully said, “Thank you,” but then hurried down the stairs. 
 
    Daussie glanced at Kazy, “Did you see the bacteria?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, watching Ulrich’s retreating back, “How’s she doing?” 
 
    “She says she’s doing great and seems to be in a good mood.” Daussie shook her head, “From what I’ve read, it seems like what you did for her is a lot more effective than the ancients’ medicines were. Maybe… maybe they didn’t have all the answers after all.” She glanced at Eva, “I’ll hand Ms. Ulrich off to her mother and bring up the next patient?” 
 
    Eva nodded. 
 
    Daussie ran down the stairs after Ulrich, catching up to her just as she entered the dining room. Ulrich’s mother stood up, holding the granddaughter, worry written all over her face. The worry seemed to melt away, presumably just from seeing the smile on her daughter’s face. Daussie reached her and said, “We put a few stitches in the wrist wound. You can take the bandage off tomorrow but keep it clean and dry for a week. We also did a special treatment for her sadness. It seems to be working so far, but bring her back if her mood gets sad again.” 
 
    The woman handed the baby to her daughter and threw her arms around Daussie, “Thank you! Thank you, thank you, thank you.” 
 
    Daussie thought This hug mostly belongs to Kazy. She said, “We’re very happy she seems to be better. Do remember to bring her back if it doesn’t last. Also, we can take the stitches out in about ten days if you don’t feel up to doing it yourself.” 
 
    The woman pushed Daussie back out to arm’s length, tears running down her face. 
 
    Daussie spent a little more time with the Ulrichs, then asked Farlin which patients had been waiting longest. He pointed, and she turned, seeing Mr. Geller and his granddaughter Rachel. Geller hadn’t noticed her because of his blindness. His granddaughter did not look happy to be there. 
 
    Daussie walked over. Reluctant to speak to the angry-looking granddaughter, she put some pep in her voice and said, “Mr. Geller! I’m Daussie Hyllis, I was with my mother Eva Hyllis when we visited your home. I’m so glad to see you again.” 
 
    Geller’s elderly face creased with a big smile, “It’s good to hear you again. Someday soon I hope to say ‘it’s good to see you’ in return. Can your mother see me now?” 
 
    “Yes. If you’ll stand, I’ll give you my arm so I can lead you up the stairs.” 
 
    Geller stood. Daussie caught his hand with her elbow. As they went up the stairs, he said conspiratorially, “We’ve brought you some gifts. After the wonderful things you brought us when you visited, I rattled the cages at the chemistry to be able to bring commensurate gifts.” He shrugged, “What we came up with wasn’t as wonderful as what you brought us, but I think you’ll like it nonetheless.” 
 
    Daussie glanced at Rachel, wondering what the gifts might be, but Ms. Geller’s face was closed. To the old man, she said, “Anything that might help us make the lives of our patients better… will be very welcome.” 
 
    When they got to the clinic room, Eva was excited to see Geller. In private she’d told Daussie she feared Geller’s granddaughter would keep him from coming for treatment. Excitedly, she asked him, “Did the magnifying glass help your reading?” 
 
    He nodded and spoke cheerfully, “Yes, it improved my reading from dismal to merely terrible. You have no idea how anxious I am to try your cataract treatment.” 
 
    Daussie saw Eva glance at Rachel then turn back to the old man. “We do hope we can do you some good, but you must understand we haven’t tried this on anyone else. It may not work.” 
 
    Rachel snorted. 
 
    Geller turned his blind countenance toward the sound of his granddaughter’s voice, “Rachel,” he said warningly, “you promised you’d be polite!” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    Geller turned back toward Eva with a little grin, “Please forgive her. Her parents were entirely too tolerant and completely failed to teach her any manners. And don’t worry about whether it might not work. I’m completely blind in my right eye, so you can’t possibly make it any worse.” He looked questioningly at Eva, “I’m hoping you can try your cataract cure on that eye, rather than the one that still has a tiny bit of vision. Is there any chance it’ll work in an eye that’s completely blind?” 
 
    Eva said, “According to the ancients’ books it’ll work even if the eye’s been blind for years.” 
 
    “Well, I’m ready,” Geller said cheerfully. Then he said, “Wait! I’m so excited about my eye, I forgot we brought gifts.” He held out his hand toward his granddaughter and she handed him a bag. He fished around in the bag and pulled out a small vial. Holding it up he said, “Safranin O.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness!” Eva squeaked in delight. “We’ll be able to do real gram stains.” 
 
    Rachel lifted a doubtful eyebrow and asked, “You do know that once you’ve stained your bacteria, they’ll still be far too small to see, don’t you?” 
 
    Eva leaned closer to Rachel and grinned, then lifted her eyebrows and whispered, “We have a microscope. We’ve already seen bacteria using the crystal violet stain you gave us. The safranin O’s going to let us differentiate some of the major groups.”  
 
    Rachel’s eyes had widened, but Eva’s eyes were already turning back to the old man. 
 
    Geller said, “Don’t get too excited. Safranin O’s not something we’ve made before, though we did have a description of its synthesis. If this batch doesn’t work, let us know and we’ll try again.” He reached back into his bag and pulled out a substantial jar, “We also brought you some of the collagen powder you requested.” 
 
    “Oh!” Eva said, bringing her hands to her face in consternation. “It has to be sterile for us to use it. If you thought you could make it, I meant to talk to you about how it might be collected and prepared to keep it germ-free.” 
 
    He reached out and gently felt for her forearm. Finding it, he squeezed and said, “First the bone dust sat in an acid bath while it demineralized. Then it went through several bio-toxic organic solvents trying to dissolve antigens. Finally, it sat in alcohol for a day before we evaporated the alcohol in a vacuum to leave the final product. I’m pretty sure any germs died a horrible death.” 
 
    Uncharacteristically, Eva giggled. “I’m sure you’re right. Thank you.” 
 
    He said, “We have one more gift.” His hand dipped back into the bag. This time it came out holding a wrapped rectangular package. Daussie realized must be a book. Presumably, a book that fell into the intersection between chemistry and medicine. 
 
    As Eva excitedly unwrapped it, Geller said, “We’d like this one back when you’ve made your own copy. It’s on the chemistry of pharmacologic compounds. Many of them we wouldn’t know how to synthesize, but we could certainly produce some of them. The thing is, the book’s only about their chemistry. It doesn’t detail their uses so we haven’t known whether the compounds would be useful, what diseases might be treated with them, or how they might be administered. If you have books that answer those questions, we’d ask that we be allowed to make copies of them.” 
 
    Eva was trembling as she set the book aside and leaned in to give Geller a quick hug. “Between your family and mine, we’re going to help so many people.” She wiped at an eye, “Are you ready to have us try to do something about your cataract?” 
 
    He nodded. Daussie thought he looked nervous, despite his apparent resolve. 
 
    Eva insisted Rachel wait downstairs. She said, “We may be forming a partnership, but it’s not yet strong enough for us to share all our secrets.” 
 
    Rachel left the room. Eva shepherded Geller over and had him lie down on the gurney. 
 
    Daussie went into the alcove and selected a clear fragment of glass she’d already used to make a number of successful lenses. When she stepped back around into the main part of the clinic room Eva was sitting by Geller’s head, massaging it and whispering quietly to him. Vyrda and Kazy stood nearby as if transfixed by what was about to be attempted. Somehow, the fact that everyone else’s nerves were on edge calmed Daussie’s. 
 
    Eva looked up at Daussie and nodded. Daussie saw that Geller’s face had relaxed. She approached and set the piece of glass on Geller’s forehead. As she started to lean in, Eva said, “When we talked about this before, we talked about putting in a lens that was a little less convex than what you remove—because the refractive index of glass is higher than that of human lens tissue.” 
 
    Daussie nodded. 
 
    “But, I’ve been thinking about how he was using a convex lens to help him read before he developed cataracts.” 
 
    Daussie nodded again. 
 
    “So, that means he was probably farsighted since he needed convex lenses to see things that were close. I think you should put in a lens exactly the same shape as what you take out. Then it’ll act a little bit like a reading lens and his eye won’t go through the physical disturbance of having you put in a lens shaped differently than what you take out.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As Daussie leaned her head down next to Geller’s, Eva noticed Geller’s eyes were closed. She had an incongruous moment when she started to reach up and pull his eyelid open so Daussie could see what she was doing. She blinked and had to remind herself, despite all the years she’d been doing this kind of thing herself, that Daussie didn’t need to see Geller’s eye with her own eyes to be able to do what she was about to do. 
 
    Daussie hovered over Geller for a moment. Eva’s ghirit detected a tiny tremor in Geller’s eye, then Daussie stood back up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Eva whispered, wondering why she felt the need to speak quietly. 
 
    “Nothing,” Daussie said. She shrugged, “It’s done.” 
 
    Damn! Eva thought, thinking how sometimes the most profound events seemed so… unexceptional. She sent her ghirit back in, then leaned closer for better detail. With her head almost touching Geller’s, she could tell the difference between the lens capsule and its new glass interior. The glass was cooler—having just come from outside the body. But it also just “felt” different to her ghirit. 
 
    Geller’s eyes fluttered and Eva realized she hadn’t been concentrating on keeping him asleep. Then she realized she didn’t need to keep him asleep any longer. Leaning back, she thought, I’ll bet we could do this on someone who was awake. It probably doesn’t cause any pain! 
 
    Geller’s eyes trembled half open, then flew wide. Eva’s initial reaction was that he was having pain, but then he cried, “I can see!” 
 
    Eva’s heart thumped with excitement. 
 
    Vyrda excitedly asked, “Shall I go get Rachel?” 
 
    Before Eva could demur, Daussie said, “Wait. We need to check his vision. I’ll get our testing lenses.” She headed for the alcove where they were kept. 
 
    Voice quavery with excitement, Geller said, “Can I sit up?” 
 
    “Sure,” Eva heard herself say. As soon as the man was sitting, Eva pointed to the chart on the far wall, “We need to see how well you can see. Can you read the letters there? Start with the big letters at the top and read your way down.” 
 
    Geller read them without difficulty until he got down to the same line Eva struggled with. Maybe he’s a little bit nearsighted like I am? she thought. 
 
    However, when they tested him it turned out he was still a little farsighted. When they put their +2 convex lens in front of his eye, his smallest letter line was the same one the best of them had been able to read so far. At first, Eva was surprised because those among them who were farsighted had always been able to read small lines on the wall chart—they only had trouble with reading things close to them. Then she realized it was because he couldn’t focus his lens closer like farsighted people with natural lenses could.  
 
    As expected, he couldn’t focus on things that were close to him. He’d need some even more plus lenses to be able to read. 
 
    Tentatively, she said, “Would you like us to try adjusting your correction? We might be able to make it so you can see perfectly at a distance. You’d still need glasses to read.”  
 
    He gave her a questioning look, “What would you do? Put some different drops in my eye or something?” 
 
    Eva bit her lip, “I’m afraid I still can’t explain. To you, it should seem the same as what we just did. You’d feel sleepy, then wake up and it’d be done.” 
 
    He frowned, “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “A couple of minutes.” 
 
    He shook his head, “What you’ve already done, it’s a… gods be damned miracle! I… I don’t want to tempt fate. Just being able to see at all is such a wonder. Maybe once I’m sure I can keep what you’ve already given me… Maybe then I’ll get greedy enough to have you try to make what you’ve already given me a little bit better.” 
 
    “Okay,” Eva said. “Just a minute. Daussie’ll get you a reading lens and then you can go home.” 
 
    Daussie stepped into the alcove. A minute later she came back with a three-centimeter reading lens for him. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Geller gleefully hugged everyone in the room before he left. “Ms. Soh,” he exclaimed to Vyrda, “it’s been so long since I’ve seen you clearly, I almost didn’t recognize you.  
 
    Eva introduced herself, and a cousin—Kazy—who Geller hadn’t met. He greeted them enthusiastically as well. When he turned to the fourth person, he said, “You must be Daussie. Now I finally can say, ‘It’s good to see you.’” He blinked as she gave him a hug as well. He thought, Though she’s blurry at this close distance, I’m pretty sure she’s wow pretty. He wanted to hold his new reading lens up to his eye to see her better but decided it’d be rude to do so. 
 
    A few minutes later, Daussie was showing him down the stairs. Not that he was too blind to see them, just that he’d never seen them before. At the bottom of the stairs, he turned out into a large dining room. For a moment, he didn’t recognize Rachel, Like Ms. Soh, she’s aged since I last saw her, he thought sadly as he strode to his granddaughter and enveloped her in a hug, 
 
    “You can see?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, voice freighted with emotion. He looked around the dining room and realized people were staring at him. At first, he wasn’t sure why. Then he realized that—though he hadn’t seen them—they’d seen him led into the tavern as a blind man. 
 
    They were turning to one another, whispering and surreptitiously pointing at him. Geller stood up straight and quoted an old song lyric to the room at large, “Yes, I was blind, but now I see.” 
 
    As the room burst into astonished murmurs, Geller strode to the front door and looked out on the streets of the city. The fact that he’d done it without being guided by his daughter felt like true freedom. He turned to smile at Rachel and saw Daussie right behind her. Speaking to Daussie, he said, “Is there anything else we can do for you?”  
 
    She said, “You’ve done so much already, I shouldn’t ask.” 
 
    “You’ve given me my sight, I couldn’t possibly deny a request from you.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, “I’ve been wondering whether you ever heard of a red dye called ‘rubiazol’ or, maybe ‘prontosil rubrum’? Early attempts to discover chemicals that’d kill bacteria found that rubiazol was quite effective.” She paused as if at a sudden thought. “I guess it might be in that… thing,” he took ‘thing’ to mean ‘book,’ “you just gave us. I should’ve waited to check there before I asked.” 
 
    Geller looked at his daughter. The name sounded familiar to him. “I’m not sure, it might be that we usually call it by another name, but we’ll look, right Rachel?” 
 
    Rachel nodded, still looking stunned by the transformation in her grandfather. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Major Simpson paused uncomfortably before Baron Vail’s business chamber. Go ahead, he told himself, you’re the head of the guard. No one else’s going to tell the baron about this for you. He knocked. 
 
    The baron called for him to enter, but when he saw who it was, he put up his hand and said, “Wait. We’re almost done here.” 
 
    Simpson nodded, though he wanted to scream, “Your wife’s dead!” And under suspicious circumstances too. The baron’s oldest wife, who he’d been arguing with and hadn’t been sleeping with. She might be the oldest, but at twenty-two, she was far from the usual kind of person who died in bed. And the only wife the baron hadn’t been able to intimidate. 
 
    The pretty young woman hadn’t had a mark on her. Simpson couldn’t help contemplating the baron’s witchy ability to choke people without touching them, as well as his propensity for doing so. And if I accuse him, I know who’ll be choking next. 
 
    And if I declare him a murderer and kill him before he chokes me, I won’t live much longer. 
 
    The baron might be a nasty son of a bitch, but the people who thought they should succeed him were worse. A battle over succession would kill a lot more people than just the baron’s wife. 
 
    Me first among them. Any of the baron’s likely successors would have me killed as a matter of course. 
 
    It was a no-win situation. 
 
    Simpson returned his attention to the conversation between the baron and Ronald James, his financier. The baron said, “You were going to figure out which merchants would be the best ones to hit with the increased taxes. Have you worked that out yet?” 
 
    Simpson thought James looked uncomfortable, though he found that James’ new spectacles made it a little harder to judge his expressions. The man turned a sheet of paper for the baron to study. 
 
    The baron tapped his finger on some of the names. “These are smiths, right?” 
 
    James nodded, “Financially the smiths in general are doing well. Also, packing up their forges to try to start over in another city would be quite difficult.” 
 
    “And these, what do they do?” 
 
    “Chemists and dye makers. They’re successful and the tools of their trade are fragile and difficult to move. Also, reputation is very important for their success. That makes it difficult for them to start over somewhere else as well.” 
 
    Simpson thought to himself that raising taxes on the most successful businessmen seemed fairer than raising them on those whose businesses were failing, but he worried that his wife—who worked for one of the smiths—might lose her job. It niggled that reducing the profitability of the successful businesses might not be good for the town as a whole, then he thought, Surely other business will step up if these fail. 
 
    The baron had moved on. He tapped another name, “You think we can raise rents on this ‘Hyllis Tavern,’ but not on the Odd Duck? I thought the Odd Duck was the best tavern in town. Did they fall on hard times?” 
 
    “No,” James said, “this Hyllis Tavern is new, but it’s already gotten a reputation as the best in town. Best by far. It’s stealing much of the Odd Duck’s business.” He shrugged, “Actually, it’s stealing everyone’s business. Including a lot of the healers. In addition to making the best food, the cook there has developed an almost instant reputation as the best healer in town.” 
 
    Vail raised an eyebrow, “What about their beer? Taverns live or die on their beer don’t they?” 
 
    “Best beer in town.” 
 
    “Really now,” the baron said as if his interest had been piqued. “Maybe I’d better pay them a visit.” 
 
    “Um, they also make the lenses for the spectacles people have been getting,” James said, tapping the glasses he wore on his own face. 
 
    “And those really help you see better?” Vail asked curiously. 
 
    James nodded. “Much better. As I get older, I’ve been having trouble reading small figures,” he gave a self-deprecating laugh, “as you can imagine, a serious problem in my profession. Wearing these I can see them perfectly.” 
 
    Vail reached out and pulled the spectacles off of James’ face. “Let me see,” he said, putting them on. He blinked a couple of times then pulled them off and stared at James. “You’re crazy! I can see far better without them than I can with them!” 
 
    James said, “Before they issue your lenses, they assess you with a number of test lenses to see which ones are right for you. I suspect mine are correct for me, but not for you. You’d have to ask them to fit you personally to get spectacles that’d truly improve your vision.” 
 
    “I thought the spectacles were being made by Soh’s jewelers?” 
 
    “The metal frame that holds them on your face is made by the jewelers. The lenses are almost all coming from Hyllis Tavern.” James shrugged, “Except for a few of the ancients’ lenses sold by antiquities dealers, but those old lenses are often scratched or foggy and they’re just as likely to make your vision worse as better… like mine did for you.” 
 
    “Hmm. I think I need to make a trip down to the town. I’ll have some of this amazing beer, taste the roast pork at Hyllis Tavern, and get fitted for some of their spectacles.” 
 
    James nodded, “If you’re going to do that, I’d suggest you do it before you raise their rent. You’d hate to have them move away before you got your new spectacles.” 
 
    The baron gave a thoughtful little nod, “Perhaps I should have my dinner there this evening.” He turned toward Simpson and said, “I’ll be making an outing late this afternoon. Make the arrangements.” He paused and frowned, “You needed to talk to me, didn’t you?” 
 
    Simpson nodded. 
 
    The baron turned back to James, “We’re done, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Baron Vail,” James said, standing. 
 
    Vail turned to Simpson, “What is it?” 
 
    Here we go, Simpson thought. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings…” Simpson paused, unsure how to phrase it. 
 
    “Come on. Spit it out man,” the baron said. 
 
     “I’m sorry, but Baroness Cynthia died last night.” 
 
    Vail frowned, “Really? What happened?” 
 
    He’s not surprised, Simpson thought. Nor any more upset than if one of his horses had gone lame. Because, of course, he’s the one that killed her. To the baron, he said, “We don’t know. Her maid found her in her bed this morning. A little blue, as if she’d choked.” Out of the corner of his eye, Simpson saw Ronald James paling. He seemed to hurry, putting the rest of his papers in his case. 
 
    The baron said, “Pity. She seemed fine last night at dinner.” 
 
    James bobbed a little bow, “I’m sorry for your loss, Baron Vail.” He turned and left the room, not exactly running, but walking faster than Simpson had seen him move in some time. 
 
    Sounding as if he’d found something unpleasant on his shoe, Baron Vail said, “Well, have someone notify Cynthia’s family so they can pick up the body.” 
 
    “Um, you don’t want her buried in the baronial plot?” 
 
    The baron shook his head, “No. No, she was baroness for less than a year. I don’t think that entitles you to a spot in the baronial plot, does it?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Simpson said, thinking, You are a despicable member of the human race.  
 
    Then the head of the guard had an unoriginal, but still unsettling thought, If you’re actually even human, and not some kind of witchy devil. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Their afternoon clinics had gotten so busy that they’d erected a screen between the gurneys so they could see two patients at a time with some privacy. At times, a third patient with a minor problem was seen in a chair across the room from the two gurneys. Daussie stepped behind the screen to the gurney in the corner. The woman lying on the stretcher looked up at her for a moment. She frowned, “My problem… needs to be seen by someone older than you.” 
 
    Daussie had encountered this request before. Her mother insisted she see such patients anyway. Whether or not she could care, or they thought she could care for their problem, Daussie needed the experience. Using the strategy her mother had suggested, she said, “We’re very busy right now. You can wait for someone older if you like, but you might be waiting for quite a while. On the other hand, if you’ll let me go over the preliminary questions and exam, you could be out of here much more quickly.” 
 
    The woman rolled her eyes, then Daussie would have sworn she got a look of wicked anticipation on her face. A grin tugging at the corner of her mouth, she said, “I’ve been trying to get pregnant for two years.” She raised her hands, palms up, “No luck.” 
 
    Daussie felt herself blushing, “Have you been… um…?” 
 
    “Having sex?” the woman asked, looking like she was trying not to laugh. 
 
    Daussie nodded. 
 
    “Why, yes, I have,” the woman said with a snort. 
 
    Not quite sure why she was the one feeling humiliated by this, Daussie ventured, “Are you sure you’re…?” 
 
    The woman barked a laugh and spoke in an exaggeratedly hushed tone, “Doing it right?” 
 
    As she nodded, Daussie felt even more heat rising in her cheeks. She resisted the impulse to bury her face in her hands. 
 
    “Well,” the woman began brightly, “perhaps you could tell me if we’re doing it right? He puts his… thing in my…” she grabbed her crotch. She seemed about to go on with her description but stopped when Daussie did bury her face in her hands. “Sorry, but I did tell you—” 
 
    Face still in her hands, Daussie nodded and mumbled, “I know. I’m sorry. Just a moment…” When she thought she had herself in control, she lifted her eyes to meet the woman’s. “Let me just… examine you, then I’ll get my mother.” 
 
    The woman gave her a doubtful look, “You’re planning to… put your fingers…?” 
 
    Daussie abruptly shook her head, “No! No. I’ll just be palpating… sorry, touching your lower abdom… sorry, stomach.” She stood and gently laid her hands on the woman’s lower abdomen while sending in her ghirit. After a minute, she said, “I see the problem. Let me talk to my mother and see if she knows of a solution.” 
 
    Daussie beat such a quick retreat she didn’t see the woman rolling her eyes and grinning after her. 
 
    Eva took one look at her and ushered her across the hall to her own room. Sitting down on the bed next to her daughter, Eva put an arm around her shoulders, “What happened?” 
 
    Daussie shook her head, “It’s… stupid. She wants to get pregnant and can’t because her fallopian tubes are scarred shut.” 
 
    Eva drew back and studied her daughter, “So why are you so upset?” 
 
    “She… said I was too young to deal with her problem. Then, when I tried to take a history about… whether they were having sex, I got embarrassed trying to ask questions about it.” Daussie gave an exasperated sigh, “I should’ve just sent in my ghirit. The problem was obvious when I did. But, I was trying to do it right, you know, by taking a good history.” 
 
    “Why were you embarrassed? You know about sex.” 
 
    Daussie nodded bleakly, “Those men at the farm were going to rape me. I have a pretty good idea what they had in mind.” 
 
    Eva frowned unhappily, “It’s different with someone you love—” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Daussie interrupted. “Still, it’s embarrassing to talk about.” 
 
    Eva tilted her head, “If you’re going to take care of people about their illnesses, you’re going to have to talk to them about embarrassing stuff.” 
 
    With a laugh, Daussie said, “And I did. Knowing I need to do it doesn’t keep me from getting embarrassed.” 
 
    Eva gave her a hug and patted her shoulder, “You’ll get used to it.” She paused for a moment’s thought, “So, why are her fallopian tubes scarred?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Has she had any infections in her pelvis? Gonorrhea and chlamydia are the most common causes.” 
 
    Daussie looked down at the floor, “Now I’m embarrassed because I didn’t ask any questions about that. Once I found the problem, I thought…” She looked up at her mother, “Does it matter? The cause, I mean? Her tubes are scarred so eggs can’t get from the ovaries to the uterus. That’s the problem. Do we need to know why she got the problem?” 
 
    “Well, if her tissues are still infected—” 
 
    Daussie shook her head, “She’s not infected anymore, there’s no inflammation.” 
 
    “Is her uterus scarred?” 
 
    Daussie shook her head, “Maybe, but it’s so little I have a hard time telling it, so I’m pretty sure that’s not the problem.” 
 
    “Well then,” Eva said with a smile, “all you need to do is wait till she’s about to ovulate and port an egg from her ovary to her uterus. 
 
    “Oh,” Daussie said, looking chagrined. “I should have thought of that. How do we tell if she’s ovulating?” 
 
    Eva smiled, “The egg’s supposed to form a ‘follicle’ in the surface of the ovary. Pictures make them look like little cysts. Let’s check our own ovaries and see if we can find any.” 
 
    They sat silently while their ghirits checked one another, then Daussie looked up, “I think your left ovary…” 
 
    Eva grinned, “Yep.” 
 
    Daussie’s expression became accusing, “You’ve looked at yours with your ghirit before.” 
 
    Eva laughed, “Knowing exactly when you ovulate and the location of the egg is the best form of birth control there is. Haven’t you ever wondered why Daum and I only had you and your brother?” 
 
    “I, um, thought maybe you’d had more but they’d died.” 
 
    Eva nodded sadly, “That happens with far too many children.” She sighed, then brightened, “But we were very, very lucky. Shall we go see your lady?” 
 
    Daussie nodded, and they went back over to the clinic room.  
 
    When they stepped behind the screen, the woman immediately began apologizing to Eva for embarrassing her daughter. Eva shrugged it off as something necessary for young healers, then elicited a history compatible with a pelvic infection several years ago. She bent over the woman’s abdomen, then leaned back up to look at Daussie. “I agree with your diagnosis. It seems like it could be treated today.” She turned to look at the woman, “Your eggs aren’t getting to your womb, but we have a way to make that happen. You’re actually producing an egg right now. Would you like us to move it to your womb today, or would you like to try it next month?” 
 
    The woman gave her a wide-eyed and doubtful look, “And how much do you charge for… ‘moving my egg?’” 
 
    Eva shrugged, “Nothing if it doesn’t work.” She grinned, “You do understand that you and your husband would have to do your parts this evening?” 
 
    This time it was the woman’s turned to look embarrassed. “Yes… And if I do get pregnant, then what do we owe?” 
 
    Eva gave her usual answer, “Whatever you feel it’s worth to you. Obviously, if you never come back we wouldn’t even know you’d gotten pregnant and wouldn’t be upset you didn’t pay us. But we’re trusting you to pay what you can.” 
 
    “Oh,” the woman said, wide-eyed again. “Okay.” 
 
    Eva and Daussie bent over the woman’s abdomen again. Eva rubbed her stomach so it’d seem like they were doing something. Daussie ported the egg and they stood back up. Eva said cheerfully, “There, it’s done. Don’t forget to do your part tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” the woman said, abundant skepticism present in her voice. 
 
    Daussie led the woman to the stairs and descended with her so she could check whether there were any more patients.  
 
    “Mr. Geller!” she said enthusiastically seeing the older man. “How’s your vision?” 
 
    “Amazing,” he responded, standing to greet her with a hug. When they leaned close, he said quietly, “And about to get even better, I hope.” 
 
    With a smile, she said, “We should be able to do that. Are you ready to come upstairs?” 
 
    He nodded. As they started up the stairs, he said, “I looked up that dye you asked about. Rubiazol or prontosil rubrum?”  
 
    She gave him an excited look, “And?” 
 
    “Our notes say that it’s broken down in the body to become sulfanilamide, an antibiotic.” 
 
    “That’s what the book said! Can you make it?” 
 
    “Well…” he said, dragging it out. “It’s a big molecule…” This time he dragged the pause out so long she thought surely he was about to say it was impossible. Then he said, “Would it be okay if we just made the sulfanilamide? It’s a much smaller molecule.” 
 
    She laughed delightedly. Then glared, “You were teasing me!” 
 
    He grinned at her and shrugged, “That’s what old men do to pretty young girls.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Daussie swapped out the cataract in his left eye for a significantly more convex lens than they’d put in the right. They were hoping he’d be able to read with that eye without needing glasses. Since Kazy had him dozing for the procedure, Daussie swapped out the lens they’d put in his right eye the first time. This time she put in a slightly less-convex lens in hopes he’d have perfect distance vision in the right eye without needing spectacles. 
 
    When Kazy let him awaken, his eyes widened in astonishment. He sat up and looked around, then shook his head as he said, “I’d truly forgotten what it was like to be able to see, and now to see so well.” He wiped at tearful eyes, “Seeing with one eye these past weeks has been a miracle, but seeing with both…” His voice had cracked and he evidently couldn’t continue. After swallowing several times, he looked around at them and hoarsely said, “Thank you so much.” 
 
    Eva insisted on testing his vision again, this time in both eyes. He could indeed see perfectly with his right eye at a distance. With the left eye, Daussie’d been lucky enough to put in a lens that was focused at a comfortable reading distance. Eva said, “We could give you spectacles to help your left eye see at a distance and another set so your right eye could see for reading. Then you wouldn’t be bothered by blurriness in the other eye.” 
 
    Geller waved dismissively, “I notice the blurriness in the eye that’s seeing at the wrong distance, but it doesn’t bother me very much. I’m sure I’ll get used to it.” He snorted, “In fact, I think it’ll be easier to tolerate than the irritation of wearing spectacles. If I don’t get used to it, then I’ll come back to be fitted for lenses.” He reached in a pocket and fished out a handful of gold coins, “These can’t possibly compensate you for what you’ve done…” he began. 
 
    Daussie turned to her mother, “Mom! He says he can make sulfanilamide! I think that’ll be worth more than gold, don’t you?” 
 
    They made him keep the golds. 
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 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    It was almost time for the dinner rush so Daussie went downstairs to tell any patients still waiting to see the healers that they’d have to come back the next afternoon. Stepping into the dining area, she called out, “Anyone else waiting to see the healers?” 
 
    She felt greatly relieved when no one responded. She hated sending people away, or, even worse having to decide whether their condition was severe enough that they actually did need to be seen now. That often caused significant friction with other patients who didn’t understand why they had to wait. 
 
    Daussie was just turning to go upstairs when the double doors from the outside both swung open. Two young guardsmen in their dress uniforms stepped through the door and came to attention.  
 
    A beady-eyed young man with a wispy goatee swaggered through the door behind the guardsmen. Daussie took an immediate dislike to him despite reminding herself that she shouldn’t judge him on his appearance. Maybe I’m judging him on that swagger, she thought hopefully. 
 
    People in the dining area turned to look, then began rising to their feet. “The baron …” someone whispered. 
 
    Daussie’d been about to go upstairs but decided that might be interpreted as being rude. She stayed to see what happened. 
 
    The young man swept the room with his eyes. That sweep stopped when his eyes came to Daussie. They widened slightly. To her dismay, he started toward her. 
 
    Oh geez, she thought, why’d I comb my hair?! She slouched and squinted her left eye, drooping the right side of her mouth. What else can I do to appear asymmetrical, she wondered. Remembering how she’d worn uneven shoes in Walterston in order to give her a limp, she bent her right knee a little, dropping that side of her pelvis. He probably won’t notice the legs in these saggy pants, she realized. She dropped her right shoulder slightly. 
 
    The man threaded his way between a couple of tables and stopped in front of her. He looked her up and down as if he were inspecting a horse, then frowned, “Why are you standing like that? Stop slouching.” 
 
    Daussie barely restrained herself from rolling her eyes at how badly her strategy had failed. She straightened a little. 
 
    “Come on! Stand up straight! Stop squinting! What’s your name?” 
 
    Restraining a sigh, Daussie straightened a little more. Not giving up on her strategy completely, she kept the droop in her mouth and, though she widened her eye, maintained a slight squint. “I’m Daussie Hyllis.” 
 
    “Oh. I’d imagine you’re the beautiful daughter I’ve heard so much about. Whoever was talking about you must not’ve cared about your posture.” He was close enough to be inside what she considered her personal space. He actually started walking around her, looking up and down as if she were a horse for sale. When he was beside her, he put one hand on her upper back and the other under her chin, “Come on! Stand up straight. That’s a good girl.” 
 
    Infuriated, Daussie sent her ghirit into her amulet to make sure it had a good load of cayenne extract.  
 
    The man had her standing almost all the way straight. He let go and continued his circuit around her. Arriving before her, he lifted a hand to stroke his goatee. “Much better. Much better. You should work on maintaining better posture, it works wonders for your appearance.” As if of its own accord, his hand lifted and moved toward her breast. Then he glanced around as if just realizing he was out in public. His hand dropped back to his side. 
 
    Daussie retracted her ghirit from his nasal passage, keeping her eyes focused on a point on the far wall. 
 
    “Well,” the baron said, looking around cheerfully, “I’m here to try a mug of your beer, a slice of your pizza, and some of your eye lenses. I assume you know how to make that happen?” 
 
    Daussie kept her eye focused on the same spot, but raised her voice. “Farlin,” she said, knowing he was behind the bar, “a mug of beer and a slice of pizza for the baron please.” She turned her eyes to the baron’s, “We stop seeing patients for the day in anticipation of the dinner rush. We healers need to help in the kitchen.” 
 
    The baron smiled in a fashion he seemed to think was pleasant. “Well, I’m sure my subjects won’t mind waiting a few minutes for their dinner. Let’s get me fitted with the lenses first, shall we?” 
 
    “Yes, Baron,” Daussie said, trying not to grit her teeth. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Daussie opened the door into the clinic room. Eva looked up and asked, “We have a patient that can’t wait until tomorrow?” 
 
    Daussie didn’t answer that question. Instead, she said, “Baron Vail’s here. He’d like to be fitted for lenses.” 
 
    Eva saw the fury in her daughter’s eyes but tried not to react. Why’s she slouching? Eva wondered. By the time the man appeared in the doorway, she’d already risen to her feet. She didn’t bow, but did incline her head, “Baron Vail.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s get me fitted with some of these lenses I’ve heard so much about.” He spoke cheerfully, though it had a brittle edge that made Eva think he intended to make her regret it if she tried to send him away.  
 
    The two guardsmen who came through the door behind him didn’t look like they were happy to be there. Eva thought, I suppose Daussie could kill him, but that seems a little extreme for a self-important man who merely expects precedence. Besides, then I’d expect she’d have to kill the guards and they’re probably innocent. Then that’d probably bring a whole lot more guardia down here. She smiled as pleasantly as she could and indicated the little table where they did their lens fitting. “Certainly. If you’d take a seat over here.” She turned to Daussie, “Could you please get the testing lenses?” 
 
    The baron proved to be moderately nearsighted. To see well he needed one of their -5 lenses for his right eye and a -7 for his left. He was quite excited by how much better he could see through the test lenses. Looking out the window, he said, “The mountain’s just as sharp as my hand is!” 
 
    Without comment, Daussie stepped back into the alcove to make the lenses. 
 
    Eva sat with the baron waiting for Daussie and finding herself unable to engage in the kind of pleasant chitchat she had with most of her patients. When an inordinate amount of time had passed, she rose to her feet, giving the baron a cool smile and saying, “Let me check on my daughter. Perhaps she’s having a hard time finding the correct lenses for you.”  
 
    When she stepped back into the alcove, Daussie was holding out a pair of lenses. Placing them in Eva’s palm, she leaned close and whispered, “Can you give them to him? I can’t stand being around him.” 
 
    I feel much the same, Eva thought, surprised at how intense her own reaction was after so few words with the man. She nodded at her daughter and took the lenses back out to him. “Here, hold these up to your eyes.” 
 
    The man did, then frowned and shook his head, “These aren’t right. Things are still blurry.” 
 
    “Try switching them to the other eyes.” 
 
    The man switched, said, “That’s much better.” He looked irritated, “Why didn’t you give them to me that way?” 
 
    Eva bit her tongue, then waved at the lenses, “They’re hard to tell apart, aren’t they? It’s easy for your eyes to do so though.” 
 
    The man rolled his eyes, then turned them toward the alcove. “Well, I’ll be on my way then.” He started toward the alcove, “I’ll just say goodbye to your daughter.” 
 
    Wanting to give warning, Eva spoke loudly, “Daussie. The baron would like to say goodbye to you.”  
 
    By the time she’d been finished speaking the baron was rounding the corner to look into the alcove. “Ah, there you are.” He looked her up and down. “And your posture’s much better. I think if you take care to maintain it you’ll find people are much more impressed with you.” He bobbed a nod, “I hope to see you again in the future.” He turned away from the alcove, winked at Eva and motioned his guardsmen toward the door. 
 
    Eva thought disgustedly, Of course, he doesn’t think he needs to pay. She heard one of the three men sneeze explosively when they were part way down the stairs. Eva frowned in surprise, then her eyes widened as she turned to look suspiciously at Daussie. “Did you…?” 
 
    Daussie shrugged, then nodded. “I wanted to do something much worse than cayenne his nose,” she said quietly. “It was only a tiny, tiny drop.” 
 
    Eva shook her head, “I can believe the man deserved it, but you’re playing with fire.” 
 
    Daussie slumped, “I know. If I were to really fight him, I’d have to kill a lot of men in his guardia. Probably good men.” 
 
    Eva gathered her daughter into a hug, then spoke quietly in her ear. “Your abilities… they’re amazing. And I know they’re astonishingly lethal. They probably make you almost invincible against a few men, but it might be another thing altogether if a large group of trained soldiers were to attack.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Daussie sighed. “I think in some sick fashion he’s gotten focused on me. If he ever comes back I’m going to have to do my best to stay out of his way.” 
 
    Wondering once again whether her daughter’s beauty was more of a curse than a blessing, Eva said, “That’s a good idea. Now, let’s get down there and help get ready for the evening rush.” She started to turn Daussie toward the door. 
 
    Eva felt her daughter go rigid in her arms, “No! He said he was going to have a beer and a slice of pizza.” Daussie stepped away to look her mother in the eye, “Please! Don’t make me go down there until he’s already gone.” 
 
    “Oh! Yes, sorry I didn’t know. Why don’t you hide in your room…? Just in case he decides to come back up here to the clinic and look for you.” 
 
    “Thanks!” practically erupted out of Daussie. She insisted on waiting in the clinic until Eva had made sure the baron wasn’t coming back up the stairs, then she darted across to her own room. 
 
    Eva heard her set the latch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vyrda Soh was walking up the street to Hyllis Tavern to participate in the afternoon clinic when she noticed someone oddly familiar walking in front of her. Suddenly she realized it was Brendan Geller. She hadn’t recognized him, not because he didn’t look like himself, rather because she hadn’t seen him walking without a guide for a couple of years. “Mr. Geller!” she called out, stepping out briskly to catch up to him.  
 
    He stopped and turned, breaking into a big smile, “Ms. Soh. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Fine!” she said, reaching him and enthusiastically embracing him. “I almost didn’t recognize you without Rachel guiding you down the street!” 
 
    “You’re not the only one to have that problem,” he said with a laugh. “It’s been so wonderful to be able to see again. I’m actually back working in the chemistry.” 
 
    “Tired of your forced retirement?” 
 
    He chuckled, “Retired from my retirement.” He shook his head, “I never dreamed it’d be so good to feel useful again.” He leaned a little closer and spoke quietly while lifting a glass bottle nearly full of powder, “I made some sulfanilamide!” He leaned back and lifted a questioning eyebrow at her. 
 
    She looked at the bottle for a moment. Uncertainly, she said, “What’s sulfanilamide?” 
 
    “Aha! You need to keep up. Eva asked me for it. It was the first good antibiotic the ancients synthesized. Something easy enough for even an old man like myself to make.” 
 
    They climbed the steps into the tavern and made for the stairs in the corner. She had a twinkle in her eye, as she said, “From your reputation, I’ll bet you’re the only one who can make it.” 
 
    He grinned at her, “That might’ve been true yesterday. Now I’ve taught the rest of the people in our chemistry and they all think they can make it.” 
 
    When they entered the clinic room, Eva was just as excited as Vyrda to hear the news. Taking the bottle, she said, “This’ll make a huge difference for so many people!” She paused, frowning at the powder. “To my embarrassment, I realize I’m going to have to figure out how much of this to give a patient.” She looked up at Geller, “Is it pure, or does it have some filler in it?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Ninety-eight percent pure. That’s as good as I could do. No filler.” He gave her a considering look, “It’s sterile in this jar. Will you be able to get it out of the jar without contaminating it?” 
 
    Eva nodded, obviously thinking of something else. “Daussie can…” She suddenly looked up at Geller. She had a guilty look on her face that Vyrda interpreted to mean she’d been about to say Daussie could teleport it out of the jar. She started again, “Daussie can get it out with a sterile spoon. We’ll have to figure out what size spoon holds an appropriate dose.” She crossed the room and picked up some sheets of paper. Bringing it back to Geller she said, “We copied these pages from your book on pharmaceutical compounds. I’m hoping you can make at least one of these molecules? They’re relatively early antibiotics of the ancients called chloramphenicol and doxycycline. Either one would be very helpful for some of the germs that aren’t affected by the sulfa drugs.” 
 
    “I accept the challenge,” Geller said with a smile. He lifted an eyebrow, “But I’ll need something in return.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “When I went blind, I got to be friends with a number of other people in town who’re blind. They helped me figure out how to live with my blindness. Since then, I’ve helped others live with blindness myself. Can I bring some of them in so you can see if you can help them as well?” 
 
    Eva frowned, “I know we can help those with cataracts. You probably saw the cloudiness in your left eye in the mirror once your right eye was treated?” 
 
    Geller nodded. 
 
    “If any of your friends have that kind of cloudiness we should be able to make them better. I don’t know if we’ll be able to help any of the others, so…” 
 
    “So don’t build unreasonable expectations, eh?” 
 
    Eva nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Turned out in his best uniform and wearing his new spectacles, Baron Vail climbed the stairs to the Hyllis Tavern late in the morning. Since he’d left the tavern the other day he hadn’t been able to get Daussie Hyllis out of his mind. He wondered if she’d look as good as he’d thought once he saw her with his spectacles on. 
 
    When he’d looked her over, circling her in the tavern from up close so he could see her sharply, he’d found her face extraordinarily beautiful in spite of the fact that she’d been squinting with one eye and holding her mouth oddly. When he’d startled her in the alcove just before he left, he’d thought her face was symmetrical, but he’d been far enough away she’d been blurry.  
 
    His men opened the doors and he strode through, looking around for the girl he’d been fantasizing about.  
 
    He’d even started thinking about her when he was in bed with his other wives.  
 
    The people were getting up out of their chairs and thus blocking his view. He said, “Relax. Take your seats.” As they complied, he looked around again. The only person he saw who looked like they worked there was a man behind the bar. He looked like he might be doing his accounts. Vail strode that way, “I’m looking for Daussie Hyllis.” 
 
    The man closed a lid over his papers, muscles bunching in his jaw as if he weren’t happy. When he spoke, he sounded grim, “She’s my daughter.” 
 
    “Well,” Vail said cheerfully, extending his hand to shake. “Good news. I’m Baron Vail and I’m considering taking her as a wife.” 
 
    The man looked at but didn’t take Vail’s hand. He said, “That’d be up to her… I don’t think she’d be happy about the idea.” 
 
    Vail frowned, “I thought you said she was your daughter?” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “And you don’t make such decisions for her?” 
 
    He slowly shook his head, but said nothing. 
 
    “Well then, where is she?” Vail said, feeling exasperated. “I’ll talk to her myself.” 
 
    Saying nothing, the man reached back over his shoulder and scratched his shoulder blade a moment. Vail couldn’t interpret the look on the man’s face, but thought he might actually refuse. Abruptly the man turned, “I’ll see if she’s here.” 
 
    Vail watched him walk over to the door that Vail thought led to the kitchen. At least, that’s where the amazing ‘pizza’ had come from the last time Vail had been there. A moment later, the man came out, walked back across the room, and went up the stairs that led to the healers’ rooms. 
 
    He didn’t even glance at the baron as he crossed the room. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When Daum opened the room to the clinic, Eva, Vyrda, and Daussie looked up from their studies and copying. He looked thunderous. “What’s the matter?” Eva asked. 
 
    “That pissant of a baron’s downstairs. Where’s Kazy?” 
 
    Eva glanced at Daussie who looked alarmed. Daussie said, “He wants Kazy?!” 
 
    Daum shook his head, “He wants you. I want Kazy so she can tell me what his intentions are.” 
 
    Daussie paled further, “Kazy went out with Nylin and Grace. I’m not sure where they went.” She glanced at Eva, “Maybe Mom can get a read on him?” 
 
    Eva winced, “To read people at all I have to get within a half meter. They think I’m acting weird. I can go down and try, but I’ll probably only be able to get a vague sense of his general attitude.” 
 
    Daussie turned to Daum, “What’d you tell him?” 
 
    “That I didn’t know where you were. That I’d go see if you were here.” He turned toward the door, “I’ll tell him you’re gone.” 
 
    Daussie shook her head, “He’d just come back. What’d he say he wanted?” 
 
    Looking dyspeptic, Daum said, “That he was ‘considering taking you as his wife.’” Daum shook his head disgustedly, “I’ve heard he has several.” 
 
    Daussie stood reluctantly, “I’ll tell him I’m not interested.” 
 
    Daum said slowly, “I get the impression people don’t say no to him very often.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not marrying him.” She looked at her mother, “Maybe another sneezing fit might convince him he’s allergic to me?” 
 
    Eva spoke as calmly as she could, “Just try saying no first, okay? Politely. Politeness goes a lot farther than you might think.” 
 
    Daussie started toward the door. 
 
    Eva said, “Wait. Let Dad and I go first. Maybe I can get close enough to read him a little. You stay a long way away from him.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Daussie waited until her parents had time to descend the stairs and walk out into the room. When she got down, she stopped on the little landing at the bottom of the stairs. Eva had stopped a couple of meters from the baron and seemed to be speaking, but it was barely audible. The baron leaned closer to her saying, “What?” 
 
    Eva stepped closer to him and apparently repeated herself. The man leaned a little closer yet. 
 
    Daussie was just about to admire her mother’s strategy for getting close to the man when he abruptly looked up and saw Daussie. 
 
    Ignoring Eva, he stepped around her, saying, “There she is!” He approached Daussie and said, “Your father tells me that I don’t need his permission to ask your hand in marriage so I’m coming directly to you.” 
 
    Daussie saw the frustrated look on her mother’s face as she turned. Eva hunched her shoulders a little, then started slowly moving up behind the baron. I need to give her a few moments to get closer, Daussie thought. She turned her eyes to the baron and raised her eyebrows inquisitively. 
 
    The baron lifted an eyebrow, “So what do you think? D’you fancy being a baron’s wife?” 
 
    Daussie couldn’t think how to respond. After a moment, she said, “Um, I hear you have several wives?” 
 
    “Only four at present. One died recently.” He actually said this as if her death were a good thing.  
 
    The end of an impediment. Daussie thought. Something that’d made room for another wife. 
 
    Eva casually edged up behind the baron. 
 
    “I’d… I’d like to be my husband’s only wife,” Daussie ventured. 
 
    The baron laughed as if she’d said something funny. “Far better to be a Baron’s fifth wife than some peasant’s only wife, eh?” 
 
    Daussie shook her head, “Besides, I’m too young to be married. No…” Then she remembered Eva’d told her to be polite. Though it felt difficult, Daussie said, “No, thank you.” She started to turn toward the stairs. 
 
    “Too young?! Don’t be ridiculous!” The baron turned to one of his guardsmen while waving at Daussie, “You can tell by the look of her that she’s ready to be bred, can’t you?” 
 
    Daussie bolted up the stairs. 
 
    Behind her, she heard the baron say, presumably to her father, “For God sakes man, talk some sense into her!” 
 
    Daum’s voice sounded strange as he said, “I said it was her decision, and it is.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    About ten minutes later, Eva came into Daussie’s bedroom, sitting beside her and putting an arm around her trembling shoulders. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “How did he take it?” 
 
    “Very badly.” 
 
    Daussie produced a disconsolate little moan. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vyrda woke to an insistent pounding on her door. Rolling out of bed, she made her way into her office, sending out her ghirit to get an idea who was out there. A horse and four people, she thought, one lying in the cart behind the horse. Most likely someone bringing a very sick patient, not someone here to rob me. 
 
    Vyrda opened the door. “What happened?” she asked as she stepped past the man and boy at the door and strode to the cart. The person lying listlessly in the cart was a woman, as was the person crouching over her.  
 
    The man spoke, “She got a headache. Said it came on sudden, like someone struck her with a wooden baulk. Uh, we thought it’d get better, but it didn’t. She started throwing up. Then she got sleepy… So we brought her to you.” 
 
    The woman crouching in the cart—older, probably the mother—said, “I said we should come sooner! I think we waited too long!” 
 
    Sounding frustrated, the man snapped, “You said that about three minutes before we left.” 
 
    The boy said, “She’ll be all right, won’t she?” 
 
    Her ghirit deep in the woman’s head, Vyrda barked, “Quiet! Give me a moment to see what’s going on here!” She concentrated, The fluid around the brain, it’s different… Oh! she realized. It feels more like blood. More like blood beneath the brain than around it. She’s bleeding under there somewhere… Vyrda suddenly realized that one of the arteries that made a circle beneath the brain—the circle of Willis—had a bulge coming out of it. Vyrda rocked back, It’s an aneurysm! she realized. Something Vyrda’d read about in one of Eva’s books, but not given a lot of thought to. Brain aneurysms seemed like such a calamitous disaster she’d dismissed them as one of those things that’d be impossible to treat and moved on. 
 
    Grimly, Vyrda started climbing into the wagon, “Take us to the Hyllis Tavern! It’s her only chance.” 
 
    As if startled, the three people stood motionless. The older woman said, “But—” 
 
    “You can just take her straight to the cemetery if you want.” Vyrda interrupted, “But, if you want her to live, you’ll get moving! Now!” 
 
    The man practically flew into the driver’s seat, jolting the horse into motion. The boy had to run behind the cart a few steps before he managed to climb in. 
 
    As they traveled, Vyrda learned her assumptions were correct. The woman was thirty and had been healthy until this evening. The other three were her husband, mother, and son. 
 
    “What is it?” the boy asked fearfully. 
 
    “She’s bleeding…” Vyrda said, wondering how much to explain. She settled for, “… bleeding in her head.” 
 
    Sounding badly frightened, the boy asked, “Will she bleed to death?” 
 
    “It’s not how much she’s bleeding that’s the problem,” Vyrda said grimly, wanting to follow Eva’s dictates to speak truth, but not sure how much they could understand. “The, uh, blood makes… her brain sick.” 
 
    “Brain?” the boy asked, uncertainly. 
 
    “It’s the organ you think with,” Vyrda said, trying not to be too short with the child. “Now, be quiet so I can think.” 
 
    “But—” the boy began, then cut off abruptly.  
 
    Vyrda assumed he’d been interrupted by his grandmother. As she’d wanted, she turned her whirling thoughts to the aneurysm, a distended little sphere of thin-walled vessel protruding from the artery. It was shaped like a blueberry. “Berry aneurysm,” she suddenly remembered from her reading. She couldn’t remember reading about their treatment, but it was hard to imagine what you could do for a ballooning area of weakened tissue. Could Tarc tie a ligature around the base of it? she wondered. She put her head right down next to the woman’s skull and sent her ghirit in for the better kind of picture they got when the distance was close. 
 
    The wall of the aneurysm seemed thin near the base of the berry, right where a ligature would need to be tied. Vyrda immediately pictured the thin tissue rupturing as the sutures sawed tight around it. Rupturing, then bleeding so rapidly that the woman might indeed bleed to death, Except, there isn’t enough room in the skull for that much blood. The pressure on her brain from the hematoma would kill her long before the blood loss did. 
 
    She shook her head. I guess we’ll have to try it, she thought. We can’t leave her like this. 
 
    Vyrda wondered what they’d do if the aneurysm did rupture and start bleeding. Tarc could hold back the bleeding for a while, and I guess I could do it for a few seconds at a time, but that won’t solve the problem, just put it off. 
 
    Vyrda thought about how Tarc had put sutures in front of and behind the bleeding area in the woman’s stomach. But interfering with the blood supply to the stomach seemed to be well tolerated. Vyrda wasn’t absolutely sure why, but she thought interfering with the blood supply to a part of the brain could be a disaster in some way that interfering with blood supply to other parts of the body wasn’t. Probably due to differences in the collateral circulation, Vyrda thought, thinking of the term for tissues that had blood vessels coming in from multiple directions. Vessels that took over for each other if one was lost. 
 
    Wait, she thought, the circle of Willis—where the arteries beneath the brain made a sort of circle fed from several locations—seems like a form of collateral circulation. Perhaps Tarc could tie off the artery on either side of the aneurysm, counting on flow through the rest of the circle to keep the brain alive? 
 
    Vyrda looked up. They were arriving at the tavern. Shouting, “Carry her in,” Vyrda jumped out of the cart and ran up the stairs to pound on the door to the tavern. 
 
    The family had her most of the way up the stairs when Tarc opened the door. Vyrda thought it odd that he was scratching his back, then she remembered he kept his knives back there. He stepped out and went to help the man carry his wife in. 
 
    Eva, Daussie, and Kazy were just coming out of the bottom of the stairs. Vyrda spoke loudly so everyone would hear, trusting that the family wouldn’t really understand. “She has a leaking berry aneurysm at the front of her circle of Willis. There’s blood in the fluid around her brain. Her symptoms started with a sudden headache, progressed to vomiting, then drowsiness.” 
 
    Eva said, “Don’t bother trying to get her upstairs.” She waved, “Lay her out on the table here.” She looked around and saw her husband, “Daum, light some of the lanterns so we can see.” She turned to Daussie, “Do you remember where the collagen is? The stuff Mr. Geller brought us?” 
 
    Daussie turned and ran for the stairs. 
 
    Eva crouched over the woman, as did Tarc and Kazy. Vyrda didn’t want to interrupt their examination, but she didn’t want time wasted either. Collagen was supposed to help stop bleeding, but it wouldn’t strengthen the thin walls of that aneurysm. “Should I tell Daussie to bring some suture packets too?” 
 
    Eva didn’t look up, “Yes, good idea. That’ll be our bailout.” 
 
    Vyrda ran for the stairs wondering what plan A was going to be. 
 
    By the time Vyrda and Daussie got back downstairs, Daum had all the lanterns burning to light the room brightly. He was ushering the family off to one side and having them sit down at one of the tables. Vyrda heard him say, “Two chamomile teas and a beer, coming right up.” He headed for the bar.  
 
    Nylin suddenly appeared next to him, saying, “I’ll brew the tea if you’ll get the beer.” 
 
    Vyrda stepped over to the family and spoke quickly, “If anyone can save her, Eva Hyllis can. But she’ll be too busy to answer any questions for a while. Give us some time, okay?” 
 
    Looking completely adrift, the husband and mother nodded. The boy said, “But…?” 
 
    His father quelled him with a look so Vyrda turned back to the table. Leaning in close, she whispered, “What’s the plan?” 
 
    Eva said, “Send in your ghirit and see. Daussie’s ported some collagen into the aneurysm. Tarc’s making sure it doesn’t escape back into the artery. He’ll hold it there until it clots. Once that happens she should be fairly safe.” 
 
    Astonished, Vyrda said, “How in the world did you think of that?” 
 
    Eva said, “The ancients treated these by opening up the skull and putting little clips across the base of the aneurysm. Or—” 
 
    “They didn’t ligate them?” 
 
    Eva shook her head, “Maybe they did at one point, but I’ve never seen anything about that. If you think about it, there isn’t much room to work beneath the brain. I suspect they’d have had difficulty tying a suture under there. Besides, the walls of this one are so thin I think the suture might cut through them.” 
 
    Vyrda said, “I was afraid of that too. I thought we’d have to tie off the artery on either side of the aneurysm. Trust the circle of Willis to act as collateral circulation.” 
 
    Surprising Vyrda, Tarc said, “Collateral?” 
 
    Eva patiently explained how collaterals were another path for blood to flow to an area.  
 
    Vyrda knew Tarc hadn’t been reading and studying as much as Daussie and Kazy, but she’d thought perhaps it was because he was already far ahead. I guess not. He’s probably just not as driven as the girls are. Vyrda wondered why Eva didn’t nag him to study more, then decided it probably wouldn’t work anyway—from what Vyrda knew of teenagers. Someday he may decide he wants to study, and if he does—as smart as he is—he’ll probably leave us all in the dust. 
 
    Eva’d continued explaining the ancients’ treatments. Apparently, later they’d started threading little tubes up through the arteries from the hip. They’d send the tip of the tube into the aneurysm. Then they’d insert little coils that clotted off the aneurysms. At the time of the worldwide epidemic that destroyed the ancients’ civilization, they’d still been debating whether open surgery with clips or clotting with coils was the best treatment. “But,” Eva said, “we don’t have any clips. If we did, they might be the safest for us because we wouldn’t have to open the skull and move the brain to put them in. Since we don’t, I think clotting the aneurysm with some collagen’s the safest.” 
 
    “Are you sure the collagen’s going to cause clotting?” 
 
    Eva nodded, “Daussie’s ported some collagen into blood samples up in the clinic. They clotted very quickly. My main worry’s that the collagen will cause a clot that extends out into the circle of Willis. Clotting the whole thing would be a huge disaster.” 
 
    “Oh!” Vyrda said, horrified, realizing such a clot would cause a massive stroke and rapid death. 
 
    Daussie patted Vyrda’s hand where she was using it to brace against the table while she bent over the young woman. Quietly, she said, “That’s why my ghirit’s still in there. If the clot starts to extend, I’ll port everything out of there. Collagen, clot, and some of the nearby blood. Then we’ll have to try your idea of trying off the artery on either side of the aneurysm.” 
 
    Vyrda focused her ghirit. “I think… The blood’s clotting, isn’t it?” 
 
    Eva nodded, “And the clot’s getting pretty firm without extending. I think this’s going to work.” She lifted her eyes to Vyrda, “I’d like Daussie to wash some of that blood out of the patient’s CSF. Can you get a jar of saline?” 
 
    “CSF?” 
 
    “Cerebrospinal fluid. The fluid around the brain.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Vyrda said, heading for the stairs up to the clinic room. I guess Tarc’s not the only one who needs to study harder, she thought with some chagrin. 
 
    Daussie called after her, “Bring a pan too.” 
 
    A few minutes later Daussie was porting splashes of bloody CSF into the pan and replacing them with sterile saline. 
 
    Vyrda sat down across from Tarc, “Want me to hold the collagen in place for a while so you can take a break?” 
 
    He looked up with a grin, “That’d be nice…” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Vyrda slept in the tavern that night, taking her turn with the others—each making sure the clot didn’t move or extend. Daussie slept on the gurney next to the patient’s—standing by to port the clot away if it did start to extend. 
 
    In the morning the young woman was still alive. Complaining of a headache and some mild nausea… but alive, awake, and—most importantly—with an apparently fully functioning brain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The front door of the tavern opened, just enough to let a man enter. Daussie realized it was Jimmy Nantz, the guardsman who’d been stabbed in the liver and treated in the tavern. He looked around quickly, saw Daussie, and trotted across the room to her. “Hello Ms. Hyllis,” he said. His eyes dropped and he looked embarrassed. “The baron’s coming.” He glanced quickly up into her eyes, “I thought you’d want a warning.” 
 
    A flash of panic shot through her. “What’s he want? Do you know?” 
 
    Nantz looked away again, “He’s raising the Tavern’s rents. He thinks high rents’ll make your father grant him your hand in marriage.” 
 
    Daussie squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then said, “Thank you for the warning.” 
 
    Nantz nodded toward the kitchen, “Can I go out the back way? I don’t want to be here when the baron arrives, in case he…” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll go with you.” Daussie led him toward the kitchen.  
 
    Daum stepped toward her from the bar, looking worried. 
 
    As she walked by him, she whispered, “The baron’s coming to raise our rents. Guardsman Nantz says he hopes that’ll force you to grant him my hand in marriage. I’m going to disappear out the back.” 
 
    “Crap!” was all Daum said. When they paused in reaction, he waved them onward, “Go! Go, go, go. We’ll figure out what to do later. Don’t come back until you’re sure the baron’s gone.” 
 
    Daussie led Nantz through the kitchen and out the back, then lost herself in the city. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Daum had time to run up the stairs and warn Eva. Kazy was there, so he asked her to come down and evaluate the baron’s state of mind. Kazy came down with him and ran into the kitchen.  
 
    The doors opened. This time four guardsmen came in before the baron entered. Two more marched in behind him. 
 
    Daum’s heart sunk as the baron glanced at him, made a gesture, and all six unsheathed their swords. The baron strode over to the bar. With a glare, he said, “Remember me?” 
 
    Daum, scratching between his shoulder blades, nodded. He saw Kazy come out of the kitchen wearing a server’s apron and carrying a plate. She passed behind the baron on the way to deliver the plate to a patron who looked surprised to receive it. Kazy leaned down and the man smiled, Daum supposed because he’d just learned his unordered food was on the house. She stood again and started back toward the kitchen, but Daum had turned his eyes back to the baron. 
 
    The baron was saying, “So, I’ve decided to double your rents. Both here where the tavern’s situated, and out on the other side of the caravan grounds, where I understand you’re renting a site in hopes of collecting some salvage.” The baron produced an unpleasant smile, “I understand your business is doing very well, so you should be able to afford it.” He lifted an eyebrow, “Should you find the rent too onerous, I’m sure we could negotiate something better—for an in-law.” 
 
    Hating the man, Daum nonetheless restrained himself from throwing the knife. He produced a minuscule nod. “I guess we’ll just have to decide whether it’s worth it, staying in Clancy Vail.” 
 
    The baron blinked and Daum thought he hadn’t expected that. Though, why he wouldn’t have was a mystery. Daum had heard that some merchants left the town when the rents had been raised in the past. Even though that was back in his father’s time, you’d think he must’ve known about it… Or, did he think he was immune to such reactions? 
 
    After a moment, the baron gave him a nod back. “That’s up to you, of course. But I’d be careful heading out on the road. It’s dangerous out there… away from the protection of the guardia.” He pivoted and strode out of the tavern. 
 
    Daum thought he should feel relieved to be rid of the man, but found he really wanted to break something. He saw Kazy go into the kitchen. Daum raised his voice and spoke reassuringly to the patrons. “Sorry about that little unpleasantness. I’ll stand you a round of beers, half off.” 
 
    A little cheer went up amongst the drinkers. Several of them got up and headed toward the bar intent on collecting. A man in the back called out, “I for one would be happy to come outside the walls to visit this establishment.” A chorus of others agreed. 
 
    Daum was startled by the idea. He’d thought leaving the city would mean moving to Murchison or some other place. But the rents are far lower outside the walls, aren’t they, he mused thoughtfully. 
 
    He finished serving half-price beers to those who wanted them, then wondered, What’s happened to Kazy? Anxious to get her take on the baron’s psyche, he headed for the kitchen himself. 
 
    Just as he was about to push open the door, he heard Kazy speaking soothingly, “Calm down. It’s way too early to be getting so upset. We don’t have any idea what’s going to happen yet.” 
 
    Daum stopped, hand on the door. He felt guilty about eavesdropping, but it sounded like they were talking about something he needed to know. 
 
    Next came Nylin’s voice, sounding stressed, “But all our money’s invested in the tavern. If the baron drives you to bankruptcy, he’ll be breaking us too. Of course we’re worried.” 
 
    Kazy continued in even reassuring tones. “You’re right, you should. But you can’t afford to fly off the handle every time we get a bit of bad news. We’ll all work together to decide how to deal with it. Between us, I’ll bet we can come up with several possible solutions.” 
 
    “If we have to move to another city,” Grace said, “that’ll require huge expenditures. We’ll lose all the money that’s been invested in the building here.” 
 
    Sounding as if she’d already thought through all of this, Kazy said, “No, no. We’d sell the building to someone else.” 
 
    “No one’ll buy a building that’s on property with double rents!” Grace said somewhat frenetically. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Kazy said calmingly, “These buildings are mounted on skids so they can be moved from one property to another.” 
 
    “What?! There aren’t enough horses in the city to move this whole building!” 
 
    “The rooms separate from one another,” Kazy said soothingly. “You move them one at a time.” 
 
    They come apart? Daum thought. He turned his eyes to the doorframe that led into the kitchen, realizing that it was wide enough to bridge two walls—one for the dining room and one for the kitchen. I’ll be damned! He thought with surprise. He looked up, wondering how they kept water from leaking down between the walls and into the doorframe. I’ll have to check that out later.  
 
    He had another thought, If we move, I’ll bet we could arrange the rooms better. 
 
    Hearing no more upset voices from the kitchen, Daum pushed the door open and stepped inside. Kazy had her arms around Nylin and Grace, comforting them despite the fact she was the younger. She looked at Daum, “They heard what the baron said. They’re worried about their investment.” 
 
    Daum nodded. “I’m worried too, but we’ll figure something out.” He turned his eyes to the two young women, “Don’t get too upset. We’ll all get together later tonight and talk about it, okay? Between now and then you should try to come up with ideas about how to deal with this problem. If you’re going to be businesswomen, you’ll need to learn to deal with setbacks.” 
 
    Nylin and Grace nodded, looking thoughtful. 
 
    Daum gave Kazy a meaningful look, “Can we talk for a moment before you go back upstairs?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, shucking out of the apron. “I’ll be right out.” 
 
    Daum stepped back out to the bar and served two more patrons who’d come up for their half-price beers. When he turned back Kazy was standing beside him. Glancing around to make sure no one was close enough to hear, he said, “What’d you think?” 
 
    She scowled, “He’s telekinetic and his mind’s a cesspool. His other wives are frightened to death of him because he chokes them by freezing the air movement in their tracheas. You remember one of his wives died? That’s because he choked her to death. And the way he thinks about sex…” She looked up into Daum’s eyes, “You know I can hear people thinking about sex but try not to? Well, some of them get excited and start thinking so ‘loud’ I hear it whether I want to or not. And the things some of them think are… disgusting.” She looked away, “You also know I don’t just say that because of my tender years. After all the times and all the ways I was raped, I’m pretty jaded to the whole thing. Most people think about sex a lot and I’ve gotten so used to it I hardly notice.” Her expression turned ugly, “But that man… most places he’d hang for the things he’s done, much less the things he thinks about.” 
 
    Daum rubbed his eyes and wondered for a moment whether he should try to say something comforting about all the times she’d been raped at the hands of the raiders. But they’d already talked about it so many times in the past… He looked up at her, “Sorry about what’s happened to you. You changed him then?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, “I said I wouldn’t change people against their will unless other people, people I respect, think I should. I need some restraint to keep me from just modifying everyone that irritates me.” 
 
    Daum drew back in surprise, “You changed that big drunk who was coming after me!” 
 
    She gave him a startled look, then barked a laugh. “Your thoughts were loudly proclaiming how much you thought he needed to be changed. So, yes I did change him, ‘at your insistence.’” She chewed at her lip, “Though I’ve been thinking I should probably have more than one person give me permission to change someone. For instance, you definitely had a vested interest in having that guy changed. I probably shouldn’t be changing people for one person’s convenience either, should I?” 
 
    Feeling thunderstruck, Daum said, “Your own thoughts should figure into it as well. After all, you’re the one who’s been in their brains and who best knows whether or not they should be changed. You probably better than anyone. And, you should take into account whether they’re a danger to someone else at the moment too.” 
 
    Kazy snorted, “You should’ve seen the look on your face. Trust me, there were all kinds of people in the bar that night who thought that guy’s personality needed to be altered. So I was already following any ethics that’d require me to have myself and several other good people decide someone needs to be changed before I do it. If there hadn’t been a consensus that he needed to be changed I could’ve just put him to sleep until more people could weigh in.” She tilted her head, “Of course, if the person wants to be changed, I do it without getting other people’s opinions. Someone who’s depressed and wants to be changed so they won’t be depressed; I think they have the right to decide for themselves.” 
 
    “Well, the baron needs to be changed. I don’t think there’s any doubt about it. He needs to start caring for his subjects and… You say he killed his wife?” 
 
    Kazy nodded. “I got the impression he’s killed quite a few other people too. I just didn’t have time to search his memories for all of them.” 
 
    “Maybe Tarc should take him out. It doesn’t sound like he deserves to just be changed and allowed to live on.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kazy said thoughtfully, staring down at the floor, “though having Tarc plant a knife in his eye might get traced back to us. Daussie could do it without anyone knowing it was her.” Kazy looked up, “We should all talk about it. We need to ask Vyrda too because she knows the people around here. I keep thinking about Realth and the fight over succession when the king died… supposedly quite a few people got killed. If killing this guy results in a lot of other people dying, maybe changing him is better for everyone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Daum sighed, “we should definitely talk about it.” Kazy turned to leave but he stopped her, “You said the baron’s telekinetic?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, “Though, as far as I can tell, all he does with it is choke people. Well, he’s choked animals too.” She shook her head, “He may use it for other things. As I said, I certainly didn’t have enough time to go through all his memories.” 
 
    Daum stared at her, “He must! How could he be telekinetic and only use it to choke people?” 
 
    Kazy snorted, “Seems like I’ve heard you had telekinesis for years and only used it to guide arrows and balance knives on the bar?” 
 
    Daum found himself embarrassed. “That’s… so true. All the other things it’s good for seem so obvious in retrospect that I just feel like I’ve been doing them all along.” 
 
    “I know how you feel,” Kazy said. “I keep worrying there’s something I’m missing about how to use my telepathy.” 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Daum looked around at his family. “Let me make sure you’re all up to date—” 
 
    Kazy interrupted, “You’re having this meeting without Nylin and Grace? They’re counting on being here when we make decisions that affect their investment.” 
 
    Daum nodded, “I know. However, there are some things we can’t talk about in front of them—” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    He looked at her for a moment, then patiently said, “Whether or not we should kill the baron? If we decided to, who’d do it and how would it be done? Whether you should adjust his personality?” 
 
    “Oh,” Kazy said, the fire that’d been in her voice for the first two objections was gone. 
 
    He looked around, “As I was saying, let me make sure everyone knows what happened today.” He quickly described the events with the baron and what Kazy said the man’s mind was like. “She can describe it to you more fully, but from my viewpoint, the man’s a sociopath desperately in need of a conscience.” He glanced at Kazy, “Obviously, it’d have been much simpler if Kazy’d done that this afternoon… but Kazy has a conscience…” he shrugged, “so she didn’t.” He eyed Kazy, “Any additional comments?” 
 
    She slowly shook her head, “He’s horrible, but I think we all kind of thought that already.” She glanced around at the others, “Daussie’d already come to that conclusion just from the way he acts. She didn’t need a trip through the horrifying sewer of his mind to convince her.” 
 
    Tarc sighed, “If he’s that bad, why didn’t you just do it when he was here? It would’ve been… so much simpler.” 
 
    Kazy smiled, “I think you had some kind of fit of conscience about killing people with your own talent?” 
 
    Looking caught out, Tarc slowly nodded. 
 
    Kazy looked him right in the eye. “Trust me, every man has his fantasies. And to some degree or another, they’re not cool.” When Tarc started to blush, she said, “Since I try to keep from listening in on anybody’s mind unless asked to do so, and I especially try to avoid the thoughts of the people I live with, I’ve only had a few faint brushes with yours… and they’re nothing compared to a lot of the stuff I’ve been exposed to. Of course, I know you’re at least a little bit embarrassed about them, but I’m pretty sure you don’t want me altering your mind so you can’t have them…?” She waited long enough that he, eyes on the floor, eventually gave a little nod of his head. “You, I believe, have decided that it’s okay to use your talent to kill people whom you know have committed capital crimes, or are about to?” 
 
    Tarc nodded, but still didn’t speak. 
 
    “I think that’s reasonable, but with my talent, there isn’t a list of… ‘mind sicknesses’ the general public’s already agreed justify someone like me making… ‘alterations.’ I think I need some kind of external jury, or something… so I don’t make these decisions all by myself.” She paused, then said almost inaudibly, “To keep myself sane.” 
 
    Silence reigned in the room, then Eva said, “I think one of the ancients’ sayings applies here. They used to say, ‘With great power comes great responsibility.’” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, Kazy nodded. “Exactly. I think I need someone else to share the responsibility. To be a checkrein on this… power.” 
 
    Tarc looked up, his blush fading. With a wry grin, he said, “Okay, okay. I agree, you should leave my fantasies alone.” 
 
    Daum quickly said, “Agreed. I’d like to try to get this meeting back on track. Are we also agreed that Kazy should try to give the baron a conscience the very next time she gets an opportunity?” 
 
    Daussie said, “Wait a minute. He killed his wife, right? And probably some other people. Those are capital crimes. By Tarc’s criteria, he deserves capital punishment, not an ‘adjustment.’” 
 
    Eva shook her head, “There’re other issues with that decision. Daum asked me to feel out Vyrda on how issues of succession are decided here in the barony. Even with an obvious heir, when the last baron died,” her eyes shifted over to Kazy, “by choking on his food… there were two usurpers who rose and tried to kill his son, the current baron. Vyrda says that estimates are anywhere between fifty and a hundred people died during those uprisings.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying he killed his own father as well as his wife!” Daussie said, sounding outraged. “And he gets off with an adjustment?!” 
 
    Eva spoke quietly, “Daussie, I know you have reason to despise the man. But would you really rather fifty to a hundred people died with him? Recognize, since he has no heirs as yet, there’ll be a battle royal over the baron’s seat and far more people will probably die than last time. And, whoever does inherit the barony may be just as bad as this guy.” 
 
    Sullenly, Daussie grumbled, “That’s impossible.” 
 
    Eva laughed, “Don’t be so sure.” She leaned forward and took Daussie’s hand, “And, remember that Kazy’s made some pretty astonishing changes in the few people she’s worked on. It may be that the best baron Clancy Vail can get, would be this guy after Kazy makes some changes. I guess I’m pushing you to think of what’s called the ‘greater good’—where what really matters is what does the most good for the most people.” 
 
    Daussie grinned cynically, “You mean my vengeance isn’t the most important thing?” 
 
    “Oh, come on.” Eva laughed sadly, “All he did was have bad thoughts about you. If we gathered a jury to consider that offense, he wouldn’t get any punishment at all.” 
 
    Daussie snorted shaking her head, “Okay, adjust away.” 
 
    Kazy said, “Shall I go get Nylin and Grace?” 
 
    Tarc said, “Wait one. I think we should discuss an idea I’ve been considering before we get them involved.” He looked around but nobody objected. “I think we should move the tavern outside the wall and put it right on top of that stairwell that goes down into the ancients’ facility.” He looked around at the widening eyes of his family. “Here’re the advantages.” He started raising fingers one after another: “The taxes, uh, I mean, rents are much lower outside the wall.” He lifted another, “We’d be able to get in and out of the facility without anyone knowing about it.” Another, “We could close off the far end of it, then stop paying rent on the land out there.” He turned to Eva, “If Mom ever does get her medical school going, they could do their training in those lighted rooms and use the labs down there.” He lifted another finger, “Maybe someday, after everyone knows about it, Mom’s hospital could even be down there.” 
 
    Daum spoke somewhat excitedly, “I checked. Each room of the tavern’s on its own set of skids. We could move them out there one at a time. I’ve been thinking about different ways we could arrange them…” 
 
    “Also,” Kazy said, “we could buy a couple more rooms from the guys that do this stuff. Bigger kitchen; bigger dining room; more bedrooms we could rent out to travelers. A bigger stable!” 
 
    Eva said, “But outside the wall? What about robbers, raiders, and wars?” 
 
    Tarc shook his head, “Pretty hard for robbers to slip past our talents. I’m thinking we could put a little guardhouse on top of the roof, both to watch for robbers and for Daum and me to shoot from if raiders show up. You know the kind of damage we could do if raiders attacked. And if worst came to worst, we could escape down into the facility.” 
 
    They all looked at one another. Kazy said, “Now can I get Nylin and Grace?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nylin and Grace listened to Daum’s proposal. Determined not to just rubber stamp it, Nylin asked, “Do we have an estimate on how much it would cost us to move the tavern?”  
 
    Daum looked a little uncomfortable, and named figures for moving a big two-story room like the dining room with its lodging above, as well as much lower prices for moving smaller rooms like the kitchen and brewery. 
 
    Nylin turned to Kazy, “So, we’re talking at least the equivalent of a month’s earnings for the tavern, correct?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, “Actually, seven percent more than we brought in last month. And it was a good month.” 
 
    Nylin looked at Daum, “And I’m guessing we’d be shut down for almost a month while we made the move?” 
 
    He slowly nodded. 
 
    “And how much would being outside the wall save on rents?” 
 
    “They’re only about ten percent of rents inside the wall. I think we should rent a bigger land area, so I’m figuring it’ll be about twenty percent of what we’re paying now, or ten percent of the doubled rents the baron’s going to be charging if we stay.” 
 
    Nylin chewed her lip for a moment, “But it’s significantly more dangerous out there. I’m assuming we’d have to hire guards and perhaps negotiate a fee with the guardia so they’d be on standby to help if raiders attacked us?” 
 
    The Hyllises looked at one another, making Nylin feel good that she’d brought up points that required serious consideration. But also worried that Daum had painted an unreasonably rosy picture.  
 
    Then Eva turned to her and said, “We haven’t told you everything that’s influencing our desire to move out there.” After swearing Nylin and Grace to secrecy, Eva went on to remind them of the facility they knew Tarc had been salvaging outside the walls. “Though the entrance Tarc enters through is most of a kilometer away, it’s connected through a quarter kilometer tunnel to another set of underground rooms that’re just outside the walls.”  
 
    Nylin was just trying to get her mind around how huge this underground complex was when Eva continued, “So, what we’re hoping to do is put the tavern right on top of the near end of the underground facility. Then we’ll dig down into the facility. That’ll give us a huge area for storage. The stairwell to the surface also goes deep into the ground beneath the facility and already has a well. It’s cool down deep, so it’ll be even better than most storage cellars for preserving things. Also, it’ll be a safe place for us to escape to, in the event of some kind of massive raid or war.” 
 
    “That sounds… really interesting,” Nylin said slowly. She looked up, “perhaps Tarc could take Grace and me on a tour?” 
 
    Once they’d agreed to the tour, Nylin said, “I think we should take the next day or two to get real numbers for rental of the property outside the wall; going rates for guards; whether an agreement can be made with the guardia, etcetera. Then Kazy could wield her power…” Nylin paused when eyes widened all around the room. 
 
    Kazy laughed, “I believe she means my ‘power’ to do math.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nylin said, curious, “what’d you think I meant?” 
 
    Kazy snickered, “I think they thought you wanted me to use my charms to get us a better deal.” 
 
    Nylin laughed as well. “I don’t think you should do that. We wouldn’t want word to get out about the power your ‘charms’ have to sway deliberations in our favor…” She got a dry chuckle from the others, not exactly what she’d hoped for. She continued, “No, actually I was just thinking that—once we had the numbers—Kazy could use her math wizardry to run the outcome of several different business plans. That way we’d know what we might be giving up for whatever benefits there are to the different locations.” 
 
    Kazy said, “Remember that, with the new capital you’re providing, and all the space we’ll have outside the walls, we can add on another two-story room to expand the dining area. We can add on more lodging. Also, we could buy a bigger room and better stoves for the kitchen—” 
 
    “And I could use the old kitchen as an extension of the brewery,” Daum said. 
 
    “So,” Kazy grinned, “we could serve more food, and more beer, and take in lodgers. We could even add on to the stable so we could keep our lodgers’ horses. A bigger income stream, lower taxes, what’s not to like?” 
 
    Nylin gave Kazy a steady look, “Greater danger, including the risk that frustrated raiders might burn the whole thing down. In addition, hiring a bunch of new people that we may or may not be able to trust.” 
 
    “A mixture of good and bad,” Daum said, rising. “We’ll gather info and have Nylin’s second meeting tomorrow night if we can get the figures we need. Okay?” 
 
    Everyone agreed and filed out to go to bed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Keller Sarno looked up as someone stepped into the little clearing he and his family lived in. He hadn’t worked in the last ten days and his attempts to hunt had gone poorly. He had an unhappy reaction to having someone show up where he lived. It was bound to be just one more bad thing in a long string of bad luck. A robber, someone who fancied his wife, someone who wanted help robbing someone else—something bad. 
 
    The last thing he expected was to see his erstwhile employer, the young Tarc Hyllis, standing there with a short, dark-haired girl. He and Hyllis had gotten the last of the salvage out of that underground room many weeks ago and he hadn’t heard from the young man since. He couldn’t imagine why Hyllis was there, but he began to hope for some good news.  
 
    He pushed to his feet and said, “Hello Mr. Hyllis. How’d you find us out here?” 
 
    Hyllis grinned, tapping his nose. “I just followed the smell of someone who wanted a job.” 
 
    “I do indeed,” Sarno said ruefully. “The little ones are going hungry again. Have you found another site to salvage?” 
 
    “No, I’m wanting to cover up the opening into the one we already salvaged.” He tilted his head curiously, “And, we need some permanent employees. Would you be interested?” 
 
    “Permanent?” Sarno asked, daring to hope. 
 
    “Yes, we’re moving our tavern outside the walls of the city. In the long term, we’ll need a night guard. For now, we need people to help with the move. Maybe your wife and kids could help?” 
 
    “Tavern? Wait, are you related to the people who own the Hyllis Tavern?” 
 
    “They’re my parents.” He grinned as if just realizing something, “That must be where I got the name.” 
 
    “Oh!” Sarno said in a tone of awe. “I’ve only been able to eat there once, but it was the best food I’ve ever had!” 
 
    “Well, as an employee, you could be eating there on the cheap.” 
 
    “Sign me up!”  
 
    Suddenly, Sarno’s three kids burst out of the tent and came running over. Grabbing to Sarno’s leg, his talkative youngest girl started with the questions. “Daddy, who’s this? Does he need you for a job?” 
 
    Sarno looked down at them, ashamed of how thin they were. “Yes, he does. This is Mr. Hyllis and he says he might have some work for you too. Would you like to earn some coppers of your own?” 
 
    With shrieks of excitement, the children proclaimed themselves ready. “Now!” A few moments later Sarno’s wife uncertainly came out of the tent too. 
 
    Hyllis led them all to his pair of mules. The animals were packed with axes, saws, shovels, and rope. From there they all walked over to the salvage site. Looking around, Hyllis said the first task would be to lay timber over the entrance, then cover it all with a substantial amount of dirt. Then transplant a couple of berry bushes on top of it. “Essentially, I want it to look like the rest of the land here. As if there was never a hole.” 
 
    “You want to hide it,” Sarno said. 
 
    Hyllis nodded. “Can you do it, and keep it a secret?” 
 
    Sarno looked at his kids, wishing Hyllis hadn’t talked about it in front of them. Kids weren’t good with secrets. He squatted down and gathered the children to him. “If Mr. Hyllis gives us work.” He nodded at Tarc and decided to make it crystal clear to them, “Work, so we can eat. Work covering up this hole so people won’t know it’s here. If he gives us the job, can you keep it a secret?” 
 
    Apparently sensing the gravity of the situation, his kids all nodded solemnly. As did his wife. Sarno looked up. Hyllis was looking questioningly at the young girl he’d brought with him.  
 
    Her green eyes were focused on Sarno and his family. She turned to Hyllis and nodded. 
 
    As if he’d been waiting for the girl’s approval, Hyllis turned to Sarno with a broad smile. “We’ve got a deal! Twenty-five coppers a day for you and your wife and ten coppers a day for your children.” Squatting down to study the kids, he asked, “How many coppers will that be?” 
 
    The younger two just shrugged, but Nancy frowned for a moment and ventured, “Eighty coppers?” 
 
    “Very good,” Hyllis proclaimed. “I’ll come by each day to check on your progress and if I think you’ve worked hard, I’ll round it up to a hundred coppers.” 
 
    “A silver!” Nancy whispered in an awed tone. 
 
    “That’s right,” Hyllis said. He reached in his pocket and flipped Sarno a silver. “Have a good meal tonight so you can work hard tomorrow.” 
 
    Sarno frowned, “I can cut trees over there,” he waved, “but we won’t be able to move them here without several more men.” 
 
    “That’s what the mules and rope are for,” Hyllis said, patting one of the beasts. “They can drag the timber for you. I’ll take them back to town with me today, but once you have some timber ready to move, you come to the tavern and get the mules.” 
 
    The girl with Hyllis finally spoke, “If we’re using the mules to move the tavern when you come, we’ll just have you stay and help us move, okay?” 
 
    Sarno nodded, surprised to have an even younger teenager bossing him too. He glanced at Tarc who nodded. He seemed to be granting her the right to do so. 
 
    She said, “So if you go to town to get the mules, bring your family. If we’re in the midst of moving, we’ll need all the hands we can get.” 
 
    After unloading the tools, Hyllis and the girl took the mules and started back toward the town. It was awfully nice of him to agree to pay the kids. I hope he understands they can’t contribute much. Maybe saw off a few limbs and fill some buckets with dirt, but if he’s expecting very much out of them we’ll never get that bonus he talked about. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A knock came at Sandra’s door. “Who’s there?” she called.  
 
    “Sandy, it’s me, Brendan Geller,” came the answer. “Can I come in and visit?” 
 
    “Certainly!” Sandra answered, unable to keep the excitement from seeping into her voice. She pushed herself to her feet and started toward the door, “I’ll be there in just a minute.” 
 
    As Sandra felt her way to the door, she stumbled over a toy of some kind, doubtlessly left by one of her numerous great-grandchildren. They didn’t mean to cause her trouble, they just couldn’t seem to remember to pick up all their stuff before they left for school in the morning. A minute later, she found the door and lifted the latch, pulling it open. “Brendan, how are you doing? Who’s with you?” 
 
    With a strange timbre in his voice, Brendan said, “Believe it or not, I made it here by myself.” 
 
    “Oh my, you’re brave,” Sandra said, reaching out and finding his wrist after only one false attempt. “Let me lead you to a chair.” 
 
    With her right hand on the wall and Brendan’s wrist in her left, she led him back to where she’d been sitting. Settling him in a chair, she said, “Sit tight. I’ll make us some tea. The kitchen’s only about ten feet away, so we’ll be able to talk while I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Just a moment Sandy,” he said, taking her hand.  
 
    She stood waiting and wondering what he was thinking of doing. She’d known him before they’d both started going blind, but they’d become friends when they realized they were both losing their sight. Not more than friends though, so she didn’t understand what could’ve happened that he was taking her hand. Did one of our other blind friends die? she wondered. He was tugging at her hand, not as if he were trying to pull her across the room, but as if he were trying to rotate her in place. She didn’t like it, because rotation could make her lose her place in the room, but after a momentary resistance, she acceded and turned.  
 
    She felt him move closer to her. Is he going to try to kiss me?! 
 
    Instead, he said, “Ahh…” The interjection sounded particularly satisfied, as if he were pleased with something, though she couldn’t imagine what. 
 
    He said, “Sandy, I have the most wonderful news.” 
 
    She felt herself blinking in confusion. “What…? What do you mean?”  
 
    “I can see.”  
 
    Moments passed in which she simply felt dumbfounded, thinking, He’s delusional! 
 
    Then he said, “And, now that I’ve looked at your eyes, I’m pretty sure you’ll be able to do so as well.” 
 
    She couldn’t break some lifelong habits, but she noticed she was shaking her head though he wouldn’t be able to see it. “Is this another of your dumb jokes?” 
 
    “No,” he said gravely. “You’ll remember Vyrda Soh, she’s been my family’s healer for a long time. She took me to see some new healers. They diagnosed me with cataracts, a condition for which they have a cure. Apparently, the ancients cured cataracts all the time.” 
 
    He’s lost his mind, she thought, wondering how to respond. 
 
    “I can see the doubt in your expression.” 
 
    Well, it wouldn’t be hard to deduce how I’d feel about such a claim, she thought. 
 
    He said, “Hold up some fingers. I’ll tell you how many you’ve got up.” He said “two” before she even got them fully extended. He said, “three,” as soon as she started to put out another one. 
 
    How’s he doing this? she wondered. 
 
    Gently, he said, “Sandy, I’d like to take you to see these healers, but I can see you think I’m crazy.” 
 
    Because you are! she thought, then she considered what he’d just said. “You’re going to take me? You think you can lead me somewhere?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, taking her hand and tucking it into his elbow, as people did when they were about to lead her somewhere. 
 
    She felt such consternation, that he’d already led her across the room and stopped at the door to unlatch it before she accepted the possibility that he actually could see. “You… you, really can see, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said gravely, “and I think I’ll have you home in time to cook for your family.” 
 
    Sandra stumbled over nothing. “I… I can’t… where are you taking me?” she asked plaintively. 
 
    “To the Hyllis Tavern. They make wonderful food, excellent beer and they cure your type of blindness. I don’t think you should eat and drink today, it’d spoil your appetite for the dinner you’re going to—” 
 
    “I’ve heard people talking about them,” she interrupted. “Outlandish claims of them treating all kinds of things that can’t be treated. You know they’re going to be proven charlatans soon—” 
 
    Brendan interrupted her, “Sandy! I can see! I’m leading you down the street. This isn’t a ‘claim,’ it’s a verifiable fact! 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    To Sandra’s utter disbelief, he took her to a place filled with wonderful smells. They had to wait a while and, while they did, Brendan fed her a few bites of an amazing food he called “pizza.” 
 
    When he led her up the stairs a pleasantly voiced lady spoke to her briefly, asking questions and telling her that, other than her blindness, her health was good. The woman asked her if she wanted them to try curing her blindness, claiming she wouldn’t be charged if it didn’t work. 
 
    Then Sandra blinked awake, not even aware she’d fallen asleep. 
 
    And she could see from her right eye! 
 
    They wanted to test her eyesight. 
 
    It was at least ten minutes before Sandra could stop crying long enough to take the test. 
 
    They gave her a lens she could use to read with and let her use another that made her vision perfect at a distance as well. Then they told her that if she decided to have her left eye done—and why wouldn’t I? she wondered—they’d make her right eye good for distance and her left eye good for reading. 
 
    That evening, for the first time in years, Sandra saw the faces of her family. Faces made all the more beautiful by the joy and wonder they registered upon seeing her cooking and serving their dinner… 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The next morning, she wrote down—wrote down and could read! —a list of all the blind people she knew. We’ve got to get them to the Hyllis Tavern as soon as we can, she thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Norman Soh returned to the kitchen with a stack of plates. As he added them to the sink full of plates his sister Fayeli was washing, he announced the dining room was nearly empty. Leaning closer to Fayeli, he quietly asked, “Would you cover for me if I took the morning off?” 
 
    Her head turned sharply toward him, “It’s my day.” 
 
    Trying not to snap back, he said, “I know. That’s why I’m asking you.” Knowing she wouldn’t do it out of the goodness of her heart, he sighed and said, “Five coppers.” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment. He expected her to make some comment about how hard he normally pinched his coppers. Instead, she said, “Twenty.” 
 
    “Twenty?! That’s crazy!” 
 
    She shrugged, “I was looking forward to having the morning off.” 
 
    Closing his eyes and dropping his head, Norman said, “Ten.” 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    “Twelve,” he said resignedly, digging in his pocket. “It’s hard to accept the fact that a hungry mountain lion would be kinder to me than my own sister.” 
 
    She flashed him a brilliant smile, “It wouldn’t be kind to you after you’d screwed it over a few times.” 
 
    Shaking his head in dismay, Norman turned to undertake an even more difficult negotiation. “Daussie, there’s a new caravan out on the grounds. Would you like to go out and look around? I’d buy you an early lunch.” 
 
    Fayeli kicked his ankle, so he moved farther from his sister. To his dismay, Daussie was shaking her head, “I’ve got some reading—” she stopped and looked at her cousin Kazy, then turned back to Norman. Giving him a brilliant smile, she said, “That sounds like fun.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Walking down the street with Daussie again felt like a dream come true. Norman’s world always had a somewhat dreamlike quality when he was around Daussie. But when it was just him with her, not the other people at the tavern too, the world felt like it glowed. As they walked, he couldn’t help but notice men turning to look at her. That made him proud, yet angry. Conscious of the way she’d reacted when he’d tried to protect her from a staring, obnoxious man the first time, he carefully didn’t react to their gaping unless they started making comments or whistles. Even then, he restrained himself to simply glaring. 
 
    After they’d gone a few blocks, Norman began to notice that even the women looked at Daussie. He wasn’t quite sure why. He knew some women preferred other women, but he thought some of these might be jealous or simply admiring. If I can get Daussie to love me the way I love her, he wondered, am I going to be able to stand the way everyone’s eyes follow her? 
 
    Up ahead, he heard the tromping sound of a file of the baron’s guardia double-timing down the street. Moments later, they rounded the corner ahead and started down the street toward Norman and Daussie. As were many other people, Norman felt nervous around the guardia’s troops. He stepped forward a little bit to place himself between the troop and Daussie. 
 
    His eyes on them, he didn’t miss it when the leader of the troop turned his head to focus on Daussie. Norman was only irritated at first, but then the man barked a command and the troop crashed to a halt. 
 
    He only had time to think, What?! Then the troop leader was stepping toward Norman. Well, not toward Norman, toward Daussie, partly hidden behind him. This can’t be good, Norman thought. 
 
    The man spoke in a booming voice, “Daussie Hyllis?” 
 
    Norman turned toward her, wanting to tell her to deny who she was. Despite a white face, she was already nodding. 
 
    Norman stepped closer to her, frantically trying to think how to protect her. Behind him, Norman heard the troop leader saying, “By order of the baron, you’re under arrest.” 
 
    Norman spun around. Heart pounding, he demanded to know, “On what charge?!” 
 
    The man transferred his gaze to Norman, “Who’re you?” 
 
    Norman felt Daussie’s hand on the back of his arm. She whispered, “Norman, stay out of this. Just go back to the tavern and tell my family what’s happened.” 
 
    Norman turned his head to give her a wide-eyed look, but then his attention was jerked back to the front by a pricking sensation on his chest. He looked down at three feet of oiled sword, the tip of which was touching him over his breastbone. The soldier growled, “I asked, ‘Who are you’?” 
 
    “N-Norman Soh…” 
 
    “You Sohs are like bugs,” the man said, lip curling. “To be found under every filthy rock in town.” 
 
    Though he very much wanted to turn and run, Norman forced himself to stand his ground, “I asked what the charge was?” 
 
    The tiny pain of the sword-prick on Norman’s chest became a lancing one as the guardsman pushed with the sword. Norman thought the man intended to push him back, but then—to everyone’s astonishment—the sword broke just past its hilt. 
 
    Norman and the guardsman both goggled at the blade as it fell.  
 
    Norman raised a hand to press on the cut over his breastbone. 
 
    The guardsman danced back as the blade bounced off the ground toward his shins. 
 
    Daussie took a painful grip on Norman’s arm. She whispered fiercely, “Do not get yourself killed! Go back to the tavern and tell my family what’s happened!” 
 
    Thinking, What could they possibly do? Norman opened his mouth to protest. 
 
    Daussie leaned close, then threw her arms around him like a lover. As emotions stormed through him, she put her lips against his ear and whispered, “Please! I beg you. This is what I want you to do. No one else can do it for me.” 
 
    The guardsman had just taken a sword from one of his men and was turning back toward Norman, rage in his eyes. Norman backed away, hands up, heart hammering, feeling like a traitor but knowing that nothing else he could do would make a difference.  
 
    The guardsman said, “Yeah. Run, bug!” 
 
    As Norman kept backing away, his eyes swept over the rest of the troop. To a man, they looked unhappy and appalled. Norman realized that he’d served all, or almost all at the tavern. They don’t want to be doing this, he thought. 
 
    Having backed away to a safe vantage, Norman watched until the troop of Guardsman marched away with Daussie ensconced in their midst. Then he turned and ran for the tavern. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Arriving at the tavern, Norman found a large group of workmen gathered around the junction between the kitchen and the dining room. Patrons were leaving! What the hell’s going on? he wondered as he moved inside looking for Daum or Eva. 
 
    Norman found Daum talking to George Blackstone, owner of the largest construction business in town. “Mr. Hyllis!” he said. 
 
    “Not now Norman,” Daum said, looking irritated. 
 
    “Daussie’s been arrested!” 
 
    Daum’s eyes turned to his, widening. “What?!” 
 
    “Daussie’s been arrested. A troop of guardsmen stopped us in the street, saying the baron had ordered her arrest. I-I tried to…” Norman swallowed, unable to find the words.” 
 
    Daum’s eyes had found the bloody spot in the front of Norman’s shirt. Stepping forward, he lifted the shirt, saying, “What happened here?!” 
 
    Horrified to realize his eyes were filling with tears, Norman said, “The guardsman, he poked me with his sword.” Norman snorted, “His crappy sword. It broke or I’d probably be dead. Daussie said not to argue with them, that I should just come and tell you what’d happened instead.” 
 
    Blackstone said, “His sword broke?!” but Hyllis waved that away as if it were an unimportant detail.  
 
    Daum spoke directly to Norman, “Find Eva, Vyrda, Tarc, and Kazy. Tell them what happened and have them meet me down here!” He turned to Blackstone and said, “Keep working while…” Daum turned back to Norman who was frozen in place, “Go!” 
 
    Startled, Norman turned toward the stairs. As he trotted away, he heard Blackstone say, “Don’t you want to settle this first?” 
 
    “No,” Daum said, “this is why we’re moving.” 
 
    Moving?! Norman wondered. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Later, when Norman thought back on that day, he would be struck by a number of things. 
 
        First, that none of the Hyllises seemed the least bit surprised Daussie’d been arrested. 
 
        Second, that his cousin Vyrda didn’t seem surprised either. Also, she’d apparently known the tavern was going to be moved. 
 
        It seemed that everyone but Norman knew the tavern was going to be moved, they just hadn’t known when. That included Nylin, Grace, Denny, and even his little sister Fayeli—who hadn’t returned his coppers even though he hadn’t actually gotten his morning off. 
 
        Next, that none of the Hyllises even blinked when he told them about how the guardsman’s sword had broken, saving his life. 
 
        That Tarc and Kazy were the ones sent off to try to find out what’d happened to Daussie. Though they seemed quite upset about the arrest, nonetheless Daum and Eva stayed at the tavern organizing the move. 
 
        That the tavern was being moved outside the walls of Clancy Vail, which—though no one cared what Norman thought—was just crazy! 
 
        A nice new kitchen, twice as large as the current one, had already been towed out and set up on the site where they were going to put the rest of the tavern. It had two big new stoves already installed. 
 
        He was surprised to learn that, once the rooms of the tavern had been broken apart, they could be towed with many of their non-fragile furnishings still inside, simplifying the move.  
 
        The size of the mule team required to move the rooms was astonishing. He couldn’t help but wonder what would’ve been required if they’d been going uphill instead of down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tarc trotted up to the baron’s castle out of breath. Kazy hadn’t been able to keep up, but when he checked back over his shoulder he saw she was only about a block and a half behind. Stepping up to the guard station, he said, “I’m looking for my sister. She was arrested.” 
 
    The bored looking guard said, “Name?” 
 
    “Daussie Hyllis.” 
 
    This got a quickly suppressed reaction from the guard. The man looked up, a little surprise in his eyes, as if to see who was talking to him. Then the expression on his face flattened again. “Not here,” he said in a tone Tarc thought was intended to evince boredom, though it didn’t succeed. 
 
    “Come on!” Tarc said, “You didn’t even look at your lists to see.” 
 
    The man gazed steadily into Tarc’s eyes for a moment, then repeated himself, “Not here.” 
 
    Tarc narrowed his eyes, “Are you saying she’s somewhere else?” 
 
    “Not here.” 
 
    Tarc closed his eyes, sending his ghirit into the warren of stone buildings they called a castle even though it didn’t resemble Tarc’s notion of the castles in old stories. It was supposed to contain the guardia’s training complex, its armory, and the jails. There were people in the castle’s rooms all right. Unfortunately, there were lots of them. And Tarc had no way of telling whether any of them were Daussie. He could rule out some who were too big to be his sister, but that still left a lot of warm bodies behind the walls. 
 
    He contemplated some of the painful things he could do to the guard to make him talk. Something as simple as heating a spot on the man’s skin… But, then if I wanted fear to drive him, I’d have to tell him I was the one doing it. And if he just moved farther away from me, I wouldn’t be able to do it anymore. Then if they sent archers… 
 
    Kazy jogged up. Panting, she bent and put her hands on her knees. With a gasp, she said, “She’s not here.” 
 
    Tarc spun, wanting to lash out in his frustration. Seeing how upset Kazy looked, he said, “That’s what the guard says. But…” he tilted his head curiously, “how do we know he’s telling the truth?” 
 
    Kazy held up a finger asking for a moment. She took a few more deep breaths, then stood up and stepped toward the guard, “Where are the baron’s offices?” 
 
    Apparently, the guard was more willing to answer questions from pretty young girls. He motioned to his right with his head, “Around the corner, through the gate, and up the hill a couple of blocks.” 
 
    A look of frustration passed over Kazy’s face, but then smoothed, “Thank you, sir. We’ll try up there.” 
 
    The man said, “You won’t be happy at the office either.” 
 
    Kazy studied him a moment, then said again, “Thank you, sir.” She turned and started for the corner the man had indicated. 
 
    Tarc took a couple of steps to catch up to her. “You’re going to the office? He just said we wouldn’t find her there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can tell we’re not going to find her there. As he said, the offices are only a couple of blocks away. If she was within four hundred meters, I’d be able to sense her.” 
 
    “So why are we going up there?” 
 
    “Because the baron’s palace is up at the top of the hill, behind the offices. Our friend the guard thinks that’s where she’s actually being held and I think we’ll be within four hundred meters of the palace when we get to the office.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tarc said, thoughtfully. “Why would she be at the palace?” 
 
    Kazy turned and gave Tarc an unhappy look, “Why do you think?” 
 
    “Oh.” Tarc scowled, “That’s where the wives are?” 
 
    Kazy nodded and kept walking up the hill toward the offices. They arrived at another set of stone buildings, these labeled, “Governmental Offices.” Walls joined the buildings to form an impassable barrier. The entrance to the main street up the hill was closed off with a heavy wrought iron fence. A massive gate in the fence had guard houses on either side. Tarc’d been in the big building on the right side with Daum once to pay rents. He knew the building on the left side held a courtroom for trials. He didn’t know what the other “office” buildings were for. Turning to Kazy, he said, “You think we should ask in the court building?” 
 
    Staring at the hill through the wrought iron fencing, Kazy shook her head, “I’m not sure what we’d ask. Daussie is in the baron’s palace at the top of the hill.” She made a small waving motion with her hand, “In the buildings on the right.” 
 
    “We could ask if we can visit her,” Tarc said as if it were obvious. 
 
    “The guy at the gate to the castle knew where she was, but wouldn’t tell us. Do you really think they’re going to let us just drop by for a visit?” 
 
    Frustrated, Tarc said, “Well then, what the hell are we going to do?” 
 
    Eyes still focused on the buildings at the top of the hill, Kazy said, “Go up there and get close enough you can talk to Daussie. We need to make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    “Of course she’s okay! If they’d tried to hurt her there would’ve been an entire troop of dead guardia back down where they arrested her.” He cleared his throat, trying to get rid of the aching sensation there, then quietly spoke in an ugly tone, “Don’t know why she didn’t at least break a few arms.” 
 
    The distant look in her eyes still present, Kazy spoke flatly, “Because then they’d know she was a witch. Just protecting Norman by breaking that guardsman’s sword was risky enough.” She turned and narrowed her eyes at Tarc, “You need to get your emotions in control.” 
 
    Pissed, Tarc said, “I thought you weren’t going to listen to us!” 
 
    “I can’t help it when your thoughts are screaming at me!” 
 
    “Daussie’s in danger dammit…!” Tarc paused as a sudden sensation of peace washed over him. Instead of feeling frustrated and wanting to lash out, he suddenly found himself completely focused on solving the problem before them. Proud of himself for getting back on task, he said, “Do you have any ideas about how we might get up there?” 
 
    Kazy gave him a sad little smile. She nodded at a group of people gathered at the gate. “I’m going to make us invisible and we’re going to walk through the gate with the rest of those folks.” 
 
    Feeling mildly surprised that Kazy’s preposterous statement seemed so reasonable, Tarc followed her over and shuffled into the back of the group. Despite the fact that the rest of the group were all well-dressed and official looking, the guards letting them through didn’t even blink when Kazy and Tarc went through with them. 
 
    As they walked up the hill, Tarc turned to Kazy and said, “We weren’t invisible, you just made the guards ignore us, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, still focused up the hill they were climbing. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that.” When Kazy didn’t respond, he found his thoughts wandering. Suddenly he felt a little prickling in his scalp. “Wait! You… you adjusted me back there at the gate, didn’t you?! That’s why I got so calm and focused, isn’t it?!” 
 
    Kazy nodded without looking at him, “You were so wound up I couldn’t think. And, you were contributing nothing to helping get Daussie free. Did you want me to leave you like that?” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t going to adjust anyone without their permission? Or at least some kind of jury approval?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, “I didn’t ‘adjust’ you. Nothing permanent. I just calmed your little hissy fit so we could actually do something for your sister now instead of waiting around for you to get over your hysterics.” 
 
    Tarc suddenly felt horribly embarrassed about how he’d been acting. Is she making me feel this way too? He shook his head, I’ll worry about that later. Right now we’ve got to find Daussie. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They were approaching another wall near the top of the hill when six guardsmen came around a corner and almost ran into them. The guardsmen’s eyes widened momentarily in surprise, then suddenly—rather than all focusing on Tarc and Kazy as they had been—their eyes moved off uninterestedly, pointing different directions. Tarc and Daussie stepped over against the building as the guardsmen walked around them and on down the hill. 
 
    When they reached the wall, there were no convenient groups to pass through the gate with. Kazy walked right up to the gate. When a guardsman came out, she said, “We have an appointment with one of the baron’s wives. A clothes fitting.” 
 
    The man looked surprised, but almost immediately began to look more accepting. He lifted a book and a pen. “Your names?” 
 
    “Cassie and Terry Hilton,” Kazy said without hesitation. 
 
    The man wrote down the names, having Kazy spell them for him. Then he opened the gate and waved them through. When another guardsman began to object, he said, “They’re here to do a clothes fitting for Baroness Linni. I’ve already checked it out.” 
 
    Once they’d passed the guard shack by a distance, Tarc said, “Baroness Linni?” 
 
    Kazy shook her head, “I didn’t tell him that. People seem to be pretty good at filling in the details themselves once they’re… urged.” She pointed to the right, “Daussie’s down this way.” 
 
    They only encountered a few more people. None of them seemed surprised or objected. Tarc wasn’t sure whether this was because they felt confident that no one untoward could be within the palace grounds, or whether Kazy soothed their reactions before they even formed. 
 
    Arriving at a building, Kazy leaned her head up against it for a moment. She turned to Tarc, “Daussie’s in the second room, not the closest one. She’s lonely, but not upset. Let her know what’s going on.” 
 
    Tarc sent in his ghirit, ignoring the woman in the room just on the other side of the wall and skipping on to the next room. The woman there was in front of a window, presumably looking out. Grabbing some air molecules, Tarc vibrated them to make them produce sound, saying, “Daussie, it’s Tarc. I’m outside your room with Kazy. How’re you holding up?” 
 
    He listened with his ghirit. She said, “Okay. Bored. Was Norman’s injury serious?” 
 
    “No. Mom said the cut went down to his sternum but, unless it gets infected, it shouldn’t cause any trouble. I don’t think she’s even planning to put a stitch in it.” 
 
    Daussie’s head shook slowly back and forth. “I can’t believe he tried to stand up to that guardsman,” she said, sounding frustrated. “What was he thinking?” 
 
    “I think he likes you, lord knows why… We’ve started moving the tavern.” 
 
    “Because of my arrest?” 
 
    “No. Mr. Blackstone showed up with his teams right after you and Norman left on your little date.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a date!” Daussie took a breath and continued more quietly, “We were just going down to see what the new caravan had to offer.” 
 
    “Oh, excuse me. It quacked like a duck and waddled like a duck, so I thought it might be a duck.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Daussie said, sounding not at all amused. “What’s our plan?” 
 
    “Well, Kazy seems to be able to make us invisible to the guards. So I was thinking you’d just cut the locks and walk out here. Then she’d ‘invisible’ us all the way back to the tavern.” 
 
    There was a pause, then Daussie said, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “What?” Tarc replied, somewhat indignantly. “You aren’t planning to just stay here and wait for him to… um?” Tarc trailed off, not wanting to elaborate on what the baron might do. 
 
    “So, let’s say I just disappear from here. What happens when they realize I’m gone?” 
 
    “Well… they frantically search. But there’s no harm done if they can’t find you.”  
 
    “Where am I going to be hiding?” 
 
    “In the underground complex,” Tarc said. 
 
    “And how about the fact they’re going to dismantle the tavern looking for me?” 
 
    “It’s already dismantled.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. They’re going to threaten Mom and Dad. They may threaten everyone who works at the tavern. They can cause all kinds of trouble just looking for me, even if they never find me. Some people could get killed.” 
 
    “You can’t stay here!” 
 
    “The solution’s not for me to leave this place. The solution’s for you to get Kazy near the baron and have her suck the crazy out of him.” 
 
    Tarc blinked, thinking it sounded reasonable but that there was some flaw in that plan. “That sounds good, but how are we supposed to find the baron, then get him to hold still while Kazy gets close enough to adjust him?” 
 
    “Same way you found me.” 
 
    “We could find you because Kazy has some kind of mystical telepathic connection with you. She says as soon as she’s within four hundred meters she knows where you are.” 
 
    Kazy interjected, “Tarc, it’s not just Daussie. I’d be able to find you too.”  
 
    Tarc turned to look at her. “How do you know what we’re talking about? I thought you weren’t going to listen to our thoughts?” 
 
    “I’m going to when you’re talking to Daussie about really important stuff and leaving me completely out of the conversation!” Kazy said indignantly. After a moment, she elaborated on her first statement, “I can find Daussie farther away than anyone else because…” she shook her head as if she’d decided not to go into detail. She looked Tarc in the eye, “I could probably find you out to about three hundred meters.” 
 
    Because Daussie couldn’t hear what Kazy said, Tarc transmitted it to her. Daussie said thoughtfully, “So, Kazy has no idea where the baron is?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “If you wandered around and accidentally got close to him, would she know it?” 
 
    Tarc looked at Kazy, who shrugged and said, “Probably.” 
 
    Tarc relayed this to Daussie. She said, “So, wander around, see if you get lucky.” 
 
    “Daussie…!” 
 
    A moment passed, then Daussie softly said, “It’ll be okay Tarc. I can protect myself if I have to.” Tarc was still trying to think of a reasonable protest when she followed that by saying, “Thanks for caring, brother of mine…” 
 
    “Crap…” he said, though he didn’t transmit it to Daussie. He sent, “We’ll try to find the baron. If it looks like they might actually hurt you, don’t be stupid. Protect yourself!” 
 
    “I will. Thanks.” 
 
    Tarc turned to Kazy. She said, “Your sister’s crazy, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” exploded out of him with a massive exhalation. “Any ideas on where we should look for the baron?” 
 
    She shook her head. “But, I can probably get some pretty good ideas if I can get close to some of the people up here.” 
 
    “How close do you need to be?” 
 
    She gave a minute shrug, “Two to three meters.” 
 
    They walked around the complex. When a guardsman came their way, first he looked suspiciously at them, then lost interest and walked by within two meters of them. Tarc turned to Kazy, “Well?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He wasn’t thinking about where the baron is. I’ll need a lot more time than I’ll get during a walk-by. If he’s not thinking about it, I’ll have to actively bring the stuff I need to know to the top of his mind.” 
 
    Tarc frowned, “I thought you learned all kinds of things about the baron, just standing behind him briefly in the tavern?” 
 
    “Not specific kinds of stuff like where someone’s located. General stuff, like the way he thinks other people don’t matter and his wives are more like toys than people in his mind. That kind of stuff comes fast right off the top.” She jerked her head in the direction the guardsman had gone, “That guy was thinking about how he likes horses and how he hopes he’s going to get a spot in the mounted guard. Not anything we needed to know. When I checked out the baron I was behind him for several minutes, stimulating him to think about certain topics so I could learn what he thought about them. Stimulating someone to think about a precise location would take even more time.” 
 
    “So, should I stop the next guy and ask him a few questions to get him to hold still for you?” 
 
    “Better yet, ask him where the baron is. Even if he doesn’t answer, it’ll jump the location to the forefront of his mind and I’ll be able to pick it up.” 
 
    The next person they met wasn’t another guardsman. A couple of women came their way, walking close to the wall. Tarc would’ve characterized them as being furtive. He feared they’d refuse to talk to him, nonetheless, he moved into their path, asking, “We’re looking for the baron. Can you tell us where he’d be?” 
 
    The women stopped, glancing at one another and looking frightened. Both shook their heads. After a moment, one practically whispered, “No. We don’t know.” 
 
    Not moving out of their route, Tarc said, “Can you at least tell us where he spends most of his time? What building he works in?” 
 
    They looked at each other again. This time they seemed somewhat surprised. The one who’d spoken before said, as if she thought Tarc was confused, “He’s the baron. He doesn’t work.” 
 
    “Well, you know, holds court? Meets with advisors. Whatever barons do?” 
 
    Shaking their heads and still looking frightened, the two women started trying to edge past Tarc. Reluctant to continue badgering them when they seemed anxious, Tarc shifted himself a little to let them get by but tried one final question, “Is he even here today?” 
 
    One shrugged, the other shook her head. They hurried past. 
 
    Tarc looked around for Kazy, surprised to find her right beside him. “What’d you find out?” 
 
    Kazy shook her head as well, “That the bastard’s raped both of them, the prettier one many times. That the reason they stay near the walls is in an effort to keep from being seen. That they really don’t know where the baron is. Mostly they focus on where he isn’t, because that’s where they try to be. Unfortunately, they work as maids around the palace and the baron manages to find them fairly often. They think he asks the guardsmen where they and other women are. They believe the guardsmen don’t want to tell the baron where they are, but…” She shook her head again, “Our friend the baron’s a nasty piece of work. I’m starting to agree with Daussie. Capital punishment’s not bad enough for him.” 
 
    Tarc looked at her questioningly, “Even though a war of succession would probably get a lot of people killed?” 
 
    Kazy gusted a sigh. “No… You’re right. Killing him’s not the answer.” She looked at Tarc for a moment, “He’s got talent. At least telekinesis. What if… What if he can resist my attempts to change him?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged, “Then he’ll have to die.” 
 
    Kazy gave a nod, then said, “And suppose you throw one of your knives at him, but he uses his own telekinesis to deflect it?” 
 
    Tarc blinked, responding slower this time. “Then I telekinetically thump his brainstem.” 
 
    “And if he thumps yours as soon he recognizes you’re a problem?” 
 
    Tarc frowned at her, “You really know how to make a sunny day look bleak, don’t you?” 
 
    “I just think we need to consider these kinds of things ahead of time.” 
 
    “And are you proposing any solutions? Or just things to be terrified of?” 
 
    “All I’m coming up with so far are problems. I do hope to come up with some solutions.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They kept walking. Encountering another guardsman, Tarc asked him where the baron usually was—rather than where he actually was. The man looked askance at Tarc, eyes going up and down over his clothing. For a moment Tarc thought the guardsman might try to arrest him. Then a friendlier look appeared on the man’s face. Lowering his voice, he spoke as if confidentially, “The baron’s usually in his apartments in the afternoon.” Helpfully, the man waved toward a cluster of buildings. “Some mornings he’s in his audience room,” he pointed at a white building. “Evenings, he visits his wives’ apartments. You can’t see those from here.” 
 
    Tarc said, “Thanks, I know where the wives’ apartments are.” He found himself wanting to ask the man what he thought of the baron, but decided he should simply wait to hear what Kazy’d gotten from the man’s mind. 
 
    As the man walked away, Kazy spoke contemplatively. “That guy was a decent human being.” She shrugged, “A few quirks, like everyone else, but nothing terrible.” She gave a little laugh, “Might be I’m partial to him because he despises the baron almost as much as I do.” 
 
    They went around a corner and came to a long straight street. A small group of guardsman saw them and, after a moment’s startlement, started trotting their way. Kazy tugged Tarc’s sleeve, pulling him around another corner and between two buildings. 
 
    Tarc frowned, “How come they even noticed us?” 
 
    “Because they’re too far away for me to influence.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tarc said. Then after a moment’s thought, “But I still don’t see why it’s a problem. When they get close, then you can change their minds.” 
 
    Kazy gave him a wide-eyed look, “Tarc, those guys were archers. Didn’t you notice they were unslinging bows? We’re not dressed like the fancy people up here. I think they were about to shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    Tarc felt a little frisson of fear. He’d never tried to deflect an arrow that was coming at him, though he supposed he could. Several arrows, coming at him and at Kazy, I might not get them all, he thought. He looked around, “Then I’m not too happy about being trapped in this tiny alley.” He sent out his ghirit and found the men were about to start around the corner and into the little alley themselves. He told Kazy this as he reached back for a throwing knife. 
 
    In a strained voice, she said, “Working…” 
 
    Tarc’s ghirit showed him the men slowing just before the corner, then stopping and looking around. Half a minute later they wandered off, not even staying together. 
 
    He looked at Kazy. She was rubbing her temples. Looking up at him, she said, “That’s about as far as I can do anything. Even then, it was only to make them lose interest, not to provide actual direction.” She sighed, “Let’s come back later tonight. Then people won’t be able to see us from farther away than I can influence them.” 
 
    Tarc wasn’t happy about her proposal. “Are we going to go back and let Daussie know what’s going on?” 
 
    “No. I’ve got a ripping headache and I’m not going to be much good at making anyone ignore us.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tarc said with a frustrated sigh. He turned toward the end of the little alley. 
 
    “Wait.” When Tarc turned back to her, Kazy was sliding down the wall to sit, bracing her elbows on her folded knees and her head in her hands. She looked grey. “I need to rest a bit before I try to get us back down the mountain.” 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    After the stress of making the guardsmen ignore them from around the corner, it took Kazy nearly half an hour to recover. They made it back out of the palace, down past the offices and castle, then the rest of the way down to the tavern. They were surprised to see that the kitchen and brewery had already been moved away. 
 
    As they climbed the stairs to the dining room, Tarc said, “I guess we’re not getting a home cooked meal tonight.” 
 
    Kazy gave him a surprised look, “That’s the least of our problems.” 
 
    Inside they found Farlin supervising a couple of day laborers. They were packing the mugs and other glassware from the bar into baskets. He looked up and asked, “Were you able to find out anything about what happened to Daussie?” 
 
    Although he usually got along with Farlin, Tarc occasionally had momentary flashes of anger. Like now when he was thinking about how Farlin had threatened Daussie’s life. On other occasions, it’d be about how Farlin had wanted to sell his own sister as a bride.  
 
    But, Farlin was a good employee who did a great job of managing the dining room; collecting and accounting for the money; training and supervising any temporary help; and negotiating better deals with suppliers. He’d apologized ad nauseam for threatening Daussie, though he still didn’t seem to understand why wanting to follow through on his father’s agreement to marry Nylin was so reprehensible to the Hyllises.  
 
    While Tarc was getting his sudden anger in control, Kazy said, “She was arrested by the baron’s men. He may be thinking he’s going to force her to marry him.” She leaned closer to him and spoke quietly—evidently hoping Tarc wouldn’t hear. “And don’t you dare suggest marrying a baron could be a good thing.” She leaned back and continued pleasantly, “How’s everything coming on the move?” 
 
    “Pretty well. I hired a bunch of day laborers and they’re helping. Some guy named Sarno showed up with his wife and kids. That whole family’s pitching in. Your mother, Nylin, Grace, and Fayeli are moving everything out of the old kitchen and setting stuff up in the new one down there. Norman, Sarno, and the day laborers are helping your dad set up the new brewery stuff in the old kitchen.” He shook his head, “They dropped one of the barrels of beer trying to get it on the wagon for the move down there and it cracked open. A full-scale party broke out on the street with everyone gathering around to drink the beer before it all leaked away. Your dad thought fast and told them they could drink as much as they liked as long as they helped load the rest of the barrels on the wagon. The extra manpower sped the loading a lot.” 
 
    Tarc said, “I guess we’ll go on down there and see if we can help. You don’t know if the kitchen’s in good enough shape to cook dinner, do you? 
 
    Farlin shrugged, “I don’t know about that. But if you’re going to walk down there, I’d suggest you take as much fragile stuff as you can carry. If you don’t have anything like that in your room, your mother’s been asking anyone who’s making the trip to take stuff from the clinic.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tarc got his bow and his arrows out of his room, but then he saw Kazy starting down the stairs with the microscope. It was big and clumsy enough she was struggling with it. Thinking there was significant risk she might drop it he said, “Here, I’ll carry that.” Putting his arrows back in his room, he caught up to her. “Maybe you could carry my bow?” 
 
    She gave him a quick grin, “Thanks. I’ll just go get Daussie’s test lenses too.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Arriving at the tavern’s new location, they were fortunate to catch Eva and Daum together in the old kitchen so they could explain the Daussie’s situation to both of them at once. Eva was upset, confessing that she hadn’t been able to concentrate on the move for worrying about her daughter. She asked a lot of questions but unfortunately didn’t come up with any brilliant solutions for the dangers Kazy feared the baron might pose. 
 
    Daum seemed quite stolid, then Tarc noticed him swipe quickly at an eye. He said, “I’ll go with you tonight. Stand guard, provide muscle, whatever’s needed.” 
 
    Tarc said, “I’m not sure there’s much you can do. I think we’ve got to do this by stealth, not by force.” 
 
    Daum shook his head, “What if Kazy gets exhausted again? If she has to expend so much effort just getting you there that she doesn’t have the energy left to… alter the baron?” 
 
    Tarc turned to Kazy, “Would you have to work harder to hide more people?” 
 
    She shrugged, “Not if they stay together. What I’m doing has nothing to do with who I’m hiding. It has everything to do with how many people I’m hiding you from and how far away they are. It being dark is going to help, but we should be dressed in our best clothes as well. Between the poor lighting and the fancy dress, we won’t arouse suspicion until they get close—then I can do my thing more easily.” 
 
    Daum said, “So, I’d just as well go along. If you needed any help dealing with guards, I’d never forgive myself if I wasn’t there.” 
 
    “It’d be better if I was the one to go,” Eva said. “Then, if Kazy needs any help suppressing guardsmen’s instincts, I can try to help.” 
 
    “But, if Kazy’s not strong enough to do it…” Tarc began, trailing off before pointing out how much weaker Eva’s telepathy was. 
 
    Eva’s jaw set, “Maybe I’ll be able to help somehow.” She glanced at Daum, “I also don’t want to hate myself afterward if I could’ve made a difference.” She shook her head, “I’ve been hating myself this afternoon, despite repeatedly reminding myself that I probably wouldn’t be able to help.” 
 
    Daum sighed, “We’d better knock off early and get a little rest before…” He paused at the sound of shouting outside. He pushed the door open and said, “Crap!” They could all see a man on a horse outside, shouting about needing a healer. 
 
    Everyone knew setting up the tavern wouldn’t stand between Eva and caring for a patient. 
 
    The man told them it was a knife wound to the back. Fortunately, the patient himself had been taken to the existing tavern where all their equipment was still in the clinic upstairs.  
 
    Eva commandeered the man’s horse for Tarc and he rode off.  
 
    Daum quickly saddled Brownie and Bayby so Eva and Kazy could follow as quickly as possible.  
 
    ~~~ 
 
    By the time Eva and Kazy arrived, Tarc had evaluated the situation. The man had indeed been stabbed in his posterior flank region. A laceration of his right kidney was what was bleeding. He was laid out on his stomach on one of the tables. Tarc had one of the man’s friends holding his feet up in the air to drain blood out of his legs toward his heart. 
 
    Tarc was holding pressure on the wound to stop the bleeding. To the man’s friends, the pressure was coming from the bar towel Tarc had folded and pressed against the wound by hand. What was actually stopping the bleeding was back pressure on the bleeding surfaces from Tarc’s telekinesis. 
 
    Tarc quickly explained the situation to his mother, “His pulse rate’s high. I think his blood pressure must be low from how soft his arteries feel. There’s some blood around the kidney, but from what his friends say there was a whole lot more on the floor where he got stabbed. He also lost quite a bit in transit to here.” 
 
    Eva turned to Kazy, “Tarc won’t be able to hold back the bleeding forever. Get the collagen.” She looked around at the large gaggle of the man’s friends. They all looked concerned, but at present they were only standing around the tavern acting as spectators. Raising her voice, she said, “We can’t work with all of you in here. Two of you can stay. The rest need to get out and give us some room.” When they all started looking at one another and none of them started toward the door, Eva picked out the biggest man and said, “You. What’s your name?” 
 
    He ducked his head and said, “They call me Little Joe.” 
 
    Eva said, “Well, Little Joe, you can stay. You and the guy holding up our patient’s feet. If you care about your friend here, throw the rest of those guys out.” 
 
    Eva leaned back down near Tarc so she could speak quietly enough that only he would hear. “This guy needs fluid. As soon Kazy’s back down here, stuff some collagen in that wound. I’ll be upstairs getting stuff for an IV.” 
 
    “Um, Mom, without Daussie here, getting the collagen in there’s going to be a little more difficult.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said thoughtfully, obviously not having considered some of the issues. “You mean because she can’t just port it out of the jar and into the kidney wound, right?” 
 
    Tarc nodded, sending his voice into her ear canal. “Just getting it out of the jar without contaminating the rest of the collagen in the jar is one problem. Then getting the powder into the wound, and from there into the kidney, those are problems in their own right. Moving powder with my talent’s kind of like herding cats. At least some of the powder flies off out of my control.” 
 
    “I could get one of our sterile spoons to scoop it out of the jar,” Eva said contemplatively. 
 
    Tarc nodded, “At least then these guys,” his eyes indicated Little Joe and the fellow holding their patient’s feet, “probably wouldn’t think that looked as witchy as having the powder fly out of the jar and into the guy’s wound. But, I don’t think one spoonful will be enough.” 
 
    “You’ll just have to scoop up some more.” 
 
    “After I’ve taken the spoon over and poured some of the powder into the wound on the guy’s back, the spoon’s not going to be sterile anymore. When I go back for some more it’s going to contaminate the entire jar of collagen.” 
 
    Sounding frustrated, Eva said, “We’ll just have to buy some more.” She grimaced, “We should’ve separated it into packets, each one big enough for a single patient.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve also got to give more thought to the possibility one of us won’t be here,” he said, thinking about how difficult this was without Daussie. “We need to work on strategies for how we’re going to treat people without our best team.” He looked up unhappily at his mother, “If we contaminate that whole jar of collagen and someone else needs some before the Gellers can make more…” 
 
    Kazy’d arrived back at the table with the jar of collagen, a bottle of moonshine, and one of their sterile spoons. She’d obviously been thinking ahead. She stepped to the head of the table and began murmuring to the patient and the man visibly relaxed. 
 
    Eva began very carefully unwrapping the spoon, folding open the cloth it was wrapped in so that the sterile inner layers remained that way as a sterile field, face-up on the table with the spoon lying in the middle. She unscrewed the lid on the jar of collagen until it was loose but still on top, then reached for the spoon. 
 
    Tarc said, “Wait. Pour some of the collagen out onto your sterile field.” 
 
    “Good idea,” she said picking up the jar. She gently lifted the lid as she tipped the jar to pour out some collagen. She didn’t have to tilt it all the way because Tarc started pushing the powder up and over the edge once it got close. It poured directly onto the spoon, but spilled around it as well. Eva started tilting the jar back up to stop the flow as soon as the spoon was full. 
 
    Tarc spoke into her ear, “Don’t stop. Pour quite a bit more in case we need it. Enough for five or six spoonsful.” Eva gave him a questioning look and he said, “Every time you open the lid to pour some more you’re upping the chance that you might contaminate the rest of the collagen in the jar. Better to waste a few spoonsful than increase the chance you’re going to contaminate the rest of it and possibly infect a bunch of future patients.” 
 
    Eva gave him a sharp nod and poured more out onto the sterile cloth next to the spoon. 
 
    She started to pick up the spoon, but Tarc spoke in her ear again, “Let me do that. It’ll give me better control. Can you prep the wound with a little moonshine?” 
 
    Eva nodded and picked up the jar of moonshine. She started to loosen the stopper, then said, “Damn. We usually use the wrapper to wipe on the alcohol, but this time we’re using the wrapper as our sterile field. Can you hold the bleeding long enough for me to go get a packet of sterile gauze?” 
 
    Tarc nodded. Eva quickly headed for the stairs. When she got back she started using some gauze to swab off the patient’s back, Tarc whispered into her ear, “Somewhere in my reading I saw something about ‘double wrapping’ sterile items. I think it was mostly to keep them more sterile, but it’d also give us a second piece of cloth for situations like this.” Eva nodded, but Tarc kept speaking, “I can keep the guy holding the man’s feet from seeing what I’m doing by blocking his view with the towel I’ve been applying the pressure with. Can you send Little Joe outside to tell his friends the patient’s doing well so far? That’ll keep him from seeing anything weird happening with the powder.” 
 
    While Eva was doing so, Tarc picked the spoonful of collagen up carefully by its handle and moved it near the wound. As soon the big man turned toward the door, Tarc lifted the towel with his left hand and tilted the spoon into the wound, pushing the powder down through the wound with his telekinesis.  
 
    It turned out the problem with moving the powder was less than he’d expected in terms of getting the powder off the spoon and into the wound. But once the powder got into the injury it got bloody and sticky, clinging to the tissue. It seemed to Tarc that almost the entire first spoonful got stuck to the surfaces of the laceration in the man’s flank. Only a few flakes actually made it all the way down into the bleeding site in the kidney. Fortunately, the next spoonful didn’t cling because the surfaces it might stick to were already coated with collagen powder. He managed to guide most of the next four spoonsful through the wound and into the laceration in the kidney, packing it in under a little bit of pressure. 
 
    Eva was leaning close and observing with her ghirit. She said, “Are you going to be able to get that extra powder back out of the flank wound?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged, “As far as my ghirit’s concerned it’s much like the tissue I’m trying to separate it from, so it’s not working very well.” Having an idea, he tried scooping and scraping it out with the spoon. That worked fairly well. “How about if we try washing the rest out with some saline? We should be washing the wound anyway, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Good idea. We probably should have done that before putting in the powder.” Eva straightened up and headed back toward the stairs. 
 
    Tarc inserted his voice into her ear again. “Bring a clamp too. Then we can use it to swab the wound out with some gauze … Oh, and don’t forget your suture kit.” 
 
    Tarc eased off the pressure he’d been keeping in the wound. The bleeding had essentially stopped except for one small arterial squirter. He successfully cauterized the artery with his telekinesis. Moments later the wound was essentially dry. 
 
    By the time Tarc had washed out the flank wound, Eva had carried down one of the big saline bottles she’d had a local glass blower make. It even had a coiled glass tube like her old ones. Daussie had made and sharpened a hollow needle to fit the end of the tube. Eva had Little Joe hold it up and turn it into position so Tarc could insert the needle. He expected it to be difficult, but with his ghirit showing him where the man’s vein was, the needle easily popped into the back of his hand. This despite the fact that—because of blood loss—the vein didn’t have much blood holding it open to give him a bigger target.  
 
    The difficult part was keeping the needle in the vein while the saline ran in. 
 
    While Eva sutured up the wound in the man’s back, Kazy went out to get them something to eat. While Kazy was gone, Vyrda arrived and Eva was able to walk her through putting in the last of the stitches. While they were bent over the wound together, she also asked Vyrda if she’d stay with the patient that night—since the Hyllises needed to “see about Daussie.”  
 
    She didn’t explain what they actually intended to do. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Little Joe was astonished when the woman healer in charge sent the young girl out to buy them some food. It was dusk, not a good time for a girl to be on the streets. He thought about saying something, but the lady was bossy.  
 
    So, he didn’t.  
 
    Then Vyrda Soh came in. At first Little Joe expected Soh to take over since she was well known as the best healer in town. Instead, to Joe’s surprise, the boss lady started teaching Soh how to sew the wound in Robbie’s back. 
 
    Little Joe shook his head. He was certainly going to have a lot of tales to tell. Holding up the bottle of water while they stuck a needle in Robbie and seemingly drained a couple of liters of water into the back of his hand—without it even swelling up. Then, sewing up the wound in Robbie’s back as if they were darning up a sock. The fact that Robbie was still alive was surprising enough, but the way he slept through all the stuff they did to him was astonishing. 
 
    The teenage boy went upstairs for something, so it was just Little Joe and Terry, who’d been holding Robbie’s feet, still in the room with the two women. That was when Willie Pete slammed open the back door and strode in. Willie had a kerchief over his face, but there was no doubt who it was.  
 
    Willie was carrying his infamous sword, already out of its scabbard. He had the kind of wild-eyed look he got when he’d been drinking. Pointing his sword at Robbie, Willie said, “Ladies, that there is some of my unfinished business. Step back.” He turned his eyes on Little Joe and Terry, saying, “I got no quarrel with you guys. You stand back and Lady Cynthia here,” he waved the sword, “won’t have no quarrel with you either.” 
 
    Little Joe backed away, as did Terry. Little Joe was big and strong and liked to fight, but he was no match for a sword. Especially Willie’s Lady Cynthia. 
 
    Vyrda Soh shrunk back as soon as Willie Pete came in, but the boss healer lady stepped between Willie and her patient, moving closer to Willie. She spoke calm as could be, saying, “He’s my patient now. If you’re going to hurt him, you’re going to have to go through me.” 
 
    Little Joe thought, She has no idea who Willie Pete is, or she wouldn’t be saying that kind of shit! Nonetheless, he admired her courage. 
 
    Suddenly, the teenage boy turned the corner out of the stairs. It only seemed to take him a second to size up the situation. He shouted at Willie, “Back the hell away from her!” 
 
    Willie Pete swung Lady Cynthia from the woman toward the boy and said, “Now that just wasn’t polite!” 
 
    Little Joe was thinking that those were the kind of words Willie Pete said right before he killed someone. 
 
    Willie Pete stepped toward the boy.  
 
    Unbelievably, the woman stepped toward Willie. 
 
    The sword swung back toward the boss-lady healer, then Willie stumbled, staggered to one side, dropped Lady Cynthia clattering to the floor and followed her down. Once he was on the floor he shat himself and lay there quivering. 
 
    Little Joe was blinking and wondering what the hell had just happened when the boy stepped over and jerked a knife out of Willie Pete’s eye socket.  
 
    Where the hell’d that come from? Joe wondered. The boy quickly wiped the knife on Willie Pete’s shirt, then the weapon vanished.  
 
    Little Joe’s next thought was, The kid didn’t throw that knife… Did he? 
 
    The guardia chose that moment to finally arrive. Little Joe had heard they’d shut down the Hyllis Tavern and were forcing the Hyllises to move outside the walls, so he suspected their slow response had something to do with the location the guardia was coming to.  
 
    Whether the guardia was on the outs with the Hyllises or not, they certainly hated Willie Pete. Willie’d been terrorizing people for a long time. He was an excellent swordsman and he’d simply intimidated a few guardsmen out of arresting him. The guardia sergeant in charge perfunctorily checked Little Joe and Terry for knives but didn’t even consider the kid. He immediately accepted Little Joe’s assertion that someone had stepped in the back door, thrown the knife that killed Willie and disappeared. 
 
    A few hours later Little Joe had convinced himself that someone must’ve come in and thrown the knife. Or that, possibly, the kid had taken a wild throw with his work knife and just gotten impossibly lucky. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When they got to the castle gate, the two guards looked like they were about to doze off. Tarc thought they’d have to wake one of them up so Kazy could influence him to open the gate. Instead, Kazy said, “Eva, if you’ll keep the guy on the right asleep, I’ll see what I can do with the guy on the left.” 
 
    A moment later, the two women were in the guard shack with the guardsmen. The one Eva was assigned to started snoring. A moment later Kazy’s guardsman got up and, walking like he was in a trance, stepped around and opened the gate. After the four of them had walked through the gate, he went back into the guardhouse and slumped down in his chair again. 
 
    As they continued on up the hill toward the offices, Tarc said, “Was that hard? Is it going to take the energy out of you?” 
 
    Kazy shrugged, “A little harder than just making them friendly. At the next gate, why don’t you ask the guard to let you in? I’ll make him like you.” 
 
    Eva said, “I should try doing that. Kazy, why don’t you just stand by in case I’m not successful?” 
 
    When they reached the next gate there were two guards again. One looked asleep, but the other appeared to be fully awake. Eva walked up to them and said hello without disturbing the one who was asleep. She glanced at Tarc. He said, “Please let us in. We have an appointment with Ronald James.” He didn’t know whether the financier actually lived in the palace or not, but he was the only one of the baron’s associates they had a name for. 
 
    The guard didn’t seem to be disturbed by the request. Without asking any questions, he calmly opened the gate so they could go in. 
 
    Climbing the rest of the way up to the palace, Tarc decided it was much better wandering the grounds at night. There were far fewer people about, and even with a partial moon, you’d have to get close to someone before they’d notice you weren’t supposed to be there. 
 
    The gates at the third guardhouse also let them through without difficulty under Eva’s influence. Once inside they went directly to the wives’ apartments so they could check on Daussie. 
 
    As they approached, Kazy put a hand on Tarc’s arm, “Daussie’s upset.” 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    She shook her head, “I don’t know. At this distance, I can only pick up strong emotions.” 
 
    Wanting to know what was going on before actually having to talk to her with his parents nearby, Tarc reached out with his ghirit before they got there. To his relief, Daussie was alone in her room. Next, he reached out and grasped a little bit of the air in her room to create sound, “Daussie, it’s Tarc. Kazy says you’re upset?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she responded, “The baron was just here. I thought you and Kazy were going to track him down and adjust him? If you think you did it already, tell Kazy it didn’t stick.” 
 
    “We couldn’t find him. Walking around up here during the day… It was a problem. Kazy had to use her talent so much just getting guardsmen not to arrest us that she got exhausted. So, we’ve come back tonight. What was the bastard doing in your room?” 
 
    “Pressing his suit. When I told him holding me prisoner wasn’t the way to get me to like him, he decided kissing me would probably work better.” 
 
    “Did you break his arms?” Tarc growled. 
 
    Daussie snorted a little giggle, “No, but I thought about it. I just gave him a cayenne induced sneezing fit. When he got that in control and looked like he might start trying to kiss me again I gave him a bloody nose.” 
 
    “You punched him?!” 
 
    “No,” she laughed again, “I ported a tiny hole into the membranes inside his nose.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tarc said thoughtfully. “Do you have any idea where he went? Tracking him down was a big problem this afternoon.” 
 
    “Probably to one of his other wives.” 
 
    “Wait, ‘other wives’? Are you already considering yourself to be one of his wives? Did you have some kind of ceremony or something?” 
 
    “No! But he’s already calling me his wife. When I tell him I’m definitely not, he says I should be patient. He thinks it’s just a matter of time.” She sighed, “At least he didn’t try choking me. I talked to one of the other wives and she said it hurts and not being able to draw a breath’s a horrible sensation.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tarc sent. “Let me talk to the others and I’ll get back to you in a moment.” They’d all just arrived at the place where he and Kazy had talked to Daussie earlier in the day. The rest of them were looking at him questioningly. He filled them in on what’d happened, then said, “Daussie thinks the baron’s here in the apartment somewhere, visiting one of his wives. Let me see if I can tell where he is.” 
 
    As Tarc sent out his ghirit, he could tell from the expressions on Eva and Kazy’s faces that they were doing the same. The big building had a big central room with a lot of smaller rooms around it. Tarc had been thinking he would find one person in each of the rooms—presumably one of the wives—and two people in one of the rooms, presumably the baron and one of his wives. Instead, he found one person, Daussie, in one room, two people in another, and three people in a third room. There were four people in a cluster, two inside and two outside the main doors on the opposite side of the building. 
 
    Assuming the two people were the baron and a wife, Tarc spoke to Daussie and his family at the same time. “Daussie, the baron’s with one of his wives four rooms to the east of you. Can you climb out your window? Then we can all walk down to that room together. I’m thinking Kazy can make them ignore us while you cut their window latch so we can get into the room. Then Mom can put the wife to sleep while Kazy’s doing her adjustment.” 
 
    Kazy touched his arm for attention, but Tarc was busy listening to Daussie. She said, “Um… Tarc, the baron’s with two of his wives in the room on the north side.” 
 
    In a flash, Tarc sent his ghirit over to the room with three people. He felt himself blushing with embarrassment as he realized that two of the people in that room were having sex. The other person… He wasn’t sure what she was doing. She was very close to the two that were having sex but at this distance, Tarc’s ghirit couldn’t give enough definition to tell whether or not she was actually involved in whatever they were doing.  
 
    He glanced at Kazy. She said, “The baron’s in—”  
 
    “I know,” he interrupted, feeling self-conscious all over again. Stifling his curiosity about what the baron and his wives were doing, he surveyed the building’s layout and again sent his words to Daussie while speaking aloud to the others, “Um, sorry. Can you let us in your window, then we’ll walk through the middle of the building over to the north side?” 
 
    “There’re bars on my window,” Daussie said. “I’d have to cut a bunch of them for you to get in. How about if I just cut the latch on the west door? You guys are pretty close to it, right?” 
 
    “Um, sure,” Tarc said. He explained the plan to the others as he started moving toward the west door. The door was very heavy and had two bars across it on the inside, each secured by its own lock. It was obviously intended both to keep people out and to keep the wives in. As Daussie approached the door from the inside, Tarc spoke to her, “Instead of cutting the latches, let me undo the locks. That way, after we’re gone no one’ll be wondering who cut the locks.” 
 
    “Okay,” Daussie said, sounding unhappy. “But I’d rather the wives weren’t locked in here. Hopefully, once Kazy makes her adjustment, they’ll be allowed to leave if they want.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Tarc said leaning his head down close to the door, “but then we’ll have destroyed some perfectly good locks the good baron might’ve been able to use for something else. Just leave the bars off the door.” 
 
    One lock fell open just before and the other one just after Daussie reluctantly said “Okay.” She lifted the bars off the door and let her family in. 
 
    As they were greeting and hugging Daussie, Tarc had a sudden thought, “The four people on the far side of the building, are they guards?” 
 
    Daussie nodded, “Two guardsmen outside and two eunuchs inside.” 
 
    “Eunuchs?” 
 
    “Men with their testicles cut off,” Daussie said, starting toward the room on the north side. The idea is that they won’t—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Tarc said embarrassed to find himself discomfited again. “I get it. We’ll have to watch out for them.” 
 
    Arriving at the room with the baron, Tarc realized the people inside were still having sex. Should we wait until they’re done, he wondered. He didn’t want to embarrass the wives by breaking in on them, on the other hand, if they didn’t like what the baron was doing… He glanced at Kazy, wondering whether she could tell what the women would prefer.  
 
    She was leaning her head against the door. A moment later, she leaned back and looked up at the others. “They’re on the far side of the room. I won’t be able to put him to sleep from here, but I think I can keep him from noticing while Daussie cuts the bolt. He’ll probably notice us as soon we open the door… when I get a lot closer I should be able to make him ignore us.” She shook her head, “I’ll have to be really close before I can put him to sleep and try to make some changes.” 
 
    “Try?!” Daum hissed. “Why couldn’t you?” 
 
    She shrugged, “Haven’t tried it on somebody with a talent before. I think his talent’s pretty strong. Maybe it’ll confer some immunity.” 
 
    Daum looked at Tarc. Speaking in a low tone, he said, “We should both have throwing knives in our hands. If he starts to attack us, we may need to be ready to throw.” 
 
    Wide-eyed, Eva said, “We don’t want to kill him! That’d be a disaster!” 
 
    Grimly, Daum said, “If it comes down to it, better him than us.” 
 
    Daussie said, “Remember, if he closes off your throat, you’ll still have a minute or so to attack him before you lose consciousness.” 
 
    Daum said, “I’m worried about worse things he could do. The kind of things Tarc could do. If I think he’s doing something like that,” Daum’s tone suddenly sounded like grinding rocks, “I’m throwing a knife.” He looked around at the other four. When no one said anything, he said, “I’m going first,” then stepped forward and put his hand on the door. He looked at Daussie, “Cut the bolt.” 
 
    Eva said, “Wait…” but there was a “clunk” sound down at the bolt. 
 
    Daum was pushing the door open. 
 
    Tarc went through behind him. He saw the baron, on top of a woman, but starting to lift his head. His angry expression was changing to fear. 
 
    Tarc stepped out wide of Daum so he’d have a clear throw with his knife. He had his ghirit expanded—it told him Daussie was sprinting out around them to the left. 
 
    Suddenly Tarc had a painful obstruction in his throat. He couldn’t breathe! 
 
    Daum’s knife hand swung back suggesting he’d been blocked too. 
 
    Tarc blocked Daum’s right wrist with his left and threw his own knife… 
 
    Tarc’s knife struck the baron in the right shoulder. 
 
    Daum cursed over his blocked throw and what he thought was Tarc’s miss. He drew his arm back for another try. 
 
    Tarc grabbed Daum’s wrist with both hands, immobilizing it. 
 
    Daum turned angry eyes on Tarc, then appeared to notice the obstruction in his throat was gone.  
 
    They both looked forward. The baron was staring in horror at the knife protruding from his shoulder. He sagged off to the side. 
 
    Daussie and Kazy caught him, slowly lowering him down and keeping him from landing on the knife. 
 
    Eva leaned down over the woman Baron Vail had been on top of, murmuring calming words. 
 
    The other woman spun and ran for the door.  
 
    Tarc threw out an arm and caught her about the waist. 
 
    She twisted free.  
 
    He took advantage of the fact the impact had turned him and followed her out the door. Three long strides across the big room and he tackled her.  
 
    She squealed as they went down, but then he managed to clap a hand over her mouth. 
 
    Despite the fact that Tarc felt sure the eunuchs must have heard her cry and the thud of bodies hitting the floor, he spoke quietly in her ear. “We’re not here to hurt you. We’re here to…” he realized he didn’t know what to say they were doing. After a moment he settled for, “We’re here to try to stop the baron from doing some of the… the terrible things he’s been doing.” 
 
    The woman frantically rolled her eyes all the way to the side so she could stare at Tarc. After a moment, she slowly reached up and gently tugged at his hand. 
 
    Warningly, he said, “Don’t cry out for the guards.” Slowly, he lifted his hand away. 
 
    Sounding disgusted, she said, “They don’t come when we’re screaming in agony. Why would they come because I shouted for help?” 
 
    Tarc had been looking over at the eunuch guard’s station, expecting them to come bursting out at any moment. At her words, he relaxed in relief, then thought about what the woman’s words meant and found himself tensing again. He focused back on the woman he’d just tackled. “Would you like it if we helped you escape?” He wasn’t sure whether they could make that happen but felt they should offer to try. 
 
    She gave him a thoughtful look, then shook her head. “No, then they’d go after my family.” Her eyes widened, “But, with the baron dead…” She looked around as if hoping to find answers. 
 
    Tarc was surprised but realized he shouldn’t have been. To any reasonable person, “Stopping the baron from doing some of the terrible things he’s been doing” would require his death. He didn’t know what to say. Finally, he ventured, “Um, we’re not killing him. We’re just trying to convince him… that he has to do things differently.” 
 
    She looked at him as if he were insane. “That’s not going to work,” she said as if she were speaking to a small child. She shook her head, “On second thought, I would like to escape. How’d you get in?” 
 
    Wordlessly, Tarc pointed to the west door. She got up and darted toward it, then stopped indecisively for a moment. She turned and ran into one of the rooms. Tarc was just about to enter the north room to see what was happening with the baron when a movement caught the corner of his eye. He looked over and saw her running for the west door with a bundle in her arms. He called after her, “It’s going to be hard getting out of the palace and castle grounds.” 
 
    She stopped and stared at Tarc for a moment, her eyes panicked. Then she turned, pulled the door open and slipped into the night. 
 
    Wondering whether he should’ve tried harder to convince her to stay, Tarc stepped into the room with his family and the baron. The baron was unconscious, like the patients Kazy or Eva put to sleep for painful procedures. Kazy was crouched with her head centimeters from his. Eva was crouched by the baron’s right shoulder. She’d removed Tarc’s knife and was putting pressure on the wound.  
 
    When she saw Tarc, she handed him his knife—already wiped clean. She said, “It was hard to get out ’cause it was stuck so deep into the bone.” She lifted an eyebrow, “With your accuracy, couldn’t you have just put it in his deltoid?” 
 
    Not sure whether she was asking seriously, Tarc replied slowly, “I thought it’d get more of his attention if it was stuck into the bone.” 
 
    Eva snorted a little laugh. 
 
    I guess she was teasing me, Tarc decided. “How’s it going with…” he waved at the baron and the wife Eva’d been trying to comfort. The wife looked like she was asleep. 
 
    Eva said, “She was pretty traumatized. She’s been living in utter terror. It seems the baron enjoys sex a lot more when the woman’s petrified with pain. Kazy was busy so I tried to make those terrible memories seem more distant… to soothe her hurts as best I could.” Staring at the woman, she shrugged, “She’s the first patient I’ve tried to do something like that for…” Eva shrugged, “So I have no idea how well I did.” 
 
    Daussie volunteered, “I was watching her face while you were doing it. It went from tensely agonized to relaxed and peaceful. I think whatever you did, it’s going to make a big difference.” 
 
    Tarc waved at the baron, “Any idea how Kazy’s doing with him?” 
 
    Kazy looked up from under lowered brows. With a look of disgust and exhaustion, she said, “Being in his mind’s like taking a bath in a chamber pot.” 
 
    Tarc shuddered, then tilted his head to study the baron’s face. Tarc’s first sight of him had been the brief glimpse as the man rose off his wife, his face a rictus of fear and anger. He knew Daussie hadn’t liked the way baron looked, but didn’t know whether his sister thought the baron was ugly or just leering. Tarc thought he had a weak chin but that it was well hidden by his wispy goatee. Right now he looked like a pleasant enough, slightly bug-eyed young man taking a peaceful nap. I hope that means something, he thought. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The wife woke up slowly. She stretched, smiled, and opened her eyes. The way she did it, Tarc expected her to rub at them the way people do after a full night’s sleep, but after all, it’d only been ten minutes or so. Then he feared she’d jerk around at the site of strangers, crying out. Instead, her eyes turned to gaze at each of them, looking puzzled, but not fearful.  
 
    She rose up to lean on one arm, taking in the strange sight of the sleeping baron.  
 
    Eva was wrapping a bandage onto his shoulder. Kazy still crouched so her head almost touched the baron’s. 
 
    The woman turned her eyes to Daussie, whom she apparently recognized. “Hi, Daussie. What’s happened?” she asked, sounding curious, but not at all worried. 
 
    Daussie blinked, “Um, these… people came here to try to get the baron to be a… better leader and a nicer person.” She waved a hand at Kazy, “She’s praying over him right now.” 
 
    The woman sat up the rest of the way, looking down at the baron. She gave a little nod, “That’d be nice. He’s pretty mean.” She got a distant look in her eyes and reached up, touching her head. “I feel a lot better.” She gave her head a little shake, then looked back at Daussie. Flicking her eyes at Kazy, she said, “Did she pray over me too?” 
 
    Daussie looked a little uncertain, glancing at Eva. Whatever she saw in Eva’s eyes seemed to reassure her, because she pointed to Eva and said, “She’s the one who prayed over you, Kiri.” 
 
    Kiri gave Eva a pleasant smile, “Thank you. I’m not nearly as… frightened as I used to be.” She looked introspective, “Even though I know bad things happened and might happen to me again, I think I’ll be able to deal with them better than I used to.” She glanced at Kazy again, “Is she going to be able to do something like that for Baron Vail?” 
 
    Tarc felt offended by the notion that his wife felt she had to call him “Baron Vail,” rather than using his first name. 
 
    Daussie said, somewhat fervently, “We hope so.” 
 
     “Me too,” Kiri said. She giggled euphorically, “I feel… pleasantly drunk. Am I going to stay this way?” 
 
    This time when Daussie looked at Eva her gaze was intense. She flipped her head toward Kiri as if to say, “You answer this one!” 
 
    Eva did, slowly saying, “We don’t think so.” She chewed her lip, “If… if you do we may have to… pray over you again.” 
 
    Rubbing her temples, Kazy leaned up away from the baron looking pale. 
 
    “Did it work?” Tarc asked. 
 
    Kazy shrugged. “I hope so.” 
 
    “How long till he wakes up?” 
 
    Kazy shrugged again, “Don’t know. We’ll just have to wait and see.” 
 
    Feeling impatient, Tarc was about to ask if Kazy couldn’t just wake him up now when Kiri looked around and said, “Where’s Linni?” 
 
    At first, Tarc wasn’t sure who Linni was, but, when everyone else looked at him, he realized she must be the other wife. He said, “Is Linni the other wife who was… um, in here with you and the baron?” 
 
    Kiri nodded. 
 
    Uncomfortably, Tarc said, “She was upset. She left.” 
 
    Kiri glanced around at them. “You didn’t offer to help her like you helped me?” 
 
    Tarc looked at his parents, hoping one of them would answer, but they were just looking back at him. Turning back to Kiri, he said, “We didn’t. Sorry. Maybe we should have.” 
 
    Kiri stood up, stretched, and said, “I’ll go get her.” 
 
    In consternation, Tarc looked around at his family. They all looked as surprised as he felt. He followed Kiri out of the room. She only had to take a few steps across the big room before he realized she was going towards the room that Linni had gone into to get her belongings—presumably Linni’s room. He said, “Oh, she’s not in her room. She left the building.” 
 
    Kiri turned to give him a puzzled look, “How’d she get out?” 
 
    “Um, the west door’s unlocked.” 
 
    Kiri turned languidly to gaze at the west door, “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, are you wanting to leave too? I’m not sure it’s a good idea. I’m worried the guards out there on the grounds are going to capture her.” 
 
    “You told her that?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged, “Yeah. I offered to try to help her escape but I don’t think she thought I’d be much help.” 
 
    Kiri gave him an appraising look, “Well, you do look kind of young.” She smiled, showing some cute dimples. “Handsome, but… kind of young.” She looked back at the room they’d come from and stepped closer to Tarc, “Do you really think this thing with the baron is going to work? You know, praying him into a better person? Because I’ve tried it a lot and I didn’t have any luck.” 
 
    Tarc pursed his lips for a moment, then gave a nod toward the room Kazy and Eva were still in. “It works when they do it. It’s worked really well for some other people, though… the baron may test its limits.” 
 
    “Because he’s so evil?” 
 
    Tarc gave a grim nod. 
 
    Kiri smiled at him and lifted her chin interrogatively. “If it doesn’t work, you think you could help me escape?” 
 
    “Um, sure. I can try.” 
 
    Suddenly a banging at the east door grabbed their attention. Kiri crouched into a dim space behind a sofa, so Tarc did as well. Hoping it was a routine nightly event, he whispered, “Do you know what this is about?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    A man—presumably one of the eunuchs—came out of a small door next to the main entrance. Approaching the door, he spoke irritably, “What?” 
 
    “Open up. One of the wives esca—” After a pause, the voice outside the door resumed, “One of the wives has been out for a walk around the grounds. We’re bringing her back.” 
 
    Thinking, What if they try to take her back to the baron? Tarc glanced back over his shoulder at the north room.  
 
    Daum was standing just inside the doorway, looking like he was listening intently.  
 
    Tarc looked back at the big doors. The eunuch had opened the door and was pulling a disheveled looking Linni in through it. He closed the door and dropped a heavy bar back into the slot. Turning to Linni, he hissed, “How’d you get out?!” He looked frightened and Tarc realized the eunuch would probably be subject to punishment over her escape. 
 
    Linni glanced toward the north room but shook her head defiantly without answering. 
 
    The other eunuch had come out of his room and was putting a second bar across the door. He leaned close to Linni and said, “Are you crazy?!” 
 
    She gave him a rebellious look but once again said nothing. 
 
    The two eunuchs conferred briefly, then one stayed there holding Linni while the other walked as quietly as possible toward the north room. Tarc looked at his dad and pointed and made walking movements with his fingers, trying to indicate that the eunuch was coming.  
 
    Daum’s eyes widened slightly and he stepped to the side of the doorway, turning as he did so and whispering something to the people inside. 
 
    Tarc turned and looked over his shoulder at Kiri, hoping she had a good idea about what to do. She was watching curiously but calmly. I think Mom overdid the tranquil outlook thing, he thought. Kiri needs a little adjustment so she’ll at least be a little worried when the shit’s about to hit the fan! He turned back to watch what happened. 
 
    The eunuch slowed as he approached the door, surprised to see it open. He slowly moved his head out into the opening just enough that he could see around the jamb and into the room. The eunuch flinched at the same moment as Tarc heard a strange soft voice come from within the room. It said, “Hello. You’re one of the guards, right? I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.” 
 
    “T-that’s all right B-Baron,” the eunuch stammered. “Um, do you need anything?” 
 
    “No. No, I’ll be leaving in a few minutes. I just need to apologize to Linni and Kiri. I’m afraid I probably hurt them in the… throes of my enthusiasm.” 
 
    There was a momentary silence, then the startled-sounding eunuch said, “Um, sure. I’ll go get Linni. She was just out for… Never mind. I’ll go get her.” He turned from the doorway and his face, which he seemed to have been holding as still as possible, changed to one of wide-eyed astonishment. He walked quickly across the room to Linni and the other eunuch. Arriving, he patted at her wild looking hair, saying, “He says he wants to apologize to you! Try to straighten yourself up.” 
 
    Her expression wavering between frightened and disbelieving, Linni tugged at her clothing and ran her fingers through her hair. She walked slowly across to the north room. She slowed as she approached, looking like she was being led to the executioner. She glanced quickly around the room. 
 
    Tarc, thinking she must be looking for him, gave her a little wave. 
 
    She stared at him, then her eyes flicked behind him and he realized she must be looking at Kiri. 
 
    Tarc looked back at Kiri in time to see her making some kind of hand signal. Though Tarc had never seen the sign before, it looked like it was intended to be reassuring 
 
    Linni had reached the doorway. She stopped for a moment, then stiffening her resolve, looked around into the room. From within, the baron’s voice pleasantly said, “Linni. I’m so sorry. I realize I’ve been cruel and I’m…” his voice broke, “I’m… ashamed of the way I’ve treated you.” He paused for a while as if thinking what to say. Finally, he ventured, “I’m sure you can never forgive me for what I’ve done, but I hope to earn your trust a little at a time.” 
 
    The rigid apprehension in Linni’s posture melted a little. She gave him a tiny nod as if accepting the possibility that, despite its impossibility in the present, something like that might be conceivable someday in the distant future. 
 
    He said, “If Kiri’s still out there, please tell her I’d like to apologize to her next. I’ll pay my respects and make my apologies to Breanna and Marnie after that. 
 
    Tarc turned to look at Kiri, wondering how she would take this request. 
 
    She was already on her feet, starting toward the north room.  
 
    Showing no evidence of fear… 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Though Linni’d remained at the doorway for her apology, Kiri went in and sat next to the baron to accept his expressions of regret. Then the three of them went to visit the rooms of the other two wives, Breanna and Marnie. 
 
    The baron didn’t enter their rooms. He told them that their rooms were now their sovereign territories and inviolate. He said he didn’t ever intend to enter their rooms without an invitation again. They didn’t issue such invitations, so he stood just outside their doors to offer his apologies. Once again, they sounded heartfelt. 
 
    Tarc realized that Kiri’d been able to accept his apologies so graciously because his mother had helped reduce her fear.  
 
    He wondered whether the other three wives would ever forgive the baron. He also wondered whether they should.  
 
    He wondered whether Kiri should’ve forgiven him the way she apparently had.  
 
    He wondered whether the baron’s new, softer, personality—pleasant though it may be—might allow other powerful people in Clancy Vail to run roughshod over him. 
 
    He couldn’t help thinking that if the baron’s new, pleasant-seeming personality did allow others to take advantage of him, that it was no more than he deserved. 
 
    He hoped that perhaps Kazy’d succeeded in making the baron a friend of his people. A leader who’d actually lead. One who’d think first of what benefited his people, and only then what benefited himself. 
 
    Tarc decided he was glad his talent didn’t give him such an awful power over the lives of others. Not that his ability to kill, and also to save lives, wasn’t a breathtaking responsibility in its own right, but changing someone the way Kazy’d changed the baron seemed like something that would leave you second-guessing yourself for the rest of your life. Should you have done more? Should you have done less? Should you have interfered at all…? 
 
    Had you the same as killed the person who existed before you made your changes…? 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As the Hyllises walked down from the palace, through the offices and the castle sections, Daussie wondered why the baron and his wives hadn’t reacted to the family’s presence after they woke up. When they walked past a couple of guardsmen who appeared completely oblivious to the Hyllises she realized what might’ve happened. Turning to Kazy, she said, “You’re hiding us from them, aren’t you?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, starting to rub her head again. 
 
    And you hid us from the baron and his wives after they woke up too, didn’t you?” 
 
    Kazy nodded again, “Yeah.” Then she sighed, “Hopefully the baron and the last two wives won’t even know we were there. The first two…” Kazy shrugged, “Eva changed Kiri’s whole outlook on life, then you explained it to her by saying Eva’d prayed over her. And Tarc had a lot of contact with Linni. I tried to fade their memories a little, but I was pretty tired. They may remember some stuff.” 
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 Epilogue  
 
      
 
    Daussie leaned down close to the little girl, sending in her ghirit, but pretending to look in her ear. The girl had given her a tentative smile, looking much better than she had yesterday when she’d come into the clinic screaming, tugging at her ear and red-faced with agony. The girl probably liked Daussie because she was the one that’d relieved the pressure by porting the pus out of her ear. The girl had immediately felt better as evidenced by the sudden hiccup in her crying when it happened. She’d cried a little while longer, Daussie suspected mostly on principle, but then had begun to show better spirits 
 
    Now, Daussie’s ghirit showed her that a little bit of the pus had reaccumulated in the girl’s middle ear, though the tissue around it was not nearly as inflamed. Geller’s sulfanilamide to the rescue, she thought. 
 
    Daussie ported the little bit of purulent material out of the ear and into the bottle she was holding, then straightened up. “That medicine’s made you a lot better,” she said with a smile. “I’ll get you a little more.” 
 
    The little girl frowned, “Taste’s bad.” 
 
    Seeing the mother opening her mouth to admonish her daughter, Daussie put up a halting hand at her while not taking her eyes off the girl. She raised her eyebrows, “But you need it so you’ll finish getting better, right?” 
 
    The little girl shook her head, starting to look mulish. 
 
    “How about if I mix it with a little honey?” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened, then looked hopefully up at her mother. The mother gave a nod. 
 
    Getting up, Daussie said, “I’ll just go mix it up,” as she walked back to the little alcove. 
 
    They didn’t have a way to weigh people yet, so they were having to settle for an ancient chart that gave the average weights for children at various ages. Tarc made them a small balance scale for weighing medicines. Daussie had used teleportation to cut an ancient nickel—which were known to weigh exactly five grams—in half, then made sure the two halves weighed the same. Her talent had turned out to be surprisingly accurate at dividing something in half. So, she’d cut one piece in half again, then one piece of that in half again, etc. That gave them pieces weighing 2.5 grams, 1.25 grams, 625 milligrams, 362 milligrams, 181 milligrams, 90 milligrams, and 45 milligrams. With those, she could weigh out a pretty good selection of doses to match doses she based on guesses at the child’s weight. 
 
    Yesterday she’d guesstimated that the girl needed a thousand milligrams, which wouldn’t have changed today, so she put the 625 and 362-milligram weights on one side of the scale for a total of 987. Then, moving Geller’s jar of sulfa powder closer, she ported what she thought was a little less than a gram of powder onto the other side of the scale. It wasn’t enough to balance, so she ported a little more, then a little more, at which point the weighted side of the scale slowly lifted. 
 
    Deciding that was close enough for a dose, which was after all only guesstimated, she ported the powder into a spoon, then moving their jar of honey near the spoon she ported a dollop of honey on top of the powder. Picking up another spoon, she used the back end of it to stir the honey and sulfa together and took it out to the child. 
 
    The girl eagerly took her medicine, then looked up from under a lowered brow to proclaim, “Still tastes bad.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Daussie said, giving her a little water to wash it down. “You’re enough better that I’m hoping you won’t have to take another dose of medicine tomorrow.” She looked up at the child’s mother, “But I do think you should still bring her in so we can check her, okay?” 
 
    The mother nodded, took her child and left. 
 
    Daussie looked around the clinic. It looked like she’d just seen the last patient of the day. Kazy’d gone downstairs. She would’ve been late to start working on dinner. With more and more patients coming in all the time, the clinics were running farther and farther beyond the time they’d tried to stop them—in the past—in order to have time to prepare for the dinner hour.  
 
    We need a bigger room for the clinic. One with more cubicles so more of us can see patients at the same time, she thought. 
 
    It being one of the afternoons when Tarc worked in the clinic, he was sitting with Vyrda and Eva as they discussed the day’s cases. Well, the day’s most interesting cases. In the past, they would’ve talked about every patient, but now there were so many that there was barely time to talk over the interesting ones. Normally, Daussie would’ve joined them but she’d promised Norman she’d go to the new sweets shop with him. It’d just opened last week and people were raving about it. We’ll have to hurry or we’ll be late to help during the dinner rush, she thought. 
 
    Having excused herself, Daussie went down the stairs to find Norman. She was getting mixed feelings about him. He was generally nice and, if anything, overly attentive. Unfortunately, he tended to tell her what he thought she should do. She had a feeling that if their relationship went any farther, he’d get to be one of those men who thought he should decide everything for “his” woman. 
 
    Nonetheless, no other boys her age were paying her any attention. Nylin said they were intimidated by her beauty. With all the effort she put into toning down her looks with bad hair and baggy clothing, she just didn’t believe that concept. Whatever the cause, other than Norman they seemed to avoid her. She liked having someone to do things with, and while Kazy, Grace, and Nylin did well for most of that, it was nice to go somewhere with a boy once in a while. 
 
    As soon as she entered the dining room, Norman looked up eagerly. He asked, “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    She nodded. They went out the door, turning toward the gate that went into Clancy Vail. As they passed the caravan grounds, they saw the first wagons of a caravan arriving. Norman eagerly said, “Hey, tomorrow we can go check out the new caravan.” 
 
    Daussie felt a little irritated at the way he tried to dominate every free moment she had, but settled for putting him off by saying, “We’ll see.”  
 
    She’d noticed Keller Sarno and his family up ahead of them on the path toward town. Sarno was working as the tavern’s guard from midnight to dawn, climbing a ladder to perch on the roof each night. A little guard shack was being fashioned for the roof which should make the job a little less onerous. Sarno slept during the day, but this late in the afternoon he was awake, sometimes doing other odd jobs. Today, it looked like he was taking his family into town. 
 
    They were moving slowly because of the short stride of their children’s little legs. When she and Norman came alongside, Daussie said, “Hello Mr. and Ms. Sarno. Are you taking your kids to the new sweetshop?” 
 
    Sarno eagerly bobbed his head, “Yes Ms. Daussie.” He glanced fondly down at them, saying, “They’re not at all excited.” 
 
    Bouncing up and down, two children protested that they “were too.” 
 
    Daussie grinned at them, “It’s a good thing you’re not walking very fast then. Norman and I’ll be able to get there before you’ve eaten all the sweets.” 
 
    With cries of chagrin, the children rushed ahead for a bit, but their short legs couldn’t keep up the pace. 
 
    When she and Norman had passed, then gained some distance on the Sarnos, Norman said, “I don’t know why you’re so friendly with them. They’re your employees, you know?” 
 
    Daussie felt a cold shiver run over her. You’re an employee too, Norman, she thought. Though obviously one who thinks he’s of a higher class than Mr. Sarno and his family. After a moment she thought, I hope Norman doesn’t think he’s better than they are just because he’s been going places with me! 
 
    Though Norman nattered on as they walked, Daussie’s inner thoughts kept her from hearing much of it. They turned the corner and joined a line waiting in front of the new sweets shop. The line wasn’t as long as she’d feared, nor as short as she’d hoped. Norman kept talking and Daussie continued paying little attention. When they were nearly to the front of the line, a squad of four guardsmen came around the corner with a couple of well-dressed women. 
 
    With a start, Daussie recognized two of the baron’s wives, Kiri and Linni. Her heart felt glad they were out of their imprisonment in the wives’ apartments. She wondered whether she should say something to them, or just hope they didn’t recognize her. After all, she thought, their place in line would be far from hers. 
 
    But then, the guardsmen marched them right up to the front of the line, telling the man and children just in front of Daussie and Norman to step back to make room. Kiri and Linni were inserted into the line there, right behind the people who were presently ordering. 
 
    Daussie thought to herself that when she and the other wives were beaten down prisoners in their apartments at the baron’s palace, she’d assumed that they wouldn’t think of themselves as better than other citizens. In fact, Kiri did seem a little uncomfortable with skipping the line, glancing at the waiting people and looking like she was about to speak to the guardsman in charge of their little group. Then, with a tiny shrug, she accepted her precedence as if it were being forced upon her. Linni, on the other hand, seemed to have no doubt she belonged at the front of the line. I wonder whether Kiri would’ve acted the same if it weren’t for Eva’s influence on her? Daussie asked herself. 
 
    Once the women had gotten their sweets, they turned away from the counter. As they did so, Kiri’s eyes came to rest on Daussie. She looked puzzled for a moment, then stepped closer. Linni frowned, then her eyes widened and she followed. Kiri had a beatific smile. Linni was the one who spoke. “Daussie! We’ve been so worried about you. What happened?” 
 
    Not sure what they were asking, Daussie said, “Um, what do you mean?” 
 
    “You just disappeared!” Linni leaned closer and whispered, “Since the night you vanished, the baron’s been…” she shook her head, “so much nicer.” She glanced around almost furtively. “I know you didn’t want to be one of his wives back then, but if I were you I’d come back. Things are… pleasant now.” 
 
    Daussie shook her head, “I’m very happy where I am. I miss you wives though.” 
 
    Linni’s eyes widened with sudden realization. She glanced at Kiri, then back at Daussie. “Do you know, until I saw you today… It’s as if I’d completely forgotten you were ever there with us!” She glanced at Kiri again.  
 
    The other wife nodded calmly, still pleasantly smiling. 
 
    Linni asked, “Do you think the baron’s forgotten her, just like you and I did?” 
 
    Daussie put a hand on her arm, “Just in case he has, please don’t say anything about me. I’m much happier back in my old life.” 
 
    Linni frowned, then asked distastefully, “Didn’t you work at a tavern?” 
 
    Daussie nodded, “Yes, I did. I’m back there again. I like it.” 
 
    Linni gave a little mock shudder while saying, “Good for you. But, when you change your mind, just get word to us.” 
 
    The women moved off with their guards. Before selecting one, Daussie quickly looked over all the treats and wondered how they might make some similar items at the tavern. Norman wanted to pay for hers, but she insisted on paying for it herself. 
 
    While they hurried back to the tavern, Norman continued talking at her. The only thing she remembered later was his dislike of the baron’s “uppity” wives for their bizarre insistence that they’d forgotten all about Daussie. 
 
    For her part, Daussie kept thinking about the power Kazy wielded, and the changes it’d made in the baron. It’d been weeks now, and he was apparently still a pleasant person. People in Clancy Vail were talking about how he’d changed recently. He’d rescinded some of his recent rent increases and cut back on some of his extravagant expenditures. He’d resumed repairs on the town’s aqueduct.  
 
    Daussie did agree with Norman that the wives were a little hard to take. She couldn’t help wishing Kazy or Eva had massaged their personalities as well. Well, Eva did massage Kiri’s. But she was just aiming at reducing her anxiety. That part certainly worked.  
 
    After walking another block, she thought, We certainly shouldn’t be thinking about changing them just because they didn’t turn out to be the kind of people we like! She snorted, Next thing you know we’d be having Kazy work on everybody we met… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Keller climbed the stairs behind Mr. Hyllis. This new flight was right over the flight from the dining room up to the clinic—which was above the stairs Keller had helped Tarc dig down into the immense cellar. At present they were climbing up into the little shack Blackstone’s construction crew had been building on top of the roof. During his nighttime guard duties Keller had looked it over when the moonlight was good, but he hadn’t really been able to figure it out. It was certainly a lot bigger than he’d need, just to sit up there at night while keeping watch. 
 
    Mr. Hyllis opened a hatch in the roof and Keller followed him through it and up into the watch shack. Once the hatch was closed again, the floor in the shack was big enough for six or eight people to stand. There was a pivoting stool with a short back for him to sit on. A stout wall came up to waist height. Its structure resembled the new heavy-duty shutters that’d been put on the windows down below. A pull rope rang a bell down in the Hyllises’ quarters.  
 
    Strange boxes stuck out through the wall. Keller tapped on one, asking curiously, “What’re these?” 
 
    Mr. Hyllis pulled a snug cover off one of the two sticking through the north wall. 
 
    To Keller’s astonishment, he saw the box was nearly full of arrows. Like a big stationary quiver. A divider separated a bow from the arrows. With a wince, Keller said, “Um, I don’t know how to shoot a bow and arrow.” 
 
    Daum clapped his shoulder, “We’ll just have to teach you then.”  
 
    “You will?” 
 
    Hyllis nodded, “Or Tarc. We’re both pretty good archers.” 
 
    Keller nodded, even though he doubted the claim, knowing archery was a difficult skill to master. He’d never seen the Hyllises practice, so even if they’d been good at some point in their lives, he doubted they still had the skill. Well, and then there’s Tarc. He isn’t even old enough to have been good at some point in the past. I suppose they’ve got to be better than I am, but they can’t be skilled enough to reliably hit a man from up here. He wondered whether just shooting arrows into their vicinity would be enough to drive brigands away. 
 
    Hyllis was pulling out the bow. He strung it and pulled out an arrow, making Keller realize the position of the boxes made it easy to pull out arrows and nock them on the bow with little wasted motion. Hyllis motioned with his chin, “See that target?” 
 
    Keller nodded, surprised to realize a target had been mounted on bales of hay—over on the side of the tavern away from the town. 
 
    Hyllis demonstrated how to grip the bow, nock the arrow and draw it. A moment later the arrow was on its way, sinking into the bulls-eye. Not perfectly centered, but pretty close. Certainly, if the target had been a man, he’d have been badly injured if not dead.  
 
    Sarno thought, I guess he is an archer. 
 
    Hyllis held the bow out to Keller. 
 
    “Shouldn’t I practice with it down on the ground first?” 
 
    Hyllis shrugged, “Shooting at a down angle from up here will be a lot different from shooting on the ground. You’ll need to practice that as well, in case we need to shoot out the windows from down on the ground floor someday, but right now our target’s set up for shooting from up here. You’d just as well start from this angle.” 
 
    Keller’s first shot entirely missed the target, making him glad there was a big clear area behind it. Mr. Hyllis had him shoot twenty practice arrows, giving him feedback on each one. His respect for the man’s skills went up and up as he realized how difficult it was to make a shot like Hyllis had. By the end, he was hitting the target regularly, but not the bull’s-eye. He knew it’d take a lot of work before a man down there would be in much danger from him. He turned to Hyllis, “Even if I get good enough to hit bandits from up here, once they get under the eaves they’ll be safe.” 
 
    Hyllis gave him an enigmatic look, “Don’t worry about it. They may be safe from the archers up here, but they’ll be close enough to be in danger from the people inside the building.” 
 
    Keller stared for a moment, wondering how they’d be in danger from people inside the building. Even if there were arrow slits in the new heavy shutters—which there weren’t—you wouldn’t be able to get an angle that’d let you shoot anyone except a guy standing right in front of the window. However, Hyllis seemed so confident Keller didn’t question him. 
 
    As they went down the stairs, Hyllis asked him to collect the arrows and repair any damage he could, then restock the quivers when he went back up to stand guard that night. Keller readily agreed.  
 
    It wasn’t until he was out searching for his arrows that’d completely missed the target that he realized that Hyllis had only shot the one arrow. I would’ve quit too after I’d hit the bulls-eye on the first shot, he thought. If that was just luck like I think it was, we’ll just have to hope a few close shots will be enough to scare bandits away. 
 
    And hope they don’t shoot any fire arrows back at us… and the building. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yuri Soh walked out through Clancy Vail’s gate, looking first toward the caravan grounds to be sure the caravan was still there, then turning toward the Hyllis Tavern. After not seeing her for weeks, he’d run into Grace again two days ago. He’d been as charming as he knew how and she’d agreed to go check out the new caravan at noon today.  
 
    He thought she was pretty and fun to talk to. After missing her for so long, he reminded himself to be sure to set another date for them to get together before he left the caravan today. 
 
    Yuri’d only gone a short distance when he realized that Grace was one of the three people walking toward him from the tavern. He waved and waited for them to reach him. “Hey Grace,” he said eyes flashing over to the other two. He recognized Nylin, who’d been with Grace the day he’d encountered her having a dizzy spell on the street. The third person was a young man, tall, with dirty blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and broad shoulders. Chick magnet, Yuri thought unhappily, wondering what they were doing there. 
 
    Grace said, “Hi Yuri. I invited Nylin and Tarc to come with us. I’m sure you remember Nylin, but I don’t think you’ve met Tarc. He’s one of the Hyllises.” 
 
    Oh, no, Yuri thought. At least it seemed likely Tarc was with Nylin rather than blowing up his chances with Grace. He smiled and extended his hand for a shake. “Good to meet you.” 
 
    They’d only taken a few steps toward the caravan when Grace took Yuri’s hand. That seemed like a good sign. She asked, “How’s the jewelry business going?” 
 
    “Good,” Yuri said. He glanced back over his shoulder at Tarc, “My dad’s got me making wire frames for those lenses your mother’s been dispensing.” 
 
    Tarc nodded, “You guys do nice work. I know my mom really appreciates you giving a good deal to the people who can barely afford frames.” 
 
    Yuri laughed, “We’re still making a profit.” He lifted his hands, “Really cheap labor, you know?” The other three laughed, making him feel good. He looked back at Tarc again noticing with some relief that Tarc and Nylin were holding hands too. He said, “It’s going to be a sad day when you guys run out of those lenses.” 
 
    Tarc rendered him speechless by calmly saying, “Don’t worry. We’re not going to run out.” 
 
    Yuri frowned and turned to walk backwards so he could watch Hyllis’s face. “Not going to run out? What, did you find an entire mountain full of lenses somewhere?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged, “Something like that.” 
 
    Yuri studied his face. It seemed completely calm and confident. Suddenly he realized what was going on. “You know someone who can make them!” he breathed. 
 
    Tarc nodded. “If you don’t mind we’d rather that didn’t get around?” 
 
    Yuri nodded, then stared at him, thinking just how impossible it seemed that someone somewhere could make such perfect lenses. Then he realized Soh jewelers’ business would be better if people thought the supply of lenses was due to run out someday. “Okay,” he said, turning back to the front. I’ll have to tell my father though, he thought. Father’ll be ecstatic. 
 
    They arrived at the caravan and started walking amongst the stalls. Since they hadn’t had lunch yet, one of their first stops was for tacos. Yuri thought they were fine, but Grace and Nylin launched into an enthusiastic discussion of how the meat was dry and the lettuce wilted. How they could be improved with some sauce and some tomato. They decided Eva should start selling tacos at the Hyllis Tavern. “Why?” he interjected. “These aren’t nearly as good as Eva’s sandwiches.” 
 
    Grace smiled at him, patting his arm as if he were a cute but unintelligent child, “That’s true, but then, these aren’t nearly as good as Eva’s tacos would be either.” 
 
    Yuri’s eyebrows rose as he pondered tacos that were as much better than the one in his hand as Eva’s sandwiches were compared to the sandwiches you got at other taverns. He grinned, “Maybe you have a point.” 
 
    They didn’t find much else that seemed interesting. Eventually, they came to an area dedicated to games of skill and chance. Though the other three were going to walk on by, Yuri said, “Let’s just watch a while.” The other three were reluctant, but they stopped when he did. His own father said these places cheated, but Yuri’d often wondered how they could do it.  
 
    Besides, he felt sure he could figure out their tricks. 
 
    They were in front of a game that involved tossing rings onto pegs. Since it wasn’t busy, the proprietor offered to show Yuri how it was done. Yuri shrugged, not wanting to get taken in by a line of patter. 
 
    The man pulled some rings out of his pocket and stepped up to the line. He quickly tossed five of them, one after the other. All but one plunked neatly down onto pegs. “See there,” the man said, picking up his rings, “you would’ve turned your five coppers into eight.” He eyed Yuri discerningly, “You look like a well-coordinated young man. You should give it a try.” 
 
    Yuri glanced at Grace, but the man said, “Unless you’re not as coordinated as I think?” 
 
    Yuri knew the man was only trying to get his goat. Nonetheless, thinking, It’s only five coppers, Yuri dug in his pocket. 
 
    Taking Yuri’s five coppers, the man waved at the bin full of rings, “Choose your weapons.” 
 
    Yuri sorted through the rings, wondering if any actually were any better than the others. Unable to detect a significant difference between them, he picked five at random. Stepping up to the line, he carefully studied the pegs, then threw his first ring. 
 
    Instead of sailing smoothly like the ones the man had tossed, it wobbled. It hit the peg but caromed off. The second one did the same. 
 
    Hyllis stepped up next to him as he nervously got ready to throw his third one. Speaking softly Tarc said, “The game’s rigged. The rings in the bin are off balance and have a larger outer diameter that hits the neighboring peg.” 
 
    Yuri gave him a wide-eyed look, remembering Tarc had traveled with a caravan himself. He also thought of how the proprietor had played with rings he’d pulled out of his pocket, not the ones in the bin. Losing five coppers wouldn’t be a disaster, but it was almost two hours’ wages and he already regretted ignoring the advice he’d been given. 
 
    He sent an angry look at the proprietor. 
 
    The man gave him a greasy smile and said, “I guess you’re not as coordinated as I thought.” 
 
    Yuri turned back to Tarc, speaking quietly in his turn, “Should I challenge him as a cheat?” 
 
    Tarc glanced around, so Yuri did too, seeing burly guards stationed here and there. Tarc shook his head, “Just throw your last three rings and consider this a valuable lesson. But don’t try to spin them.” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Yuri stepped back up to the line. Thinking about it, he realized that though spinning should make a well-balanced ring more stable in flight, the unbalanced rings wobbled because he was spinning them. He threw his third ring. It bounced off a peg, then turned neatly before it settled onto the peg next to it. Grace and Nylin gave a little cheer while Yuri pumped his fist and thought about how his maximum loss would only be three coppers.  
 
    He glanced at the proprietor who looked irritated. He threw the next one. Once again, it clanged off one peg, then flipped once to come down perfectly on a second one. I’ve won four coppers now, he thought almost triumphantly. The most I can lose is one. 
 
    The proprietor was watching with narrowed eyes. Yuri threw his last ring. Again, it bounced off of one peg but landed on another. He turned to the proprietor and extended his hand for his six coppers. 
 
    Looking furious, the man said, “You cheated!” 
 
    Astonished, Yuri said, “How can you say that? Just a few minutes ago you were telling me how easy this game is!” 
 
    The man shook his head, “You’re doing something. The rings are bouncing funny.” He pointed imperiously back toward Clancy Vail, “Get out of here before I have you arrested.” 
 
    Yuri’s heart was in his throat, but he didn’t want to back down in front of Grace. “Give me my six coppers and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “Guards!” the man called. 
 
    Quietly, Tarc said, “Just ask him for the five coppers you gave him.” 
 
    Yuri didn’t want to do that, but he glanced at the big man striding his way and felt a tremor run over him. He turned back to the gamesman and said, “Just give me back the five coppers I paid to play.” 
 
    “After you cheated me?! Absolutely not! Go, and I won’t have the guards thrash you.” 
 
    By then, the two big guardsmen were standing right there beside him. One of them growled, “What’s it gonna be, Sonny?” 
 
    To Yuri’s astonishment, Tarc diffidently lifted his hand as if volunteering to answer a question in primary school. He said, “I should tell you fellows that I’ve been trained in the ancient fighting arts. I won’t be happy if you touch my friend here.” 
 
    One of the guards snorted while the other merely grinned. He looked at the proprietor of the games who nodded.  
 
    When the big man reached for him, Yuri was wishing he’d just walked away. Just as the man grabbed the front of Yuri’s shirt, Tarc reached up and slapped him lightly on the side of the head. The big man’s eyes twisted to the side and he pitched violently to the ground as if someone had clubbed him. 
 
    The other man stepped toward them, but Tarc moved so he was between the big man and Yuri. He spoke conversationally, “Now, that was an ancient fighting strike called a ‘Eustachian blow.’” He shrugged apologetically, “There’re worse things I could do to you.”  
 
    The guard on the ground chose this moment to regurgitate his lunch—violently. 
 
    Tarc regarded him a second, then said, “Pity.” 
 
    Amazed as he was by what Tarc had done, Yuri touched his shoulder and said, “Let’s get out of here. There’s more of them coming.” 
 
    Tarc looked around at the three additional guards who were approaching. He said, “Good idea,” but instead of running, he stepped to the game’s proprietor and said, “You owe my friend six coppers.” When the man began to bluster, Tarc pointed at his game and said, “See that peg in the center?” 
 
    The man had barely had time to nod, when a knife buried itself in the peg, splitting it in half. Tarc gave a little shrug and said, “Ancient fighting technique.” He held out his hand. 
 
    The man hurriedly dropped six coppers into it. Tarc turned to the burly guard and said, “I’d urge you to wave your friends off before one of them gets killed. He stepped over and pulled the knife out of the peg.  
 
    When Tarc turned back the burly guard was calling out to the approaching guards, “Just a misunderstanding. Back to your posts.” He looked worriedly down at the man on the ground, “Aaron, you okay?” 
 
    Aaron started to rise, but then listed to one side and dropped back flat onto his stomach. 
 
    Yuri felt Tarc’s hand at the small of his back, urging him in the direction of Clancy Vail. Tarc spoke calmly, “Nylin, Grace, I think we’d better get back to town.” 
 
    Despite Yuri’s strong desire to run, they walked away at a leisurely pace. Yuri’s head was on a swivel, constantly looking back over his itching shoulders for fear that the guards were pursuing.  
 
    Or readying archers.  
 
    Or saddling horses. 
 
    He looked over at Tarc who seemed perfectly calm. “Aren’t you worried?” 
 
    Tarc shrugged indifferently, “No. But I don’t think you should try the games at a caravan again. Do you?” 
 
    Yuri shook his head. “Were the games rigged in your caravan too?” 
 
    “No,” Tarc said. “The Norton caravan didn’t have games. Mr. Norton thought they led to bad blood between the caravan and the town.” 
 
    Yuri looked back again. “Aren’t you worried they’re going to come after us?” 
 
    Tarc winked at him, “I’m keeping an eye on them, using the eyes in the back of my head. Learned about those the same time I learned about the ‘ancient fighting techniques.’” 
 
    “Could you teach me?!” Yuri asked eagerly. 
 
    Tarc gave him a measuring look. “Afraid not… Well, I could,” he winked again and spoke in a growl, “but then I’d have to kill you.” Though it seemed like a joke, in view of what’d just happened, it made Yuri nervous.  
 
    They walked in silence a little further, then Tarc moved a little closer to Nylin and put an arm around her. Looking down at her, he said, “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded up at him. “I wasn’t worried.” 
 
    Wondering how she could be so blasé, Yuri stepped over and tentatively put his arm around Grace. She put her arm around his waist and squeezed a little, making him feel even more alive. He decided he had to ask one more question. “Tarc, where’d that knife come from?” 
 
    Tarc pulled up his sleeve, showing it strapped to his forearm. 
 
    After a long moment, Yuri said, “Hitting that peg perfectly dead-center, that was just luck, right?” 
 
    Tarc grinned at him, “Better to be lucky than good.” Then he turned and leaned down to kiss Nylin.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kazy was on her way through the dining room to the clinic when a frightened looking young man stopped her. “Ms. Hyllis?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, “My name’s Hyllis. But you’re probably looking for my aunt, Eva Hyllis.” 
 
    “I’ve been told any of you Hyllises’ll do. Can you come with me? My ma, she’s awful sick.” He shook his head, “Or could any of the other Hyllises come? She needs help! She needs help bad.” 
 
    Kazy wanted to take him up to Eva but knew Eva would expect her to take a history first. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “She’s hot! And she can hardly get out of bed. Says she feels terrible!” 
 
    “How long’s she been this way?” 
 
    “It started last night.” 
 
    “Has anyone else been sick?” 
 
    “No!” he said, twisting his hat and inching toward the door. “Can you come? Please?” 
 
    Kazy wanted to reach out with her ghirit to calm him but felt like it’d be wrong. He was only a year or so older than she was, so it seemed like reaching out and trying the power of touch was inadvisable. “I’ll come,” she said, realizing she sounded a little exasperated and trying to make herself at least speak calmly. “Or, someone will. But if we have some idea what’s wrong before we go, we can send the right person, hopefully with the right medicines.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said in a tone of realization. “Ask me then, but please hurry.” 
 
    “Have any neighbors been sick? Has she been hurt?” 
 
    “No. What else do you need to know?” 
 
    “Has she been coughing?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Throwing up or having diarrhea?  
 
    “No.” 
 
     “Burning when she urinates?  
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Having pain anywhere?” 
 
    “Just in her… you know.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know,” Kazy said, sounding exasperated again and once again thinking about just diving into his thoughts to find out what was going on. “Pain in her what?” 
 
    “You know…” he made a waving motion down at his crotch, “but, of course, she should hurt down there.” 
 
    “In her crotch?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Why should she hurt down there?” 
 
    “Because of, you know, the baby coming out. And… all that.” 
 
    Kazy closed her eyes in frustration that he’d thought the childbirth was unimportant. Childbed fever, she thought, also thinking sadly about its high mortality. “How long ago did she have her baby?” 
 
    “Day before yesterday.” 
 
    That fit with what Kazy knew about childbed fever. An infection of the uterus and surrounding structures, it often came on a few days after childbirth. The incidence went way up if those attending the birth weren’t knowledgeable or careful about cleanliness and sanitation. 
 
    Or didn’t care. 
 
    She looked at the young man, “Okay we’re going to go talk to Eva. Come with me.” She headed for the stairs.  
 
    When she glanced back he was practically on top of her. “Please hurry,” he said 
 
    Stopping the young man at the door of the clinic, she said, “Wait right here.” She stepped inside. 
 
    Eva looked up from the patient she was examining and must have recognized the distress on Kazy’s face because she immediately stepped around the gurney and came toward her. “What’s happened?” 
 
    “A teenager came in. His mother just had a baby three days ago and is having fevers. She’s too weak to get out of bed.” 
 
    “Puerperal fever,” Eva said grimly. “Who delivered the baby?” 
 
    “We’ll need to find out,” Kazy said, knowing that Eva wanted to make sure whoever did it was instructed in sanitary practices. “But, I thought we probably needed to hurry if we’re hoping to save this woman’s life.” 
 
    Eva gave a sharp nod, “You’re right.” She glanced around the clinic, motioned to Daussie, then turned back to Kazy. “Ask her son how big she is so Daussie can port you appropriate doses of sulfa.” Eva started to turn away, but then turned back, “Also find out how far away she lives so you’ll know whether it’ll be faster to just walk or whether you should take the time to tack up a horse.” 
 
    Kazy blinked, “Me?” She’d felt sure that Eva would go and she’d just tag along. 
 
    Eva nodded and glanced back over her shoulder. “We’ve got a couple of sick ones here too.” She turned back to Kazy, “Your patient’s sicker than they are, but we know what to do for her. Check to be sure it’s her uterus. Check for an abscess. Check the rest of her. Make sure some midwife didn’t stuff the birth canal full of rags. There’s some that do, then just leave them in there for days at a time. Give her a whopping big dose of sulfa and have her drink a lot of water so it doesn’t make her sick. Encourage her to drink plenty of fluids and make sure she does before you leave.” Eva reached in a pocket and pulled out a gold, “On your way back, stop at Geller’s Chemistry and tell them we need more sulfa.” 
 
    Kazy knew her eyes were wide and could feel herself breathing too fast. “Um…” 
 
    Eva looked at her for a moment, then stepped closer, touching her head to Kazy’s. She said calmly, “This is a good one for you to cut your teeth on.” 
 
    Suddenly Kazy felt better. She realized she could do this. Though the outcome might be horrific, the diagnosis and treatment were actually pretty simple… She blinked and narrowed her eyes suspiciously at Eva. “Did you calm me?” 
 
    Eva nodded calmly. Then her eyes crinkled a little. “Seemed like you needed it. And, it’s probably good for us to experience what it’s like ourselves if we’re going to be doing it to others. You can give me a treatment tonight.” 
 
    Kazy snorted, “Okay.” 
 
    Eva got a musing look, “I wonder if we can do it for ourselves? ‘Physician heal thyself,’ and all that.” 
 
    Kazy shook her head, “I don’t know. I’d better go.” By the time she found out that the woman was of average size and got back to the alcove, Daussie already had the jar of sulfa powder down. Little pieces of paper were balanced on the scales and Daussie was putting nickel fragments on the other side. Soon, Daussie was porting the powder onto the pieces of paper while Kazy folded them up into single dose packets. 
 
    The family lived just inside the gate of Clancy Vail. Kazy judged they’d get there faster on foot than they would if they took time to saddle horses. 
 
    Trotting, alternating with fast walking, Kazy arrived short of breath. The boy was already in the small two-room shack talking to a man and three other women when Kazy stepped inside. 
 
    The man looked up at Kazy and cursed, “You brought a child to care for your mother?!” 
 
    The boy winced, flashing Kazy an apologetic look, then turning back to the man, “Dad, you said to bring any of the Hyllises. This is Kazy Hyllis. She talked to her mother about mom’s problem before she left, getting instructions.” 
 
    The man rolled his eyes and dropped resignedly into a chair, lifting a hand to rub the bridge of his nose.  
 
    The three women were staring at Kazy. The oldest one, standing at the foot of the bed, sniffed, said, “What would a snippet like this one know about childbed fever?” and turned back to stare at the woman lying in the bed. 
 
    A woman who looked much like the patient—Kazy suspected a sister—turned to the woman at the foot of the bed and said, “You should be grateful. She probably doesn’t know how many of the women you birth get it.” 
 
    The third woman was a young teenager holding what looked like a newborn infant. Presumably the baby my patient just delivered, Kazy thought. The girl had fresh tears running down over the trails of dried ones on her cheeks. She looked much like the young man who’d come for Kazy at the tavern.  
 
    His sister and my patient’s daughter, Kazy thought. As Kazy neared the bed the tension between the sister and the midwife, the bereavement of the daughter, and the exhaustion of the patient herself screamed into Kazy’s consciousness making it hard to think. She turned to the boy and spoke quietly, “Can you get everyone to step outside for a moment?” 
 
    His eyes widened. Kazy could tell he thought telling his elders what to do would be an impossible task. Nonetheless, he turned to the room and said, “Let’s all go outside and give the healer room to do her work.” 
 
    He was right about how moving them wouldn’t be achievable for him. Furious objections rose from everyone except the daughter. She did start toward the door, but then stopped to listen to the argument. 
 
    With a sigh, Kazy walked around the foot of the bed and past the midwife. A brief glance at the woman’s filthy fingernails made her think she’d discovered the proximate cause of the patient’s illness. She sent in her ghirit, calming the woman and giving her the sense she should trust Kazy. The midwife quieted in mid argument, turned and made for the door. Kazy stepped up to the head of the bed where she set down her bag and took the patient’s hand. This put her right next to the patient’s sister. A moment later the sister followed the midwife to the door, shepherding the patient’s son and daughter before her.  
 
    This left only the man, whom Kazy thought must be the woman’s husband. He was across the room so Kazy couldn’t affect him, but he also wasn’t interfering with her thoughts from over there. She sent her ghirit through her patient. The lady’s arteries felt soft, suggesting her blood pressure was low. Her pulse was fast. She was hot with fever. The remainder of her organs seemed fine, but her uterus was distended from birth and swelled further with inflammation. As Eva’d feared, the woman’s birth canal was packed with rags. 
 
    Walking quickly to the door, Kazy cracked it open and fixed the teenage boy with her eye. “Hurry back to the tavern. Tell them I sent you to get Daussie and some saline for your mother’s pressure.” 
 
    He ducked his head and turned to go. 
 
    Kazy stopped him with a commanding voice. She asked, “What’re you going to tell them?” 
 
    He turned back, looking confused, “Um, that you need help.” 
 
    “If you tell them that you’re going to waste valuable time that could put your mother’s life in danger. You need to tell them that I need Daussie, some saline, and that it’s for your mother’s pressure. Got that?!” 
 
    He nodded, “Daussie; saline; for my mother’s pressure, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Say that to yourself over and over as you’re going to the tavern, okay?” 
 
    He ducked his head again and took off at a run. 
 
    Kazy went back into the room and asked the husband where she could find a cup and some water. 
 
    She feared he’d refuse to help, but the starch seemed to have gone out of him. He pointed wordlessly to a cabinet where she found some mugs. Once she’d gotten a large one, he pointed to a corner where she found a bucket with water. Filling the mug, she went to the woman. She lifted her patient’s shoulders and propped them with a pillow.  
 
    As further evidence of the patient’s low blood pressure, the woman looked up at her and said, “Lay me back down. Sitting up makes me dizzy.” 
 
    Kazy quickly dumped a packet of the sulfa into the mug. Lifting the mug to the patient’s lips, she said, “Drink this! It’s full of medicine. It’s going to taste nasty, but it’ll save your life!” 
 
    The woman took a sip, grimaced and made to push the mug away. Kazy shook her head and sent in her ghirit, convincing the woman she was drinking tea with a lot of honey. She held the mug back to the woman’s lips. Even knowing what her telepathy could do to someone’s thoughts, Kazy still felt surprised when the woman eagerly slurped up the contents of the mug. 
 
    When the first mug was empty, Kazy refilled it and put in another packet of the sulfa. A double dose to get her blood levels up at the start of her treatment regimen. Realizing the woman was going to have to drink water with sulfa in it several times a day for several days, Kazy used her talent to convince the woman that the specific taste of sulfa itself was sweet like honey. She pushed to make this a long term change in the woman’s perceptions. 
 
    When the woman had finished that mug as well, Kazy had her drink another mug of water since drinking lots of water was supposed to decrease G.I. irritation. 
 
    Deciding three mugs of water was enough for right now, Kazy lifted the sheets so they blocked the husband from seeing and removed the packing rags. She fervently hoped the patient wouldn’t start bleeding. She knew the toxins of sepsis could not only drive down the patient’s blood pressure, but also render them unable to clot blood. In which case we’ll probably lose her, Kazy thought grimly. She knelt and got some bandage material out of their medical bag so she’d be ready to repack the birth canal if a lot of bleeding started. 
 
    Once she was ready, Kazy sent in her ghirit. She found some bleeding, but only a little. 
 
    Relieved, Kazy slumped at the patient’s side as if exhausted. I’ve done what I can, she told herself. After a moment she straightened with resolve and started reviewing, trying to think of anything else she might be able to do. 
 
    Unable to think of anything else, she leaned down next to her patient. “Hello. I’m Kazy Hyllis. You’ve got childbed fever and your son asked me to come try to heal you.” The woman’s eyes widened at the term “childbed fever,” evidencing fear at the diagnosis. Kazy said, “We’ve got a new treatment for childbed fever. It should help a lot. It’s in that water I’ve been having you drink.” 
 
    The woman said, “The sweet water?” 
 
    Kazy nodded. 
 
    “I liked it. Can I have some more?” 
 
    Kazy snorted as she thought, making people like their medicine seems like a good strategy but I hope it doesn’t backfire and lead to someone overdosing. To the woman, she replied, “Yes, in a few hours. It’s not safe for you to take more of such a powerful medicine right now.” She leaned back and said, “I’m sorry, but I haven’t learned your name yet?” 
 
    “Harriet,” the woman said quietly.  
 
    Kazy studied Harriet, simultaneously sending her ghirit through her again. She found nothing had changed except perhaps a little more pressure in Harriet’s blood vessels. She took out the pillows so Harriet could lie flat and put them under the woman’s knees to increase blood return. If I’m not imagining things and her pressure’s actually better, it’s probably from all the water I had her drink, not the effect of the antibiotic, she thought. It’s too early for the bacteria to be dying yet. Sulfa antibiotics didn’t actually kill bacteria, just kept them from reproducing. That gave the body’s immune system time to catch up, but it still had to kill the bacteria itself. 
 
    Harriet’s eyes had fluttered closed. Kazy said, “How’re you feeling?” 
 
    Harriet frowned, keeping her eyes shut. “A little bit sick at my stomach. Maybe I drank too much of that sweet water.” 
 
    Kazy felt like she was caught in a quandary. Too much water could make someone sick at their stomach. On the other hand, the sulfa drugs were famous for causing nausea as well, and drinking more water was thought to ameliorate those symptoms. 
 
    Deciding that three large mugs of water were a lot and that she didn’t want to force the woman to drink even more right now, Kazy rubbed the woman’s forehead while using her ghirit to suppress the nausea. She asked, “Does this make you feel better?” 
 
    The woman smiled, “Yes, thanks.” A few moments later she was asleep. 
 
    Movement from across the room drew Kazy’s attention. The husband was standing up and peering at Harriet. Fear trembling in his voice, he asked, “Is she dead?” 
 
    Kazy shook her head and answered quietly, “She’s just resting.” For now, Kazy thought, hopefully not forever. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When Daussie arrived, she woke Kazy up. Muzzily shaking her head, she said, “Sorry, I must’ve dozed off.” 
 
    Daussie grinned and patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I know how having someone’s life depend on you can make you tired. Pretty stressful huh?” She squatted at the bedside for a moment, then said, “Her pressure’s low. I assume that’s why you wanted me to bring some saline, right? 
 
    “Yeah,” Kazy said. “I made her drink a bunch of water and it’s better than it was. But I’m pretty sure the ancients would have given her a few liters of IV saline.” 
 
    Daussie nodded and lifted a big bottle of saline onto the bed by Harriet’s hip. Moments later, the level of fluid in the bottle started dropping as Daussie ported the saline into Harriet’s femoral vein. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    With two liters of additional fluid in her veins, the pressure in Harriet’s arteries felt much better. Daussie put a hand on Kazy’s shoulder and said, “I think you’ve done great work here. If it’s okay with you, I’ll take the bottles home to get them filled and resterilized.” She cocked her head and looked Kazy in the eye, “Or, I could stay here with your patient. From what her son told me of the dynamic here in the house though, I think you’re the best person to manage things.” 
 
    Kazy nodded. As much as she felt like caring for Harriet was too much for her, if it was too much for her, it was probably too much for anyone. After all, Daussie was only a little bit older than Kazy was. She looked up at Daussie, “Can you come back and check on me in a few hours? Bring some more saline in case she needs it?” 
 
    “No problem,” Daussie said with a smile. “And if you need me sooner, just send that young man. I think he’d do anything for you.” With a grin she leaned closer, “You should have heard the way he was talking about you on our way back here.” Daussie winked, “I was thinking that you must have grown a couple of feet since I last saw you.” 
 
    Kazy snorted, “I think I’ve shrunk.” 
 
    Daussie wrinkled her nose, “Only a little. As I leave, I’m going to tell the family they can come back inside, okay?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, Daussie went out and the family came back in.  
 
    The midwife was with them. The family was understandably upset about Harriet’s potential prognosis. But to Kazy the midwife’s dismay radiated off her in waves. From the flavor of her thoughts, she really was a good person and—though she wouldn’t admit it to anyone else—she knew that a high proportion of the mothers she cared for were getting childbed fever. 
 
    She just didn’t understand why. 
 
    After a few moments, Kazy contrived to stand next to the woman. First, she calmed the midwife’s thoughts, then made her receptive to suggestions from Kazy. Turning to the woman, she spoke quietly, talking to her about germ theory, handwashing, cleanliness, and sterilizing her midwifery kit as much as possible with boiling etcetera. And, if one of her patients did get fevers, calling the Hyllises as soon as possible.  
 
    When Kazy looked away, she saw Harriet’s husband staring at the two of them. “What’re you two yammering on about?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    Kazy gave him a gentle smile, “We’re just talking about how dangerous childbirth can be.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Kazy stayed with Harriet that night. Daussie came and checked on her twice which she surely appreciated. In the morning, Harriet’s pressure was much better and she was able to sit up on the side of the bed. Kazy’s ghirit showed her the woman’s uterus was significantly less inflamed. 
 
    Kazy gave them instructions on how to administer Harriet’s sulfa every few hours. She did this while giving Harriet her next dose, coincidentally checking to be sure Harriet still loved the taste of sulfa.  
 
    This done, Kazy wearily headed to Geller’s. She’d promised to come back and check on Harriet later in the afternoon but didn’t want to forget to advance the Gellers that gold Eva gave her. Running out of sulfa would be a disaster she didn’t want to contemplate. 
 
    People were starting to get used to being healed when they had infections… Which means they’ll start expecting to be healed, instead of being happy when it happens. 
 
    As she walked, she worried about whether the changes she’d made in the people in that house, temporary though they might be, broke with her pledge not to change people without a consensus from others that it needed to be done. 
 
    She decided that calming people so she could go about the work of saving their loved one, that was probably okay.  
 
    But what about making the midwife, whose name she hadn’t even learned, receptive to learning about germ theory? In this case it might be justified on the basis of all the mothers whose lives might be saved by the midwife’s cleanliness…  
 
    But what if someday she used her talent to teach someone something she thought was right… when in fact she was wrong? 
 
    Kazy’s head ached… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Kazy stepped back into Harriet’s room late the next morning, she was greeted by the stink of vomit. To her dismay, she saw Harriet leaning off the side of her bed, retching into the chamber pot. 
 
    Rushing to Harriet’s side, Kazy asked Harriet’s strained looking daughter, “How long’s she been sick?!” 
 
    The daughter said, “About an hour. This morning, she seemed much better than she was last night. We were so happy we even gave her an extra dose of your medicine so she could get better faster.” The daughter shook her head unhappily, “But then she got sick again. She’s been throwing up. When she’s not throwing up she seems exhausted.” 
 
    Kazy put a couple of fingers on her own forehead, just above her nose, and pushed, hoping to ward off the headache she felt coming. “Just a minute,” she said, bending down near Harriet and sending in her ghirit. To her relief, Harriet’s uterus was much less inflamed. Her stomach, on the other hand, was markedly irritated. She looked up at the daughter, “Have you been giving her a full mug of water with the medicine and another one to follow it?” 
 
    The girl shook her head unhappily, “She didn’t like drinking so much.” 
 
    While getting up to get Harriet another mug of water, Kazy said, “Gather your family.” 
 
    When the girl’s eyes flew wide and she clapped a hand to her mouth, then rushed from the room with a pitiful squeak, Kazy realized the girl’d interpreted “gather your family” as a prelude to her telling them Harriet was about to die. For an instant, she considered pursuing the girl, but then decided they could use a little shock to make them pay attention. 
 
    In three or four minutes, the family was gathering apprehensively, all with horrified looks of dismay. The father demanded to know what was going on. When Kazy told him to wait until everyone was there, he tried some bluster. He settled down after Kazy’d given him a withering glance. 
 
    Once the aunt and both children were there, along with a brother who hadn’t been there yesterday, Kazy said, “If Harriet had been dying of thirst and I had prescribed that you give her a certain amount of water, you probably would have understood that she wouldn’t get better faster if you submerged her in the baths, correct?” 
 
    They glanced at one another, puzzled. Then the aunt said, “Of course not. She’d drown.” 
 
    Kazy held up one of the packets of sulfa. “We have much the same situation here with this medicine. I prescribed a certain amount of it. That amount should kill the germs which were making her sick. However, larger doses of the medicine can kill the patient.” At their panicked looks, she said, “No, no. You didn’t give her a large enough dose to endanger her life. You just gave her a big enough dose to really irritate her stomach. Something like feeding someone an entire handful of chili peppers. A little chili adds flavor. A lot causes agony. Also, if the medicine isn’t diluted by having her drink fairly large quantities of water it’s more irritating to the stomach because it’s concentrated.” Realizing from the frowns in her audience that they didn’t understand “concentrated,” she said, “‘Concentrated’ is like what happens if you put too much salt in your soup. A little bit of salt makes it taste good. A lot of salt makes it awful. You can rescue the soup by adding more water so the salt isn’t so concentrated.” 
 
    Her audience nodded understanding at this analogy. They looked ashamed of themselves. From the fact that none of them was accusing another of giving Harriet the extra sulfa, Kazy thought they’d probably come up with the brilliant idea to give her even more medicine after a group discussion. Kazy said, “Now, I’ve already given Harriet an extra mug of water. I’d suggest one of you find her some milk to drink. It might coat the inside of her stomach and soothe it somewhat. And,” Kazy rolled her eyes, “I’d urge you to give her the amount of medicine I told you and no more.” Now she looked at them hard, “And, try to get her to drink as much water as you can, right?” 
 
    Once they’d all nodded, Kazy turned to look down at the exhausted looking Harriet. “Harriet, you heard all that, right?” 
 
    Harriet gave her a weak looking nod. 
 
    “And you’re going to do your best to drink the water they bring you, right?” 
 
    Harriet nodded again. “And I won’t ask for extra ‘sweet water.’” 
 
    Kazy closed her eyes as she realized that making the medicine taste good had been part of the problem. In the future, I should just make its flavor neutral. And when my intuition tells me something might be a problem, I should pay attention! 
 
    Their lessons and her own driven home, Kazy told them that Harriet’s uterus seemed much better. “I think she’s going to be well in a few more days. I’ll come back to check on her tomorrow but if something goes wrong, you’ll send someone to get me, right?”  
 
    She got another set of nods. 
 
    As she walked back to the tavern, she wondered whether she could justify using her talent to make people pay better attention to her instructions… 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Kazy arrived back at the clinic to find a little celebration in progress. A strange woman, Eva, Daussie, and Vyrda were all hugging one another and wiping away tears. For a moment Kazy thought something terrible had happened, but the waves of joy radiating out of them and into her ghirit told her the occasion was joyful. “What’s happened?” she asked hoping to join in the excitement. 
 
    Eva turned and gave Kazy a brilliant smile. She leaned close and spoke quietly, “About seven weeks ago this lady,” Eva indicated the strange woman, “came to see Daussie because she hadn’t been able to get pregnant. The problem turned out to be scarring of her fallopian tubes. She was ovulating so Daussie ported that egg past the scarring and into the uterus.” Eva turned to throw her arms around the woman while grinning back at Kazy, “Now she’s come to see us because she’s missed a couple of periods. She’s pregnant!” Eva reached out with a hand. “Come see!” 
 
    When Kazy approached, Eva took her by the wrist and laid her palm on the woman’s lower abdomen. Knowing what Eva wanted, Kazy sent her ghirit into the woman’s uterus. Sure enough, there was an embryo present. She looked up at her cousin.  
 
    Daussie’s triumphant smile was a thing of beauty… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kazy and Grace had the morning off. They’d decided to check out the new caravan that’d arrived the evening before. It wasn’t a particularly large caravan so Kazy thought they might be disappointed by its offerings.  
 
    However, a little excitement had to be better than no excitement at all.  
 
    Grace turned toward her, “Have you heard anything about this caravan?” 
 
    Kazy shook her head. Her eyes were focused on a group of young people who, surprisingly, looked like they were leaving the caravan and heading toward the town. Usually, the first day in a new town everyone in a caravan was busy getting set up. You didn’t get time to go check out the town for yourself until the morning of the second day. Or, perhaps if things were slow, you might be able to go into town the afternoon of the first day. Not the morning of the first day. 
 
    She’d just turned her attention back to the caravan, curiosity unsatisfied, when one of the little group started angling toward her and Kazy. Maybe they need directions? she wondered. It could be they have to find certain supplies in order to finish setting up? Or, perhaps they’re merchants who sell a bulk product to stores in town and they’re going in to find stores that want to buy it. But then, why so many of them? And all so young? And not carrying samples? Maybe they buy a bulk product in Clancy Vail and they’re all going to be needed to carry it back? But don’t they have a mule or horse? 
 
    Now the entire group was heading to intersect with Grace and Kazy, suggesting they were sticking together. That might be because they were all needed to carry back whatever they were after. Or, it might just be that it made good sense to stay together in a strange town. She decided she wasn’t going to be able to figure out what they were doing until she talked to them 
 
    As they approached, Kazy took a moment to check their attitudes with her ghirit. They weren’t hostile. They seemed to be more of the excited and friendly persuasion. Perhaps a bit naïve about the world. Kazy and Grace slowed. “Hello?” Kazy said, both a greeting and an interrogative about what the people wanted. 
 
    The young man in front, who looked to be about twenty, said, “Do you know if healer Eva Hyllis lives here? We’ve traveled with two different caravans trying to find her. The latest word we’ve gotten is that she lives here in Clancy Vail.” 
 
    Kazy blinked in surprise, surveying them quickly with her eyes. They all looked healthy. Three women and one other man. The young man in front and one of the women seemed strangely familiar, though Kazy would’ve sworn she hadn’t actually seen any of them before. She guessed that the ages of the five people ranged from seventeen to twenty-five. Her eyes narrowed and she asked, “Who’s sick?” 
 
    The young man looked startled, then grinned. “Oh, we’re all fine. We want to become healers ourselves. Even as far away as we live, we’ve heard stories about Ms. Hyllis. People say she cures things no one else can.” He leaned a little closer and spoke as if revealing a secret, “I mean, really heals people. She doesn’t just tell people she can heal them, charge them a lot of money, shake her rattle and send them on their way.” He shook his head, “In fact, we’ve been told if a patient doesn’t get better she doesn’t charge them at all!” 
 
    A blonde woman gave a little laugh and said, “Come on now Hareh, she’s not a saint! No one could live up to the image you’ve built in your mind.” 
 
    Kazy glanced at the woman, then curiously at Grace, wondering how she was taking this. Grace looked amused. Kazy turned back to Hareh. “And… what exactly are you wanting from Eva?”  
 
    “Oh!” one of the women said with a little gasp. “You know her?” 
 
    Kazy nodded slowly, wondering why she felt reluctant to answer their questions. They were much closer now so she quickly scanned them again with her ghirit. The impression she got was overwhelmingly positive, though she thought one of them might have less than noble purposes. She couldn’t tell that for sure without focusing on them one at a time, an endeavor that would bring the conversation to a standstill. Instead, rather than answering their question, she waited for them to answer hers. 
 
    Hareh said, “We want to… apprentice ourselves to her if she’ll have us. Learn what we can of her methods and take them back to the people of our hometowns. Spread her techniques. Do you know if she takes apprentices?” 
 
    Kazy nodded again, feeling Grace’s curious eyes on her. Grace probably wondered why she was so reticent. Feeling like she was forcing the words out, Kazy said, “She does.” When they weren’t immediately forthcoming with another question, she studied the man called Hareh, “You’re right. She doesn’t charge people who don’t get better. And,” she looked the blond woman in the eye and spoke with a voice that crackled with emotion, “you’re wrong. She is a saint.” Turning without waiting to see their reaction, Kazy said, “I’ll take you to her.” 
 
    Grace laughed, “What about our ‘morning off’ to see the caravan?” 
 
    Without turning, Kazy waved at the caravan grounds, “Go on without me. Come back and tell me what I missed. This’ll be important to Eva… so it’s important to me.” 
 
    As Kazy led them toward the tavern, Hareh looked surprised, “Where’re we going?” 
 
    Kazy pointed, “The tavern there. That’s where we live.” 
 
    “I thought she lived in Clancy Vail?” Hareh asked suspiciously. 
 
    “She did,” Kazy answered. “We moved recently for… various reasons.” 
 
    “She lives outside the wall?” one of the women asked as if horrified by such a situation. 
 
    “We do,” Kazy said, not explaining further. 
 
    “You keep saying, ‘we,’” Hareh said, walking beside her. “Are you her daughter? 
 
    “Cousin,” Kazy said. She put out a hand, “Kazy Hyllis.” As they shook hands, she took advantage of his proximity to skim his thoughts. She didn’t want to be invasive, but she didn’t want Eva to get blindsided by someone trying to cheat her either. Oh, he’s nice, she thought with some surprise. He’s someone who really does want to help others. She thought to herself that the flavor of his mind seemed much like Eva’s. Masculine, but somehow similar in other ways. Maybe because of the way they both so badly want to help others? 
 
    “Oh,” Hareh said, sounding apprehensive. “Are you already apprenticed to her then?” 
 
    Kazy could feel the weight of his fear that Eva already had enough apprentices and wouldn’t need any more. She nodded and grinned. “She has four apprentices so far…” Kazy let the silence stretch to the breaking point before shrugging and flashing him a smile, “But she’d like to have a lot more.” She turned so her voice would carry to the others, “Eva’s dream is to start a medical school where people can come from all over to learn about medicine. Perhaps you’ll be her first students.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The tavern’s dining room was nearly empty. Kazy seated the five newcomers at a table in the corner. They were excitedly commenting on the smell of the bread. Kazy smelled it every day, so she’d forgotten how much it affected people who hadn’t smelled Eva’s cooking before. She sniffed. Must be fresh out of the oven, she thought. This gave Kazy an idea. She walked over to Farlin at the bar, catching up with his accounting. Indicating them with a glance, she said “They’ve traveled a long way, hoping to become students at Eva’s medical school. Eva would want to offer them hospitality while they wait. Can you get each of them a beer and a buttered slab of that fresh bread I smell?” 
 
    Farlin stared at her, looking like he wanted to roll his eyes though he didn’t. After a moment, he said, “Okaaay,” stretching the word. 
 
    Kazy went up the stairs, finding Eva, Vyrda, Daussie, and, to her surprise, Tarc. They were each copying from a separate textbook. Tarc usually claimed to have something more important to do. Eva didn’t push him to study medicine because of her belief that forcing him to do something he didn’t like would turn it into something he never wanted to do. Kazy glanced at the page he was copying and saw he was reproducing a complex illustration. Tarc was a surprisingly good artist. Kazy suspected Eva’d begged him to copy a few pictures and diagrams she considered particularly important. 
 
    Eva was looking at Kazy. She said, “It’s your morning off. I thought you were going to see the new caravan with Grace?” 
 
    Kazy nodded, “I was. But I met some travelers…” 
 
    When Kazy didn’t go on, Eva arched an eyebrow and said, “And…?” 
 
    “Apparently they’ve traveled with more than one caravan to get here…”  
 
    Eva snorted at the difficulty of dragging this out of Kazy. “And…?” 
 
    Kazy grinned, “They want to study under Eva Hyllis…” 
 
    Four pairs of eyes snapped up to study Kazy. Eva’s eyes narrowed, “Cooking? Or healing?” The way she spoke the words dismissed cooking and pinned her hopes on healing. 
 
    “Healing. I told them you wanted to start a medical school. Perhaps they could be your first class.” 
 
    Excitement flashed over Eva’s face and she jumped to her feet to give Kazy a big hug. Moments later Vyrda and Daussie had joined in. Tarc merely watched, though he looked happy enough for them. 
 
    After a moment, Eva pushed Kazy back out to arm’s length. “Wait. Do they have talents?” 
 
    Kazy’s eyes widened, “I don’t know. What did you want me to do? Ask them where the sun is? They’d hardly have trouble pointing at it, it’s hanging right up there in the eastern sky.” 
 
    “Um, no… I thought maybe you could tell with your ghirit?” 
 
    Kazy shook her head, “Haven’t learned how to do that yet.” She tilted her head, “Whether or not they have talent’s an issue, isn’t it?” 
 
    Eva nodded, “I’ve been worrying about it. Obviously, we can teach ordinary people a lot about medicine, but without talents…” She shook her head, “There’ll be so much they can’t do. And, if they become bitter about how we can’t teach them things and start telling people we’re witches…” 
 
    Speaking slowly, Daussie said, “So, are you just not going to teach people who don’t have talents? No matter how smart they are or how much they want to learn?” 
 
    Eva looked like her heart was breaking. “People like that could still do so much. I’ve been worrying about the sanitation here in Clancy Vail.” She shook her head sadly, “I think the town’s really lucky it hasn’t had a serious epidemic.” She glanced around at the others, “Sanitation saves a lot more people than medicine, it’s just that the people who didn’t die in an epidemic don’t know they’ve been saved. And, if they don’t know they’ve been saved…” her voice grew really quiet, “they don’t want to pay for it.” 
 
    Sounding appalled, Tarc said, “So you’re thinking you could teach them how to improve a city’s sanitation, but they wouldn’t be able to earn a living doing it?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Vyrda said slowly, “you could teach them how to be ‘healer’s assistants’?” Seeing a lot of curious looks, she elaborated, “Someone who organizes the patients in the waiting room, making sure the sickest ones get seen first. Who stocks the clinic with supplies and just does the mundane things so the healer can spend more time actually treating patients.” 
 
    Tarc snorted, “Yeah, I’ll bet the kind of people who traveled all this distance to learn medicine would just be delighted to be trained as healers’ helpers.” 
 
    Kazy said, “Well, they’ve got to be going crazy downstairs, wondering why you haven’t even come down to say hello. You don’t have to decide what you’re going to do with them right now, right? You’ll need to interview them and find out whether any of them actually do have talents. If some of them do, perhaps you could just select those for your school.” 
 
    Eva sighed but gained a look of resolve. “You’re absolutely right. Let’s go say hi.” As they all started down the stairs, she stopped Kazy to say, “I’d like to ask you to listen to their minds. Whether they have a talent or not, whether they’re intelligent or not, I don’t want to be teaching… bad people.” 
 
    “What kind of bad are you worried about?” 
 
    “Any kind. If there’s something you don’t like about them, I’m sure I won’t like it either. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    While they were waiting in the tavern dining room, a man served them each a mug of excellent beer and a thick slice of wonderful, freshly-baked, warm bread slathered with butter. Just as Hareh was starting to worry about why Kazy’d been gone so long, a group of people came down the stairwell and started across the dining room toward them. An older woman was at the front. Hareh felt surprised. I didn’t expect Eva to look so… ordinary, he realized. 
 
    Three of the four apprentices looked enough alike that Hareh thought they could be from the same family. An older woman, though not as old as Eva, and a teenaged boy and girl.  
 
    Oh, wow. I think I’m in love! The girl was beautiful, though obviously not stuck up about it. Baggy pants and a loose shirt with uncombed hair suggested she spent little time worrying about her appearance. Get yourself in control, he thought at himself, she’s too young for you! He turned his eyes back to Eva and realized with some surprise that she looked nothing like her cousin Kazy. 
 
    Hareh rose to his feet just before they arrived at the table. He made a little bow to Eva and said, “Ms. Hyllis, we’re so pleased to finally meet you.” Her eyes widened a little, but Hareh plunged on, trying to plead his case before he got interrupted. “We’ve heard of some of your cures all the way over in Cooperstown where I grew up. I and my friends all want to be healers so we saved up our money so we could travel to Walterston to ask if you would take us as apprentices. We were dismayed of course to learn you’d left Walterston, but as we followed you on the road to Clancy Vail, we kept hearing even more stories about your skill.” Realizing he was babbling on so she couldn’t get a word in edgewise, Hareh paused to see if she’d say anything in response. 
 
    To his consternation, she said, “My name’s Vyrda Soh.” Then she turned and held her hand out to the second oldest woman in the little group and said,  
 
    “This is Eva Hyllis. I’m studying under her and I must say,” she smiled, “that nothing you’ve heard about her is probably quite as good as the reality.” 
 
    Hareh turned his astonished eyes to the real Eva. She was studying him intently. She said, “You’re from Cooperstown?” 
 
    Unusually at a loss for words, Hareh nodded. 
 
    “Do you know Marissa Gaynor?” 
 
    Startled, Hareh nodded, “She’s my mother. Though her married name’s Ruen—”  
 
    His words were cut off when the famous Eva Hyllis took two strides forward to throw her arms around him.  
 
    Squeezing him tightly, head buried in his shoulder, Ms. Hyllis said with a sob, “I’m your aunt! Marissa’s my sister!” She pushed Hareh back to arm’s length to study his face, “How is she? I’m always saying I’ve got to go see her, but…” she got a distant look in her eyes, “it’s so far.” She looked into his eyes again, “It’s horrible to say, but I haven’t talked to my own sister for twenty years.” 
 
    “She’s…” Hareh’d almost said “okay,” out of habit, but it wouldn’t have been true. “She’s been sick. The local healers say it’s cancer. They shake their rattles, chant their prayers and ask for their money, but my mother doesn’t get better. She’s why I’m…” he swallowed against the lump in his throat, “She’s why I want to be a healer. A real healer.” Heart in his throat, he said, “I pushed my friends here to come looking for you now rather than later because I’ve been hoping you have a cancer medicine I can take back to her?” Earnestly, he said, “I’d come back to attend your school afterward…” His voice croaked, “Whether she gets better or not.” 
 
    Eva Hyllis’s face had crumpled and her eyes welled with tears. “I’ll come with you,” she choked out, then sobbed. She turned to the handsome young man behind her, “Tarc, will you come with me?” 
 
    He nodded… 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    Hope you liked the book! 
 
      
 
      
 
    To find other books by the author try Laury.Dahners.com. 
 
    Or his Amazon Author page 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Author’s Afterword 
 
     
 
    This is a comment on the “science” in this science fiction novel. I’ve always been partial to science fiction that poses a “what if” question. Not everything in the story has to be scientifically plausible, but you suspend your disbelief regarding one or two things that aren’t thought to be possible. Essentially you ask, “what if” something (such as faster than light travel) were possible, how might that change our world?  
 
    I think the rest of the science in a science fiction story should be as real as possible. 
 
    So, in this story, the central question continues to be what even weak telekinetic, teleportation, and telepathic powers would let you do. This story delves deeper into the medical applications of such abilities (which seem endless) and the moral and ethical ramifications of using them (which are frightening). 
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