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With amother likethis. ..

Karish was never meant to be the Duke. His older brother had had the title, and, from what | learned,
had been thrilled to indulge in the aristocretic lifestyle, but he' d ruined everyone s expectations by dying
before marrying or having children. That left it to his mother, the Dowager Duchess, to choose the new
titleholder. For some reason, she' d chosen her second son, the Source she' d been happy to send away
to the Academy, the son who' d never had amoment of training in the duties of being atitleholder and a
landlord, when there were severd more qualified cousins clambering to take thetitle.

Karish hadn’t wanted thetitle, for which I’ d be forever grateful. He couldn’t be both a Source and a
Duke, with dl the Duke s responsihilities. If he had taken thetitle, he wouldn't have been able to work as
a Source, which would mean he’ d have no use for me. Bonded to him, | wouldn't be able to work with
any other Source. | would have been left with nothing to do.

Karish pulled back and straightened his shoulders. “ The Empress obvioudy misunderstands the gravity of
the Situation and merely needsingtruction.”

“And thefact that pursuing thetitle could get you hanged, what about that?’
“That’ sjust the law. What isthe [aw to her?’

Marvelous. The blasted woman was going to get us both killed.

Acetitlesby Moira J. Moore
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Chapter One

| was not drunk, but | had every right to be, considering the circumstances. | was on the small side and
I’d had little to eat dl day. It was cold in the middle of summer. My married mother was on the other
sde of the room flirting with the new Captain of the Western Runners, and the too-good-Iooking brother
of the hostesswas trying to charm me. So, dl inal, | deserved adrink or four, and | thought | was doing
pretty well. | was dtill upright, my words weren't durred, and | hadn’t done anything to embarrass mysdif.
Yet.

| couldn’t work because my partner, Source Shintaro Karish, was il in Erstwhile, attending the
Empress, whatever that meant. | hated not working. | hadn’t spent seventeen years of my lifeinan
academy training to be a Shield just to Sit around doing nothing. But | couldn’t work without my Source,
and that wasthat.

“Can | have another of these?’ | asked Erin Demaris, the aforementioned brother of the hostess. | held
out my glass, which until afew moments before had held the remnants of a dangeroudy tasty concoction
involving strawberries, rum and crushed ice,

“Certainly,” he said, taking the glass and twisting in his chair to hold it out to hissgter. “ Another berry
frod, Risa”

Hissgter, RisaDemaris, turned from another conversation, her earrings chiming lightly as she moved. |
looked at her with envy. Tal, leanly muscled, with tightly braided red hair, she enjoyed an air of power
and fierce elegance. Her gorgeous brown skin glowed against her orange and gold sarong. I'd dways
hated the color orange, but she made it look tasteful and joyous. There was no way she could ever pass
unnoticed in acrowd.

I”’d met her the previous year, when my Source had gone missing. She' d been one of the Runners
assigned to find him. She hadn’t, because no one would have ever suspected a Source could be
abducted away to another city by another Source. I'd found him myself, but only because I’ d been
deliberately led to him by one of the abductor’ sfollowers.

Many of the Runners|’d encountered upon our return to High Scape had seemed offended by my
interference. Runnersinvestigated crimes. Shields protected Sources while said Sources camed
earthquakes and tornadoes and dl the other intense natural disastersthat constantly threstened our cities.
Never thetwo shall meset.

Risahad invited me over for dinner. She wasthat sort of person.

Sheglared at Erin. He grinned back at her, awide uninhibited display of even white teeth. She snatched
the glassfrom him. She pointed at me as shelooked at him. “You'relucky | like her,” sheinformed him



before heading off to the kitchen.

| watched him turn back around in his chair. Once upon atime blue eyes had been my preference. Not
s0 long ago, the preference had somehow did over to black. Erin had just the kind of dark
come-drown-in-me eyes that had become so dangerous to me. Short black hair coiled close to the head,
creamy brown skin, and that easy white smile. Hewas, | thought glumly, beautiful. He was dso agood
dedl older than his sster, and he had the comfortable, settled confidence of the mature man. What was he
doing talking to me?

Hewastelling me about the law. He was asolicitor, of al things. But he wasn't boring about it. He d had
me laughing, earlier, telling me about ludicrous obscure laws no one remembered, but for which people
could still be prosecuted. Likeit wasillegal to hang one' slaundry outside on sevenday in Darkenwood.
Oritwasillega to pretend to practice— though not to actualy practice— witchcraft in Red Deer. And
my persona favorite, in Gathering Place it wasillegal to walk apig on aleash on the street. Erin couldn’t
tell me whether it wasthe pig, the leash, or the city street that was objectionable, though he did claim
there were no smilar restrictions on any other species of livestock.

“So how long are you staying in High Scape?’ | asked him, trying to keep him talking so | wouldn’t have
to. Hewas aresdent of Erstwhile, the Empress  City. Where Karish wasright then.

And could | please stop thinking about Karish? Just for amoment? Please?

Erin shrugged. “However long it takes usto patch together the Bill. There are only eighteen of us.” He
rolled hiseyes. “So it shouldn’t take more than afew years.”

The Bill. Meant to create a new quota within the Imperia Council. Once it was passed, at least athird of
the seats would have to be held by members of the merchant class. Or so said the rumors. Mother was
very excited about it, and sometimes | suspected the real reason she was visiting me was to somehow
watch the Bill being created. That or Prince Gifford' svisit, scheduled for later that summer.

| till didn’t understand why the Bill was being drafted in High Scape instead of Erstwhile. High Scape
was the economic center, but Erstwhile was the seet of political power. Then again, most of the
merchants, the powerful ones, lived in High Scape. Were they actualy being consulted?

I’d heard most of the High Landers were spitting nails over the Bill. They had no interest in sharing
power, or the Council’ s Chambers, with merchants. The Empress wasingstent on shoving it through.
Her son and heir, Prince Gifford, hated the idea, and had declared his opposition so loudly that even |,
generdly ignorant of politicsas| usualy was, had heard of hisviews.

Risareappeared, afresh drink in hand. “Hereyago, kid,” shesaid. “You'relucky | likeyou, too. Do
you have any idea how expensiveiceisthisyear?’

| was sure my stare was quite blank. “Expensive? Ice? It' sjust frozen water.”

Erin chuckled. “ Sure, plenty of that in winter. Not so easy to come by in summer. Even one ascold as
thisone”

| looked at the drink in my hand. “Where does this come from, then?’

Risashrugged. “I buy it from theice man, who deliversit in abig cube wrapped in burlap. I1t's good for



only afew days”

“And this costs money?’

“Everything costs money, Dunleavy.”

Wédll, aye, | knew that. Sources and Shidds didn’t use money, as we were given free goods, services
and shelter in exchange for our unpaid labor. Everyone else had to pay for things, though, and |
understood the necessity of it.

Still. Ice? Ice was something created by nature. It was like asking peopleto pay for air.

And thiswas my third berry frost. | wish I’d known there was a cost associated with it. Because | didn’t
want it anymore.

But | didn’'t dare say that. “ Thank you, Risa. | redlly appreciateit.”
“Noworries” shesadwithawink. “Isthemusic dl right for you?’

I’ d been too digtracted to even hear the music for the past hour or so. | concentrated on the light lyrical
strands floating from the flutist stuck in the far corner. “No danger of that making me go berserk,” |
assured her. “Your furniture is safe. So are your guests.”

Risanodded, then dapped her brother on the shoulder. * Stop monopolizing her.”

Heraised hiseyebrows. “Do you see some kind of barricade around us?’ he demanded with
amusement. “Anyoneisfreetojoin usif they wish.”

“Huh,” she said, unimpressed. Then she wandered away, her attention caught by someone else.

“But,” Erin continued, briefly touching the back of my hand, “whether or not I’ ve been monopolizing you,
| have been monopolizing the conversation. So please,” he gestured at me, “What'sit liketobea
Shidd?’

Ugh. | hated that question. | heard it so very often. I’d been out of the academy for alittle more than a
year and | was aready sick of trying to describe my calling to people who couldn’t possibly understand.
Therewere partsof it | just couldn’t explain, because| didn’'t understand them mysdlf. They just were.
Other aspectswere, asfar as| was concerned, none of their business. But | had to tell them something.

The upside to being asked the same question about eighty thousand times wasthat | had developed a
nice neat answer that usudly addressed every eement of aregular’ s curiogty. “1 was born with this
ability,” | said, my voiceimmediately dropping into the sng-song of awell-worn recita, “and my parents
sent me to the academy when | wasfour yearsold. | don’t remember this happening, but | have been
told it was not atraumatic experience for me. It rardly isfor Shields. My family was able to vist me often
and | fed | know themwell.” Or aswdll as| could, under the circumstances. “1 enjoyed my classes,
modlly. | redlly do have alittle more difficulty feding thingslike pain— or the cold— than regulars, and |
had to be taught how to fed them when | wasachild. | am, however, extremely sendtive to the effects of
music, which iswhy Risais showing such care. It can make me very emotional, sometimesviolent, and it
iskind of Risato invite meto agathering like this, especiadly when my Sourceisn't available to watch
me.” | hated, redly redlly hated, that Karish was needed to keep me under control at times. It was so



humiliating. “| realy am bonded to my Source, and no, that does not mean we arein love or can't bear to
be out of each other’scompany.” | knew | was wasting my timethere. I’ d read enough novels and seen
enough playsto know regularsloved romanticizing the Pair bond. Every Pair in every piece of fiction,
tragedy or comedy, ended up lovers. “All it redly meansisthat | can shield Karish better than | can any
other Source.” Wdll, no it could sometimes mean more than that. We could make each other fedl better
with proximity and touch, easing aches and injuries. | always beat him at cards, because | could
somehow tell how he felt about his hand. And the big disadvantage: When one partner died, the other
died with them. But | didn’t tend to discussthat sort of thing with regulars. Give them alittle bit of
information about the emotiona and physica impacts of the bond and they started weaving weird
fantases. “ Shidding isdifficult but dso exciting. Basicdly it entaills making sure the forcesthe Sourceis
handling during an event or disaster don't crush him and kill him.” A smplified verson of events, but it
was redly hard to explain to people who couldn’t do it.

Erin blinked, looking alittle sunned. Then he smiled. | had afeding he had redized his question wasn't
exactly origind. Smart lad. “And what isit like to be aShied for Lord Shintaro Karish?’

Ooh, hated that question even more. “Karish isathorough professond.”

But Erin didn’t want to know about that. They never did. “ That’ s not exactly what | asked,” he said,
which waskind of true. “ And one hears things about him.”

It was my turn to shrug. “No one can help what people say about him except those that do the talking.”
And if some of the rumors were based on fact, well, that was no one' s business. | wasn't going to defend
Karigh' s actions to anyone. He was a good, decent man and an excellent Source and what hedid in his
freetime with consenting adultswas purdly his affair.

Another bent smile. “I see”

And that wasit. Apparently he was ready to drop it. How unique of him.

Something shattered, the sharp sound exploding across the room, hating music and conversation. “ Damn
it!” | heard Risahiss.

Erin was on hisfeet. “What happened?’ he demanded.
“The damned bottle exploded. Just as | was opening it.”

“She' sdiced her hand up pretty bad,” | heard someone say. Bardma stood beside Risa, holding the
Runner’ s hand and peering into the blood. “| can’t see any glass,” she said, “but it’s hard to be sure.”

Erin looked down at me. “Excuse me,” he said to me. He was off before | nodded. He took Risa by the
elbow and led her towards the kitchen. | knew nothing about medica aid, and it didn’t appear life
threatening, so | decided not to follow him.

Bardmaknelt down to pick up the pieces of broken bottle. “ Careful,” | said, grabbing up some serviettes
to mop up the wine. At least the wine was white.

“It'sthe Spring Ve, too,” Bardmamuittered. “Too bad. Though it’ s not like she should be splashing out
on that sort of thing.”



| had no ideahow much money a Runner earned, and if the number of coinsweretold to meit wouldn't
mean much anyway. But it dways seemed to me that every time Risathrew a party, she served the best
of everything. “Risaisvery generous” | said.

“Hmph,” was Bardma s response. For some reason this resulted in an uncomfortable sllence.
“What was that lovely piece you werejust playing?’ my mother asked the sartled flutist.
She blinked. “Uh, Twilight Sonata,” she stuttered.

“Please, dart it again. It will soothe my nerves after hearing about poor Lord Greenmist.” My mother laid
her hand againgt the base of her throat, as though she were worried about fainting. An oddly fragile
gesture from awoman | knew to be robust and cam.

“Oh my yes, can you believeit?’ said ayoung woman named Ddlia, who worked at the pie shop Risa
loved. Asfar as| knew, that was the only thing the two of them had in common. Deliamade piesand
Risaloved egting them. Risa could make friends with absolutely anyone.

“Just disappearing like that,” Delia continued, snapping her fingers. “It's spooky.”

“Oh, no doubt he'll show up in aditch somewhere,” said Samud, abailiff. “Probably got drunk and was
attacked by robbers.”

Shaka, adtreet artist who thought he knew everything, snorted. “They’ d be wasting their time, wouldn't
they? Greenmist’ s pockets have lessin them than mine.”

It never ceased to amaze me, the kinds of intimate details strangers knew about each other. I'd never
heard of Greenmist before he went missing. | certainly didn’t know the weight of his purse. But once he
disappeared he was famous, and everyone knew how well— or badly— he' d done in school, who he
dept with and what he liked to eat for breakfast. Incredible.

“If helooked the part of alord, they wouldn’t know he was broke until after they went after his purse,”
Captain Wong pointed out.

“And then they would have killed him for raising their hopes.”
“Don’t say that, Shaka,” Deliachided him. “There' s no reason to think he' s dead.”

“No reason to think heisn’t,” Shakaretorted. “No one' sfound any of the other High Landersthat have
gone missing, have they? The Risto Reaper strikes again, and gets away scot free.”

Puerile name aside, | had to admit— to myself— that | was fedling uneasy, too. Five disappearances
over fivemonths, al of them aristocrats, with no indications of why they were disappearing. No one
knew for sure that there was a single person behind it, if the disappearances were even connected at al,
but stories of the Risto Regper, some brilliant, mad villain intent on cleaning out the High Landed class of
itsleast appealing members, were making the rounds. And for that reason, | waswilling to let Karish
linger in Erstwhilefor aslong as he liked.

Captain Wong' s eyes narrowed at the less than subtle criticism. “We reworking oniit,” he snapped.



“Sureyou are, Captain, but nothing’ sturning up, isit?’
The party had taken a decidedly dark turn.
“He might have merdly taken avacation,” said the Captain.

| wanted to smirk. | couldn’t believe he' d said that. How weak. Captain Wong knew it, too, if the way
he flushed were any indication.

“Without teling anyone about it?” Shakamocked him.

“Besdes,” Samud added, “he didn’t have any money either. Where was he going to go?’

Vigting friends and family who had money. I’ d heard aristocrats did alot of leeching.

“What would anyone want with landless High Landers?’ the Captain chalenged them. “All the High
Landers who' ve gone missing have had no power, no money, no land. There was no reason to take any
of them. Or kill any of them. And we have no evidence at dl that the disappearances are related to each
other. | tell you, it’sjust abunch of bad coincidences. Or someone' sidea of ajoke.”

“Oh, who cares?’ Zeva piped up, speaking for thefirst time. She was aprostitute. | found it ironic she
had been invited to aRunner’ shome for asocial engagement. “ They’re High Landers. UsdlessHigh
Landers. If there is someone picking them off, they’re doing us afavor.”

“That' saterrible thing to say,” Ddliascolded her.

“Oh, grow up.”

“If someone' s doing something to these people,” said the Captain, “it isacrime, and they will be
punished.”

“Aye, as soon as you can figure out what isgoing on and who isdoing it,” said Shaka, hisvoice nicely
laced with derision.

And they were off. Suddenly the whole room was taken over with competing discuss ons concerning the
uselessness of High Landers and the ineffectiveness of Runners. | folded my collection of sodden
serviettes and put them on atable. | made my way through the crowd, sneaking up to my mother’sside.
“Wdl done, Mother.”

“I thought s0,” my mother responded without atrace of remorse. “It’ s certainly more interesting than
talking about the most fashionable length of skirtsthis season.”

She had apoint there. | didn’'t know if Risawould appreciate my mother setting her guests at each
other’ sthroats, though.

“Y ou seem to be enjoying Erin’s company,” my mother said.
“Y ou seem to be enjoying the Captain’s,” | retorted sharply. Ooh, bad. Keep the tone even.

“Yes, he'sinteresting,” she answered, unmoved by my obvious disgpprovd. “1 spend so much time



talking to holders and traders, it’s nice to meet someone with acompletely different perspective on
things. I’m sure you understand.”

Thehdl | did. | wasn't laughing coyly and flipping my hair at anyone. “What would Fether say if he saw
you flirting that way?” And why was| ill talking? 1t had nothing to do with me.

Mother stared at me, surprised. Then she tarted laughing. Not the reaction I’ d been expecting. “My
dear sweet cloigtered child! That was't flirting!”

| was not swest, cloistered, or achild. “Y ou were fiddling with your hair,” | pointed out.

“Yes, well, | wasn't trained out of my natura twitches, dear,” my mother said dryly. “Unlike some.”
I’d never had any twitches. “I’m serious, Mother.”

“Yes, dear, aren’'t you dways.”

| had discovered that my mother was never short of aquick comeback. That could be annoying. “Itis
not appropriate for you to be making up to another man—"

Mother rolled her eyes. “I was not making up to him, Lee. | wasjust talking to him, and enjoying it. We
are people. People are meant to enjoy each other’ s attractions.”

“Mother!” | couldn’t believe what | was hearing.
“I’'m not talking about sex, Lee”

Gods. Struck speechless. | was not hearing this. Surely | wasn't too old to stick my fingersin my ears
and hum? Surely.

“What iswrong with enjoying another person’swit? Or the timber of their voice? What' swrong with
liking the knowledge that they enjoy your company, too?’

| tried again. “When you' re married—"
“Y ou swear your loyaty to one person. And your fiddlity. It doesn’t mean you can't enjoy the company
of other people. And it doesn’t mean we can't like being attractive to others. Elsewe' d al be wearing

black.” She looked me up and down with blatant censure.

| wasn't wearing black. | was wearing a dark blue gown of smple, practica lines. It wasn't the most
attractive gown | had, but it waswarm. I’ d wanted something warm. “Don’'t start, Mother.”

“Thet dress—"
“I likethisdress”
“It'salovely dress. For someone twice your years.”

So?1 hadn't noticed ared difference in the fashion of young girls and mature women, more sthe pity.
“It' sfine”



“It does nothing for your complexion or your figure.”

Was pade acomplexion? And | had, unfortunately, no figure to spesk of. | was neither etheredlly thin nor
sensudly voluptuous. The best anyone could say about me wasthat | was hedthy.

There were timeswhen it was gppropriate for me to go to the extraordinary effort of looking my pitiful
best. Aninformal party given by afriend was not one of thosetimes. I’ d just have to charm people with
my winning persondity. But my mother wouldn’t accept that. It was the only thing marring her visit. From
day one she hadn’'t stopped harping on my clothes. “Leaveit, Mother. | meanit.”

“Right then.” Mother nodded. “How about we come to an agreement? | won’t comment on your way of
doing things and you won't comment on mine.”

“Fine” My mother was agrown woman. If she wanted to make aduplicitous, unfaithful fool of her . . .

| shook my head, actually shook my head right there in the middle of the room where everyone could see
me. It was none of my business. Redlly. | hadn’t lived with the family since | wasfour yearsold. | had no
idea how they behaved on the day-to-day basis. Maybe my father was aflirt, too.

It was strange, seeing my mother every day, without the rest of my family. | wouldn't have thought of
such avist mysdf. But I'd barely settled back in to High Scape after returning from Erstwhile before |
got aletter from my mother, telling me she was going to visit and teach me how to live in the real world.

Shedidn’t actudly write that last bit out, but that was what she meant. | could tell. And | didn’t mind. It
had been made clear to me, not long after | |eft the academy, that | didn’t understand how regular people
lived.

And | didn't really know my mother, despite what | had said to Erin. Despite what | often actually
thought. | knew her better than most of the students of the academy had known theirs, for my family had
had the means and theinclination to vist me dmost annudly. But those had been short vidits, only a
couple of weeks, barely worth the trip. And they had been on academy grounds, wherewe were all
subject to academy rules. And it had been my mother and father and sister and brothers and me.

Thiswas different. Mother was staying for an indefinite time— and with her behavior with the Captain |
was beginning to wonder why, if there was something going on with the family that | knew nothing
about— and it was just her, with none of the othersfor distraction. We were both adults, free of
anyone' srules but our own. She was staying a an expensive boarding house called the Lion’s Den, but
she spent most of her days at the Triple S house, occasiondly staying the night. Which sort of made me
the hogt, but she was my mother, which meant— didn’t it?— that she had some kind of authority over
me. It was alogistical mess. Who was supposed to be making the decisions for whom?

| went back to my drink. It had started to melt. It didn’t taste as good that way .

Risaand Erin returned from the kitchen, halting the conversations because they were carrying food,
which dways had that effect. And the food was on fire. Chunks of mesat and whatnot on sticks, onfire.
Apparently it was supposed to be served that way. | didn’t know if serving flaming food to acohol-filled
people was the best idea ever, but it certainly made a good spectacle.

After everyone who cared for some had been served with torched meat and fresh drinks, Erin came



back to me. “ Sorry about that.”

“Isshedl right?’

“She seemsto be, just washed off the blood and wrapped a bandage around her hand, but with Risait’'s
aways hard totell. Y ou know these law enforcement types. Can’t show any pain unlessyou' re actualy
dead, and then, well, what’ sthe point?’

He said that asthough it were abad thing.

“Ahhdl!” Samud shouted, disgust blatant in histone, hiswords silencing the conversation and music
once more. He was staring out awindow. “It's snowing!”

Snowing? Was that what he’d said? Asin white, frozen precipitation?

A rush to the other windowsin the flat, and | was no better than the others. | flipped aside acurtain and,
aye, it was snowing. Hard. Pretty.

“But it ssummer!” Deliawailed.
“Don’'t suppose there' s anything you can do about this,” Samuel said to me.

| was startled by the question. Thiswas snow, not an earthquake. Why would he even think to ask me
that? | shook my head. “1 can't do anything without Taro. Besides, we can’t do anything about snow.”

The expression on Samue’ s face suggested that might have been one of the stupidest things he'd ever
heard. “You don't do snow?’ he demanded.

That was not what | had said, and | certainly hadn’t used a tone that implied mere snow was somehow
beneath the efforts of a Triple S Pair. “We can’t do anything about snow, rain, overcast days. Y ou
know, norma wesather. Just cyclones and earthquakes and the like. Big, unnatura events.”

“Areyou trying to tell me snow in the middle of summer is't unnatura ?’

He had methere, but it didn’t change the fact that there was nothing | could do.

| set my drink down. No more acohol for me. It was depressing me. And redlly, there was no reason for
feeling inadequate. Karish would be back soon; he'd promised in hislast letter. Then I’d be back on the
roster and back at work and life would fed normal again.

“Damnit,” said Zeva “Asif businessweren't bad enough thissummer. This Il just kill it.”

“You'retelling me.” Delia, who' d been holding up acurtain to Sare at the snow, let it dide back into
place. Shelooked a Zevaand smiled wryly. “I’m sure you'll do better then me, though. | have afeding

there are more willing to brave the cold for your product than for mine.”

Zevasnorted. “Maybe,” she said, “But then | just have to spend more money on frostbite cream, and |
haveto put it in the most unusud places”

That earned chuckles from everyone, including my mother, so | decided not to be shocked on her behalf.



“If things continue asthey are, I'll haveto leavetown,” said Shaka. “I’ m thinking of heading south.
Maybeto Three Keys.”

“Y ou're running out of money?’ | asked Shaka
“Aye. Busnessisred dow.”

“But you' ve dways been popular.” His showsinvolved acombination of juggling, deight of hand and
voca comedy, and every time I’ d seen him he’ d been surrounded by athrong of spectators.

“No one wants to stand around in this cold.”

“But—" | cut mysdf off. | had no right to ask why, with day after day of huge piles of coinstossed at
Shaka sfeet, he now found himsdf without because things had dowed down for awhile. While |
couldn’t understand why someone whose livelihood was so rdliant on the weather didn’t fortify himself
againg the event that the weather turned difficult Smply by putting aside some money, it wasn't my place
to say anything about it. | didn’'t have to pay for anything. What did | know about budgeting or saving for
the future?

“Hey,” said Risa, her voice sharp. “That’ s enough talk about money. | happen to know no one with any
classtalks about money at parties. Amia, Sart playing.”

The music resumed. Erin fetched more wood and built up thefire until it wasroaring. It gavetheroom a
cheery atmosphere, and after awhile everyone seemed to forget it was an atmosphere unsuited to the
season. More drink, more food, more conversation. All in dl, asuccessful party, despite lacking any
outbreak of scandal or abrawl. | had agood time.

But when Mother and | |eft thewarm flat, it was ftill snowing. That was strange. And | didn't like
drange. Thelast time things were strange, it was because atwisted crazy Source had used his abilitiesto
ddiberately create said cyclones and earthquakes and the like. For the fun of it. Because he could.
Because he was bored. And crazy. He had chosen toppling cities and causing the deaths of thousands as
asort of hobby.

Strange was bad.

| pulled the collar of my dress closer to my neck. The chill was making even me uncomfortable. And it
seemed to me abad sign. Bad signs put me in abad mood. And bad moodswere just plain
unprofessond.

So | ignored the chill. Problem solved.

Chapter Two

It had been snowing for three days. Big fat flakesthat stayed on the ground, and accumulated, and built
up, and soaked through boots and caused collisonsin the streets and killed crops and generdly infuriated
everyone. Except the kids, who were having agrand time building snow forts and engaging in snowball
fights. But it was winter, in the middle of summer. It wasweird and frightening and redlly, redly irritating.



| tapped my boot against the door frame, did odging the snow that had been caked to the sole. On the
second day, when | redlized that the snow was going to be around for awhile, | had dug out my winter
wardrobe, which only gave my mother fresh fodder for eye-rolling and pained expressions. My choice of
winter clothing caused her some distress. She claimed it was possible to have clothes that were both
practicd and stylish. | had begged to differ. It seemed to me one aways had to be sacrificed to the other,
and | preferred to ditch the style and keep the comfort. Besides, there was a rush on materials that
merchants had packed away or |eft to dwindle for the summer season. Thetailors werein a panic and
their services were scarce. Asa Shield | could be put on thetop of any list, my orders given priority over
any, even the High Landed, but I d never felt right about pulling rank like that. Especialy when | dready
had clothes | was perfectly happy with, my mother be damned.

“You're back quick,” the bedamned woman called out as| pulled off my boots.

“The gtalsweren't out.” I"d been sent out by my mother to hunt down bay leaves. Being sent out on
errands for my mother was a new experience for me. Onel couldn’'t say | cared for.

“Ohwell. | guess| can do without it.”
| hung up my cloak on a peg by the door and wandered into the kitchen. “ That smellsreally good.”

My mother shrugged. “It' sonly stew,” she said, stirring the pot. “ Nothing special. | should teach you how
to cook.”

| pulled out some cutlery. “Ben usudly cooksfor us”

“Ben’snot here, though, ishe?’

There was something censorious about her tone that irked me. “No, Mother, heisn't.”

“Y ou shouldn’t haveto rely on othersto cook for you.”

I”d often thought so mysdlf. Why did having her say the exact same thing irritate me so much?

We heard the entrance door open and close. A loud thud on the floor, followed by some lighter ones, as
of someone stlamping ther fest.

“Ah, good, one of the others are here,” Mother commented. “1’ ve made enough for everyone. | can’t
believe, with six and ahdf Pairsliving here, how empty this place dwaysis.”

| hated being called half aPair.

| quietly stepped out of the kitchen, into the corridor to the foyer. | wanted to see who it was before
cdling out aninvitation to join us. If it were LaMonte or, far worse, Wilberforce, I’ d back into the
kitchen unnaticed.

There was no chance of that once | saw who was standing at the door, reading aletter. He was shorter
and dighter than most men, with golden brown skin and hisblack hair growing long in lazy curves, and he
was most definitely asight for soreeyes. | smiled. “Taro!”

Lord (former) Shintaro Karish looked up from his|etter, the frown between his eyebrows melting away.



“Evening, my lovel” he said before grabbing me up in abear hug and lifting me clear off my feet. | rolled
my eyes and hugged him back and didn’t dwell on the fact that | probably would have felt hurt had he
done anything less.

It felt good to hold him. I'd missed him.

“Y ou're back earlier than you'd said,” | commented once he' d put me back on my feet. | brushed snow
off his shoulder, the one with the black Source braid.

He grinned, the completely carefree grin, the one that made his black eyes crinkle at the corners. “Her
Royd Imperid Mgesty got bored with me, didn’'t she?” he announced gaily. “With what she most
enjoyed contented least.”

| wastaking agood look a him, and | was shocked. Karish was afine-boned, dender man. Right then
he looked gaunt, his cheekbones jutting out harshly through his skin. He seemed alittle pale, and he was
obvioudy exhausted. “What the hell have you been doing to yourself?” | demanded. Y ou look awful.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “ Thank you so much, darling. Y ou dways know just what to say to make me
fed good about mysdif.”

“Wereyou reveling every night or what?’
“So | must have been.”
“Zare, Taro. You'renotill, areyou?’

Hewas starting to look annoyed. “1’ ve just gotten off the road, Lee. | pushed mysalf hard to get here.
Giveover.”

All right. Fine. The solution was not to nag but to get him back into decent shape. “ Of course. You're
just in time for supper.”

His eyeswidened in panic he manfully attempted to hide. “Uh—"

| could practically seethe whedlsturning in his head as he desperately searched for agraceful way to
back out. | thought about letting him hang in torment but decided to take pity on him. | hadn’t seen himin
months, after dl. There would be plenty of opportunitiesto torture him later. “My mother’ s cooking, you
snob.”

“Oi, your mother! | forgot shewas here. I'm sorry.” He looked up the stairs and bent to pick up his
bags, with the obviousintention of heading up to hissuite.

| grabbed hisarm. “Don’t beridiculous. She' Il be thrilled to see you again. It s probably the red reason
shecame.” She' d been disgppointed, when she d firgt arrived in High Scape, to learn he was till in
Erstwhile. “Your cloak, sr. Mother!” Hewinced at the shout. “ Taro'sjoining usfor dinner.”

“Good!” she shouted back. “There s plenty.”

| raised my eyebrows at him. See?| took his cloak and hung it on apeg, then led him into the kitchen. “I
don’'t know if you remember meeting my mother—’



“Holder Mdlorough,” heinterrupted me smoothly. He just as smoothly took her hand and kissed the
back of it. “My memory isindeed faulty. I’ d forgotten you were so lovely.”

“No flirting with my mother, Karish,” | growled a him.

“Mind your own business, dear,” my mother chided mein apreoccupied tone, her eyes never leaving
Karish'sface.

Helaughed.

| went back to the cutlery drawer. Perhaps reintroducing my mother and my Source wasn't the best idea
after dl. They were both impossible.

“Most people who aren’t my children call me Teshia, Lord Shintaro.”
“Ah.” A flicker of discomfort crossed hisface. “It’sjust Shintaro, now. Taro, preferably.”

“I told you that, Mother.” | let an edge develop in my voice. Thiswas a sengitive subject for Karish, and
| had warned her about it. She should have known better.

But my mother was unapol ogetic. “ Some things transcend officialdom.”

“Sit down, Taro.” | returned the bottle of white wine to the icebox and pulled a bottle of red from the
cupboard next to it.

“Yes, do,” said my mother, moving back to the stove. “And tdl uswhat the Empress’ court islike” She
poured the stew from the pot to abowl and set it on the table.

Karish snickered ashe sat. “They’ll be breaking their necks any time now.”

| thought about that for amoment, then shook my head. Context wasn't going to help with that one.
“Huh?’ | said.

Karish picked up aserviette and refolded it. * Prince Gifford came to aparty wearing gold. All gold
clothes and some kind of gold cosmetic al over his skin, and gold glittery stuff in his hair. People went
crazy for it. And at the next party, at least haf the guestswere entirely in blue, or entirely in red, and so
forth. No gold, of course. That belonged to the Prince. Y élow was as close as anyone dared to go.” He
jeered. “Looked ridiculous.”

“Oh, and what color did you prefer?” | asked him, filling up hiswine glass.

He looked at mewith scorn. “I did not wear paint,” he sniffed.

“Ah, that' swhy only haf the guestsworeit,” | teased him. “It must have been ahorrible quandary for
them, poor nobles. Do they follow theillustrious example of their prince, or that of the dazzling . . .

Shintaro Karish.” Oops. I'd dmost said ‘lord.’

He stuck histongue out a me.



Mother looked alittle shocked at that. | was, too, really. Karish was usualy abit more reserved— uh,
maybe the more appropriate word was adult— around people he didn’t know well. But perhaps he was
tired.

Mother placed abow! of salad and a platter of diced bread on the table and took her seet. “ Certainly
after dl those months at court you saw more than absurd fashions?’ She ladled some stew onto his plate.

“Oh, of course. Lots of drama. Lots of intrigue. Who was friends with whom. Who was deeping with
whom. Who had falen out with whom.” He smiled, awry expression. “It reminded me alot of the
academy, actudly. Only with harder edges and more serious consequences.”

| suddenly had avision of growing up at the Source academy. It wasn't pretty. Just imagine, day after
day surrounded by hyper-emotiona Sources. While they were children. And adolescents. What a
nightmare.

Karish tasted the stew. “ Teshig, thisisdelicious.”

“Thank you,” my mother answered, her tone pensive as her mind was clearly on other matters. “What do
you think of the movement to put members of the merchant class on the council 7’

Karish shrugged. “The generd answer isthat it'sagood idea. They no doubt have a better understanding
of economicsthan your average risto, which will make for abetter budget plan, if nothing ese. Er,
maybe. But | do hope the merchant classisn't expecting some kind of revolution should their members
makeit to council. They'll just likely take on the opinions of their aristocratic colleagues.”

Mother pursed her lips. “That' sacynicd attitude.”

“Wandsareevil.”

Mother cocked her head to one side. “I’'m afraid | don’t understand,” she admitted.

Karish' s expression was one of untrustworthy innocence. “ Understand what?" he asked.

“Why I'm taking politics when you must be sick of deding with them,” said my mother, though | knew
that wasn't what she had been thinking about.

“Wadll, | am happy to be getting away fromit,” Karish sad. “ There’ stoo much ritua involved in
everything the courtiers do, from saying good morning to asking someoneto dance.” And dl of a sudden,
alook of dismay blossomed over hisface.

Ohno. “What'swrong?’ | asked himin darm.

Hegrimaced. “| haveto go to that ball party thing Y élowsisthrowing for Gifford,” he said sourly.
“Therewas an invitation waiting for mein the hal.”

| started laughing.
“It' snot funny.”

“It' shilarious.” | could think of nothing more boring than a party thrown by aristocrats. Oh, I’d heard of



the twisted things some of them got to, when they indulged in private house parties, but this sort of affair,
widdy known and with the very proper Prince in attendance, would no doubt be as dull as cricket.

“Crud, evil woman.”
“Areyou going to let him speak that way to me, Mother?’

Mother wasn't listening to us. She appeared to be studying Karish. “1 don’t suppose you' re wearing a

Wig.

Karish appeared startled. He wasn't the only one. My head was hurting with al the legpsin subject.
“No. Why?’

“Thet hair iswasted on aman.”

Hegrinned. “Shdl | shaveit off?’

“Do | want to win the acrimony of every woman in High Scape?”’

“And every man,” | muttered into my wine.

“Please don't encourage her,” said Karish, but | wasn't sure who he wastalking to.

“But you might want totrimit alittle”

“Mother!” How Karish wore his hair was absolutely none of her business. How could she?

Again, sheknew no shame. “And you,” she said to me. “Y ou have this beautiful red hair that youinsst on
wearing scraped back from your face in that ungppedling fashion.”

So | didn't like my hair hanging in my face. Who cared for fashion?

“Not dways,” said Karish, spearing hislast morsel of meat. Mother gave him more stew. “ She dressesiit
nicely for parties and whatnot.”

No no, it wasn't at al irritating to be spoken about in that way.

“She had it scraped back like that for Risa's party the other night.”

Hey, with dl that flaming food being flung about | was the safest person in the room.
“Andthishorrible—"

“It was not horriblel”

“__ shapeless—"

“It wasn't shapeless.”

“— drab sack of agown.”



“I thought you were going to givethisarest?’ Because surdly it was't right to criticize my appearance
likethat. Surdly it wasrude.

“1lied.”
Karish snickered.

“I will dressin the way that makes me comfortable, Mother.” Especidly after hearing her go on about it.
Yes, | wasthat obstinate, contrary and petty. | was not going to let her shoehorn me into anything now.
Not evenif | liked it.

“Yes, that’sdl very upfront, thisisme, takeit or leaveit brutaly honest,” my mother said dismissively.
“And while Erin demonstrated his maturity and depth of character by being able to see beyond the bland
exterior, don't you think you should reward his remarkable skills of perception by giving him something
pretty to look at next time?’

No. Start as you mean to go on, | dways say. Besides, expecting me to be pretty was unredistic.
Karish straightened in his chair. “Who isthis?’ he asked.

Thank you, Mother. Like he doesn't tease me enough. “Risa s brother.”

“Lee’ snew conquest,” my mother added with animpish smile.

More wine. Definitely needed more wine. “Y ou can cease and desist with the wedding plans, Mother.
I”’m not interested.”

Mother looked stunned. “Why not?’ she demanded, and to my ear it sounded like there was an edge of
actud anger in her voice. “He s perfectly charming.”

“He stoo good looking,” | announced, and immediately wished | hadn’t. When did my tongue get so
loose? 1t would have been fine had | said that when there wasn't an astonishingly good-looking manin
theroom. I could have explained why gorgeous men tended to be dangerous and unreliable and alittle
lacking in the persondity department. Of course, Karish had persondity, and he wasn't dangerous or
unreliableaslong as| didn’t degp with him, but how could | say al that in front of him without sounding
likeanidiot?*Besdes, he sasolicitor.”

“What' swrong with him being asolicitor?” my mother asked, her voicerising very highin her
exasperation.

| shrugged. “They’retoo dick. And too quick with their words. I’ d never win an argument.”
“Zaire, girl, you're getting ridiculous.” Mother wrenched adice of bread gpart with unnecessary
enthusiasm. “No doctors because they’ re all quacks. No moneylenders because their prioritiesare
skewed. No sailors because they’re at seamost of thetime.”

Though, to think about it, that was probably an asset. Redlly. Keep the romance dive by not seeing each
other too often.



“No oneinthe Triple S because that’ s too incestuous. No oneinvolved in palitics or city planning
because they’ re too boring. And now no solicitors because they can outtalk you. Serioudly, child, the
way you' re going, there aren’t going to be any professions|eft.”

Karish was watching me. And hey, the return of the expressionless mask. | hadn’t seen that for awhile,
Of course, he' d been away.

“What' s next?’ my mother asked. “The color of their eyes?”’

| Sghed, rested my chin in the pam of my hand, and watched my mother. Sometimesit was best just to
let thingsdide.

“Well, Teshia” Karish drawled, “While | agree Lee slist of restrictions wanders someinto the
ludicrous—" let it dide“— | can’'t be surprised that she’ s being so severe with hersalf. She has gppalling
tagtein men.”

| didn’t glareat him. Redlly, | didn’t. | just looked at him kind of hard. “Oneword,” | said. “Amanda.”
He glared, though. “ Shewas not—" He cut himself off.

Wheat, one of hislovers? Perhaps not anymore, but she had been at onetime. If my mother weren’t there
| would have had afield day with him. His sex life resembled aparade. Lots of materia for snappy
retorts. But not in front of my mother.

The corner of hismouth quirked up in afamiliar dy smile that was never good newsfor me. “Teshia,” he
sad, hisvoicelow and slky. “Leeisaways S0 reserved, so much in control. It's hard to imagine what
shewaslikeasalittlegirl.”

Oh bloody hell.

But my mother didn’t light up with glee, as| would have expected. She did smile, but it wasasad
expresson. “ Shield children aren’t like other children, Taro,” shetold him. “Leewasadwaysalittle. . .
serious. Not so inclined to get into anything foolish. | wish | had some embarrassing storiesto tell you,
but those kinds of incidents are usudly the result of impulse. As| understand it, Shields don’t have much
intheway of impulse. Besides, she was very young when we had to send her away. Wedidn't have alot
of timewith her.”

The awkward moment didn’t last long, because Karish reached across the table and tweaked my hair. “ |
can get her to embarrass hersdf,” he promised. “And then I [l tell you dl about it.”

My mother’ s smile brightened. “ Thank you, Taro. | would redlly appreciateit.”

Aye, thank you, Taro.

Oncewe had all eaten our fill, my mother covered asmall fake yawn with adelicate hand. Subtleasa
snowstorm. The only part of the act that was't blatantly obvious was the motive. “I should be getting
back to theLion.”

“I'll take care of the dishes, Mother. Thank you for the excellent medl.”



“Yes, thank you,” Karish added hadtily. “1t was wonderful.”

“I’'m glad you enjoyed it.” Mother leaned in to kiss my cheek. “ Good night, love.”

“’Night, Mother.”

Mother looked at Karish, reaching out to push back alock of black hair from hisforehead. He didn't
flinch back, as| probably would have. He was used to people touching him. “1 like you,” my mother
sad. “I'm glad my daughter isworking with a person like you.”

Hiseyeswidened. | heard him swallow. “ Thank you.” Hisvoice had abit of arasptoit.

What was that about?

Mother left. Karish looked down at the table, tapping his plate with hisfinger.

| stacked the plates and carried them to the sink. Karish followed me. “Where s Ben?’

“He' sbeenill. We'renot surewhat it is. He clams old age.”

“Ah.” Then he shocked me by searching for the dish towe.

| raised an eyebrow. Theideaof Lord Shintaro Karish, whether he actually had atitle or not, doing
domestic chores was just wrong.

My mother was brilliant. She had boiled water as she cooked and | ft it on the stove. It was till hot but
not painfully sowhen | poured it into the sink. | never thought of doing that myself.

“Her Graceis coming to High Scape,” Karish said quietly.
| scraped some soap from the bar into the sink. “Who?”
“The Dowager Duchess of Westsea.”

| hesitated amoment. Hismother. “Well, it’ s been agood while since you' ve seen her.” | handed him a
sogpy dish.

He snorted. “I’ ve gone a good seventeen years without seeing her.”
What could | say to that?“Oh.”

“Apparently she had been on some kind of retreat in the country—"
“Fown Raven isthe country,” | muttered.

“City dave,” hesad.

“Farm boy,” | shot back.

“I"ve never even seen afam.”



“Don't trifle mewith details.”

“Anyway,” he continued, but he looked alittle less grim, which had been the point of the interruption.
“The gossip failed to catch up with her at the rustic chaet where she was meditating or whatever,” he
sneered at theword * meditating, ' “and she only recently learned that | had abjured thetitle.”

“Ah.” | could see where thiswas going. “ Digpleased, was she?’

The sound he made might have been abreathy laugh. “Furious. Enraged. Maddened. | fear for thelife of
the poor servant who handed the letter to her.” He opened a cabinet— the correct one, asit
happened— and placed the dish inside. “ She hasinformed me that my behavior is nothing more than
rebellious nonsense. She is coming here to give me the code and drag me back to Flown Raven— only
she used the word escort— to ddliver said code to Archword. The solicitor. Who must be at least a
thousand years old.”

Damnit. Not thisagain. I’ d thought that was al settled. “Would it matter if you did giveit to him?’ |
asked, dumping thelast of the cutlery into the dish basket. “He can't give you the title now.”

He was never meant to be the Duke. His older brother had had thetitle, and from what | learned had
been thrilled to indulgein dl the aristocratic lifestyle implied, but he’ d ruined everyone' s expectations by
dying before marrying or having children. That left it to his mother, the Dowager Duchess, to choose the
new titleholder. For some reason she’ d chosen her second son, the Source she’ d been happy to send
away to the academy, the son who'd never had amoment of training in the duties of being atitleholder
and alandlord, when there were several more quaified cousins clambering to take thettitle.

Thetitle didn’'t automatically devolve on Karish. Heirs were supposed to be chosen according to
suitability, and while there was the dominant trend of passing thetitle to the next available sibling, latera
devolutions were not uncommon. The Dowager must have had her reasonsfor setting her sightson
Karish, but damned if | knew what they were. The Westsea estate was reputed to be wealthy and
powerful. Wouldn't she want someone competent at the head of it?

Different families had different ways of determining who was competent. Some demanded feats of
grength, othersfeats of cunning. The Karish family had cut dl of that out, and decided that the current
titleholder would give acode— that’' swhat Karish caled it, and | knew nothing more about it than that—
to the person they deemed worthy. At the appropriate time, when the current titleholder died or stepped
down, the new heir would go to the family’ s solicitor and recite the code, and the title became seized on
the heir and, consequently, the new titleholder.

The Karish family history was littered with occas ons when thetitleholder hadn't handed down the code
before dying, and there had been no one e se in the family who' d known it. But the blood feuds and the
nation attempts weren't enough to sway the family from their time-honored traditions. Apparently
they’ d been forced to devel op new codes afew times.

Karish hadn’t wanted thetitle, for which | would be forever grateful. He couldn’t be both a Source and a
duke, with al the duke' sresponghilities. If he had taken thetitle, he wouldn't have been able to work as
a Source, which would mean he’ d have no use for me. Bonded to him, | wouldn't be able to work with
any other Source. | would have been left with nothing to do.

Karish had petitioned the Empressto relieve him of any possibility of ever inheriting thetitle, and right up



until he' d actualy said thewords, I”d been unable to believe he would really do it. Becauseto give up all
that wedlth and power and respect had to be next to impossible. And yet he had. And it had taken al my
willpower to not hug him in gratitude the moment he did it.

“According to Her Grace, the Empress has no busness meddling in our family’ saffairs.” Asthough
reporting her opinion called the presence of the Dowager Duchessinto the room, Karish pulled back his
shoulders and straightened his shoulders, aposture of forma attention. “ And the very idea of thetitle
going to acollaterd lineis unthinkable. The Empress obvioudy misunderstands the gravity of her mistake,
and merely needs ingtruction on the proper way of things.” Just as suddenly, herelaxed. A wry smile.
“Never say the Karish family islacking in arrogance.”

“And the fact that the very act of pursuing thetitle could get you hanged, what about that?”
“That’ sjust the law. What isthe law to her?’

Marvellous. The blasted woman was going to get us both killed. “Will she know you’' re back in High
Scape, or does shethink you' re il in Erstwhile?’

“Theletter said she was coming here.”
Thiswas my town. She could just keep her distance. “When?’
“Couple of weeks.”

| spent a moment scraping meet remains from the bottom of the roasting pot. “ So what are you going to
do?’

“Ded with her,” hesaid smply. “I’m not going to Flown Raven, of course. It'sall been settled. | can’t go
after thetitle now evenif | wanted to. I'll just have to wait her out.”

| dried my hands and pulled out afresh bottle of wine. | uncorked it, and poured aglassfor each of us.
“I'll digtract her whileshe' shere” | gavehimaglass.

“Y ou damnwell will not!” he snapped. “ She' sa perfect bitch.” | choked on my wine a that. Well, at
least she was perfect about it. But then, she was aKarish. “ She'll show you no respect at al. She'll be

gopdling to you.”
“I can handlethat, Taro.”

He had aglass of winein hishands so he sipped it, sniffing the bouquet out of habit, but | didn’t think he
actually tasted it. “No, you can’t, Lee. Y ou don't know what it’ slike. What she'slike.” And, on cue, he
garted pacing. “ Y ou' re used to being treated with a certain amount of civility. You'rea Shield. People
are naturally respectful. But Her Grace does't have any respect for anyone who isn't Landed, and for
few people who are. She thinks there s no reason to waste manners on those she doesn’'t admire.” And
he paused in his pacing to drain half hisglass. “She'll be horrible,” he said. “ Shel Il insult you to your face
and act shocked if you dare to reciprocate. And she aways knows the perfect thing to say to make you
fed stupid and small and unworthy.”

How would he know this, if he hasn't seen her in seventeen years?



There were the letters, though. At times, he had offered to let me read them. I’ d dways refused, because
their contents were none of my business. Perhaps that had been a mistake.

He leaned back againgt the counter, one arm crossed over his chest, his other hand holding hiswine glass
near hislips. “ So tell me about thisErik,” he ordered, the previous subject swept off the table. And it was
an order. Sometimes hislineage influenced his behavior. He couldn’t helpiit.

“Who?’

“Thistoo good looking non-Triple S solicitor that has your mother seeing wedding letters.”

Oh. Erin. “I told you | wasn't interested.”

“Aye, and you werelying.”

“I wasnot!” | objected, offended. | wasn't interested in Erin. What, my mother could drool al over the
Captain and it means nothing, but | have acivilized conversation with aman and | must bein love with
him?

“Oh, pleasg! Y ou were blushing!”

| was not. | never blushed.

“And your legendary sdlf-assurance was notable for its absence.” The smile widened into amalicious
grin. “What' swrong with this one?’

| resented the implications of that question. “ Nothing’ swrong with this— with him.”

“S0 he' snot planning anyone’ s murder?’

| grit my teeth at that, biting down a sudden spurt of anger. Bastard. Why the hell did hethink | was
being so careful, making so many rules? | learned from my mistakes, | did. But of course he couldn’t
understand the concept of careful, he who dept with every living thing on two legs.

He looked repentant. He raised a hand to touch my shoulder and | avoided it. “1I’m sorry, Lee.”

Huh. Well, that wasirrdlevant. | shouldn’t be letting myself get upset. | smoothed out my eyebrows and
nodded.

Too quickly for evasion, Karish grabbed the back of my neck and leaned down, putting his forehead
againg mine. “Don’t do that,” he said. “I just said something stupid and hurtful. I’ d rather you admit
you'reangry with meand yell.”

| repressed asigh. I’ d forgotten how annoying Karish could be. He insisted on wearing his emotions on
his skin and thought everyone e se should be the same way. Well, that was his privilege. Hewasa
Source. | wasa Shidld. Different standards applied.

What the hell. | sighed anyway. “Welcome home, Taro.”



Chapter Three

So maybe High Scape wasn't such agreat placeto live after dl. It was big, the buildings were ugly, it
was noisy and crowded. And it wasthe only city currently experiencing these weather abnormdlities.
Tilting Ark, only afew leagues down the Fish Free River, was enjoying lovely summer warmth. Which
was good for usinsane residents of High Scape, because it meant food was growing somewhere and
was available to those who had the money for it, but it was annoying all the same. And odd. Because
why was this happening to us and no one else? It made no sense. | hated things that didn’t make sense.

| was't the only one. For thefirst time sinceI’d moved to High Scape, there had been called aformal
meeting of al of High Scape s Pairs. It was being held in the Stall, a shortened form of the name Paranoia
Stal bestowed on the one-room shack by aformer Source. It had been built just outside the city limits,
and it was where the Pair on duty sat and performed its watch, caming whatever natura events
threatened to shake High Scape apart. | didn’t know why any meeting had to be held therein thefirst
place; it was so far out of everyone' sway.

Walking in deep snow was hard work, | had to raise my feet so high and | could never be completely
confident about my balance. | envied Karish hisextrainches. He wouldn't reach the Stall exhausted and
flustered.

“Hey! Source!”
Karish’'sarm tensed under my hand. We hated and turned.

A woman was charging up the street after us, trying to hold her homespun skirts over the snow with
work-hardened hands. A farmer, | thought. An unhappy one. Peopl€ s heads turned as they watched her
pass. “When are you going to do something about this?” she demanded.

No explanations needed about to what “this’ pertained. Karish held out his free hand, pam up. “We
can’t do anything about the snow, ma am,” he answered in agentle tone.

“Why the hdl not?’ She hdted before him, holding hersdf up to her full, considerable height. “Thisis
what you' retrained for, isn’t it? Why you spend years being coddled in those schools of yours. Why you
have everything handed to you your wholelife without having to pay for it. Nor work for it hardly.”

Nor hardly work?Werisked our lives every time we channeled. Even the regulars knew that.

“Thisisvery different from ahurricane or an erupting volcano, ma am,” | said in avoice that waslow
and, hopefully, soothing. “The world goes about cresting these thingsin very different ways, and the truth
is, we aren’t trained for thingslike snow.”

But the farmer wasn't interested in hearing logica explanations. She was angry, and she only wanted to
vent. “Our cropsareruined,” she hissed. “We Il have nothing to sall come harvest. We Il have nothing to
eat next winter. What do you plan to do about that?’

| hesitated, because what could | say to that? We couldn’t do anything about the wegther. That wasthe
smpletruth. And everyone knew it. No one had ever expected Pairsto regulate average weether. And
there was nothing we could do about dead crops or unpaid mortgages or ruined occupations. “1 am
sorry.” A weak answer, made all the worse by the audience— yes, some people had stopped to watch
and listen— that was witnessto it.



“Sorry won't feed my children,” she spat. She glared a Karish. “While you ve been off cavorting with
the Empressinstead of watching your post, our livestock has been freezing to degth. Y ou' veruined us.
Be proud, Lord Shintaro.” And she turned on her hedl and stalked away.

Karish looked ready to cal her back. | squeezed his arm to stop him. No one else said anything, but they
looked at us. Little surreptitious glances, muttered comments to companions, afew scowls.

Karish didn’t look as shocked by the incident as | felt. “Has anything like that happened to you before?’
| asked him.

His only answer was a shrug. That meant something had happened. And he hadn’t told me about it. He
should have.

“Y ou shouldn’'t have to put up with that sort of thing,” | said.
“But | don’'t, do 1?1 have my Shield to protect me.”

There was an edgeto hisvoice. He didn't like my stepping in as| had. Too bad. That was my job. We
headed on to the Stdl in silence.

Arriving there we found it uncharacteristically crowded. In my memory, there had only ever been four
peopleinit a atime. The Pair on duty and the Pair rdieving them. Thistime, there were six Pairs. La
Monte and his Shield Hammad hadn't arrived yet, and | wasn't sure how they were going to squeezein.
Therewere only four chairsfor the single smal table. Those who stood had to lean againgt wals that
were lined with shelving units or were otherwise obstructed by pieces of cheap art. And there wasthe
ancient stove taking up agood chunk of space. Not too comfortable.

Six Pairs. Karish and mysdf, of course, the youngest of al the Pairs, but we had been in High Scape the
longest, so we were caled the Veteran Pair. Source Claire Firth and Shield Dee Stone, two wiry ladies
inthear fiftieswho aways entertained me by tormenting Karish. They thought he was cute, sexy ina
coltish haf-grown way that amused them to no end. Source Kyna Riley and Shield Giles Sabatos, both in
their thirties and both wonderfully casua about their duties, though they dways performed them
adequately. Their current self-imposed project was collecting alist of Source and Shield jokes. They
were threatening to print abook from it. Source Franklin Wilberforce, who was a pandering sycophant
to whichever person in the room was most powerful at the moment, and Shield Mont Ladin, who seemed
to have no persondity at al. Source Vera Rayne and Shield Lauren Garrighan were acircuit Pair, and
their usud routine wasto travel from site to site and fill in when the permanent Pair was for some reason
unableto function. They’ d been in High Scape, though, for dmost ayear, and the Triple S council
seemed to bein no hurry to replace them. And Source Derek Begtrice and Shield Elata Benedict, who
despised each other so much they seemed to poison the air around them and taint anyone elsein their
presence.

“Taro!” Wilberforce squealed. Y es, he actually squealed. A middle-aged man with years of experience
behind him, reduced to an adolescent at the Sight of Karish. Every time they met. Watching him was
embarrassing. | wished | could believeit had something to do with sex. That Wilberforcewasin love, or
something, with Karish. While that caused my imaginationto goin directions|’d rather it didn't, at least |
could understand it. But this had nothing to do with affection and everything to do with currying favor. “I
do hope you're sttling in well after your imperid adventures.”



Karish could be the consummeate actor, when he fdt likeit. He didn’t wince or gag as Wilberforce oozed
al over him. Hisface was perfectly sraight as he said, “ It was touch and go there. Going from the
excitement of verbaly skewering courtiers, whose heels were a shade too high to be fashionable, to the
boredom of guarding the largest city in the world from disaster isvery hard on the nerves.”

From Wilberforce' s expression it appeared that he was fedling alittle suspicious. Possibly he knew he
was being made fun of . Just because he was a bootlicker didn’t mean he had to be stupid.

Riley snorted. “I’m sure you' |l have plenty to keep you on your toes,” she said. “What with having to
dodge the Risto Regper and all.”

Karish knew of the disappearances of the aristocrats. I’d made a point of telling him, only tolearn |
wasn't the only oneto do so. He' d been alittle annoyed.

He was annoyed now, too. “ Perhaps the news hasn't reached here yet,” he said, knowing full well thet it
had, “but I'm not alord anymore. | never was alord. Thetitle was honorary.”

“Ah, but that’ swhat these sort are looking for,” said Garrighan. “Moneyless ristos with empty titles.
Better watch your back.”

| glared & him. Taunting someone with the warning that they might be the next victim of aserid killer was
disgudting.

ChrisLaMonte camein then, with his Shield, Fehvor Hammad, apparently unaware of the tenson that
had developed in the Stall. | was glad to see the older Source, which was unusua for me. | didn't like La
Monte. He was a decent enough sort, and a good responsible Source, but he thought age should buy him
not only respect but reverence. | didn’t do reverence. However, hisarrival meant we could get this
meeting started, and the sooner it started, the sooner it would be over and the sooner | could go
somewhere more comfortable.

“Chrid” Wilberforce gushed, exactly as he had with Karish. He liked to watch dl avenues. LaMonte
was aforce to be reckoned with because of his age, Karish because of hisfame. Not that Wilberforce
thought either of them could actualy do anything for him, advance his own reputation or anything like
that. | got the feeling he was just one of those people who felt compelled to abase themsalves before
those they perceived astheir superiors.

“Franklin,” said LaMonte. | didn’t think the older Source felt any specid glow asaresult of
Wilberforce s solicitude. He merely thought it was his due.

“Did we miss anything?’ Hammead asked, stamping hisfeet and scattering snow everywhere.
“We would never start without Chris,” Wilberforce assured him. “ After adl, he' sthe reason we' re here”

“All right then,” said LaMonte, clapping his hands together. “ Shintaro, can | assume Dunleavy’ sbeen
keeping you apprised of the Stuation here?’

| felt Karish tense beside me. “ Are you implying Lee might be dilatory in her responsibilities?” he asked
tedtily.

LaMonte seyebrowsrosein surprise. An emotion | had to admit to sharing. Where had that come



from?*“Of course not, Shintaro. It was primarily asort of introduction to the meeting.”

“Please congder the introduction made.”

Strange. It wasn't like Karish to be rude.

LaMonte hesitated, probably recovering from the shock of being shown such disrespect. Then he said,
“Just sowe'redl clear, I'll remind everyonethat High Scape is suffering from highly unseasonable
weather—’

Garrighan snickered.

“— aswell asacompletelack of natural events, which has been lasting for the past several months.”
“Excuseme?’ | asked.

The otherslooked at me with confusion. “Y ou know that,” said Riley.

“How could | possibly? | haven’t been on the roster for months.”

“WEe ve been taking about it a the house,” Riley protested.

“Y ou know Dunleavy,” Garrighan commented. “If you' re not talking to her, she' snot listening.”

Prat.

“There have been no eventsfor the past several months,” Sabatos told me with mock solemnity.

“I got that. Thanks.” Quite achange from the year before, when High Scape was known as one of the
most volatile sitesin the world, and | could expect afew events on every watch.

“And this requiresamesting, why?’ Garrighan asked, sounding bored. “I'm particularly interested in the
location, when the house would be warmer and handier.”

“I want no oneto overhear us. No one will come out here.”

Zaire. | hadn’'t been aware La Monte had been inflicted with melodrama.

“The regulars expect us to do something about the weather. They think we are neglecting our duty.”
How unfortunate for them. | think | should be the next Empress. How unfortunate for me.

“There' snothing we can do about the wegather,” said Riley, stating the bloody obvious, but apparently it
was necessary under the circumstances.

“Theregularsdon’t understand that,” said LaMonte. | shifted my shoulders. There wasthat particular
patronizing tonein hisvoicethat wasjust . . . aggraveting.

Garrighan tsked with impatience. “ There' s nothing we can do about that, either.”



“Maybeif we got something officid from the Triple S council,” Wilberforce suggested. “ Some kind of
document explaining that thiskind of phenomenon is beyond our abilitiesto address. We could get afew
copies and post them in gppropriate places. That might make the regulars settle down.”

That was actudly agood idea.

“Only if they can read,” was Beatrice' sdry contribution. An unnecessary cheap shat, | thought. And
anyway, once afew saw the notices, word of mouth would cover the rest.

“Won't that make it gppear that the Triple S council is evading responsibility aswell?” Benedict asked.

“Better them than us,” Beatrice retorted, as expected, for one partner in that Pair could not say one thing
without the other advocating the opposite.

“They are us,” LaMonte snapped. “| don’t know that | care for the idea of passing responsbility to
some distant ingtitution most regulars have no direct contact with.”

“Wedon't have responsbility,” Sabatos pointed out. “How can we passit?’

Herewasaradical idea. | was amost afraid to bring it up. “We could actualy try to do something about
it.” One, two, three. . .

Garrighan barked with laughter. He was awfully emative for a Shield. “ Do something about the weather?
Areyou serious?’

Yes. Always, apparently. “Has anyone tried to do anything?’
“Don’t, Lee)” Karish ordered in an undertone.

Don't what?*“I mean, if we don't even try we can’t know there' s nothing we can do.” It seemed smple
enough to me.

“Leaveit, Lee!” Histone waslouder and sharper that time, and no one could pretend they didn’t hear it.

What was his problem? It was agood idea. We could al experiment with our abilities and see what we
came up with. What harm could possibly come from that?

“What isyour ideg, then, LaMonte?’ | asked, for of course the reason he’ d called the meeting wasto
dazzle uswith the brilliance of his solution to the problem.

LaMonte clasped his hands behind his back. “ The best course of action isto let everyone know we' re
working onit.” He paced afew steps, which was dl the limited space dlowed him. “Every time anyone
asks us about what we' re doing—"

Or accuses us of being lazy parasites.

“— we assure them that we are studying the Situation and will soon have things under control.”

Incredible. “ Tel them we reworking onit?’ | asked him. “When we' re actudly doing nothing?Y ou want
usto lieto them?’



“It' sinthair best interest.”

“How?’ It wasin our best interest, maybe, and only for the short term, but no one could reasonably
cdamitwasinthars

Though LaMonte seemed ready to try. “It will reassure them, make them fed safe and secure again. It
will raisetheir opinion of us. And when this passes, they will fed we have earned their respect and
support, that we have done our job. Everything will return to norma.”

| stared at him. | couldn’t believe what | was hearing. What a bad idea. And from the qudlity of the
slencein theroom, | wasn't the only one who thought so. Even Wilberforce waslooking alittle
uncertain.

“What if this doesn’t pass?’ Sabatos asked. “What if this cold snap stretches on for months?”

Not exactly the point or the central problem with the whole plan, but it was definitely one big glaring
glitch. | was glad someone other than me had pointed it out.

Because LaMonte didn't like having his opinions questioned. Not by anyone. He didn’t lose his
temper— at least, I’ d never seen him loseit— but his nogtrils twitched and hisface kind of went taut,
and one got the impression that if you touched one more nerve he just might explode. And that would be
messy. “Asthisisan entirely new phenomenon to us, wewill say, it will of course require agreat ded of
study and then the most delicate handling.” Oh aye, he was angry. He was speaking dowly and histone
was very, very cam. “It will passin duetime. Thereisno doubt about that.”

Of course there was doubt about it. We had no ideawhere this westher was coming from or what was
causing it. We had no idea how long it was going to be hanging about. To claim otherwise, to make plans
asif wedid, was sheer idiocy. And it was astupid, stupid idea.

Why lie? So people were alittle unimpressed with the Triple Sright then. It was unpleasant but not
something to get into a panic about. There was no reason to concoct aridiculous lie that was almost
certain to blow up in our faces at some later date. Someone would be sure to figure out that we had lied
about our handling, or not, of the snow. Then we' d seeared loss of confidence and respect. A
permanent one. We' d be branded liars. That sterling reputation for always being truthful would be gone.

But most of the others were nodding in agreement, and no one seemed prepared to chalenge theidea
any further. They weren't thrilled about it, | could see that, but they were going to follow along.

So what was | going to do? 1 couldn’t lie to people about this sort of thing. It was wrong and stupid and
it would make agreater mess of thingsin theend. But if | denied the Story that everyone else wasusing, it
would annoy al my colleagues. All to no purpose. Regulars were unlikely to believe one sole Shield over
al the other Triple Smembersin the Ste, and they might even be angry with mefor darkening their false
hopes. Er, optimism. Not ahappy resuilt.

Onething was certain, if | wereto state my insistence on my position right at that moment, LaMonte
would fed his so-called authority was being challenged, and he would dig hishedlsin. No one would
stand with me against La Monte. He was one of the squeakiest wheels|’d ever met and knew how to be
ingstently disagreeable.



If, however, | got ahold of people one or two at atime, | had a better chance of convincing them thiswas
an atrociousidea. Better yet, if | could convince Karish thiswas an atrociousidea, | could leave
convincing the othersto him. Karish could, | was quite sure, convince anyone of anything.

All | needed was alittletime.

“Excuseme, sr.” Ugh. That sounded alittle too submissive. LaMonte didn’t seem to find anything amiss,
though, and he nodded at me with more favor than he had demonstrated just afew moments earlier. “I
would fed much more comfortable about thisif the opinion of the Triple S council were solicited.” And
here was hoping he hadn’t dready done so. “For al we know, the council has already decided on away
to address this problem. We don’t want to be seen as acting in opposition to their wishes.”

Again, he wasn't thrilled with the objection, but the change in tone and manner worked wonders.
“You'reright,” he admitted. “If they’ ve dready starting putting out an explanation for this cold snap, we
could redly foul the courseif we say something different.” He nodded resolutely. “ Fehvor will writeto the
Triple S. Wewill wait until we have recelved word back from the council.”

Riley, a Source and therefore not required to maintain thelevel of control that | was, rolled her eyesat his
posturing. “Aye aye, captain.” She sauted him. With the wrong hand. “1syour head heavy?’

| could tell by the tone that her response was meant to be a clever retort, but the meaning waslost on
me. LaMonte understood, though, if the glower he shot at Riley were any indication, and some of the
other Sources snickered.

“Canwe go now?’ Beatrice whined.

“Yes, yes” Karish said.” Any further businessto discuss?’ He barely hesitated before adding, “No?
Good. We're off then.” He grabbed my hand.

“Wait, Taro.” Wilberforce latched onto Karish's other arm. * Some of us are going for drinksto the Giant
Nickle. We were wondering if you'd liketojoin us.”

Inmy mind' seyel saw Karish, distaste curling hislip, delicately removing Wilberforce' s hand from his
person. He didn’t, though. “ Sorry, old chap, but we promised Lee’ s mother we' d head right to the Lion
after the meeting,” helied. “ She' s cooking for us. It has become one of the rules of my life never to pass
up the opportunity to enjoy anything cooked by Holder TeshiaMallorough.” He yanked open the door.
“Later, then,” hesaid, al breezy and bright.

“Aye, I've got to—" said Stone, rising from her seet, but Karish pulled me outside before | could watch
anyone elsetake their leave. He then set such aquick pacethat it was agood thing I’ d resumed my
bench dancing while he was gone, else |’ d be breathlessin moments.

“Zaire, Taro, what' stherush?’

“Excuseme, 9r?’ | took agood look at Karish'sface and saw he was a shade away from laughter.
“How evil isthe thought rattling around in your head?’

“Evil? Eech! Could we be more meodramétic? Please?’

“Tdk, Lee”



And | understood the reason for the quick pace. He wanted to be out of earshot of the other Pairs, who
were traveling the sameway. Fair enough. Sodid |. “I am not going to tell people we reworking on it
whenwearen't.”

“Ah”>

| was disgppointed. “You are?’ | would have wagered money that Karish had more honor than that.
“It doesno harm, and it'll make the regularsfed better.”

“Itsalie”

“A harmlesslie”

| didn’t know that there was any such thing. “Let’ sforget things like honesty and responsbility and other
such old-fashioned customs.” For the moment. “ Speaking out of pure sdf-interest, it’ stoo easy for
peopleto figure out we relying.”

He held out his hands, padms out. “How can they find out if none of ustell them?’

“If this cold snap dragson they’ Il figureit out.”

He shrugged. “It'll end, Lee. Everything does.”

| paused a moment. There was something about histone. . . like there was a message undernegth his
words, something that had nothing to do with the weether. | wasn't recaiving it, though, and right then |
didn’t want to be sidetracked from the current issue. “While I’m aways ready to debate the
philosophica aspect of the existence of adice of bread—" Wéll, no, not redly. Who cared whether a
faling tree made noise if there was no one there to hear it?“— some things take longer to end than
others. What if this cold snap decides not to end for another year or two?’

“It won't tekethat long,” he said.

Probably nat, but, “It might.”

“Itwon't,” heindsted.

It never failed to astound me, how thoroughly someone could believe something just because he wanted
to. “And even if it does, we till say we' reworking on it?’

“Aye.”
| couldn’t help fedling frustrated. “ Are you even thinking about thisat dl?’

He sighed. “What else are we supposed to do, Lee?’ he asked with impatience. “ People are scared and
they’ re looking for someone to blame. And in case you haven't noticed, we' re their chosen targets. And
we shouldn’t be. This has nothing to do with us, but we' re the onesthey’ re blaming. If wetell them we're
trying out afew theories, they’ Il fed better, and they’ll leave usaone. And even if we don’t turn up any
answers and thisthing drags on awhile, they’ |l be disgppointed and unimpressed, but they’ Il think we



tried. That' s better then letting them think we couldn’t be bothered.”

“But we're not trying. We re not bothered. That'smy point.” | let my foot stray from the path that had
been broken in the snow by our earlier trek, and | nearly stumbled.

Karish grabbed my arm to help me balance. “ Because there' s nothing that we can actudly do, Lee”
“We don't know that.”
“Of course we do. Sources can't affect the weather.”

“I bet most Sources say they can't heal people, either, or create natura disastersinstead of only
channeling them away.”

Onething about Karish, he could stiffen up beautifully. A strict aristocratic upbringing gave him excellent
posture and admirable poise, something he tried to hide when he was fedling petulant. But when he
wanted to, he could draw his head up and his shoulders back, every line of hisbody firming into abarrier
of ether intimidation or resstance, whichever the circumstance required. At times| could imagine seeing
the rod that was no doubt tied to his back when he was a child.

Karish didn't liketo talk about his ability to ease pain and to call natural disasters at awhim. Or even
think about it. That waswhat drilled it through my admittedly thick skull that Karish wasn't the glory
hound I’ d assumed he had to bewhen I’ d first heard of him. He had these unprecedented abilities and if
he had hisway, no one, not even me, would know about them.

“Regulaing the weether isbeyond my expertise,” heinformed me.

Ooh, the aristocratic accent was out in full force. He' d rolled each “r” for nearly afull second, I’ d swear
toit. “How do you know until you try?’

“Because I’m not some all-powerful protagonist in aridiculous dramawho acquires some new unheard
of ability with each new improbable stuation,” he snapped.

| wasimpressed. “You get red articulate when you' re upset.” | wished | could do that. | tended to Sart
duttering when | wasredly angry.

| fancied | saw steam rising from hisears. “1’m not saying you can do anything and everything you set
your mind to, Taro. I’'m rather glad you can’t, because then you' d just beimpossible.” Another glare,
and | ressted the urgeto tell him he was beautiful when he was angry. “All I'm saying isthat you' ve
aready proven Source gbilities are not aslimited as everyone thinks. Maybe thisis something you or one
of the others can do something about.”

Karish stopped abruptly. “We are not telling the others.” He looked back towards the Stall, and so did
|. He had nothing to worry about; we' d left the others far behind.

| linked my arm through hisand got him moving again. “ Then if we can't tell the others, you'll just have to
do dl the experimenting yourself.”

Hejerked hisarm free. “ Are you threatening me?’



| frowned. “What?’ Where had that come from?
“If I don’t do what you want, you' re going to tell the othersabout . . . what | can do?’

My mouth dropped open. “Karish!” How the hell could he think | was blackmailing him, that | ever
would? Bastard!

Ingtantly, he knew he had gonetoo far, if hisexpression were any indication. He held up hishandsin a
gesture of contrition. “I’m sorry, Lee, but that’ swhat it sounded like.”

Like hdl it did. Maybe to acomplete idiot. Maybe to someone who rarely used hisbrain to do his
thinking.

| pressed my lipstogether, took abresth, and said, “If we can't tell the others, then obvioudy you are the
only one who can experiment.” Good, good. Words even, tone mild.

Hejust looked a me for amoment, then smiled ruefully. “ Y ou'll fee much better if you smack me agood
one, you know.”

If heweren't careful he' d find himself sporting afew bruises on thet pretty face. “Will you seeif there's
anything you can do?’

Now hefdt guilty. | could tell. And if that made him more open to my completely reasonable suggestions,
well, good for me. “On one condition.”

Oh, aye. “Which is?

“If the Triple S council agrees with Christhat we should tell the regularswe reworking onit, you'll toe
the party line, dl right?’

“Toethe party line?’
“You'll say what everyone else was saying.”

He dmost never bothered to explain hisweird expressons. This must beimportant to him. “All right.” |
didn't likeit, but | wasn't the only one doing something shedidn’t like, o it wasfair enough.

“It'snot likeit'll fill bealie. Wewill beworking onit, after dl.”
Sometimes| could be such anidiot. | grinned at him, relieved. “Y ou're brilliant.”

“And so good looking.” And dl wasforgiven.

Chapter Four

Therewas nothing | enjoyed so much as dancing the benches. Nothing. Not even sex. It was so
exhilarating, so freeing. It required every ounce of strength | had, and every scrap of attention. | couldn’t
worry about what anyone thought of me, or how | was doing. And it was something | wasredly, redly
good at.



| expected to get beaten eventually. | was better than the average regular and even the good regulars,
purely by benefit of having been trained in bench dancing from avery early age at the Shield Academy.
All Shiddswere, and if they were at dl interested in the sport, they |eft the Academy with ahigh level of

expertise.

Stll, | couldn’t dedicate the hours a day that professiona's, and those who aspired to be professiond,
could spend. So yes, | would ultimately be beaten in dmost any tournament, unlessthe professonas
were having abad day. Or weren't entered.

But | didn’t dance to win. | danced to do my best. | danced to clear my head of responsibilities and
worries. | danced because it consumed mewhile | was doing it, and | wasleft loose and wrung out in the
very best sense once | was finished.

| stood in my bare feet on the two cool wooden benches, onefoot solidly planted on each narrow plank.
| was wearing my favorite dancing clothes, trousers and a shirt of aloose, light green fabric. My
opponent was agangly young fellow who was shivering in the chill air. An easy mark.

The four stalkers knelt in the dancing sand, picking up the ends of the two bars we would be legping
over. They moved the barslow and dow, aswas appropriate for the first round. Jumping over them was
ridiculoudy essy.

And then, | enacted that saying about hubris.

Because | fell off the benches.

| fell off the benched!

Thevery firgt round. | wasn't caught by the bars, which was the acceptable way to lose. No, | smply fell
off. As| hadn’t since the year I’ d started to learn. And what was worse, there was no reason for it. | had

no excuse. We d been at the easy stage. And I d tumbled hard, my face barely missing the bench I'd
expected to step on. How humiliating.

And everyone knew | wasa Shidd. | was wearing the white braid, after all. And knowing | wasa Shidld,
everyone expected better of me. Including me.

| dso proved mysdf aliar, because | did blush. | could fed it. Damnit.

The sand, though cleared of snow, was spikey and hard and unpleasant to lie on. Besides, people were
garting to give melooks, wondering why | wasn't on my feet.

No one snickered. | had to give them that.

| stood up. | smiled as | shook the hand of my radiant opponent. | glanced down at the benches and saw
they were the regulation distance apart. Not that | really suspected that one of the benches had moved. |
just couldn’t understand what had happened.

| hadn’t even had a chance to work up a swest.

| didn’'t grumble as | wanted to when | went to the edge of the sands and pulled on my stockings and



boots. | couldn’t deny fedling glum, though. What was wrong with me?
“That waskind of quick.”

| twisted up with surprise. Risa s brother was bundled up to ward off the cold, and looking at me with a
dightly satirical expresson.

| really shouldn’t have cared that anear stranger had witnessed my disgrace. “Are you hereto watch
someone or wasit just my misfortune that you were waking by and saw that?’

He sat down beside me. “Risatold me you' d be dancing today, and recommended that | watch. She said
you were very good.”

| couldn’t miss the emphasis he put on the word “said.”

Immediately, he seemed to redlize that. At least, his eyeswidened and he hurried to add, “I' m terribly
sorry. That didn’t comeout at dl as| planned.”

“| thought you solicitors enjoyed a gift with words.”
“Thewritten, not the spoken. That’s barristers you' re thinking of.”

Was there something in histone suggesting | should have known that? Or was | just hearing things that
weren't there because | wasin abad mood?

Andwhy was| in such abad mood? It wasjust a stupid dancing tournament. “As you saw, today wasn't
agood day to watch. | seem to be experiencing somekind of difficulty.”

Hefrowned. “Areyou injured or ill?’

“Nether. Just clumsy.”

“Maybeit’ sthe cold. It can’t be conducive to any sort of athletics.”

| wished | could blame it on the cold.

“So | imagine you now have some unanticipated time on your hands.”

That was a dangerous question to answer. “1 guess you could say s0.” | hoped he wasn't going to ask
me to help shovel out awalk or something.

“Will you join mefor adrink? 1’ ve found atavern that sells excellent mulled wine. It' s not far from here.”

| had to admit | was kind of impressed that he didn’t care that | was dressed in my old shapeless clothes,
and that he didn’t suggest | change first. He was comfortable enough to be seen with mein public. |
wouldn’'t have expected that from someone who looked as. . . appropriate. . . asErin seemed to be. “I
would like that. Thank you.”

My boots laced and my torso wrapped, we started down the street. “ Though the invitation loses alittle
something when | can't buy the drink for you.”



“You canif you like. Thelaw says| have to be supplied without charge, but nothing prevents usfrom
paying if we have the money. Taro sometimes paysfor things”

Erin looked surprised. “He recelves an alowance?’
“Andlowance?’

“From hisfamily.”

“Zaire, no. He plays cards. And bets on horses. Dogs, too, | think.”
Erin’smouth tightened before he said, “Y ou mean he gambles.”
“Aye”

We were at the tavern then. It was crowded. There was no seating available, so Erin and | stood crushed
into a corner, where we were quickly supplied with large tankards of mulled wine. “What' swrong with

gambling?

“I’ve seen too many families destroyed by it,” he answered grimly.

| was shocked. “How?’

“People wager their family fortunes and then lose them.”

“Why?"

“What do you mean why? They bet on the wrong horse. They' re dedlt the wrong cards.”

“No, why would anyone wager their family fortune? There' saways an excdlent chancethey’ll loseit dl.
It sstupid.”

“It'snot that ample. Gambling does something to people. It makes them crazy, and they make decisons
they wouldn’t normaly make.”

“It doesthisto dl people?’

“Well, no.”

“Soit' sthefault of the person, not the activity.”

“No. It'smuch more than that.”

| shrugged. | wasn't going to argue about it. But | couldn’t imaginerisking al my money on ahorse, and
it was s0 easy to avoid doing it. Just don’'t do it. Don’t make the bet. Don’t play cards. Or, stop before
you risk losing more than you can afford. It seemed to me that blaming gambling for losing your money

was like drinking too much and blaming the alcohol for being drunk. Just stop.

| took my firgt taste of the mulled wine. Rich flavor filled my mouth. | usudly didn't like hot wine— it



often just tasted sour— but this was gorgeous. I’ d have to take better note of the location when | [€ft.

Erin stared down at histankard, suddenly appearing ill at ease. | imagined it was an uncharacteristic look
for him. “Y ou have agreat ded of influence over Risa”

That was newsto me, but he stated it as though it were an established fact. “1 don't think so.”
“Shetaksabout you alot.”

“Oh.” How very uncomfortable.

“Shefedsyou are much wiser than your yearswould normaly dictate.”

“l see”

“Infact,” he suddenly chuckled, “she sometimes complainsthat you are alittle too sensble.”
So it seemed she and Karish had something in common.

Erin sobered. “ She seemsredly, well, not hersdf. Have you noticed?’

“I’'m afraid not.” Should | have noticed? Was | being too salf-absorbed again?* She seems as she ways
hasto me. But you know her much better than | do.”

“I’'mnot sure| do. There' salmost twenty years between us. I’ d left our mother’ s home when she was
very young, just asmall child. Since she' s grown we' ve seen each other more, but . . .” He waved ahand
asthough physically cutting off hiswords. “It doesn’t matter. It just ssemsto methat thereé sa
carelessness about her now. It worries me.”

“Theway she' s spending money?’ Because he wasn't the only oneto mentioniit, and | wasn't a
completeidiot. Usudly.

“That’spart of it. But it’s her work, too. She seemsto fed driven to work aslong as possible, and she
seemsto betrying to find the most dangerous routes.”

That wasn't something I’ d noticed or heard about, but | didn’t see Risaevery day. Still, “I’'m not sure
what | can do about any of that.”

“Tak to her?’

“About what, exactly?” Tell her not to spend money? What did | know about that? Not to take on
dangerous assignments? That was the very nature of her job. How could shetell her captain shewould
take only the safe routes?

“Just that she should, you know, cam down. Be more like you.”

| nearly choked on my wine. “ Are you mad? Sit her down for alecture on how she should act like me?
How arrogant isthat?’

“I don’t expect you to say it exactly like that. Shields are supposed to be diplomatic, aren’'t they?’



| didn’t think there was enough diplomacy in the world to make that message paatable to anyone. But
Erin il looked uncomfortable, and | didn’t want to give him theimpression that | didn’t care. | did care.
| just didn’t think there was anything | could, or should, do. “If agood opportunity comes up to say
something, | will. That'sthe best | can promise.”

His shoulderslowered in hisrdli€f. | had to like someone who showed such concern for asibling. “1 fedl
your promises are worth agreat dedl.”

Oh, no, that didn’t make me fedl uncomfortable. * Just because | talk to her doesn’t mean I’ll have any
sway over her.”

“Perhaps not. But it can't hurt.”

How very optimistic of him. And here, | had thought, solicitors were supposed to be cynical.

Chapter Five

“You promised.” | wasn't whining. | was merdly stating facts. We had just started our watch. It was
getting dark. It was quiet. We had al the makings of an unadulterated, boring evening. The perfect
opportunity for experimentation.

He dragged his hands through his hair. “I’m not backing out. | just don’t think we should be doing this

“What do you mean? Why not?’

He appeared surprised. “We're on waich, Lee.” He gestured at the rustic interior of the Stall. “We're
supposed to be concentrating.”

| raised an eyebrow. Taro Karish, the wild Stallion of the Triple S, playing by the book? Was he serious?
“Aye, we re supposed to be concentrating on the forces. And we will be. Much more than we ever do
when we're playing cards. Besides, nothing has been happening for months.”

“All the more reason to be particularly diligent. We re overdue. Ther€ s probably something massive
brewing.”

All right, thiswas just too strange. Aye, Karish was very responsible. Yes, he dwaysdid hiswork and
didit well. But when there was no cause for darm he saw no reason to waste histime with excessve
attention to duty. At least, he never had before. “ Are you getting old or something?’ | demanded with the
intention to be flippant. Then my brain caught up with my tongue and | clapped my hand over my mouth.
Oops.

He looked stunned. “What?’
“You'redmod thirty, aren’t you?’ When was his birthday, anyway?

Heleaned back in his chair and crossed hisarms, shock diding into offence. “I am twenty-nine,” hetold
me, carefully enunciating hiswords.



“That’ swhat | said. Twenty-nineisamost thirty.”
“And that’snot old.”

Redlly? How dse did one explain his sudden stodgy adherence to rules? He was supposed to be wild
and rebdlious. It was written somewhere.

But pointing out to him that he was old was hardly tactful. Shame on me. Y et it would be an interesting
process to watch. The stunning— he had quickly regained his youthful glow and weight upon returning to
High Scape— adored, reckless young man having to settle down into middle-age maturity. It had to be
awful for abeautiful person, with so much attention focussed on their gppearance, watching their youth
dip away. A downside to being gorgeous, who would have figured it? | wondered how he would dedl
with it. Would he accept it with good grace or fight it with every example of denia under the sun?

Of course, knowing Karish, he would probably only improve with age. Take on some element of dignity
that drove people of al ageswild. Aye, that was what would happen. Damned lucky bugger.

“We have seven hours of uninterrupted time,” | said, bringing us back to a subject | hoped was less
touchy. “With no onelikely to walk in on us. It’' sthe perfect opportunity and we' d be derdlict if welet it
dide”

Heralled hiseyes. “Fine, dl right. But it' sawaste of time.”

“It certainly will beif you go into it with that attitude.” All right, don’t nag. Getting irritated wouldn't
accomplish anything. Changing his perspective might. “Y ou can dready do things other Sourcescan't.” It
wasinteresting to watch agrown man squirm. “There’ sno reason to think it’ simpossible for you to do
something about this before you' ve even tried.”

“All right, al right,” he snapped with impatience. “ Let’ sget on with this”

Try again. “Nothing will be accomplished if you don’t open your mind to it.”

Hepulledinalong sigh. | could see the tenson easing from hisframe, his shoulderslowering. Good boy.
“I'll concede the possihility.”

Ooh. Formality. And he did it so well. “So—" Now what did we do? | had no idea.

And he could tell. He smirked. Then hetook pity on me. “I’ll just try to fed something. Seeif anything's
goingon.”

“Good gart.”

“Readly?

“Of course”

The smirk faded into the dightest curl of thelip. “Of course,” he murmured.

Little adjusments, like smd| pushesin theair, sgndled thelowering of Karid' sinternd shidds, the



naturd wallswith which he protected himsdf from the forces of the world. It was not a physica
sensation. More mentd, | supposed, though that wasn't quite right either. Fortunately | was never asked
toredly explainit. Centuries worth of historians hadn’t been able to figureit out, or describeit. No
reason why | should be able to.

Sources never lowered their interna shields unlessthey felt adisaster brewing. They never thought to.
Probably they didn’t think they could. And perhaps many of them couldn’t. Karish could, and possibly
that was one of the things that made him so different from many other Sources.

Ashisshiddslowered, | erected my own around him, so only the forces he wasinviting in actuadly came
in. The otherstried to rush in, too. It was my job to keep them off, keep them from crushing and killing
him. At the sametime | made sure the forces Karish was channdling didn’t drive hisblood into such a
huge rush that it burst his heart and hisbrain and killed him.

It had been many months since we' d done this, Karish channdling and | shielding him. It suddenly felt like
forever. | hadn’t realized how much I’d missed it. It wasn't nearly as exciting as when we were dedling
with an actud disaster, but it ill felt good. And wasn't good such awesk word? Fegling Karish's blood
flow through hisveinsas| could never fed my own, being ableto dow it down, it gave me astrange

feding of power.

And through him, there were the forces, the rushing of the earth and sky. | couldn’t touch them myself,
not directly. | could work them only through Karish. When he wasn't channding | was asblind to the
forces asany regular. But when he channeled, awhole other world was revedled to me. A strange world
of pressures and colors and impressions that were impossible to grab and define. And | didn’t know how
Karish restrained himsdf from diving into it dl thetime. If | were a Source | would walk around with my
shidldsdown dl thetime and just fed everything.

Of course, speaking as his partner, | was glad he didn’t. That would be anightmare to shield.
Hey, Dunleavy, try concentrating.

So | did. And it struck me. “Something’ swrong,” | said.

“Everything seemsnorma tome.”

“No, there’ sadifference.” But | wasn't sure where or what or how.

He pulled hisinternd shields back up, and | lowered mine. It was alittle difficult to channel and talk at the
sametime,

“Neither of usknow what High Scape fedslike when things are normd, Lee. All the disasters we dedlt
with were caused by Creol. And now nothing’ s been happening for months.”

He had a point. Creol, the same Source who had had Karish abducted the previous year, had aso been
able to manipulate the forces in order to cause natural events. His plan had been to destroy High Scape
with anatural event, and he had spent years practising to do it. So High Scape had experienced an
unusudly high frequency of natura events, and had acquired seven Pairsto keep it cam.

No one had known what was going on. Karish and | had figured it out. And | had manipulated Creol’s
shiddswhile hewas channdling, resulting in his desth.



| usudly tried very hard not to think about that.

Stll, “There s something off, and it’ s not like when Creol was up to his stunts.”
“Wel, | didn’t fed anything.”

Therewas afinality about histonethat | didn't like. “So what? That'sit?’

Karish raised hishandsin agesture of inquiry. “What can | doif | can’t fed anything? | don’'t have
anything to work with. Any placeto start.”

“You barely even looked,” | accused him. Thiswas abig problem. It wouldn’t be solved in an ingtant. It
wouldn’t even be understood if al one spared was a glance.

Hesghed. “All right.”

So wetried again. And to give him credit, he waited longer. While it was work for meit wasno day in
the sunfor him, either, having dl that power funneling through him.

| could fed it again, that oddness, though | couldn’t pinpoint it at dl. “Thereit isagain. Can you fed it?’
A part of mewas frustrated that | couldn’t just reach out a hand and show him.

“I fed nothing,” he answered. “Wdll, no, that' s not quite right. I'm not you, after al. Let'sjust say | fed
nothing out of the ordinary.”

And what had | done to deserve that shot? Prat. “It' sthere.”
“What' sthere?’

Well, if | could tel him that, the problem would be solved, wouldn't it?“It' s just off, somewherein
there”

Herolled hiseyes. “That helpsalot. Thanks.”

“Like listening to an orchestra, and it’sagood symphony, but the second bassoonisflat.” Aye, that
nailedit.

But not, however, according to Karish. “ Care to use a different analogy for the tone-deaf partner in this
Par?

Picky, picky. “Likelooking at apainting, and while red was agood choice, the artist used orange red
instead of blue red and so the whole picture looks off.” See? Right there. Only don’t look with your eyes.
L ook with your mind.

Karish let hishand fall to the table, flesh dapping against wood. “For Zaire' ssake, Lee!”

“What?" Was he claming to be colorblind, too?

He snapped his shields back into place. Asthey weren't actual physicd entities, he shouldn’'t have been



ableto raise or lower them with any kind of variety, but if my shields had been fingers, | would have
yanked them back and sucked on their stinging tips. “What' swrong with you today?’ Sometimes his
artistic moods were so tiring.

“There snothing out there, Leg,” he snapped.

“So, what, you think I'm lying?’

Karish, being anintelligent lad, stepped around that. Hisvoice did into atone of annoying,
condescending patience. “1 think you' re very anxiousto find asolution and are therefore seeing things
that aren’t there.”

Ah. Delusond. So much better. “ Thereis something there, Taro.”

“Thenwhy can't | fed it?’

“I don’'t know.” Maybe he didn’t want to see anything. Maybe he didn’t want anything to be wrong. And
that was understandable. The last time things had been unnatural it had resulted in aseries of nightmares
for Karish. To come home to learn things were once more odd was probably more than he needed to
hear, especidly with the other things going on in hislife. So he agreed to a search of the forcesto shut me
up, but saw nothing because he didn’t want to see anything.

| couldn’t very well tell him any of that, though. He would fed insulted. “ All right, then.”

Heraised an eyebrow. “All right?’

“Aye."

“That'sit?’

“What dseisthere?’

“Oh, no, no, no. I’'m not buying that. No way would you just drop everything so easily. Tl mewhat’s
going on in that dense, mysterious brain of yours.”

| thought about that. Dense was definitely an insult, yet mysterious was aluring and therefore flattering. |
wondered which | was supposed to fed. “Nothing more than usud.” | waswondering if | might have
better luck with another Source, one who wasn't experiencing some kind of mental block. Except none
of the other Sourcesin High Scape were astadented as Karish. And my bond with Karish impaired my
ability to work with other Sources. What | gained in working with amore openminded Source might be
lost through the diminished talent and compatibility. “We |l try it again next watch.”

Karish groaned. “Lovely.”

“If you want meto claim we re working on it, we' d better be working onit.” He wasthe onewho said it
firgt, he was the one who had made the deal, and | was going to make him stick toiit.

“I knew that was going to come back on me.” He dug a coin out of his purse and spun it on the table.

“Because you're such abright boy.”



“Shut up, Lee”

“And in such afinemood, too.” Should | ask him, should | not? Should | borrow the coin? Ah, what the
hdll. “What iswrong with you?’

Handsthrough the hair again. “Her Graceishere.”

Oh. All wasforgiven. “When?’

“Y esterday.”

“How did she even know you were back here and not in Erstwhile?’
“I don’'t know. Magic. | don’t care.” His shoulders dumped.
“Whereis she saying?’

“The Imperid,” he said, naming a boarding house like the one my mother was staying at, only for theristo
crowd.

“You don't actualy haveto see her, if you don’t want to.”

A short exhalation through his nose, asound of disgust. “1 haveto see her.”
Find methelaw that said that. “No, you don't.”

The musclesaong hisjaw clenched. “Leaveit, Lee”

Fine. Make yoursdf miserable. | only have to work with you whileyou do it.

| watched Karish wander over to thewall and poke around the shelves. He came up with adeck of
cards. “Want to chest a dider?’

| didn’t bother to protest the accusation. No need to get too predictable. “ Can you afford to fall any
further into debt? Y ou already owe meyour first six born.”

“I guess|I’ll haveto figure out someway to work it off.” He winked.

| rolled my eyes.

Therest of the watch passed without incident. No surprisesthere. | spent some time wondering if High
Scape had turned into a cold site. It had been known to happen. Sites constantly rattled by natura events
suddenly went still, for decades, while sites that had been cam suddenly went hot. Maybe Creol had
been the only reason High Scape had ever been hot in thefirst place.

Firth and Stone cameto relieve us, something | dwayslooked forward to. | loved Firth.

“Karish, my beautiful, my one, my only,” she crowed, as sheawaysdid.



Karish, who had risen to hisfeet asthe ladies entered, scooped up Firth’shand. As he always did.
“Claire, my lovely,” he said in avoice as smooth as sanded wood. “It isatreasure to seeyou, as
adways”

“Youliar,” sheretorted. “Y ou're such atease.”

That was alittle blunter than usual. Fun to see Karish gapelike afish, though. “I never am,” he protested.
“Sureyou are, lad. All heat and promises and just when you get agirl dl worked up you dither out of it.”
Karish blushed. | cackled. Stone smirked.

Granted, | wouldn’t want a man as old as Firth drooling al over me, but Karish asked for it. He was
something of adut and wore the reputation amost proudly. From what | understood, Firth wasadut,
too, and she’ d had many more yearsto practise it. She knew how to make the elegant, confident, suave
Lord Shintaro Karish blush in away no one e se could, and it delighted me every time| saw it. He should
have learned to back off by then. On the other hand, he might have forgotten after dl that time spent
away from High Scape. For certain he beat ahasty retreat out of there, taking me with him.

“Rrrrr,” Karish growled, once | closed the door behind us. “Y ou have too much fun with her.”

Hey, itwasn't my fault. HE d started it the year before by oozing dl over Firth when they met. “1 have
nothing to do withiit.”

“No, you just st back and laugh.” He sounded almost bitter about it.

“Poor boy.” My feigned sympathy couldn’t have sounded more false. * Can dish it out but you can't take
it”

He appeared scandaized. “I never behave likethat.” He pointed athumb back over his shoulder at the
Sdl.

“No, you'realittle more subtle, but giveit time.”
He huffed. “I will never act that way.”
“All right.” We' d wait and see. When hislooks began to fade alittle. In twenty years or so.

“Brat.” Hetook my hand, and we trudged through the snow back towards the city. “ Come out for a
drink with me?’

“Sure”

His hand squeezed mine alittle with hissurprise. “ Redly?’
WEe d never gone out for adrink together before. “ Aye.”
Hesmiled. “Good girl.”

“Aye, you'd think so.” Karish was ared fan of debauchery. Not that that was where | was headed. I'd



just watch him for awhile. From what I’ d heard, he put on quite a show when he was enjoying himself in
atavern.

“Lord Shintaro!”

Hejumped. | didn’t. Score for me. | did want to scow! at the interloper, though. But | didn’t, because
Karishwas doing it for me. “Y ou’ ve got the wrong number,” he snapped.

The man hdted hisjog and stared at Karish, nonplussed.

| looked up and stared at Karish, nonplussed.

“Lord Shintaro Karish?’ the man tried again.

Karish gave up on the not-a-lord issue. “What do you want?’

Thetonewasnot at dl friendly, but the man bowed. “William Smith, at your service.” | thought that if he

truly wanted to be polite, he might pull his scarf away from hisface alittle so we could get agood look at
him. It wasn't that cold. “I am amember of the Raiborn, and we re recruiting members. We were hoping
you might beinterested in joining us.”

Karish' sfine black brows drew together in afrown. “Uh, what?”

| sifled agiggle. Good retort.

“A club, my lord. A kind of gentlemen’sclub.”

“What kind of gentlemen’s club recruits members on the street?” Karish demanded with scorn.

“QOur kind of club, my lord.”

As statements of the obvious went, the delivery of that one had admirable panache.

“Didn’t one of you people dready send me aletter inviting meto this club of yours?’

“Wevery wdl may have. Y ou are exactly the kind of—"

“Andif | recdl | sent you aresponse saying no thanks.”

That didn’t dow the man down for amoment. “It was no doubt an open invitation, my lord. Should you
change your mind.”

“Well, | haven't,” Karish declared with exquisite hauteur. “ And | won't. | don't like gentlemen’s clubs.
They dwayslet in thewrong sort.”

“I can assure you, my lord, we seek out only the—"
“Leave now.” Karish pulled me away and started us down the Strest.

Listen to him. So used to being invited into exclusive high society clubsthat the very invitations



themselvesirritated him. Must be nice to be so sought after.
“My lord!”
“Don’'t cdl us” Karish muttered.

“Maybe we' |l have a better opportunity to speak another time, my lord!” the man shouted after us.
Didn’'t follow us, though. Smart man.

“What was that about?’ | asked.
“You heard him.”

“But your refusal was alittle harsh.” And not like Karish. Karish, in my experience, was usudly quite
polite.

“He came up to me on the street.”
“Aye, | wouldn't have thought that was the way they did it.”
“It'snot. At least, I’ ve never had anyone ask me like that before.”

“So you have been asked to agentlemen’s club before?” Heredly did livein adifferent world. Onel
couldn’t understand. Which, considering | was his partner, was rather sad.

He shrugged. “1 was Lord Westsed s younger brother. Then people thought | was going to be Lord
Westsea mysdif.”

“And you turned them down?’ | would have joined, out of curiogity if nothing else.

He snorted. “Why would | want to lock myself away with acollection of sdlf-important asseswho
obvioudy have no red appreciation for women?’ Ah, but think of al the fun he could have had with the
men. “Besides, I’'m not married. What do | need agentlemen’sclub for?’

Thethought of Karish married was enough to make me choke on nothing but air and sdliva. Good thing |
was a Shidd, with unsurpassed control over my reactions. Else | might laugh.

Karish was looking down at me. “What? No derogatory comments?’
“I have nothing to say.”

“Y ou dways have something to say. Y ou just choose not to.” Happy with that little comment, he rel eased
my hand and tucked it into the crook of hisarm.

Damn al perceptive men.

Chapter Six

Musi c came pouring out through the windows and the door. A fiddle racing over octaves. A pipe emitting



aplaintive haunting tone even asit danced over arpeggios. And aflat drum with arolling syncopated
beat. My heart sped up and | bit my lower lip. Images clashed in my mind. Waves crashing against
rocks. A window shattering in the intense heet of fire. Standing at the edge of a dliff and wanting to dive
over just to fed theair rushing over my skinas| fell. | pulled back on Karish’sarm. “Not in there.”

Karish had been leading me. He had picked thistavern. He turned back to me, acorner of his mouth
turned up in adangerous smile. Dangerousto me, anyway. His eyeswere glowing. “Do you likethis
musc?’

Was heinsane?“ Of course.” A person would have to be dead not to like thismusic. It was glorious. It lit
theair. It moved.

“Do you want to go in? Not—" he cut off my answer with araised hand, “should you go in. But do you
want to? If you had nothing at dl to worry about, would you go in?’

Therewas abit of abreeze winding its way through the night. It played with hishair. One dark strand
was fluttering along his cheek. | wanted to brush it back. Then | wanted to sink my handsinto that black
mass.

My blood was practicaly dancing through my veins. My heart was pounding so hard | felt the pulsein my
throat. My muscles were tense with the effort it took not to start running or jumping around like anidiot.

| licked my dry lips and nodded.

“Youtrust me?’

| nodded again, because | wasn't sure | could speak coherently.
“I won't let you do anything you regret. | promise.”

The smart thing to do wasto refuseto goin. To insst we go somewherese. Or to let Karishgoin
aonewhilel went home. Gods, themusic. . .

“So what do you say?’

He wanted so much for meto goinwith him, | could tell. He' d be disappointed if | refused. | could fed it
even through the music that wasfilling my head and scrambling my thoughts.

I’m stupid. I'm so stupid. “Aye.” Wasthat breathless voice coming from me?

The smile widened into a grin. Karish chuckled and opened the door. The music, of course, got louder,
enough to make medizzy. | crowded in closer to Karish, my free hand clutching hisarm. A part of me
screamed that thiswas avery bad idea. The rest of me begt that single part into silence.

The tavern was dark and filled with people, loud chattering people, al the bodies creating waves of heat.
The dim candlelight did over cheekbones and jaw lines and fingers and wrigts, glancing off dark eyesand
flashes of teeth. | could smell sweat and perfume and beer and the musty scent of winter clothes recently
pulled out of storage.

And then, dl of asudden, the music stopped. Protests rose up. My heart didn’t dow down, though, and



for afew moments| couldn’t hear the words being loudly spoken from the corner where the music had
been coming from.

People were turning to look at us.
“It'sdl right,” Karish said a high volume. “It’' sfine. Keep playing.”

| couldn’t see the musicians. | wastoo short, damnit. And | couldn’t hear anything el se because that
glorious music was till swinging around in my head.

“It'll bedl right. Lee doesn't get violent with music.” He fdtered alittle there. Usudly | didn't get violent
with music. It had, unfortunately, been known to happen. It depended on the music, and the
circumstances. But that music, and those circumstances, weren't likely to arisein atavern. “1 won't be
leaving her done. | promise you ther€ |l be no broken mugs or chairs.” And, asthough to demonstrate
how serioudy hetook his promise, he put an arm around my shoulders. “Please keep playing. I'd like
Leeto hear it

| was till hearingit. It felt good. Redlly good.

But | could tell when it started up again. It felt even better. Smoothing over my face, filling my blood with
light, bursting out through my muscles. It wrapped around me and held me gpart from everything around
me. | could see, but my mind didn’t understand what | was seeing. | wasn't hearing the music but
experiencing it ingde my head. And the head became nothing more than an enthraling glow againgt my
flesh. Theremova of my cloak from my shoulders sent smooth materid diding over my skin. | started
shivering.

Then there was movement. Circular, gliding movement. Movement running with my blood, flowing with it,
pushing it fagter, lifting my feet, curling me through the warm darkness around me.

Dancing. | loved dancing.

| loved Karish. Hefelt so good. Long dim muscleslining strong limbs. Smooth skin over eegant fingers.
Hishair was so soft. Gentle light gleamed in hisdark eyes. And his smile, such abeautiful velvet amile. |
could look a him forever, touch him forever.

Danceforever. The movement. Fedling the muscleswork. Experiencing the shift in balance. Trusting your
body to know what to do and just letting it. | could do it for hours.

Sometimes the music softened alittle, and | could think. It would change into something more gentle,
more Stately, the steps less acrobatic and more precisely timed, set into specific patterns as partners
faced each other and clapped their hands and did from sideto side. | was able to see alittle better,
watch Karish as he played the gentleman’ srole in the dance and admire how well he knew the steps,
how well he moved. | would have thought the elegance would loseitsimpact over time, as| saw it dmost
every day, but | knew then that the unconscious grace of my Source' s manner of movement would never
ceaseto rouse my envy.

What wasit like to know you aways looked perfect? What wasit like to know every single thing you did
was donewel|?

Or maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he didn't think about it at al. Maybe it was so much a part of what he



wasthat he didn’t think any more about it than | thought about the shape of my eyebrows, or the length
of my toes.

And | wondered how someone who couldn’t sing and claimed no interest in music was able to dance so
well. Then the music would rise up again, and the ability to think about anything a al dipped away.

After awnhile, Karish tried to pull me away from the dancers. | didn't likethat, and | resisted. If | stopped
dancing my blood would explode out of my veins and spatter everyone, and that would be bad.

“I’'mthirsty,” he shouted through the music.
“Sodrink,” | said. “I'll dance.” Who needed a partner? | wasjust jumping around like an idiot, anyway.
“No.” He headed towards the tables, his grip firm on my hand. “Be agood girl and have some beer.”

Beer. Mmmmm. My throat suddenly closed in, rough and dry. Drinking something seemed like agood
idea, and I moved morewillingly. | could dways dance &fter.

Through the haze in my head | saw the occupants of a nearby table clear away. They looked up and saw
us coming and with no hesitation or even discussion among them, moved away. | opened my mouth to
protest. That was't right.

“Leaveit,” Karishtold me. “They fed better about it thisway.”

Redlly? I’ d be annoyed, having to make way for someone else like that. But they’ d aready disappeared
into the crowd, and no one e se seemed to find anything odd about it. | couldn’t see any dark looks or
discontented mutters.

And to be honest, right then, | redly didn’t care that much. | was happy enough to have asest at atable.

| closed my eyes, |etting the notes and the rhythms of the music flow through me. Another gentle piece, a
little mournful. Beautiful, but disturbing, about lost hopes and opportunities carelesdy tossed aside, and it
made me uncomfortable. It made me think. Images and memories| preferred to repress flashed through
my mind. | clutched the sdes of the table, pulling in adeep breath that had nothing to do with recovering
from the dancing. Jumping around in atavern when everyone el se was doing the same was one thing.
Disintegrating into tears and being the only one doing it was not acceptable.

Warm hands pedled my fingers from the table. “Don't try to control yoursdlf,” Karish chided me. “That's
my job.”

Wéll, no, it wasn't, gtrictly speaking. Hisjob wasto make sure | didn’t hurt anyone, or deep with
anyone, or damage any of the furniture. “Not much funfor you.” And | didn’'t liketheideaof him doing it.

“Aye, itis” Hisgrinwasimpish.
Oh, that made me fed so much better.
The beer, when it came, wasice cold and so, S0 smooth, spicy flavor bursting over my tongue and

flowing down my throat. Very good. | drained it in short order, and afull mug quickly replaced the empty
one. | rasedittomy lips.



Karish garted laughing a me. “Sow down, girl!” hecried. “Y ou'll make yoursdf drunk.”
And what was so wrong with that?* So?’

“So, isthat your plan?’

| hadn’t thought about it before, but “ Sure!” Everyone ese did, and they seemed to enjoy it.
Hewas grinning. “Have you ever been drunk before?’

Of course not. “What kind of question isthat? I’ m twenty-two yearsold.”

A brilliantly evasve answer which, unfortunately, failed to divert him. “Haveyou?’ he perssted.
“I'll have you know | get drunk al thetime. It' saregular thing.”

“Youdonot.”

“Areyou going to nag & meadl night?’

“Far beit for me to be the voice of reason.”

He sounded so dl-knowing that it aggravated meto no end. | couldn’t help it. | had to stick my tongue
out a him again. Because | couldn’t think of anything suitably cutting to say.

He started laughing. Threw back his head and howled like | was the most hysterical thing he'd ever seen.
| thought, for amoment, of asking him just what he thought was so funny, but realized | redly didn’t need
to know. He was enjoying himsdlf. That was good enough for me, even if it were at my expense. There
wereworsethings.

| finished my beer with no more comments from the man who thought he was my mother. And then we
danced. And drank some more. And danced some more. And drank some more.

Anditdl got alittlefuzzy &fter that.

The next time | could think again, and then not well, it was morning— or sometimelikeit. | opened my
eyes, cursed the evil blades of sunlight, and closed them again. | tried to ascertain my Situation. | wasin
bed, my own. Alone, dressed in my nightgown and lacking any recollection of how I’ d gotten there. My
tongue was coated with thick fur, my throat was sticky, my stomach stretched and gurgled, and | wished
my head would just carry on and explode so | wouldn't have to fed anything anymore.

Then the bed started swinging and spinning.

Inmy mind | could hear Karish laughing, the bastard.

What a stupid thing to do.

| was dill sitting there, and still miserable, when an aggravating Karish pounded on the door and taunted
me, teling me I’ d fed better if | ate something. The wicked liar. At the thought of food my stomach tried



to curl into an impenetrablefid.

But when Riley knocked on my door to tell me my mother had arrived, | knew there was nothing for it
but to get out of bed. | washed my face. Dressed. Opened the door.

The aromaof food wafted in.

Closethe door. Swallow. Lean my forehead against the door.

Could | die now?

Wédll, no, not now. After amoment. After | rested for abit, I'd go back to bed. And die.

Knowing my mother, shewouldn’t let me die. She' d just come to my room and berate me for till being
in bed.

| opened the door again.

| never before would have described the smell of frying bacon asastench. And | had to walk through it
al the way to the kitchen.

My mother was there. She was causing the stench. She was grinning as she watched me. She knew what
| wasfeding and she thought it was hilarious. “ Sit down.”

| was happy enough to rest my wobbly legs.

Mother placed in front of me aplate of glaring yellow and rusty red. “It seemsyou had avery good time
with Taro lagt night.”

The plate had good timing. It provided an excuse for covering haf my face with my hands, ostensibly to
ward off the smell. Oh my gods. The whole night was not, unfortunately, lost to me. | could remember
drinking. Every moment | was off the dance floor | was drinking. No intelligent conversation of any kind.
And the dancing. Oh, Zaire, that was the worst. Because— ah, | hated even thinking about it. It hadn’t
redlly been dancing at dl. More like writhing. Againgt Karish. Body pressed to his, arms linked around
his neck. No doubt he believed my behavior was the result of repressed yearning and the last thing |

needed wasfor him to know | lusted after him. Damn it. Why couldn’t my memory block have extended
over to that?

Thankfully, it had only been Karish. | hadn’t danced with anyone ese. | didn't think. | couldn’t recall. But
evenif | didn’'t, dancing like that with Karish was more than bad enough.

Had there been anyone e se | knew there? Had they seen us? What were they thinking?
Not that appearing hung over before one' s mother didn’t have ahumiliation dl itsown.
1] Ea’ L%H

“Uh—" I'd redly rather not, thanks anyway.



“It' Il make you fed better. Listen to your mother. The voice of experience.”

| looked up at her at that. Her face was completely blank. She couldn’t repress the twinklein her eyes
though.

| stuck atiny piece of egg on my fork and brought it to my mouth, trying not to smell it. | put the egg on
my tongue, prepared for another dosh from my stomach.

| swallowed. Nothing unpleasant happened. And it tasted redly good. My next bite was more
substantid.

My mother snickered and tucked into her own plate.

| did start to fed better. So my mother wasright. Why did | fed irked rather than gretified by that? It
made no sense.

“S0,” said my mother. “Taro told me hismother isintown.”
“Sohesad.”

“SoI’'m going to invite her to the Lion to dinner,” my mother announced gaily. “A dinner for the four of
lJSIH

There was something perversely amusing about the idea of forcing the superior Dowager Duchess of
Westsea to spend an evening in our non-aristocratic company. “What does Taro think of that idea?’

“Wadll, hedidn’t redly likethe idea, but he agreed to pass dong theinvitation. | think it’sonly appropriate
that we all get to know each other, especialy when we' re so fortunate asto be in High Scape at the
sametime. It' samost like we re family, after dl.”

What was she up to? Because she did not think of the Dowager as family, and she' d never before given
any hint of interest in meeting her.

Stll, I was glad shewas doing it. It was probably the only chance | would have to meet Karish's mother.
He seemed anxious to keep us separated.

After breskfast | felt well enough to move without wincing, and even to work on some reportsfor the
council. | wasn't in any shape to bench dance, though, and | felt strangely toxic. | didn’t think I'd be
drinking again for agood long while. If ever.

The blizzard struck later that afternoon.

Chapter Seven

I’d never been so cold. Thefrigid air tingled and scraped against my skin. | had to keep blinking
srangely aching eyes. My bregath rasped in my throat. My feet hurt. I’ d made the mistake of ssomping
them once, in an attempt to warm them up, and it had felt like something very fragile within them—
bones, maybe?— had sharply shattered.



Beside me, | heard Karish' steeth rattling. | could see his breath streaming out like smoke. For once he
was keeping his hands gtrictly to himsdf. Hisarmsweretightly crossed as hetried to control his shivering.
The other Sourcesin the Stall werein just as bad a state, hunched over and stiff with cold, their Shields
quiet and withdrawn asthey dl struggled with aleve of discomfort none of them had ever before
experienced.

Thefire blazing in the ove looked red pretty, though.

“Wewill tdl the regularswe have aplan,” LaMonte said through chattering teeth. No attempts at an
gppropriate introduction thistime. Just Sraight to the point. Blessthe man.

“WEe ve had an answer back from the council?’ Riley asked.

“No,” LaMonte snapped. “But I’ ve had abrick narrowly miss my head and a horde of non-apologetic
regularstelling meto get off my assto do something.” He paused, so we could al be shocked by his
news and his manner of relayingit. “So | told them we were working oniit. I’'m not going to wait until the
council puts together acommission that will look into the matter and give us areport in acouple of years.
The regulars|ooked ready to throw ropes over tree branches. | had to say something and telling them |
was waiting to hear back from the council wasn't going to cut it.” He clapped his hands together to warm
them. | thought of bones shattering. “ They weren't terribly impressed with my answer but at least they |eft
without soning me.”

All right, | supposed therewasn’'t much | could say againgt that. A brick at hishead! What was that
about? It certainly wasn't arational or productive response to circumstances. What was that like, camly
walking down the street, minding your own business, to find your peace broken by aprojectileflying at
your head? LaMonte was obvioudly rattled to be usng something other than the pristine language that
was his habit, and | couldn’t blame him.

“Anything to say, Dunleavy?’ he asked me archly, the prat.

Wl then, yes, | did. “What are we going to say when nothing happens?’ Because, while | understood
LaMonte suse of thelig, the problemswith the lie il existed. “When whatever we' re supposed to be
doing doesn’t work?’

“Therewas dliteration hgppening al over the placein that sentence,” Karish muitered.

“Thiswill pass” LaMonte announced in acam, resonating voice. All he needed was a mountaintop.

“Y ou keep saying that and it keeps getting worse.” | knew | sounded like anag, but it wastrue. We had
just descended into dl new levels of cold, hadn’t we?

“It will pass. All thingsdo.”
Lord. “What if the regulars acquire better aim before that happens?’
LaMonte set hisjaw. “They won't. They wouldn't dare.”

| would wager that had someone asked him, aweek earlier, if aregular would ever throw abrick in his
generd direction, he would have said they wouldn't dare.



“Now, Dunleavy, | know you’ re anxious to contribute and prove your worth,” Wilberforce interjected in
avoice | assumed was supposed to sound soothing and patient. “ But wisdom as profound as Chris's can
come only with time and experience. Bdieve me, you will get there, some day.”

Blank face, blank face, blank face, and above dl ignore the giggling— yes, the giggling— coming from
Karish's chest and throat. “ One can only hope.”

LaMonte, being more perceptive than Wilberforce, shot me ahard look.

All right, here goes. “ Perhgps we should try actualy doing something. Now that we' ve actudly told them
weare”

Karish's posture shifted beside me. An ice-cold hand wrapped around mine and squeezed. | glanced up
a him. | was't going to give away his secret. He would, though, if he didn’t stop being so paranoid.

Hammad started snickering. “I was never that young.”
“Haven't we dready been through this?” Garrighan drawled.
“What' stheharmintrying?’

“It'snot what we do,” said Hammad.

“But we'retdling theregularsthat it is” Didn’t they see thelong-term repercussions of telling them that?
Could they redlly bethat blind? It was so obvious.

“It' sanecessay fiction.”
“Also known asabdd-faced lie.”

“Dunleavy, we are not having thisdiscussion again,” LaMonte sngpped. “Y ou have made your fedings
quite clear. And gpparently theinjury I’ ve suffered hasn’t changed them.”

Ah, guilt. | recognized the emation. | knew what it was. I’ d even experienced it from timeto time. But
had LaMonte managed to ingpire it within me with his heavy-handed attempt at emotiona manipulation?
Not at al.

“If you fed compelled to disturb everyone with your speculations about what might be happening,” La
Monte continued, “and rile people up with pretensions of an ability to solve every problem, then by all
means be my guest. But we,” and he glanced about at al the others, none of whom appeared prepared
to contradict him, “know what we' re going to be doing.”

He did everything but cross hisarms and nod and say “ So there.” What a bastard. Speculations.
Pretensions. Like he knew what the hell he was talking about. Getting a brick thrown at him didn’t make
himright.

But there was no point in saying any of that, because everyone else agreed with him, or at least planned
to follow hislead, and the horse was most sincerely dead.

So | tilted my head in acknowledgement. “ So sorry to have bored you dll,” | said coolly. | didn’t



understand it, though. Why didn’t any of them even want to try?
“Yadoneit now,” Karish said, but | didn’t know to whom, nor in reference to what.

“I’ve got somewhereto be,” Rayne announced. “I’m not on duty, there' s no reason for me to be out
hererisking black fingers”

“Hear hear,” said Stone, pulling her cloak about her more tightly and shifting her feet, ready to go
outsde.

| didn’t Sigh. | didn’t clench my teeth. It was to be expected. There was no reason for any of them to
listen to me. | was the youngest, the least experienced. And it wasn't asthough | had ared plan or idea.

Or, apparently, any powers of persuasion.

Bestrice and Benedict were on duty, and so remained in the Stall. The rest of ustrudged back over the
snow-covered plain. No one spoke. It was too cold to speak. We just hurried along as quickly asthe
deep snow alowed us.

Once we passed the city’ sring road the Pairs split off in different directions. Karish stuck with me. |
supposed he thought to walk me home. How entirely unnecessary of him.,

“What could | say to them?’ he asked medl out of the blue.

Caught up in my own thoughts, | let mysdlf frown. | thought about what he had said. | turned the words
around, took them apart, examined each one individualy, put them back together and studied thewhole,
then said, “What?’

“At the Stal, when you were talking about trying to do something about the wegther. | couldn’t tell them
about what we were trying. There really wasn't anything to say.”

“Ah.” | didn't want to talk about it.

“I mean, there’ snothing to report yet. And I’ m sorry, but | don’t want them finding out about . . . things
unlesswe have something redl to tell them.”

“Fine” 1t was done. There was no point in hashing it out.
“Damnit, Lee!” he snapped.
| looked up at him. What was his problem now?

Hedid aweird sort of step and dide thing that had him suddenly in front of me, facing me, and | had to
gtop. “Will you just admit you' re angry?’

Taking about beating dead animds. “1 have nothing to be angry about.” Not with him, anyway. And it
was too cold to stay angry with LaMonte.

“You'retdling meyou don't think | failed you or something by not spesking up back there?’



Actudly, | hadn’t thought about it. “I am perfectly capable of speaking for mysdlf.” And perfectly used to
being summarily dismissed. Redlly. That wasthelot of the Shield. Sure, it would have been niceif Karish
had said something. They would have listened to him, and thought about what he said, at least for a
moment. But most likely they would have eventually chosen the same path regardless. So the fact that he
decided not to throw in hislot with the losing Side, well there was no point in getting upset about it. And,
anyway, | would never dream of expecting Karish to speak when he didn’t careto, just to support me.

“I could have drawn lines by your spine”

More mentd dissection was required to trandate that, but the fact that | could pleased me. Then | rolled
my eyes. “Y ou might have noticed it' sabit chilly today.”

“You'reangry, Lee.”

| had to admit | was starting to get there. | hated it when peopletold me how | felt. | shrugged. “Fine.
I’m angry. Can we go somewhere ingde now?’

“Damnit, Lee” He couldn’t drive hishandsinto his hair because both his hands and his head were
wrapped. Hetried, though. It dmost made me smile.

| waited amoment, thinking he planned to continue, but apparently he could think of nothing moreto say.
“You get irritated when | say I'm not angry and you get irritated when | say | amangry. | can't win.”

“Because you'rejust saying whatever you think will shut me up,” he accused me.

“Aye, but it' snot working.”

“Argh!” was hisresponse, and he charged on down the street.

And | started laughing at his antics. He was S0 excitable. Sometimesit was exhausting just listening to
him, but there was also something exhilarating about it. Karish seemed so unconcerned with whether
people knew what he was fedling. After years of being told how distasteful it was to impose one' s strong
emotions on others, it was refreshing to be with someone who wasn't smilarly constrained.

“I sad nothing funny, Lee”

Now hewas frowning, alittle line appearing between his eyebrows. | waked up to him and touched it
with thetip of my finger. “Y ou’ re so handsome when you' re annoyed.”

He backed away from my finger. “I’m serious, Lee.”

“That'smy job.” And he didn’t do seriouswell. It made him al meodramatic. “Can we go in now?’
He scowled. “You don't deserveit.”

“What, goingin?’

“Going to the hospital.”

| thought about that and tried to figure out how visiting ahospitd would be atreat. “Huh?’



“Comeon.” Hetook my hand and started |eading me down the street.

We did indeed end up at the Western Center Hospital. One I’ d been to many times. And it looked like a
disaster had struck. It was busier than I’d remembered ever seeing it before. The roomswerefilled and
people were lying in cotsin the corridors. The staff looked harried, moving from one patient to another
without much of apause. A couple glanced up when we camein and, after quickly deciding we didn’t
need any help, ignored us.

| pulled the wraps from my hands and head with relief. The hospital was warm and | was happy enough
to beinside. | glanced around and after afew moments| redlized most of the patients were very old, or

very young.

“Frosthite,” Karish told me. “I" d heard, because of the strange westher, alot of people have been getting
frosthite. Bad enough to need amputations.” | grimaced. “ Some have been getting heart pains from
shifting snow. Othersare getting Sck in their lungs. | can't do anything for that |ast group, though.”

| looked up a him quickly. He didn’t return my gaze, concentrating on achild wrapped up in acot.
Clutching atoy to her chest and staring at the wall, she gppeared to be done. “Ah,” | said. And | smiled,
because I’ d redlized why we' d come.

“Good afternoon, little one,” Karish said to the child, kneeling by the cot, hisvoice dropping into alow,
soothing tone.

She was perhaps six years old, though | was no good at judging the ages of children. Shewastiny, and it
was hard to believe that her body could contain al the organs necessary for surviva. It seemed obscene
to methat such afragilelittle person had been |eft unattended in this dark and grim corridor. When she
turned her head from the wall her eyeswere dark and red with tears. “Who areyou?’ sheaskedina
soft, trembling voice.

“I'm Taro. ThisisLee. What' syour name?’
“Keeva,” sheanswered solemnly. “ Do you know my Da?’
“No.” Karish stroked back her dark hair with alight hand. “Is he here?’

“He s at the shop. He couldn’t keep me a home.” The coat of tears over her eyesthickened. “I wouldn't
have been any trouble.” She sniffed and rubbed her nose. Her hand was wrapped in gauzy white cloth.

“I"'m sure he wasn't worried about your being trouble to him,” Karish assured her. “But he can't take
care of you when you'reinjured. He doesn’t know how. A person can't know how to take care of a
shop and be ahedler, dl at the sametime.” He bent down to kiss her forehead, an action | thought wasa
little presumptuous but one she seemed to have no trouble with. Could sway al ages, he could. “But |
know it’s hard to be away from home.”

He glanced at me, and after amoment | felt hisinterna shields lower.
Thiswas different from when he was channeling events. Then, | could sort of fed the forces through him,

or at least | could perceive them. When he hedled people, | was aware of him drawing forcesin, but |
couldn’t seethem mysdlf. | couldn’t fed anything but him.



“I had to leave home when | wasvery young,” Karish said, still stroking back the girl’ shair. “Leeleft
home when shewasfour.”

It was alittle difficult to concentrate on the girl’ sface while | was shielding Karish, but | saw her look at
the black braid on Karigh' sleft shoulder, and the white braid on mine. “ That’ sdifferent,” shesaid. “You
belongto Triple S”

Wedid, sort of, belong to the Triple S. Inaway. | didn’t like the choice of words, though.

“Doesn’'t makeit any easier to leave home,” Karish chided her gently. “And you' Il be here only alittle
while. Then you get to go back to your Daagain.”

“I missMaxie,” she muttered, the bright eyes dimming asthe tension of pain left her frosthitten
extremities.

“Issheyour Sster?’

“Yes” shesad, her eydidslowering. “No,” she corrected hersdlf. “ She died. Shewasredly redly little.
Madied, too.” Her voice was starting to dur.

Her words sobered me. So young to deal with death. Too young, | thought, to be so matter of fact about
it. 1 didn’'t know what I’ d do if amember of my family died.

Thiswas not the time to think about such things.

“I’'m sorry to hear about that,” Karish said in asoft voice. “Y ou must missthem both.”
“Uh-huh.” The eyeswere closed. A long dow bregth.

Karish lifted his hand from her hair, hisinterna shields shifting back in to place.

“Well done” | murmured.

Maybe someday | would tell him how proud | was of him, that he could do such things. Some day when
he waswilling to listen. | was moved to tuck alock of hisdark hair behind his ear.

“What the hell?” a sharp voice shouted out.

Keevawas startled out of her deep. Karish and | turned, looking to the cause of the disturbance.
Except, gpparently, it was us. A man wearing the sturdy dark garments of afisher strode up the corridor,
reached out and grabbed Karish’ sarm, pulling him close. Karish' s eyes widened in surprise and he
arched back from the man, but he made no red effort to free himself.

“Got nerve, so you do, showing up in here,” thefisher snarled into Karish' sface. * Prancing around your
victimsinstead of working out there where you belong, doing your job.”

“Sir,” Karish said, and that was al he was able to get out.



Thefisher shifted hisgrip, bunching hisfistsin the front of Karish's cloak. “ Fish stock is down, you know
that? My nets have been empty for weeks. We found my—" Hisvoice cut off, moisturerisng in hiseyes.
He cleared histhroat. “We found my son deed, curled up by the house. He got caught out in the blizzard.
He dmost made it home. He couldn’t find the door. And we never heard him.” He shook Karish once,
hard. “How dare you wak among us now?’

Karish laid his hands on the man’ swrigts. | wasn't sure whether he was trying to stop the man from
shaking him again or to provide some kind of comfort. “Sir, | am so sorry, redlly, but . . .”

“Why did you let him comein here?’ the fisher demanded of me. He shoved Karish away, and Karish
nearly lost his balance as he tried not to step into another cot behind him. “Take him out of here.”

Hewas grieving. He was facing degtitution. No doubt he could barely think straight. But hel ping the
injured fed better was something Karish could do. In trying to lay undeserved responsibility on Karish,
the fisher was preventing him from performing the good he could do. He shouldn’t be able to deny the
othersarespite from pain. “We are here to see people, sir,” | told him, keeping my voice mild and levd.
“Please know | am very sorry for your loss, but—"

“Get him out of herel” the fisher roared.

| was aware of the others. Patients, vidtors, one member of the staff, al watching us. They showed no
intention of interfering. “ Sir, ther€' s nothing we can do right now.”

“Lee” A warning from Karish.
Oh, that’ sright. I’ d forgotten about the lie.

“Nothing you can do!” the fisher echoed with incredulity. “ Then what the hell are we keeping you for?
Andinright fine style, too.” His gaze raked over me, from head to foot and back again. “Better clothes
than I’ve got, and I’ ve worked hard every day of my life. And now, when we realy need you, you're
m&”

What was | supposed to say? They never taught me how to dedl with this sort of thing in the academy.
No one ever warned me there would come atime when the regulars would accuse me, al out of the blue,
of not doing my job. Worse, of being some kind of societal parasite.

It was dedling with the farmer al over again. “ Sir,” | said. “Please understand. Thiskind of thing, the
snow, the blizzard, it' s not something we were trained to dedl with.”

“Not something—" he practically exploded.

“But we'reworking onit!” | said hastily, and without redlly thinking about it. Until after the words were
out of my mouth, and then | had to work to keep the grimace off my face. Because there, I'd doneit,
even though I’ d been hoping to avoid it. “We relooking into it. We re trying to see what we can do. But
it sgoing to taketime.”

| heard people speaking around us then. | couldn’t decipher the exact words, | didn’t know whether they
had been reassured by what I’ d said or not. But it didn’t fedl like anyone wasimpressed.

“Time,” the fisher muttered through histeeth, tone dripping with disgust. “ Aye, and what istime to me?



I’ve dready lost everything.”

| couldn’t even imagine whét that felt like. “We are sorry, Sr. Redlly.” Wordswere usdless. Hollow. But
there was nothing else | could do.

He pulled in adeep breath, making an effort to calm himself down. A man of dignity, who knew there
was no point in haranguing us further. He nodded at Karish. “ Get him out of here.”

He had no right to give me such an order, but our continued presence wouldn't benefit anyone anymore.
The damage had been done. | grabbed Karish’sarm. | ressted the urge to repeat my sympathiesto the
fisher. That would only make him angry, and it wouldn’t do anything to make mefed better, either. But it
wasahard ingtinct to fight.

Karish showed some reluctance over leaving, but after acouple of discrete tugs he was following me.

People watched usleave, slently. | could fed their attention. A dark weight that seemed to press up
againg me and made me wish | could just disappear.

| didn’'t understand it. No matter how rationally | took it apart, how objectively | looked at the
phenomenon, | couldn’t understand the abrupt change of opinion. A month earlier Karish was admired
and adored by everyone. Now people were blaming him for al of their problems. It didn’t make sense.
And it wasn't right. How could people be so damned fickle? Even when things were going so badly, how
could someonejust reach out blindly, grab the first person they encountered, and pile blame on them?

High Scape had three other major hospitals. We went to each one. No one kicked us out of any of
those, but they watched us. Watched Karish. Long looks. Whispers. What is he doing here? Why isn't
he doing something about this? How dare he come around here eyeing hisvictimslike alord looking over
his livestock and deciding where culling was needed?

Karish heard. The man wasn't deaf. But he acted as though he didn’t. He spoke quietly with those
patients who would talk to him. Sometimes he merely asked them their names and about their families.
Sometimes he gently flirted with them, unerring in determining which patients would be offended and
which could be made to smile with the attention. Under the cover of touching their hand or shoulder or
“accidentaly” brushing againgt them while straightening their blankets, he channeled some of their pain
and eased them into deep. And possibly, for al we knew, accelerated their headling alittle.

Then, late at night, when we left the last hospital, Karish let his head fall back and breathed out in along
tired Sigh.

| clapped him on the back. “You al right?’

“Judt lovey.”

Oh, no, that didn’t ring with ingincerity. “1f you' re not meeting up with someone’— and how likely was
that>—"why don’t you walk meto the Lion and let my mother fuss over you?’ Because| didn’t want
him to be done. A part of me dwaysworried about what he might get up to, when he was distressed and
alone. Hisjudgment seemed to get alittle. . . sSkewed . . . when he was ups=t.

He chuckled, but it was awesk, weary sound. “I love your mother.”



Wéll, of course. “And she adores you. Morethan me.” A sad fact of life. | considered being jealous.
“Come, Taro. I’'m serious. You look exhausted. And the Lion iscloser.” And it had gotten even colder,
though | wouldn’t have thought that was possible. | could fed these strange prickles over my nose and
cheeks.

“I am exhausted,” he said, “which iswhy I’'m going home and getting some deep. So | can beintop form
tomorrow while we sit in the Stall and do nothing for seven hours.”

“Widll, not quite nothing,” | reminded him.
Hesghed. “Oh, aye. I'd forgotten. While we sit in the Stall and do something futile for seven hours.”

“Taro...” | needed himto think therewas actualy apoint to it. If he didn’t believeinit hewouldn’t be
able to accomplish anything.

“I' know, | know. I'm sorry.” Hetried to rub the back of his neck under his cloak.

| felt tempted to run my fingers through his hair. Which was odd, because | couldn’t even see hishair.
Good thing we were once more al bundled up, so | couldn’t make afool of myself no matter how much
| wanted to. But he seemed to likeit when | did it. And he just looked so tired. He'd put up with alot
that day, bending his abilitiesin unnaturd ways, while working under the weight of disgpprova and
hostility. And he' d stuck with it for hours, when he didn’t have to, when no one had asked him to.
Perhapsit was hisway of making up for being unable to do anything about the weather. Or maybe he
was just that decent.

“I'm sorry you had to lieto that fisher,” Karish muttered.

Sowas|. | was committed to the story now, and there was no backing out of it. | was going to have
nightmares about everyone finding out that we' d been blowing windless. But it was done. “I didn’t have
tolie 1 wasn't lying. We areworking on it, remember? Thiswas part of the dedl.”

Helooked at me. “Y ou felt you were lying to him, and with you that’ sal that counts.”

| shrugged. “Then I’ll just have to get over my delicate sengbilities, won't I? And you' Il have to figure out
someway tofix things”

He grunted. “Lucky me.”

| dmost winced. That had been cardess, and thoughtless, and tupid. Let’sjust pile abit more pressure
on him, shdl we?

| widened my eyesat him, though the effect may have been ruined by the scarves wrapped around my
face. “But Taro,” | said inalilting voice, “Y ou' re my hero.”

He groaned.
| swallowed down alaugh. “Y ou're everyone s hero.”

“Shut up, Lee”



“The Darling of the Triple S”
“That was't my fault!”

That made me pause for amoment. That wasn't hisfault? What exactly did that mean?“The hope of
High Scape.”

“Will you stop?’

“Defeater of the evil Stevan Creol and favorite of the Empress Congtia.” | waskind of getting into this.
He squirmed so well.

“I sweer if youdon'tstop I'll ...”

“What?’ | chalenged him,

“Do something you don't like,” he muttered.
Asthreats went, that was alittle weak. “Like what?

From theway hiseyes crinkled up | knew he was grinning behind the wraps around hisface. And didn’t
that send athread of alarm through me?*l am waking you to the Lion,” hetold me. “Wherel will turn
you over to your mother. Let her ded with her impossible, wayward, disrespectful child.” And once
more he had me by the hand and was leading me down the street.

As punishments went, that was rather disgppointing.

Chapter Eight
Shopping. With my mother. Ugh.

It had been agood idea. In theory. Because, aslife or circumstance or fate would have it, Her Grace,
Dowager Duchess of Westsea had agreed to eat dinner at my mother’ s boarding house. | couldn’'t have
been more surprised. | had smply accepted it asafact of life that there was no way the Dowager
Duchess of Westseawould step foot into such plebeian company without being carried in after being
drugged or beaten into unconsciousness.

With Karish’ steeth-clenched ddlivery of the acceptance had come awave of complete shock that nearly
matched my own. He hadn’t anticipated the possibility of her saying yes, either.

| had no ideawhat else had happened at their little meeting, but the way Karish refused to talk abouit it
told meit had not been fun. | began to think that this might be as bad an idea as Karish had warned it
would be. | might have enjoyed watching the Duchess mince her way through an evening with her socia
inferiors, but | didn’t want to see Karish being tied in knots.

The invitation had been delivered and accepted, however. There was nothing to be done to change that.

That meant | needed something to wear. My mother had declared my wardrobe inadequate for dining
with aduchess, and | had to agree with her. Therefore, shopping. For clothes. With my mother.



Ugh.

| had envisoned arranging for one outfit and then going home. Because, while | liked nice clothes well
enough, | hated shopping.

Sllyme
“But look at thisfabric, Lee. | mean, just fed it.”

| couldn’t be more bored. Really. And I'd been bored, in my life. Certain classes at the academy came
to mind, where I’ d been tempted to pound my head against my table until my skull cracked because it
would break the monotony and possibly get me out of the room for awhile. Thiswasworse. At least in
class| had been ableto let my mind wander abit and think of more exciting things. My mother expected
meto pay attention to her, and respond when her voice rose that dight amount at the end of her
sentences. “I’ ve felt dozens of fabricsthis morning, Mother. They dl fed the sameto me” All right, big
lie. Even | could fed the difference between linen and silk. But | was desperate to get out of there.

Shelooked shocked, like I’ d said something dreadful. “1f you' d been raised at home you would never
dare utter such athing, evenif it were true, which it wouldn’t have been.”

“But | wasn't raised at home,” | reminded her, and | knew | sounded redlly, redly patient. “1 was raised
inthe academy. And | am not atrader or aholder. | an aShield. And asa Shield, | do not need a
limitlesswardrobe, nor to spend so much time shopping for one.”

“Thismaterid isof excdlent qudity, and it’s perfect for your coloring.”

Theway | was sarting to fed, | wouldn't have cared if the material were threaded with real gold and
woven by the Empress hersdlf. “1 don’t want it, Mother.”

“And it’'snot too heavy. Y our skin will be able to breathe.”

| wasn't even sure what that meant. Skin, breathing?“No, Mother.”

She turned to the attendant. * Perhaps half abolt.”

All right. That was going too far. Completely ignoring my wishes, pretending | hadn't said anything at dl.
No. So | spoke to the attendant, too. “Make sure she pays for anything she takes, because | won't be
usngit.”

“Dunleavy!” Shelooked stunned. Like | was the one acting inappropriately.

And | |eft the shop. | wondered if | could possibly get away from her before | said something one of us
would regret. | was surprised a how irritated | felt. | wastoo old to be reacting so emotionally about
something sotrivid.

| heard her running up behind me. “ Dunleavy Mdlorough! That kind of behavior was completely
unacceptable!”

| didn’t turn around. Let her catch up if she was so desperate to talk to me. “And ignoring what | said,



what | wanted, that’s good breeding?’

“Y ou need more clothes, Lee.”

“That'smy decision to make, and I’ ve decided my clothes arefine.”

| felt her hand on my elbow. | couldn’t help tensing up. | was not in the mood to be touched.

“Y ou haven't been out of the academy very long,” she said.

“So?" Wheat did that have to do with anything?

“Well, maybe you haven't had enough timeto learn what society expects of you. I'm just trying to—"
Oh, no, no, no. How dared she?“For one thing, Mother, dl society has aright to expect from meisthat
| fulfil my dutiesasa Shield. For another, | wasliving in aschool, with professors and other students. |
washot living doneinacave.”

“An academic setting isn't the best environment for teaching socid skills”

“What?" That wasall | could say, because. . . what?

“I mean, look at you, Lee. No ideawhat to wear. And you' re so withdrawn all thetime. You can't sitin
socid stuations and not spesk for hours. It'srude.”

When had | ever donethat?“Unlike spilling out a person’s flaws to their face without being asked.” Not
that | thought they wereflaws. A disregard for work-a-day clothes and keeping my mouth shut when |
had nothing to say was not the sort of thing to irritate arational person.

My mother sighed. “Lee, ’'mnot tryingto.. . . I'mjust worried about you. All right?Y ou were so young
when we had to admit you to the school.”

What did that have to do with anything?“ Kaaren and Mikaand Dias weren’t much older when they
sarted boarding,” | reminded her.

“Y es, but they were able to come home for the holidays, and learn our ways and know us. We were
lucky if we got to see you once ayear.”

Wédll, aye, that wastheway it had to be. So, what, she didn’t like the way | had turned out, thought I’d
become some sort of freak because | hadn’t benefited from her superior influence?“So sorry to be a
disappointment to you, Mother.” And did that sound bitter. Calm down.

“I"'m not saying you' re adisappointment, Lee” she retorted with impatience.
“Of courseyou are.” | crossed the street with afine disregard for the carriages driving down it. | wasthe
way | was, and there was no turning back. If my character was not to her liking, there was nothing to be

done about it.

I”’d hoped that would be the end of it. My mother, unfortunately, didn’t know when to let thingsrest. She
scrambled across the street after me. 1’ m saying you weren't given the same opportunitiesto seethe



world as your shlingswere. As anyone has. And now that you're out in it, maybe you don’t know how
to seeit. Howtogo about init.”

Of dl the condescending . . . “Mother, the reason | don’t have more stylish clothesis because they take
too long to purchase, make, put on, take off, and clean. | am aware that most of my clothes are plain and
not stylish. | just don’t care. And if you don't likeit, don’t look.” | couldn’t believe | was being forced to
explain mysdlf because of my clothes. My clothes!

Mother reached for my hand and | negtly avoided her. “Don't belike that, Lee.”

“Weweren't completely cut off from the rest of the world, Mother.” She'd visited the academy. She
knew that. “We were aware of thingslike fashion. | just never cared. Dragging meinto an endless string
of shops and treating melike achild in front of the shop assistants won't change that.”

“| wasn't treating you like achild,” she protested.

| had nothing to say to that. | wasright and she waswrong. If she didn’t want to admit that, well, it didn’t
meatter and didn’t change anything.

Mother sighed again. “All right, Lee. No more. | won't discuss your clothing anymore.”
Uh-huh. I'd heard that before.

“Oh, except—"

All right. | let mysdlf glare a her. She desarvedit.

“ClasscLines, Lee It'snew. | just heard about it the other day.”

Unclench teeth. “Mother.” | wastired. My feet hurt. | wanted to go home.

“No, no, | guaranteeit will be worth your time.” She smirked at me. “It’s supposed to cater exclusively
to aristocrats. If you don't find anything you like we can make fun of the pretentious sales ass stants.”

Now therewas an evil gleam in her eyesthat was hard to res <.
| rolled my own eyes.

“Good girl.”

| let my mother drag me into the shop. | had no spine.

The shop, to me, looked like dl the others we had visited that day. The same fabrics. The same styles.
Thefurniture, flowers and refreshments were finer, but the shop had the same gtifling overstuffed fedling
that dl places attempting to sal goods had. An artificia environment that couldn’t help being
uncomfortable no matter how plump the cushions on the chairswere. The only unusud thing about the
shop was the sdes assistant, a young woman with an odd head covering, some kind of dense white cloth
that folded low over her forehead and covered her ears and draped down her back. | thought | might
have to take back my claim of being aware of fashion, as| couldn’t remember seeing anything like that
head gear before.



Asusud, the mercenary gleam in the sales assstant’ s eyes faded as soon as she saw the white braid on
my left shoulder and realized she would be getting no cash for anything | took out of the shop. Sherallied
admirably, though. “ Good afternoon, ladies,” she greeted us with feigned warmth. 1 wasn't aware any of
our Shiddswere quality.”

Huh. Quality. What aridiculousterm. “Y ou were mistaken. We are dl of very high qudlity. If you are
referring to aristocratic status though, then no, | haven't that.”

“I see,” thewoman said, her tone cooling. She shifted her posture so she was facing my mother. “My

lady—"

Mother raised her chin. “1 am not an aristocrat,” she announced proudly.

“Then | must ask you to leave. We cater to an aristocratic clientele.”

My mother tilted her head, looking as arrogant as any High Landed. “Wdll, you' re catering to us, now.”
“I'm afraid not, ma am. Please leave.”

| felt my eyebrowsfly up. How breathtakingly rude.

“My daughter isaShidd,” said my mother. “Y ou cannot refuseto serve her. That isthe law.”

“True.” The woman crossed her arms. “But the service | provideisn't legdly required to be pleasant.”

That woman redlly didn’t want to serve us. It was bizarre. If | chose to report her she could be fined, and
her licence could be taken away. | could even have her arrested. Did she know that?

My mother, losing her hauteur in a hurry, suddenly looked ready to spit. “We will tell people about this.”
“Not anyone who isapatron of this establishment,” the woman sneered.
Mother drew hersdlf up to her full unimpressve height. “ Asamatter of fact—"

“No, Mother,” | interrupted loudly, desperately. No way was| going to let her tell this complete stranger
we would be dining with the Dowager Duchess of Westsea. Or perhaps she was going to tell her my
Source was Shintaro Karish, son of said Dowager Duchess of Westsea. Either way, if shedidn’t shut up
she was getting wrestled to the floor with astocking stuffed in her mouth. “Y ou’ ve committed one of the
cardind sinsof haggling. Trying to sdl anitem you know nothing about.”

That snapped my mother out of the staring contest she' d engaged in with the sdles assgtant. “What?’

“We'releaving.” | looked a the sdles assstant. “But I’'m taking your chocolate wafers.” Karish loved
them, and there was a grest big silver bowl of them on the refreshment table. | could carry agreat many
of theminmy handkerchief.

There was a stack of business cards on the table aswell. | picked one up, thinking this woman definitely
deserved to have Her Grace inflicted on her. Except aquick glance showed me the card wasn't for the
shop.



Raiborn Ladies Society.

The nametriggered amemory.

“Dunleavy?’ my mother said, waiting by the exit and impatient about it.
Wasit normal for aladies society to recruit in ashop?

| stuck the card in my pocket and took a half dozen chocolate wafers.

Mother was gtill fuming as we stepped back onto the street. “ Jumped up little fishmonger,” she muttered.
“How could ashop assistant think hersalf superior to aholder?’

| was struggling to wrap up the wafers without handling them too much. “ She never found out you werea
holder,” I reminded her. “And when did you turn into an ditist?’

“That sort of behavior isreprehensble”
“It certainly is, but it's her own business she' s hurting.” Rude people often got what they deserved in the
end, | found, though they never seemed to connect their misery with their own actions. It was dmost

enough to make me think there was some kind of method to existence after all.

“I supposeyou'reright,” my mother said reluctantly. “And only afool basestheir entire busnesson
arigocratic clientele. They'rethe worst for paying their billsand— oh, Zaire!”

“What?’ | looked down the street, expecting to see amishap. “What' swrong?’

“I hadn’t noticed it was so late.” She started walking faster.

Frowning, | sped up with her. “What difference doesit make?’ | asked. “ Do you have planstonight?’ It
would be kind of niceif shedid. | wouldn’t mind having the evening to myself. Teke abath. Read a
book. Go to bed early.

“Just to treat my daughter to a properly cooked medl.”

“Oh.” Well, that was a good choice, too.

“And | just hate getting dinner Sarted late. It means you eat too late. That's not good for deeping.”

| raised an eyebrow. “How very maternal of you.” | couldn’t remember anyone ever caring when | ate
once | was older than fourteen or so.

My mother’ s boarding house was designed along smilar lines asthe Triple Shouse, only grander. Not
nearly as expendve asthe Imperid, where Karish’s mother was staying, it was still beyond the purse of
the average person. On the main floor was located alarge dining room where dl the guests could edt,
three sitting rooms, and a private room comprised of aStting areaand adining area, to be reserved for
private parties. That was where we would be dining with Karish and his mother.

The guests stayed on the second floor, in large bedchambers, each with awater closet for bathing.



Mother’ s suite was furnished entirely in shades of green. It was a nice enough room, everything matching
and nothing overdone, but it was striving for homelike and hitting artificid.

Thefirgt hint that something was going on, was learning that Mother wanted to eat in the private dining
room that evening.

The second was when she bullied me into wearing one of my new gowns, one she consented to my
requisition despite it being premade and off the shelf, because, as she said, it suited me so very well.

Stll, | didn’'t step wiseto the plan until after we had been served appetizers and wine in the private dining
room. There was aknock on the door. One of the serving maids answered.

And Erinwaked in.
My mother was a dead woman.

| plastered a smile on my face. “Erin! Comein!” A dead woman. A dead, dead, dead, dead woman. |
wasgoing to kill her. Sowly. A lot.

Erin grinned, and | had to admit that my heart did skip a best. “ Dunleavy, you look lovely!”

“Thank you, Erin. I’'m so glad you could come.” My mother wastaller than I, but | could reach her
throat. That wasal | redlly needed.

“Holder Mdlorough, I'm so glad you could join usthis evening!”
| looked a my mother.

Who refused to look at me. “Oh, no. | was only keeping L ee company while she waited. | have an
engagement with the Yings, and I’ m going to be late.”

| gaped at her, the significance of her words hitting me hard. Then | shut my mouth. Because | had to be
wrong. Shewouldn’t dare.

She rose from the table and crossed the room to stand by Erin. “I must say you are looking particularly
handsometonight, Erin.”

“Thank you, malam.”

“It is S0 nice to see young people who know how to dress.”
Then shelooked at me.

“Have agood evening.”

She did dare. She was going to leave. She' d set this dinner up, without telling me, and now shewas
deserting me. | couldn’'t believeit.

Erin opened the door for her. She stepped out. | sat in my chair and wallowed in the moment of fedling
sunned.



A long, drawn-out painful death.
“Carefor aglassof wine?’ | asked Erin.
“Isthere any red?’

“Of course.” The maid moved to the sideboard. “No, that’sal right. Y ou can go now. I'll serveus.” The
young woman looked uncertain at the order. | wondered if | should mention that she wouldn’t get atip
from me. That would probably help her make up her mind. “I’'m redlly not used to being waited on.
Pease”

She curtsied and vacated the room.

“Please have aseat.” What was | going to do with this man? The plan had been to stay away from him. It
wasagood plan. A smpleplan. A plan I’d had every intention of following through on. It wasin
everyone' s best interest.

Not that there was anything wrong with Erin. He was handsome and sophisticated and charming. But
there was something about him that made me grit my teeth, and that gave me a headache.

Damn that woman. And dl right, so | couldn’t actually strangle her. | wasn't sure | was strong enough.
But we had to have atalk. A long screaming serious one. No more soft shoes.

“| admit to being surprised when | got your note,” Erin said, having sprawled on a settee. “1 was starting
to think you were avoiding me.” And he smiled, a smile that managed to expressthe belief he had been
foolish while a the same time suggesting he wasn't entirely sure he waswrong.

Damn it, Mother! He d been getting the hint. “1t has become a pretty difficult timefor us, right now.” |
gave him his glass of wine and sat in the chair acrossfrom him. “The Pairs, | mean. What with thisbizarre
weather and everyone expecting usto get rid of it . . . Well, it' salittletense.”

He spped at hiswine. “ One of the hardest things | had to learn about being a solicitor was how to leave
thework at the office. Don’'t worry, you'll learn it, too.”

| had aglass of wine, too. Used the bury-your-nose-in-your-drink-to-hide-your-expression trick. |
wasn't going to say anything, but | couldn’t believe he thought being a solicitor was comparable to being
aShidd. | couldn’'t leave my work at the office. “How iswork going for you? How isthe Bill working
out?’ Hey, it was something to say, right?

“Ah, no red progressisbeing made. Trying to find wording everyone will agree with, that expressesthe
purpose of the Bill but till has apossibility of being passed. It sanightmare. And it' sdl awaste of time.”

“Redly? Why?" The process certainly seemed cumbersome, al those solicitorsworking on it. Wouldn't
it be more efficient to have one person write adraft and then maybe abunch of them palishing it up? But
then, what did | know about it?

“Because even if we get it through, even if we establish aquota, no oneredlly cares”

| raised my eyebrows at him. “No oneredlly cares?’” Was he serious? “ People are furious about this.”



Henodded. “ They are. They’ll fight for it tooth and nail. Or they’ll fight againgt it tooth and nail. And let’'s
say the Bill passes, and the merchants get their quota. What will happen? Nothing. Becausethey’ll till be
aminority in the council. And minorities have no power, not on their own. The only way they’ |l be able
get anything doneis by winning over the aristocrats, and they won't be able to win over the aristocrats
because they won't know the game. They won't know the rules, and the aristocrats don't want them to
know them. As soon as the merchants do learn the rules, the aristocrats will change them, and it' s going
to be ahuge waste of everyone stime. Because the aristocrats don’t believe the merchants should be
making lawsfor people they owe no traditiona obligationsto. So dl the merchantswill beabletodois
run after the wave, trying to learn moves and make contactsthat are out of date. They’ Il spend dl their
time running and none learning about whatever politica issues are bounding about & thetime.”

I’d never considered any of that. | hadn’t redly thought about any of it, beyond the most superficia
contemplation. The merchants wanted to be in the council. Representation for al was good. End of story.
| never thought about whether it would actudly work. Though, cometo think of it, Karish had said he

didn’t think it would accomplish anything, and I’ d promptly forgotten. That waskind of bad, wasn't it?
Such athorough lack of interest in palitics.

And yet, even knowing that, | still didn’t care.

“If thisisdl for nothing, why are they even bothering?’

“Wall,” he conceded with ashrug, “It' safirgt step. Probably. Hopefully. In avery long journey. Maybe.
| don't know that it'sthe right step, though. And redlly, it's not something | care terribly much about. Let
the aristocrats spend their days mulling through incomprehensible billsif they wish. Better them than us, |
say. I’d wager alot of peoplewould say the same, if they thought about it alittle. | don’t think anyone
has, though. | get the fedling the merchants are so desperate to get in only because they’ ve been told they
can't”

“Hm.” | amiled.

“You disagree?’

“No.” Didn’t agree either. That wasn't what | was thinking about. 1 was just reminded of earlier today.
Mother wanted to see what a shop purporting to cater solely to the High Landed was like. We were
kicked out.”

Helooked stunned. *Y ou were kicked out?’

“With brisk efficiency.”

“They can't do that. It' sagainst the law.”

“Sowhat am | going to do? Sue them?’

“It' sacrimina matter. Y ou can have them arrested.”

What aridiculousidea. Getting someone arrested because they wouldn't let me shop in their stores. “I

don’t care about it, Erin. Let them keep their exclusve shops. | can find al 1 need e sewhere.” But my
own wordstriggered amemory, and my mind veered off in another direction. “ Do you know anything



about those aristocratic clubs? The gentlemen’ s clubs and the ladies societies?’

He smiled alittle, probably amused by my sudden shift in topics. But they were all connected in my heed,
redly. “I’ve heard of them, of course,” he said. “Never been to one or anything. Why?’

“A member of one came up to Karish when we were walking back from the stall and offered hima
place. Or amembership. Whatever they're caled.”

Hefrowned. “They tried to recruit him on the street?’
“That was hisreaction, t0o.”

“I’ve never heard of it being donelikethat.” He rubbed his chin as he thought about it. “From what |
understand, one member nominates someone to some kind of committee and they voteonit. Butit'slike
asponsorship, and the reputation of the person who nominates the initiate rests on the behavior of the
initiate. It's not something they do for strangers.”

“The person doing the recruiting said they were new. That the club was new, | mean. But the very odd
thing about it isthat in this aristocratic shop Mother and | went to, there were cardsfor aladies society
that had the same name as the club that was trying to recruit Karish. Are these things usualy connected?
| mean, like brother and sister clubs or something like that?’

Erin swirled thewine around in hisglass. “I’'ve never heard of it, but that doesn’t mean much. | never
redly paid attention to that sort of thing. | only know what | do because a colleague of mine wasinvolved
inatria concerning the murder of amember of Black’ sin Erstwhile. The murderer turned out to be a
member of the club, too. What' sthe name of these clubs?’

“The Raiborn Society or club.”

“That'san odd name,” hetold me. “I’ ve never heard of them. They’ re certainly not among the
established prestigious clubs. If they’ re new, though, they may be desperate for members, and that might
be why they’ re recruiting in the street and in that shop.”

It still sounded strange to me. Wouldn't anew club, trying to get established, be even more careful to
observe formal procedure, not less?*“ That may explain why they were trying to recruit Karish. He snot
an arigocrat anymore.”

“Ah, but he' salord of the people, isn't he?” Erin said sarcadticaly. “ The people love him, regardless of
hisrank.”

That waswhat | used to think, too. Until aweek or so ago. They didn’'t seem to be loving him too much
right then, though.

“Sotel me” said Erin, “How long did it take your Karish to accept this honor?”
| frowned. | definitely didn’t like histone. “He refused.”
Why did that surprise him?“Y ou’ rekidding. Why?”

“Why wouldn't he?’ | didn’t understand the gpped of those kinds of clubs myself. They seemed to



dictate who the members could associate with. Why would anyone volunteer to have that kind of control
imposed on them?

“It’ s pretty much hisonly chanceto interact with his own class. None of the other Triple S membersin
High Scape are High Landed and Karish was probably dropped by al of hisfriends once he made it
clear hewasn't taking thetitle.”

| opened my mouth to deny that and closed it as| realized | redlly had noidea. | wasrather ignorant
about Karish' ssocial life— hadn’t | once decided to do something about that? But if Karish had been
experiencing any socid isolation dueto hisnew status I’ d seen nothing of it. Which could mean nothing
had changed for him, but could lso mean | wasjust blind asusual. Damnit.

Of course, he' d just spent monthsin the Empress court, but | knew he hadn’t enjoyed it. He d said it
was because everyone there was usel ess and superficial and because he wasn't able to work, but maybe
he' d been ostracized. And what were the chances of him telling methetruth if | asked him? None.
Unless| got him drunk first.

ToErinl sad, “I’ve never noticed in Karish a craving to be among his own class. He said hewasn't
interested in being in agentlemen’sclub.” 1 shrugged.

“Huh. More likely he wasn't interested in joining that club. 1t wouldn't give him the cache of the older
clubs”

| wasn't going to tell him that Karish had been offered membership in other clubs. It was none of Erin’'s
business. “1 don’t think that’sit,” | said, and | let my voice be asflat asit wanted to be.

Erin held up his handsin agesture that was meant to pacify. “Hey, I’ m not saying anything against
Shintaro Karish. | barely know him. But heis by blood an aristocrat, and that sort have prioritiesthat are
different from therest of us”

“Fortunately for al, the Triple S had more of an influence on Karish than did the members of the
argocratic class” Although | didn’'t know if that was actually true. He d been so old when hisfamily
findly realized what he was and shipped him off to the Source academy. And he would have had timeto
study for only ahandful of years before being sent out with veteran Pairsto practise what he' d learned.
While over half of hislife had been dedicated to training by thetime I’ d met him, one couldn’t deny that
his aristocratic origins had left their mark. He even sounded like an aristocrat, with the more lyrica pitch
to hisvoice and thoseralling r's.

But | wasn't going to delve into the nature of Karish’s character with avirtud stranger.

The evening went well. | believed Erin never redized the whole affair had been sprung on me by my evil
conniving mother, so at least | was able to fool some people some of the time. And Erin was acharming
guest. Witty, well-mannered, surprisingly easy to tak to. | had no objection to looking at hisface. He
was abeautiful, beautiful man.

But that, of course, was part of the problem. | couldn’t help wondering what aman that beautiful was
doing spending what spare time asolicitor had with me. | also couldn’t help wondering who else he was
gpending his spare time with. None of my business, but | would never subject myself to being one of
many. What | tolerated, was even entertained by, inafriend, | found unforgivablein alover.



In addition, he seemed to have atendency to lecture. He redlly thought he knew everything about
everything. And he was dwaysright. Hedidn’t push apoint until | admitted he wasright. Rather, he just
let the discussion end, as though there was no point in going further with it. Because he wasright and |
just refused to admit it.

So | had another item to add to thelong list of reasons why having any kind of relationship with Erin was
abadidea | didn't like him.

| would tell my mother that, right after Erin left.

And right before | killed her.

Chapter Nine

That night aheat wave hit. A brutally hot, humid heat wave. | woke aone, my mother’ s maneuvering
notwithstanding, drenched with sweat. The room was dark. It was abad sign when it was hot before the
sun was up. | got up and looked through the window, into the densest fog | had ever seenin my life.

Heat was good, in moderation. It was even normal, that time of year. But | knew that degree of heat and
humidity was not natural in High Scape. Erstwhile, maybe, but not High Scape. | didn’t think anyone was
going to be happy with this particular change. Thiswas not what people were looking for.

It wasinteresting how sheets and pillows could gppear to be instruments of torture once the temperature
rose high enough. | went to the water closet, where | stripped out of my sodden, heavy nightgown and
pumped some nice cool water into a bucket and then into the tub. | soaked in the water for aslong as|
could without being late. | got up, | toweled off, and moments later afresh sheen of sweset developed al
over my body. | ressted the urge to dive back into the tub, reached into the back of my wardrobe for
something light to wear, and cringed as| dragged it over damp flesh.

I’ d rather be cold than hot. Any day, any time, any place. And damn it was hot.

| scraped something together for breakfast, but had little appetite. | knocked on Karish' sdoor to seeif
he was ready to go to the Stall, but he didn’t appear to bein. | headed out alone.

Wasn't fog supposed to be cool ?

It wasn't so dense | couldn’t see where | was going, but | wouldn't have wanted to try sending an arrow
anywhere. And the fog gave everything a nice eerie glow, muffling every sound until I couldn’t redly trust
my earsa al. The snow had melted, leaving the roads dick. That didn’t keep the usud round of idiots
from driving their carriages down the street. There would be some dead people, soon. | ran dong asfast
as| could, towardsthe ring road.

| didn't likethis, didn’t likeit at dl. Therewasa strange fed to the air. Like something bad was going to
happen. Which wasjust ridiculous. People couldn’t fee that sort of thing ahead of time. | wasjust |etting
thethick air and ghostly sounds get to me, imagining things. | was ashamed of mysdlf, |etting my emotions
didedl over the placelike that.

Someone grabbed my arm. It startled me enough to make me amost scream. And that infuriated me. |
turned on my assaulter and snarled, “What?’



It was ayoung woman. Taller than me, of course. Very dim, dressed in amodest, dmost drab gown, her
light brown hair falling from aprecise middle part. | didn’t remember ever seeing her before.

“You are Shiddd Mdlorough, aren’t you?’ she asked.

She was astranger to me. But she had asun tattooed in black over her |eft temple. That meant shewasa
Reanist. She believed gods existed, that they were respongible for natural disasters, and that al that was
needed to appease the gods and stop the disasters was to sacrifice an aristocrat every oncein awhile.
That was all | needed to know. | yanked my arm free and turned to continue on to the Stall.

| heard her then, scampering after me. “No, please, Shield Malorough. Y ou must listen to me.”

| must do nothing of the sort.

“Y ou must bring Lord Shintaro to us.”

| hadn’t expected her to come right out and make that particular demand of me. From what | understood
they were usually more circumspect. But perhaps she thought she didn’t need to waste subtlety on me.
“Heisnot Lord Shintaro anymore.” Damn it, damn it. What was| doing? Don't talk. Just keep right on
walking. But my mouth opened again, dl of its own accord. “Heisnow plain Shintaro Karish. Y our
ordinary everyday peasant. Sorry you wasted your time, but maybe if you stopped chanting to your gods

long enough to see the light of day you might learn some factsthat are, you know, current.”

The sarcasm flew right over her head. Or sheignored it. Too smoked up to care. “It isn’t the name. The
titleisirrdevant. It' sthe blood. Hisblood ispure.”

| rolled my eyes. “Lucky him.”

She was striding next to me and invading my persona space. A woman could get hurt doing that. “ Y ou
mugt bring himto us”

| must do nothing. “Y ou really think I’'m going to try to get Karish to join one of your cults?” Could she
redly think al she had to do wastdl meto bring Karish to her and | would?

“It'syour duty.”

Wéll, that was an angle I’ d never heard before. “1t's my duty to ddliver Karish to you so you can murder
him.” Why was| taking to her?

She looked shocked. “Not murder,” she protested. “We want to give him to the gods.”

“By killing him. Intentionally. And not for the purposes of self-defence or to put him out of uncessing
pain. Sounds an awful lot like murder to me.” Logic. Y ou'retrying to argue logic with the inherently
illogicd, Lee. Stopit. Right now.

“It will pleasethe gods, and it will bring tranquility to our turbulent world.”

Ech. What had she been reading?“ Asjusdtifications for murder go, that islessthan convincing.”



“Itisnot murder,” the Reanist ingsted. “ Aristocrats have an ancient duty to protect those who serve
them. That duty reaches throughout their lives and extendsinto degth, if necessary.”

“I’'m sure they’ d be surprised to hear that.” Maybe | would tell the Dowager Duchess.

“Whether they are aware of this duty, whether they wish to carry it out, isirrelevant. It isaduty placed
on them by the gods, and they are obliged to serve. And as a Source, Lord Shintaro’s duty is doubled.
Heissworn to thisduty both by birth and by calling. And it isyour duty asa Shield to bring him to us”

Bring him to them. Likedl | had to do was command him to go to the Ancient Order of Lunaticsand
he' d willingly go. | had no ideal wielded such power. “How dumb do you think | am?’ | just had to ask.
“Have you forgotten that when you murder Karish in the name of your religion, | die, too? Or do you
merely hope | have?’

“It isyour duty, too, to do al you can to keep the world cam.”

“| dready do.”

“Only temporarily. The godswould do it, and do it better than any mortal.” Oh, oy. Morta. “That istheir
role. It isarrogant of you to attempt to assumeit.”

“You peopleareinsane,” | said bluntly. And stupid. Why was she even in High Scape? All of the
Reanists were pretty much exiled to ShinaLake. Wasn't she afraid of being apprehended by the
authorities?*Y ou' ve killed aristocrats before and did it solve anything? No.”

Likedl illogical people, she had an answer for everything. “The odd one here and there isn’t enough. It
must be aregular sacrifice, to keep the gods' favor.”

Ah. | see. “You' regoing to run out of aristocrats awfully quickly if you make murdering them aregular
occurrence.”

“The gods can't demand moreif al those who are pure of blood have aready goneto their service”

| stared at her. | felt my eyesgoing wide. | couldn’t helpiit. “Y ou hopeto eventudly kill dl the
arigocrats?’ | mean, sure, my collective family had sometimes fantasi zed about aworld without the High
Landed, but we weren't serious about it. Not serious to the point of wanting to kill al of them.
Although therewas a certain find efficiency about it.

Stop that.

“It would findly appease the gods. That much blood will buy usyears of sability.”

“You'reinsane.” | hated repesting mysdlf that way, but | couldn’t help mysdlf. It was so very true. |
mean, believing in gods. Our ancestors came to our world on shipsthat flew in the stars. Even the most
uneducated idiot knew that. So what was thisidea of gods somehow watching the planet? Where did
they come from? And where were they supposed to be? Just floating around up there in the sky,
invisble, spying on us?

Creepy.



“I'mlate,” | told her. “And until those gods of yours decide to watch themsel ves and do something about
keeping theworld cam, you'll just haveto rely on us mere mortals.” Lengthen my stride, try to
outdistance her.

Shelet me go, that time, but she didn’t quite give up. “Bring Lord Shintaro to ug”

“Oh, goto hdl,” | muttered. Maybe | should have stayed a home long enough to brew some coffee. It
wasn't agood ideato endure this kind of encounter without fortification. And it might have delayed me
long enough so that | wouldn't have met the woman at al. Unless she had been looking for me, waiting
for me. | hoped not. That would be too disturbing.

Andthen | tripped and fell on my face. Looked at the ground and found nothing to trip over. Lovely.
| wasin abad mood. And facing seven hoursin asmal roasting room. Just glorious.

Karishwas at the Stall before me. Firth was there, waiting to be relieved, passing the time by tormenting
Karish. “— clingsto him,” she was commenting as| waked through the door.

She was gesturing at my Source, who was wearing awhite cotton shirt unlaced as low as generd

decency alowed. And yes, in the humidity and with his own swest, it was pretty much plastered to his
body. His hair waskind of frizzing. And he d kicked off hisboots, his bare feet resting on the chair on the
opposite side of thetable.

It waskind of shocking, actually. I’d seen Karish in various states of undress. But he was dways
appropriately dressed for the circumstances. It was one of hisinbred rules. To see himin the Stall looking
like he'd just stumbled out of abed he'd barely rolled into after anight of debauchery surprised and
concerned me.

He was not in agood mood, ether. He was douched in his chair, resting his head on one hand, making
no effort to respond to Firth' sraillery with even forced politeness. As shefinished speaking his
expression watched from that of complete disinterest to one of disgust, and he glared at her. | had never
seen him do that, not with her, and it wasn't agood sign for me and the rest of our watch. | stifled a
groan. | was not in afit gate to be handling atemperamenta Source and his death-defying legps of
emation.

The glare watched to me as| closed the door behind me. “You're late,” he said, hisvoiceflat.

“Aye, sorry.” If | had told that Reanist “ sure, take him!” | probably would have gotten to the Stall on
time. “ Stone, Firth, good morning.”

“Morning, dear,” said Firth, holding her braid up off the back of her neck. Stone nodded her response,
shoving the toys she and Firth had used to while away their hours on watch into abag. “1 won't say good
morning, though. | can’t say it hasbeen for meand | dare say it won't befor you. Himsdlf isin arare

“All hismoods arerare. He sararefellow.” He was smart, too. | followed his example, kicking my
boots off into a corner.

“And he' shere” Karish muttered.



“Sorry, Karish. Good morning to you, too.”

He snorted. How masculine of him. | exchanged alook with the departing Pair, rolled my eyes, and
pumped some water into the kettle.

“Don’t you darelight afire,” Karish warned me as| put the kettle on the stove.

“I didn’'t get any coffee thismorning.” And | needed coffee. | needed theritua of drinking something hot
so | knew | was out of bed for good and braced to face the day.

“I meanit, Lee. Youtry lighting that sove and | may just haveto kill you.”

My hand on the kettle, | looked at him over my shoulder. | supposed he had a point. He did ook
miserable. | wasn't dl that thrilled with the ideaof adding the heat of afireto the close environment of the
Stal mysdlf, and hewould be feding the heat morethan 1. “Y ou owe me, Taro.” Making meface aday
without coffee. That wasjust wrong.

He grunted.

Two non-articulate responses in under a half hour. Bad bad sign. “Have you seen your mother recently?’
Maybe that was where he’ d been that morning.

He straightened in his chair so he could cross hisarms and look stern. 1 am not talking about it.”

| shrugged. “All right.” Karish shouldn’t be alowed to peak to his mother without supervison. | redly
didn’'t know why he was spending so much time with her, anyway.

Since | couldn’t have coffee | scooped up acup of tepid water and found some stale tea biscuits.
Délicious. | st at the table and munched on them, thinking about the Reanist. | wasn't going to tell Karish
about her, he was aways understandably touchy whenever Reanists were mentioned, but the encounter
had made me uneasy. “Y ou're being careful, eh? Not wandering around alone a night?’

Hewasn't anidiot. He had someideawhat | wastaking about. “1 am not alord,” he reminded me with
impatience. “I never was.”

His answer made methink of what Erin had said the night before, that Karish might be experiencing a
loss of companionship with hisdenid of thetitle. | didn’t know how to ask him abouit it without sounding
mother hennish. “We don’t know that the title iswhat’ simportant. | mean, al the people who have gone
missing were pretty minor aristocrats. Maybe it' sjust the bloodlinesthey’ reinterested in.” Likethe
Reanigs,

“Huh. Then I'll be safe. Y ou wouldn't believe the number of whores and horse thievesthat litter my
family tree”

Hewasjust being difficult. “1 only want to make sure you' re being careful.”
“Don’'t worry, Lee” he sneered. “I won't get you killed.”

| grit my teeth. Spoiled bastard. That wasn't what I’ d been thinking about at dl. “ Zaire, Taro. Please



have sex soon. Y ou' re becoming impossible.”

His mouth dropped open. That improved my own mood just alittle. | loved seeing Lord Shintaro Karish
stunned. He was so cute.

He closed his mouth with an audible snap. Then hislips curled into the dightest smile. “Any volunteers?’
Aye, | should have known that was coming. | popped a piece of biscuit into my mouth.

Helet hishead fall back. “I1t' sso damn hot,” he muttered. “Maybethis |l shut the regulars up.”

“Y ou haven't been getting any brick at the head events, have you?’

Heraised his head to look a me. “No.” His eyes narrowed. “Have you?’

“No.” | was never bothered by regulars when | was done. | wasn't really bothered when | waswith
Karish, ether. It was all focused on the Sources, it seemed.

“Would youtdl meif you had?’

“Of course.” No, probably not. Hewould just get dl weirdly protective about it and | didn’t need anyone
hovering over me.

“Hm,” he said, gpparently unsure whether to believe me or not. But helet it dide. “I’ ve just been getting
comments. Shouts. Accusations.”

Why was | getting irritated by this? It wasn't news anymore. “ And what do you say?’
“What ds=?” He shrugged. “We reworking onit.”

Heh. He was the one who brought it up. “ Speaking of which.. . .”

He groaned. “No, Lee! Not today.”

“Have somewater, Taro. It'll perk you right up.”

“WEe vetried every day and we' ve learned nothing.”

“That’ swhy we ve got to keep trying, until we learn something.”

“Lee” hesighed.

“That wasthe dedl, Taro.”

“Argh!”

| chuckled. “You'revery ... ah...voca today, Taro. It'sendearing.”

Hedidn't appreciate my most sncerely ddivered compliment. “Fine, let’ s get thisdone.”



“So enthusiagticdly you diveinto your duty, my lord.”

“I’'m going to smack you.”

The mental image of Karish striking anyonein anger was ludicrous. “ Promises, promises. Ready.”

He draightened in hischair. A little. That was dl thewarning | got before hisinterna shields lowered.
As he had complained, wetried this every watch, he lowering hisinner shields and just feding what was
out there, letting me see through him. And every time, it seemed | could “se€’ just alittle more clearly. |
didn’t know what | was seeing, and | hadn’t told him about what | considered my progress, because my
last attempt to describe what | saw had been so disastrous. | didn’t really know how to start putting it
into words mysdlf. But the forces, which to me “looked” like huge shapeless waves of overpowering
sensation, were devel oping more subtle elements. Smaller swirls of temperature and color began
gppearing to me, like threadsin acloth. Each time | saw them, there was more detail, more movement.
Thelast time, I'd amost reached out to touch one of them, though | wasn't sure with what. Not my
fingers, of course. So, what? My mind?

Thistime, what | “saw” shocked me. Not only asubtle elevation in my perception of detail, which wasdl
| had seen before. But change in the detail itsalf. Great drastic change. Orange blazed into my eyes. Only
not in my eyes. Into my brain? Sounded stupid. Sounded bad. The orange was off key.

1] Ta.o! ”

“What?' he said, sounding unessy.

“There! Canyou seeit?’ He had to notice something thistime. It was S0 strong, so obvious.
“Seewhat?’

| clenched my figts. “How can you not seeit?’

“I'm not seeing anything, Lee,” he said impatiently. “ There s nothing to ook at.”

How could he say that? It wasthere. It wasright there. “ Are you pretending not to seeit?’ | demanded.

“Why would | be doing that?’

How was | supposed to know? He d always been a strange one. Didn’t want to know what he could
do. Didn't want to find out if he could do anything else. “It's orange, Taro. It wasn't before.”

“What' sorange?’ he demanded through histeeth. “What are you looking at?’

“It'sright therel” All around us. In the forces right around him. The forces he could touch, he could
manipulate. “Will you just |ook?”

“Damnit, Lee, stop trying to tell me how to do my job!”

What the hell did that have to do with anything? What was wrong with him? Why didn’'t hejust look at
it?



| wish we' d done thiswhen we' d first come to High Scape, before al this bizarre wesather. 1t should, |
was thinking, be thefirst thing aPair did upon coming to anew post. Just take a“look,” seewhat al the
colors and shapes were, s0 they’ d notice if there was achange. | mean, al right, fine, neither of us could
be sure what High Scape was like when it was norma. We d never experienced it when it was normal.
Creol had been playing with the forcesin High Scape long before we showed up. But till, if 1 had known
we could do this sort of thing | would have definitely taken alook, to see how things had changed.
Because what | was seeing now, it was different from what I’ d seen the day before, and it wasn't normal,
ather.

Y esterday it had been unseasonably cold. Today it was brutally hot. And now the forces— or at least the
detailswithin them— were different. And wrong. | could fed they werewrong, even though | didn’t
know what they felt like when they right. Why couldn’t Karish see the connections? How could he not
hear how bad it sounded? The flattened tones scraped against my nerves and made my teeth ring. Surely
even atone-deaf man could fed that?

And man, that orange was ugly. Nothing in life could be that color. Except maybe poison. Aye, it made
me think of poison, for some reason. Thick orange duggish fluid cozing out of a bitterly fatal plant. How
could he not see that?

Although even if he could perceiveit, | wasn't sure how he could do anything abouit it. | doubted this
could befixed by channeling. The forcesweren't rushing around in the same way aswhen therewas a
natural disaster coming. And for some reason | was sure thiswouldn't be like hedling, either. Both of
those were just about |etting the forces funnel through the body. Thiswas more like reaching out to the
forces and adjusting them, changing how they moved without drawing them in. Kind of likewhat | did, |
redlized, when | was steering externd forces away from Karish, keeping the forces he was not
manipulating from crushing him. | didn’t draw those forcesinto me. | kind of reached through Karish and
warded those forces away.

Huh. Interesting. Could this possibly be something I, rather than Karish, could do? Maybeif | reached
out, maybeif | just nudged it alittlelikethat . . .

The swirlsturned green. The sound skewered into something sharp and piercing. | gasped.
And Karish wasimmediatdly asking, “What'swrong?’

“Didn't you fed that?’

A pause. “We re stopping this now,” and he snapped up his shidds.

| felt ashiver run through me. It was cold.

Karish had seen my reaction. “All right, so what’ s happening?’

| told him. Because he had asked. But there was no way he was going to believe me. It wastoo
impossible

Except he did. He hissed in frugtration. “Why can't | see any of this?’

How could | respond to that beyond a shrug?



“Have you dways been able to see that sort of thing?’

“I don't know,” | said. “1 never looked before you came back and we started trying.” | frowned. “No,
that’ snot quiteright. | kind of saw things during the Rushes Creol sent. Images. | could fed and hear
thingstoo.” A second shiver tried to jolt through me. Bad memories. “But I'm not sureif that’ sthe same
thing. The images were much more concrete with Creol, and at the time | thought my brain was just
meaking them up, to hdp mefight him.” And it hed hurt like hell. “Thisisvery different, and seems

more. ..” | wasfloundering for words, it was so hard to explain, “more connected to the forces, | guess.
Arising from them, rather than being imposed upon them.” | shook my head, disgusted with mysdf. “I'm
sorry, | don’t know how to explainit. But it never happened before my match, that’s certain. And I've
never heard of anything likeit from anyoneelse.”

He stared at me curioudy, dark eyes narrowed, and | suddenly felt | should be pinned on a board
somewhere. He reached out, cupping my chin and tilting my face alittleto one sde.

| couldn’t help smiling. “What do you expect to see?’

“I don’'t know,” he confessed. He drew back. “But at least now you know what it’slike.”

“What what' slike?’

“Being able to do things other people can’t.”

I’ve dways been able to do things other people couldn’t. That was dl part of a Shield. But | knew that
wasn't what he meant. “I’m sure other Shields could do this, too, if they tried.” Probably other Sources
could, too, if they’d just open their eyes. 1 think | did something though.”

“What do you mean?’

“I’'m not sure. It was orange and flat. | made it green and sharp.”

“Oh.” He clearly had no real ideawhat | was saying. That wasfine. Neither did I. “Isit supposed to be
green and sharp?’

“I don’t think so. It fill didn’t fed right.”

“Wadl,” he pulled his damp collar awvay from histhroat, “nothing’ s changed out here.” He leaned his chair
back on its hind legs, crossing his bare feet on a corner of the table. | repressed the urge to tickle them.

“That'strue.” | bunched up my hair and held it off the back of my neck. How big anidiot was| that |
hadn’t hesitated in my gpartment long enough to tie up my hair? But then, | wasn't used to thiskind of
heet, was 1?1’ d forgotten how annoying long hair could be.

Karish left the table, poked around the shelves a bit, and came up with adeck of cards. “I didn’t feel
anything thewholetime | wasin Erswhile”

That wasn't asurprised. “Erstwhileisacold site” There hadn’t been an event there in decades.

“And | haven't fdt anything here”



“There' sbeen nothing going on hereto fed.”

“But you' re sensing something here, now.” He sat back at the table and began shuffling the cards with
deft hands.

Ah. | understood. Nothing so petty asjeaousy, probably, but perhapsit was difficult for him, used to
being ableto solve dl the problems, finding himsdf in the position where he could not. “I don’t know
what it redly isor if it meansanything.”

“Aye, but I'm not feeling anything.” He shuffled fadter.
Hm. “There haven’t been any disasters, Taro. What elseis a Source supposed to fed ?’
He started dealing out the cards. He had an odd habit of dealing. Hedidn't just toss cardsinto apile. He

placed them into neat stacks with asnap of each card. “It’' sjus—" He cut himself off, and shrugged.
“It'sbeen so long since I’ ve channeled,” he said. “1 guessit makes me fed strange.”

“Y ou mean usdless?’ | asked dryly. Helooked up quickly, frowning in shock, and | raised ahand. “No,
no, that wasn't acrack. That’sjust how I’ ve been feding.” Usdess. And oddly disconnected from things.

“Aye. | guess. But it smorethan that. It'sjust,” he watched his shoulders. “I guess|’m fedling antsy.”

That, | could understand. | hated not being able to do my job. Though | supposed it could be said we
were doing our jobs, just by keeping watch. It was stupid and irresponsible and childish to wish for a
natura disaster just so | could shield. Redlly shidd. The shidding | did when Karish was heding or during
our little experiments lacked dl theintengity of shielding during an event. | missed it.

It waslike how | felt when | hadn’t danced the barsin too long. Like my musclesweren’'t being properly
used. Stiffiness and aheavy fedling and the worry that important skillswere melting away. | got irritable,
which made no sense at dl, but thereit was.

Karish set the remainder of the deck in the middle of thetable. A come-here nod of the head. “ Time for
you towin my firs born.”

“Firgt born?’ | joined him at thetable. “ Aren’t we down to the eighth by now?’

“So you get to have dl my children. Seemslike agood ded to me.”

| didn’t frown as| tried to decide whether that was supposed to be a double-entendre or not. | wasa
little shaken by the results of our experimentation and | wasn't redlly up to responding to Karish's
teasng. Or thinking about what any of thismeant, if it meant anything a dl. A mind-numbing game of
half-draw sounded good to meright then.

| scooped up my cards. A truly horrendous hand. Good. Maybe | could lose a couple of those kids.

Chapter Ten

Instead of loging children, | gained two more, which Karish found hysterically funny. Fortunate that the



debonair card sharp could find entertainment in being continualy trounced by his amateur partner. |
hoped to sometime play against someone who wasn't Karish. | was pretty sure it was only our bond that
gave me somekind of hunch about what kind of hand Karish had. The only way I’d know if | had any
talent wasif | played against someone else. Only | didn’'t have any money to make it worth their while.

It started raining during our watch. Hard. | could hear the rain bouncing off the roof. It didn’t get any
cooler, though. Wet and hot isjust anasty combination.

Uh, sometimes.

It was dtill raining when Riley and Sabatos came to relieve us. They were good enough to offer to lend us
their rain gear, but we refused them. It wastoo likely it would still be raining once their watch was over,
and whileit wasacrazy ideal couldn’t help feding I might have been responsible for therain, as| had
been playing with the patterns.

No delusonsof divinity here.

Of course, about a dozen steps from the Stall | was regretting my nohility, but | refused to go back and
ask for therain gear. | could be petty that way.

And hey, no objection to seeing Karish with his shirt soaked through. It was clingy whilein the Stal, but
afew drops of rain had it completely plastered to his shoulders, chest, back and stomach. Hisblack hair
was dicked closeto his head. Rain streamed over hisface and throat and clung to his eyelashes. He
made a beautiful drowned rat.

Unfortunately, Karigh' s shirt wasn't the only garment to be quickly soaked through. | couldn’t carry off
the look with the same panache.

“WEe |l stop somewhere and get dickers,” Karish said, right into my ear. He had to. The rain was that
loud.

Well, we' d be soaked, but at least we wouldn't have to march through the city looking one step away
from naked. Which | was not going to think about. Karish waswalking a couple of steps ahead of me,
perhapsintentiondly, and wasn't seeing anything. What agentleman. But thank whim that | avoided light
colorsfor my clothes. My gown was green, not white or yellow or light blue. Just the idea of wearing
white under the circumstances— how humiliating.

| was distracted from my mental images of mortification by an awareness that something was wrong.
Something was off, or odd. The closer we got to the ring road, the stronger the sensation became.

Oh, enough dready. Everything fet odd, al the time. Therewasno normd.

But there was something happening. Something scraping just at the edge of my awareness, and it made
my ears prick up.

No doubt it was just the hot rain pounding holesinto the Strest.

Or maybe the Runner whistleswailing even over the noise of therain, aplaintive yet piercing note, falling
and risng and winding itsway through the city air.



| grabbed Karish’sarm. He looked back at me, puzzled, and | let him go. | hadn’t wanted his attention.
I’d just been reassuring myself that my aristocrat was right where he was supposed to be.

“ Are the whistles bothering you?’ he asked me.
“No, I'mfine”

“Wadll, let me know.” He looked at me for amoment longer, and he amiled. “You'red| wet.” He pulled
on alock of my drenched hair.

“Imaginethat.” Shields were alowed to do sarcasm.
He chuckled, stroked my cheek, and took my hand to lead me down the street.

Weran to the first mercantile we could find. A small place | had never been to before. We could barely
fitin, packed asit was with people ducking in to get out of therain. Bitterly complaining people, fuming
that if it wasn't one thing it was another.

The people we couldn’t help brushing up againgt fell slent. Then one of them said, “A Pair.” Loudly.
With disgust. And after afew moments everyonein the shop was wordlesdy staring at us. Not
pleasantly. Not with admiration.

| raked back my wet hair. | remembered my clothes were drenched and hugging every curve | had. |
tried to raise my head and look dignified.

Thiswas not ahospita. There was no one there with aduty to keep order. Anyone could do anything
they wanted. It madeit al fed so much more darming.

Alarming? 1 shouldn’'t be darmed. No one was going to do us any harm. AsLaMonte had said,
throwing abrick wasafar cry from actualy laying hands on a person to do them injury. None of these
people wanted to do that. They were just frustrated.

But | didn’t want to be there. | was uncomfortable. | shouldn’t be uncomfortable. It was only silence.
And attention. Nothing dangerous.

Karish' sgrip on my hand tightened.

“What do you want?’ the man in the apron— the shopkeeper, | presumed— demanded in ahard, sullen
voice. He crossed hisarms and scowled.

To turn right around and head back out, to be honest. Why didn’t we do that? Because it |ooked
cowardly? Who cared?“ Sickers, pleasg, if you' ve got any left.” At least my voice sounded level and
cam, likeit knew whét it was doing.

A woman to my left snorted. “Must be nice,” she muttered. But it was a mutter at high volume, if there
were such athing. She wanted everyonein thelittle shop to hear her. “ Get caught in therain? Don’'t hurry
home. Just pick up another dicker.”

“Sure,” added the man beside her. “Life srea easy when you don’t got to pay for nothing.”



The shopkeeper snickered with gpprova and headed for some shelvesfilled with folded leather dickers.
Hetugged out two and threw one at each of us. Threw them. Hard. | caught my bundle automaticaly,
stunned at the treatment. “Don’t have braids on them, so sorry,” he said without any sincerity
whatsoever. “I’'m afraid | don’'t keep Triple S garmentsin stock. Usudly it’sagood way to keep your
sort out of my shop.”

Actualy, that was agood idea. | was surprised more shopkeepers didn’t think of it.

“Careful, Nate,” said one of the others. “Might end up in stocks for an offence like that. Not cateringto a
Par.”

“I have money,” Karish offered. “Not with meright now, but—"

| grabbed hisarm to shut him up. Not the thing to say. It made him look guilty, and he had nothing to fedl
guilty about. | didn’'t have any other dickers; it waswell within our rightsto ask for them. But at least he
was't trying to charm anyone. | had afeding that wouldn't have gone over well at dl.

“Take money from a Source?’ the shopkeeper demanded with hogtility. “Y ou redly do want meto land
intheclink, don't you?’

If anyone could land injail for taking money from a Source in exchange for goods and services, it was
newsto me. Karish had said before that he sometimes paid for things when he had money. So wasthe
shopkeeper ignorant or lying?

“Of coursenot,” Karish said, assuming asmile. Not aflirtatious smile, thank Zaire, but one that was just
as dangerous. Patronizing. Another mood flip, and he was angry and not making much of an effort to hide
it. “But as| do haveit, it only seemsfair to useit to—"

“I know my duty!” the shopkeeper snapped. “1 don’t take money from Sources. Even layabout Sources
who do nothing but sit on their asseswhile the city’ s being torn apart and who still have the gdll to come

in here begging.”

| could practicaly see the tension suddenly developing at the small of Karish's back, racing up hisspine,
spreading through his shoulders and bringing his head up in the most arrogant angle. Lord Shintaro Karish
had been released from his backroom of shame and was about to let his presence be known. So warned,
| grabbed Karish by the arm and pulled him back towards the door. He, taken by surprise, dmost fell
with thefirg step, and flushed inimmediate anger.

He couldn’t keep his mouth shut, though. “Y ou know nothing of which you speak, you insolent
back-scrubbing peasant,” he snapped.

| was't surewhat dl that meant but it certainly sounded like an insult. Everyone in the shop stiffened,
and | saw ahand or two clench into fists. “Not now, Taro!”

“Y ou usdless bastard,” the shopkeeper shot back. “Coming in here and making demands and acting dll
lord of the manor and doing nothing about any—"

Karish flushed. Nothing got to him like being called alord. 'Y ou spesk much for one who knows so very
vary little”



Definitely timeto leave. “Now, Taro!” | yanked on the door, | yanked on my Source, and we were back
outintheran.

| could hear shouting from within the shop. People venting, spewing out insults concerning worthless
Sources and why had they been kept in the lap of luxury for al those decades anyway? But no one came
Out.

Karish lunged for the door. | lunged for him. The dickers landed on the ground.
| had no fighting skills whatsoever, but | was heavy and stubborn. “Leaveit, Taro.”

He shook me off. Not hard. Just freeing himself to grab the door handle. So instead | threw mysdlf at the
door. The people in the shop must have heard the thud and wondered what it was about. Or perhaps
they didn’t care. They ill didn’t open the door.

Karish grabbed me by the shouldersto try to pull me away, eyes narrowed in afierce stare. It was
shocking. I'd seen him angry. | thought I’ d seen him furious. I'd never seen him likethis, so intent on
doing damage that he couldn’t even see what he was doing. | wedged my feet into the two lower corners
of the doorway and pressed against the wood and refused to budge. | was not going to let Karish back
inthere. | didn’t carewhat kind of fighting skills he thought he had, he couldn’t win out againgt ahaf
dozen men.

“Out of theway, Lee!” he snarled.

“Weareleaving.”

“They have no right to talk to uslike that!”

“Keep it down, Karish!” | hissed at him.

“Don’t tel meto be quiet! | don’t give adamn who hears me!”

No, hedidn’t. Not right then. He would after every tooth he owned had been punched out of his head,
though. | grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled hisface close to mine, and he let me because he il
waan't thinking dl thet clearly. “ Every single personin that shopisprimedtolay into us” Actudly,
probably just him. That seemed to be the way things were going. “We are done. The Runnersare dl
involved in something ese. Don't push them.” | flattened my hand on his shoulder, and felt him trembling.

“Don’'t push them!” Hejerked out of my grip and paced afew steps away. Which meant he paced afew
steps away from the door, and that was good. “Who the hell do they think they are? Blaming usfor al
this Accusing usof derdliction of duty!”

“They arescared and,” | lowered my voice, “wearedl lying to them.”

Thetruth, and reasonable, but if Karish heard the words he wasn't prepared to let them sway him. “I
have had it up to here with people who haven't got the faintest ideawhat is going on telling me how easy
| haveit and that | have done nothing for it!” | wanted to shush him. He wasn’t keeping his voice down at
al. “You keep telling me to think about it from their side, but why doesn’t anyone expect them to think?
WEe re shipped off to school for years, with no choice in the matter, and we aren’'t alowed to leave. We
aren't dlowed to leave until they let us out, and until then we are watched and judged and controlled—"



he shivered suddenly, such astrong jolt through his body that | could seeit. | frowned. “And once we are
let out they decide where we live and who we work with and they can change their minds about any of it
any timethey fed likeit.”

They, they, they. Who was he talking about? The Triple S? Who was he angry at?

“Werisk our lives doing this stuff. And no, we don't get paid for it, so instead we do have to go into
shops and restaurants and beg for everything we have. We can’t buy anything. We can't buy houses or
land or accumulate anything that can be left for any children we might have. We can't do anything that
isn't within the narrow little boundaries that the whole world haslaid out for us and now they expect usto
do theimpossible and because we naturdly can't they think they have the right to violate our safety and
insult usin public? Who the hell do they think they are?’

Hewasfurious. Redly redly furious. “Taro—"
“It'snot right, Lee! They don’'t havetheright!”

“I know, | know,” | said in alow, quiet voice. | reached out for one of his hands. He stopped pacing, but
hewouldn’t look at me. Hewas till trembling, his eyebrows drawn together in afierce frown. “It' swhat
you said, Taro. They don’t understand. And you' re not going to make them understand by shouting at
them. What you will doisredly tick them off.” | put ahand on the nape of his neck and pulled him down,
so that hisforehead rested against mine. “I don’t want you getting the pretty face of yours—" he
diffened, “broken.”

“Damnit, Lee!” Hetried to pull away but | had my fingersin hishair and | held him fast.

“Deep bresths, Taro.”

“I'maSource, Lee. I'm dlowed to fed whatever the hell | like.” But the trembling was easing alittle.
“Not when it meansrisking your face. I’'m the one who hasto look at it. So breathe. In dow, out dow.”
Lipsquirked in asudden smile, eyes gleaming. Wasn't going to ask. Didn't redlly care. | could seethe
switch flick, could fed the tension draining from him, and that was dl that mattered. | kissed hisforehead.
“Good boy.” It didn't solve the problem, and | wasn't saying he was wrong, but there was't anything
we could do about it right then. | scooped up the dickers from the street and shoved one at him. “Put this
on. Though right now | don’t see the point. We' re totally soaked.” And the dickers had picked up mud
from the street. Lovely. “1 want to go home and have abath.” A cool one.

“Yes, maam.” He pulled the dicker over hishead, once it was settled on his shoulders pulling up the
hood. | followed suit, and was over-heated in a matter of moments. Leather and humidity, what a
wonderful combination.

Karish wasfrowning. “ Thewhigstles are sill going. That’snot normdl, isit?’

| listened. | hadn’t heard the whistles after leaving the shop, not at firgt, distracted as | had been with the
fear Karish was going to get himsdf beaten to abloody mess. But there they were. And I’ d never heard

the whistlesgo on for solong. “1 don’t know.”

“I’m not up to any heroicstoday, Lee.” His expression suggested he was expecting opposition from me.



“Thisfrom the man ready to fight a haf-dozen hot-headed regulars.”
“| wasn't going to fight them.”

“That’ swhat you think.”

“No weird stuff, Lee”

What did he think | was going to try to make him do? | didn’t even know what was going on. “I just
want to go home,” | assured him.

“Good.”

We headed home, miserable and wet and tense. | started thinking some kind of exotic vacation would be
nice.

“You hear that?’ | asked him. | wasn't referring to the whistling.
tlAye."

A drange sound, at first barely perceptible over the roar of the rain and the lament of thewhistles. A kind
of short, repetitive sound. It was familiar to me, for some reason.

It was kind of on our way, anyway, so of course we headed towardsiit, because we wereidiots.

Two people came running towards us from the direction of the noise. One of the young men had blood
streaming from acut on hisface, thick enough to be visble in therain, and they were running as though
they were being chased. Only no one was following them.

“What'sgoing on?’ Karish caled out to them.

Their heads whipped around to look at us. “ There' ssome kind of riot!” the man without the injury
shouted back. “Go home! | meanit!” They kept on running and disappeared down a street.

| exchanged alook with Karish. We started running. In the direction opposite to the one they were
suggesting.

The noise was getting louder, and | thought | could discern what the sounds were. Voices, shouting. |
couldn’t hear the exact words. It brought back memories. | suppressed a shudder.

We were dmost home. Which gave me areally bad fedling. And then Karish and | skidded to ahdt.
“Flaming Zaire!” Karish swore. Hetook my hand again, and | let him.

| had never seen so many peoplein one place. Angry, screaming people. Attacking the Triple S house
with axes and picks and hammers, pulling off lengths of wood to add to a pilein the middle of the Stredt.
A polerose up from the middle of the pile, from the top of which hung the emblem of the Triple S.

Someonewastrying to light it. Onfire.



It sraining, you moron.

What the hell was this? Were they insane? Tearing down our emblem? Trying to destroy our house? Al
because we couldn’t fix the wesather to their specifications? What was wrong with everyone?

Shoes, human and horse, sticks, rocks, bowls, chunks of wood, were flying through the air. Hitting
people. Sputtering torches were waved about. Runners, on horses and on foot, pushed their way into the
crowd, clubbing people and dragging them away. It was brutal.

And the Runners didn’t seem to be having much of an effect. They dragged off a couple of people at a
time, and sometimes they couldn’t even manage that much. A captive' s comrades would best off the
Runner, sometimes even dragging the Runner off hisor her horse.

The noise was painful to hear, dribbling into my brain and gtirring it around until 1 couldn’t think. |
swalowed and found mysalf clutching Karish’sarm with my free hand. “Let’ sget out of here”

“Wait amoment.” He tapped the shoulder of achap standing near him. The man swung around, afist
raised. Karish backed off immediately, hands held up in surrender. “1’ m just wondering what' s going on.”

The gossip will reach ustomorrow, Karish!

The man relaxed, grinning. And if hisgrin was manic, well, that was just one more thing to be nervous
about. “ Those Triple Swhores,” he announced gaily. “ Sent ’em a clear message, we did.”

| saw Karish swallow hard. “What about the Pairs?”’

The man lost his good humor, taking on an expression of disgust. “ Scampered away like the ratsthey
are, didn’t they?

“Y ou didn’'t manage to catch any of them?’

“Not aone.”

Thank Zaire. At least no one was getting hurt.

But what they were doing, it felt bad enough. That had become my home. | had been learning to relax
there. | had been thinking of my suite as my suite. | knew where dmost everything wasin the kitchen. I'd

even picked up some decorative stitch work and had it framed and hung in the common room.

| could see one of my shirtsin that pile of wood. They’ d were going through the interior of the house,
throwing persond items out the window.

| didn’t understand. | redly redlly didn’t. How could they hate us so much? All of asudden? It was
crazy. They'd al gone crazy. And they were scaring the hell out of me. | pulled at Karish’' sdeeve.
“Comeon, Karish. Let’sgo.” Though | had no ideawhere,

The man’s eyes narrowed. He looked more closdly at Karish' sface, looked at me, then looked back to
Karish. “Karish?’ he echoed, hisvoiceflat and cold.



Hell. Me and my enormous mouth. Where did my brain go while | wasn't looking?

“Hey!” he shouted to someone.

We gtarted running. At least Karish wasn't going to try the aggressive maerolethistime.

“WEe ve got one of them herel”

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods. Tears pressed at the back of my eyes.

Aye, that would accomplish alot.

And there were steps ringing behind us.

There was nowhere to go. The Runnersweren't at their headquarters and they were overwhelmed. We
couldn’t lead them to afriend’ shouse, and | had a nasty fedling we wouldn'’t find sanctuary in any of the

shops.

| glanced back. | felt my eyeswiden. It wasn't two or three people behind us. Therewas @t least a
dozen. Some of them had lengths of wood.

Terror clogged my throat. There was no way out of this.

Weran. It was hard. Hampered by the dickers. My skin was too hot, but my blood felt so so cold. Rain
flew into my eyes, into my nose and mouth. It was hard to breathe through athroat that fdlt likeit had
tightened to closing, into lungsthat had turned toice. I’ d had nightmares that had felt exactly likethis.

| followed Karish. | hoped he knew where he was going. He took corners like he knew. Or maybe it
was all a random. What difference did it make? We had nowhere to go.

Redlly, redly, redly had to learn something about wegpons. Though even that might not have helped us
out right then.

Karish turned to look at me. Look ahead! Looking back dows you down.
Helooked a me. In the eye.
That wasall thewarning | got. Then his Shields dropped.

Hewas channeling! Idiot! Right, fine, thiswasthefirst natural disaster to hit usin months. Very exciting.
But we weren't on duty, and we were alittle busy.

A moment later | realized what he was doing. The forces were running the wrong way. Being pulledinto
him, being stirred up, not rushing about us asthey naturaly did. It had been dmost ayear sincel’d felt
him manipulate the forces that way, but | knew what it meant.

Hewasn't responding to anatural disaster. He was creating one.

Was heinsane?



Werewein that much trouble?

Wasn't thisalittle drastic?

Hewasinsane. | wasinsane. The whole world had gone insane.
Shield, shidd, shield.

The ground started to shake. | dmost lost my footing. Karish fell into thewall next to him. | grabbed at
him to pull him upright. My fingersdipped on hisdicker.

It wasredlly hard to shield and run at the same time. Thefact that the ground was shaking beneath my
feet made it ared treat. So we stopped running. Our hunters had stopped running, too.

Hewas pulling forcesinto himsdlf. It felt random to me, like running through the streets had been, but |
knew nothing abouit it. | held off the forces he didn’t touch, the forces he somehow knew not to touch,
and stopped them from rushing into the vacuum Karish created within himself whenever he channelled.
And through him | felt the raw power he could control with his mind and sheer strength of will.
Sometimes | envied Karish so much, for what he could do, for hisbeing able to fed the forcesthat
moved the world. Did he have any idea how fortunate he was? Did he have the most remote inkling?
And did he ever redize that | was amost sick with the longing to be able to do what he could do? What
he had been born being able to do?

| heard him chuckle. How could he be laughing?“What?’ | demanded.

“She sfighting me.”

“Huh?’

“Kyna. She strying to channel the forces away from me.”

“Does she know it' syou?’

“No reason that she should.”

Wil he had felt that it was Creol causing the disastersthat had been threatening High Scape the year
before. And he hadn’t told anyone, because it was supposed to be impossible, and he’ d known no one
would believe him. But what if Riley fdt differently? What if she fet that Karish was responsble for this
earthquake, and she started telling people? That was exactly what he was afraid of, wasn't it?

The stone beneath my feet shifted. Karish reached out to catch me, though | would have regained my
bal ance on my own inamoment. “Don’t get too enthusiastic,” | warned him.

“If I doitright, it might clear up theriot. Everyone will get scared and go home.”
“Oneproblem at atime, Taro.”

Hedidn't listen to me. Of course not.



The forces roared on, going the wrong way. It was as though he were pulling them from the sky and
directing them at the ground, where they churned up the soil and tore stones apart. And we were trying
to channd and shield and keep our balance.

And it waswrong. Unnatura. Not the way we were supposed to do things. It went againgt years of
traning.

Yet it felt so good. Handling all that power, doing thingswith it no one else could do. Should | be
worried? Afraid that | wasliking thistoo much?

Far beyond the earth moving and the leather of Karish' s dicker and the rain and Karish himsdlf and the
forcesand my shidds, | could fed Riley. Faint. Like looking a a person through fog, thefog I’ d seen that
morning. She was grabbing at the forces, pulling at them, trying to redirect them, and having no success
withit.

| spared athought to how thiswas going to shatter her confidence. And she would never know the true
reason why she'd failed.

“Do something!”

| heard the shout from somewhere. Off to the side.

“Not toolong,” | said to Karish. Good asit fdlt, it wastiring. And dangerous.
“Jugt abit longer.”

What amess. How had this happened? Creating a disaster to protect ourselves from our own people. It
was crazy.

A particularly violent buckle under my feet. That sent meto the ground. | hung on to my shields, though.
Good for me.

13 L@”

“I'mfine. Don't fuss”

He dowed the forces down. Imposed hiswill on them, clamped it around them, pulled them away from
the ground. And then he let them go. They screamed back into their natural courses. Karish dlowed his
interna shiedsto dip back into place. The ground settled down. It was over.

| scrambled to my feet and we started running, just in case. No one chased us, and after afew Streetswe
had to dow down, but we didn’t stop running.

| peeled off to head towardsthe Lion. It wasthe only place | could think of to go. Karish followed.
We met no one on the way. Good. | didn’t think | could deal with people. Weran into the Lion. Karish
dammed the door shut. People inside, somehow ignorant of the chaos happening only a short distance
away, stared at us. Weignored them.

It was sllent ingde the Lion. While before my mind had felt bombarded by dl the noise and activity, now



it was so quiet it made my ears hurt.

| bent over, my hands on my knees, and tried to breathe into painful lungs and settle the sharp stitch in my
sde

Karish pulled hisdicker off, then helped me out of mine, draping them both over anearby chair. Then he
grabbed my arm and pulled me into atight embrace.

Hewas shaking. | didn’t ask him why, if it was areaction to what had happened outside or if he found
the boarding house too cool. Possibly he was hoping | wouldn’t notice.

| pressed my cheek againgt his chest. He felt good. Hedlthy and dive and solid. | felt my muscles

relaxing, the tension draining from my shoulders. How strange it was, even though that was what was
supposed to happen. He was like some kind of medication, soothing and warm.

He soon stopped trembling. Poor excitable boy.
“You'reright, Lee”

“Aren't | dways?’ | quipped. “Tell me about what, in particular, thistime, so | might gloat.” At least |
could get out a coherent sentence. Good sign.

He chuckled, aweak sound. “We have to do something about al this.”
Findly. “Wdl, we retrying.”

“Aye, but I've been dragging my feet,” he confessed. “1 didn’t think there was anything we could do. Or,
if we could, whether we should.”

| pulled away enough to look him in the face. “Why shouldn’t we?’

He cocked his head to one Sde, adow considering gesture. “It' s dangerous, what we' re thinking of
doing,” he said. “Manipulating the forcesin wayswe weren't trained to. That sort of thing, it can have
serious repercussions. Dangerous repercussions.” He bit hislower lip, something I’ d never seen him do
before. “| started an earthquake today.”

“You'vedoneit before”

“Aye, but a thetime | thought I’d never haveto doit again. But | have, and | have no idea how much
damage I’ ve done. | might have destroyed things. Homes. | might have hurt people.” He swallowed.
“What if I’ ve killed someone?’ he asked in awhisper.

| didn’t think that was likely. The earthquake hadn’t been that severe. Still, | could appreciate what he
was saying. Drawing outside the lines could have frightening consequences. But | didn’t know what else
we could do. We had to do something. If for no other reason than that the residents of High Scape
weren't going to let us do nothing.

Chapter Eleven



The exterior of the house wasin pretty bad shape. Every window smashed, the doors ripped off their
hinges, and chunks of the siding chopped out. The interior was amess, with dishes and decorations
smashed, tar splashed around here and there, drapes and clothes dashed and torn. The building was il
sructuraly sound, meaning we didn’t have to move out, and there were a couple of Runners wandering
around nearby, so no more damage would be done. It didn’t make mefed any better.

Everyone was shocked by theriot, including, we were told, the people who participated in it. No one
knew how it had started, or why. It just happened.

Contributors to the newspaper decried the action as adisgusting descent into violence. Still, one could,
gpparently, understand the motivation. After al, peopl€e sliveswere being destroyed, and we were doing
nothing. | didn’'t seethat as areason to start destroying property, but it seemed that | wasin the minority.
Six of the saven Pairs stood in the common room, just looking at the mess. Riley actualy had enough
initiative to make some tentative swipes at cleaning up. | couldn’t make myself help. | wastoo shocked.
And unnerved. And alittle angry.

They had caused the damage. Let them clean it up.

Only I didn’t want them coming back into my home.

When Karish stood behind me and dipped hisarms around my waist and pulled meinto him, it was
comforting.

“Oh, for Zaire s sake, find aroom!” Bestrice snapped at us.
“Aye, the honeymoon should belong over,” Ladin added.

Karish’ sonly answer wasto rest his chin on the top of my head. | wasn't in the mood, mysdif, to worry
about appearances. | was soothed by Karish's proximity.

“Thisisbad,” Wilberforce said, pacing by the wreckage. “Thishasto beillegd.”

Garrighan looked a him with an expression of disbdief mixed with disdain. “ Of courseit'sillegd,” he
sneered. “They destroyed a building.”

Wilberforce, as dways, was resilient to the contempt of the other. “Yes, but thisisa Triple Sbuilding.
Surely that deserves a harsher punishment.”

What an odd thing to say. Why should our buildings be treated with any more reverence than any other?
Did Wilberforce spread that kind of attitude around? No wonder the regulars hated us.

Besides, they paid for it. One could amost say they owned it, and had the right to tear it down if they
wished.

“I think they did usafavor, personaly,” said Sabatos, nudging astray board with the toe of his boot.
“Waan't exactly apdace.”

“We need it repaired, though,” said Riley.



Sabatos shrugged. “ So they repair it.”

““They’ being regulars,” Garrighan reminded him. “Who aren’t exactly enchanted with usright now.
Don't know if I would want to be spending alot of time in something they built especidly for us”

Wilberforce halted his pacing to give Garrighan a condescending look. “They wouldn’t dare build a
defective housefor us.”

“Uh, consdering they tore thefirst one apart, genius, it' s not outside the redlm of possibility.”

Wilberforce chose not to respond to that. | would have respected him for his maturity if | weren't
convinced it were more acase of him not being able to think of anything cutting to say.

“I am thinking the ‘we reworking onit’ approach isn’t endearing usto the regulars.” Riley picked up a
piece of paper, trying and failing to uncrumpleit without tearing it.

“Toadt to you, Mdlorough, you saw that oneamile coming.” Garrighan raised hishand in agesture that |
supposed was meant to be celebratory.

Wilberforce was predictably outraged. “ Triple Sfully supported our telling the regulars what we did.”
That wasn't the story I’ d heard. Not that they’ d said no. Just that they hadn’t responded yet.
“Doesvt makeit any more of an intelligent idea,” said Garrighan.

“I certainly don’'t remember hearing you say anything like that when Chrisfirst came up withtheidea To
hisface. When he was present.” Wilberforce crossed his arms, histone snide and challenging.

“Didn’t have to. Mdlorough dready was.”

Wéll, it would have been nice to have some support then. Though | doubted Garrighan throwing in hislot
with me would have been enough to change anyone’ s mind. Garrighan was known for highlighting the
dark side of any Situation, and | suspected it was usually just for the sake of being contrary.

“And | didn’'t have abetter idea,” he continued. “1 try not to criticize when | don't have any constructive
suggestions”

Rayne looked at Garrighan like she’' d never seen her Shield before. *Y ou what?” she demanded.
“Do you have any suggestions now?” Wilberforce challenged him.

Garrighan was't intimidated. “ Fresh out,” he admitted.

| had one, but no one wanted to hesr it.

“Wall, we' ve got to do something.” Riley dropped the balled up paper and brushed off her hands. “I
think alynching party isthe next logica step.”

Wilberforce gasped. “They wouldn’t dare!”



“Not usudly, no,” said Rayne. “But they’ re not themsalves right now.”
“They'redl very anxious about what' s going to happen next,” Sabatos agreed.

“No, it smorethan that. Lauren and | have been at Sites before, when they were going through hard
times. Thisissomething else”

“Likewha?’
Rayne shrugged. “1 don’t know. It justis.”
Well, waan't that lovely?

“We could leave,” said Bestrice, who practically squirmed when we dl looked at him. “Well, if our lives
areindanger...”

“We can't leave our post,” Garrighan Stated.
“Especidly after that last earthquake,” said Riley. “ That was bruta.”
Karish'sarmstightened around me.

“Yes, dear, we dl felt that one,” Firth said. She sounded sort of sympathetic, and sort of annoyed, as
though she had been persondly inconvenienced.

“I told you, it was strange,” Riley inasted. An argument had been brewing, perhaps. “I’ ve never felt an
earthquake likeit. When | was channding, it felt like it wasfighting me.”

Garrighan snorted. “Fighting you. Takesamind to fight.”

| felt awful, anding there knowing we had caused that damage, knowing Riley was doubting herself, that
there was tension there that didn’t need to be there. Wasn't going to say anything, though.

Neither was Karish.
“So what are we going to do?’ Riley asked.

| could give them an idea of whereto start. And Karish knew | was tempted. | could fed hisarms
tightening around my waist in warning.

He needn’'t have bothered. | was tempted, yes, but | was aso reluctant to let the others know, at this
stage, that | suspected we could affect the weether. First of al, | wasn't sure that we could. Had |

caused that rainstorm? | redlly didn’t know. But | was pretty sure I’ d done something. And once | let that
knowledgeloose, I'd lose dl control of it, and there was no telling what the others would do with it.

Wasit arrogant for meto believe | could take better care of this ability than any other Shield?
Undoubtedly. But I’ d seen other people do awfully stupid things. | couldn’t quite trust them.

Besides, they probably wouldn't believe me.



Karish and | were on our own.

They’ d never taught me anything about this at the Academy.

Chapter Twelve

It was unacceptable, just flat out not allowed, for a Shield to be nervous. Just no excusefor it. Fear was
fine, given acceptable circumstances. Love, aslong asit didn’t turn into 0bsession or POSSesSVeness,
was aways to be encouraged. Hatred, while not actualy condoned, could sometimes be forgiven,
provided one didn’'t dlow it to poison one sthinking.

But there was no excuse for nervousness. A person was nervous due to an exaggerated sense of
anticipation of an event that wasin no way life threatening. It did not provide one with a sense of
determination or asource of strength. It was groundless, it was debilitating, it served no useful purpose
and there was no reason for it.

o breathein, long, dow— no, damnit, no hitches! Start again. Let it dl out in aquick huff and then
dowly pull it back in: dow, smooth, there, that’ s better.

So Her Grace the Dowager Duchess of Westsea was an unpleasant woman. That couldn’t hurt me. |
wasn't adebutant or an aristocrat of uncertain origins or anyone el se clambering for the recognition and
acceptance of the loftiest circles. What the woman said would have no effect on me. There was no
reason for meto fed nervous. Asthere never was.

Long smooth breeth, and then adight touch up on the eye paint. Long languid dark lines that gave my
eyesanice catlike tilt and made them look a strange pale green. I’ d been told more than once that the
effect was odd but striking. That seemed like agood combination to me.

It was Karish | wasredly nervous for, not me. He just got so unbelievably tense when he spoke about
his mother. This evening was going to be sheer hdl for him, | had no doubt. | don’t think my mother
really understood that, else she wouldn't have arranged the dinner. And | didn’t blame her for that. I'd
had no real idea how bad it was going to be for Karish, ether. It was only his behavior over the last
couple of daysthat had methinking thiswasredly avery, very bad idea.

But the plans had dl been made, and there was no backing out of it. We could only make the best of it. |
was going to be calm. | was going to be gracious. No matter what that woman said or did, | would be
the archetype of elegant courtesy. | owed that to Karish.

Besides, maybe it wouldn't be adisaster. The Dowager Duchess was awell-bred woman, after dl, and
not stupid. What would be the point of antagonizing her son and her son’s Shield? Why wouldn't she
make the minima effort to be pleasant and make life easier for dl of us? No reason at al. 1t would be
fine. Probably. Possibly.

Long, dow, smooth bresth.

“Now that islovely.” My mother stood in the doorway of her bedchamber, watching mefidget in front
of her mirror.

My mother had put the fear of taxesinto the tailors we had descended on only afew days earlier.



Everything | had ordered had been ddlivered that morning. No second fitting, but | didn’t have either the
time or the patience for such fussing. The gown fit well enough.

In theory. The bodice wastight and the neckline was too low, in my opinion, but Mother told meit was
supposed to look like that. The color was deep green, which | had to admit to liking, and the fabric felt
dippery and smooth against my skin, which was nice. Only, | couldn’t see mysdlf ever having an occasion
to wear such athing again. | didn’t dine with aristocrats much, except Karish, so it seemed kind of a
waste to me.

“Now you look asawoman of your rank should,” my mother announced with satisfaction.

| frowned at her, puzzled. “A Shidd?’ Shiddsdidn’t have ared rank inthe socid strata sense of the
word.

Mother frowned back. “No, dear. The daughter of a highly rated trader and holder.”
“Oh.” That.

| twesked thelock of hair falling over my forehead. My hair wastied up, high off my neck, twisted in the
back, in honor of the occasion. It had taken about an hour to fix. | never really liked my hair up when |
was trying to look presentable, despite what my mother would have people believe. It was handy totieit
back from the face, smple and secure, but | was aware it didn't suit my features. My face didn’t look
classic and refined when my hair was pulled back, just rounded and over-exposed.

| Sghed a my reflection. Sometimes, though | hated to admit it even to mysdlf, | thought it would be nice
to be sunning.

“Stop fiddling, dear.”

Excdlent advice. | put my hands down by my side and kept them there. “ Y ou look lovely, Mother.” And
shedid. Asaways. A draping light blue gown, smple and elegant. Her hair was dso tied up, much like
mine, but with slver chains braided in with the brown locks. Sapphiresin her earsand aplain silver chain
about her throat. She looked so well put together, and so comfortable with hersdlf, as though she dressed
so elaborately on adaily basis.

“Thank you, dear.” She camein to check hersdlf in the mirror, briefly touched her hair. “ Do you have any
questions about this evening?’

“Quedtions?’
“Y es. About how things should go tonight.”

It took me amoment to redize she feared | might not have sufficient knowledge of the manners one
should display around aduchess. “No, Mother. No questions.”

“Wadl, good. Then let’ s go down the dining room. They should be here soon.”

That waswhat | was afraid of. | was sort of hoping the Dowager would be unavoidably, and
permanently, detained.



“Do you think | should have gotten aflutist?” Mother asked as we entered the dining room.

“No, Mother.”

“I don't know. Music often adds that extra something.”

“Pretenson?’

“No, dear. Class”

“Ah. Wouldn't know about that. Too late now.” Thank Zaire. A musician! “Want to play cards?’
A chiding look from my mother. “Lee”

“What? These sorts of people are never on time, are they? Might aswell do something while we wait.”
Actudly, that wasn't fair. Karish was aways punctua. Maybe his mother was, too.

Whatever they werein generd, they were late that evening. Not monstroudy late. Fashionably, |
supposed.

When | heard the firm knock on the door, Mother had to grabb my arm to keegp me from answering it.
“Cdia” shesaid, and amaid drifted to the door and opened it. She curtsied, then stood smartly to one
side. “Her Grace, the Dowager Duchess of Westsea, and Source Shintaro Karish.”

How ridiculous. They were the only two people coming, and we al knew who everyone e se was. But
the poor girl was expected to announce their names. | didn’t roll my eyesbut | redly, realy wanted to.

And Her Grace wasn't happy, either. She actualy tilted her head back so she could look down at the
maid as she removed her stylish evening wrap. “His gppropriatetitieis His Grace, Lord Westsea”

He had no such title. Even if she thought he would haveit eventudly, she couldn’t deny thet it wasn't, for
the time being, the appropriate manner in which to address him. So who did she think she wasfooling?

| supposed the Dowager Duchess was a beautiful woman. She looked exactly like Karish. She had the
same fine-boned delicacy, the same danted dark eyes. Her lightly golden skin was sill smooth, with few
lines. Her black hair, unmarred by so much as asingle thread of grey, was elaborately coiled atop her
head. Her lean form was draped in agown of similar style to my mother’s, but black. She wore a choker
of slver, diamonds and onyx with matching earrings and bracelets.

She was poised. She was eegant. She was cold. | couldn’t imagine her laughing. Or being kind. Or just
relaxing. So | couldn’t find her beautiful.

And the maid was no match for her. The poor girl flushed and dmost dropped the wrap in her attempts
to curtsey as often as possible in the shortest amount of time.

“Source Karish is both accurate and acceptable,” Karish said to Cdiawith an encouraging smile. But the
smilewas brittle. And as he pulled off his cloak he moved not with hisusud fluid grace, but tiffly,
precisaly, asthough too much physicd activity might cause him pain. He was dressed entirdly in black,
which was uncommon for him. Black boots, black trousers, ablack waistcoat with deeves buttoned to
thewrigtsand ahigh, stiff collar, likewise completely buttoned. His braid was there, but asit was black,



too, it was easy to miss. | wondered if that wasintentiona. His hair wastied back, and unlike me he had
the featuresto carry off the severe style.

Helooked hard and remote. Very much the son of aduke.

He stepped out between his mother and Celiaand he kissed my mother on the cheek. “ Good evening,
Teshia. You arelovely, asaways.” The helooked at me and grinned. It was abit more natural than his
earlier expressions, but not by much. “Lee, you are gorgeous.” He took my hand so he could kissthe
ingdeof my wrigt, and | ignored the little jolt it sent through me.

| smelled no acohol on him. | wasn't sure whether that was agood or abad thing. He needed to relax.
“Asdways?’ | asked him, straight-faced.

“But of course,” he answered, equaly sober. “Y ou are eterndly beautiful, Lee. Y ou know that.”

What aliar.

“Yes, Shieddd Mdlorough,” his mother added. Her attention was on me, now. Lovely. “Y ou are looking
very gppropriate thisevening.” Hm. Appropriate. Did that qualify as acompliment?“| wasn't aware you
were so adept at style.”

“I’'mnot,” | told her. “My mother picked thisout.”

| heard my Source chuckle and my mother sigh.

“Y our Grace, my mother, Holder TeshiaMalorough.”

Her Gracetilted her head dightly to one side. “Lady Holder.”

Mother curtseyed, and | hated to seeit. “Your Grace,” she murmured in response. “Please St down.”
The Duchess nodded again, adight magnanimous gesture that screamed of her lack of desireto be there.
Why was she there? Why did she lower hersdf to socidize with my mother and me? She couldn’t have
any desireto know us. | doubted Karish would have been able to convince her to come against her
wishes, if he'd ever tried to. So she must have come of her own will. She must have had areason, buit |

couldn’t for thelife of me guesswhat it might be.

We settled into our seats, Karish and | on asofaand our mothersin separate chairs. Celiaarrived with a
tray of sherries. My, how gentesd!.

“I am so pleased we were ableto do this,” my mother commented, taking asmall sip from her glass.
The Dowager Duchess held her glass, but didn’t drink fromiit. “Yes” shesad.

“With our children bonded it is no doubt best that we are able to contact and know each other.”

The Dowager Duchess raised an eyebrow, Karish in femaleform. It was alittle eerie. “It isn't asthough

they are married.” And wasn't that agood thing for al involved, because she would hate to be the dead
body things were done over.



Relax, Lee. Stop reading double meaningsinto everything. All she had done was state abare, ample
fact. Leaveit done.

“Of coursenot,” my mother agreed. “Bonding is permanent.”
Silence. Had that been ajoke?

The Dowager’ s eyebrows were up again. Very mohile, they were. “Among quality people, marriageis

According to whose perception of redity? Or maybe they defined marriage differently in the upper class.
“No matter how miserablethey are,” Karish muttered.

“That sright, Shintaro,” the Duchess said, her tone shifting to one of mocking congratulations. Look,
everyone, my dim child has managed to learn something obvious. “People must honor their commitments,
no matter how they fed about them.”

“Y ou know what, Y our Grace, you' re absolutely right.” Karish smirked, looking like he thought he'd
scored a point. “Once you' ve made acommitment, you can't just ditch it just because something new
comesaong.”

They weren't redlly going to spend the whole evening fighting over hisrgection of thetitle, werethey?
The Duchess nodded again, till holding the glassin midair with no gpparent intention of drinking fromiit.
Looked kind of slly, actudly. “Yes, awise generd rule,” shesaid. “But, of course, some commitments

are more important than others.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” Karish, though, had different ideas from his mother concerning what was an
important commitment.

“Yes, Lee has been telling me how diligent Tarois” my mother chipped in, her voice warm, trying to
diffuse the tension that was dready starting to build. Karish looked at me, eyebrows raised. | responded
with ahaf shrug. I’d never said as much to my mather, but | didn’t mind her claming | had. “ Shefeds
very fortunate to be working with him.”

“I have no doubt,” the Duchess said dryly.

Wench.

“Does she plan on moving to Hown Raven with Shintaro?’

“Leeisright here, Your Grace,” Karish said sharply. “If you have a question about her, ask her.”

“Hush, Shintaro. The Lady Holder and | were speaking.”

Hush, Shintaro? What was he, four? Even my mother’ s eyeswidened at that. She looked at me, the
weight in her gaze Sgndling methat it wastime for meto contribute to the conversation.



Did | haveto? And what was | supposed to say? No, we' re not going to Flown Raven because your son
has refused thetitle and that’ sthe end of it. It wasn't my placeto say that. “I’m afrad we aren’t free to
leave our posts whenever we wish, Your Grace.” There. That was nice and neutral, wasn't it?

Her Grace made no effort to hide her reluctance in addressing me. Guess who was the least significant
person in the room?*“ Shintaro must return home to assume his responsbilities.”

“Hown Raven was never my home.” Hisvoicetight with anger, Karish surprised me by taking up my
hand. | had expected him to restrain himsdlf in front of his mother. “ And those responsibilities were never

- ”

mine
Her Grace noticed and frowned, and waved her hand dismissively. “Don’'t be melodramatic, Shintaro.”

“Sources are melodramatic by nature, Y our Grace. But then, you never concerned yourself with the
attributes of Sources, did you?’

“Of coursenot,” the Dowager said. “Why should | trouble myself with the Source and Shield Service?’
Because your son isamember, you stupid twit.

All right, cdm down. No reason to let any of it get under your skin. Just breethe. We couldn’t al get
nagly.

“Y our daughter would benefit from amove to Flown Raven,” the Duchess continued. To my mother.
“Especidly with Taro’ s connections. She would meet the finest people, have accessto—"

“We are not going to Flown Raven,” Karish snapped.

“Please don't raise your voice to your mother, Taro.”

Back off, Mother. Don't you dare presume to chastise Karish.

Taro' sgrip on my hand tightened, for amoment, before he remembered himself and ddliberately relaxed.
“The manners of the younger generation are appdling, arethey not?’ the Duchess said to my mother.

If they got into some kind of scenario of mature adults versus callow youngsters, things were going to get
ugly. Or | wasleaving, whichever camefirg.

But Mother had recovered from temporarily forgetting that Karish was her favorite new pet. “Actudly, |
usualy find Taro’s mannersimpeccable.” No mention of me, but, ah well, | was't the one under attack.

Still, my mother’ s behavior was disturbing me. Both of them were talking about Karish as though he
weren't there. While | expected it of the Duchess, | was deeply disgppointed in my own mother. She
knew better.

“Doyou?’ the Duchess drawled.

She moved to take asip from her sherry, but stopped herself before her lips touched the glass.



| found it fascinating how much information she' d packed into those two words. She thought her son was
an unmannered oaf, but of course my mother couldn’t understand that, being an underbred merchant
woman and dl.

“I find them to be sadly lacking,” she went on, “but then, one can’t expect much consdering the company
he' s been keeping.”

Thetension in Karis' sthigh jumped up another notch. “Which company might that be?’ he asked tightly.
“Thereisno need to go into that at thistime,” was the Dowager’ s response.

“You dready have,” Karish reminded her. “Y ou brought it up. Y ou can’t make acomment like that and
then refuse to give any detailsto back it up. What kind of company are you talking about?” And then he
waited for the answer, expecting to be offended by it.

The Dowager sighed, looking pained. That was when she decided it wastimeto talk to me again.
“Please congder it, Shield Mdlorough.” Her tone was gentle, soft. | didn't trust it. “ Y ou would learn so
much in FHown Raven. | mysalf would be willing to teach you about the necessary manners and tastes
required of an associate of—"

| was supposed to be feding flattered by this, was't 1?

“Thereis nothing wrong with Lee smannersl” Karish sngpped.

“Well, no, not for acommon—"

And Karish was suddenly on hisfeet, across the room and looming over his mother. “ Get. Out. Now.”
His mother gaped at him, her polish gone. She didn’'t move.

“Leavethishouse. Immediatdly.”

No, no, don’t do that. It wasn’t alost cause yet. We could still smooth this out.

| had to hand it to the Dowager, she pulled herself back together quickly. “House? Thisis not a house.
Look at this. . . hove.” Her tone couldn’t have been more scathing. “ Thisis no fit place for you.”

| glanced about. It wasn't that bad. Surely not ahovel.
“Really?’ Karish stretched hisarmswide and dowly turned around. “It'sgot to be at least half again the
size of my room at Flown Raven. And | can come and go whenever | please. Much better than the most

luxurious prison.”

| frowned in confusion. What an unfortunate time for one of Karish’sincomprehensible Source-ismsto
sart cropping up.

The Duchess' lip curled. “Y our room was not a prison. Stop exaggerating.”

Ohlord, now we were going to hear about arguments stretching back from childhood. Thiswas going to
be awful.



“I couldn’'t leave, could 1? The door was locked from the outside, wasn't it? Sounds like a prison to me.”

Karish, Karish, rebellious children are locked in their rooms dl thetime. A common form of punishment.
Meélodramatics would not earn you any points.

But the Dowager’ s next words made me fed ashamed for dismissing Karish’' sanger so readily.
“We couldn’t have you wandering around at will.”

| stared at her for that. He couldn’t be allowed to wander around at will? In his own house? Why the hell
not?

“Aye,” he said hitterly. “Because the gods forbid anyone should talk to me and find out | wasinsane.”
Oh no, oh no. My mother was looking stunned and shocked and disoriented. She didn’t know what to
do. I'd never told her that Karish’ s parents had thought he was mentally unbalanced. It looked like she
was going to learn dl about it now.

“No one thought you wereinsane,” the Dowager said impatiently. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Thenwhy wasn't | alowed to talk to anyone?” Karish demanded, hisface flushed. * Except the staff, of
course, because they didn’t matter to anyone. | wasn't dlowed to see my cousins. Y ou wouldn’t et me
have atutor. Y ou didn’'t send meto school. | was eeven yearsold, and | couldn’'t even read. Do you
have any ideahow humiliating that was?’

“The son of the Duke of Westsea does not mingle with inferiors,” the Duchess declared, head raised to a
lofty angle.

“The son of the Duke of Westsea doesn’t need to learn to read?’ Karish shouted at her increduloudly.
“Do you have any ideahow stupid that is?’

“Y ou were out of control. We couldn’t send you to a school where otherswould . . .” Shetrailed off.
Others would what? See? Know? What was there to know except that Karish was a Source?

“Out of control! What the hell did | do?’

“Always babbling nonsense.” Her words were thick with repugnance. “It was mortifying.”

“I wasachild! And a Source! That’swhat we do!”

“How werewe to know that?’

“Y ou could have asked!” Hisvoice broke. “Why didn’t you just ask? Any doctor would have known
what it meant.”

Her calm veneer cracked then. “Bring in adoctor to see theimbaanced child | had given birth to?’ she
cried, appaled. “1 wasn't going to let that be known. Nasty little gossips, doctors are.”



| couldn’t believe thiswoman. Did she hear hersdlf?
“Y our precious reputation,” Karish muttered bitterly.

“Reputations are all we have, Shintaro.” She' d dipped back into lecture mode. Despite dl the emotion
screaming through the room, she was able to revert back into the calm, mild tone she’' d been initialy
using. Shewasjust like Karish, flipping from one emotiond state to another. Her range of emotions
seemed smdller, but the time required for the switch seemed just as brief. “They’ re more important than
wedlth or rank, and far morefragile. They are what make or break a person, bring you power, or strip it
from you. Y ou don’t understand that right now, but you will.”

“I am not going to Flown Raven!” he shouted.

“You are. Itisyour duty to your family.”

“Thefamily cangoto hdl!”

Damned graight. They treat him like dirt his entire life and then expect him to ditch everything to help

them out? Not if | had anything to say about it. And well, | didn’t, but | could tie him down if helost his
Senses.

The Duchess eyes narrowed. “Isthat the kind of sentiment whoring about with catamites and progtitutes
has given you?’ she asked coolly.

Had she forgotten that we— my mother and |— were still there? Or were we so insignificant in the grand
scheme of thingsthat it didn’t matter what was said in front of us, what we knew? Wasn't thisthe same
woman who was so worried about gossp amoment before?

Karish snickered, of dl things. “1 do not whore about,” he said. “1 am not my brother.” Thank god, Snce
his brother had died as aresult of hiswhoring about. “I am not my father.” Well, wasn't that an
interesting piece of news. “And | am not you.”

Oh.
My.

Two spots of color rose to prominence in the duchess cheeks. She jumped to her feet. “Apologizeto
methisingant!” she hissed.

He laughed, a harsh jagged sound laced with unshed tears. “ All this bilge about your reputation,” he
sneered, looking exactly as his mother had when she’ d sneered at him. “I know what the right people say
about you, Y our Grace, and then | know what everyone else says. | know what you redly are. And I’ve
spent my wholelife being as unlike you as | could possibly be. Because you're just acold, hypocritica,
manipulative fraud and there sno way in hell 1 will ever gpologizeto you. For anything.”

Thiswould be the time when she would dap him. She didn’t. She just stood there, her hands clenched
into fists, and fumed. | considered being impressed by her restraint.

My mother was pae, stting there, staring at them in shock.



| felt | should be doing something. | had no clue what.
“Thiswas obvioudy amistake,” said Her Grace. * Fetch my wrap.”

Celia, who had been standing with her back to the wall and watching the whole affair with undisguised
glee, legpt into action. She jumped across the room to the wardrobe, practicaly yanking the Duchess
wrap free and draping it over her shoulders.

Then Cdlialeft. | frowned at my mother, who mouthed the word “carriage’ a me. Oh. Celiawasthinking
ahead. Good thing someone was.

“Isthere no way | can change your mind?’ my mother asked, but not with any real sense of sincerity. |
didn’t think she cared to change the Duchess mind. Shewas just going through the motions. Which was
ludicrous. No effort had been made by anyone to make this seem like anormd, civil night. Why start
now?

Wéll, thiswas a nice mess. Hadn't even lasted an hour. | rose to my feet, as my mother did, because the
others were standing and it was polite, and | think we were al too stunned to really think about what we
were doing.

The Duchess was adjusting her wrap. “ Shintaro israrely ableto stay civil for more than afew moments,”
shetold my mother, and | thought, serioudy, about smacking her. “I had hoped in the company of others
he would remember hisupbringing, but . . .” an egant shrug.

Seemed to me he was remembering his upbringing al too well, and that was the problem.
“| gpologize for my son, Lady Holder, Shield Mdlorough.”

That wasit. “How fortunate he has someone to gpologize for him,” | said, my voice dripping with feigned
sweetness. “Too bad there' s no one here to apologize for you.”

She stared a me, clearly astonished that | would say something like that to her. She looked a my
mother, and then Karish, perhaps expecting one of them to either chastise me or beg pardon from her.
What she got was silence.

She closed her mouth. “I will see mysdlf to the Imperia,” she said to Karish. “I don’t care for your
presence right now. | do hope you remember how to comport yourself in time for the Prince' sball.”

Karish stared back at her, and | could no longer determine what he was feding. Hismask was on, his
eyes blank.

She turned to the door, and halted. Celiawas till out hunting up a carriage. Normdly | would have been
content to let her open her own damn doors, but | wanted her out of there. So | jumped forward and
yanked the door open.

Without looking at me she swept— yes, swept— out into the corridor. | shut the door behind her, a
shade shy of damming it. Then | turned back into the room, ready to sighin relief.

Karish was standing near thewall, thefire drained out of him. He was taring off into space, his shoulders
dumped.



Thingsweren't over yet.

My mother walked up behind Karish, laying her hand on his shoulder. He didn’'t move. “I’'m sorry,” he
whispered. “I"'m so sorry. | thought | could . . .” Hisvoice choked off.

He had nothing to apologize for.

“It'smy fault.” She rubbed his back, dow circular movements. “Y ou told meit wasabad idea.” She
raised her hand to lightly stroke hishair. “1 thought | knew better.” Sherose to her toesto kiss his cheek.
“| should have listened to you. I'm so sorry.”

“No,” he shook hishead. “No, no, no. It sme. It'smy fault. I’'m agrown man. | should beableto. .. |
shouldn’'t. .. damnit!” Hisvoice giving out on him. “I’'m sorry. Y ou went to al thistrouble. I'm so

wrry.”

Karish sometimes berated himsdlf, denigrated himself, made fun of himself. Never have | heard hisvoice
so filled with sdlf-loathing. It infuriated me. He should never be madeto fed that way.

“Itismy fault, for not listening to someone who knew better,” my mother told him. “1 can be arrogant that
way.” Shegmiled at him.

He didn’'t smile back.

She shot me one of her communicative looks. | nodded.

She kissed him again. “I am going to drop in on the Hunters,” she announced.

“No, no. I'll go.” Karish started looking around as though he wasn't sure where he was.

“I need to speak with you, Taro,” | said. Though | had no ideawhat | was going to be saying.

Helowered hishead, and if anything his shoulders dumped even more. What, he thought | was going to
ydl a him? Did heredly think | was going to be angry a him for any of this?

Mother kissed my cheek. “I’ll belate”
“Good night, Mother. Thanksfor everything.”

She dipped out, closing the door quietly.

Chapter Thirteen

| looked at Karish. He had drifted closer to thewall. His back wasto me.

| had no ideawhat to do. | was sure | had understood only about half of what had happened, what had
been said, and | was sure there was awhole lot more that hadn’t even been touched on. | was shocked
at what I'd heard and wasn’t sure | could believeit. | mean, Karish hadn't redlly been secluded in his
room for eleven years, had he? That wasn't possible. There had to be some detail that hadn’t been



mentioned, that explained it al the way. Becauseif it were true, Karish should beinsane.

What was | going to do? How was | supposed to make him fedl better? Was that even possible right
now? | didn’t know what he needed. And whatever it was, | probably wasn't the oneto giveit to him.
He was no doubt longing to find hisfriends and drown himself in their company. But | couldn’t let him go
out likethis, looking so shattered. It would be wrong. Crudl.

| could let him know, at least, that | wasn't angry with him, and that | didn’t blame him for anything. That
he didn’t have anything to be ashamed of. That much | could do. And then maybe he wouldn’t throw
himself into the drink quite so desperately. Maybe he' d avoid making amistake he’ d otherwise make.

| walked to him and put a hand on his back. He jJumped at the contact. | wrapped my arms around his
wa g, pressng my face againgt his shoulder-blades. He was so tense.

He shuddered, and he choked off a sound trying to escape from histhroat.
| tightened my grip. “It'sdl right.”
Heleaned his head against the wall, and breathed. An obvious effort to control himsdif.

That wasn't good. That was't him. The one time he had every reason to indulge in ascreaming fit, and
hewastrying to stay cam. “Don’'t, don't,” | whispered. “It'sonly me. There’ sno one else here. No one
watching.”

“I’'m sorry,” hewhispered. “I’'m so sorry.”

“Thereisno reason to gpologize.” Asl said them, | knew the words were of no effect. They werethe
words the Situation called for, the words one said when one was being merely polite. They were
expected. How could | convince him that | meant them?“No oneisangry, Taro.” Except maybe his
mother, but who cared about her?

He started laughing, laughing into thewall, the same bitter jagged sound as before. “I’'m angry,” he said.
“Why can’'t |—" Hedammed hisfist againgt thewall.

Don't do that. Don't hurt yourself, not over her. “I’'m sorry,” | said. “We shouldn’t have done this. We
should have listened to you.” So stupid. So arrogant. Dismissing his misgivings, because, of course, he
was exaggerating. He was a Source, that was what they did. We had been so sure dl we had to do was
st down like cam rational adults, and we' d be able to clear up nearly thirty years worth of bitternesswith
asingle conversation. We, who had never met the Dowager and knew nothing about her, had so quickly
thought we could handle her better than her own son, dismissing Karish's concerns without a second
thought. | was sick with self-disgust.

Anather hard laugh. “ Should have known | would have behaved like anidiot.”
“No.” Imitating my mother, | rubbed hisback with my hand. “ There sobvioudy alot of thingsgoing on
there that we know nothing about.” And we shouldn’t have interfered. How long would it take meto

learn that lesson?

Karish was refusing to accept any reassurance. “Doesn't matter,” he said to thewall. 1 shouldn’t have
humiliated everyone like that. Leaveit to meto turn acommon event into atawdry melodrama.” His



voice was deep with repugnance, al directed at himsdlf. “ All | had to do was get through one dinner. |
couldn’'t even manage that.”

“Y our mother wasn’t even trying, Taro. It was exactly asyou said. As soon as she stepped through the
door shewas needling you.” And not us, not much. That had been surprising. I’ d been expecting her to
pour her disdain al over us, but her principa target had been her own son. How cannibalistic of her.

“Y ou think | would have learned to handle her with alittle grace.”

“Why should you? She wasn't showing any.”

He shook his head, sort of, hisface still pressed againgt the wal. Enough hiding. | pulled on him. “Come
on, 9t down.” He ressted amoment, then let me manhandle him onto the sofa, but heimmediately

covered hisface with his hands.

| went into the kitchen to grab a bottle of red wine and a couple of goblets. | sat beside Karish on the
sofaand filled the goblets. Then, | pulled his hands from hisface.

Hewas so pale, hiseyeswideand lost. “ Taro.”

“I couldn’t even last an evening, Lee.”

“Neither could she.” And she was the one who had walked out, given up, scuppered any chance of
turning the evening around. It was easy enough to stir up chaos and sweep out with grand dignity. Much
harder to stay behind and dedl with the aftermath. “Y ou don’t haveto do it again.”

“That’ s not the point!”

No, I knew that, but what €lse wasthere? | had no doubt that his mother was muttering to hersalf about
how ill mannered we al were and chiding hersdlf for expecting better. While she, shewas assuring
hersdf, had conducted hersalf impeccably. If his mother didn’t recognize that there was a problem, it
couldn’t befixed. The best thing for him would be to acknowledge that and put it behind him.

| put agoblet in hishand. “Drink. It'syour favorite”

For amoment he looked down blankly, as though he didn’t recognize the foreign object that had
appeared in hishand. | could practicaly fed him pulling his mind together. “That’ swhat you think,” he
said with awesk attempt a asmile. “I happened to have discovered the Deep Valley vineyard |ast week.
It' sassumed top rank.”

Wdll, aye. “I know that,” | said, and | knew | sounded offended.

Helooked at me, surprised. Then hetook acareful sip. “1tisDeep Valey,” he said, frowning.

The frown disturbed me. “What, isit abad year?’

“No,” hesaid quickly. “It'snot that. It'sjust . . .”

| waited amoment for him to continue, but he didn’t seem to want to, so | explained, *Y ou spoke of it to
Sabatos.”



“Yes but...” But what?Hedidn't say. Just trailed hisfingertips down the side of the goblet.

Maybeit unnerved him, that | knew without himtelling me. “I listen to you dl thetime, Taro. And |
watch.” Ah. Maybe that was the problem. | certainly wouldn’t like someone watching me al thetime.
“It'spart of my job. It' s practically become my hobby. And hey, you're niceto look at.” He didn't react
to my joke. Well, it had been pathetic. “Everything | can know about you by observing you, | know.”

His mouth bent wryly. “Y ou think so?’

“I know s0.” I'd better. Elsel’d haveto say | stared at him all thetimejust to look at him. Couldn’'t have
that. “1 don’'t know anything about thosefirst e even years, though.” Not the most elegant way to segue
into thetopic, but | had afeding he' d avaidit dl night if | let him.

He lowered the goblet, resting it on his knee.

Ask aquestion. One that was easy to answer. That might enable him to start. “ Did you redly never leave
your room?’

He shrugged. “ Sometimes | did. Not often. The door was usualy locked.”
“Y ou were usudly locked in your room?’

“Almog aways”

“And not for punishment?’

“No. At least, | don’t think s0.”

So it wastrue, not just an exaggerated accusation thrown out in the middle of a bitter argument. True, the
Dowager hadn’t denied it, but | pictured her asthe sort who bdieved explaining hersdf was demeaning.

“But why?

He gtared into the wine. That waswhy I’d given it to him. Not just to loosen histongue but to give him
something to look at when he couldn’t bear to look a me. “They didn’t want me talking to anyone.”

“Just because you sometimes said things that didn’t make sense? All children do that.” Hell, all people
did that. Last | heard, it wasn't acrime.

“Westsea children don't. | guess my brother didn’t.”

That was acrock. There had to be something moreto it than that, though Karish might not know himsdlf.
Not that | thought Karish could have done anything worth getting locked in hisroom for eleven years, but
there had to be something more.

“| did have atutor, actudly, for ashort while,” he said, dipping thetip of hisindex finger into hiswine. “I
don’t remember him very well. | was quite young. | don’t think heliked me much.” | imagined Kairsh as
achild. He must have been adorable. Mischievous, | had no doubt, but adorable. How could anyone not
like him?*1 remember him Strapping me. | think . . . | think he was the one who decided | must be crazy,
and he told my parents. And because my grandfather had lost hiswits, they believed the tutor. He was



dismissed, and | never got another.”

| stroked the back of hishand where it rested on histhigh, and when heraised it | dipped under sowe
could twine our fingerstogether. | wondered what would ease the tension practicaly singing through his
muscles. Nothing | could do.

“After that, it was just maids, coming in to dress me and bring me food and clean out the chamber pot.”
Another dry chuckle. “It wasthe strangest thing. Even now | don’'t understand it. They camein four times
aday, onefor each med and to dress mein appropriate morning, afternoon and evening attire, and again
to prepare mefor bed at night. They expected me to mind my manners, and St up straight, and use the
right cutlery. But no one cared that | didn’t know how to do anything useful, lace my own boots or write
my own name.”

Vauing form over substance. Many fell into that trap. “ Other than that, you were one?’
He ducked hishead. “Aye,” he whispered.

Andwhy did | fed so bad?| wasn't the one who had gone through it. “ So what did you do?’ Alone, a
gmall child kept in asingle room. It was disgusting. How dare they?

“I don’t know. | don’t remember very well. Time just passed. | had the toys given to mewhen | wasan
infant.” | heard him swallow. “ Sometimes my brother cameto vist me”

And the tone of hisvoicetold me that was not agood thing. “What did he do?’
Hetook along draught from his goblet. “Played games.”

“What kind of games?’ No, no, no, don’t tell me. | don’t want to hear this.

He squirmed alittle. He didn't want to tell me. “Nothing terrible”

Terrible enough, if he brought it up. “That’ swhat you say now, as an adult. Isthat how it felt to you at the
time?’

He looked down &t our linked hands, rubbing the sde of my pam with his thumb. “He' d come and bring
anew toy,” hesaid dowly. | got the feding he was choosing hiswords with particular care. “And I’ d be
s0 happy he had come to see me, so happy to have someoneto talk to. So excited. And then he would
give methetoy, and encourage meto play withit.” He paused. | didn’t want to hear the next part. |
clenched my teeth, preparing for it. “ And then he would take it from me, and shout at me because I’d
ruined it by touchingit.” I blinked, my heart twisting. “He was s0 big, so much older than me, he seemed
like an adult to me, and he could get so loud. He would smash the toy, atop or awooden horse or
something, under hisfoot, right in front of me, and then hewould leave. And | couldn’t understand what
I’d done so wrong. I'd only done what he’ d told meto.”

| hated boys. They were dl mongters.

“Then hewould come again,” Karish went on, “agood while later, and he would tell me he was going to
come back the next day, to take me outside. Take me out for aride on ahorse, or to go swimming. I'd

never done either, | didn't really understand what they were, but he made them sound so exciting. And it
didn’t redly matter whether they were or not. All that really mattered was that he was going to take me.”



For amoment hisvoice lifted, as though he were once more experiencing the excitement he d fdt asa
child. “But then, he wouldn’t come back.” He whirled the wine around in hisgoblet. “He never came
back. Or soit felt. Only hewould. Months later. With another toy. Or more promisesthat he forgot. And
sometimes he shouted. Sometimes he lifted me off my feet, shaking me. | hated that, but then . . . it was
the only time he ever touched me. The only time anyone but the maids touched me.” He pulled in along
breath. “ Every time he came, | was so0 excited. And every time he came, | was so scared.” He paused
for long moments, just breathing and rubbing my hand. “Because | never knew what to expect. | never
knew whether he was going to be angry or kind. | think that’ swhat made it so hard. The unpredictability
of it. Of him.” | fet him shiver. “But | was overreacting,” he said after another pause, trying to make his
voice stronger and camer, but it cracked. “1 know that now. He never did me any harm. But you know
Sources. Always overreacting to things.” He smiled, a pathetic wobbly effort.

As| had often told him. And no doubt countless othersaswell. And yes, sometimes he did overreact.
But thiswas different. And perhaps this was not the worst story | had ever heard. Perhaps there were
people with much grimmer childhoods. But did it matter? Thiswas his experience. And it was cruel

enough.
“The academy must have been a shock.”

“Huh.” He smiled again, more genuine, but sad. “ All of asudden, therewasdl thisactivity. | got dl these
new clothesand atrunk and dl this extra atention from the saff. They were giving me al these
ingtructions on how to behave. They cut my hair for thefirst timethat | remembered.” He dowly reached
back and pulled thetie out of hishair. The dark locks did down, softening his features. 1 thought it
meant something. | thought maybe | was old enough to join the family. | thought that waswhat it all
meant, that when you' re young you' re kept out of everyone' sway, but once you' re old enough, you're
alowed to be with people.”

Only instead he' d been bundled into a carriage and sent away. And | remember him telling me that no
one had told him why he was being sent away. How much effort would it have taken to explain thingsto
him?

“It wasal so exciting. | wasleaving my room. | wasleaving the house. | wastaking aridein acarriage. It
wasal 0 new. And even though it was aservant in the carriage with me, not my brother or father or
mother, | thought wherever | was going to be would be with them. | thought maybe it was some kind of
vacation or something.”

| didn’t understand how anyone could be so cavalier about achild’ sfedings. He was their son. How
could he not matter to them?

| didn’t want to hear any more. | could imagineit al too well. The exultation any child would fed when
they knew they were leaving one stage of their life and entering anew one. And this one, thinking he was
findly going to be recaiving the time and attention and affection of hisfamily, only to find himself dumped
inan unfamiliar place surrounded by strangers, with hisfamily nowhere to be seen. He must have been
crushed.

He cleared histhroat. “ Of course, you know therest,” he said briskly. “It was the academy. | never saw
my father or my brother again.” He raised my hand to hislips, kissed the back of it. “1 don't actudly have
amemory of my father. | don’t know that I’ ve ever met him. | only know what he looks like through
portraits. Hewas. . . very blond.” A frown flickered over hisfeatures and disappeared.



“People at the academy thought | was so odd.” That surprised me, aimost as much asthe other
revelations |’ d suffered that night. I’ d assumed he' d been adored at the Source academy. “They laughed
at theway | spoke, my accent, the way | behaved.” Bastards. “1’d never been around so many people
before. It was noisy and crowded and | never knew what to do. | had to be told to leave my room, to
eat and to go to class. They thought | wasimpaossbly spoiled, because | expected everything to be
brought to me.” Helaughed softly, and | mentally kicked mysdlf for every silk sheet comment | had ever
tossed at him. “It was years before | was able to leave my room on my own, on awhim, for no reason,
without fegling guilty about it, without worrying someone was going to get angry at mefor being out.”

| didn’t think | had ever been so angry, at so many people, dl a once, in my life.

“But people liked methere, | think. Once | learned how to behave.”

“Of coursethey liked you.” How could they not?“Not everyoneis as blind as your family.”

He chuckled. “There' s no of course about it, Lee. Y ou don’t know what | was like back then. | had
trouble paying attention through an entire class. My mind dways ended up drifting away.” Well, of course
it had. He' d never had lessons before, he hadn’t known how to keep his mind on one thing for any

ggnificant length of time. “I never had anything to say. | scowled dl thetime.”

“Y ou had plenty of reasonsto scowl,” | interrupted him, though | did have a difficult timeimagining him
asanything Sgnificantly different from theway | knew him.

“No no, not likethat, Lee. You ve said yourself that people shouldn't beimposing their negative fedlings
on other people dl thetime, that we al have aduty to be cadm in public. You'reright.”

Not when you' reachild. Not when you'reinrea pain. | never meant that.

“It was so embarrassing. A teacher noticed me drifting during a class and got sick of it. He said no one
was going to put up with my aristocrtic airs just because my family never bothered to teach me proper
manners, and I’ d better shape up or I’ d find mysdf working as an administrator or something after | was
Paired. | didn’t know what exactly that meant, but from everyone sreaction | knew it wasn't good.”

“Y ou haveincredible focus now,” | murmured, wondering had he' d managed to develop so far from such
an unpromising beginning.

He shrugged. “I wanted to be good a something.”

It didn’t seem to be much of an explanation, it seemed too Ssmple. But not everything had to be
complicated. And maybe that was the reason why Lord Shintaro Karish had gone out of hisway to learn
how to cook and how to fix cracksin the ceiling. After achildhood of not being permitted to do anything,
he had wanted to learn to do something, and do it well.

“And| learned to smile.”

“You had to learn?’

“Wdll, no, | guess| just had to learn the effect a smile could have.” His voice took on atone of
bemusement. “If | smiled a someone, they would like me.”



“I’'m sure it wasn't just because of that.”

But he didn’t seem to hear me. “ Someone could be angry a me, could be shouting at me or arguing with
me, and sometimesif | just smiled a them, even though it didn’t make sensefor meto amileright then, it
just seemed to stop them, and they’ d smile back.”

That was because he had akiller smile, which was just bloody unfair.

“Therewasaskill toit, of course. Thetiming, what kind of smile, but | learned. Once | learned how to
behave with people, they seemed to like me. It was only at the beginning of my time at the academy that
thingswere. . . difficult.”

| got the feding he was trying to reassure me. Instead he was disturbing me. | didn’t likewhat | was
hearing. “Y ou don’t have to put on an act to get peopleto like you.”

“I know that,” he snapped.

| didn’t think hedid. Not dl of him. There was apart of him that believed people only liked him when he
smiled, when he laughed, when he, to use words he' d uttered on more than one occasion, played the
fool. And I’'d had no idea. | was such aniidiot. And | didn’t think that was something | could fix. At least,
not with words. It was something I’ d have to think about. Later. “I’'m glad to hear it,” | said. “Though
sometimes | have my doubts. Because it made me crazy when wefirst met, when everything was ajoke
and you were dways using that smarmy smile—"

“Smarmy!” he protested. | couldn’t tell whether he was genuinely offended or not.

| plunged on anyway. Even anger was better than defestism. “ All that play acting kept me from seeing
that you were fine and decent and full of al thetraits| admirein aperson.” So fine, from such barren
beginnings. | wouldn't have thought it possible. Who had taught him what a person should be?

And unbidden from the back of my mind came aname. Professor Saint-Gerard. An elderly professor
from the Source Academy to whom Karish still wrote. It looked like there was someone | needed to
thank.

“Careful, Lee, you' |l be making me arrogant.” And hefindly looked at me. He frowned. He put his
goblet down on the coffee table and stroked a fingertip below one of my eyes. “Y ou're crying.”

| drew away from him sharply. | touched my cheek and felt moisture. Holy hell. When had that
happened?

“You pity me” he muttered. “Brilliant.”

“Oh, yes, poor boy,” | retorted, injecting as much disbdlief into my tone as | could. “ The celebrated
Shintaro Karish, famoudy taented and adored by al.” Though | did pity him. Not for the person he had
grown into, but for what he' d had to endure. How could | not fed pity for that?

But | knew better than to tell him that. | was glad he didn’t like the idea of being pitied. No one who was
balanced did.

“Not adored by you.”



Did he honestly believe that? Where had he been?“1 do adore you. Just not for your smile.” Though it
was niceto look at.

S0 he smiled, the non-smarmy version. He leaned down to kiss my forehead. Then my cheek. Then my
mouth. Just a peck.

But then, immediately after, he kissed me on the mouth again. Not a peck. Again, alingering touch. And |
thought he was getting too used to that.

Sowas|. Bad, bad sign. Too much familiarity was never agood thing. Getting too comfortable when
other people touched me encouraged them to take things a step further, and made me lax enough to
alow them.

That' swhat | told mysdlf, anyway.

Hislips opened againgt mine, one of his hands spearing into my hair. | gasped into his mouth, heat
flooding through me. Sweet, sweet danger.

Oh, hewasin afine state, his mouth desperate and fervent. It felt good. And gods it was so tempting just
toletit go on. A maelstrom of sensation would be just thing to wipe out the turmoil created by the events
of the evening.

And create awhole new set of problems. | pulled away. “Not good.” The words came out weak and
sharp as| tried to dow my rapidly beating heart. Idiot. Moron. Just what were you thinking?

For amoment his eyes were blank. Then they sharpened into focus, and he flushed a brilliant red. “ Oh,
Zaire! Oh, Lee! I'm so sorry.” He disentangled his hand, caught between the desire for haste and a
reluctanceto rip my hair out of my head.

Once hewasfree, | nodded. Blank face, blank face. “ Perfectly forgivable, under the circumstances.”
Thiswas so humiliating. | wanted to crawl under the sofa. | couldn’t believe I’ d been so careless. Did |
want to ruin everything?

Cam down.

“It wasn't the circumstances!” he snapped.

| raised an eyebrow. How had | managed to tick him off thistime?

Helowered hisforehead against mine. “1 like your gown,” he drawled, anger disspated as quickly asit
had flared up.

“Aye, you would.” Please give me some space. | really needit.
He sighed and pulled back. “I should go.”
Yes, heshould. | didn’t think less of him for seeking comfort in sex, but it was not the kind of comfort |

could provide. And |, | was ashamed to admit, was too rattled to be of any useto him in my usua
capacity. Whatever that was. “Don’t do anything stupid.”



“Why break atrend?’ Heroseto hisfeset.

“Taro,” | chided him, standing and catching hishand. “Only | am alowed to insult you.”

“Aye, but you've been failing in your duty tonight.”

“Yes, | have” | let that woman tear astrip off my Source. | didn’t know how | could have done things
differently, how | could have participated in events without making thingsworse, but it galled me that that
woman had felt free to come into what was temporarily my mother’ s home and treat any other guest,

whether he was her son or nat, in such an gppalling fashion.

“Don't start.” He rubbed the back of his neck and looked about the living room. “I’'m sorry | turned this
evening into such adisaster.”

“Hey, stop trying to usurp dl the credit. We dl did our part to make this evening as uncomfortable as
possible.” He smiled, but it was another sad effort. | pulled his head down and kissed his cheek to show
him that dl— al— wasforgiven. “I mean it, Taro. None of us can be proud of our behavior tonight.
Don't be thinking you deserve specid punishment. And don’t be too wild tonight. All right? Taeke care.”
Helooked down at me curioudly, but | could see he wasrelaxing alittle. Thelines of tenson about his
form were easing dightly. | wasn't surewhy, but it was good to see. “Lee, what do you think | do when
I”’m not with you?’ And he grinned, something closer to hisusua sdif. | could have hugged him.

“I don't think about it,” | said. Mgor lie.

“I don't participate in orgies, you know.”

“Of coursenot.” Actualy, that was a shocker. | would have bet money that he did. Though, redlly, |
didn't tend to think about it. Much. But what was the point of being the Stalion if you didn’'t indulgein
indiscriminate sex?

“I don’'t smoke drugs.”

“I never thought for amoment that you did.” And that was the honest truth.

“I don’t get smashed and hijack public carriagesand get . . . smashed.”

Héll, | never even consdered that possibility. People did that? That explained some of the driving | had
Seen. Wasthat legal?

He chuckled, the evil bastard. “ Take alook in the mirror, gorgeous.”
“Huh?’

“Have agood evening, darling. Pass my gpologies on to your mother.” With awink and agraceful turn
he grabbed up his cloak and was out the door.

| pulled in along breath and blew it out again. What a hdllish evening. Should have known that would
happen when it turned out | needed so much work to be considered acceptable. Anything you couldn’'t



do asyoursdlf waslikely to blow up in your face.

| never wanted to see that woman again. | didn’t want Taro to ever see her, either. But there was still that
hasde with thetitle to be endured.

| swallowed down a spurt of resentment. Why couldn’t she just leave him aone? The resentment surged
up again.

All right. Cam down. Wouldn't help Karish. Bregathe.

Wine. | grabbed up my untouched goblet and drained half of it. Red wine— blech!— but it would do the
job, especidly as| had eaten so little dl day. Already | could fed it easing my nerves and loosening my
muscles. Aye, needed more than that. | took the bottle and goblet with me when | went to my mother’s
bedchamber to change. And | took Karish’ sadvice. | looked in the mirror.

Hideous black tracks had been drawn down my cheeks. The result of tears running through the black eye
paint. | looked acomplete mess.

What a bastard.

Chapter Fourteen

“He stoothsome.”
“Hair'stoo long. It doesn’t suit hisface. | like that one.”

“Hm. Ddlicate. Y ou do like the type, don’t you? But he' sfirmly and exclusively playing for the other
team.”

“Ah”>

“Now that onelooks good with his hands.”
“I'msure hiswifethinks so.”

“Hel.”

A mug of mulled wine was plunked down in front of me with athud. Some of the contents splashed over
therim. | didn’t even bother glaring at the server. There was no point.

Risawasn't so passve. “Hey!” she shouted, but the server gave no indication of having heard, though
those at nearby tables turned their heads. “Insolent little bag,” she muttered.

| shrugged and raised the mug to my lips. Then | paused before taking asip. I'd heard stories of some of
the things some servers did with food and beverages before bringing them to patronsthey didiked.

| put the mug to one side, the wine untasted.

“So,” sad Risa, “Why are you here with me scoping the scenery instead of . . . uh.. . . dancing with my



gorgeous brother?’

“Mm.” Thiswaswhy | had been alittle reluctant to participate in thisouting. “Risa, about Erin, there's
redly nothing there. | mean, he' svery nicebut . .

“He' sapompous ass, aye, | know.”

| felt my eyebrows rise and tried to control that. Not exactly what I’ d been planning to say. It wastrue
though.

She chuckled. “I know, | know,” shesaid. “I love him, and redlly, he'sagood man whereit counts. But
he' sjust got thisway about him that makes you want to hurt him. That he knows everything that’ sworth
knowing. And aye, it'saggravating. But | thought, of all thewomen | know, you could handle him. Y our
aren't eadly ruffled.”

| was glad someone thought so.

“Eriniskind of thinking the sameway you are,” Risacontinued.

What, he thought | thought | knew everything?1 didn't act like that. Did 1?

“Y ou know, that you were nice, but he didn’t think there was anything there between you.”

Well, that was arelief. Obsessive admirers were overrated.

“Heredly admires how you think, though. Erin, | mean.”

“Doeshe?’ He could havefooled me.

“Hesaysit'svery interesting.”

Ah. “Interesting.” Not to be confused with “good.”

“He saysit’slike you see patternsin ideas or eventsthat the . . . average person doesn't see.”

| wondered what word she had been about to use before so hagtily subgtituting “ average.”

Risaleaned over the smal table between us. “I' m telling you this because | know you' re worried about
Karish,” she said in ahushed voice, “but it goes no further, dl right?’

| frowned a her. “We' rein abar.”
“Aye, and everyone stoo drunk and too noisy to be overhearing anyone else.”
| thought that was an optimistic estimate, but it was't my secret.

“Erin wastdling me about those clubs you were talking about. The gentlemen’s club and the ladies
society with the same name. The Raiborn Societies. So | decided to look into it.”

Look into what? Maybeit wasalittle unusua but it couldn’t be crimind to have two clubs with the same



name. “ Aren’'t you kind of busy right now?’

She shrugged. “ Almost every Runner in the city islooking for the aristocrats, with no hope of finding any
of them dive. | think we can spare afew hours of my time hunting up adifferent mystery.”

Herewasto hoping | never went missing in High Scape. “ So what did you find?’

“Turns out the mysteries aren't so disconnected after al.” She smirked in triumph. “Every single one of
the victims were members of either the Raiborn Gentlemen’s Club or the Raiborn Ladies Society.”

Good Zaire. “Why wasn't that discovered before?’

Risadrew back alittle. “Haf adozen reasons,” she said tiffly. “The clubs are lessthan ayear old. Both
of them. Most of us have never heard of them. And none of the victims belonged to any of the
established clubs. They'real minor aristocrats, many |’ ve never heard of before, and no oneredly paid
attention to them before they went missing. Why would I, for example, hear the name Lord Thom
Derring and think oh! he belongs to that baby new Raiborn club that has nothing to do with the life of any
person | know?’

Yes, yes, that dl made sense. Sort of. But | would have thought investigating al their associations would
have been standard procedure. Then again, | wasn't a Runner. What did | know?

“Erin told me one of them tried to pick Karish up in the street. Isthat true?’
((Aye.ll
Risafrowned. “ It makes no sensefor them to ask himto join. He' s been totaly cast out of the class.”

| didn’t know that cast out wasthe right way of putting it. He stepped out, of hisown initiative. “Maybe
it' sthe blood that’ s important to these people, not thetitle or the class.”

And Zaire, did that strike a chord. Hard.
“What?' Risaasked.

Which meant my shock had shown up on my face. Damnit. “ A Reanist gpproached me on the street and
asked meto bring Karish to them.” It was hard not to snarl. Of dl the nerve.

Risanearly choked on her de. “To be sacrificed?’ she demanded.

“Apparently.”
“How stupid did he think you were?’

“Shetried to persuade meit was my duty, asa Shield.” | had to wonder, though, if she had redly
expected me to agree with her and comply with her demands. No matter how deluded she was, she had
to know | thought differently. “ She said that my first priority as a Shield should be stopping the disasters
atogether, diminating them before they start | guess, even if that meant handing Karish over and dying
myself. | said what you said. That Karish wasn't alord anymore, was never going to bealord. She said
it didn’'t matter. It was the blood that counted.”



“Alarming pardld,” sdd Risa
But not one that piqued her interest, | saw. “There' s no chance that the Reanists are behind this?’

Risa shrugged again and popped a syrup nut into her mouth. “We looked into it, of course. Standard
procedure whenever an aristocrat is murdered or goes missing. But Reanists really don’t do as much as
people believe they do. It stoo hard for them to find afoothold anywhere. Usudly, if you' regoing to
plan amurder, you need a place to plan from.”

“I"ve seen Reanists about High Scape. They must be living somewhere.”

“In tents. For aslong asthe owner of the land doesn’'t know they’ re there. Then they get kicked off and
haveto move on.” Risacrunched into another syrup nut, then she grimaced, as though its taste were off.
“Maybe some desperate or indifferent innkeeper is going to let them rent aroom,” she continued after
swallowing quickly, “if he doesn’t fear they’ll drive out his other customers. But even in that case, that's
not enough room to keep avictim for thislong without being discovered.”

“Y ou' re assuming the victims are being kept instead of killed.”

“Wdl, we haven’t been finding any bodies anywhere. That's not necessarily conclusive, but getting rid of
abody without being seen and without it, you know, popping up somewhere unexpected, is harder than
you might think. To get rid of a series of bodies without being caught requires accessto something. A pig
farm. Or land to bury them. Or familiar use of therivers. Which, again, pretty much eiminatesthe
Reanigts”

| redlly, redly didn’'t need lessons on the safe and effective disposal of human bodies. Thanks.

“And before you even get to that, there’ sthe sacrifice itsdf. They don't just grab their victims and stake
them, you know. There' saritud to it, and theritual takes space.”

“Oh.” I'd never thought of that. I’ d never redly thought of Reanisssmuch at dl. I'd studied them in
history, at the academy, but that had been about who they were, where they had come from, what they
had done, what had happened to them, and a superficia explanation about their beliefs. Like alot of
things | studied, had never expected to come face to face with them. I’ d only started worrying about
them when my High Landed Source went missing the year before. But | should have figured that abunch
of religious fanaticswouldn't kill their victims with nothing more than the stake through the heart. If they
used astake. That would beredlly hard. “ Do they redly stake people?’

“Aye. | think they think meta pervertsthe body, or something like that.”

“But that would be easy to fight off, | think.” | wastrying to visudizeit. Unlessthe victim were adegp or
drugged, or tied down, it would be hard to force a stake into the right place in order for it to kill. Though,
no matter how it was done, it had to hurt like hell. What away to go.

“| guessthat’ swhat theritud isfor.”

“So what’' sthe ritual? Do you know it?” And did | redlly want to hear about it? It was bound to be
gruesome,



“I’ve never seen one, but they do tell us about it. So we can recognizeit if we come acrossit.” | found
mysalf wondering about the kinds of things Risa had to know about, had to see. Wouldn't want her job.
“For onething,” she said, “the space hasto be properly laid out.” Seeing that | had no intention of
drinking my wine, Risadipped her finger in and drew a square on thetable. “ There are four pointsto it,
representing the four directions, and the points are supposed to be marked with the four elements.”
“The earth, water, fireand air thing?’

“It makes sense, doesn’'t it? They’ re trying to control the world, so the ritua area should represent the
dements”

“Huh.” Didn’t seem terribly origind to me.

“Now, idedly— from their point of view— there should be enough victimsto form acirclewithin the
areq, dl facing inward.” She drew acircle within the square. “ The master of theritua is supposed to be
part of the circle, seated at the northern point, which is represented by fire. The master is the Reanist who
cdled the victimsto the circle. The other Reanists are to circle around, outside the circle of the victims
but ill withinthe sacrificid area”

“All right.” Already seemed too complicated.

“Now, it isimportant that the victims embrace their roles—"

| had to interrupt there. “ Embrace being sacrificed?’

“Hey, | didn't make up therules. I'mjust tdling you what I’ ve read. And that’ swhat they say. The
victims have to be happy to be there.”

“What, do they raid an insane asylum?’

Risajust gave me alook and went on. “ The victims get afina meal. Has to be meat of the mountain
mamma—"

“Mest of thewhat?’

She shrugged. “Wine of the new moon.”
“What' sthat mean?’

“No idea. And essence of bee and bovine.”
“Soundsvile”

“Apparently the gods would be most offended to have unfed victims. They must be well fed, well
groomed, superior in mind and body and talent.”

“Ah. The whole aristocratic myth.” Because, of course, it wasamyth. I'd met aristocrats who hadn't
been near abath in months, and had no talent to spesk of .

“Apparently 0.”



“But then, wouldn't they refuseto edt, if they knew that would keep them from being sacrificed?’
“Maybe they don’t know. Or maybe they starve them first.”

Which took us back to the theory of the Reanists needing a place to keep their victimsfor awhile.
Especidly if they were collecting them in order to makethiscircle of theirs. “ Still, amed for astarving
person isn't going to make them embrace being sacrificed.”

“I don’t know. Hunger can make people do strange things.”

Wéll, for onething, | remembered, it made them very lethargic. Maybe it made them susceptible to
suggestion. But they would have to be awfully susceptible to wel come being sacrificed.

“The kicker though, and the reason why we think the Reanists aren’t involved in these disgppearances, is
that the areamust be encased in sone. Apparently the Reanists believe there ssomekind of invisible airy
substance that lesks from the body asit dies, and it just floats away into the sky. Only stone can contain
it, and it must be contained in order for the gods to be able to callect it. That’ swhat they redly want, the
ary stuff. Not the bodies.”

So then why was it important for the bodies to be well fed and well groomed? Did they think the state of
the body affected the qudity of the airy stuff? 1’ d wager the Reanists came up with that for more practica
reasons. WWho wanted to be around the unwashed?

Try tofocus, Lee. “So thisisn't aset up they can throw together in an hour and roll up againwhenit's
timetoleave”

“And Reanists can’'t own property. Not in High Scape, anyway. They can't build something like that
here” Risafrowned a her sketch. “Still, maybe | should look into any new construction going on in the
city. Justin case”

“Wouldn't hurt. Wouldn't be the first time someone sfound away around alaw.” Oh, listen to me, the
world-weary, experienced one. But hey, I’ d read books.

Risasnickered. “ Ain't that the truth?’ Then she sghed. “It' sahorrible time for Crown Prince Gifford to
be coming to High Scape. Why in the world doesn’t he cance ?’

| raised onefinger. “He said he would come.” A second finger. “ He wantsto show hisinterestin the
most vauable city in the world when it’ s going through hard times.” A third finger. “He s not about to be
run off by abunch of cowardly murderers. Or kidnappers.”

She scowled. “Aye, aye, arigtocratic pride, damnit al to hell. Funny how it never kicksin when someone
asks them to work or do anything else useful. But that damned party. Half the aristocrats in the city will
be there”

“Sowill awholelegion of extrasecurity,” | reminded her. “ThisisLord Y ellows, remember. Therichest
man in High Scape. With the Crown Prince as the guest of honor. No on€' s going to be able to breathe
without at least three other people knowing about it.”

“I can’t be too sure about that,” Risamuttered. “ The Captain offered to have Runners on the property.



His Lordship, apparently, was most offended.” The last two words were spoken with an attempt at an
aigocratic ar. “ Gave the Captain quite adressng down. Reminded him that hisfamily had been
providing protection for people on hislands for longer than the Runners have been in existence. Wasthe
Captain daring to presume the people carefully chosen and trained by his Lordship were unable to
perform their single purpose? Was the Captain daring to suggest his Lordship would be so treasonous as
to endanger the life of the Crown Prince? Perhaps the Captain would be better off concentrating his
attention on his own duties and solving the problems that were plaguing the Runnersinstead of interfering
in the business of others.” She scrubbed at the wine sketch, as though attempting to mop it up. “The
Captain was fuming. And so much fun to work with for the rest of the day. | hate stupid people.”

| grinned & her. And yes, | was unsympathetic. It was nice to know others were experiencing
professond frustrations. Aye, aye, | was petty.

“But we' re going to have Runners around the property,” said Risawith satisfaction. “At some places

we |l have the housein view. And if one of us accidentally wanders onto the grounds, well, horses can be
difficult to control.”

“lan’t that trespassing?’ | asked the solicitor’ ssgter.

“Bah! Don't bother me with trifles.”

| chuckled.

The server returned with adrink for Risa. A tal thick glassfilled with dark, dark liquid, topped with a
creamy beige froth. Risaglared at the server as she st it on the table. “Were you brewing it back there
or what?" she demanded.

The server was unagpologetic. “ Did you want it properly pulled or what?” And she dipped away before
Risacould respond.

| looked at the exotic beverage. “What isit?’ | asked.
“It' sbeer.”
| took acloser look. “It doesn't look like any beer I’ ve ever seen.”

“That’ sbecauseit'sanew brew. It's caled Roofer’ s Black. Not many people have heard of it. Plus
it s—" She cut hersdf off and took areverent sip, giving hersdf abeige moustache. “Mmmmmm.”

“Pusit'sexpendve,” | finished for her.
She shot me ahard look and took another long sip.
“So you got that promotion, then?’

She st the glass on the table with a thud that rang of irritation. “No,” she snapped. “ Anand did. A very
worthy Runner.”

“I see” | said, and | swore not ahint of disapprova showed up in either my expression or my voice, but
Risafound areason to get angry anyway.



“Shove off, Dunleavy.” A third deep gulp from the glass, with an air of defiance.

“I didn't say anything.”
“You didn't haveto. | know what you're thinking.”

“If you know what I’ m thinking there’ s no reason to talk about it.” | didn’t want to get into an argument
over Risa s spending habits.

“Oh, s0 you think you should be able to St there in silence and judge me and | should just shut up about
it, isthat it?’

| sghed. “Areyou spoiling for afight or something?

“Y ou haven't got abloody clue,” was her hested response. “Y ou have no ideawhat it's like to want
things and know you can't afford to have them. Ever | mean, look at this.” Sheraised her glass. “It'sjust
beer. It happens to be good beer. Why should | have to settle for the watery swill most places serve?
Why shouldn’t | be able to drink the beer | like? Or wear the clothes | want? Or live where | want to
live?

She'd said dl thisbefore, and | sympathized with her. Redlly. But my sympathy wouldn’t keep her out of
debtor’ s prison. “I didn’t make therules, Risa, and I’m not saying they’ reright or fair. But we still have
tolive by them.”

“We?" she echoed increduloudy. “ We don’t haveto live by them. | do. You don’'t.” That was
uncomfortably true. “It'sal right for you to tut-tut my spending habits while you' re dining on beef every
night. Try earning your pay for awhile.”

Shedidn’t mean that the way it sounded. At least, she'd better not. | earned what | had, just not the way
most othersdid.

Noise exploded into my ears, so loud and so sudden | gasped and jerked in my seat, bumping into the
table and knocking over the mugs. When | came back down | grabbed the edge of the table and tried to
stop my brain from spinning long enough to figure out what the hell had happened.

Drums. Gods be damned evil drums. With pipes. What, was someone marching off to awar
somewhere? And if S0, could they stop calling to arms and just get moving to wherever they were going?
Who played music like that in atavern? Any moron barkeeper who played such music deserved to have
hisfurniture torn gpart.

All right. Had to get out of there. | jumped to my feet again, urged on by the music. | somehow managed
to trip over my own chair. | fell against abody.

The body pushed back and | amost lost my footing completdly. “Watch where you' re going, bitch!”
The music poured through my veins. Without thinking a al | struck out. “Get out of my way!”

Heat exploded aong the side of my mouth. | charged, reached out.



| was grabbed from behind, jerked back sharply. Someone was screaming into my ear. | screamed
back, with no ideawhat | was saying. | scrambled against my restraints, scratched at them to no effect.

| screamed again, in outrage, as| waslifted off my feet. | felt air moving, a curious swooping sensation. |
kicked out, trying to find somefooting, and | couldn’t. Nothing | could grab onto would stay fill.

One more swoop and then a hard, unpleasant impact. Solidity against the palms of my hands, my cheek,
torso, the front of my legs. But the world had stopped moving. That was an improvement.

Thedininmy head and ears cdmed. Just alittle, but enough that | could think. Kind of.

“Dunleavy.”

| waslying down. That’sit. Lying down. On the street. No, the sidewalk. The wood was hard and rough
and dirty againgt my cheek. Didn’'t smell too wonderful, either. But it wasn't yet in meto move.

“Dunleavy.”

| closed my eyes, trying to think abit beyond the obvious. Hey, you! | thought at arandom note. Sop
moving.

All right, that wasweird.

“Dunleavy!”

| supposed | should respond. It was annoying, after dl, to hear one' s name incessantly repeated. “Aye.”
“What happened?’ Risa demanded.

“Hope you don’'t want details.” Because| couldn’t givethem. | redly had no idea.

“Wasthat a Shield going berserk?’

Oh. That. | pressed my pams againgt the sdewak and carefully pushed mysdf into adtting position. “It
wasindeed.” | could Hill fed it, the music, in my head, alittle, though my earstold methe actua music
being played within the tavern had changed into something dower, more soothing.

“I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

“ S0 happy to contribute to your education.” | felt it was safe to open my eyes. | wasindeed Sitting on the
sidewal k. People walked by and gave me confused |ooks.

“Now, now, don't get snarky.” Risa crouched down beside me, took my chin in her hand, and gently
touched athumb to the side of my mouith.

| felt abrief flare of dight discomfort, but nothing too bad. “ So what did you see happening?’ | asked. |
didn’t want to hear the specifics of my making afool of mysdf, but | had to know in case | had to explain
myself to someone. Someone like my mother. Or Karish. Or aRunner. Who wasn't Risa

She released me and sat back on her hedls. *Y ou jumped up from the table and fell into the guy seated



next to us. He jJumped up and shoved you away. Y ou hit him— anice solid blow, by theway— and he
hit back. So | hauled us out of there.”

“Y ou picked me up?’ How demeaning. She wouldn't have been able to do that if | were possessed of a
few moreinches. And how it must have looked, me being lifted right off my feet and carried out likea
childinatantrum.

“It wasthe only way | could get you to move,” she said defensively.

| hadn’t been accusing her of anything. | noticed for the first time the scrapes and shdlow cutson Risa's
hands and wrists. “1 didn’t do that, did 17" | asked with dread. Turned into aright obnoxious animad,
hedn't I?

She glanced at her handsand grinned. “Aye. Y ou'reaviciouslittlething, aren’t you?’

“Sorry.” | fet my face flush. Why wasit that every time | got violent, which wasfar too frequently, |
ended up attacking one of my friends? Was there something going on deep in the back of my brainthat |
redly didn’t want to know about?*“Did | do any red damagein there?’

“No, but the barkeep said he was barring you. He can’t do that, can he?’

Huh. I’ d never been rowdy enough to be barred before. “Not usualy, but if a Shield creates a serious
disturbance they’ll probably make an exception.”

“They did it on purpose, though,” said Risa. “ They weretrying to drive you out with that music. I'm sure
of it. | saw the barkeep talking to the musicians, and they looked right at you. | thought hewastelling
them to keep it down, or | would have said something, but obvioudy not.”

Y es, that was the impression | got, too. That kind of music, no one played it in atavern. It was practicaly
marching music. | climbed to my feet, brushing off my trousers. “He hastheright to play what music he
wants.” That wastrue, too. “It could be said that | shouldn’t have even been there without my Source.”

Risa gtraighten up from her crouch. “1"d like to see Karish do any better than | did,” she objected.

“No, he couldn’t have.” Probably. | don’t know that he would have been able to carry me out asRisa
had. On the other hand, he might have been able to talk meinto acamer state and alowed methe
dignity of leaving under my own power. But none of that wasredly rdevant. “ And thank you for acting
so quickly.” Before |’ d done something worse. Asit was, | couldn’t believel’d actualy struck a
complete stranger. | couldn’t even recdl what helooked like. | could meet him again in under an hour
and would have no ideal’ d assaulted him.

Damn it. News of that was sure to spread, an unattended Shield going berserk and attacking another
patron. Thiswas going to do wondersfor our relationship with the regulars, it was.

| Sghed and brushed dirt off my hands. “I’ m not in the most festive of moodsright now,” | told Risa. |
was disgusted with myself. “But there' s no reason for meto ruin the rest of your evening. I’ m going to
head home.” How pathetic. “ Sorry things turned out thisway.”

“Y ou want me to take you to one of the hospitals?’



“Oh, no.” Therewas no reason for that. All | felt was awarm tingling about my mouth, no rea pain.
Besides, the heder would expect meto tell her what had happened, which would be just too
embarrassing. It was going to be bad enough explaining mysdlf to people | knew. | wasn't going to add
complete strangersto thelis.

But Risawas getting that stubborn, immovable-object look about her. “Y ou're bleeding alot.”

| frowned and put careful fingertipsto the sde of my mouth. They came away bright red. | shrugged. “It
doesn't redly hurt.”

She snorted with exasperation. “ So says the Shield. Not exactly reassuring.”

Pleasad to meet you. I’ m the unstoppable force. “I am not going to the hospital, Risa.” She would have
to carry me. Which, granted, she could do. Probably without breaking aswest. But | was hoping she
would alow meto retain some shred of decorum that evening.

“Fine, but I’'mwaking you home.”

“That’snot necessary.” Zaire, | dready had Karish insisting on squiring me abouit. It was aggravating. |
was fully capable of putting onefoot in front of the other, thank you very much.

It was because | was small. They assumed | was helpless. So what if they were actudly right, that if stuck
inaphysica confrontation | would come out the undisputed loser? Did that mean | had to be dogged

every sep of my life?

“I think itis, Dunleavy,” Risasad bluntly. “ There' saproblem here. The way the serversin there were
treating you was scandalous. And so was ddliberately driving you out. WEe ve been getting complaints
about this sort of thing from al the other Pairs, though to be honest | didn’t think it was anything serious. |
thought they were just whining becauise people were alittle too distracted with al that’ s been going on to
give them the fast and eager service you Pairs are used to getting.”

Ouch.

LaMonte getting a brick thrown a his head was whining?

“Because, you know, we hadn’t heard anything from you and Karish.”

And because of that they decided nothing was redlly going on? How oddly flattering.

“But I've seenit for mysdlf, and | know it'sreal. And your braid isn't going to protect you from any
harassment right now. In fact, the way things are right now, that braid isan invitation to trouble, not a
source of protection.” She pursed her lips, lightly touching the braid on my Ieft shoulder. “1 don't suppose
you could leave off wearing it for awhile?’

| was shocked. “Y ou think things are that bad?’

Risashrugged. “ Everyon€ s acting so strange, Dunleavy,” she admitted. “Not just farmers and fishers and
people most affected by the weather. Everyone. It'slike everyoneisgetting . . .” she hesitated, looking

for aword, “antsy or something. WEe ve been getting alot more calls. And not for thieving, which I’d
kind of suspect. Violence. A lot of assaults. Brawls. Domestic disputes. Not murders, yet, but | think it



might be heading that way.”

“Good lord.” I'd had no idea. Sure, I’ d noticed some people were getting irritable. It was perfectly
understandable under the circumstances. But | hadn’t known the condition was near universal. What was

going on?

Wéll, there were afew things going on. Aristocrats were disappearing. The weather was going crazy and
s0 werethe regulars. And High Scape wasn't experiencing any natural events. But none of those things
were connected to each other.

Werethey?

“So I’'mwalking you home. No more arguments, dl right? 1 have to go to headquarters and report this,
anyway.”

“Must you?’ Lovely. Thewholelot of them, al the Runners at her headquarters, would get to hear in
gory detail how | completely lost my head. Wilson, Risa s partner, would loveit.

“Yes | must.”

Great. Now shewasimitating my diction.

“Let’'sgo.”

“Yes mdam.”

And | found mysdlf childishly relieved to have the company after al. Theincident at the tavern wasthe

first timethe Triple S anti-sentiment had been directed a me. Like Risa, I’ d been too ready to dismissit
al asaminor inconvenience. Now I’ d been convinced otherwise.

Chapter Fifteen

The next day | went to the Stall for my watch with Karish.

Firth and Stone were there, of course. Firth looked up at the door when | camein, and then looked
disappointed. | wasn't Karish. Hey, I’ d be disappointed, too. | supposed it was one of the few times|1’d
arrived a the Stall before Karish, and now Firth wouldn’t get her daily dose of tormenting him. | didn’t
know how he stood it with such good grace.

“Good afternoon, young one,” Stone greeted me, her tone mild. “Have ahabit of walking into doors, do
you?’

“I gotinafight.”

| would have thought it impossible to shock to such . . . uh . . . seasoned women. “ Y ou what?’ Firth
demanded.

“I wasin abar. The barkeep objected to my being there. He had the musicians play some volatile
music.” | shrugged, trying not to look as embarrassed as| felt. “I got into afight.”



They looked, if possible, even more shocked.

Stone snapped her mouth shut. “ Are you saying they deliberately played music to rile you?’

“That’ swhat it seemed like. And I’ ve been banned.”

Stone looked grim. “Which placeisthis?’ she demanded. “ Thiswill be addressed.”

Did it haveto be? It was only onelittleincident. “1 was there with a Runner. She said she'd report it.”
“And did she?’

“| assume she did. No reason why shewouldn’t.”

“Isshe going to have hislicense suspended?’

“Y ou think aperson should lose hislivelihood over something likethis?” That was, | thought, alittle
harsh. Especialy as no damage had actually been done.

“Hedidn’t just order you out, Madlorough,” Stone said, looking unusudly serious. “He used music to
force you out. Even the regulars know how unpredictable we can be under the influence of music. You
could have been serioudy hurt. Y ou could have hurt someone €lse. It was dangerous.”

Still, it seemed to me he shouldn't haveto lose hislicense over it.

“At least give usthe name of thisplace,” said Firth. “ So we don’t go there, and we tell everyonewe
know not to go there.”

That, | could agree with. “The Red Onion.”

“Oh,” shesaid. “I'm surprised. I’ ve dways |oved the service there. And they aways have grest
musdans”

“Great musicians have an expanded repertoire,” said Stone. “All the easier to choose something
appropriate to make a Shield go berserk.”
And | did go berserk. Completely lost contral.

“WEell besuretotdl al the others,” Firth promised me. “ And everyone else we know, too. In aweek
Mel Opp will find himsdf working in an empty bar.”

| was't too sure about that. There were no doubt many who sympathized with the barkeep and al the
other business people who were forced to hand over their goods and labor to people who apparently did
nothing in return.

Karish arrived for hiswatch. | wondered if he would be as disgppointed as Firth by my
uncharacterigticaly early appearance. Maybe he and Firth had some kind of weird tormenting game
going on that | wasinterfering with.



He was surprised to see me there. And of course he saw the bruise, | could tell by the narrowing of his
gaze. But after amoment’ s hesitation he merely smiled. “ Good afternoon, ladies,” hesaid. “Lee, areyou

skaing?’
Firth snickered.
“No.” When in doubt, take the words at face value and answer accordingly.

“Wdl, someone must be.” He moved to the stove and checked the embers. “ There are buskers on East
Cooper Street, Claire.”

Firth’seyeslit up. “Redly?’

“Jugglersand drummers. Likey looking lads from the Southern Idands.”

That sparked my interest. The Southern Ilands. I’ d read about them in the Academy, but there hadn'’t
been much to read. The Southern Idands had only recently opened up trade with the mainland and little
was known about them. People had been living there since the Landing, but they had been separate from
us, and from al accounts had devel oped differently from us. Apparently they didn’'t have Sources or
Shidlds, neither born there, nor posted. The Southernersjust grit their teeth and bore with it.

I’d never met anyone from the Southern Idands. | wished | had known about the buskers. | would have
liked to have watched them for awhile, maybe even spoken to one, rather than coming to the Stall early.

Firth’ssmile, though, quickly skidded into ascowl. “Isthat redly true?” she asked Karish. “Or are you
just saying that to get rid of usfaster?’

“A little bit of both,” he admitted. But his smile took away the sting, and pretty men were granted leeway
therest of uswere not. “ They redlly are there, but they have been there for awhile. They may be moving
on soon.” He reached for the coffee canister.

Karish didn't drink coffee.

“So we should moveit, aye?” Stone commented wryly, packing up her papers. “Or Firth should. I’'m not
going to risk drums.”

“Oh, bosh, Deg,” said Firth. “I’[| keep an eye on you. Besides, you' re not as bad as Dunleavy.”
“No on€' s as bad as Mallorough.”

Yes, yes, weadl knew it. Of dl the Shields on the planet | was the weakest when it cameto resisting
music. | bore evidence of it on my face. Now please go away.

The older Pair |eft with only alittle more teasing. And as soon as the door closed behind them Karish
was on me, tilting up my face to get a better look. “Wheat the hell happened?’

So | told him, using the blandest, least emotive language | could think of and knowing it would do no
good.

Karish swore. “I'll kill him,” he fumed. “1 will. W€ re going back there, Lee, and you' re going to point



him out.”

Aye, and Karish would be snapped like atwig. Or maybe not. I’ d never seen Karish fight. Maybe he
was good at it. But helooked kind of fragile. “Don’'t beridiculous, Karish.”

“Look at your face, Leg!”
“Not unless| haveto.”
Hewas not pleased by my witticism. “Thisisno joking matter.”

Actualy, it probably had been funny to watch, me sumbling around like anidiot. “ And getting
melodramatic about it will help, how?’

“I’'m not being melodramatic.” The kettle started whistling. He poured the water into the coffee. “ Y ou
were assaulted last night.”

“I did the assaulting.”

“| meant the music.”

Oh. An odd way of looking &t it, but that was a Source for you. “It' s done now.”
“It won't be done until that bruiseis gone and that cretin is punished.”

| Sghed. “You'vegot to learnto let thingsdide, Taro.”

“Y ou let too much dide. Something has to be done about this.”

“Something is being done. Risais reporting it. Firth and Stone are going to do their best to make sure no
one ever walksinto the Red Onion ever again. So leaveit. It' sover.”

He pulled amug out from the jumble on a shelf and blew the dust out of it. “Doesit hurt?’

“Not redly.”

“Huh.” He poured out the coffee. | watched him with curiosity. My Source had once loftily declared
coffee the merchant class' joke on theworld, for look at it. Liquefied mud, and people werewilling to
pay for it. What had made him decide to drink it?

Oh, lord, the effects of coffee on aperson who'd never had it before. Thiswas going to be fun.

Only he st it on the table before me.

That set off the bells. What did he want and how much was | going to hate giving it?

He sat in the chair opposite mine, pulling it close under the table. Aswas hiswont when he wasn't
thinking about it, he sat ramrod straight, his spine nowhere near the back of the chair.

| took asip of my coffee and grimaced.



“Did | not makeit right?’

It was actudly quite awful. Far too strong. “What' sthis about, anyway?’ | hefted the mug.
Karish assumed an expression of offence. “What, | can’'t do something nice oncein awhile?’
“Y ou frequently do nice things, but something about thisrings of buttering up.”

He grinned ruefully. “Y ou know that party Lord Y dlowsis having for Prince Gifford?’
“Aye”

“And you know I’ ve been invited.”

“Aye.” Not so cut off from hisaristocratic circle after all.

“And you know | can't refuse an invitation commanded in the name of the Prince.”

“Aye.” Sucker.

Karish' sgrin turned ferd. “I hope you' ve ordered something appropriate to wear.”

| set my mug on the table with abang, eyes growing wide with darm. “No!”
“Youhavetogo, Lee”

“I do not!”

“It' syour duty.”

“Inwhét dternate redity?’

He assumed that air of patience that dways made me crazy. “Y ou're my partner.”

“Your Triple S partner. Not your socia one. Take one of your lovers.”

“One of my lovers? What, do you think | keep a stable?’

“TakeMichad. HE dloveit.” All the high fashion and good food, Michadl would think himsalf in the best
dream.

Karish appeared scandalized. “I’ m not deeping with Michad.”
Oh. Not that either of them had ever said they were lovers. I'd just assumed it from their interactions.
They weredl over each other every time they met, and Karish never called Michael anything but

“Michadl, my love.” Could anyone blame me?*“ One of the others, then.”

“Thisisfascinating. Who do you recommend? Who el se do you think I'm degping with?’



The little edge snapping off each of hiswords warned meto clear off. Karish had aways been touchy
when it cameto talking about hislovers. Which wasfine. It was none of my business. “Thepointis, I’'m
not going. The place will be crawling with aristocrats.”

“Including Her Grace.”

“Just another reason to refuseto go.”

“Anoption | don't have.”

| glared a him. He learned too fast, that one, and was nowhere near above manipulating people to get
what he wanted. “Y ou bastard.”

He grinned, knowing he had won. “Y ou can't wear the gown you worein Erstwhile, lovely though it
was,” he said, speaking of the dress | had worn to meet the Empressthe previous year. “ That’ sawinter

gown.”

“I hateyou.”

“You'vel€ftit very late. My fault, actudly. I'd origindly planned on going done, ese | would have given
you more notice. But you'll be ableto get agown intimeif you put enough pressure on the tailor and get
your name put at thetop of thelist.”

“I redly hate you.”

“Do you want to practise some smal talk?’

“There saspecid placefor you in hel, you know.”

Heblew akissat me. “Y ou know you think I'm adorable.”

Aye. He knew it, too. That's what made him so dangerous. The prat.

But | would have my revenge. “Ready to experiment?’

He groaned. “WEe re not getting anywhere with that.”

“We don't stop working on thisuntil it’ sfixed. That’ sthe ded.”

“Wheat if it doesn't get fixed?’

“But Taro,” | widened my eyesa him, “you promised meit would.”

“Do you have to remember every singlething | say?’

“The sterling words of the beautiful Lord Shintaro Karish.”

“Please shut up.”

“I will when you do.”



| couldn’t be sure, and | certainly wasn't going to admit it to anyone, but | suspected | was the cause of
the blizzard that hit usthat night.

Chapter Sixteen

| arrived at the Lion by order of my mother. Not the first time that had happened, but something about
the note, the tiff formdity of it, gave me an uneasy feding. | redly didn’t want another Erinincident. |
had told my mother there was no possibility of anything happening with Erin, but she hadn’t shown any
inclinationto ligento me o far.

Hedidn't appear to bein the private dining room, but that didn’t mean anything. He could be coming by
later, as he had before.

“Oh, Lee,” my mother said in deep disapproval. She was seated in the settee, Sipping asherry.

| shrugged. “It started raining on the way over.” So | was soaked. If Erin was on hisway over, he
wouldn’'t be getting “something pretty to look at” that night.

Hewouldn’t have anyway. Some little demon had prompted me to wear loose brown trousers and a
brown shirt, both of which | loved to wear for the sheer comfort of them. | did recognize, however, that
they looked hideous and were too big for me.

My mother’ s gaze flicked over my clothes, but she made no comment. Maybe shewasfindly learning.

She sent Celiaaway for towels and arobe and | stood near the door and watched my mother fiddle with
the flatware on the table and avoid looking at me.

| decided to just divein. “ Are there going to be any surprise guests tonight, Mother?’

She stopped fiddling long enough to look at me. “If there are, it'snot due to my arrangement.”
The maid returned. | took atowe from her. “1s something wrong?’ What had | done thistime?
“Y ou should get out of those wet clothes, Dunleavy,” she said.

She' d cdled me Dunleavy.

| took off my wet clothes and gave them to the maid, quickly drying off and donning the robe.
“So how was your day, dear?’

About to get bad, | had no doubt. “It wasdl right.” | wrapped my head in one of the towels. “Karish
expects meto accompany him to that party thing Lord Y ellowsis holding for Prince Gifford.”

“Of course hedoes.”

Therewas no of course about it. “I haveto get my hands on somekind of ball gown. I'm relying on you
to help me choose something.” That should make her smile, achanceto order clothesfor me.



But shedidn’'t smile, or demongtrate any other symptom of enthusiasm. She sat down at the table. “I
won't be able to help you, Lee. I'm going back to Seventh Year. I'll be leaving the day after tomorrow.”

| frowned and fought the urge to ask her to repeat herself. I'd heard her the first time. “ Y ou just got here.
| thought you were staying afew months.”

Mother fiddled with her fingers, examining the paint on her nails. “Y ou know | love you, Lee, don't you?’
Thisdefinitdy bed. “Aye.”

“And | know you love us.”

“Good.” | waited. “But . . .”

My mother took a deep bregth of her own. “1 don’t know exactly how to say this, so I'll just say it.”
Redly, redly bad.

“Do you remember when you | eft for the Academy?’

“No.” Sheknew that.

“Y ou werefour.”

“yes”

“Y ou were four. And we packed you up and took you to the Academy. Y ou understood that you would
beliving there from then on. That you wouldn't be seeing usfor along time.” Shefindly looked up from
her fingers, looked at me, and | was surprised to see tearsfilming her eyes. * Y ou didn’t seem upset.”

| had no ideahow to respond to that. What did it have to do with anything?

“Youdidn't cry. Youdidn't cling. Y ou put on your best company manners and politely said good-bye.”
Should | be resenting the fact that my mother apparently wished to see mein emotiond distress?

“The Head Mistress assured us thiswas perfectly normal. Shield children don’t fed things, express
things, as other children do. It didn’'t mean you didn’t love us. We shouldn’t take it personally. But it was

hard not to. It was hard.”

Therewas no point in becoming angry, but | was. | couldn’t helpwhat | did or didn’t fed asachild. |
didn’t even remember.

“Then next time | saw you, it was about two yearslater. Y ou were only six. But you were so reserved.
So well-mannered and . . . distant. Y ou were happy to see us, of course, but not . . . | don't know . . .
not as excited as | would have expected a child to be on meeting her family for thefirst timein years.”

That was so unfair. “We aretaught . . .”



“Yes, | know,” my mother interrupted me with atone of impatience. “ The Head Mistress explained it al
to us. It isessentia that you learn to keep yoursdlf under control. It isan essentid part of your role. Itisa
threat to yoursdlf and your Source and to everyone you will eventualy be protecting, to let your emotions
run free. Except no one could tell mewhy, exactly. Why it was so important for Shieldsto be so
restrained, any more than any other professionas should be while performing their tasks. Or why, if
you're naturaly less emotional than the average person, it would be so dangerousto let you display what
you did fed.”

Because that wasn't quite right. It was't like the sky would fall if | let it out when | got angry or scared
or anything ese. It was merely that it was my job to stay cam while | wasworking, to counteract the
impact of a Source who wasn't expected to be cam, ever. It was amatter of balance.

“I understand that it was important for you to learn to be cam and in control,” said my mother. “But can
you understand how hard it isto have your own child treat you like amere acquai ntance?’

Obvioudy | could not, being as| wasal child-free.
“But it wasn't just that.”
There was more? Oh, joy.

“Therules, the values you were being taught, they were so different from what we would have had you
learn. Not bad,” she said hurriedly, seeing something in my face. Seeing more than | could interpret
myself. Becauseto be honest, | didn’'t know what the hell | wasfedling. “ Just different, and nothing of
what we would teach. About bartering. About trading. About Sizing up your opponents. About how to
make a customer fed he' s better than you so he doesn’t notice how much you' re overcharging him. But
no one was better than you. Or below you. Because you were outside such considerations.”

| frowned, because now | wasintdlectually confused aswell asemotiondly. “I wasn't ever goingto bea
holder or a—"

“That’ s not the point!” my mother snapped. Then she sighed, closed her eyes, and rubbed her temples
for afew moments. “1 knew you were never going to be aholder or atrader. | knew that as soon as|
redized what you were.” And there was a bitternessin my mother’ svoice. “I’m not claming that what |
felt made sense. But here was my daughter, my little girl, being taught to believe in thingsthat | would
never understand.”

But she had three other children who would be learning exactly what she wanted them to know. Kaaren
was a holder, Dias and Mikawere traders. She had exactly what she wanted in them. The family assets
werewd | looked after. What was wrong with having one child who did something different?

Mother took asip from her goblet. “From the day we left you at that school,” and she said the words—
that school— as though they tasted badly on her tongue, “you didn’t need us.”

And | made no response to that— not that she gppeared to be waiting for one— because it was kind of
true. | guessed.

“ Someone e se was teaching you what you needed to know, taking care of you, disciplining you—"

“Kaaren and Mikaand Dias dl went to Whitewood,” | reminded her. Everyone who could afford it sent



their children to board away. It was considered norma and healthy not to have children becoming too
dependent on their parents. It was the way of things.

“I’vedready told you it isn't the same,” she said sharply. “We got to see them for months out of every
year. They knew us, knew what we expected. Y ou treated us like strangers.”

| took asip of wine. Thiswasjugt al soirrationa and so damned unfair. There was nothing | could say.
It wasn't like I’ d had any control over it. | hadn’t made any of the decisions. She was blaming me for
things | wasn't responsiblefor.

“Kaaren and the boys, they need me,” my mother went on. “They come to me, they ask mefor advice
about their work, and how to smooth over disturbances with their partners and companions. | can't
understand your work, and | know | would be the last person who should advise you about any aspect
about it. But don't you understand? That’ swhat makesit so hard. It'slike you'reliving in adifferent
world than the rest of us, with these strange rules and rituals and objectivesthat | can never be apart of.”
Aye, Mother, that’ swhat being a Shield is about. We don't have a choice in the matter. We haveto do a
job that no one ese can. But there are no Strange ritud s involved, no howling at the moon, no secret
handshake. Our objectives are pretty obvious. Keep the planet from being torn apart. And if you don't
like how we retrained you' Il haveto take it up with the Triple S council.

“There snothing | can teach you, Lee. About anything. Y ou don’t care about any of thethings| consider
important.”

“Likeclothes,” | asked her.

| saw her clench her teeth. “One' s clothes reflect one' s character.”

Bilge. If that were true, there’ d be no such thing as fashion. People would just wear whatever the hell
they wanted. | liked nice clothing well enough, but | didn’t care to spend thetimeto get it. What did that
say about me except that | didn’t care to spend time on clothes? And I’ d seen Karish look the part of a
usdessmindlesslordling. It didn’t mean hewas one.

“Y ou seem to resent any input | try to havein your life—"

“Liketrying to arrange something between me and Erin Demaris?’ Damn straight, | did. “Y ou thought
you had theright to do that?’

Sheraised her chin. “Yes,” shedeclared. “That isaparent’srole.”
“Maybein—"

“Yed” sheinterrupted, loud and harsh, so | shut up, though | didn’t likeit. “1 waswrong to do so. But
that makesit worse.”

What?
“Trying to bring Erininto your life was a disastrous mistake.”

Disastrous might have been overdtating the case alittle. “Heisafine man, Mother, it was just—"



“I know thereis nothing wrong with Erin.”

Ah. Then that meant there was something wrong with me. It ppeared my mother was not yet finished
running down my character.

“But it’'sbecause | didn’t understand what you have with Taro—"

Now it was my turn to interrupt. “I don’t have anything with Taro, mother. Not likethat.” And yes, my
tone was sharp. It was one thing for strangersto think | was deeping with Karish. They had nothing but
rumorsto work with, and if they thought someone like Karish would settle for someone like me, it was
amogt acompliment. And whileit irked me that the other Pairsthought | had no discipline, | couldn’t
redly blame them. Karish acted like we were lovers, and | didn’t do much to stop him. But for my own
mother to think so little of me, to think | would so forget my responsibilitiesthat | would have sex with my
own Source, that was disappointing.

“I’'m not saying you'relovers, Lee. | know you're not.”

Oh. Good.

“But you don't believe that’ sthe only kind of connection you can have with aman, do you?’
“Of coursenot.” | was not anidiot. “ Thereisthe bond—"

“I’'m not talking about your . . . Pair bond.”

Zaire, would the woman please stop interrupting me?

“It'snot your Pair bond. It has nothing to do with your Pair bond. Well, maybeit does, but that’s not it.”
Mother stopped, pulled in abreath, and started again. “1’m not claiming to know everything about the
Triple S, Lee, but | have met alot of Pairsin my time. | went out of my way to meet them, after we
redlized what you were. We wanted to know what you were getting into.” She frowned in memory.
“Some of the partners despised each other,” she said. “Thetension in the air was so strong, it seemed to
catch meinthethroat. | felt like | couldn’t breathe. And | worried about you ending up in aPair like that.
It seemed so unhealthy, amost destructive. But most of the Pairsweren't like that. The partners were just
friends, or colleagues. They just went about doing their business, and most of the time you wouldn’t
know there was any connection at al between them. Just two people who worked together and probably
didn’'t think of each other much when they weren’t in each other’ s presence. Just like regulars.”

And we didn’t appear that way. Thet, a least, was something | could explain. “I know we seem

more. . . wrapped up in each other than alot of Pairs, Mother. But that’ sjust because of circumstances.
All that messlast year, it forced usinto each other’ s company alot more than most Pairsrequire. And |
know Taro touches me alot, but it doesn’'t mean anything. He just—"

“Of course it means something,” she said irritably. “1t' shisway of making sure people are giving him their
attention, and that they don’t forget he' sthere.”

For amoment | was startled out of my own irritation. “What?’

Sheralled her eyeswith impatience. “Think about it, Lee. You' ve said yoursdlf that heflirtswith



absolutely everyone, that he' s aways 0ozing charm and touching people. Why do you think he actsthe
way he does?| don't know dl the details, but he obvioudy felt isolated and neglected when hewas a
child, and he hated it. He needs people to know he' sthere, to remember he' sthere. Heflirts with people
because it’ s sure to get everyone' s attention. He hangs on to aleast one person in the room because he
can be sure at least one person will remember he' s present. 1t’ s obvious.”

Oh, Zaire. | put my hand over my mouth. Shewasright. It made perfect sense. It was obvious. And |
had missed it. While my mother had picked up on it after only acouple of mesetings. | had wondered why
she had taken to kissing him and stroking him. It didn’'t seem at dl like her.

| felt Sck.

“Butit’ snot that, either, Lee,” she said, obliviousto or ignoring my reaction. “Y ou'rejust different with
him than you are with anyone else I’ ve seen. Y ou snipe at each other, you tease each other, and you
were ready to go for his mother’ sthroat the other night.” She reached across the table, grasped one of
my hands and held it in both of hers. “I’ ve seen you with alot of different people over theyears, Lee.
And never have |l seenyou so0.. . . natural with anyone asyou arewith Taro. You relax alittle. Laugh
more fregly, express anger more eesily.”

Resdlly? | was sure he would be shocked to hear it.

“And he adoresyou. You can seeit.” | didn’t squirm, but | wanted to. She was reading more than was
there. “Y our opinion means the world to him. And he didn’t redlly start to break down the other night
until hefelt his mother had dighted you too much. And no, I’'m not claiming some grand dramatic love.
But thereisareal, strong connection there, more than with any other Pair I've seen, and | think . . . |
don’t think any other relationship is going to be able to compete with that. Y our Source will aways come
first with you. Another man will have to be willing to accept that. | doubt many would be.”

Karish and | were not freakishly obsessed with each other. “Most Pairs have relationships outside the
bond. Riley ismarried. And Hammad.” And dozens of others| couldn’t name right then.

“You'renot listening, Lee. I'm not talking about other Pairs. I'm talking about yours. I’ ve seen you and
Taro. There s something very strong there. And | never should have thought anyone else could break into
that. Especidly someone Taro didn't gpprove of .”

“Taro has no right to gpprove or disgpprove.” He had nothing to do withit, and | would tell him soif he
ever thought to interfere.

“If Taro despised aman you were keeping company with, it wouldn’t bother you?’
“| don’'t passjudgment on his lovers.”
“That’snot what | asked you.”

| was't going to answer the question. It was astupid question, and the answer was too complicated.
Taro had so far despised every man I’d ever met, or so it seemed. Taro had hated 1an on sight, and there
was nothing wrong with him. Sure, he waskind of aprat. HE d been degping with his Source and trying
to pick up Karishright in front of her. But in many ways he had been much like Karish was himsdlf, so it
wasillogicd for Karish to didike him. Karish had met Aiden once, afleeting moment, and had had
nothing good to say about him thereafter. And al right, during that fleeting moment Aiden had managed



to insult Karish, and yes, Aiden had turned out to be . . . well . . . awould-be murderer. Karish hadn’t
needed anything but Erin’s name— which he ill found himsdf unable to pronounce— to Sart
disparaging the man. And yes, Erin had been . . . annoying. But Karish hadn’t known any of that at the
relevant times. He had just decided to didike these men to annoy me. That he had been bizarrely right—
no, lucky— was nothing more than aweird coincidence.

And if he hated whatever man | ended up with, it would be hell.
| didn’t want to think about it. “What doesthis have to do with anything?’

“Thefact that | didn’t seeit,” said my mother. “Or that | didn’t understand it. Thefact that | tried to
contribute something to your life and not only chose badly, but risked something that was essentid to
you.”

What? Karish? Was that what she meant? How had my bond with him been risked? The bond couldn’t
be broken. By anything.

“But that' syour wholelife,” she continued. “Y our whole lifeis something | don't understand, and can't
contribute to without causing damage.”

“My lifeisnot so fragile, Mother.” While| didn’t carefor her attempts a manipulation, | didn’'t think I'd
actudly suffered anything because of it.

“Isit not? Maybe not. | don’t know. Maybe your bond to Taro isn't so essential to you. Maybeit'sso
strong nothing can break it. Or maybeit’ll shatter if you look at it too hard. | don’t know. | don’'t know
when I’'m taking the wrong step. | don’t know your rules of right or wrong and when | might be offending
you.” She sighed again, suddenly appearing exhausted. “Y ou don’t need me for anything, Lee. Not for
guidance. Not as an example. Certainly not as a confidant. Y ou haven't talked about anything more
profound than the weather sincel got here.”

“That' s an exaggeration and you know it. We ve talked about politics and the tenson here and—"
“Nothing persond to you,” my mother finished for me. “'Y ou come here with your face so badly bruised.”
| touched my facein reaction. I’ d forgotten about it. “Y ou didn’t think to tell me how that happened,
when that happened. Maybe because it redlly doesn't disturb you, which to meisincomprehensible. Or
perhaps because you think | am an inappropriate person with whom to discuss these things, which |
haveto admit is painful.”

What, did she expect meto fly into hysterics over it? What possible good would that do?

| didn’t understand. Wheat did she want from me?

| was an adult. | had respongibilities. Did she want me to be weak? What good would that do me? Or
her? Or anyone? It didn’t make sense.

She had no right to do this. No right to comeinto my lifeand criticize how | did things. Especialy when
shewas correct in redizing she didn’t comprehend the kind of decisonsmy life required.

And trying to make me fed inadequate because | didn’t share with her every thought | had in my head?
What was that about? My thoughts and fedings were my own and | had every right to keep themto



myself when | wished. She waswrong to try to make mefed guilty about it.
“I came hereto get to know you again, Lee. To try to resume our natura family positions.”
Our naturd family pogtions? What did that mean?

“Y ou have been avery considerate hostess, taking good care of your guest. But | should not be aguest
to you. | am your mother.”

So she was upset because | had treated her too well?“I don’t understand,” | confessed.
“No. | know. You can’'t understand. And | don’t understand.”
And now, after she had been so eoquent, that was dl she had to say. “Thisiswhy you are leaving?’

She looked frustrated. Like | should have gotten it from al she had said. But what she had said hadn’t
made sense. “I expected to have acertain placein your life, Lee. But it’s been made clear that | don't
haveit.

What place? A place of authority, or control? She honestly believed she had theright to that? She
thought she could swoop in after seventeen years and rewrite everything | had been taught?‘I don't
understand what you expect from me.”

“I' know. And I know it' s not your fault. Please understand me, Lee, | don’'t blame you for anything. If
it sanyon€e sfault, it smine. For expecting too much.”

Oh, that was comforting. It was her fault for expecting adog to speak. “So you're leaving?’ That was
her solution? Things weren’t going exactly as she planned, so sheleft?

“I don’'t know what I'm doing here, Lee. I’m not getting to know you. Y ou’ re not coming to rely on me
for anything. And I’'m causing problemsfor you.”

Why did | haveto rely on her? Why did that have to be part of the equation?“| don’t want you to go,
Mother.”

“Isthat theway you redly fed? Or isit merely the appropriate thing to say?’
Now that wastotaly uncalled for. My lying wasn't that out of control.

“It doesn’t matter, Lee. It'snot your fault. It' s not something you' ve done. Not redlly. | came here
expecting things, things | obvioudy shouldn’t have been expecting. It's completely my doing. But | have
to think about this”

“Think about what? What is there to think about?’ | didn’t know what to say, what | should be saying.
What had happened? | redlly couldn’t understand. How could she be upset that | wasn't complaining
about my life, that | wasn't asking her questions she didn’t know the answerstto, that | was handling
things on my own? Wasn't that what parents wanted, for their children to be sdf-sufficient? Wasn't that
supposed to be a source of pride for them?

What was | doing that was so wrong?



“I’'m not comfortable here, Lee. | need to think about what my placeisin your life.”

She was my mother. That was her place.

Suddenly, two servers entered the room, bearing armfuls of plates.

“Maybe, in alittle while, when you have the time, you can comevist,” my mother said. “Maybe with al
the family together, it will be easier. Y ou can watch us. See how we are together. Maybe it will help you
understand.” Sheroseto her feet, suddenly looking regd and untouchable. “1 think | will retire.”

She wanted to end things like that? But nothing had been accomplished. “Mother—”

Sheraised ahand, cutting me off. “ Sleep well, Dunleavy.” And with an eegant tilt of the head, she lft the
table and the dining room.

And she had accused me of treating her like a stranger.

Chapter Seventeen

“Thisisagupididea.” So said therationa part of me. Most of the rest of me was practically bouncing
from thefeding in the air, the excitement and the noise and the activity.

Karish didn’t even dow down, mercilesdy dragging me aong behind him. | had to jog to keep up with
hislong strides. “ Stop complaining, Lee,” he said impatiently. “1'll keep you under control.”

“Don’t you have any friends?’ | demanded. | mean, really, we were spending more and more off-roster
timetogether, and it was't natural. Aye, his mother was still in High Scape, and while hadn’t told him
the real reason why my mother had left he knew it wasn’t due to her businessinterests, and that | wasn't
cam about it. So we were both alittle tense. | wasn't sure that the best solution was to spend even more
time in each other’ s company. That was just begging for a serious argument to erupt and | didn’t think we

needed to add those kinds of problemsto the mix. If he wanted to have company for the parade, why
hadn’t he gone with someone he didn’t have to watch over?

“Why do you do thisevery time?’ He hurried me across the stret, cutting pretty close to an indifferent—
and moving— carriage. “Isit ate?”’

“Test of what?' | stepped over apile of horse remnants, carefully keeping the green skirt high. One could
not dress practicaly while attending a parade in honor of the Crown Prince,

“Toseeif I'll ingst on your coming.”

| frowned. “Why would | do that?’

Helooked back at me with exasperation. “Never mind.”
| shrugged. All right.

“Jugt trust me.”



“Of course” 1t wasn't like | thought he would let me do anything stupid. It was just that having to be
restrained while foaming at the mouth lacked a certain dignity. And guards and Runners might decide to
lend ahand.

The parade would be traveling down First Center Road, from east to west. Following the path of the sun.
Earlier the arrogance implicit in that choice of route had made me smile. | had since heard, however, that
it was an arrogance that was supposed to be reserved for the ruling monarch, currently the Empress. For
the heir to presume in such amanner was apparently something the Empress couldn’t afford to let dide.
And shewouldn’t be well pleased with High Scape for dlowing it. Though how the mayor was supposed
to refuse an order of the Crown Prince was beyond me.

The route had been decorated, of course, and everyone was dressed in their festival best. But the mood
was subdued. People were excited to be seeing the Prince, but they weren’t happy. They’d had ahard
summer so far and it didn’t look like it would be getting better any time soon. No doubt they were hoping
for answers from the Prince, but what could he say? What would he know about the weather? What
could he do to change it? Nothing more than we could.

We were having no more luck with it. Every time| tried anything the weather experienced aniceflip, into
rain, into hall, into horrific humidity. Never anything pleasant or useful, and nothing | could predict ahead
of time. Karish had said it was awaste of time, and | was beginning to suspect hewasright, but |
wouldn't let him stop. Aslong as we continued to claim we were working on it, we would be.

We chose a corner where Way Street crossed First Center. People were aready crowded aong the
street. One of the disadvantages of being short made itsalf evident. Karish released my hand to blow into
his— it was alittle nippy— and rose to histiptoes. But there was't anything happening yet.

To be honest, there was awhole other reason why | wasn't keen on being at the parade. | wasn't al that
comfortable around regulars anymore. The attack on the Triple S house had scared the hell out of me.
And apparently it had scared the hell out of the regulars, too, that they had descended to that level of
violence. They' d reverted back to the hostile |looks and muttered criticisms, and invitationsto leave their
places of business. Unpleasant but not dangerous. But | was a bloody coward. Surrounded by regulars
wasn't where | wanted to be.

But it waswhere| was. So | could just stay cam, damniit.

Besides, | wastoo pessmigtic. There was achance | would actually have agood time. | had never been
to aparade before. They had to be fun, or people wouldn’t keep having them.

Wewaited. | heard children complaining of boredom, or being tired or hungry. | heard snatches of
conversation. People drooling over Karish. The usua sort of thing. But no one harassed us. | sarted to
relax alittle.

| could hear them then. Very faint. Drums and trumpets. | felt ashiver.

| laced my fingerstogether. | would keep myself under control. | was not going to rely on Karish. | was
an adult. It wasridiculousthat | couldn’t stay cam. Just breathe. Remember who and what you are.

And the drums and trumpets got alittle louder.



Karish could hear them then. He looked a me, eyebrowsraised ininquiry. | shook my head. | wasall
right. He nodded and looked back to the street.

There was aloud explosion, and everyone jJumped in darm. My heart legpt into my throat. It was only
somekind of firecracker.

Men came running up the street. Men dressed in rags of bright blue and red and yellow, paint
exaggeraing their eyes and mouths. They jumped and rolled and spun into hand-flips. My shoulders
relaxed.

Following the acrobats were dancers, jugglers, animas and their trainers. A lot of color, alot of
movement. Some of it moved meto laughter, and that felt good. The animas, walking awkwardly on
their hind legs and smothered in vests and hats, were disturbing. Watching the contortionists made my
back hurt in sympathy.

Wagonswere pulled past, gaudily decorated with ribbons and flowers. One wagon carried a scantily
clad young couple who flung out candies and coinsto the crowd. People scrambled for them. | thought it
was pathetic. Then | reminded mysdlf that | had no ideawhat it wasliketo lack for money, and if | ever
wanted candy | only had to grab some up without thought and without paying for it.

Still, though, so undignified.

Another carriage drew up, bearing the mayor. Four white horses, an open carriage, the mayor seated
with her husband. Occasiondly she waved at the spectators, but she looked subdued. Almost grim. But
then, no one was particularly happy to see her. If I'd thought about it I would have cometo the logical
conclusion that people were blaming her for their difficulties, too. Only I’d never thought about it.

| could be a sdlf-centred wench when | wanted.

Other wagons dowly drove by. Other dignitarieswhom | didn’t know. | supposed | should learn who
they were, sometime. | wasliving in the city they ran.

The drums were getting louder. The rat-ta-tat-tat of those annoying military drums. Strangely, while they
made me kind of jumpy they didn’t seem to influence me to do anything, perhaps because there wasn't
reslly amelody. The trumpets did have ame ody, occasondly blaring out something suitably majedtic.
That didn’t move me much, either. How didoya of me.

Dancers, twigting to mandolins | hadn’t been able to hear earlier. The mandolin music was light, pretty. It
made me want to dance but it didn’t take me over. | felt Karish touch my arm but | refused to look at
him, and hishand fell away.

Morejugglers, and | thought they were probably the Southerners Karish had mentioned seeing afew
daysearlier. They were gorgeous, long dark limbs gleaming through flowing red garments, black tattoos
dithering over their skin, slver rings hanging from ears and wrists and ankles as they tossed flaming
torches and gleaming knives at each other. They weretotaly insane, and | wondered how many injuries
they acquired about the face and shoulders and who knew where else before they learned to handle
those tools of destruction so competently.

And then the drums were overpowering everything else. Troops were marching by. Rows of young men
and women, draped in chain mail, wearing bulky helmets with the nose guards | dways thought |ooked



s0 awkward and usdless. They wore cloaks of black, yellow knotting crossing from right shoulder to left
corner hem. The persond guard of Lord Ydlows.

Lord Y dlows himsdf followed, surrounded by more members of hisguard, riding ablack gelding and
looking suitably Landed. He didn’t nod or wave or smile. He stared straight ahead and appeared very
bored. Wdll, | would be, too, to be honest. Riding at asnail’ s pace through the city streets with hordes of
people staring and screaming at me. | didn’t even know why he was part of the parade, except perhaps
because he sponsored it.

More guardstrailed after him— how many did he have?— and the blare of the trumpets became
deafening. The crowds settled down. The man himsalf gpproached.

Crown Prince Gifford, riding a huge white gelding, dressed in armor, though asfar as| knew he' d never
lifted asword in any battle. A thin, dark man in his early forties. Everyone knew he was desperate to get
the throne; not that | could blame him entirdly. It had to be awful having nothing to do, having to wait until
your mother died before you could take on the role you' d spent your whole life being trained for, and in
the meantime not being able to pursue any other goa because it wasn't fitting for your ation. A very
hard, tiring, useless placeto be.

Hewaved. He amiled. His eyeslooked kind of blank. It felt artificial to me,

And then, shouting. From behind. Almaost drowned out by the trumpets, but the long wordless howls held
out againgt the brassy notes. | turned around to look and through the crowds saw people running up Way
Street, bearing clubs and swords and bricks. “What the hell ?’

People parted ahead of them, ingtinctively drawing out of their way. Some of those running let loose with
the bricks. The bricks arced high into the sky, and landed in the generd vicinity of the Prince.

And chaos.

There seemed to be a sudden storm of bricks and rocks and sticks. Someone shoved me from behind,
and Karish caught me by the shoulders. Horses reared up, people screamed. The members of the

Y dllows guard drew their swords and split into two groups, one circling around Lord Y elows and the
Prince, the other wading into the crowds. People started running. The noise burst into my ears.

| didn’t know what to do. Running seemed so cowardly. Staying seemed so suicidal. Would | beahelp
or ahindranceif | stayed?Would | be abandoning some sort of duty if | eft?

Pain exploded in the back of my head, asharp jolt that seemed to shake my skull, hard. | felt the color
dipping from my vison and the sound draining from my ears.

When | could think again— kind of— | was off my feet and being jolted about in amanner that both my
head and my stomach warned me might occasion unfortunate results. “Karish,” | said, but my voice came
out al whispery and usdless, and Karish wastoo busy yelling at peopleto get the hell out of his bloody
way to hear me.

At least he was cradling me and not carrying me over his shoulder. The latter would have been bad.
Very. Asit wasthere was too much noise crashing into my ears and Karish was holding me too tight and
my feet kept hitting people. What was happening?



And then there was less crowding, but that only meant Karish felt he had spaceto run. | wasjolted with
every footfal, and that was redly not fun. | grabbed at his shoulders, trying to stop the bouncing, but my
hands weren't working right and al the strength had been sapped from my arms. “Karish.”

“Just abit more, Lee,” he said, hiswords strained with breathlessness. “ Just hold on.”

He kept turning corners. | wished he’ d stop that.

Why was | hauseous, anyway? | hadn’t eaten anything odd. Had 1?

Don't think about what you had for breakfast. It doesn’t matter. Thoughts about food weren't going to
do anyone any good right then.

He turned another corner, and then he stopped. Thank Zaire. He swooped down and sat me on the
sdewalk, leaning me againgt thewall. | et my head fal back, which kind of hurt. “Ow.”

“Lee,” hegasped, his shouldersrising and falling with the effort of breathing. “What happened? Y ou just
crumpled dl of asudden.”

“Uh, dunno.” | waskind of tired. And kind of not. | wasn’t sure. “Uh, something hit me on the back of
my head, | think.”

“Damnit.” Then his handswerein my hair which, considering how tightly bound my hair was, wasn't an
easy operation. He seemed to be trying to press every curve of the surface of my skull.

“Ouch! Damn it, Karish, what are you doing?’

“Checking for blood. There doesn't seem to be any.” He pulled his hands out of my hair and sat back on
hisheds. “Leaveit to you to stick your head out in the path of flying debris.”

That, | thought, was alittle unfair. “ Y ou got injured last time. It smy turn.”
“What last time? That makes no sense.”

“Hm?It did when | thought it.”

“How many fingersam | holding up?’

| stared at hishand. | could see hishand. It was just that al the lovely colored spots moving about in
front of my eyes prevented me from counting hisfingers.

“All right, I’ m taking you to the hospital.” He pulled me up by the shoulders.

“I’m not going to hospitd,” | objected. “1 fed fine” Wdll, fine might have been overdating the case a
little, but | wasn'tinany pain. | fet kind of numb. Almost like | wasfloating.

“Likethat matters. Y ou Shidlds don’t fed anything someone hasn't spent aday and ahaf pounding into
youfire.”

The ground moved. Just abit. Not so much aswaying asthat the Sdewak had decided it redly didn’t



want to be touching my feet anymore and so had distanced itsdlf alittle. “I'mfine,” | indsted. “I just need
to liedown for awhile. It'll dl go away then.” Too bad, redly. The colorswere so pretty and made such
interesting shapes. Like clouds twisting and performing just for me.

“And you will liedown,” he agreed, wrapping an arm around my waist. He felt good. Safe and solid and
warm. “Inahospitd.”

“All right.” | redly didn’t care. If he wanted to waste the time and effort of taking me to the hospitdl, that
was hisfadlacy. But, “Hey, you can hea me!”

“Shhht”

It was too much effort to check if there were any people near enough to have heard me. It would require
turning my heed.

“It'snot hedling, and whatever it is| need to be shielded while | doit. By you. | don't think that would
work right now.”

“You don't need meto shield you.” Not to heal. He' d done it without me before. | suspected he really
didn’t need meto shield him at al, ever. Hewasjust afraid to try it alone.

“Now’sredly not thetimefor aforay into your deusiond beliefsin my exaggerated abilities.”

Even with my mind as clouded asit was, | recognized the warning sgnsof al the multi-syllabic words.
“Y ou have been in an evil mood al morning, Karish.”

“My partner just collgpsed at my feet. Forgive meif it smade mealittle testy.” He got usmoving. |
groaned in complaint. | just wanted to lie down. “And stop caling me Karish, damnit.”

Aye, aye, aye, don't get into hysterics over it.

“Karish. Taro. Stop amoment.”

“Leaveit done, Lee. I'm taking you to the hospitd and that’ sfind.”
“Do you want meto throw up on you?’

He halted and et me go. Pain shot out from the back of my head, spearing through my brain and reaching
down to give my stomach agood hard twist.

Throwing up in apublic street. Just the kind of classy, professonad image I’ d hoped to create for myself.
And the act of vomiting made everything hurt, my head and my stomach and my throat. It dso drained
what little strength | had left. After afew painful moments of retching up nothing but bile | leaned weskly
againg thewall. “Oh, gods.”

Karish rubbed my back, and the pain in my head eased. He carefully pulled me from thewall and
wrapped an arm around my shoulders. Ah, that felt good. “I’m sorry,” he whispered into my ear. “You
scared me.” He kissed my temple, twice, hard.

“I'mfine” Infact, | suddenly fet pretty warm and relaxed.



“Wewon't know that until we get you to hospital. Come on. We'll take it dow.”

Y es. Agonizingly dow. That strange disconnected floating sensation grew stronger the wholetime, and |
found it harder and harder not to trip over my own feet. Karish flagged down a carriage, the fourth he
tried to catch. | lasted a couple of blocksand | had to scramble back out to throw up again.

Oh, no, that was't humiliating.

So we had to walk to the nearest hospita, and it was pretty crowded by the time we got there. | was so

happy to stop moving that | didn’t carethat | had to sit on thefloor. | heard Karish barking orders at
someone but couldn’t quite understand the words. A fog had drifted into my mind and it madeit hard to

perceivethings.
1] L%?i
“Mm?’

“There are alot of people from the parade here, Lee. Some of them arein pretty bad shape. W€ ll have
towait abit, al right?’

“Mm.” | didn’t mind. | wasn't too uncomfortable. In afew moments I’ d be drifting into anice warm
deep.

“Forget that, Dunleavy.” A hand grabbed my chin and shook my head. Only alittle, but it was enough to
irritate.

| pushed at his hand. “ Stop that.”

“Open your eyes.”

“They are open.” Weren't they?

“Open your eyes and look a me.”

“I know what you look like, Taro. Don’'t worry. | ill think you' re pretty.”

A sgh of annoyance from him. “I’ve got amirror. Drink this.”

“Hm?’

“It swater.”

That seemed like agood idea. In theory. In practice, what goes down must come up. Karish managed to
grab abowl from somewhere just in time, quickwitted lad. And | had thought losing control dueto music
was humiliating. | hated being Sick, being injured. 1t was such awaste of time.

“All right, so water'sout,” | heard Karish say.

“Go home, Karish.” | didn’t want him hanging around while | was being so pathetic.



“What?’ Theword was sharp. It hurt my ears.

“Go home. Or wherever. Y ou don't need to wait here.”
“I’'m not leaving you aone here,” he snapped.

“I'min ahospitd, Ka— Taro. I’ m perfectly fine”

“Just shut up, Lee” He sat besde me and pulled me nice and close. | couldn’'t help sighing at the
pleasure of it. “And keep your eyes open.”

“Y ou might have some thought to my pride.”

“Right now | couldn’t careless about your pride, not when it’s making you stupid.”
“Y ou do stupid thingsfor pridedl thetime.”

“I'malowed. I’'m aSource. You'reaShield. You re supposed to know better.”
“What utter tripe.”

“Y ou know, Lee, sometimes your €l oquence just overwhedms me.”

“Oh, shut up.”

And the prat wouldn’t let me close my eyes. He was being ridiculoudy over-cautious. Sleeping for a
whilewould do me no harm. But try telling his Lordship that. He knew everything.

Not that | could really blame him for being paranoid. If | died, so did he. It wasn't pleasant, watching
your partner and having no ideahow serioustheir injury was, if it would mean the end of both of your
lives

Beddes, it was niceto have him there. | was't sure | could remain upright without him. And hewas so
comfortable to lean againg.

It wasn't so very long before a healer could see me. He knelt beside me and touched my forehead.
“Wheredo | take her?’ Karish asked.

“Nowhereyet,” the doctor told him, hisvoice curt. He pulled the pinsout of my hair. | felt my hair fall
down my shoulders with the ache hair changing directions dways gave me. “What happened?’

“ She says she was hit in the back of the head. Maybe with one of the stones that were being thrown
about. Have you heard what—7?"

“Yes, I've heard about the Reanigts,” the doctor said impatiently, putting his hand on the exact wrong
gpot on the back of my head.

| grit my teeth and said, “1 can fed that.”



Karish’'smind was going in another direction. “ Reanists?’
“That' swhat they say. Name?’
“Shintaro Karish.” Karish asked.

“Her name”

“Dun—"

“I’'masking her.”

“Dunleavy Mdlorough,” | said.
“Wheredo you live?’

“Second building, West Carriage Street.”
“What year isit?’

“578.

“All right, shelooksfine”

“Shelooksfine?’” Karish echoed him increduloudy. “ She was throwing up dl the way here. She can
barely stand on her own.”

“She gave her head ajar but there’ s no damage to the skull and her eyes|ook fine. Take her home and
let her deep. Wake her every couple of hours and ask her questions to make sure she rememberswho
sheis. If you have trouble waking her or she can’'t answer the questions, bring her back.”

“Why can't she stay here for awhile until you're sure she' sdl right?’

“Because we' refilled to the rafters with people suffering from broken bones and severe bleeding,” the
doctor snapped. “ There is nothing wrong with her that time and rest won't cure.”

“Toldyou,” | sang.

“I'll have one of the attendants fetch you some daiovaleaves. In afew hours make her sometes, let it
cool beforeyou let her drink it. She should be able to keep it down. Tomorrow she should be able to eat
light food, broth and fruit and the like. Watch her balance for the next few days. Don't et her stand on
anything high or off the ground. Definitely no bench dancing.” The doctor stood.

“That'sit?" Karish demanded.

“Aye.” The doctor was moving away.

“Hey!” A pause. “Thisisunbeievable!” Sounding hismost arigtocratic. “ Thisis absolutely inexcusable.
Il have that man dismissed.”



“Not now, though,” | murmured. | was so tired. “| want to go home.”

| ended up in acarriage again, this one without extra passengers, and thistime my stomach stayed
somewhat stable. That was something, at lesst.

Karish left mein my room to change into a deeping gown while he fetched me some water to rinse out
my mouth. Then | climbed into the bed. Nice big bed with cool clean sheets. | rolled up in the blankets.
But when | closed my eyes, the bed started rocking and spinning.

“Here.” Karish sat on the edge of the bed, holding out amug. “Don’t swalow the ledf. It smint.”

| could have given him alook for assuming | couldn’t recognize mint, but it would require moving my
eyestoo much. | took asip of water, swished it through my mouth, and spat it back into the mug. | let
Karish take the mug from me. So | had no dignity left. | only had to live with it for another sixty years or
0.

“Would you fed better if | lie besde you until you go to deep?’
| nodded. Carefully. No dignity, no pride.

He stretched out beside me and put an arm around my waist and gathered me close. It felt so-0-0-0
nice. Except . .. “You're—"

“Whet?”’

“Nothing.” No need to point out that he was shaking. He probably aready knew. And | understood. I'd
been awreck, when he' d been injured and no one was sure he was going to live.

Heburied hisfacein my hair. “You'redl right,” hewhispered into my ear. “You'redl right.”
| laid my hand on top of his. “We'reboth dl right,” | said. “We re both going to befine.”

I’d never liked the idea of the bond. It was, | thought, an unnecessary chain. Two professionals shouldn’'t
need it. And it wasn't right, to link the life of one person to another so thoroughly. Neither of uswere
careless with our safety, but accidents happened. One person shouldn't have to walk around knowing
that at any moment they might die because their partner has. It was't right.

Andyet. ..

At least he couldn’t leave. No matter what | did wrong, he couldn’t leave.

Chapter Eighteen

Karish spent the night in my suite. It wasn't gtrictly necessary— | felt better after acouple of hours— but
he snapped at me when | suggested he could go. And | had to admit, though not to him, that being taken
care of waswonderfully luxurious. Dangerous, though, asit inspired laziness. Late the next morning | was
gtill wearing my deeping gown. And | was abad influence on him, as he wore aloose-fitting pair of
trousers that had seen better days and an ancient shirt that had been stretched shapeless. We looked like



apair of hagswhen Risacame cadling.
“Wadl,” she said with asmile after Karish had let her in. “ Thislooks cozy.”

Please don't sart. Risawas one of the few people who believed Karish and | weren't deeping together.
That didn't mean she didn’t like teasing us about the possibility. “ Good afternoon, Risa,” | said. “Is

something wrong?’

“I figured I might find you here, Dunleavy, when you weren’t scheduled for awatch, but | didn’t expect
to find the two of you looking so . . . comfortable.”

Karishrolled hiseyes. “Lee got hersdf knocked on the head at the parade.” Risafrowned at that and
crossed the room to the chair where | was lounging. “I’ m staying here until | can be sure shewon't Sink
into delirium and reved any sacred Triple S secrets.”

“Areyou dl right?’ Risaasked me.

| nodded. “Hard head,” | said. “How did you know we weren’t on watch?’

“Haveasedt, Risa,” Karishinvited. “Can | fix you sometea?’

“Aye, that'd be good.” Risa settled on the sofa. “Wetry to keep track of wherethe Pairsare,” shetold
me. “ Just something we fed it’sgood to know, in case of emergencies. It' s been hard this last year or so,
though. Y ou guys have been switching things around so much.”

“Ah.” That disturbed me, that the Runners were watching us. People weren't supposed to notice us
much, weren't supposed to think about what we did. And emergencies? What emergencies? When we
were doing our jobs, the regulars weren’t even supposed to know there had been an emergency.

“Y ou're going to want to hear this, Karish,” Risasaid as Karish opened the door to fetch thetea.
“Why?" | asked. “What' s happened?’

“The uproar a the parade yesterday, they were Reanists.”

“We' d heard that,” said Karish, and he left.

“They weren't redly trying to kill the Prince, werethey?’ | couldn’t believe even the Reanists could be
that stupid. The place had been crawling with guards. The chances of them succeeding had been remote,
and the possibility of their escaping afterwards was nonexistent.

“They wereindeed,” said Risa. “They're all dated for execution next week.”

My eyebrows flew up to my hairline, | could fed it. “Not going to bother with the nasty little
inconveniences of trias?’

Risadidn’t carefor that, settling ahard look on me. “They’ve dl confessed,” shesaid. “If you don’'t
know people who confess don't get trials—' cause what' s the point?— then maybe you should have
hung around Erin alittle longer.”



| actually hadn’t known that. It was darming. But then again, shewasright. If people confessed to a
crime, there was no point to atria. Especially when in this case, hundreds of people had seen these
peopletrying to kill the Prince.

“I have never seen so many people so happy to talk,” Rise said. “They’ re incriminating themsalves with
every word, and we tell them they’ Il hang for it, and they don’t care. They’re so proud of their mission,
they didn’t hesitate to brag about it, even though they faled at it.”

“But the Prince? In the middle of a parade?’

“Wdll, redly, it was the only chancethey’d get at him. Therest of histrip he' sgoing to be sequestered at
Y dlowsPain. And gpparently they believe that if there' sabig enough sacrifice, it will appease their gods
indefinitey, and the world will be peaceful forever. That’ swhat they kept saying. The big sacrifice will
save theworld. And their eyes would start glowing and their faceswould get blank and it waslike they
were seeing something the rest of usweren't. It was cregpy. Why do rdigious fanatics dwaysfal into
these find-solution traps? One big nightmarish event and then everything will be wonderful ?1 mean, does
anything in red lifework that way?’

“I think the whole point of being a Reanist is so you don't haveto dedl withred life,” | said.

“Wadll, therr lives are going to be getting pretty red, | tell you. We rounded up every single one of them
and they’ re getting their necks stretched. In public. We want to make sure everyone knows no oneis
getting away with going after the Prince in High Scape. Y ou should go.”

| grimaced. The fascination with watching people killed had always escaped me. “No thanks.”

“Suit yoursdlf,” Risashrugged. “But here' stheredly big news.”

“Bigger than hordes of Reaniststrying to kill Prince Gifford?’ Karish asked as he re-entered the suite.
“I"d wager hewouldn’t think so.”

“Aye, but youwill.” Risatapped me on the knee. “Y ou wereright. The Reanists were behind the other
disappearances. And the clubs.”

“What' sthis?’ said Karish.

“Dunleavy had atheory that the Reanists were behind the abductions of the aristocrats. And she was
right.”

Huh. Interesting. And thistime | hadn’t needed to beled to the obvious conclusion by my nose. Maybe |
had the makings of a Runner after all.

“They lured in lower status Landed by inviting them into those Raiborn clubs,” Risacontinued. “Then
they’ d sacrificethem.”

“So they're dead?’ | asked.
Risanodded. “Wethink so.”

“Redly?’ Karish crossed hisarmsand glared at me. “She didn’t bother teling me any of this”



“You hateit when | hover,” | sad.
His eyebrows dipped. “Eh?’

“Shewasworried about you,” Risatold him. *Y ou being an aristocrat and al. And one without any red
power. Y ou fit the category.”

Karish sniffed, unimpressed. “ She could try walking down the middle of the yardstick oncein awhile,”
he announced. “ Excuse me. Thekettle sboiling.” He gave me alook that told me thiswas not over and
|eft the suite again.

Risaand | looked at each other for amoment, redlized neither of us had any ideawhat the yardstick
comment was about, and shrugged it of f.

“What about that ritual space you were talking about?’ | asked.

“Do you know about the condemned hospitd in the southern quad?’

“I do now.”

“It had astone cellar. It had apile of dirt, abucket of water, embers, and awindow.”
“Thewindow sufficed for air?’

“I guess s0. The directions— you know, north-east-west-south— were a bit off, but | guessthat doesn’'t
matter so much.”

So. The naive young aristocrats, desperate to belong to something, were taken down to adank cold
cdlar andritualy sacrificed. How awful. “Y ou got them dll?”’

“All the Reanigtsin High Scape. We ve sent an envoy to Shina Lake warning them any other Reanists
discovered in High Scape will be arrested on sight. Thet' [l hold them there for awhile, | think.”

“Soit'sdl over?’ | just wanted to be sure.
Risagmiled. “It'sdl over.”

A long, dow breath. Thank the gods. Well, no, that wasn't quite right under the circumstances. Thank
Zaire. Thank the Runners. Karish wasn't going to wind up missing one night. Good thing, too. | didn’t
think | could handle that again, the blind, ignorant fear of having him taken by someone and not knowing
what was being doneto him.

Having an aristocrat for a Source was so inconvenient.

Karish returned bearing atray. He set it on the coffee table and poured out three cups— mine from a
separate pot— with mindless precision that bespoke years of practise. Was that something he had been
forced to practice, whiling away the hourslocked in his bedroom? But pouring teawith grace was
consdered afeminine skill, wasit not? Y et Karish looked completely natura doing it. Totaly un-self
CONSCIOUS.



It was, perhaps, aquestion his mother could answer. She arrived that afternoon, after Risahad left, and
during an argument over whether Karish should stop mothering me or not. When the light knock sounded
on the door, Karish sighed with impatience and hauled himself to hisfeet to answer. Then he’ d just sood
therein front of the open door. “Y ou're not welcome here,” was his cold greseting.

A soft “Don’'t beridiculous’ from his mother, who was able to move him to the side with awave of a
hand that didn’t even touch him. She noticed me as she entered. | was grateful thet, at least, | was
dressed.

“Please dismissyour littlefriend, Shintaro. Thisisfamily business”

Littlefriend? Man, did | want to stick my tongue out & her.

The front door dammed. “Thisis her room.” Karish declared. He stepped around her and sat beside me
on the sofa, taking up one of my hands and lacing hisfingers through mine. “It's customary to greet an
acquaintance when you see them.”

“It's customary to rise when a duchess enters the room.”

Oh. That’sright. I’d forgotten. Oops.

“What do you want?’ Karish demanded.

“Send the girl away, Shintaro.”

| really didn’t want to be there, anyway. “Maybe | should—" | started to rise.

He squeezed my hand. Hard.

All right, maybe | shouldn't. | settled back down.

His mother drifted over the floor and alighted into a chair. She waited. There was silence, for amoment.
“Areyou not going to offer me refreshment?’

“I didn’t even offer you aseat.”

Her eyes narrowed. “ This discourteous manner you' ve assumed isinexcusable.”

“IStitjust?’

“I'veredly had enough of it.”

“You may leave any time.”

| didn’t look at him. | carefully kept my eyestrained on the Duchess. Becauseif | looked a him she
might perceivethat | didn’t agree with how he was behaving, and | didn’t want to give her any

ammunition.

Stay civil, | thought a him. Stay cadm. Be palite. It' || make dedling with her so much easer, and you



won’'t be so upset once she leaves.

Her Grace evidently decided to abort the unproductivetrail of conversation and try one equally
disagreeable. “1 spoketo Prince Gifford thismorning,” she said.

Really? The day after hisarriva and, incidentaly, an atack on hislife, and she managed to get a private
audience with him? Sheredly did have influence.

“I explained to him your Situation.”
| felt Karish freeze besde me.
This sounded bad.

“I have no Situation,” said Karish, hisvoice low and cold. “ Certainly not one that needs to be brought to
the attention of the Crown Prince.”

Please, please, please let thisnot bewhat | thought it was going to be.

“Gifford was very interested in the possibility of your re-attaining your title.”

It was exactly what I’ d thought it was going to be. Damn woman.

And Karish was on hisfeet. “Get out!” he shouted, full roar.

The Duchess was unmoved by his choler. “ Sit down, Shintaro.”

My, shewas cocky. If | were her I’d be worrying about being dapped around some.

“How dare you discuss my businesswith the Prince!”

“Hesad—"

“I don't carewhat he said! Get out!”

Deep breath. “Taro!” | snapped out, degpening my voice so it would cut through the noise the two of
them were making. Hewhirled a me, stunned | wasinterfering. | caught his gaze. “We should hear what
wassaid.”

“I don't—"

“We should hear—" | repeated firmly, “what wassaid.” | stared a him, wishing our al-powerful mystica
bond alowed actual communication.

Karish clenched hisjaws and crossed hisarms. | didn’t think I'd convinced him of anything, but he
trusted me enough to know | wasn't doing thisfor no reason.

Her Grace interpreted the silence as permission to proceed. I she thought she needed permission. “I
informed HisHighness of your difficulty.”



“I don't have adifficulty!”
Shut up, Karish.

“I told him that when you abjured your title, you had been enduring avery trying time. Newly bonded,
hunting down that mad Source, mourning the loss of your brother”— Karish snorted—" it was no wonder
you were not quite yoursdlf.”

“What did you do, Mother?” he demanded in avoice grown hoarse.

“Redly, Shintaro, | don't know why you' re acting thisway. | told His Highness you were seeking to
regain your title and—"

“Oh, gods!” He pushed his handsinto hishair. “Oh, gods. You didn't. You didn’t redly tell him | was
hoping to get thetitle back. Please tdl meyou didn’t.”

“Be sengble, Shintaro. How can he assist you if he doesn’'t know what you want?’

Oh Zaire. Oh hdll. | couldn’t believe what | was hearing. She was supposed to be adept at political
games. Shewas, at the very least, supposed to possess abasic leve of intelligence. What did she think
shewas doing?

Was shetrying to get him killed?
“You supid bitch!”

The Dowager’ s expression was one of tota shock. | couldn’t believeit. How could she think he would
be anything but horrified to hear this?* Shintaro!”

“I’m going to end up in prison! Or dead! Gods, woman, how could you be so phenomenaly stupid?
What are you trying to do to me? Once |’ ve given up thetitle, | can’t ask for it back! Y ou know that!”

Shock faded away to be replaced by anger. “ Y ou ungrateful little parasite!” she hissed. “Do you think |
want you taking thetitle? A mad wastrel of no manners and no moras, no education and no discipline?
Y ou could not be less worthy, and theidea of you stepping into your brother’ s shoes disgusts me.”

His brother’ s shoes? That would be the man who dept and gambled hisway through life, dying at an
early age through a sexually transmitted disease? That brother?

“Then let thetitle go to my cousin!”

“I will not! Y ou are my son, much may | wish it otherwise. Y ou are your brother’ s natura heir. Y ou will
takethetitle. That you don't wishiit, that it isinconvenient to you, isirrelevant. It will happen. Prince
Gifford assures methere is no reason why you can't have thetitle, asit hasn't passed to your heir yet. He
will arangeit.”

“The Empresswon't alow it.” Thiswas said with desperation. | could see hewasn't entirely certain that
she wouldn’'t. Maybe she would. Maybe it would suit some other plans of hersthat we knew nothing
about.



“The Empress power iswaning. Much like her hedlth. Y ou must learn to watch for these devel opments,
Shintaro. They will be essentid for your surviva.”

She was s0 sure. She had calmed down from her shock and was passing on palitical advice. Asthough it
wered| adoneded, and dl that was|eft were the formalities.

What if shewereright? What if Prince Gifford did manage to saddle Karish with thettitle?

Damnit. Damn her. Why did she have to interfere? Why couldn’t she just leave us done? What did she
care who was the next duke? It wouldn't change her life, her title, her home.

Karish sood there slently for amoment, his hands till clenched in hishair. Then helet his handsfall
again, hisshouldersdumping. “Get out,” he ordered in aquiet voice.

His mother cocked her head to one side, agesture eexily like her son’s, and she studied him for a
moment. Then she began gathering up her gloves and purse. “Y ou can be sure| find our association as
distasteful asdo you,” shesaid. “1 promise you it won't continue once you assume your proper role. Do
your part, and we never need have anything to do with each other again.”

| hated her. She had to know that she was cruel. Shejust didn’t care. And watching her leave | just
wanted to tackle her and pound her head against the floor until her skull cracked open and what few
brains she had dribbled out.

That might stain the wood, though.

| waited until the door had closed behind her. | watched Karish rub hisface with his hand, trembling with
rage and pale with shock. “Taro, come here.”

Hedidn't respond.

1] Ta.o.”

“She'sgoing to get mekilled,” he whispered.

“Or ennobled.” Hedidn't find that funny. Imaginethat. “ Come here, Taro.” He kind of drifted over the
floor, as his mother had. When he sat beside me | draped my arms over his shoulders and stroked my
finger though hisblack hair.

“What am | going to do?’ he asked, hisvoice breaking.

“Wadll,” | said, drawing out the word, trying to think. “Y ou told the Empress you didn’t want thetitle.
Y ou told the court. Y ou told your mother.”

“S0?7" Karish said after amoment.
“Y ou were honest. Y ou were forthright. Y our mother istrying to circumvent your honesty.”
“Am?!

“Y ou haveto act quickly. Before the Prince talks to anyone else about the possibility of reinstating you. I



we do anything, it hasto be before the Prince has committed himsdlf. Slighting and humiliating him won'’t
helpusat dl.”

“All I'm hearing is negatives here, Lee, and | kind of knew about them aready.”

“It stimetousequile”

“Guile?

1] D&e't.”

Hefrowned. “I don't like that.”

“You'll like being headlessevenless. | wouldn't carefor it mysdlf. I'd missyour mane.” | ruffled hishair.
“I don't think | can do guile”

“Of courseyou can. It'sinyour blood.” Hewas an aristocrat, after al.

He growled. “What are you suggesting?’

“Y ou go to your mother—"

“Oh, no!”

| grabbed the collar of his shirt before he could jump up and start pacing. “Hear me out, Taro.”

“What!” he sngpped peevishly.

“Y ou go to your mother tomorrow or the next day. Y ou don’t have to be particularly civil, though that
would help. You don’t haveto act like you like her. But you take a page from her book. Y ou stay cam.
Youtdl her that her promising you shewon't interfere with your life once you're the duke has put a
whole new perspective on things. Complain about the shoddy way the regulars have been treating you
over the weather this summer. That people are rude to you, and the shopkeepers don’'t give you
appropriate service. No way at al to behave towards aduke. Tell her being a Source has brought you
nothing but danger and inconvenience.”

“She' snot going to believe | suddenly changed my mind.”

“Tel her you were bragging about being disrespectful to her in front of LaMonte. And he chastised you
about the deference that must be shown to one' s mother, and alady. Y ou cameto redlize that you were
behaving childighly.”

He quirked an eyebrow at that. “1t' sawfully weak, Lee.”

“Aye. Itis. A good thing, then, that we are dealing with a person who shows atendency to believein
whatever she wantsto believe, regardiess of how unredlidticit is. Thisis exactly what she wantsto hear,

Taro. Areyou going to tell me shewon't grab onto it with both hands?’

Hedidn't say anything to that. He couldn’t deny it.



“Thefirst day, you go to her and gpologize. Not con-tritely. Not with any emotiond fervor. Merely tell
her you recognize that you have been behaving inappropriately, and it will not happen again. Use me, if
you like. Y ou could say after sheleft | started dagging her, and that made you angry. The second day
you start complaining about being a Source in High Scape. Therigid schedule, the constant demands on
your atention. And having to watch me dl the timeisa seriousinconvenience. At least if you werea
duke, you could hire someone to watch me. The third day you admit that she wasright and you' refeding
guilty for neglecting your family duty. Say you had afight with one of your lovers, someone you' d been
serious about but who wouldn’t marry you because you were nothing but afeckless Source and she
wanted anorma man with anormal life. The fourth day, you ask her for the password, so you can race
back to Flown Raven and tell the family solicitor and attend Lord Yelows' ball asthe Duke of Westsea.”

“And then what? Because | know you aren’t suggesting | actualy go to Flown Raven. Y ou would never
suggest that.” Histone plainly told methat I’ d better not ever suggest that.

“You send it to your cousin. Tell her to race to the solicitor and get thetitle, and send you word wheniit’'s
done, so you can somehow let it be known to the Prince that the title has been passed. Discreetly, and
before he' s made any moves about it himself.”

“Send the code through the mail 7’

| couldn’t help smirking at that. “How much do you care that the code might fal into the wrong hands?’
And aditch digger becomes the next Duke of Westsea. It would serve his mother right.

Hesghed, and | felt some of the tenson drain out of him. “It’sgoing to be hard.”

“I know. But being honest is't protecting you. Y our mother won't let it. Y ou have to movefast and |
can't think of any other way to do this.”

“Me, neither,” he admitted.
“Soyou'll havetolie”
“Aye” hesaid wearily. “Won't bethefirg time.”

“Andyou'll be ableto stay here. With people who care about you. And not just because you're so
pretty.”

He snickered. Then he groaned. “ Thisis going to be awful.”

“Poor boy,” | said. And thistimel meant it.

Chapter Nineteen

It was anice gown, especidly consdering it was arush job. Tailor Dagong had not been at al pleased to
take me on, and was downright temperamenta about putting my gown before her other orders. Not that
| could blame her. | had no doubt that customers were hellish to dedl with, just in generd. Ask them to
wait even longer than they’ d planned for a product and it could only get worse. | was afraid she would
make the dress too tight, or make the seams rough, or enact some other form of subtle revenge that |



probably wouldn’t notice until after I’ d been wearing the gown an hour or two. But so far so good. Too
much pridein her profession, perhaps, to indulge in such petty punishment.

The gown was well-made, asmple cut that suited my frame as much as any garment could, the deeves
less narrow than the fashion to de-emphasize my too-broad shoulders and aless severe waistline that
obscured the fact that my figure was other than hourglass. It wasroya blue, as opposed to my usua dark
green. It made my hair look really red.

The white braid on my |eft shoulder was aglaring accent that ruined the whole look, asfar as| was
concerned. Too bad | couldn’t wear white sometimes.

| was not looking forward to this evening. It was not going to be fun. Aristocrats had no use for dip
collectors. Being aShield didn't redlly increase my valuein their eyes. And the only people I’ d know
would be Karish and his mother. Loved him, wanted to kill her. Balanced, eh? Then therewasthe
Prince. | didn’t want to dedl with royaty. That sort was barely human.

“I don't want to belate, Lee,” Karish caled in from my living room.
“Wewon't belate.”
“Ther€ Il beawholeline of carriages. 1t'll take us ages just to get to the front door.”

“Sowewon't be any later than anyone else.” What was hisrush? Wasn't there a certain cache to being
late?

“Comeon, Lee. You look gorgeous.”

Liar. He hadn’'t even seen me yet. But | supposed there wasn't any point in stalling any longer. Deep
breath in and | went out into the living room. Karish stopped pacing a my entrance.

Helooked stunning, of course. A long deek doublet of dark blue— an unfortunate coincidence— that
framed hisdim shoulders and lean waist. The high tiff collar was completely buttoned, and | wondered
when he' d gotten so modest in his dress. The doublet was decorated with subtle black brocade that
blended perfectly with the braid on hisleft shoulder. Why did Sources get the black, while Shieldswere
stuck with the white? There was so much more that could be done with black.

| didn’t like the ouitfit, though, for al its beauty. It made him look unreachable and hard and rigid. Not
likehim.

A carriage was waiting for us. The driver wasn't too impressed with the delay, especialy asshewasn't
going to be getting paid. People were il tense, and il resented us. The weather had tilted in turns from
hot to cold, from humid to blasting rain, with only the odd day of reasonable weather sprinkled here and
there. Theloss of lives and livelihoods continued.

But it really wasn't our fault. Or | hoped it was't. | really hoped my experiments weren't just making a
bad stuation worse,

“So how are you going to handleit?’ | asked Karish once the carriage was moving.

“I'mtill not sure,” he admitted. “ The Prince has no reason to love me. Merdly bringing the subject up



could be interpreted as pursuing thetitle, if someone wanted to look at thingsthat way.”

“You can't afford to wait too long,” | warned him. “He Il hate you if he asks the Empress about thisand
learnsthetitle has dready passed. He' Il think you made afool out of him.”

“I know that,” he said sharply. “ Give metime. | only found out mysdf yesterday.”

He had gotten aletter from his cousin, confirming that she had used the code and officialy received the
title from the solicitor. “When will you tell your mother?’ | bit back agrin. | wanted to be there when he
told her. Even though | knew it wouldn’t be asfun as| found myself imagining it would be. The Dowager
would probably just deny the redlity of it. Order Karish to go back to the new Duchess of Westsea—
what was her name again?— and try to wrest thettitle back from her. Or she might ask the Princeto
interfere again. On the other hand the impossible might happen and she might actually accept that her will
had been permanently foiled. And that, | wanted to see.

“I don'tthink I'll tell her at dl,” hesaid. “1 think I'll et it be an unpleasant surprise. Let some gosspy hag
drip insncere sympathy dl over her, condoling with her about her wastrel son’sidiocy, and Her Grace
will haveto actudly ask someone what the hell isgoing on.” He chuckled, abrittle flat sound. “Or better
yet, she'll nag at the Prince for not acting on his promise, and he' |l get to tell her. Oh, | would like to
watch that.”

That didn’'t seem like agood ideato me. | mean, yes, there was a certain vengeful appeal about it, but
that sort of petty behavior tended to blow up in a person’sface. “ Are you sure that’ s how you want to
handleit?’

“Yes” Hedrew out the ssound. “Thisisdl her fault, interfering in things that don’t concern her. Thiswill
teach her to leave me done”

Hewas tense beside me, and | decided to drop it. Perhaps he was right. Maybe that sort of social
humiliation was what it would take to keep the Dowager out of hislife. And, coincidentaly, out of mine. |
might not like the means but | would certainly appreciate the ends.

Asthe carriage drew up to the long driveway to Lord Y elows manor, | began noticing mounted
Runnerstrotting up and down the Street. They weren't being particularly discreet, but maybe that was
just me. I’d known they were going to be there and why they were there. Maybe no one el se noticed
them, or thought their presence was standard procedure. Karish didn’t comment on them.

The huge crush Karish had predicted did not materidize. We had to wait only afew momentsin front of
the large manor of Lord Y dlows as the carriage before ours disgorged its passengers. Karish helped me
down to the sidewalk— such a gentleman— and we started our climb up the obligatory long staircase.

| had never beento Lord Ydlows manor before. It looked much like | would expect amanor to look.
One of those huge stone monsters that weren't practica in aregion subject to earthquakes. Lots of
windows that were no doubt a nightmare to keep clean. Probably hard to heat in the winter. But very

pretty.
| wouldn't want to livein it. Even with ahorde of servantsto take care of it.

| wondered whether the manor at Flown Raven looked likeit. If it were bigger. It was probably bigger.
Thetitle of Westseawas gpparently a powerful and wedthy one. Fortunately, | was unlikely to haveto



find out for mysdif.
“It' snot too late to back out, isit?’ | muttered to Karish.
“Hush.” He squeezed my hand.

A servant met us at the door. | was momentarily distracted by hislivery which was, frankly, weird.
“While the shirt, vest and trousers were norma enough, on his head he was wearing some kind of
wimple, worn low over his eyebrows and draping over his ears.

Herelieved us of our wraps and escorted us down along, wide corridor. | tried to be discreet as|
examined the portraits and hangings and furniture. | didn’t want to look too much like arube among dl
these High Landed and their servants.

| didn’t likeit. Too many things fighting for attention, pictures on the walls and knickknacks covering
every flat surface. So busy with stuff | wanted to close my eyesto give them arest. And probably no fun
at all to keep dusted.

We were led through aseries of corridors and then into along narrow room which, | presumed, wasthe
ballroom. Thousands of candles, agood haf dozen chanddiers, and yellow walls. All very bright, but not
inawarm, comfortableway. It felt . . . prickly.

Which madeno senseat all.

There weren't as many people in the ballroom as |’ d expected. I'd heard of aristocratic parties where
one could barely move across the room, it was so packed. And for a party for the Crown Prince, |
would have expected huge crowds. But if there were more than afew dozen people there that night |
would be surprised to heer it. And in the large room the gathering was looking particularly scanty. Was
that norma?

There were pairs of guards standing at each doorway and at each window. Stoic in their master’ slivery,
their faces nearly covered in odd black helmets, they certainly drained any festive feding out of the air.
Perhaps such precautions were necessary, given the attendance of the Prince, but | couldn’'t imagine
anyone being able to relax and enjoy themsaves with those black helmets scowling from every angle.

Of course, relaxation and enjoyment weren't what the party was about. The party was about power
plays and prestige and showing off and shoring up, and abunch of other High Lander priorities| would
never understand. Why was| there?

At least it was easy to see everyone. Like Karish’'s mother, standing near the wall with two other
extremdly giff women, holding what | was sure was a scintillating conversation about other people slack
of money and moraswhile scanning the room for someone interesting to molest. | saw the Dowager
notice her son, but her face didn’t reveal any emotional reaction to his presence. Karish’ s attention was
directed towards Crown Prince Gifford, who was seated in a huge wooden carved chair that might as
well have been athrone. To hisright sat Lord Y elows. To hisleft was histhird wife, Princess Jane. Their
chairs were on awooden dais, raising them above us mere mortals.

“Source Karish and Shield Mallorough, Y our Highness,” the servant announced. A few people turned
their headsto look at us.



Karish bowed and | curtseyed.

“Please approach us,” the Prince said.

| didn’t like hisvoice. It was arather high, thin tenor. | doubted he could sing.

| could fedl everyone' s attention on us as we stepped up closer to the dais and bowed again.

“How are you thisfine day, Source Karish?’ the Prince asked.

Fine? 1t wasraining. Cold biting rain that wasn't far from dest.

“Quitewdl, thank you, Y our Highness”

“High Scape has been experiencing some difficulties this summer,” the Prince commented.

“Aye, Y our Highness”

“We must admit to some surprise that you have not used your specia taentsto rectify the Stuation.”

Oh damn. Asdiscreet as an dephant. | held down a gasp and wondered if | could glance around without
looking like | was glancing around. It felt like there was no one el se close enough to hear what the Prince
was saying, but | would have liked to make sure by looking at their faces.

On the other hand, Princess Jane and Lord Y ellows were hearing every word and didn’t appear
;J;gilssf)ed Wasthat because they dready knew something, or were they just wearing their High Landed

And what waswith that roya “we’? That was a privilege reserved for his mother, the Empress.

| couldn’t fed any reaction at dl from Karish. “| fear the weather is beyond my abilities, Y our Highness,”
hesad camly.

“Ah. Inconvenient, that.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Karish said because, | supposed, he had to say something.

“But, fortunately, such concernswill soon be beneath you.”

Hereit came. | hadn't expected it to happen out in the open, where others might overhear us. Maybethe
Princedidn’t care, but | found it odd, since, after al, Karish' saleged pursuit of histitle and any
assgtance the Prince might give him in said pursuit wereillegd.

“Y our Highness?’ said Karish, sounding uncertain.

“Her Grace, the Dowager Duchess of Westsea, has made us aware of your difficulties. We assure you
wewill addressthis”

Damn damn damn.



“I fear | don’t understand, Y our Highness.” Karish gave theimpression that he was narrowly avoiding
suttering. | wasimpressed.

The Prince looked irritated. | suspected he' d aready spent more time talking to Karish than he'd
origindly planned. “Come come, my man. Y ou arein no danger. Y ou seek the return of thetitle you so
foolishly abjured.”

Again, no reaction from Princess Jane nor Lord Ydlows. | found it disturbing. Just who was discussing
what about Karish'slife?

Karish, however, appeared stunned. “Y our Highness,” he said after clearing histhroat. “1 can’t
imagine— | had noidea. ..” He pulled in adeep breath, asthough giving himsdlf timeto gather scattered
wits. “Y our Highness, my cousin, the Lady Fionaof Centerfield, has ddlivered the code to our family
solicitor and hastaken thetitle. Sheis now the Duchess of Westsea”

The Prince s eyes narrowed.

Karish bowed again, more deeply than before. “Please, Y our Mgesty—"

| glanced a him. Wasthat mistake of title intentiona ?

“My most humble apologies. Please forgive my mother. | cannot imagine how she cameto be so
egregioudy misinformed. It must have been somefault in me. | must have said something thet . . .” He
broke off, raising his hands hel plesdy.

The Prince s nogtrilsflared. “We are not pleased.”

Karish bowed for afourth time, and thistime he kept his head down as he spoke. “Please, Y our
Highness. | beg you mercy. She meant no harm.”

To see Karish grovelling before that man was disgugting. | resisted the urge to tug him back up. | kept my
eyes on thefloor, so no one would see how much this disturbed me.

“If thetitle has dready passed, there is nothing to be done,” the Prince declared.
“Yes, Your Highness”

“And you might want to take your mother in hand.”

Oh, | really wanted to take a hand to his mother.

“Yes, Your Highness”

“You may rise”

“Thank you, Your Highness” Karish straightened to hisfull height.

“Enjoy the evening, Source Karish.”

“Thank you, Y our Highness.” Karish linked my arm through his. We bowed once more and | eft the dais.



That wasit? That wasit. Thank Zaire.

| wouldn't have to go to Flown Raven. | wouldn’t have to not go while my partner did. | wouldn’t be
taken off the roster again. | wouldn’t be made useless and redundant. Who could | kissfor this?

Aswe waked away from the Prince, Karish turned his head and unerringly found his mother near the
other end of the room. So he' d known she was there the whole time. She arched one eyebrow ininquiry.
He nodded once. She turned back to her conversation, confident her will had been done.

And the tension flowed from Karish'sarm. “1t'sdone!” he hissed into my ear with sudden glee. “Lord, |
haf wish | could be there when shefinds out.”

“Y ou could guaranteeit if you told her yoursdlf,” | reminded him. And the evil Sde of my nature wished
he' d do it right then, in the ballroom, in front of everyone, where she would have to control hersdf and
might actualy physicaly explode from the repressed rage and frustration.

“Hal” he sad rather loudly, drawing attention from othersin the vicinity. He showed no signs of caring.
“I'll never speek to that woman again. Ever.”

“Y ou say that now, Taro—"
“And | meanit”

No doubt he did, but if she summoned him again he would go. Because there would always be a part of
him that hoped there was some real connection there. A hope that she would show some recognition that
her actions of the past had been wrong, and that there would be some desire on her part to know him as
something other than adisgrace or atool. How could hefed otherwise? She was the only family he had
[]8

There was no point in saying so, though. He would never admit it. “Can we go, now?’

Helaughed, relief ringing out through the sound. “ Do you have so little faith in me, my love?’ he asked
me. “ Do you doubt my ability to make this evening addightful experiencefor you?’

Délightful? Where had he been? Last | heard we were counting ourselves lucky if we could just get
through the evening without stabbing oursalves out of sheer boredom. “Why?Who are you planning on

killing?’

“I am shocked,” he avowed. “I am appaled. | am hurt. | am currently looking at young Lord Nairn.” He
indicated a handsome sandy-haired young man standing across the room. “He' s engaged to Lady 1ona,
but degping with hisvaet.”

“Karish!” | hissed a him, scanddized. “1 have no interest in gossip.”

“Y ou're surrounded by the High Landed, Lee. It’stime to wear toges.”

Karish didn’t personaly know as many of the people in the room as | would have expected, and those

he did know were those | remembered meeting myself in Erstwhile. It made sense, when | thought about
it. Hedidn't actudly grow up in aristocratic circles, and | guess he didn’t frequent the same kind of



establishments or go to the same parties as they did. So he couldn’t redly tell me many of their intimate
secrets. But that was no obstacle. Once he ran out of things to say about the people he knew, he made
up stories about the people he didn’t. | found those easier to laugh at.

The balroom never became very full. Only acouple of dozen more people were introduced to the Prince
before the musicians began playing thefirst waltz. “Isit normal to have so few people a an event like
this?’ | asked Taro as heled meto the middle of thefloor. At least | knew the waltz, possibly the only
form of ballroom dancing | could perform to aristocratic standards. Hopefully | wouldn’t cripple my
partner with my newly-discovered levels of clumsiness.

“I'mnot sure,” he said, curving hisarm around my waist and guiding usthrough thefirst steps. “1've
never been to anything quite like this before. But it seemsto methat everyone hereis atitleholder. None
of the usud hangers on, escorts, untitled Landed. Maybeit’s a select crowd because of the Prince.”

“Wadll, then, why were you invited?’ Because he' d gotten the invitation before his mother had arrived in
High Scape, so it probably hadn’t been done at her urging. Unless she had started contacting the Prince
about Karigh' stitle before she’ d even reached High Scape.

Karish grinned. “1 don’t know. An oversight on someone's part.”
“And why were you dlowed to bring me?’

“Theinvitation didn’t forbid usto bring untitled guests. | think we were supposed to gather it from the
hints. Too bad I'm so dense, en?’

| couldn’t grin back at him. | wasthinking about afew of the hints the Prince had been tossing about.
“Do you think Gifford knowswhét you did in Middle Reach?’

“No oneredly knowswhat | did in Middle Reach, except you and |I. Have you been talking to the Prince
behind my back, Lee?’

“Besarious, Taro.”

“Beat ease, Lee. Not everything happensfor areason. Sometimes thingsjust happen. And sometimes
people just say thingsthat have no logical connection to anything ese. That can happen when you open
your mouth more than three times an hour.”

Ah, hewas being flighty, and determined not to think. It would be impossible to get anything useful out of
him. “Isyour brain hurting you again?’

He punished me by kissing my forehead, right out there where everyone could see us. And his mother.

Trueto Karish' sword | did, surprisingly enough, enjoy the following hours. He kept melaughing, ina
manner I’'m sure no one e se gpproved of. They were all being very correct, smiling when required, and if
anyone so much as giggled they kept it quiet and short and hid the failure behind ahand. That, initself,
was entertaining.

But | found it odd how little overt attention Karish received from the other guests. In Erstwhile he had
been dways surrounded by people, sometimes having to plead exhaustion just to get away from the
crowd. In Yelows' balroom, however, he was largely ignored. While many came to exchange brutally



civil greetings, no one lingered to chat. | wondered what had changed.

Or maybe it was me, my presence that was keeping them away.

Hedidn't seem disturbed by it, but sometimesit was hard to know what he was thinking. He didn’t seem
tense as he spoke with those who wandered by. And as usua helooped hisarm over my shoulders
without a care asto what others thought. He danced with no one other than me, even staying with me
during dancesin which | refused to participate. | intercepted some long looks cast hisway, but there was
adefinite distance between Karish and everyone else in that room. And Karish appeared indifferent to it.
Perhaps | was making too much of it. After al, if | went to aball held by amember of the merchant class,
| would probably be equaly isolated. | didn’t really know any of my economic peers, either. | wasas
much an outsder to my classasKarish wasto his.

But Karish was different.

And despite the fun Karish managed to derive for me, | was happy to hear it when supper was
announced. That meant the greater part of the evening was over. We would eat. As soon as manners
alowed it, wewould go home,

That would be the end of any dedlings with the Crown Prince. And then Karish’ s mother would leave.
Lifewould start diding back towards normal. | wasredly looking forward toit.

Chapter Twenty

Precedence had to be observed. Both of us being titleless meant Karish and | were at the end of thelong
procession leaving the ballroom and heading for the dining room.

“I've heard Lord Y elows completely renovated his dining room for the Princg svisit,” said themanin
front of us.

“Oh, Zaire,” his companion muttered. “My eyes have barely recovered from the ballroom.”
Good. Soit wasn't just me.

“It wasn't that bad,” the man chuckled.

“Oh, please, the man has no taste whatsoever,” she sad.

“You'rejust jealous,” the man accused her with alaugh. “Y ou wish you had the money to renovate your
manor.”

“Wadll, aye, no kidding. Y ou must have been aRunner in aformer life”
“Wadll, you know Y dlows. Crazy.”
“Please, my boy. Theword is eccentric.”

Great. We were dining courtesy of anut. | glared at Karish, who appeared to be concentrating at



something farther up the hal. Had he known what Y dlows was like before he invited me to thisthing?

But entering the dining hall itself waylaid alot of my gpprehension. It looked nothing liketherest of the
manor, and it was, in aword, gorgeous.

Thefloor, thewalls, the ceiling were al made of a polished grey stone, with specks of black and grey and
white and the odd hint of blue. It had the potentid for looking cold, but the roaring fire in the huge
fireplace at the other end of the hall sent gold light dancing over the polish and made the whole room fedl
elegant and magica.

The multitude of plants huddled near the entrance helped cut the severity of the stone. They smelled nice,
too. A deep breath made mefed warm and dightly dizzy, like aswallow of strong wine.

All the guards had traveled in from the balroom, lining the walls, and it gppeared there were dmost as
many guards as there were guests. Surely, that many weren’t required?

Maybe Y dlows had heard something. Maybe there was something going on. But he would have
canceled the party if he suspected the Prince’ slife wasin danger.

“What' swrong?’ Karish asked, noticing my frown.

| smoothed out my expression. | was being hysterical and felt no need to let him know. “ The scent of the
plantsdisturbsme,” | lied.

“Ah,” he said, looking back at the entrance and wrinkling his nose.

The tablesweren't the usud straight tables | had been expecting. They were curved, two long arcs, one
on each side of the room. And because there were so few guests they were seated on only one side of
the tables, with their backs to the walls, facing each other across the room. | wanted to get alook at the
grain of the tables, wondering how it was possible to make such long tables with such dramatic curves—
treesdidn’t grow that way after al— but the tablecloths obscured everything.

| smirked as | thought how horrified everyone would beif | pulled up the tablecloth to look at the wood.
Or crawled down underneath the table.

| wasin astrange mood.

Karish and | were seated together, at the end of the table near the door with the plants. | wasrdlieved to
be seated with Karish. | had heard that married couples weren't allowed to Sit together at such events,
and too many people equated the Pair bond with marriage. Lord Y elows, or his housekeeper,
gpparently didn’t.

“Why isn't Lord Yelows married?’ | asked Karish as he held out my chair for me.

“Why would | know?’

“I don't know. | just thought all titleholders were married. Likeit was practicaly alaw.”

Karish’seyeswidened as he let himself drop into hisown chair, not as graceful as he should have been.
“Oh rT]y gwg”



| tensed. “What? What' swrong?’

“That would have been next!” He grabbed my wrig, too tight. “Once she had me all titled up shewould
have been after me to get married. Oh my gods.”

Ah. | looked across the room to the Dowager, who was chatting with her neighbour. She was near the
middle of her arc, seated directly in front of alarge window, the strong light of the full moon silvering her
features. | would have thought, as aformer holder of the great Westseattitle, she would have been closer
to the Crown Prince, but perhapsthat “former” was very sgnificant.

| wanted to shiver. Theideaof being near the window when the weather was so bad made me fed cold.

“ And then it would have been children! Zairel”

| grinned at him. There he was panicking over what might have been. It was cute. “Y ou don’t want
children?

“Not under orders from my mother! That would have taken dl the fun out of it!”
“Youredly think s0?'Y ou have so little faith in yoursd f?’

He sniffed, unimpressed with my good humor. Then he shivered. “Damn, it scold in here. And Y dlows
would keep thefireto himself.”

Lord Y dlows and the Crown Prince sat at the far end of the tables, opposite from the entrance. | didn’t
know how Lord Y dlows could bear to sit immediately before the fire. The Prince looked uncomfortable,
hisface red and shining. “It’snot that cold.”

“Norma people— you know, people who aren’t Shields— find it cold. Everyone s shivering.”

| did notice some discreet tugging on clothing as people tried to derive some warmth from flimsy summer
fashions. “ Thewater fountainisn’'t helping.” Set into the wall at our backs, though fortunately down by
the middle of the room, water flowed from the celling and over the stonewall and disappeared into the
floor. It was very pretty, though the constant trickling sound was alittleirritating.

“Atleast | canfed alittle better about the dinner,” said Karish.

| didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean?’ | asked suspicioudy.

“Lord Ydlowsisreputed to be overly concerned with his own hedth. Apparently it leadsto unusua
dietary choices”

“Oh lovely. Why didn’t you warn me of this before you asked me to come?’

“Because I’m not an idiot, perhaps? Besides, you have ears. | assumed you heard the same rumors|
I’m_”

It was almogt over, it was amodst over, it was almost over.



| redlized there was music playing. | noticed aflutist in thefar corner. The music was very faint, and even
when | was concentrating oniit | couldn’t redly pick out amelody. It would do no harm at that volume,
though, so | forgot about it.

Asthere were no people seated across the table from me, my only optionsfor conversation were Karish
on my left and the young man sested to my right. | recognized him as the man who had been joking about
the decor with hislady while we were entering the dining room. | was aware that as a person of far
inferior rank | was not to speak to him unless he spoke to me first, so | wasresigned to an avkward
medl of pretending the person to my immediate right didn’t exist.

And again, my resignation was premature.

“Thishdl issomething specid, isn't it?”

Those words, spoken in addightfully round bass, were directed towards me. | hid my surprise and
looked at the young man. He had apleasing appearance. Dark hair free of oil, gorgeous green eyes and
pale skin. Not the sort to turn heads in the street but il niceto ook at.

“I"'ve never been in an aristocratic manor before. I'm not familiar with aristocratic fashion.”

“But you spent some time with the Empressin Erstwhile, didn’t you?’

| hadn’t caught the announcement of his name earlier in the evening. | was dwaysalittle uncomfortable
when spesking to someone who clearly knew me, when | didn’t know him. “1 did, but the palace felt
much lesslike apersond home. Even in the bedchambers, | felt like | wasin agovernment building. And
the paace was different from this manor.”

He glanced beyond me. At Karish, | thought. “Am I— am | allowed to talk to you?’

What an odd question. “ Of course.”

He appeared embarrassed. “1 must admit to knowing little about Pairs,” he said, “and | hadn’t heard that
there were any, you know, specid rules, but | didn’t notice anyone speaking to you in the ballroom. |
thought perhaps we weren't supposed to.”

Interesting. “I think some’— | was about to say “regulars’ but caught myself in time—- people who are
unfamiliar with the Triple Sdon’t know how to think of us. | think they believe there are dl sorts of rules
about talking to us. Therearen’'t.” Unlikethe aristocracy.

“How should | addressyou?’

“Shidd Mdlorough if you want to beforma. Dunleavy if you don't.”

“Wdl, Dunleavy, my nameisDoran Laidley. It isapleasure to meet you.”

“Yes, quite.” | shook the hand he offered.

“I swear, | can’t take you anywhere,” Karish muttered into my ear.

Oh, please, dl we d done was exchange names. Like I’ d ever have anything to do with an aristocrat.



Evenif hewas pretty in anon-intimidating way.

Thefirst course was served with exquisite precison by avirtua horde of young women, al wearing those
ridiculous wimples. Poor girls. The dish was awatery fish soup with no seasoning that | could taste. And
water. Which was, um, unique.

“Good lord.” Doran had lifted aspoonful of theliquid and was letting it dribble back into the bowl.
“Maybe he should have moderated the renovations a bit and splashed out for a decent chef.”

“l supposeit’'s. .. er... hedthy,” Karish commented, Spping at the soup with a palpable lack of
enthusaam.

“So arethe bath waters at the Ruins,” | heard from Doran’ s other side, hisfemae companion. “Doesn't
mean I’ d drink those, either.”

A glance about the room told me no one was terribly impressed with the offering, though some were
conceding their distaste better than others, and everyone was politely eating it. The Crown Prince, |
could see, was particularly displeased. Lord Y ellows was speaking to him, no doubt extolling the virtues
of the soup. The Prince didn't appear to be listening.

“| fear for therest of themed,” said Karish.

“No one sayswe actualy haveto eat it,” said Doran. “We should just wait it out and go out after.”

That sounded like agood idea. | put my spoon in my bowl and curled my handsin my lap.

“| can't eat S0 late into the night, Doran,” his companion objected. “1t’ s bad for the digestive system.”

Doran snickered. “Isthis the same woman who dragged me down to the kitchen a Sevy’ s house party
after the staff had goneto bed and ate half an apple pie?”’

If more than four people witnessed the discreet smack she delivered to the back of his head, | would
have been surprised to heear it. | looked at her and answered the smile she sent me. | liked her.

Shewasn't intimidatingly beautiful, either. Shewas dight, with thick brown hair and lightly dusty skin,
brown eyes with wrinkles around them. Not that shelooked at al old; | would say she had only afew
years on me, but obvioudy she dlowed hersdf to smile whenever shefdt likeit. They madeanice
looking couple, | thought.

“Don’'t besuch agtick, Lydia,” Doran complained. “Lydia, Dunleavy. I'm Doran. We dl know Shintaro
Karish. We'redl friendsnow. We' |l suffer through thisawful med in stoic camaraderie and reward
ourselveswith thefine cuisne a The Table. What say you?’ And he pushed his bowl away.

| repressed a smirk. Had to admire the take-charge attitude. | looked at Karish and raised an eyebrow.
Karishrolled hiseyes before, like Doran, he pushed his bowl away. Then he leaned back in his chair.
“Wadll, Lady Lydia,” he said to the young lady, who looked back at him with amusement, “if your lord is
theincorrigibleflirt my Shiddis—"

“You arecdling me aflint?’



“Hée' snot my lord, | take no respongbility for him.”

“— we may find oursdves consoling each other in our misery.”

“| fear our means of consoling oursalves might be radicaly different, Source Karish.”

“Redly?| fed thereisnothing like agood book and ahot mug of teafor soothing ruffled spirits.”

Doran hooted derisively. | laughed. Lydiacovered her mouth with her hand, but her dark eyes sparkled.

Karish appeared affronted. “1f | didn’t know better,” he said in avoice laced with feigned outrage, “I’d
say you were dl doubting my word.”

The three of uswere suddenly re-absorbed in the contemplation of the awful soup.

The next course was a sdad. Of sorts. Half adozen spinach leaves arranged on a plate, with some
shredded carrot piled in the center. Dressed with some kind of honey sauce, from the smell of it. Served
with more water.

“I’m not even sure how to et this,” Lydia confessed, holding her knife and fork as though she were
considering trying to dice up the thin drenched leaves and scoop them on to her fork.

“When in doubt, don't.” Doran took her plate and stacked it on top of hisown. “Ooh, let’ s give the
servants a heart attack.” Hetook my plate and added it to the pile. “Please forgive my appalling lack of
manners, Dunleavy.” He reached across meto nab Karish’ splate.

Karish was watching the proceedings with asmirk. He appeared to be entertained, but there was a
strange air about him. Theword that came to mind was resignation, but that was coming out of nowhere,
and it couldn’t be accurate. Something el se was no doubt going onin that head of his.

“I'm hungry, Doran,” Lydiacomplained.

“That’ sgood. Foster that appetite. That way you'll bein the proper frame of mind whenwe go to The
Table, which, I'll have you know, servesthe best |eek-and-potato soup in the city.”

“Yes, yes, Doran. | have eaten there, you know.”
| hadn’t. How had | missed that one?

“One can't help wondering, though, if Lord Y ellows has adeath wish,” said Karish. “ Serving the Prince a
medl likethis”

| looked up at the Prince again, and | was surprised to find he appeared considerably more relaxed and
to be amiably chatting with hishost. | guessed he liked the med after al. And he would be Emperor one
day. Wewere all doomed.

| looked across the room, wondering how the Dowager Duchess of Westsea was reacting to the insult
being ddlivered to her ssomach. And if | was surprised by the Prince, | was stunned by the Dowager. She
was, or S0 it gppeared from my angle, leaning againgt the back of her chair and smiling.



Obvioudy, the world was about to end.

“|sthere something wrong with the meal, my lord?’ A servant was hovering over Doran. She gppeared
distraught by the stack of plates before him. “1 can bring you al new servingsif these are not fresh

enough.”

“Oh no, my dear woman. Everything looks beautiful. But we' re wanting to save oursavesfor themain
course.”

| expected her to nod and leave. She didn’t. *“His Lordship would be most distressed to learn you didn’t
partake of the opening courses, my lord.”

Were servants supposed to debate with guests like that?

Doran’ s eyebrows dipped together inirritation. “1’d wager my miniscule fortune that Lord Y ellows

doesn’'t even know where hiskitchensare,” he said. “And it's probably physically impossiblefor himto
actudly enter them. The mere thought of it is no doubt enough to make him swoon in well-bred disgust.
In other words, he'll never know. So do stop being tiresome and take the plates away. There' sagood

girl.”

She did what she was ordered, with obvious reluctance. Which struck me as odd. | mean, redlly, who
cared?

“They'renot egting any of it,” | heard her whisper.

| turned in my chair and saw that she was speaking to the nearest guard. WWho would care even lessthan
the host. Redlizing she had my attention, the servant hurried away. | watched the guard for amoment
longer, but he continued to stare into space.

Cheese course next. And the cheese platters |ooked normal enough. With substantia portions. The other
guestsfdl on them with audible— very audible— ddlight. But for Lydia, Doran, Karish and |, it had
become amost a challenge not to eat anything that was served to us. A test of our resolve. Besides, |
was looking forward to the leek-and-potato soup that was the best in the city, and | wanted to be good
and garving for it.

This course was served with wine. Karish broke the pact to take a sniff. Then he grimaced.

“Bad?’ | asked him.

Hetook acareful p. He jerked his head back, looking as though he had been struck. He quickly put the
goblet on the table. On the other side of the table, as though he wanted to get the wine asfar away from
himsdlf as possible. “ Good gods.”

| went nowhere near my goblet. Neither did Lydia. Doran, being male, had to have ataste. Hisreaction
wasamodt identica to Karish's. “ Zaire, that’ sevil.”

But everyone else was drinking it, and seemed to be enjoying it. Even the Prince, who | would have
assumed had access to the best winesin the world.



All right. Everyone wasinsane. That was the only explanation.

Which made me think of another source of insanity enjoyed by the city, because that was the way my
mind worked. “Doran?’

“Y&?’

“You don't performin the Hallin Festival, do you?’ I’d been told it wasrequired by law that every
able-bodied person perform, but surely that wasn’t imposed on the High Landed.

Then again, who' d made up the law in the first place, en?
Hegrinned. “ Of course.”

Lydiarolled her eyes.

“You'rekidding,” said Karish.

“What do you do?’ | asked Doran.

“Seight of hand.” He picked up one of hisunused forks, held it in hisright hand, briefly curled histwo
hands together and held out his empty right hand, the fork nowherein sight.

“Well done” Karish said with admiration.

| grabbed Doran’sleft hand and pulled the fork from hisdeeve.

“Hey!” Doran protested, and Lydialaughed.

Karish chuckled. “Don’t be too downhearted, lordling. Misdirection may not work so well on aShield.”

“Wall, the circumstances aren't the best.” Doran took the fork back and balanced it on hisindex finger.
“Y ou won't be able to catch me out so easily when I’ m on stage with costumes and props.”

If Lydia had not been awell-bred lady | would have sworn she groaned. “ And they get moreridiculous
and daborate with every year,” shesaid dryly. “It took daysfor the paint he dathered al over my faceto
findly fade. | couldn’t leave the house for aweek, nor see anyone. Mother was not pleased.” But the
look she shot at Doran was fond. She hadn't minded so much, | guessed.

“You do deight of hand, too?’ | asked her.

“No, | play hisassstant. Hand him things on stage so the performance goes smoothly, with no gapsin the
action and movement. It’ sthe best way to get through atalent show without having an actua talent.”

What abrilliant idea. “Don’t happen to need any more assistants, do you?’ | looked at Doran and hoped
desperation was beaming out of my eyes.

“Back off, Shield,” Lydiagrowled. “He's my ticket through the Festival.”

“And,” Karish tugged on my hair. “Y ou’ re doing something with me.”



“We never agreed to that,” | protested.

“WEe re agreeing now.”

High-handed bastard. “Neither of us have any talent.” Which was a pretty pathetic state of affairs.

“Y ou must be able to do something,” said Lydia

“You'd be stunned by theleve of my ineptitude.”

“Stop that,” Karish snapped.

Doran and Lydiawere understandably startled by Karish’s swing in mood. There was nothing for it but
to let them get used toit. “1 can’'t do anything but shield and dance the bars,” | told our new
acquaintances. “1 can't do anything anyone e se would find entertaining. Except make afool of mysdf,
and I’d rather avoid that if | could.”

“Do ascenefrom aplay,” Doran suggested.

“I've never acted,” | said.

“Neither havel,” Karish added.

Not on stage.

“That doesn’'t matter,” Doran was saying. “It’ sthe traditiona way of getting through the festival when
there is honestly nothing else you can do. Pick a short scene and act it out.”

“Ugh!” was Karish's e oquent response.

Well, it was something, | supposed. Though the very idea of standing on astage in front of abunch of
people stuttering out a string of tortured lines made me want to cringe.

Uproarious laughter coming from up the table. From the Prince, of al people.

“Maybe he has no head for wine,” Karish commented.

No, | didn’t think that wasit. Or it was, at mogt, only a part of it. Others about the table appeared
equally relaxed, speaking loudly, animatedly, gesturing broadly. Spineswere resting against the backs of
charsdl over the room. The Dowager was smiling again.

And shelooked so much like Karish then.

“Maybe thewineisunusually potent,” | said. “Would that affect the taste?”

Karish snorted. “It' stoo new.”

“Too new?’



“If it waswaved at a bottle between the vat and the glass I’ d be surprised.”
| frowned, my memory twigging.
“Threeweeks,” said Doran, eyeing hisgoblet. “Bet it' sthree weeks old.”

“I’d take that bet, except it would require actualy tasting it again to be sure.” Karish shuddered. “No
amount of money isworth that.”

“Hah! Money. Like you have to worry about that.”

Karish stiffened at that. “I aways honor my gambling debts,” he said coally.

Doran’seyeswidened. “Forgive me,” he said, with every appearance of sincerity. “1 honestly didn’t
mean to imply anything disrespectful. | only meant thet, your being a Source— so how much did you lose
in the upset yesterday?”

Wedl recognized the diversionary tactic for what it was, and Karish's shoulders relaxed. “Y ou mean
that vicious sumblein the fourth race?

Racing. Gambling. Wonderful. | had to admit Karish was good about not boring me to suicide by
constantly talking about such things, which were of no interest to me. But | could hardly expect him to
restrain himsdf when he encountered afdlow enthusiast.

| noticed Lydia savid interest. Make that two fellow enthusiasts. | predicted | would be feding very
ignorant and very stupid soon.

However, before the three could degenerate too far into racing dang the main course was served. Thick
round dices of beef covered in gravy and surrounded by steamed vegetables. Mouth-watering
commenced immediately. My somach twisted painfully. “ That' sit. I'm eating.”

“Lee” Karish said with disgppointment.

“And | thought Shields were supposed to be so disciplined,” Lydiateased.

“Discipline be damned. Thissmelsgood and I'm starving.” Besides, | loved roast besf. | neatly diced off
acorner and stuck it in my mouth. I bit down, anticipating arush of flavor.

But my teeth didn’t sink through in the manner they were supposed to, and the taste was.. . . different.
Because | couldn't spit it out | quickly chewed and swalowed. | put down the cutlery.

“What’' swrong?’ Karish asked me.

“I don't think it’ sbeef.” And | hated eating something when | didn’t know what it was. My imagination
went to bad places.

“Maybeit’sodtrich,” Lydiasuggested.

Karish picked up my cutlery and took adice from my met. Like he didn’'t have hisown plateright in
front of him. “What, do you fed it' slesslike cheeting if it'sfrom my plate instead of yours?’



He chewed and swallowed and returned the cutlery. “It’ s goat. Quite good, actualy.”

“Goat,” | sad. Things gtarting clicking in my heed.

“Aye.ll

“Just aswdll, then.” Doran grimaced. “ Can't stand goat.”

Oh god.

Could | have been any more stupid? If | gave mysdf ayear? And tried redlly redly hard?

Wine of the new moon.

Mountain mammad.

Cheese.

Honey.

Pantswould bein soil. Earth. Fireplace. Waterfal. Window for air. Everyone sested in acircle. Of a
sort. Inastone room. It couldn’t have been more obviousif there' d been asign saying SITE OF
RITUAL SACRIFICE hanging over the door.

Everyone was an arigtocrat, except me. Almost everyone had atitle. Risahad mentioned a bdlief that one
big sacrifice would still the planet for agood long while. Maybe indefinitely. The Reanist who' d stopped
mein the street had told mekilling off one aristocrat a atime wouldn’t accomplish anything.

Y et they had been killing them off one at atime. Or at least taking them. Why would they bother if they
were just going to have this big party and kill everyone. Why not just invite them to the party with
everyone else?

A test run? Proof killing aristocrats would work? There hadn’t been an event for months. Not, of course,
that that meant anything. Of course killing aristocrats didn’t actualy cam the world. Not in ageophysica
sense, anyway. But someone could probably point to the coincidence and make a convincing argument.
Except no one who wasn't amember of the Triple S knew there had been no events.

ThiswasLord Yelows home. He had served the food. He was High Landed. He' d haveto be
involved, if the Reanists were planning something that evening, but why would he be? Did he have his
own reasons for wanting the Crown Prince dead? Surely he couldn’t be foolish enough to believe he
would get away withit.

On the other hand, if we were dl dead, who knew what story he could tell?

What could | do? Who wasinvolved with this? The guards? The servants?

But the Reanists had all been captured at the parade. Risahad said they were.



Everyoneworking for Y ellows had their heads covered.

What was | going to do?

How could | have been so thrice-damned stupid?

But maybe | waswrong. Maybeit was al acoincidence. Everyone said Y ellows was eccentric. Maybe
he' d ssumbled on adescription of the Reanist sacrificid rituas and thought they were charming. | could
be about to make a huge public fool of mysalf.

Better humiliated than dead.

Of course, | might not be killed. Not yet. My bad merchant blood might taint the rest. Just one more
reason to be grateful for not being an aristocrat.

Stop rambling.
What the hell was | going to do?

| put ahand on Karish's shoulder and subtly pulled him closer. “We have to get everyone out of here,” |
whispered. “1 think thisisa Reanigt ritud.” Damn it. What an idiotic way to put it. It demanded doult.

He stared at me, and | could tell he was wondering whether I’ d been nipping at the wine without him
noticing. “Youwhat?’ he demanded. But he kept hisvoice low. Good boy.

“Trus me.” | didn’'t havetimeto explainit all. We had to think of away to get everyone out of the
manor, or at least out of the room, without aerting whoever was responsible for this.

Karish studied me afew moments more before nodding.

| wasn't rlieved. Hedidn't try to talk me out of it, didn’t think the idea was beyond the realm of
possibility. Hell.

He looked up towards the Prince.
| could hear movement behind me. | could see guards moving around behind the guests at the other table.

Something dipped before my face and around my throat, squeezing tight, cutting off air. | opened my
mouth and no sound came out.

Chapter Twenty-one

Colors streaked before my eyes as the pressure cut into my throat. Panic flared as| tried to draw a
breath and couldn’t. | grabbed at the cord wrapped around my throat, forcing my fingers between my
skin and the abrasive materid. | couldn’t pull it away. All it did was biteinto my fingers. It hurt. The
colorswere swirling into black. | couldn’t think at al.

And then the cord was gone, the lack of it dmost stung, and | could breathe again. | dumped over the
table, my hand landing in a plate of meat and gravy, and | pulled in huge gasps of air. | shrank away from



the cacophony roaring in my ears, the blood pounding in my head and air scraping through my larynx.
Movement, movement, too much to fed.

People were screaming.
Did they have to do that?

Still panting, rubbing the stinging skin on my throat, | opened my eyes. It took afew momentsfor my
vision to dide back into focus, and even onceit did it was hard to understand what | was seeing.

It was chaos. People were running around. Tables were being knocked over. Not two long tables after
al, but sectionds, and people were faling into them and pushing them over, spilling dishes and food and
wine over the floor. And then someone would run through the mess on the floor and dip and fall.

Some of them were wearing ridiculoudy high hedls. | hadn’t noticed before. My shoeswere nice and flat.
| could runif | had to. The advantages of having no sense of style.

No one made it to the doors.

The guards were attacking the guests. Some had come up behind with cords, like they had with me. But
they weren't throttling them to death. High above a seated, choking victim, the guard would hold a stake,
an actud pointed wooden stake, and in ahard quick arc would bring it down and thrust it into the
victim’s heart.

At lead, that was the plan. Only the victims were squirming around too much, some managing to dip out
of their chairs and away from the cords. Or the guards, who were not professona guardsat al, didn’t
have the strength to bring the stake down hard enough, to force it deeply enough into the chest. Or they
didn’'t know precisdly where the heart was. And guests with quicker witsthan | were grabbing up utensils
from the tables, knives and forks or anything handy, and shoving them into the faces of their attackers,
knocking them unconscious with heavy platters or the center pieces decorating the tables.

| heard the triumphant shout as one of the guards found histarget. With one hard thrust he plunged into
the chest of an older man. My whole body spasmed in shock as | envisioned the brutal wood piercing
soft flesh, shredding the ddlicate organ. Blood spurted out. The guard laughed ecstatically, eyes gleaming.
Words were chanted, a short phrase | couldn’t decipher over thedin.

| felt sck. What away to die.

| tried to stand and found | couldn’t move my chair back. | looked down and saw the body of the guard
who had been standing behind me, now crumpled on the floor by my chair, a cord loosdaly tangled in one
of hishands. Meet, gravy, and the shattered remains of aplate littered the area about his head. | shoved
harder, panic surging back. | couldn’t move the damn chair. | had to get out. | couldn’t movelikethis. |
was an essy target.

Karish was dtill seated, struggling awkwardly with aguard who was crouching over him and trying to
gtick astakein him. | imagined Karish had spared a moment dispatching the guard who' d attacked me
and left himsdf vulnerable. This second guard hadn’t used a cord on him but had gone straight for the
stake. Karish had grabbed the guard’ s wrist and was holding the stake away— he was stronger than he
looked— but trapped againgt the table there wasn't anything more he could do to defend himsdlf.



It appeared that the guards had redlly been relying on their victims being pliant. Few of them were having
much success. But they didn’t need to worry. The servants started to lend a hand, dropping their trays
and jugsand rushing in to hold people ill.

Who the hell was behind dll this?
| grabbed aknife from thetable. It wasn't sharp but it would have to do.

The guard struggling with Karish was wearing armor. | didn’t know anything about fighting. | couldn’t
think where. . . Oh.

| took a deep breath and shoved the knife into the side of the guard’ s exposed neck, forcing it through
the layers of resistance, swalowing down the revulsion that welled up in my own throat. | heard
something snap, and an awful gurgling sound, and blood started pouring out over the knife and my hand
and into Karish' sface.

| blinked away sudden tears.

The guard jerked away from Karish, grabbing at the knife protruding from histhroat. He sumbled over a
body on the floor behind him, faling. He arched and writhed as he choked on hisblood. | couldn’t bear
towatchhimdie.

Karish put his hands under the table and deliberately shoved it away. It skidded afew feet over the stone
floor before tipping over. Why hadn't | thought of that? Karish jumped to hisfeet, blood spattered all
over hisclothesand the side of hisface. His skin was pale, his eyes wide with shock. But hewasdive.

Doran was fighting with afootman. Serioudy fighting, with redl bruta bare-knuckle competence. It
looked like he' d aready dispatched one of the guards and he had taken the stake from him.

Lydiawaslying on thefloor, curled up in pain, astake protruding from just below her right breest. |
grimaced in sympathy and took a step towards her, but | would have to get too close to Doran to get to
her and | knew nothing about medicine anyway. | looked to Karish, but he was staring at the head of the
table, mouth dropping open.

Lord Y dlowswas struggling with Prince Gifford. It was hard to tell who wastrying to kill who. Their
tables had been shoved away, and two guards lay unmoving on floor. So did Princess Jane. The two men
were engaged in aknife fight, dancing around each other, thrusting and parrying, a bizarre example of art
in the gracel ess chaos erupting around them.

After amoment | redlized Lord Y ellows was bearing a stake, not aknife. That answered that.

Lord Yelowswas behind all this? But he was an aristocrat. It didn't make sense.

Act now, think later, Lee.

But act how. They appeared incompetent, but | was beginning to think they’ d done something to the
food to make us weak and dow, and we were hampered by our finery. All they needed wastime, and
eventudly they’d get usdl.

| had no ideawhat to do.



Then | wasflying off my feet and landing on my face on the stone floor with a bone-crunching thud.
Smacked my head good and hard, too. It was the serving girl, the one who' d noticed we weren't eating.
She d tackled me. Presumptuous little bitch.

Fear tasted sour in the mouth, but anger . . . ah, anger was fun.

| was able to turn over alittle on the floor as the servant crawled up onto me, astakein one hand. The
floor was hard and bruising against my hip. | couldn’t get free, couldn’t crawl away.

She was holding the stake wrong, surdly. Clutched in her fist, which meant she had to raiseit fairly highto
get any kind of momentum and power behind it. This gave me plenty of timeto grab her wrist and hold
the stake off. It was hard though. Most of my strength wasin my legs, from the bar dancing.

If only | could get achanceto kick her. Then I’d do some damage.

The drape of her wimple was getting in my face. | took a moment to reach out with my spare hand and
rip the whole thing off her head. And there was the sun tattoo on her temple. Damn it, but sometimes|
hated being right. Were dl these people, dl the guards and the servants, Reanists? Where' d they dl
come from? Risa had been surethey’d all be arrested or forced out of High Scape.

Risal Redlief roared through me. The Runners. They were out there, watching the grounds! Or werethey
ill”? The party had started hours ago, with no apparent disturbances. And the Runners were no doubting
thinking any danger would be from an externd attack. They could be riding around out there thinking all
was just dainty and delicate within. | had to get their attention.

What was | supposed to do with thiswoman?

| could use my legs after all, to flip us over. She shouted in outrage. | dapped her, which shut her up but
otherwise served no useful purpose. Having spent years watching boys fight on the academy grounds; |
curled my hand into afist and punched her in the nose.

Zaire, that hurt, shoving bonesin my fingersin directions they were never meant to go.

But it hurt her, too, so al right then. | grabbed her stake and stood up. | thought about kicking her, for
knocking me over and being apart of al this, but it seemed o petty. Shewas curling up alittle, blood
seeping out from the fingers curved over her nose. She screamed insults a me, but they weren't
particularly crestive, and they were easly ignored. She was out of the game. That was dl that mattered
right then.

| looked around, not knowing what to do next. Karish was ill on hisfeet, fighting another guard. |
guessed he' d endured hisfair share of schoolyard tumbles, because he seemed to be managing al right.
Not exactly the stereo-typica gentleman boxer, though. His style seemed to involve alot of grabbing
whatever came to hand and throwing it at his opponent, or using it asaclub. But hey, whatever worked.

| heard shattering. A glass had been thrown against awindow. That made methink. The ritua space.
Maybe if we changed the space. Rendered it an inappropriate place to hold theritua. Would they stop
because, according to their rules, there was no point to killing anyone without a viable space, or would
they continue fighting out of spite?



It couldn’t hurt. But how to do it?

| couldn’t begin to imagine how to stop the waterfal from flowing. | didn’t even know how it worked.
Maybe | could shove something into the passage where the water came through, but | couldn’t reach the
celling. Unless| stood on achair. But it would be too easy to knock me down. And maybe it would dert
the Reanigtsto my plan.

Thefirewas burning too hot and too large to dowse with whatever water might be available on the
tables, or to smother with tablecloths. Besides, I” d have to cross the whole length of the room to reach it.
| doubted I'd make it that far.

The pots for the plants were huge and appeared to be made of stone. They were too heavy for meto
shift.

Smashing the windows would accomplish nothing. Therewould till be air out there.

But hey, it might attract the attention of the Runners. If they were ill out there. A glass hadn’t managed
to break it a pane, but maybe a platter would? | grabbed up a platter and threw it at the nearest window.
The platter shattered, thewindow didn’t. Damnit.

And out of nowhere| felt those subtle shifts, tickling the back of my mind. | looked at Karish, and he'd
clobbered his guard and for the moment was standing free. Apparently he' d decided it wastimeto whip
out another earthquake. A handy weapon to have, | was beginning to think.

Much of the fighting stopped as people freaked over the experience of having the floor danting beneath
their feet. Not dl of it, though. Some of the guards and servants|ost their footing and clambered back up
andtried again.

| wasn't sure how long Karish could keep the shaking up. | couldn’t imagine the control it required, to
maintain the movement without |etting it get too strong. And more of the Reanists might havetimeto get
over their shock and resume their assault. All that effort and all it did was buy us some time. Which was
good. It wasagood idea. It just needed some adjustments.

| was't exactly used to walking through an earthquake mysdlf, though the way my life had been going |
actually did have more experience at it than the average person. | was able to make my way back over
to Karish. | had anidea. A redly stupid one.

“Karish!” | grabbed the front of his doublet and yanked on it to get his atention. “ Can you blow off the
roof?" That would get everyone s atention.

He looked down at me. The shuddering of the floor died down quite abit. “What?" he asked.

“A cyclone. Blow off theroof.” Theritua required an enclosed place of stone. With no roof the people's
essence or whatever would escape. And the Runners couldn’t possibly missthat level of destruction.
They’ d come running.

Karish started swearing. | didn’t blame him.

“Y ou expect meto spin up acycloneingde of aroom?’ Karish demanded after afew moments.



It sounded s0 asininewhen he said it like that, but it couldn’t be that impossible, could it?*1 expect you
totry.”

Karish resumed swearing. | punched himinthearm. | didn’t care how good he sounded when he did
that, it was not thetime,

The shaking stopped. For amoment nothing happened, and in the silence | could hear harsh breething
and pained moans. Then someone started crying, and the Reanists began waving their stakes around

agan.

Andthen | fet it, awind curling about my feet. It was cold, icy, and | dmost shivered. At firgt it played
about the floor, tickling ankles and flowing over hems. In afew moments, though, it was stronger, moving
fagter, and creeping higher.

The wind spread out, weakening as it rose but strong enough to push the goblets off those tables that il
stood. Serviettes flew into people sfaces, hair escaped from pinsand ties. And | did shiver asthe chill
climbed up my legs and wrapped around my torso.

Reanigts and victims alike looked about, searching for the source of the unusual droughts. Someone
garted screaming. The wind seem to carry the sound about the room, twisting it and hollowing it out, until
it wasan eeriewall circling withinthewadlls.

“They're coming!” One of the guards dropped his stake and pulled off hishelmet. His eyes glittered, his
face twisting into an expression of vacant ecstasy. He looked up at the celling and raised hishands. “The
godsare coming! They're pleased with us” He grinned, white and wide, and laughed. There were
murmurs from the other guards and the servants. They dl started pulling off their head gear and raising
their handsto the celling, demongtrating the same ddlight.

Oh, good Zaire. Could they be any more ludicrous? But good for us. It kept them preoccupied. Maybe
we should start charging them. Who was till standing?

Thewind grew stronger and higher.

A plate shattered againgt the wall. Those nearest ducked away, one not fast enough. He shouted out in
pain, clutching ahand to his eyes. Thiswas going to get messy. Messier.

And thewind got stronger.

Tables scraped over the floor, were picked up by the wind, were st rolling. Smashing crockery.
Candles blown over and blown out. Sparks flew out of the fireplace and landed on atapestry. The wind
blew out any fire that might have Sarted.

| didn’t know if whatever was happening was a cyclone, but it was certainly destructive. My hair was
whipping about my eyes, obscuring my vision. | tried to hold it back from face, but it took both hands
and tendrils kept fluttering loose.

The guards and servants were sill standing around with hands and faces uplifted, like agoggle of proper
gits. Lord Y elowswas standing in asimilar posture, only his eyes were closed and he appeared to be
muttering something. Praying? From the expression on hisface he was pretty happy about the way things
were turning out. The guests were huddling on the floor, arms curled over their heads. Maybe | should try



thet.

The Reanists were vulnerable, distracted as they were. It was the perfect opportunity to overpower
them. | couldn’t. | was shielding. No one el se seemed to think of it. Thiswaskilling me.

A flying chair took out one of the guards. Nest.
A gust of wind whipped my feet out from under me. Not so neat. Once again my head met thefloor.
Don't drop the shieldd!

Fortunately, | had some experience with holding on to my shields while the world was going insane.
Zare, my life.

And then the wind was pushing me across the floor. | scrambled againgt the stones, tried to catch a
corner with my fingers, but they were too smooth. | couldn’t stop myself. And al thewhile| had to hold
onto the shields. | had to keep my shields up. If | didn’t Karish would be crushed by the forces he wasn't
manipulating and that would be the bad ending of alovely evening.

| wondered if | was getting at al hystericd.

| rolled into someone slegsand felt them fdl. | kept going until | hit awall. That hurt.

But | didn’t drop my shidlds.

| couldn’t see Karish. A table was blocking my view of him and | was glad enough to haveit there.
Crockery, cutlery, candlesticks were flying about. So were tables and chairs. No one was on their feet
anymore, not even the Reanids.

Would they stop screaming?

Theroof could go any time. Please. Now would be good. Or the cure would kill usal.

Instead, the windows shattered, glass flying out into the night with sharp loud cracks. At least they went
out. My mind flashed me an image of huge shards of glass showering down on us and impaing us, blood

spurting everywhere.

Stop that.

And then the wind stopped. Karish' s shieldsfdll back into place. | withdrew mine. | raised my head.
Theroof was dill firmly in place. Had he given up? Wasit too hard?

We d failed. Damn. What were we going to do now?

People were crying. Like that would accomplish anything. But it seemed that no one had resumed killing
yet. That wasaplus. But it was so dark in the room, only the moonlight offering any illumination.

| climbed to my feet, wincing a the sharp pain jolting through my left knee. It had been the first part of
my body to make contact with thewall. “Taro?’ | looked over the room. What amess.



| heard whistling. The high unnatural piercing whistling used by the Runnersto cdl al the memberstothe
gteof acrime. Oh, thank Zaire, the Runners were coming. The windows must have doneit. We weren’t
going to die. Who could | hug?

Someone was laughing. It was a chilling sound, under the circumstances. And familiar. | followed the
laughter to its source.

“Blow off theroof,” Karish chuckled from where he lay prone on the floor. He had a cut on hisforehead.
It was bleeding, adding to the blood from the guard that had dried on hisface. “Like the kind of force
that would require wouldn’t kill everyonein the roomfird. It's made of stone!”

| knelt beside him, looking for other injuries. “ Oh, shut up!” It wasn't asthough he’ d thought of it at the
time, either. And the effort had accomplished something, hadn’t it? That was dl that mattered.

But perhaps | was congratul ating myself too soon. “Keep going!” Lord Y ellows shouted, having found
hisfeet. “It wasn’t the gods! It was just—" He cut himself off, because he didn’t know what it had been.
“Continue the ritua! We have to finish what we' ve started or they’ll be even angrier!”

Temperamenta creatures, these gods of his. | stood again, so | could run, if | had to.

“Yelows, have you gone mad?’ Prince Gifford demanded. He was back on hisfest, too, crouched ina
fighting stance, hisknife il in hishand. Hisfine dothestorn, blood trickling from hislip, something
having diced open hisleft cheek, hewas dive and furious. “ Thisistreason!”

“Itisour duty!” Lord Y dlowskicked away some debris cluttering up hisfeet. “We are the rulers of this
world, we are the vanguard,” he announced, the power of the rhetoric diluted by the fact that he
appeared to be looking for something on the floor. “It isour duty to pacify the gods for the safety of our
people. Where' sthat damn stake?’

Very nobleand dl, but | didn’t remember seeing anyone trying to stake him.

Prince Gifford was staring at him, stunned. “Y ou are mad,” he breathed, the words echoing through the
stone room.

“No!” Lord Y dlows exclaimed, giving up on his quest for the stake. “No! | have seen the truth. And it is
ahard truth. | didn’t want to believeit, either. | don't deny that. But the gods resent our being on this
world. They resent the damage we have doneto it.”

Damage? What damage?

“That’ swhy they punish us by destroying our cities, our homes. They are angry with us. We have abused
their gifts”

“Forgive us, Pillarsof Might!” one Reanist cried. Her words were echoed by severd of the others.

“But we can appease them,” Y dlows ranted on. “We can purchase their favor. With the blood of the
High Landed. That'sal they ask. Please, Sre” Lord Y ellows implored the Prince, hands outstretched, as
though he actudly believed he could convince his prince to agreeto die. “ There are so few of you, and
with your lives we can purchase peace and prosperity for dl peoplein thisworld.” Ugh, dliteration.



Someonekill him. “1sn't your life worth that?’
| heard shouting from outsde. The Runners were dividing up the entrances. Hurry people.

Lord Y dlows heard them too. He started speaking faster. “1 know what you believe,” he said to the
prince. “You believeitismerely theway theworld s, al this chaos and destruction, and that al you need
are the Sourcesto keep it quiet. But the Sources are an abomination.”

“Hey!” Karish protested, but weakly. He was till sitting on the floor. | looked down at him with concern.

“They interfere with the work of the gods. They only make the gods more angry. And their effectsare
only temporary. There will be no lagting tranquility until the High Landed do our duty and give ourselves
tothegods.”

Oh. So Lord Y elowswas planning to sacrifice himsalf, too. For some reason that madeit al the more
disturbing. Offering to throw away your life for something so vague and improbable, something so
fantastic with no proof of itsactud redity. How could one put o little value on one sown life?

Prince Gifford appeared disgusted. Imagine that. No matter what €l se anyone had to say about him, there
was no denying that the man was sane. “ Supertitious nonsense,” he spat.

Doors were damming open somewherein the building. Hurry hurry hurry. Or werethey indulgingina
summer groll?

Lord Yelowslooked right at Karish. “Y ou know it istruth,” he said to my Source. “ Since we started
giving High Landed blood to the gods, the world has been at peace. Hasn't it?”’

Karish didn’t respond. | don’t think he quite got the significance of the question. | did, though, and | felt
my own eyeswidening in shock.

Pairsthat were doing their jobs properly dedlt with disasterslong before regulars could perceive the
threat of adisturbance. We should be able to be threstened daily, hourly, without the regulars of High
Scape having a clue anything was going on. And none of us had the habit of telling regulars whether there
had been any events that day, or none. The regulars were not supposed to know what was going on.

So how come Lord Y ellows did? How did he know, why did hefed certain, that there had been no
eventsin months? How could he know that?

“Continue theritual!” thelord ordered.
And he actudly stamped hisfooat, like achild.

My attention was caught by something behind him. It made me grin. Hah! Sucker! “Thefire'sout!” |
shouted loudly, both to point out that the wind had indeed put out the fire, and to attract the attention of
any nearby Runners.

Lord Y dlows spun towards the empty fireplace. “Light the firel” Helooked for something with which to
dart thefireagain, but all the candlesin the room had been blown out. Some of the Reanists, perhaps
believing acompleted ritua space was not so essential, raised their stakes again. Others appeared to be
losing heart dtogether.



The doorsto the dining room swung open, hitting the walswith abang. Thefirst group of Runnersranin,
lead by Captain Wong. The captain mother had found so charming at Risa's party. | wondered if it
would be terribly ingppropriate to run up and hug him.

“Arrest them!” the Prince shouted.
“Who, Y our Highness?’ a Runner shouted back.
“All of them!”

Wéll, | hadn’t been expecting that.

Chapter Twenty-two

Our arrest was only temporary, just long enough to sort out who were the raving Reanists and who were
thevictims.

Doran came out of the experience with nothing more than afew scrapes and bruises. Lydia, wewere
told, was badly injured but would probably survive. Her Grace walked out under her own power.
Mother and son made no attempt to speak to each other.

And the Prince, before sweeping out of the ballroom, informed my Source that the both of uswere
expected to attend upon him the next morning.

So that’ swherewe were. Sitting in the front room of the suite in the Imperid, to which the Prince had
moved from Lord Yéellows manor. | was dressed in my morning best. Karish was sitting beside me. He
had flattened my hand on hisleg, laid his own over the top of it. He was soberly dressed in black, every
lacetied. He sat so correctly on hischair, spine straight with a good handspan of air between it and the
chair. Expressonless mask firmly in place, but his eyeswere blank, asthough his mind were amillion
milesaway.

Under my hand, histhigh was hard with tenson.
“Y ou are not going to be Doran’ sassigtant,” he said suddenly.
“What?’

“Lydiaisunlikely to beinformto play Doran’s assstant for the Hallin Festiva. Y ou will not take her
place. You are mine.”

Wi, yessr. Tak about amillion milesaway. “ Taro, you have athousand different people you can ask
to perform with you.” And it wasn't healthy, dl thistogetherness. We d start hating each other. Or
worse.

“Yes, but | like them too much to humiliate them with my incompetence.” And hethrew atense smile a
mein case | thought he was serious.

Sill, | sad, “Thanksalot.”



“You've aready seen me at my worgt. | see no reason to spread that kind of knowledge around.”
“At least, not until you're on stage.” With me, perhaps, to attract most of the crowd’ sderision.
“Precisdy.”

“I lovelogicinaman.”

He squeezed my hand.

A staid elderly lady entered the room, her face blank enough to do a Shield proud. “His Highness will see
you now.”

About bloody time.

Wefollowed the woman from the foyer through a sitting room and into, to my surprise, the bedchamber.
HisHighnesswas il in bed. In adressng gown, hishair brushed and oiled, some cosmetics and
cologne applied, but in bed. And eating from a breakfast— or lunch— tray.

| did understand that it was considered acceptable for royalty to receive guests while till in bed. Some
people even considered it an honor. | didn’t. It was rude. How much effort did it take to climb out of bed
and pull on apair of trousers, for Zaire' s sake? Where was the man's pride?

There were eight servantsin the room. They stood by the walls, posture giff, waiting to be told what to
do. | would find that sort of thing— people just hanging around watching me— irritating, but | guessed
the Princeliked it.

Karish bowed, | curtsied. We waited as the Prince spread cheese on adice of hardbread. “Lord

Y dlowsisgoing to be executed for treason,” he told us, sounding amost bored about the whole thing,
“among other charges. HE |l have atria, of course, but thereis no doubt how thingswill turn out. Many
of theguestsat last night’s.. . .” here he paused, looking for an appropriate word, “event have indicated a
willingnessto testify. It isunlikely you will need to come to Erswhileto participate.”

| hadn’t even considered the possibility of that, but thank Zaire. That would have been anightmare,
participating asawitnessin atrid. I’ d heard about that sort of thing, that barristers took pride in making
the witnesses cry through the sheer act of bruta questioning.

“It isunfortunate and disheartening to see one of our most powerful Landed fall under the influence of
madness,” the Prince spoke through his mouthful of bread and cheese. “We can't understand how the
Reanigts acquired such afirm hold over him. Can you imagine? He was to be sacrificed dong with the
rest of us. And he knew it.” The Prince shook his head. “We have been informed, Source Karish, that
you inspired him.” The Prince dunked his cheese-covered hardbread in his coffee. Ugh. “When you
disappeared last year, and no one had the dightest ideawhere you’ d gone. And you' d just left of your
own freewill. You didn’t mean to disappear. Or s0,” tap tap tap of the bread against the rim of the
coffee cup, “Yéelowsbeieved.”

| didn’t glance a Karish. | kept my eyestrained on the Prince, eyebrowsraised dightly ininquiry, as
though | had no ideawhat he could possibly be talking aboui.



But, damn.

“Hisreasoning wasthat if you could be impossibleto find without putting any effort into it, other
arigtocrats could be eadly hidden with alittle care and planning.”

I”’d hoped to get through thisinterview without speaking, but | just had to ask. “Was Y elowsredly
behind the disappearances of the aristocrats this summer?’ | wasn't surewhy | didn’t want to believeit.
It was no worse than what he had done the night before. But if he had arranged the disappearances, and
had had those people sacrificed, it dmost lent credence to his claim that it was working, that he knew
there had been no events over the past few months, and his actions were somehow responsible for it.
And that didn’t bear thinking of.

Because what if sacrificing aristocrats did, in some way, cadm the world down? And what if someone else
found out about it?

“Hewas,” said the Crown Prince. “He had formed those clubs. Y ou know, those ridiculouslittle socia
clubs. Invited third drawer Landed to join on the condition that his participation be kept asecret. The
little fools were so thrilled to be invited—" Oh, the disdain. So easy for him, the Crown Prince, to
denigrate the need of those less prominent to be recognized, to belong to something, “that they rushed to
join. And now they’re dead. Or so Lord Y ellows boasts.”

So, what about that basement ritual space that the Runners had found, the condemned hospital ? Unless
that had merely been the place the Reanists had used while Y ellows was renovating his dining hall. Or
had it had no connection at all and wasjust some weird coincidence?

“The food was drugged, at the dinner. So was the wine. So we would al be happy to be sacrificed. |
understand neither of you ate or drank anything. Thisistrue?’

“Yes, Your Highness”

“Why didn’t you?’

Karish hesitated amoment before answering, “Wedidn't likeit.”
Damn, did that sound childish. It probably saved our lives, though.

“When they noticed this, they redized it might be enough to ruin the entire plan. They panicked and
pushed into the next step before the rest of us were ready to be subdued.”

Thereyou go.
“Isit true?’ the Prince was asking.
“Your Highness?’ said Karish.

“Hisclaim, that there have been no,” the Prince made a vague gesture with his hand, “ earthquakes or
tornadoes or what have you threatening. Since he' s started sacrificing aristocrats.”

My fault. I shouldn’t have been thinking about it, as gpparently the Prince could read minds.



Karish cocked hishead to one side. “ The axis holdsfast,” he assured Gifford.
“Ah,” said the Prince, the lack of comprehension beaming from his eyes. He looked a me.

| shrugged. No ideas here, mate. “ There have been events, Y our Highness.” The ones Karish had
caused, but events dl the same. So nat, technicdly, alie.

The Prince mused on that amoment, then apparently decided to put aside that line of questioning. “We
did not call you hereto discuss Y dlows.” He dropped the remainder of his bread into his coffee cup. A
servant jJumped forward and took histray away. “Y ou could have learned about that sort of thing well
enough from the news circulars and gossip. No.” He wiped his handswith aserviette. “We are presently
much more interested in the intriguing activitiesin which you were engeged a Y dlows Plain last night.”
Ahhdl.

“We have heard interesting rumors of you, Source Karish,” said His Highness. “Rumors of strange
doingsin Middle Reach. Of some ability to actudly bring earthquakes and such.”

We werein so much trouble.

“Your Highness,” Karish said, looking shocked. Wl done, Taro. “Forgive me, but that isan ability
Creol had. Creol could cause earthquakes at awhim. 1t's an unprecedented talent. | had never heard of
it before. And yes, at thetime | claimed to be able to do the same thing, but that wasonly . . .” Hewas
talking too fast, damn it. Rambling. Sounding guilty of something.

“Weareaware,” the Prince interrupted him, “of the story you told our noble mother.”

And he didn’t believe it any more than his mother had. Wonderful. The one thing the warring royas had
to agree on had to be the opinion that we were liars. How scary would they beif they decided to work
together on something?

“We are not sure what, precisaly, happened a Y elow Plains,” the Prince said, “but we do know there
was an earthquake, and that . . . wind. And that you were there.”

And that was a reason to suspect Karish of nefarious deeds? Brilliant logic.
Karish, having recaptured histongue, bowed hishead. “1 can offer no explanation, Y our Highness.”

| watched my Source, and marvelled at his cam. He wasthetarget of dl these questions, lucky fellow,
and he was handling it with admirable panache. | was the one grinding my teeth with tension.

“Canyou not?’ Gifford steepled hisfingerstogether. “ Perhaps you can explain your hospita tours, then.”
“My— my what, Y our Highness?’
Thiswas ridiculous. That had been ages ago. Was he being watched? And since when? This was bad.

“We have heard rumors of you going to hospitals and vigiting the patients. Tending to them, asit were.”

Karish' sexpresson was on of perfect innocent confusion. “When | have friends in one of the hospitas, |



vigt them,” he said, sounding diffident and uncertain, as though he couldn’t for thelife of him understand
what the Prince was suggesting.

“Oh, thisis not smply about visiting friends. Not according to the stories We have heard. And such
storiesthey are, Source Karish. Of the blind being made to see, the crippled to walk, the dead to live.”

The last shreds of that cool demeanour I’ d been so admiring fell away as Karish’s mouth dropped open
in shock. “Your Highness?’

And hisvoice actualy squeaked. | dmost winced to heer it.

“They say you're some sort of miracle heder, Source Karish. Y ou walk up to acomplete stranger, lay
your hands on him, and drag him back from the brink of death.”

Ah damn. I’d aways hated hyperbole. It was dways causing trouble.

“My— Y our Highness! No! | can do nothing likethat!” There was no doubting the sincerity of that
denid.

Only the Princedid. “ Y ou are suggesting that Our most reliable sources of information areliars?’
Karish assumed an expression of bemusement. “ These arerumors, Y our Highness,” he said, mild and
cam once more, utterly reasonable. “I’ ve had the most ridiculous things said about me, and thisisjust

another. | can't heal people.”

No one could prove he heded people. No one would get it from me. Bastards. He does something
decent and kind and he gets dl thisgrief from it. Why couldn’t peoplejust leave him alone?

“Y ou are denying these rumors?’
“Mogt wholeheartedly, Y our Highness.”
“And you had nothing to do with whatever happened at Y ellows Plain last night?’

“Certainly not, Y our Highness,” Karish answered. “1 have no connection with the Reanists, | promise
yw.ll

That wasn't what the Prince had meant, and everyone in the room knew it.

My stomach was clenching into anicetight knot. | wished | hadn’t esten breskfast because it was
beginning to fed like there wasn't room for it down there. If | thought about it very hard | could keep my
breathing dow and even. In, out, in, out.

Why was this happening? Why was | getting caught up in this sort of thing? Thiswasn't supposed to be
my life. | wastoo ordinary for it. I'd just wanted to do my job. Be a Shield, live my life, not hurt anyone.
What wasthis dangerous, secretive mire | wasfinding mysdlf in the middle of ?

Maybe we should tell everyone. Tdll the Prince, tell the Triple S council, tell everyone. Get it al out in the
open. Secrets that were shared by everyone, that were out in the open, were no longer secrets, and no
longer dangerous.



But we' d dready lied. To the Empress, to the Prince, to the council. Everyone. Could we dig oursalves
out o latein the game?

And Karish was 50 afraid of teling anyone. And if dedling with Karish’'s mother had taught me anything,
it had taught me that when Karish got hysterica about something, he had an excdllent reason for it.

“And what about you, Shield Mallorough?’
Oh hdl. I had thought | was going to get away with being apiece of furniture. “Yes, Y our Highness?’
“What is your explanation for the eventsin Middle Reach and Y elows Plain?’

| suddenly wanted to swalow. My throat felt so tight, | was afraid of what my voice would sound like
once | spoke.

No matter what | thought, there was no way | was going to contradict Karish about this matter in front of
anyone. | didn’t know that Karish wasn't right to be wary. And once there gppeared to be any disparity
between our gtories, the game would be over, replaced by anightmare. Relieving my conscience by
telling the truth, without Karish’s concurrence, would make us both look suspicious. It would land both
of usin serious, serioustrouble that we wouldn’t be able to get out of, because no one would believe us
anymore.

Not that they should. We were, after dl, lying.

And so, “I’m sorry, Your Highness, but | don’'t know what you' re looking for.” Voice didn’t sound too
bad. Even and clear. I'd believe me,

“Thetruth,” he snapped, his patience findly thinning.

“Of course.” When in doubt, act likeanidiot. “ | didn’t start any earthquakesin Middle Reach.”

“No onethinksyou did, girl!”

“ThenI’mafraid | don’'t understand your question, Y our Highness.”

“No, of courseyou don’'t!” The Prince rubbed at his reddening face. “Y ou would have me believe these
aredl just coincidences. All these rumors and events are inexplicable fantaseswith no basisin fact. The
both of you treat melikeafool.” He glared at us, eyesflicking from oneto the other. “Y ou don’t appear
to understand how dangerousthat is”

| had afeding it was abad sgn when Prince Gifford forgot to usetheroyd plurd. “Y our Highness,” |
said. “We mean you no disrespect. We honestly can't tell you what you want to know.” Because we
were terrified of what the consequences would be.

“I don't like the way you speak, Shield Mallorough,” was his blunt response. “1’ ve never found that
monotone you Shields seem driven to assume at al attractive, and you choose the words you use with

too much care, words that are subject to severa interpretations. It makes you sound dippery.”

All right, then. Timeto shut up and hope | didn’t just Sink our boat.



| felt Karish watch besde me. “It'sa Shidd’ stask to take care with her words.” The accent
strengthened as his voice acquired an edge. “They are dl trained to do so. | thought everyone knew
that.” Shut up, shut up, shut up, Karish. “Perhapsif Y our Highness were more informed about the
responghilities of Shields and Sources, you would not find our behavior so disquieting.”

Whileit wasdl chivarous and noble and whatnot for him to defend me, this was not the time! And this
certainly wasn't the manner. One did not chide the Crown Princefor being ignorant. | really wanted to
gouge Karishin theribsfor that one.

And the Prince plainly wasn't pleased. His face turned adarker hue of crimson, and for amoment |
thought he was going to start yelling. But he didn’t. He pulled in a deep breath through his nose and
vigbly grabbed control of himself. It was alittle uncomfortable to watch, quivering rage hauled back and
gomped into invighility.

But his voice shook alittle when he spoke. “'Y ou may be correct, Source Karish,” he said. “Wedo find
oursalves lacking in specific information about the Triple S. We hear that they stop dl of these natural
disastersthat our world is apparently heir to, and of course we are well aware of the enormous levels of
revenue sent to the academies and the council, but we never think anything beyond that.” That was good.
That wastheway weliked it. “But it is clear that We should rectify that error. It gppearsto Usthat We
might be. . . underutilizing you.”

That

sounded

bad.

“Underutilizing, Y our Highness?’

I’'m glad Karish asked. I’ d been dying to. Sort of. A part of me had been. Another part of me had been
thinking ignorance was bliss.

“Perhaps you can’t honestly explain these unusua events. But perhaps your council can.”

Ah hdl. Damn, damn, damn. The council was dready suspicious of us. What were they going to think—
or do— if the Crown Prince went to them with whatever wild speculations he dreamed up? Just . . . hell.

“Yes, Source Karish, that' s an excdlent ideg,” the Prince said with growing enthusiasm and blatant
malice. “We have been remiss, ignoring the needs and interests of the Triple S aswe have. For centuries
the family have done nothing but hand over asmdl fortune and leave you to it. But it has been made clear
to usthat the Triple S might benefit from some. . . supervison.”

Oh. Hell.

“Obvioudy, Our next step must be Shidonee' s Gap, so We can discuss such matters with the council.
No doubt, in their collective wisdom and experience, they can answer questions you cannot.” He looked
beyond usto a servant who had been lurking behind us. No words were spoken, but | heard the clinking
of glass. “Leave now.”



It took us amoment to start moving. | was too stunned.

As soon as we were outside the apartment and the door had closed behind us, | looked up to say
something to Karish. | wasn't sure what, exactly, but | had no doubt it would be stupid and useless. So it
wasjust aswell that | was preempted by the arriva of aservant. One of the Dowager’s, | redized.

“Source Karish,” she said, her voice hard with the unimpressed arrogance of a person who had spent her
lifewaiting on someone truly unworthy. “The Dowager Duchess of Westsea requests your attendance.”

Karish scowled. “Couldn’t careless.”

“Now, my lord.”

That startled me. Was she dlowed to talk to him that way?

Karigv sfaceflushed. “Go to hell.”

Oh, no, hewasn't a the end of histether or anything.

The servant was il unimpressed. “1 am ingtructed to follow you until you concede,” shetold him. “If that
means following you to your home or to the home of someone e se and knocking on the door until dawn,

then that’ swhat | will do.”

And shedidn’t gppear disturbed by playing such ahumiliating role. | wondered what other kinds of weird
tasks the Dowager had demanded of her.

“Oh, for gods sake.” Karish wanted to shove hishandsin his hair but it was too tightly bound. “Why
can't thewoman just leave?’

Y es, why couldn’t she? She either thought Karish was safely strapped down asthe next duke, or knew it
was impossible and too late to do anything about it. Now that her presence was of no more use one way
or the other, why couldn’t shejust leave and resume the disinterest she had had for Karish during amost
three decades?

Karish was going to talk to her. | knew hewould. “Go on ahead, Lee,” he said.

I”d planned on going with him. Mora support. “ But—"

“Her Grace has no desirefor the Shidld,” the servant informed Karish.

“She doesn’t do much for me, either.” But | wanted to go with Karish. | wanted to be there to remind
him that there were sane people who knew hiswaorth.

“Lee, please” Hewas serious, resolute, al thoseirritating grown-up things that more often than not just
gotintheway. “1 don’t want you to come with me. And | don’t want you to linger around here waiting
for me. | want you to go home. All right?’

If that was what he truly wanted. It was none of my business, after dl, and I’ d dready seen more of his
family lifethan I’d any right to. It wasjudt . . . “Areyou sure?’



“Yes, I'll befine” He ducked down to kissmy cheek. “I'll seeyou at the Stall.”

Another watch with him al wound up after bresthing the same air as hismother. Joy. “All right.” | patted
his chest. He knew best.

She'djust better not do anything to him.

| watched him follow the servant down the hdl. | thought about waiting for him anyway, but | dismissed
that idea. If he came out of that interview in afoul mood I might be the last person he needed to see. So |
would leave him done.

| went home. And thought about how disastrous the meeting with the Prince had been. Not as bad asit
could have been, | supposed. | was still breathing. And not injail. All good. But he' d been throwing
around ominous hintsand | didn’'t have the least ideawhat was going to happen next. | hated that.

| didn’t want to think about it. Therewas no point init, not until I knew what was going to happen.
Besides, I'd never be ableto deepif | didn’'t calm down. Karish and | had awatch during the darkside,
never my favoritetime dot, and | needed to get some deep before | went to the Stall. | changed into the
trousers and shirt my mother hated so much and heated up some stew I’ d picked up the day before.

| heard aknock the entrance to the house. | couldn’t have been more surprised when | opened the door
to Doran.

My shock must have been plastered on my face, for he stepped back diffidently. “Isit not proper to visit
aShieldin her home?’ he asked.

“Of coursenot. | mean, yes, it'sfine” Very good, Lee. Excdlent impression of arambling idiot. “Please,
comein.” What was he doing there? How had he gotten my address?“How isLydia?’

“Furiousthat she didn’'t make a better show of it at YelowsPain,” he said with atired smile. “She
aways thought if something dangerous happened she d be able to handle herself.”

“It wasamess. | don't think anyone redlly handled themselves aswell asthey would have liked.”
“Shéll befineintime, though.”

“Good. I'm glad to hear it. Please, have aseat.” | scanned the room for articles of clothing or dishes that
weren't supposed to be there. All looked clear. “Can | get you adrink? Some wine?’

With the efficiency of movement that was apparently bred— or maybe beaten— into the mgority of
aristocrats, Doran took his place on the sofa. “Wine would be good.”

“Red or white?” Oh, | wasn't supposed to ask that. | was supposed to know what wine was suitable for
thetime of day. How horribly clasdess.

But hedidn’'t smileat me. “Red please”
| nodded and took off to the kitchen, which gave me afew moments of respite as| poured thewine. |

wasn't prepared to be dedling with unfamiliar people right then. My mind had been set to going to bed
and avoiding thinking for the next few hours.



And | looked awful.
Like that had anything to do with anything.

| brought the wine to the living room, handing aglassto Doran and sitting down in the chair opposite the
sofa

“I'vejust sent aletter off to Lydia sfiance, telling him what happened last night,” said Doran. “ She's
going to kill me.” But from the way he grinned, he wasn't too worried about it.

Oh. I’ d assumed the two of them were some kind of couple. “Why wouldn’t she want him to know?’
“Hegetsal militant and protective of her,” Doran chuckled. “Beginsto tregt her like glass. He hasn't
known her aslong as| have. He hasn’t seen the bloody noses she' s earned, or watched her fall out of

trees and whatnot and shake it off. Some part of him thinks she' s done nothing more than it on asofa
and read her wholelife. It makes Lydiainsane. But he has aright to know.”

“He was brave enough to refuse an invitation to last night’ s party?” From what | understood of such
thing, therefusal of aPrince sinvitation meant the end of acceptancein any socid circle within the High
Landed.

“No, he'snot Landed. He' s merchant. He didn’t get an invitation, lucky beggar. HE sout ingpecting his
property somewhere.” Doran waved a hand back over his shoulder. | wasn't sure whether he was
indicating the direction in which the property of Lydia sfiancélay, or merdy suggesting that the man was
out of town, or swatting away afly. “Lydiacouldn’t convince him to come back to escort her. But he'll
come racing back as soon as he gets my |etter. He adores her.”

Well, good for her, good for him. But why was hetdling me?

He sipped the wine and appeared to be surprised. “ Thisisvery good!” he exclaimed.

My, how polite. I'll be sure to pass your compliments on to Karish.

“It just so happens |’ m going to be out an assistant for the Hallin Festival. Unless| can find some
sympathetic young woman willing to take Lydia splace.”

“Ah.” Damnit. The perfect opportunity to get through the festival with minima humiliation and | had to let
it pass. “ Karish has threatened me with punishments most gruesome should | desert himin thistria.”

“How ungenerous of him. | would have thought Shintaro would have been able to find any number of
willingvicims”

“I have no doubt, but he probably doesn’t want any of them watching him go through the embarrassing
gepsof learning anew skill.”

He grinned back. “Then | shdl forgive him for dominating you for such apurpose.”

“That sright kind of you.” And now what? | was so bad with small talk.



Doran sobered quickly. “ About you and Shintaro—"

Ah. Hereit came.

“— what were you doing last night?’

Not quite what | was expecting. “I’m sorry. | don’t understand.”
“That wind in'Y dlows dining room, you two did that.”

How completely unbelievable. Now the average regular was starting to suspect something. “We can't
manipulate thewind, Doran.”

He frowned. “But you can control thingslike cyclones, can't you? That' swind.”

| wasirrationdly irritated at the man for hismaking melie, but | kept it out of my voice. “That's
different,” | said. “It fedsdifferent.” It used different forces. But | wasn't sure either of uswereuptoa
long lecture about the skills of Sources. “Just trust me onthis” Yes, Doran, trust mewhilel’mlying
through my teeth.

| felt awful.

“All right, then. If you say s0.”

“I do.”

“But you have to admit, that was a pretty wild night.”

“That isoneword for it.”

“Fromwhat | hear, alot of wild things happen around you.”

| raised an eyebrow at him. “And what, precisdy, does that mean?’

He was undaunted by my cool tone. * Just that interesting things seem to happen wherever you are.”

Who had he been talking to? And what had they been saying?“I think there has been some gross
exaggeration going on.”

“If you say 0,” he said, but his eyes were shining. “ So, do you ever watch the races?’
“Not without getting redly drunk firgt.”
Helaughed.

He stayed dmost an hour. It took only afraction of that time for meto realize we had nothing at dl in
common. But we had fun denigrating each other’ s preferences, and | found myself enjoying his company.

And, frighteningly enough, he wasn't caught by my list of restrictions. | never crossed off poor aristocrats.
Hm.



| went to bed as soon as he left. | couldn’t deep, though. | was thinking about the Prince. And Lord
Ydlows. And Karish.

So | was awake when, several hours later, there was another knock on the door. And thistime it was
Karish. He leaned against the door and he smelled of smoke and liquor.

“I’'m sorry,” he said as soon as | opened the door. His words weren't durred, but he sounded tired.
“For what?’ | took hishand and pulled him ingde, closing the door behind him.

“| shouldn’t be here.” But even as he spoke he was dipping his arms around me and hugging metightly.
Very tightly. | put my hand on the back of his head. “What happened?’

“Sheknows.” | felt him pull in adeep bresth. “ She' sleaving.”

Hooray for that. “Do you want to talk about it?’

“No.”

| stroked hishair. Shewasleaving. Thiswas agood thing. “Areyou going to be dl right?’

“Yes” hesad. “I’'msorry. | shouldn’t have come.” But he didn’t move.

“You're dwayswelcome here, Taro.”

A sound that might have been a chuckle under other circumstances. “ Always?’

“Wdl,” | amiled, “1 might not aways gppreciate your timing, but you'll ways be welcome.” With no
dazzling show necessary.

| pulled on thefront of hisshirt. “Comeon. Let’sst down.”

Heresisted for amoment— what, he thought | was going to let him go back out there alone?— but then
he followed meto the sofa. | sat down first and he sprawled the length of the sofa, hisfeet hanging off the
end, putting hishead inmy lap. | ran my fingersthrough his hair, savouring the immediate caming affects
of hisproximity, and we waited until it wastimeto go to the Stall.

Epilogue

| stepped down of f the stage, pretending to need to watch my feet so | wouldn't trip, but actudly doing
my best to avoid the eyes of anyone in the stunned, politely applauding audience. After the most
humiliating experience of my life | wanted to dither away as quickly as possible and not see any of these
peoplefor at least amonth, if then. But apart of mewas angry, that I’ d had to do something so unsuited
to my temperament, and that these people had expected so much of Karish and me smply because it
was Karish and me,

The crowd had been at least four times aslarge as that of most other amateur performers. Because
everyone who had heard of Karish, and didn’t have friends and family to support on other stagesin the



sametime dot, were curious to know what the Stallion of the Triple Swould do on stage. Damn Karish.
Damn my being bonded to him. | didn’t deserve such notoriety.

And he' d chosen the damn poem, too. Some nonsensical rambling thing that neither of us understood and
the audience didn’t appreciate, despite aflawless ddlivery. | wanted to know what ancient tome my
Source had dug that poem out of, so | could burn it. I wanted to know whose good idea it was to teach
that man to read in thefirg place. Redlly, why wasn't it enough for him to channdl and look pretty? That
was more than most people had.

But at least no one was throwing anything at us.

A month earlier, we might not have been so spared, and thingswere till alittletense. | till overheard the
odd uncomplimentary comment. But things were better. Norma summer weather had finaly descended
upon High Scape, with comfortably hot days and fine, misted evenings.

Events had findlly started occurring again. Not that the events were inherently good, of course, but to be
useful againwasardief. Thefirgt timel had to shield Karish through an actua event, it had been adivine
release. And after, it had felt like things were findly getting back to norma. Whatever norma meant.

LaMonte and Wilberforce had been unbearable, each in their unique idiosyncratic ways. Not only had
the Triple Sfindly responded to LaMonte' sinquiry with the assurance that we should claim to be
working on the weether problem while we— and they— actudly did nothing, but the problem had
apparently fixed itself. Just as LaMonte had predicted it would. | didn’t know whichwasworse, La
Monte' s smug auraof superiority or Wilberforce' s constant promises that when we were as experienced
as LaMonte we would know what we were doing, too.

| wasn't going to tell them what | suspected. That the Reanists had been sacrificing aristocrats, and that
the sacrificed had been preventing the events. That | suspected there was a so a connection to the
weather— the events weren't happening as they were supposed to, so the pressure events rel eased
came out in the weather— and the behavior of theregulars. | had no evidence of any of it, except that al
of the changes had happened contemporaneoudly.

| had dso found that | could and did effect the weather mysdlf, but only once it had camed down oniits
own could | control the nature of that effect. | could, if | chose, stop therain. Or gart it. But oncethe
westher had become seasondl, | saw no reason to play with it.

It was an interesting thing to know, that | could do it, but of no redl use.

So the weather was what it was supposed to be, but the changes had come too late for most to recover
their lost crops or other earnings. People had gone bankrupt. People had died. The damage was done.

Y et some had managed to recover something. Some had planted late variety seedlings. Some had been
forced to find other ways of making money and had experienced an amount of success at it. People
willing to trave to nearby villages and citiesto pick up supplies continued to make afortune. And Prince
Gifford had promised and delivered grains from the roya stores. No one was going to starve over the
winter.

Then there were the executions. | was horrified to acknowledge that the hanging of the Reanists
appeared to provide people with some kind of perversethrill or release.

The firg batch from the parade, Risa had told me, had been throwaways. Expected to fail, they were



meant to address any rumors the Prince might have been hearing concerning an atempt on hislife by
posing as whatever threat the Prince had been told to anticipate. The protection provided by Lord
Yelows guardswas meant to encourage Gifford strust and reliance on his host.

The residents of High Scape resented that their city had been used to attempt an assassination on the
Crown Prince. They redly resented learning that Reanists had been living among them without anyone
doing anything about it. Having every single one of them executed made the High Scapersfed vindicated.

These successes seemed enough to take the edge off everyone' sanger. At least enough that | didn’t have
to worry about being spat a on the street. Not enough, however, for them not to enjoy watching us
make complete fools of ourselves on stage.

Next year, | didn't carewhat it took, | was going to be away from High Scape during the Hallin Festival.
If it meant temporarily abandoning my post, or even being relieved of it, | was never doing thisagain.

| got off the stage, | kept my head down, and | walked, resolute in achieving my escape. | wasthinking
ahead to putting my feet up in my flat and drowning my sorrowsin acask of wine. Then | was grabbed
by the arm and dmost whirled off my fedt.

“Oh noyou don’'t,” Risagrinned down a me, her brother a pace behind her. “1t is shockingly
ill-mannered of you to deprive the spectators of your presence after such afine performance. I'm sure

they aredl longing to tell—"

“Shut up, Risa,” | snapped at her. Of course she had been there to seeit. Despite my refusing to tell her
the location and time of our performance. Despite my forbidding her to come should she manageto find
out. “When are you going up again? | want to be sure to be there to watch and mock.” And laugh.

“I| went yesterday,” sheinformed me smugly.

She— what? She went yesterday?“Y ou told me you were going on the last day.”

“I lied.” Shesmiled. A superior curve of thelipsthat had me debating the merits of dugging her. Onthe
one hand, she deserved it. On the other, she was much bigger than me. “I didn’t want you coming and

heckling me.”

Wench. Refusing to tell was one thing. Lying about it, that was just wrong. | wished I’ d thought of it. “ But
you felt perfectly comfortable coming hereto heckle me?’

“Sure.” She shrugged. “I’m acommoner. A regular. A member of the lower orders. I’ m not expected to
know better. But you are, being aresponsible Shield and al. Y ou’ re supposed to be above publicly
humiliating others. Y ou should be thanking me, for helping you stick to your sandards.”

What complete bosh. | had no standards.

“Beddes,” Erin added, “Y ou would have nothing to heckle Risafor. She'san excdlent tumbler.”
Another reason I’ d wanted to avoid Risaright then. I’ d left thingswith Erin kind of hanging. True, Risa
had said hewasn't terribly interested in continuing thingswith me, but | felt there should have been some

kind of ritua closing of the possibility, ashared glass of wine or an argument.

On the other hand, Erin didn't appear to be feeling awkward right then, so why should 1?1 suppose



you've dready done yours, too?’ | demanded.
He grinned. “Nothing gets people laughing harder than mimicking politicians”
Damn. | would have liked to have seen that. | could have used alaugh.

“But,” he said, frowning alittle. “What are oysters? And how can they wear shoesif they haven’t any
fet?

| waved my handsin front of my face in anegative gesture. “I don’'t know what any of it means,” |
admitted. “ Karish claims he doesn't ether, though he' s the one who found it. | don’t even know who
wroteit. Karish saysit’svery old. | think an early Source wroteit to torment al generations who come
after. And I’'m going to do my best to burn it out of my memory. Liquor isgood for that, isn't it?’

“Cometo my placetonight,” Risasuggested. “I’m having alittle party for Erin. HE sleaving tomorrow.”
| looked at him with surprise. “Y ou're leaving dready? The Bill’ sdrafted then?”

He shuffled hisfeet, suddenly serious. “We ve been told the Empress hedlth has taken aturn for the
worse,” hesaid. “ And she' sanxiousto get this Bill shoved through before she dies”

| felt my mouth drop open before | hastily pulled it shut. “It’ sthat serious?”

He shrugged. “ That’ swhat they say. The last week has been sheer hell, trying to get dl the important bits
on parchment. That's been done and most of us have been ordered home. There re three solicitors till
working onit, polishing it as much asthey can. | think theideaiisto get it through and then do the
fine-tuning after it’s passed.”

| whigtled. “The Prince must be thrilled with that.”

Ah, the Prince, the Prince, I’ d promised mysdf | wouldn't think of him. At dl, if | could hepit. Since he
left High Scape I’ d been waiting for something to happen. For summonsto Erstwhile. For the Runnersto
show up to arrest me. For the Triple S council to order us back to Shidonee' s Gap. Something.

But nothing had happened. Which was good. But I didn’t know if that meant there was nothing to worry
about, or that the different partiesinvolved were just taking their time deciding what to do. All | could do
waswait and hopeit wasal coming to nothing. Very hard on the nerves.

| frowned as a new worrisome thought disrupted the others. | looked a Risa. “Thisis none of my
business,” | said, “but should you redly be throwing one of your extravagant partiesright now?’ I've
heard of people who were bankrupt going out with abang, but I didn’t want to see Risafollowing down
that path of folly.

She grinned, gpparently unoffended by my inquisitive question that | had no business asking. “ Got a
loan,” she announced. “Erin arranged it.”

“Not so you could blow it dl on frivoloustripe,” Erin muttered.

She glared at her brother. “Don’t start,” shewarned him inahard voice. “I’m not achild. I'll use my
money asl like”



It was on thetip of my tongue, the suggestion that now that she had gotten this bresk she should useit to

sart clearing up her debts, not squander it on insubstantial amusements. But | didn’t want to resurrect our
earlier argument. And Risawasright. | had no idea how frustrating it could be to want something and not

be ableto afford it. To know you would never be ableto afford it.

Everyone did supid things every oncein awhile. I'd indulged in some masterpieces. Just ook a my
fiasco on stage.

Risa s gaze left her brother and she made adeliberate effort to resume her earlier carefreeair. “ So are
you coming?’ she asked me.

“Aye, and bring your mother,” Erin added. “ She sbrilliant.”

Risanudged him intheribs and he glanced a her with surprise.

“My mother went home,” | told him.

“Oh. Sorry. | was under theimpression that she was here for agood while.”

“Shefet she had to get back home.”

| had received aletter from her the other day, thanking me for my hospitality and congratulating me on
High Scape’ simproved circumstances. Telling methat it looked like Dias was devel oping seriousinterest
in an appropriate girl. Enthusing about the profit margins of the last quarter. In other words, it was aletter
identical in tone and genera content to al the other letters she had ever sent me. No mention was made
of why she had |eft early. No attempt was made to continue the discussion she' d Ieft with. No hint was
given that we ever would.

| didn’t know how to respond to the letter. So | had decided not to, for awhile.

| pulled inaquick breeth of surprise asan arm curled around my waist from behind. Then | redized who
it was. “Trying to ditch me?’ avoice spoke into my ear.

| tried to jerk away, though not too hard, because | didn’t want to make a scene, so Karish didn’t et me
go. “I’'mnot spesking to you,” | told him. “ That poem was adisaster.”

“Ah, they’ redl abunch of city sackers” he said dismissively. “What do they know?’
“Bad poetry when they heer it.”

“In time those who achieve real wisdom will look back on this day and gppreciate that poem for the
artwork that itis.”

Erin snorted.

“I'm having asmall get-together tonight, Karish,” Risasad. “It' sagoing-away party for Erin. I'vejust
asked Dunleavy. Would you like to come?’

| didn’'t look up at Karigh; it would be too uncomfortable from my current position, but | imagined him
cocking hishead in that graciousway of his. “We can't attend,” he said formaly. “We haveawatchin
the Stall thisevening. But thank you for the kind invitation.”



Risa s gaze watched to me and | nodded. “| was going to tell you but | got sde-tracked.” And | was
relieved not to be going. | wouldn’'t have felt comfortable drinking Risal swine and esting her food and
knowing she couldn’t afford to be serving it.

Someone on the stage started singing. Redlly really badly. So completely off-key | couldn’t believe he
wasn't doing it on purpose. He had to be. No one could be that bad by accident. | clapped my hands
over my earswithout thinking. Erin and Risa, who'd had their backsto the stage, glanced over their
shoulders with grimaces of disgust. Didn’t the man know he wasrisking abarrage of fruit?

“What' swrong?’ Karish asked.

| looked up at him then. And saw he was serious. He honestly couldn’t hear it. For abrief moment |
thought how wonderful it must be to be tone-desf.

“Let’sget out of here” said Erin.

“Wait wait wait!” avoice cdled from the Sde, and Doran of al peoplejogged up to us.

Karish’sarm tightened to an dmost uncomfortable degree before loosening again.

“What are you doing here?’ | demanded with an appdling lack of manners. It wasjust, did everyonel
know show up to watch my humiliation? He was another person who' d asked when | was performing,
and another person I'd refused to tell.

He smiled without repentance. “1 wanted to see your show.”

| held back asigh and gave into the hints Risawas giving me with her steady, unsubtle stare. “Doran, this
is Solicitor Erin Demaris and Runner RisaDemaris, hissgter. Erin and Risa, thisisLord—" | ssumbled,

redlizing | didn’t know Doran’s proper title, “— Doran Laidley?’

“Lord Stoneridge, if you want to get pompous about it,” he said eadily. “Old title, little chunk of land you
couldn’t grow potatoes on, no cash. No excessive pride, here.”

“Do you work, then?” Erin asked.

Doran, if he had felt like it, could have expressed horror and indignation at the thought. Instead he
shrugged. “I" ve been known to carve the odd trinket or two. Little Statuettes. Miniature profiles. Toys
even. People have been willing to pay afew coinsfor them.” And then he put hisindex finger to hislips, a

parody of arequest for secrecy.

And once again | had to squash down the envy | felt for people who could do things with their hands.
“How’sLydia?’ Shehad, of course, left the hospital, and | had visited her at her home, but shewas
requiring along convaescence.

“Getting over thefever, findly. But il quite weak and finding it infuriating. And Ivan— her fiancé— is
smply driving her mad with his hovering.” He grinned. “It' sfun to watch.”

“Y ou have no sympathy for the poor woman? Hard-hearted man.”

“I have sympathy for usright now.” Hewinced at the stage. “ That guy issimply awful. Do you think he's



working out some latent anger?’

“Think | should arrest him?” Risaasked with amischievous gleam in her eye. “ Disturbing the peace or
something. Inflicting emotiona digtress on the public.”

“Voluntary assumption of risk,” said Erin. “ Everyone knows going in that they might see something
awful.” And helooked at me with amusement, the prat.

“Aye, but he can’'t use that defence until he shows up in court. In the meantime I’ll have him arrested and
dlent. A short-term solutionisal I’'mlooking for right now.”

While Erin explained to Risathe difference between atort and a crime, Doran touched my arm to get my
atention. “They’ re holding abench-dancing competition on West Baker Street,” hesaid. “It'sjust alittle

one. Most people are till watching the performances. But | thought you might like to indulge in something
" hewaved at the stage, “— that. And I’ ve never seen you dance.”

you're good at. Y ou know, after—
There was no reason why he should. “I’'m not dressed for it.”
“Please. For me.”

| let mysdf roll my eyes.

Doran glanced at Karish’ sarm, gtill around mewaist. “My lord, please. Use your influence. Thiswill be
good for her.”

“Y ou overestimate my influence,” Karish said over my head. “But you should go, Lee. For my sakeif
nothing ese. Y ou've beenimpossblethislagt little while”

| twisted around to glare up a him.

He grinned back.

| was surrounded by men who thought they were just too clever.

But what the hdll. | had nothing elseto do. “We |l haveto go by the house so | can change.”
“We vegot timeif werent acarriage.”

Karish withdrew hisarm. “Don’t sprain an ankle.” He leaned down to kiss my cheek.

“I’'m never going to forgive you for today, you know.”

Hewinked & me. “Y ou'd forgive me anything.”

Aye, probably, morefoal I. But | was so happy to have the old Karish back, the easy-going relaxed
Karish, that | wasn't up to pretending | was serioudy angry with him.

We said good day to Risaand Erin, whose discussion had degenerated into some kind of practical
versustheoretical legd argument. Karish dipped away with awave. Doran offered me hisarm and as|
was wearing those obnoxious skirts over uneven ground, | took it.



“May | call you Lee, t0o0?" he asked.

| hesitated. Few people called me Lee. My family. A couple of old lovers. Karish, from the day we met
and without bothering to ask permission. Shiedswere usualy caled by their family name by those within
the Triple S. Dunleavy, from aregular, was acceptable. Lee, though, assumed a sort of familiarity |
wasn't usudly comfortable with.

Perhaps | needed to get over. “Sure,” | said. Besides, | liked him.

So did Karish, it seemed, though that wasn't as much of arelief as| would have expected. And that was
foolish.

He seemed anice, norma person. Easygoing, non-dazzling, with acam, regular life. And | could usea
little of that. No more weird adventures.



