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Chapter One

Sometimes, when | wasfedling particularly stupid, | thought if 1 hadn’t been born Shield Dunleavy
Mallorough, | would have liked to earn coin by bench dancing. It was aridiculousidea, because, aye, |
was a Shield, which meant working as a Shield was the only thing | could do. And if | hadn’t been born a
Shield, | would have been steered into the family business, trained to do whatever merchant-and
traderlike things my sister and brothers did. Which meant | wouldn’t have gotten the daily practicein
bench dancing that | received at the Shield Academy, so | wouldn't have been nearly asgood at it as|
was.

Plus, | wasjust too short to be among the best. Damnit.

But at least | could join the odd competition, just for the fun of it, without worrying that someone might
try soning me. Just for thefun of it.

It had taken awhile, but | was once more welcome at the bench dancing competitions. | could add my
nameto the list without haf the competitors withdrawing. | could dance, leaping from bench to bench and
over the moving bars, without worrying about the stalkers—the four people moving the
bars—ddiberately crushing my ankles. | could win around without being booed.

The residents of High Scape had taken along timeto forgive the Pairsfor our failurein regulating the
wesgther that had virtually destroyed everyone' slivelihoods over the past summer. And from some of the
comments | had heard, some of them till thought we could have done something, but hadn’t. Which
didn’t make sense. If we' d been ableto control the blizzards in summer, the drastic changes from
torrentia rain to torturous droughts, why wouldn’'t we? What would we have gained from our refusal?

Sources and Shields could calm the earthquakes, the tornadoes, the vol canoes, dl of the other natural
disagtersthat frequently threatened our cities. Sources channeled the forces that created these events,
Shields made sure those forces didn’t curl back and destroy the Sources as they worked. We couldn’'t
do anything about the weether, like rain or snow. Well, nothing reliable. We d suffered from the same
food shortages, the same uncomfortable temperatures, the same danger of getting lost in sudden
blizzards. If we could havefixed it dl, we would have.

Whether the regulars, those who were not Sources and Shields, believed us or not, they seemed to have
forgiven us. We no longer had to worry about being assaulted in the streets, or given clothing deliberately
designed to beill fitting. | till didn’t want to et in taverns, unsure of what unregulated ingredients might
have been added to the medl, but I’ d findly felt brave enough to join the dancing lists. I'd missed
dancing.

Bench dancing wasn't actualy dancing, and at times | wondered how it had come to be so named. It was
afeat of athletics, two people facing each other on either end of two long wooden benches, laid side by
sidein sand, each bench about afoot high and a hand-span wide. Two people knelt a each end and
handled four bars, dightly longer than the benches, raising them and clashing them together in timeto the
drums. The dancers wereto legp over the bars as they moved without ever standing on both benches at
the same time and without faling to the sand.

Shieldslearned how to dance the benchesin childhood. It was an excellent way to force usto pay
attention to our immedi ate environment, something our nature caused usto neglect. And I’'d fdllenin love
with it upon first introduction. It was such aglorious exercise of every muscleand sense. | just wished |
were better at it.

That day, | madeit to the quarter finals before being beaten, and | felt nice and loose and swesty. |



happily shook hands with my beaming opponent and sat down on one of the dressing benchesto catch
my breeth.

“Much as| esteem you,” a pleasant baritone spoke into my ear, “1 am happy enough | didn’t wager on
you thisday. | don’'t have the coinsto spare.”

| looked up at the young man with the charming smile and an unintimidatingly pleasing countenance. A
land-poor, coin-poor younger son of aless-than-wealthy lord, Doran Laidley was, dare | say it, my
suitor, and | couldn’t be more pleased with him. He made me laugh, he had no dark corners, and he had
so far demondtrated no controlling nor obsessive behaviors.

“Off the bench, lordling,” | told Doran. “It’ sonly for contestants.”
“Thenwhy areyou sttingonit? You'velog.”

| stuck my tongue out at him and stood up, bending over at the waist to stretch out my legs. “I thought
you weren't going to be heretoday.” 1" d been counting on it. There was no way to look good while you
were bench dancing. The sport required loose-fitting clothing. My hair had bounced out of itstiesand
grown to resemble a bird' s nest, never agood look on aredhead. And | didn’t shine, | didn’t glow, |
swest. | looked aproper treat, | did.

Not that | ever looked particularly good or sharp without hours of planning and execution. Still, there
were certain depthsto which | could sink for which | would prefer there were no witnesses.

“Sweet Ride came through for me on the second. | decided to count my blessngs—and my coins—and
move on before | lost my luck.”

With my hed digging into the ground, | pressed the ball of my foot against the leg of the bench and
gretched my caf. “From what | understand, it’s unusua for agambler to know when to quit.”

“What can | say?| am unique among men.”

“Uh-huh.” | smiled. Sometimes Doran demonstrated these trumped up flashes of arrogance that | found
just too cute. There were alot of things about him that were just too cute. “What isthat?’ | gestured at a
piece of jewelry he was wearing on the left Sde of his chest. Doran wasn't the type to wear jewelry—he
didn’t even wear rings—and thiswas an unusua piece. A sort of brooch, | supposed, made of gold, with
the body of it suspended from the pin by a short dender chain.

“It'saharmony bob,” he said. “For luck.”
| stared at him, shocked. “For luck? What do you mean?’
“Theact of wearing it is supposed to bring meluck,” he said dowly.

I’d known what he meant. That hadn’t been my point. “Y ou don't actualy believein luck, do you?’ How
horribly disgppointing.

“No,” he said, then added, “not redly. But | like the idea of them, and the look of them.”
“And what do you wish luck for?’
“Oh.” Heamiled. “Just lifein generd.”

Somewould say he' d dready been granted luck inlifein generd. “1 must head home and clean up.”



“Before you rush off, | want to ask you something.”
Uh-oh. Build up to a question was never agood sign.

Doran opened his purse and pulled out asmal cream-colored envelope. “My mother is holding adinner
party next week.” He held out the envelope. “I know it’ s very short notice, but she would like you to
attend. Sowould 1.”

If | wereasgood aShield as| liked to think | was, | wouldn't have said “Y our mother?” with quite that
tone.

“I think it’ stime you met her, don’t you?’

Time?Why?*“1’m not good with mothers.”

His eyebrowsflew up at that. “ Y ou don't kill them, do you?”

“Not yet.” Though Karish’s mother had brought me pretty close. So, at times, had mine.

“Min€ sadecent sort, or | wouldn't inflict her on you. And I’ ve talked about you so much that she's
ordered meto bring you in the flesh, so she might meet the paragon.”

Paragon?“What in Zaire snamedid you tell her?’

“That you were beautiful beyond compare, with an intelligence to riva the Empress, and divine humor to
keep you from being annoying.”

| stared a him. “ So no pressure, then.”

Helaughed, and | was pleased that | could make him laugh. “Don’'t worry. | let her know you were
human. She likes human people.”

What was that supposed to mean?*“Wasit your intention to flog meinto apanic?’
“That'ssomething I’d liketo see,” hesaid. “You in apanic. May | wak you home?’

“No you may not,” | told him tartly. “And shame on you. Of course | don’t fee comfortable being in your
company when I’'m thismuch of amess.”

Herolled hiseyes. “I’ ve grown up with sisters, you know. | grew up with Lydia. | happen to know
women are actua people who get dirty sometimes.”

“And with al that female influence one would think you' ve learned we don't like to be seen when we're
dirty.” Of course, I’ d been seen by everyone at the match, and | would be seen by everyone | passed on
the street as | walked home, but thiswas different. | flicked ahand a Doran. “Be agood lad and run
avay.”

He bowed with sardonic humor. “Asmy lady wishes.”
“Oh, shut up.”

“Do let me know when you congder yourself presentable.”
“You'll bethefirst.”

| smiled to myself as| waked away from him, congratulating myself on my good sense. Hewasa



thoroughly decent man. He was handsome but not darmingly so, polite but not rigidly so, witty and calm.
And calm was important. | liked cam. Calm was easy and soothing. | was happier when those around
me were cam.

Most unique of al, heliked Karish, my Source. And Karish seemed to have no real objection to him. Or
50 | assumed. Karish caled Doran by his persona name and pronounced it properly, which was dways
agood Sgn. He never said anything snide about him, and hadn't yet asked if “thisone’ was showing any
homicida tendencies. There was a certain reserve in his manner when he spoke of Doran, and akind of
blankness would come over his face, which was not his wont with people he admired, but there were no
sgnsof hostility. So | supposed that meant Karish gpproved of him, evenif hedidn’t actualy like him.

There should have been no problem.

But there was something missing. | didn’t know what. | just knew that when | thought of possibly
remaining with him for the rest of my life, there was something in me that cringed away from theidea. |
wasn't surewhy. Not that we had to spend the rest of our lives together. Neither of us had ever said
anything to imply that wasthe plan.

Except now Doran was expecting me to meet his mother. That meant something, didn’t it?

| raised the envelopeto my nose. It smelled nice. Of quality paper, the perfume of the writer, and subtle
scents of ahome.

| looked at the address on the envelope. Doran’ s mother lived in the Upper Western Quadrant of High
Scape. The city was divided into six sections by the trade routes, and each section was likeits own
miniature city, with its own hospitals, markets, and Runner headquarters. The city, asawhole, housed
gpproximately twenty thousand people, but the popul ation was not equaly distributed among the
guadrants. The North Quadrant, where the wedlthiest lived, had the fewest residents, most of which lived
in large houses with even larger lawns. The South Quadrant, the home of the poorest residents, had the
most.

| lived in the Upper Eastern Quadrant, where the mid level merchants and minor paliticianslived. It was
nice enough to have cobblestone streets that ran relatively straight, but not nice enough to avoid hideoudy
skinny buildings that were up to ten stories high. Carriages rattled about, carrying those with businessin
other quadrants. | walked everywhere, as| rarely |eft the Upper Eastern Quadrant except to go to the
Observation Pogt, located just outside the city limits, where a Pair, comprised of abonded Source and
Shidld, stood watch against destructive events.

| reached the Triple S boarding house. The only person there was Ben V eritas, the middle-aged regular
paid by the Triple Sto keep our residence in order and cook and clean for us. He took one look at me,
clucked in disgpproval, and sent me upstairsto get out of my clothes while he drew abath for meinthe
antechamber of my suite. | felt pampered beyond measure when | entered my private bathing room and
found theiron tub filled with seaming oiled weter, fluffy towelswarming by thefire, ajug of whitewine
on atable within easy reach. “ Ah, Ben, you spoil me.”

“Itisonly what is due to someone asfortunate as you. Y ou should gppreciateit.”

It was, | thought, an odd thing to say, especially as | had aready expressed my appreciation. Or so I'd
thought. Perhaps | hadn’t been clear. “ Thank you for dl of your effort.”

“My plessure, Shield Malorough,” he said, bobbing his head before backing out of the room.

What an odd little man.



| sank into the tub with asigh of ddlight. Simple pleasuresredly were the best. What could be better after
amatch well danced than soaking in alarge tub of warm, scented water, fedling dirt scrubbed away and
muscles easng while Spping sweet white wine?

Thelast couple of months had been wonderful. While the sharp declinein natura disasters had made
watches at the Observation Post, more sarcadtically called the paranciagtdl, alittle lessinteresting, it aso
made me fed thingswerefinaly back to norma. No madmen using their Source abilitiesto try to sheke
High Scape to the ground. No Reanists sacrificing aristocrats and infecting the genera population with
their craziness. Just routine. Go to the Stall and sit seven hours either channeling events or beating Karish
at cards. Sometimes both. Then, going out with friends, usudly just for drinks, but that was fun enough.
Bench dancing, when | could.

There were art galleries | wanted to take alook at. And maybe I’ d learn to paint. That seemed like an
activity with alot of potentia rewards.

After the water and the wine had both gone tepid, | stepped out of the tub and dried off with the warm
towels. | brushed out my hair and put on one of my favorite dresses, old and shapeless from frequent
washing, soft againgt my skin and so loose it left my limbs completdly unrestrained. | curled up on my
settee and immersed mysdlf in the new history text one of my favorite professors at the Shield Academy
had given me, Spping & my wine when | turned apage.

| had lit two candlesto combat the thickening darkness and had sunk back into the text when alight
knock broke into my comfortablelittleworld. “Comein,” | called, closing the book over my finger.

Source Shintaro Karish opened the door and stepped into the room, looking uncharacterigticaly grim
and...qguilty? Hewas, asusud, beautifully dressed, solid colors and smplelines showing off hisdim form.
An emerald stud in one ear was hidden by the black hair he' d left untied, which meant he’ d been running
his handsthroughit.

Karish was too good-looking. Perfect for acharacter inaplay, smply ridiculousin red life. The danted
black eyes, the dightly curling black hair, the perfect cheekbones and jaw. His skin was dightly golden,
histeeth straight and white. He was dim with dender hands and beautifully held shoulders. When he
smiled, the unfortunate recipient lost al ability for independent thought. 1t was just too Stupid.

Hedidn't kissmy cheek in greeting as he usually did. He wouldn’t even look at me, and he was rubbing
his hands together in an annoyingly fidgety manner. “I have some bad news,” he announced.

“How bad?’ | asked. He didn't answer meimmediately. | dipped my finger out of my book and st it
asde “Haveasedt.”

Hedidn’t sit. A chill tapped across the back of my shoulders. “I'm redly sorry, Lee,” he said.
Just making mefed worse, here. “Don't try to soften the blow, Taro.”

He choseto take me a my word. “We have to go back to Erstwhile. The Empressis summoning us
back.”

“Summoning us?’

Karish pulled a piece of paper from beneath hisbelt and held it out to me. After | took it from him he
dtarted pacing.

| unfolded the letter with rductance.



It was addressed to Taro and wasfilled with warm greetings and enthusiastic declarations of missing him.
He redly had made afavorable impression on the Empress.

It was asizableletter. Therelevant paragraph at the end wasthis.

| need you to perform adelicate service for me, Taro. | have informed the Triple S council that you are
to be removed from your dutiesfor the time being. | expect you to attend mein Erstwhileimmediately.
Bring your Shield with you that you might be made more comfortable.

There were those who dreamed of travel. | wasn't one of them. Weeks of riding and saddle sores and
bad food. Making do with rinsing the face and hands instead of bathing. No roof, no floor, no bed. Not
comfortable at dl. “Why does she want me there? And why did she put it like that? So that you might be
made more comfortable.”

He grabbed my glass of wine and finished it, wincing at the taste. “Thisiswhy I'm saying sorry.”
| waited.

“Back when | was vigting with the Empress, she didn’t want meto leave.”

“That’ shardly surprising.”

He shot me alook of impatience. All right, no humor alowed.

“Whatever you might believe, | didn’t want to be there. Court lifeis boring. All the stupid politics and the
back-stabbing and the games. There was nothing for me to do there. | didn’t know anything about law or
politicsor sociad policy. | didn’t care who was deeping with who and what the implications of that would
befor the building of the Stanwick drains or the passing of the paper coin bill. It wasdl jus—" Hethrew
up his hands as though finding words to describeiit al smply wasn't worth the effort. “And | couldn’t go
anywhere done. No matter where | went, there was some court dweller tagging along behind me. And if
| so much as hinted that their company was't welcome, al of asudden | was some arrogant parasitic
cicisbeo who needed to be diced down a peg. It was not agood time. So after awhile, when it looked
like the Empress wasn't going to dismiss me any time soon, | asked Her Mgesty if | could go home. She
was’—he hesitated briefly—" displeased.”

Sowas|. Why wouldn't he want to go home? Had she planned on keeping him there forever?

“She wanted to know why | wanted to leave. | told her | had a duty to perform. She told me no duty
could be higher than one’ s duty to the Empress.”

Sdfish wench. Duty to do what? Provide decoration? She was redly willing to take abadly needed
Source out of service so she could have something pretty to look at? Why didn't she just have a portrait
done of him and hang it in her bedroom?

“I told her I missed my home. Shetold me amere few months spent in acity couldn’'t makeit one's
home.”

| had to agree with her there.

“I told her I was missing my friends and my life. She said that wasimpossible, that Erstwhile wasfilled
with culturd resources and entertainments and the most fascinating people. There was nothing to miss.
He started swearing then. 1 hate talking to royaty. Y ou have to choose your words so carefully. They
are never wrong and they areridiculoudy easy to offend. It makes my head hurt just thinking about it.”



| could sympathize with that. | hated dealing with them, too. It was like they thought they weren’t just
people liketherest of us, and that they could bend redlity into whatever shape they liked. Of course,
royaty weren't the only ones guilty of that little delusion.

“I didn’t know what to do. | couldn’t think of what to say. And | was afraid to ask anyone else for
advice, in caseit got back to the Empress. So eventualy | came up with an ideathat was, well, pretty
supid.” And helooked at me dmost fearfully.

| felt my eyes narrow. “What did you say to her, Karish?’

“Wadl, | didn't say thisat first,” hetold me quickly. “It was only after weeks of trying to hint about being
dismissed, and making all those excuses, that | decided to bend thetruth alittle.”

“Bend which truth how?’
“Well, you know that there are those rumors about Sources and Shields and Pairs.”

“Yesssss” All sortsof rumors. Regulars seemed to find the very notion of Sources and Shieldsand
bonding exatic and romantic, and believed al sorts of bizarre things about us. So he needed to narrow it
down alittle.

“Well, someone asked me aquestion that | thought might be useful.”
“Stop saying well, Karish.”

“Stop calling me Karish, Lee,” he snapped back. Then he pulled in adeep breath. “1 was asked if, once
bonded, | experienced any difficulty being separated from my Shield for any length of time.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. | hadn’t heard that one before.

“I, being an honest lad, was abouit to tell him the truth, when an evil impulse, no doubt acquired from you,
overtook me.”

A horrible thought cameto me. “Please tell meyou didn't.”

“I confided to him with greet trepidation that yes, for certain Pairsit was very difficult to be separated
once bonded, and you and | just happened to be one such Pair.”

“All those misconceptions about Pairs out there, and you decided you had to add one more?’
“What would you have doneto get away?’ he chdlenged me.

| had no idea. Such athing would never happen to me. | wasn't Shintaro Karish, ex-lord and the Stallion
of the Triple S.

“And of course, the secret | had divulged in confidence was spread throughout the entire court in about
two days. Many of them found it quite romantic.”

“Romantic?” | echoed weskly.

“Romantic,” he confirmed. He was no longer apologetic. Rather accusatory, actudly. “How could it be
anything else? The dashing Shintaro Karish, surrounded by some of the most powerful and beautiful
members of society, pining for his Shield back in High Scape. One clever fellow even composed aballad
about it.”



| poured another glass of wine and took alarge swallow, hoping it would stop the sinking sensation in my
stomach. | wanted to curl up in ahole somewhere. Everyone in Erstwhile thought | wasin love with
Karigh. It was so humiliating.

“The Empress heard of it, of course. And thought it was most amusing. This brightly colored peacock in
lovewith a—" He cut himsdlf off, hislips pinched with disapproval. | knew what the Empress had said,
or | had agenera idea. A wren maybe. Or acrow. “She said | gppeared to be bearing up well, and
there was much in the city to mend ayoung man's heart, and | redlized | had to use more drastic
measures.”

More drastic than telling the whole city he wasin love with me? What was more dragtic than that?

“So | stopped egting,” he said. “ Some greensto make sure | didn’t kedl over, but that wasit. And | dept
aslittleaspossible. Drank alot of coffee” He grimaced with disgust. He didn't like coffee. “1 went to
every party | wasinvited to, went on every outing | could think of, to make sure | didn’t get much deep.

| looked awreck in about two weeks.”

“Good lord, Taro.” He starved himsdlf? What was the matter with him? There had to have been a better
option. “Y ou can't do things the easy way, can you?’

“| didn't know what elseto do, Lee. Tdl mewhat | should have done.”

| didn’t know. Karish redly couldn’t afford to digplease the Empress. She also knew something strange
had gone on in Middle Reach. And wasn't she amean-spirited bitch, to hold it over him like that? But to
abuse himsdf inthat way...“ That’ swhy you looked so terrible when you came back.”

He smiled bitterly. “'Y ou accused me of going to too many parties,” he reminded me. “Y ou wereright, of
course.”

Thank you, Karish. Make mefed likeaworm. | really needed that.

“Eventually, the Empress believed that | wasin some amount of danger and she dismissed me. But she's
firmly convinced that we have some deep, mystical love and we can't bear to be separated. So thistime
she wants you to come with me.”

| Sghed and rubbed my face and tried to think. “Damniit, Taro,” | said with not much vigor. | suddenly
fet weary.

“I’'m sorry, Lee,” he snapped. He wasn't sorry. Not anymore. And why should he apologize, redly? He
hadn't planned any of it. It was the Empress sfaullt.

How could she do that? Just snap her fingers and rearrange our lives? We had jobsto do, damnit. “ So
we re going to Erswhile.”

“I'msorry,” Karish said, and thistime he seemed to mean it. “I know you were redlly enjoying things
beingcdm.”

Yes, | was. | should have known better than to think it would last. I'd obvioudly jinxed it.
But hey, at least | had an excellent reason not to go to Doran’ s mother’ sdinner party. Alwaysasilver
lining.

Chapter Two



Risa Demariswas aregular and a Runner, aprofessona thief catcher, who had looked for Karish when
he' d been abducted by Creol. | liked Risa. Like Karish, she wore her emotions on her skin, and while
that could be wesaring, | couldn’t help but fed acertain admiration for people who could do that. And she
was arough and ready look into the world outside the Triple S, aharsh jolt of redlity when | forgot, as|
frequently did, that thelife | had was quite different from that which most others experienced.

And shewasfun.

| went to her flat first because she would be the easiest to say good-bye to. She lived in one of the
rougher quads of town, where the streets were narrow and lacking in cobbles, as Runners didn’'t make a
lot of money. There weretimeswhen | felt that if Risawould stop spending money on high-priced liquor
and other unnecessary things she couldn’t afford, she could livein anicer area. On the other hand, Risa
was agood Runner, and as able to take care of herself as anyone | knew. Maybe where she lived didn’t
meatter much to her. And it wasn't any of my business.

It was the evening before Karish and | wereleaving, and | hadn’t been invited to go tavern crawling, so
that meant Risawas probably home. If not, | would have to track her down. Not only would it be plain
mean-spirited to leave High Scape without saying farewell, after dl Risahad done for me, but she would
likely roast me over aspit when we saw each other again.

If we ever saw each other again. | had no ideawhere thisthing with the Empress would take me.

| knocked on Risa sdoor. | heard no answer. | knocked again, imitating the heavy and ditinctiverap 1’d
heard Runners using, hoping Risg, if she were there, would be lessinclined to ignore it. One more knock,
and | would leave.

Instead, | heard, “Keep your britcheson!” from deep inside the flat, and something rattled. The door was
yanked open, and Risastood there, tying on her black Runner’ s cloak. In the solid black of the Runner’s
uniform, Risawas an imposing figure. She stood taller than Karish, with long lean muscles and beautiful
brown skin. Her hair wasred, brighter than mine and shocking against the darkness of the rest of her

person.

At thesght of me, Risalet her hands and her cloak fdl. “What are you doing, knocking like that?” she
demanded. “1 thought you were from Headquarters.”

“| gpologizefor darming you, but | need to speak with you.”
“It' [l haveto wait until tomorrow, Dunleavy,” she said impatiently. “I’ ve got company.”

“Karish and | areleaving early tomorrow,” | said quickly, before she could shut the door. “1 don’'t know
when we'll be back.”

“What do you mean, you'releaving?’ Risascowled. “Y ou ve only been here, what, two years? Posts
last longer than that.”

“We ve been taken off the roster.”
Risastood aside, inviting me in with agesture of her head.

She did have company, aman lalling in her bedroom. She had been prepared to et him lie there when
she thought she was going to answer acal of duty, but she was now ingsting that he leave. Over my
protests, though | thought | was more embarrassed than the irritated man hopping aong as he yanked on
his boots on the way to the door.



“I redlly wish you hadn’t donethat,” | muttered once the door had closed behind him.
“Sit,” Risaordered.
“Yes, maam.” | sat on the settee.

Risa, having returned to her bedroom for afew moments, came back out without her black boots and
tool belt and with awine bottle. She fetched two mugs from the kitchen and sat in achair opposite from
me, filling the mugs with agolden fluid. She clinked her mug againg mine. “Hardy hedth,” shesad.

| tasted the liquid. Not quite wine, it was alittle heavier and sweeter than wine. It went down very nicely.
“I likethis”

“You should. It cost apress.”
| refrained from commenting on price.
“So, out with it.”

| Sighed, hating to be reminded. “ There sredly not much | can say.” Although we had received no orders
on the subject, Karish and | had decided not to tell anyone where we were going, or why. We didn't
know what the Empress wanted usto do yet. “We ve been taken off the roster and called from High

Scape.
“ Reassigned?’

“Possibly. I'm not sure.”

“Can they do that to you people? Just ship you around and not tell you what’ s going on?’
She was assuming the Triple S was behind the move. | was't going to correct her. “Aye.”
“Doesn’'t seem right to me,” she muttered. “ That they can control you like that.”

| was surprised. Risawas awonderful, generous person, but sometimes, | thought, alittle resentful of me,
and other members of the Triple S. She worked hard, and from what | could determine, gained little from
her 1abor. She thought Shields and Sources were given too much and did too little for it. | didn’t think she
blamed usasindividuds. It was more like she held it againgt dl of society, that we lived lives she thought

SO easy.

Now, she was seeing a negative aspect to our lives. Perhapsfor thefirst time. And | couldn’t correct her.
“It'sone of our respongihilities, to go where we' re sent. Our lives can't be made only of benefits. It
wouldn’'t befair.”

Risasnorted. “Life snot fair.”

Feeling depressed, | took another sip of the golden fluid.
“Going to missyou, girl,” Risasad.

| couldn’t help feding pleased. “ Redlly?”

Risalaughed. “Why are you so surprised?’

| shrugged. I'd found it hard to make friends since leaving the Academy. Regulars had strange



expectationsthat | didn’t know how to mest. “I’ll missyou, too.”

After I’d finished the mug of liquor, Risa offered me another, and despite the temptation, | had to turn her
down. There was someone else | had to vigit.

| had never been to Doran’ srooms before. He believed it was ingppropriate, asalady, for meto vist
him. Asking around, | learned that such was arule followed by many aristocrats, though not by the
classes that had any real sense. | wasaShield, so | didn’t belong to any class, but | couldn’t make Doran
believe that. One of hisannoying quirks.

Doran, like Risa, had company. In the room he used as asitting room, four men sat around asmall,
round table, playing cards. Two of them | had seen before, though | had never met them. They were
brothers, | knew, dark haired and dark eyed, stocky and stolid looking, and | had seen them in the Street
with Doran, at timeswhen | noticed him, but he didn’t notice me. A third man was significantly older than
the others, hishair slver and thinning, his softer frame ruining the closelines of hisvest. Thefind man, a
lanky blond, had managed to sprawl in astiff, upright chair, and he was smirking at me.

Doran didn’t look pleased to see me there, which irked me. He dropped in at the Triple S house often
enough. “Is something wrong?’ he asked.

“| gpologizefor disturbing you a home,” | said formadly. “Karish and | have been ordered away from
High Scape. We leave tomorrow morning.” Maybe | should have just sent anote.

My announcement knocked theirritation out of him. “For how long?’

“I don’'t know.”

“Right, you lot,” Doran said to hisfriends. “Out.”

“Don’t makethem leave.” | redly didn’'t want privacy. Saying farewell would be easier with an audience.

“Never mind, love,” the older player drawled, picking coins out of the pot in the middle of thetable. “I
had alousy hand, anyway.” The others picked out their wagers aswell, and al of them squeezed past us
to the door. The blond smirker was very tdl, and he winked at me as he passed.

“Please be seated,” Doran said, swiping the cards off the table with one hand while moving the table into
acorner with the other. “Would you like some wine?’

“No, thank you. | can’t stay long. We just got the orderstoday, and there' s till alot | haveto do.”
Doran poured himsdlf aglass from adecanter and sat in the chair across from mine. “What' s going on?’
“I can’t tdl you any morethan | dready have.”

“Wdl, where are you going?’

“I can't tell you thet, either.”

“I could go with you.”

| tried not to stare a him. *'Y ou don’t know where we' re going.”

“That doesn't matter.”

Gods. | couldn't believe what | was hearing. Why would he offer something like that?“I can't tell you



what hearing you say that meansto me.” Shock, and a bit of panic. Did he even understand what he was
suggesting?“But we aren’t permitted to have regulars traveling with us. Not in these circumstances.”

“TripleSbusdness” hesad grimly.

No, but it was an excuse I’ d used often enough that | felt safe using it then. Doran was one of those
people who felt they had no red right to understand how the Triple Sworked. It was an attitude I’d
never hold, if | werein hisplace, but it was convenient. “ Aye.”

Then we had one of those oh-so-awkward silences, where neither of us knew what to say. |, for some
reason, wanted to gpologize. Which was stupid. It wasn't my fault we were being called from High

Scape.

“So,” | saidfindly, rising to my feet. “1 just wanted to thank you, for al your kindness.” | wanted to
wince at that, how stiff and clumsy | sounded. A Shield was supposed to be diplomatic. Hell, we' d
gotten classes on how to be diplomatic. But those classes, their purpose had been to enable meto
placate regulars who might be offended by the weird uncomprehensible suff my future Source would
say. Which was ajoke. Because while Karish had the Sourcetrait of phrasing histhoughtsin bizarre
ways, and he often baffled people, he never caused offense.

| did that.

And while my mannerswere dl right, Karish had charm. Redl charm, not the smarmy, greasy kind. If he
were bidding Doran farewdl, it would end with Doran fedling disappointed but valued and cherished.

| reached toward the door. Doran moved quicker, standing against it. “ So that’sit?” he asked.

“I'msorry.” | couldn’t prevent that from dipping out. | was fouling up this conversation beautifully. “It has
tobe. | haveto go.” | reached for the latch again, but his hand was dready there. | shot him alook, and
he quickly opened the door. “Farewdll.”

| didwinceas| left, as no one could see me. That had been so spectacularly bad, clumsy, ham-handed,
just stupid stupid stupid. Much as | would miss Doran, | was dmost glad thet | was leaving the next day
30 | wouldn't have to face him again after making such an idiot of mysdlf.

When | got back to the Triple Shouse, | helped Karish write notes to al the people he had to inform that
hewas leaving. He Smply didn’t have the timeto meet dl of them persondly. Hedidn't like letting me
help; he thought it was arrogant. But it was that or have him up al night writing. And if the Sources and
Shidds of the six other Pairs found the sight of the two of uswriting dozens of lettersto dl of Karigh's
followers ridiculous and worthy of laughter, well, at least they had a pleasant last memory of us.

Chapter Three

Erstwhile. The city of palitics. Where the aristocrats who considered themsel ves serious about power
established their careers, if they could, serviced by the merchants who attempted to acquire Smilar
power through familiarity and osmosis. The other class, the peasants, couldn’t live there. Licensing for
building was strictly regulated, with sandards so high no one could afford to build the kind of housing
people with low or moderate incomes could afford to live in, and the only people who weren't rich were
the servants who were employed by the people who were. Beggars were ruthlesdy prosecuted. Property
taxes were so high that even those of fading glory, who had once been able to buy the grand houses
gracing every street but had since suffered adeclinein fortune, were ultimately driven out.

Ergtwhile didn’t need Pairs. It had been acompletely cold site for centuries. There were jokes about i,



about royaty and Stting positions and frigid temperatures. The royaty themsalves, one suspected,
preferred to think their inherent superiority awed the e ementsinto remaining stable.

This complacency was contagious and had been caught by the architects. They had forgotten or
discarded the commonsense rulesfor construction. Homes, shops, government buildings, al stretched
wide and high in grand arcs of whiterock. No giveat al in case of anatura event. Expensive to replace,
and while being replaced no one had anywhere to work or do business. It was a beautiful city, white and
clean with wide curving streets, but it made me uneasy. The grand residents of the city would do well to
hope the site didn’t decide to go hot dl of a sudden.

Despite the lack of need, there was always aPair stationed at Erstwhile. Prerogative of the Empress, and
she, not the Triple S, chose the Pair that received that particular honor. | wasn't sure what criteriashe
used in her selection. From her past choices, | knew they weren't necessarily the best among their peers,
or the most diplomatic, or the most worthy in any sensethat | could determine.

Because | didn't know the criteria, | worried about why she wanted us there. It wasn't impossible that
she might be calling usto be the new Pair. She was enamored of Karish, after dl, and that was al the
reason she needed. And while some might have considered it an accomplishment to be called to serve
the Empress, among Shields and Sources who took their responsibilities serioudy, it was ajoke. Called
to Erstwhile to be a decoration, an amusement, or asymbol of prestige for the Empress, with no chance
to use my skills—that wasn't why I’ d gone to the Academy.

After an argument, which Karish won, we rode to the Imperia, the most expensive boarding housein
Erstwhile. There were boarding houses cdled the Imperid in dl of the larger cities, and they dl cost too
much for anyone who wasn't among the wedthiest of the aristocrats. | felt uncomfortable staying in such
places, given that Sources and Shieldsdidn’t pay for their accommodation. Karish saw no reason why
we shouldn’t take advantage of the opportunity. And he was more persuasive than |.

Knowing the guards who let usin the city gates would have taken news of our arriva to the palace, |
enjoyed the bathing facilities offered by the boarding house and talked to the landlord about things |
could do while waiting to be summoned by Her Imperid Mgesty. And started another argument with
Karish, because he assumed we d be spending al our time together while we werein Erstwhile, and he
had no interest in visiting museums and libraries.

To my surprise, when | woke up the next morning there was a summons from the Empress waiting for
me. I’d heard of some people waiting for months before actualy being able to see the Empress. While
hadn’t expected the Empress to make her favorite wait so long, neither had | expected her to summon us
the day after we arrived.

Just aswell, though. Perhaps I’ d be able to convince the Empressthat Karish and | weren't actually
joined at the hip. He could do whatever she wanted done, and | could go back to High Scape. And
everything elsewould just blow over. | was sure of it.

Redly.

A smdl dark carriage, lacking in any identifying ornamentation, picked us up at the Imperia and dropped
usoff at asmall gatein the wall far behind the paace. We showed our summonsto the guards lurking at
the gate, atight iron door amost obscured by the vines crawling up thewall. They let usin and then one
of them led us down a path.

Our escort handed us off to another guard, who took us not to the sprawling palace, as I’ d expected, but
to the dmogt equally sprawling stables. We passed row after row of spacious square stalls, as clean
smelling as congtant mucking could achieve. And then, solid doorswere did asideto dlow usinto the



indoor arena. Two more guards were standing in the middle of the arena holding the reins of three horses.
“If you could, sir, madam.” Our current escort gestured at the horses.

| was not dressed for riding. My thin-soled shoes, chosen for the purpose of visiting the Empressin one
of her receiving rooms, picked up uncomfortable clumps of dirt from the arenafloor. Thefabric of my
gown was too thin. And the horse waiting for me had asidesaddle. I’ d ridden sidesaddle once, when |
wasthirteen, for the Academy’ singtructor had thought it important to expose usto that humiliation at
least once, in case we ever had to do it again. At least he' d been evenhanded about it. HE' d made the
boys ride sidesaddle, too.

If there was away to get into a sidesaddle unassisted, no one had ever taught it to me. That was one of
thereasons | hated it. | stepped up to the left Sde of the horse and waited, resigned to having the guard
toss me up on the horse like a sack of potatoes.

Instead, Karish moved in, as| should have expected, putting long hands around my waist. Therewas no
feding of being tossed as| was carefully raised off my feet and placed on the saddle, and | wondered
anew where Karish got his strength from. | could think of no physical activity in which he engaged on a
regular basis.

Wéll, except for one.

We followed one of the new guards out of the arenainto a paddock, far from the main part of the
grounds. “ Are you comfortable on horses?’ the guard asked us.

| thought she should have asked us that before we got on them. “Aye.”
“A canter is acceptable?’

Inthisdress? Must |?* Perfectly.” My caves and thighs would punish me that night, but she didn’t need
to know that.

So once we cleared the paddock we were cantering, over the small field, along the paths through the
dense collection of trees and into the wider expanse of plains on the other sde. There, inasmall open
carriage she was driving hersdlf, waited the Empress.

“If you'll excuse me, Sr, madam,” said the guard, before galloping off back through the trees.
Karish and | exchanged alook. He shrugged. We walked our horses toward the Empress.

| had heard shewasill. Serioudly ill, the sort of illnessthat led to along, dow but irreversible decline
toward death. She was definitely thinner than | remembered, and her face carried morelines. Y et there
shewas, ramrod straight on her seat, confident and dert.

Karish and | stopped our horses a respectable distance from the Empress, dismounted and bowed. We
waited to be acknowledged.

There was no one else with her. No attendants, no guards, no servants of any kind. Just the Empress, the
horses, and us. | was pretty sure that wasn't the way things were supposed to be done.

“Good morning, Source Karish,” the Empress greeted him, her voice quiet and level. Not resonating,
though it could be when she was making a peech. Not arch or haughty or regal. Just an average,
everyday sort of voice. “Y ou seem much heartier than you were when you left last summer. | hope your
recovery was not unduly long.”



“Not at al, Your Magesty. Thank you for inquiring.”

And then the Empress |ooked at me. | hated it when she did that. “ Shield Mallorough, my deepest
apologiesfor theinjury caused to you. Had | known separating you could cause such damage, | would
not have dismissed you before your Source.”

So shewould have kept us both hanging and usdessin Erstwhile dl those months? We never would have
gotten back on the rogter. “It is of no moment, Y our Mgjesty. It isarare condition”—nonexistent, rare,
kind of meant the same thing—"and not one we cared to make public.”

The Empress chuckled dryly. “Too late, my dear. It has already become old news among my court.”

“Aye, Your Mgesty. So | wasgiven to understand.” | could still kill Karish for that. So what if his desth
would carry medong? |’ d sacrifice alot to avoid embarrassment.

“I hope your travelswere uneventful.”
Small talk. Zaire. Something was up. Let’s get to the point, why don’t we?

But we dl had to be polite, and talk about traveling and the weather and the least Sgnificant of palitics.
Wewasted agood haf hour in this manner, to my ever-increasing concern. Did the fact that she was
prepared to chat mean whatever she called usto Erstwhile for wasn't that serious? And if it wasn't, could
| then get irritated with her?

Karishdidn't flirt at al. It took me afew momentsto notice, because | dways assumed he was going to
flirt. Because he dways did. Age and status had no impact, except perhaps on the subtlety and style of
theflirting. He had flirted with the Empressin the past. Y et right then, he was perfectly polite, hissmile
cool and distant, with no hint of a double entendre in any of hiswords.

| noticed the Empress noticing. A small frown line appeared between her eyebrows.

“| require your assistance, Source Karish,” she announced.

He bowed. “How may | serveyou, Y our Mgesty?’

Careful, Karish. Sheisn’t about to ask you to pick adaisy for her.

“I was most impressed by your handling of my son over the summer,” Her Mgesty said.

Redlly? How was that possible? We' d infuriated him. Yes, I'd heard &l manner of stories about the
estrangement between the Empress and the Crown Prince, but it disturbed meto learn it had gotten to
the point that the Empress would congratul ate strangersfor irritating our future ruler.

“It ismy understanding that he somehow came under the impression that you wished to have your title
after abjuringit.”

“His mother was alittle confused, Y our Mgesty,” | jumped in. Not usualy my manner, but | wanted it
known by al, from the very beginning, that it was the Dowager Duchess of Westseawho had been
seeking thetitle for Karish, never Karish himsalf. “ And shewas naturaly disappointed to learn her son
waan't taking thetitle.”

“It appearsthat both of us have family memberswho are willing to violate the law,” the Empress said to
Karish. “I have heard my son was prepared to hand the title over to you, were you willing to accept it.”

Karish avoided answering that question by saying, “My cousin had adready taken title before there was



any discussion of it with the Prince, Y our Magesty.”
“Dueto your actions, correct?’
Karish raised his eyebrowsin an attempt to look innocent. “Y our Mg esty?’

“The new Duchess of Westsea has informed methat it was you who acquired the code from the
Dowager Duchess and promptly delivered it to the new Duchess, so that she might prove hersalf before
your solicitor. Isthisnot true?’

Lie Karish. Lie.

Karish said nothing, merely clenched histeeth. He had told his cousin to keep quiet about the whole
event. Hislack of averba answer, however, told the Empress what she wanted to know.

“Y ou cannot be swayed, then, by the promise of wealth, power and prestige?’ she asked.

That question seemed to come out of nowhere. This conversation was getting more frightening by the
moment.

“l am not so noble, Your Mg esty. But having never lacked money, | have developed no need to acquire
it. And, as you know, a Source can have anything he wants, any nature of home or accessory, merely by
asking for it.”

“Not quite, Source Karish. Y ou cannot have a paace like that of the Westseafamily. No servantsto
make your life comfortable, especidly in your old age. No claim to the crest. No ability to build
something new, as amonument to your life and name. Y ou can never own land, and can leave no legacy
to your children. There are those who would find the loss of such possibilities an embittering experience.”

“Perhaps, Y our Mgesty. However, | am very happy with my lifeasit is, and in order to acquire these
assets that you mention, | would have to give up everything that | have now. It would not beto mea
profitable trade.”

“I %.”

That was the wrong answer. For some reason, | knew that was the wrong answer. There would be
unfortunate consequences to that answer.

“I noticed, Source Karish, that during your last stay in Erstwhile, you were scrupulous in maintaining your
distance from the politicad maneuvering of my courtiers”

“I must confessto little interest or talent for politics, Y our Mgesty.”

“Y ou have no interest in becoming a courtier yourself? As the Duke of Westsea, you would wield
immeasurableinfluence.”

“And have immeasurable respongbility along with it. | am far better suited to being a Source.”
Asif there were no great responshility in being a Source.

“What if | wereto tdl you that | am prepared to create for you from the Imperial treasury an estate equad
to that of Westsea, yoursto name and rule?’

Wheét the hell was she doing?



“Therewould be no hint of aviolation of the law. Y ou would not be encroaching on the rights of the
Duchess of Westsea. Y ou would be the duke of your own lands, the beginning of awhole new line. With
the funds to build your own property. And to staff it. Freeto live life asaregular should you wish. Free
to create your own traditions and procedures, with no interference from anyone else. What say you to
thet?’

Oh hdll. Not again. | didn’t want to go through that again. And thiswasworse. If he accepted this
offer—wasit ared offer?would sheredly do this2—hewould still remain free of hismother. And the
rest of thefamily he had insulted in previous conversations. He could decide what responsibilities he
would have, without the weight of former titleholders and the expectations of others hampering his
movements. It was dl the advantages of having awedthy title, with many of the liabilitiesdiced away.

Damn damn damn.

| couldn’t ook at him. | couldn’t watch. | knew, from periphera vision, that he looked at me, but |
wouldn't look back. He knew what | felt about such an idea; he had to. But | wasn't going to do or say
anything else about it. | wasn't going to try to influence him. | had no right to. It had nothing to do with
me

“Your Mgesty’ s generosity overwhems me, but in order to assume such responsihilities, | would haveto
withdraw from the Triple S. | cannot do that. | have no experience or talent for ruling. | have both for
being a Source.”

Thank the gods. Thank Zaire. Thank everything.

Maybe | could hug him now.

But why was she asking? What wasthis al about?

“What do you think of the quota, Source Karish?’

“The quota?

“The movement to have members of the merchant class’—she flicked alook at me—*in the council.”
“Your Mgesty.” Karish appeared abit flustered. “1 have to admit | have no red opinion on the matter.”
“And you redly don't care?’

Karish was a shade away from squirming.

“And what do you think of theideaof dividing our landsinto stricter jurisdictions?” she asked.

“Your Mgesty?’

“It has been suggested by some that small collections of cities should be amalgamated, somewhat, so that
al the citieswould have acentra form of government between them, such government then answering to
me. What do you think?’

“Uh,” and here Karish was obvioudy caught completely off guard. “I’m afraid thisisthefirst I’ ve heard
of suchanidea, Your Mgesty.”

The Empress|ooked surprised. “ Shield Mallorough, have you heard of this scheme?’
| glanced at Karish.



“Come come, Shield Mallorough, everyone aready knowsthat Shields are more aware of such things
than Sources. Surely Source Karish will not be offended if you admit to knowing something he does not.”

True, he wasn't the sort to get in atemper over such things. Still, | didn’t like doing anything that might
embarrass himin front of strangers. “Yes, | have heard alittle about it, Y our Mgesty.”

“And what do you think of the idea?

Hm. Panic. That'swhat it fedslike.

The Empress smiled. “Y ou don’t know which side | favor,” she teased gently.
That was, indeed, the problem.

“Speak, Shidd. What do you think?’

Hdl. “While centralization of services can eliminate duplication of expenses, it seemsto create more
problemsthan it solves. By necessity, a Site must be chosen for the government officesto exist, and
people hired to work in them. That site and those people will know al about the problems and issues of
their own cities, but have little experience with or fegling for other cities. Each city hasits own difficulties,
itsown culture and priorities, and as much as possble their government ingtitutions and services should
reflect that.” Actudly, | could go on about that for agood hour, because | thought it was astupid idea,
but for one thing, one did not lecture the Empress, and for another, she might be dl for centralization.
Offending royadty was bad.

“And what do you plan to do to advance your opinion, to attempt to have it received by those with the
power to do something about it?”

“Nothing, Your Mgesty.”
“Why not?

“| don't pay taxes, Your Mgesty.” Did she know that? Did | just say too much? Wouldn't it be brilliant if
Triple S members sarted getting taxed because of something I'd said?“And | know I’ [l be spending
much of my life traveling from city to city. I'll probably never get any sort of fellow fedling for the peoplel
livewith. So | suppose| fed it isn't my placeto interfere with politics. And | don’'t know much about it,
redly.”

The Empress snickered. “Lack of knowledge doesn't seem to interfere with anyone else’ splans.”
Perhaps not, but | was ahighly superior individud.

“It was you, Source Karish, who discovered who was behind the unusual attacks on High Scape last
year, wasit not?’

“I think that particular phrasing might be giving me too much credit, Y our Mgesty.”
“And the disgppearances last summer?’

“Oh no, Your Mgesty. That was entirely the Runners.”

“Y ou werethere, and | know you were involved in the investigation.”

“Not at dl, Your Mgesty.”



Her Mgesty looked impatient. “I have read certain reports, Source Karish, inwhich it is admitted that
your Shield was instrumentd in the making of certain connectionsthat led to the arrest of the Reanigts.”

Karish looked at me. | looked back in some alarm, and shrugged. | had asked Erin Demaris some
questions, who had then asked Risa, his sster, the Runner, and perhaps that had started someone
thinking along certain linesthat may have contributed to the ultimate arrest of the Reanigts. But my
influence, such asit was, would have been so minor it wouldn’t deserve mention. And | hoped to find
everyone who' d written reports that claimed the contrary so | could smack them up the back of the
head.

“Y ou cannot deny, Source Karish, that you certainly seem to be around whenever these mysteriesare
reveded.”

“| do seem to enjoy a certain amount of bad luck, Y our Mgesty.”
Please, let this not be an example of that bad luck.
Send ushome, Y our Mgjesty.

“Have either of you seen anything like this?” The Empress pulled down the glove on her left hand,
reveding her wrist.

Weleaned in closer to have alook. It was atattoo, thin lines of light blue, outlining what looked likethe
shape of aflower, only no flower | had ever seen. It looked like only three petals, one leaning to either
Sde and one above them, on avertica line.

“No, Your Mgesty,” said Karish, and | echoed him.

“Good,” shesaid. “ Only those born to the royd line have them. Our intimates see them, of course, but no
one but those born to the roya blood have them, and those so born must have them. It islike our own
little code, in addition to the words that must be spoken to our solicitor.”

Well, as conversations went, thiswas certainly tangential.

“I haveit, as does the Crown Prince and his children. So do certain of my aunts and uncles, and my
cousins. It isameans of recognizing each other, even when we haven't heard of each other previoudy.”

She wasfiddling with her glove. She suddenly looked nervous. What could she be nervous about?

The Empress gppeared to draw in afortifying breath. “I am about to tell you afamily secret,” she said.
“Thelabd itsdf ismideading, as| am infact the only one who knows this secret. | am required to spesk
of it to you. Should you accept this secret, you will give me your oath that you shdl never reved it to
anyone. If | find that you have—and | will learn of any such indiscretions—I will have you both executed.
Isthat understood?’

Perfectly. So, did thismean | could choose not to accept the secret? Because | had enough of my own,
thanks.

“Will you accept this burden?’
No.
Likewe actudly had achoice.

“Yes, Your Mgesty,” said Karish, ever tactful, ever supid.



The Empress|ooked at me, because she wasn't stupid, and she knew | needed prodding to take on this
responsbility with Karish. “Aye, Your Mgesty.”

She nodded. Then she hesitated amoment, possibly trying to determine how to broach whatever awful
subject she was about to introduce to us. 1 had asister, born little more than ayear after me,” she said.
“Her name was Ara, and when she was hersdlf lessthan ayear old, it was said that she had died. But she
had not.”

Strange. | had never read of an Arain the roya family. Even one who had alegedly died.

“Shewas not my father’ s child, and when | was young, to have a child outside of marriage was nearly a
crimina act among royalty, aviolation of the promises made between the two families to have what was
consdered only pure children within the household. My mother then had been cursed with an unruly
court, greedy and ambitious and striving to grow beyond the roles set down for them. It was feared that a
sexud indiscretion might be just the thing to tip balance from my mother’ sfavor, especidly if shelost the
support of her husband’ sfamily, who were very powerful in their own right.

“It became obvious very early that the child was not my father’ sissue. Her hair, eyes and skin were dl

too dark. My father, you may recadl, was very fair. Having little interest in infants, my father had not yet
noticed the differences, but he would. And so the logical thing to do would have been to have the child
killed, poisoned perhaps, and tell my father and the world that she had died.”

Thelogicd thing. Very logicd. Cold. Poisoning achild. I hoped my Shidd training was holding firm. It
wouldn't do for the Empressto see that | was disgusted with her.

“My mother, however, couldn’t bear the idea of killing her daughter. And o, instead, the child was sent
away with asingle companion. She was sent to one of the Southern Idands, off the south continent.
Fatwell, it was cdled. And she was fostered with afarming family called the Bryants. Prosperous but not
prominent. Arawas to be raised as a daughter of the house.”

It had alwaysirritated me, how often children were the onesto pay for the stupidity of their parents.

“Shewas not to be told of her parentage, but she had been given the tattoo at birth, and the companion,
awoman by the name of Laura Secord, wasto be sure that any children of Ara swere similarly tattooed.
Just in caseit would suit usto have another royal line”

Having your cake and egting it, too. | was not impressed.

“My mother maintained a certain level of correspondence with Secord for awhile, but the
correspondence suddenly hated when Arawould have been ayoung girl. My mother didn’t fed ableto
investigate into the halt. She feared showing too much interest inthegirl.”

Uh-huh. Sounded alittle weak to me.

“When | was old enough, my mother told this secret to me, and impressed upon me itsimportance.
Beforetoday, | have never spoken of it.” The Empress paused, afaraway look in her eyes. “1 wish to
know what has happened with Araand her descendants. Y ou will go to Flatwell and bring her
descendantsto me. Y ou will not leave Hatwell until you have found them or, if there are none, until you
have learned what happened to Ara.”

Karish looked stunned. “Me, Y our Mg esty?’

“And your Shield, of course. | wouldn’t want you to experience any discomfort during your travels.”



Was she...was she serious? She couldn’t be serious. What the hell kind of assignment wasthat to send a
Pair on?

Shedidn’'t want us as decoration. She didn’t want us as Erstwhil€ s Pair. She wanted us to head out into
the middle of nowhere and do some nasty, secret littlejob for her.

She had no right to make us do anything of the sort. We belonged to the Triple S, not the roya family.
Other than the choice of her own Pair, an exception for the sake of courtesy, the Empresswasto have
absolutely no authority over Triple S members. Certainly, she didn't have the right to pull us off the roster
and send us off for something that had nothing to do with our legitimate duties.

On the other hand, we had aready been pulled off the roster. Our position with the Empresswas
precarious, to say the least. She knew something had gone on in Middle Reach, something we hadn't
told anyone.

Zaire, what amess.

“But Your Mgesty,” Karish sputtered on, brave lad. “For that kind of work, that kind of expertise, you
want aRunner.”

“Reveal my persond busnessto aRunner?| hardly think so.”

Why not? Couldn’t she thresten hislife, too?

“Then amember of your own guard.”

“None of them aretrained to do this sort of work.”

“Neither arewe,” Karish said rather desperately.

“But you have done it before, haven't you? With Creol and that mad Lord Y ellows.”
“That wasn't dueto any kind of skill on our part. Just asort of luck.”

“Fortunately, thistime, you won't haveto rely on luck.” The Empressremoved from the seet beside her a
small package. “Maps of Flatwell, marked with the last known locetion of the Bryants. And orders
granting anyone who travel swith you passage back to the mainland.” She held the package out to me.
“You are not to tell them who they are. | will do that.”

We were supposed to convince strangersto travel to another part of the world, without telling them why?
Was shedrunk? | pulled in aquick fortifying breath. “With al due respect, Y our Mgesty, thisishighly
ingppropriate. There is no good reason to send Karish on atask such asthis, and dozens of reasons not
to.”

The Empress narrowed her eyes at me. “Were you not paying atention, Shield Malorough? | am
sending you to look for descendants of my royd sster. These descendants are contendersto the throne.
Who should I send? Runners who could be bought? Imperia guards who report more faithfully to their
own superiors than they do to me? Or someone who has aready demonstrated skill in this area, who has
proven himsdlf resistant to the lures of wealth and power?’

Just wonderful. That'swhat came, | supposed, of Karish letting people know he wasn't aspineless
weasel. Maybe his act as an empty-headed peacock had been the best way to go after al.

“Takethe package, Shidld,” the Empress ordered. “ And be at the docks at firgt light tomorrow morning.



You'll be sailing on the Wind Dancer.”
| took the package automaticaly, my mind suddenly alittle frozen.

| looked to Karish, waiting for him to bedazzle her with his stunning smile and talk her into agreeing that
yes, sending us on thiskind of task was the depth of stupidity. And he was smiling. But it was a soft
curve of thelips, reflective rather than dluring, and he said nothing.

“You may go now,” the Empress said, dapping her reins. The horsejolted into atrot.

What? Wait! No! She couldn’t just dump that kind of information—that kind of job—on us and then
dismissus. | mean—what? Go to the Southern Idands? Hunt down exiled members of the royd family?
Whet the hell wasthis?

“She' sthe Empress,” Karish said.

“Huh?’ | knew that.

“That' swho the hdll shethinkssheis”

Hewas so cocky. | hadn’t even gotten that far in my mentd ranting yet.

“Thisisstupid. Thisisso incredibly stupid. Sending a Source out to do the work of a Runner.”
“We ve doneit before.” He pulled on his horse to get us moving back toward the stables.

“By accident!” | pulled my horse around to follow him. “And no we haven't! Y ou were kidnapped by
Creol and | wasled to him by Kelly. And we just happened to be there when the Y dlows thing
exploded. Y ou sad that yoursdlf.”

“Of course| saidit to her. | didn’t want her knowing what really happened.”

“That' s exactly what happened!”

“We can do this, Lee. We go to the last known location of the Bryants and start asking around.”
“Asdampleasthat, eh?”

“Aye”

“Nothing’'sever assmpleasthat.”

“Stop scowling, Lee. Thisisagood thing.”

| looked at him. And yes, he was excited, the smile still playing about hislips, his eyes glowing. He had
clearly logt hismind. “How do you figure that”

“We get to go to the Southern Idands!” he announced gleefully, asthough | hadn’t been right there
hearing the conversation.

And why wasthisagood thing?“Yay,” | said flatly.

“Areyou serious, Lee? Y ou have your choice between standing around among the Empress s court,
being polite to arrogant parasites while you' re dowly being driven insane with boredom, or exploring an
area of theworld that few Northerners have ever seen. Which sounds better to you?’



“I"'m not sure. Remind me which one doesn'’t involve being on aboat.”
Hefrowned. “What' s wrong with being on aboat?’

“Besides the tendency to capsize and kill everyone on board? Nothing, I'm sure.” Plusthere was
something about the thought of al that open air and water that made me want to shiver.

“You'reafraid of boats?’ As soon asthe wordswere out of his mouth, he pressed hislipstogether, as
though wishing he could snatch back the question by the act of shutting his mouth.

But that was what it came down to, an irrational fear based on no experience with an activity others had
no difficulty with. “ Apparently s0.”

“Y ou never told me that.”

He appeared to be accusing me of something. “I didn’t know until just now, did |7’
“Don’t worry about it, Lee. It'll befine”

| gritted my teeth. “Oh, I’'m sureit’ll be atreat until the boat sinks.”

“Actudly, | think they prefer to haveit called aship.”

“Don’'t even start with me.”

Helaughed. “It will befine, Lee, you know it will. After dl, why do shipssnk?’
|cebergs?“ They capsize.”

“Why do they capsize?’

| redlly didn’t want to be thinking about it in any greet detall. “Waves. Wind.”
“Bad wegther.”

“Wdl, aye”

“You'll beableto handlethat.”

“What have you been drinking?’

“What did we spend dl that time experimenting last summer for if it wasn't for you to learn how to
manipulate the weather?”’

“For you to learn to manipulate the weether.” Only it hadn’t worked out that way. He' d been unableto
seethe detalls, the fine e ementsin the forces that alowed a person to nudge the weather thisway or that.
I’d been the one to seeit. I’ d been the one to do the nudging. With nasty results. “1 never became
competent at it.”

“Maybe you lacked sufficient motivation.”

| couldn't helpit. Y ears of training went down the drain. | dapped him up the back of the head. Lacked
sufficient motivation, indeed. Last summer had been anightmare.

“You are upset, aren't you?” He rubbed the back of his head, asthough | had redly hurt him. “Most
people who travel by ship survivethetrip, Lee”



“Aye, most people,” | grumbled. “ But knowing my luck—"
“Your luck?’ Heraised an eyebrow at me. “ Do you consider yourself unlucky, Lee?’

| had to think about that. And be embarrassed by my behavior. Because yes, | was acting like achild.
“No, | supposenot.” But | was till scared, and it was humiliating.

“It will befine, Lee, | promise.”

It dwaysirked me when people made promises about things over which they had no control.

Chapter Four

We did not see the Empress again. Which was just aswell, because | would have been tempted to try to
show her the error of her thinking. Sending us out to do atask like that was just stupid. And an insult.
We dready had atask to perform, an essentia one. We should have been left to performiit.

We spent most of our single day in Erstwhile attempting to learn what we could of Flatwell and finding
appropriate gear. Only no one redlly knew anything about the Southern |dands—except that they were
hot. | managed to get my hands on some light trousersthat fit well enough, acouple of pairs of boots,
and a couple of bagsinwhich to carry them. Durabletravel clothes. | would pick up something more
suitable once | wasthere. Anyone wishing me in something more fancy could go hang.

To describe the sea voyage, well, there was amixture of good and bad. Or fascinating and awful. |
found, to my surprise, that | liked being on aship. The subtle rocking of the boat, the feding of the wind
againg my skin. All the gadgetry with the namesthat didn’t make sense, and the ranks of the sailorsthat |
couldn’t keep straight.

Thefood was damn awful. The deegping accommodations were uncomfortable. The sailorstook issue
with Karish and | being aPair. Not because it meant we didn’t pay for our journey, but because they
found the nature of our work almost immora, and alureto bad luck. They threatened to tossus
overboard if we interfered, asthey put it, with any stormswe might face during the voyage.

What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. | was't going to let their superstition Snk us.

Karish was seasick the whole time, poor fellow. He couldn’t find his balance on the boat, he claimed the
congtant wind was driving him crazy, and he couldn’t kegp down anything more substantia than water
and light broth.

The captain claimed she' d seen other passengers react just as badly, and to her knowledge none of them
had died of it. It wasn't terribly reassuring to hear. She appeared to fed that the death of people so
fragile that they couldn’t handle a sea voyage was no grest loss.

Karish was aterrible patient, and | was no nursemaid. We spent most of the trip bickering. Not that that
was S0 very different from how we usudly spent our time.

| did get bored intime. I’ d brought nothing to read, and there was no useful place for anything like bench
dancing. The ship, large asit was, wasjust too confining. | was beginning to long for the ability to walk
with a hedlthy stride without having to continually turn corners or ease by ropes or other people. The
ship'ssallorswere too busy to talk during the day, and at night they either gambled or played musicto
which it wasn't safefor meto listen.

That was the one irksome thing about being a Shield. The sensitivity to music. Depending on the music,



and the Shidld, the effects could be like a cohol or worse, driving usto behaviorsin which we normally
wouldn't engage. Mournful music could send usto tears. Martid music could make us violent. The music
the sailors most often liked to play, | could only call raucous. There was no telling what I'd do at the
sound of it, and Karish was in no shape to keep me under control.

| missed Doran. | couldn’t tell anyone | missed him. | didn’t fed comfortable talking about him.

So | was happy, for avariety of reasons, when Flatwell came into sight. It didn’t take long to pack up all
of our gear, which was carried to asmall rowboat.

Karish was surly as he made hisway out of his cabin, clutching thewalls. | didn’'t say aword, and |
didn’t touch him. | walked a couple of steps behind him, close enough to catch himif hefell but not close
enough to crowd him.

Heredlly did look gaunt, with dark circles under his eyes. Rather as he had |ooked after being captured
by Creol. Also how he' d looked when he first returned from Erstwhile the previous summer. | didn’t like
how easy it wasto put himin poor hedth. | never would have consdered Shintaro Karish a al delicate,
but after this, | feared there was some inherent weaknessin hisblood. Maybe it was inbreeding.

We got into the dinghy, aready loaded with our gear, and two crew members rowed usto shore. The
ship itsdf wasn't stopping at the idand, merely dropping us off on the way somewhere farther south.

| had never seen water o brilliantly blue, or such glaringly white sand. The air smelled strange, sdty and
heavy. Just beyond the beach there was dark, dense greenery. There were no buildingsin sight, though |
could see aroad, nothing more than a beaten path redly.

“Y ou remember which way to go?’ one of the men asked me.

“Aye, Captain Vo told me.” The proper harbor was on the other side of the idand, and the captain didn’t
want to spend the time to get there and alow usto disembark. She promised me she had set other
passengers down &t thislocation, and they never experienced any difficulty finding their way. And she
had given me directions which indicated to me she knew her way around.

Then again, if such previous passengers had gotten lost and were never found, shewas't likely to hear
about it, was she?

One of the crew legpt out of the boat and pulled it farther up onto the shore. Once we wereon dry land |
grabbed up my two bags and stepped onto solid earth. | waited until Karish had likewise disembarked.
Then we watched the two sailors shove off back into the water and row back toward the ship.

The beach was soft and white and very narrow. Only afew steps would place us within the thickest
greenery |’ d ever seen. Odd trees with thin trunks and huge leaves completely blocked any distance of
viewing. | could smdll theforest, too, dense and alittle bitter.

“Zaire, it'shot,” Karish muttered, stripping off his cloak and shoving it into his pack.
It waswarm. And there was amoist heavinessin the air that wasn't pleasant.

“I knew it was hot in the South, but | didn’t think it would be this bad thislate in the year.” Hetugged on
the thin cotton of hisshirt, alight sheenrising to hisskin.

“I think I might have mispacked.” | hadn’t expected it to be so warm either. | had defined warm as what
we experienced in High Scape during the summer. Thiswas different. “ The sooner we reach civilization,
the sooner we can get some more appropriate clothes.”



We had been told by Captain Vo that there was avillage caled Pink Shell only afew milesfrom the
shore, where we could pick up some proper clothes and some food. Or we could find aplaceto stay, if
we had to, though from the sounds of it the accommodations would be fairly rudtic.

The footpath was disturbing in its obvious state of impermanence. It was nothing more than atiny little
break twisting through what felt like solid wals of dark vegetation. Strange chirping sounds and rustles,
and thefeding that | couldn’t see anything more than afew feet in front of me, combined with the dmost
total lack of sunlight, and it was suffocating.

Although it was only haf amile until thefirst 