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CHAPTER 1

Black circles under the eyes were not, Kaylin decided, a very attractive statement. Neither was hair matted with old sweat, or eyes red with lack of sleep. She accepted the fact that on this particular morning, mirrors were not going to be her friend. Luckily, she didn’t have many of them in the small quarters she called home. She got out of bed slowly, studiously avoided the short hall that led from her bolted doors to the kitchen, the closets and the large space she lived in otherwise, and lifted clothing from beneath a rumpled pile, examining it carefully.

It sort of looked clean.

She pulled the linen tunic over her head, cursed as her hair caught in the strings that secured it and yanked, hard. Shadows fell over the ledge of her single window, stretching across the floor at an ominous angle. She was going to be late. Again.

Pants were less tricky; she only had a few, and chose the black leather ones. They were, at the moment, the only ones she owned that weren’t cut, torn or bloody.

She’d have to ask Iron Jaw for a better clothing allowance. Or more time to spend the pittance she did have.

The mirror in the hall began to glow, and she cursed under her breath. She’d clearly have to ask him on a different morning.

“Coming,” she muttered.

The mirror flashed, light hanging in the room like an extended, time-slowed bolt of lightning. Iron Jaw was in a lousy mood, and it wasn’t even lunch. He hated to use the mirrors.

She buttoned up her pants, pulled on her boots and sidled her way toward the mirror, hoping that the light was the effect of lack of sleep. Not much hope there, really.

“Kaylin, where the hell have you been?”

No, the mirror this morning was definitely not her friend. She pulled her hair up, curled it in a tight bun and shoved the nearest stick she could find through its center. Then she picked up the belt on the table just to the left of that mirror and donned it, adjusting dagger hilts so they didn’t butt against her lower ribs.

“Kaylin Neya, you’d better answer soon. I know you’re there.”

Putting on her best we-both-know-it’s-fake smile, she walked over to the mirror and said, sweetly, “Good morning, Marcus.”

He growled.

Not a particularly encouraging sign, given that Marcus was Leontine, and had a bad habit of ripping the throats out of people who were stupid enough to annoy him. His lower fangs were in evidence as he snarled. But his eyes, cat eyes, were wide and unblinking in the golden fur that adorned his face, and his fur was not—yet—standing on end. His hands, however, were behind his back, and his broad chest was adorned with the full flowing robes of the Hawks.

Official dress. In the morning. Gods, she was going to be in trouble.

“Morning was two hours ago,” he snapped.

“You’re in fancy dress,” she said, changing the subject about as clumsily as she ever did.

“And you look like shit. What the hell were you doing last night?”

“None of your business.”

“Good answer,” he growled. “Why don’t you try it on the Hawklord?”

She groaned. “What day is it?”

“The fourth,” he replied.

Fourth? She counted back, and realized that she’d lost a day. Again. “I’m missing something, aren’t I?”

“Brains,” he snapped. “And survival instinct. The Hawk-lord’s been waiting for you for three hours.”

“Tell him I’m dead.”

“You will be if you don’t get your ass in here.” He muttered something else, a series of growls that she knew, from experience, meant something disparaging about humans. She let it pass.

“I’ll be there in half an hour.”

“Dressed like that? You’ll be out in thirty-five. On your ass.”

She put her palm on the mirror’s surface, cutting him off and scattering his image. Then she went to her closet and began to really move.

Bathed, cleaned, groomed and in the full dress uniform of the Hawks—which still involved the only intact pants she owned—Kaylin approached the front of the forbidding stone halls ruled by the three Lords of Law: The Lord of Wolves, the Lord of Swords and the Lord of Hawks. At least that’s what they were called on official documents and in polite company, of which Kaylin knew surprisingly little.

The Swords were the city’s peacekeepers, something illsuited to Kaylin; the Wolves were its hunters, and often, its killers. And the Hawks? The city’s eyes. Ears. The people who actually solved crimes.

Then again, she would think that; Kaylin had been a Hawk for the entire time she’d been involved on the right side of the law, and didn’t speak about the years that preceded it much.

By writ of the Emperor of Karaazon, the Halls of Law were the only standing structures allowed to approach the height of the Imperial palace, and the three towers, set against a wide stretch of expensive ground in the shape of a triangle, flew the flags of the Lords of Law: the Hawk, the Wolf and the Sword. From her vantage, they could hardly be seen; she was too close. But from the rest of the city? They never rested.

Neither, she thought, did the people who served them. She was damn tired.

The front doors were always manned, and she recognized Tanner and Clint as they lowered their pole-arms, barring her way. It was the Hawk’s month for guard duty; they shared rotation of that honor with the Swords. The Wolves, lazy bastards, weren’t considered fit for dress duty. Or ritual entries.

She hated ritual.

Clint and Tanner didn’t love it much better than she did.

“Kaylin, where the hell have you been?” Tanner asked. It was the refrain that punctuated too much of her daily existence.

“Getting cleaned up, if you must know.”

Tanner was, at six and a half feet, tall even for a human. His helm was strictly a dress helm, and it gleamed bronze in the afternoon sunlight, running from the capped height of his head down the line of his nose, as if it were a bird’s mask. To either side of the metal, his eyes were a dark, deep brown.

Clint shook his head, and the glinting helm’s light left an after-image in her vision. But he smiled. He was about two inches shorter than Tanner, and his skin was the dark ebony of the Southern stretch. She loved the sound of his voice, and he knew it.

It wasn’t the only thing she loved about him.

“You’ve got to give up the moonlighting,” he told her.

“When the pay here doesn’t suck.”

He laughed out loud, his halberd shaking as he began to lift it. “You really didn’t get much sleep, did you? Iron Jaw has ears like a Barrani—he’ll have your hide on his wall as a dartboard.”

She rolled her eyes. “Can I go now?”

“Your doom,” he said, his voice still sweet with the sound of amused laughter. But his expression gained a moment’s gravity as he leaned forward and lowered that voice into a fold of deep velvet. “Sesti told me.”

“Sesti told you what?”

“What you were doing the past two days.”

“Tell her to piss off next time you see her.”

He laughed again. She could spend all day making him laugh, just for the thrill of the deep rich tones of that voice. But if she did it today? It would be her last day. She smiled. “That won’t be until his naming day.” Aerian men were forbidden the birthing caves—unless those caves held the dead or the dying. Even then, they could come to claim their wives, no more. Kaylin had never understood this.

“When are you off duty?” she asked him.

“About two hours.”

“You haven’t been home yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Sesti had a boy. Healthy, but his feathers were a mess. Took us three hours to clean ’em down.”

“Always does,” he said with an affectionate shrug. “Go on. Iron Jaw’s been biting anyone who gets in reach.”

She nodded, walked past and then turning, reached out to touch the soft, ash gray of Clint’s wings. They snapped up and out beneath her fingers.

“You haven’t changed in seven years,” he told her, turning. “Don’t touch the flight feathers.”

If the exterior of the Halls of Law was forbidding, the interior was hardly less so. The front doors opened into a hall that not even cathedrals could boast. It rose three storeys, and across its vaulted ceilings, frescoes had been painted—Hawk, Wolf and Sword, trailing light and shadow in a grim depiction of various hunts. Sunlight streamed in from a window that was at least as tall, and certainly more impressive; the colors of the paint were protected from sunlight, and always on display, a reminder to newcomers of what the Halls meant to those who displeased their rulers.

But this hall was not meant to intimidate; it was built with a practical purpose in mind—which wasn’t true of many of the Imperial buildings. The Aerians that served the Lords of Law did not walk easily in the confined, cramped space of regular human halls. Clint, armed and armored, could easily take to the air in the confines of the rising stone walls, and high, high above her, the perch of the Aerie loomed; she had seen him reach it many, many times. Aerians circled above her, against the backdrop of colored fresco, and as always, she envied them their ability to truly fly.

The closest she’d ever gotten involved a long drop that had almost ended her life. She wasn’t eager to repeat it.

And if the Hawklord had really been waiting for three—close to four—hours now, she didn’t give much for her chances. She began to run.

To the east of the Aerian hall, as it was colloquially called—and never in the hearing of one of the three Lords—stood another tall set of doors, adorned by another set of guards.

She recognized them both: Teela and Tain. They were sometimes called the twins by anyone who had no experience with the subtle temper and cruelty of the Barrani; they were seldom called that twice by the same person. Delicately built, they stood slightly taller than Clint, slightly shorter than Tanner.

Some people found the Barrani beautiful; Kaylin wasn’t so certain, herself. They looked ethereal, delicate and just ever-so-slightly too perfect. Which made her feel solid, plain and grubby. Not exactly a way to win friends and influence people.

They wore the gray and gold of the Hawks in a band across their foreheads; their hair—gorgeous, long, black as the proverbial raven’s wing—had been pulled back and shoved neatly beneath it. Human hair—at least in the ranks of the Hawks—was not allowed that length; it got in the way of pretty much anything. But the Barrani? No such restrictions were placed on them.

Of course, having seen them in a fight, Kaylin was painfully aware that those restrictions would have been pointless.

Teela whistled. At six foot nothing, she wore armor that suited her fighting style—which is to say, none at all. But she carried a large stick. “You’re late,” she said.

Kaylin had to look up to meet her emerald eyes. And emerald? They really were. Hard, sharp and a little brittle around the too perfect edges. That and a stunning, endless shade of deep, blue green. “That’s news?”

“No. That’s the sound of me winning the betting pool.”

“Good. I was rooting for you—and now I want my cut.”

“You’ll get it,” she said with a grin, “if you survive old Iron Jaw.”

“I’m not worried about Iron Jaw. Tain, tell Teela to shut up and get the hell out of the way.”

“What, do I look stupid?”

“Usually.”

“Not that stupid.” He grinned; the row of his perfect teeth had been chipped in one fight or another. When Kaylin had first been inducted into the Hawks, Tain was the only Barrani she could always recognize when he stood among a group of his own people because he had a visible flaw. His only flaw. “Oh, I should warn you—”

“Save it for later.”

He shrugged, lazy and slow. “Remember, Kaylin, I did try.”

She was already past them, and she spent what little breath she had left cursing the fact that the damn halls were so long.

Old Iron Jaw’s desk was huddled in the center of about a dozen similar desks, and distinguishable only by the presence of the Leontine who occupied it. Well, by that and the long furrows he’d dug there over the years when his claws did their automatic extension and raked through the surface of dense, heavy wood. This happened when he was annoyed, and the person who had annoyed him had the good fortune not to be close enough to bear the brunt of those claws instead.

For good reason, no one with brains got close to an angry Leontine. Iron Jaw—called Sergeant Marcus Kassan to his considerable face—was one of the very few who had managed to make it into the Hawks—Leontines were a tad on the possessive side, they didn’t share space well, and they responded to an order as if it were a suicide wish and they were magic wands.

Iron Jaw, among his own people, would be called the Leontine word for kitten—and its only equivalent in human speech was, as far as Kaylin could translate, Eunuch. No one used it in the Hawks.

He growled when he saw her. It was a low, extended growl and he didn’t bother to open his mouth to make it.

She lifted her chin, exposing her neck in the universal gesture of submission. It was only half-fake. In spite of his legendary temper, his surliness and his habit of making the word martinet a hideous understatement, she liked him. Unlike most of the Barrani, whose lives were built on so many secrets and lies they were confounded by something as inelegant and boring as truth, Iron Jaw was exactly what he appeared to be.

And at the moment, that was pissed off.

He leaped over his desk, his shoulders hunching with a grace that belied his size, and landed in front of it, four inches from where Kaylin stood her ground. His eyes were wide and his breath—well, it was cat’s breath. Never a pleasant thing.

But she knew better than to run from a Leontine, even this one. He let his claws touch her throat and close around the very thin membrane of her skin.

“Kaylin,” he growled. “You are making me look incompetent.”

“Sorry,” she said, breathing very, very carefully.

“Where were you?”

“Getting dressed.”

The claws closed slightly.

There was no way around it; she told him the truth. “I was with Clint’s wife, Sesti. Sesti of the Camaraan clan,” she added, feeling an edged claw bite skin. Knowing that she bled, but only slightly. “She had a difficult birthing, and I promised the midwives’ guild—”

He snarled. But he let his hands drop. “You are not a midwife—”

“I am—”

“You’re a Hawk.” But his fangs had receded behind the generous black curl of what might loosely be called lips were they on someone else’s face. “You used your power.”

She said nothing for a minute. “I couldn’t do that. It’s forbidden by the Hawklord.” Which was more or less true. Well, more true. Kaylin was, as she was loath to admit, a tad special for an untrained human. She could do things that other human Hawks couldn’t. Hell, that other humans couldn’t. The Hawks knew about her, of course.

And the Hawklord? Better than any of them, he had his reasons for mistrusting the use of that power. But what the Hawklord didn’t see, didn’t hurt. As long as he didn’t hear about it.

“Well. Sesti will owe you. Which means Clint will pay.” Marcus wouldn’t tell the Hawklord. Not for something like this. Leontines had a strong understanding of debt, obligation and family. After a moment, his perpetual lack of blinking made her eyes water. “How was the birth?”

“The baby’s fine. The mother’s exhausted.”

“Was it a close thing?”

She shuddered. She’d been late once or twice when the midwives had called her—but that was in the early years, and when she’d clearly seen the cost, she had never been late again. They would have called it a miracle, in the Hawks, if she could make them believe it. “Close enough. But they’ll both pull through.”

He shrugged, and leaned back against the desk. It actually groaned. “More, I’m certain, than can be said of you. The Hawklord is waiting. In his tower.”

Could things be any worse?

She made the climb up the stairs unescorted, although guards flanked the closed doors on every landing. They nodded, and one or two that knew her well enough either shook their heads or smiled. They were almost all human or Aerian; the Barrani were trusted, but only to a point. On a good day, she might take the time to ask them what the Hawklord wanted.

This wasn’t a good day.

She made the landing of the last set of stairs, stopped to catch her breath and shake her legs out and then straightened her shoulders, adjusting her sloppy belt. It was two notches too big, again. And she hadn’t had time to punch a few extra holes.

Her hair was a flyaway mess, and her cheeks, she knew, would be a little too red for dignity—but she often had to choose between dignity and living another hour. She paused at the unattended door, and placed her palm against the golden symbol of the hawk that adorned its lower center. It was a tall door.

Magic trickled up her hand like a painful, frosty flicker. She hated it, and gritted her teeth as it passed through her skin. Of all the things she had had to learn to accept with grace, this was the hardest: to leave her palm there while magic roved and quested, seeking answers.

It was apparently satisfied; the doors began to swing open.

They opened into a round, domed room: the height of the Tower, and the face it showed to all but the most trusted of the Hawklord’s advisors. Given what she knew about the Hawklord, that that number was higher than zero should have come as a big surprise.

She bowed before the doors had fully opened. Because she wore the uniform of a Hawk, a bow was required. Had she worn any other uniform, she’d probably have had to throw in a long grovel as well as a bit of scraping.

“Kaylin Neya,” the Hawklord said coldly.

She rose instantly.

Met his eyes. They were like gray stone, like the walls of the round room; they gave no impression of life, and they hinted at nothing but surface. His face, pale as ivory, heightened their unusual color; his hair, gray, fell beyond his back. He was not Barrani, but he might as well have been; he was tall, proud and very cold.

But his wings crested the rise of drawn hood, and they were white, their pinions folded. Hawklord. It was not because he was Aerian that he was Lord here.

“Hawklord,” she said.

His face grew more stonelike.

“Lord Grammayre,” she added.

“I have been waiting for half of a day, Kaylin. Would you care to offer an explanation for the waste of my time to the Emperor?”

Her shoulders fell about four inches, but she managed to keep her head up. “No, sir.”

He frowned, and then turned toward the distant curve of the shadowed room. In it, she saw a small well of light. And around that light, a man.

Some instinct made her reach for her daggers; they were utterly silent as they slid out of their sheaths. That had been a costly gift from a mage on Elani Street who’d had a little bit of difficulty with a loan shark.

“I have, however, no intention of embarrassing the Hawks by allowing you to speak on their behalf. I have a mission for you,” he added, “and because of its nature, I wish you to take backup.”

Great. She looked down at her boots, and the low edges of the one pair of pants she now owned that wasn’t war-zone material. “Lord Grammayre—”

“That was not, of course, a request.” He held out a hand in command, but not to her. “I would like to introduce you to one of your partners. You may recognize him; you may not. He has been seconded from the Wolves. Severn?”

She almost didn’t hear the words; they made no sense.

Because across the round room—a room that now seemed to have no ceiling, her vision had grown so focused—a man stepped into the sun’s light.

A man she recognized, although she hadn’t seen him for years. For seven years.

In utter silence, she threw the first dagger, and hit the ground running.

He was fast.

But he’d always been fast. His own long knife was in the air before she’d run half the distance that separated them; her thrown dagger glanced off it with a sonorous clang. Everything in the Hawk’s tower reverberated; there could be no hidden fights, here.

“Hello, Kaylin.”

She snarled. Words were lost; what remained was motion, movement, intent. She held the second dagger in her hand as she unsheathed the third; heard the Hawklord’s cold command at her back as if it were simple breeze in the open streets.

The open streets of the fiefs, almost a decade past.

His smile exposed teeth, the narrowing of eyes, the sudden tensing of shoulder and chest as he gathered motion, hoarding it.

Left hand out, she loosed a second dagger, and he parried it, but only barely. The third, she had at his chest before he could bring his knife down.

Too easy, she thought desperately. Too damn easy.

She looked up at his lazy smile and brought her dagger in.

Light blinded her. Light, it seemed, from the sound of his sudden curse, blinded him; they were driven apart by the invisible hands of the Hawklord’s power, and they were held fast, their feet inches above the ground.

Her eyes grew accustomed, by slow degree, to the darkness of the domed room.

“I see,” the Hawklord said quietly, “that you know Severn. Severn, you failed to mention this in your interview.”

Severn had always recovered quickly. “I didn’t recognize the name,” he said, voice even, smile still draped across his face. He moved slowly, very slowly, and sheathed his long knife, waiting.

And she looked up at his face. He wasn’t as tall as Tanner, and he wasn’t as broad; he had the catlike grace of a young Leontine, and his hair was a burnished copper, something that reddened in caught light. But his eyes were the blue she remembered, cold blue, and if he had new scars—and he did—they hadn’t changed his face enough to remove it from her memory.

“Kaylin?”

She said nothing for a long, long time. And given the tone of the Hawklord’s voice, it wasn’t a wise expenditure of that time.

“I know him,” she said at last.

“That has already been established.” The Hawk’s lips turned up in a cold smile. “You seldom attempt to kill a man for no reason in this tower. But not,” he added, “never.”

She ignored the comment. “He’s no Wolf,” she told the man who ruled the Hawks in all their guises. “I don’t care what he told you—he doesn’t serve the Wolflord.”

He chose to ignore her use of the Lord of Wolves, her more colloquial title. “Ah. And who does he serve, Kaylin?”

“One of the seven,” she said, spitting to the side.

“The seven?”

She was dead tired of his word games. “The fieflords,” she said.

“Ah. Severn?”

“I was a Wolf,” he replied, as if this bored him. As if everything did. He ran a hand through his hair; it was just shy of regulation length. “I served the Lord of Wolves.” Each word emphasized and correct.

“You’re lying.”

“Ask the Lord of Hawks,” he told her, with a shrug. “He’s got the paperwork.”

“No,” the Hawklord replied quietly, “I don’t.”

Severn was silent, assessing the tone of the Hawklord’s words. After a moment, he shrugged again; the folds of his robes shifted, and Kaylin heard the distinct sound of cloth rubbing against leather. He was not entirely unarmored here.

Too bad.

“I was a Shadow Wolf,” he said at last.

“For how long?” She refused to be shocked. Refused to let his admission slow her down.

“Years,” he replied. Just that.

She didn’t believe him. “He’s lying.”

“I didn’t say how many,” he added softly. As if it were a game.

“He is not lying,” the Hawklord told her. “Believe that when the unusual request for transfer between the Towers arrives, we check very carefully. When the man who requests the transfer is of the Shadows, our investigations are more thorough.”

“Thorough how?”

“We called in the Tha’alani.”

She froze. She had faced Tha’alani before, but only once, and she had been thirteen years old at the time. She had sworn, then, that she would die before she let one touch her again. The Tha’alani were an obscenity; they touched not flesh—although that in and of itself caused her problems—but thought, mind, heart, all the hidden things.

All the things that had to stay hidden if they were to be protected.

They were sometimes called Truthseekers. But it was a paltry word. Kaylin privately preferred rapist as the more accurate term.

“He subjected himself to the Tha’alani willingly,” the Hawklord added.

“And the Tha’alani said he was telling the truth.”

“Indeed.”

“And what truth? What could he say that would make him worthy of the Hawks?”

But the Hawklord’s patience had ebbed. “Enough to satisfy the Lord of Hawks,” he told her. “Will you question me?”

No. Not if she wanted to be a Hawk. “Why? Why him?”

“Because, Kaylin, he is one of two men who understand the fiefs as well as you do.”

She froze.

“The other will be with us shortly.”

After about ten minutes, the Hawklord let them go. Mostly. The barrier that held Kaylin’s arms to her side slowly thinned; she could move as if she were under water. Given that she was likely to try to kill Severn again the minute she got the chance, she tried hard not to resent the Hawklord’s caution.

“Feel all better now that that’s out of your system?” Severn asked quietly.

She wanted to cut the lips off his face; it would ruin his smirk. “No.”

“No?”

“You’re not dead.”

He laughed and shook his head. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you Elianne?”

“Tell him to let us go and you can find that out for yourself.”

“I doubt the Lord of Hawks would take the orders of a former Shadow Wolf. Although given your tardiness and his apparent acceptance of it, he’s a damn site more tolerant than the Lord of Wolves was.”

“Try.”

He laughed again. “Not yet, little—what did he call you? Kaylin? Not yet.”

The Lord of Hawks watched them with the keen sight of their namesake.

“You want to send us into the fiefs,” she said at last, trying to keep the accusation out of her voice.

“Yes. It’s been seven years, Kaylin. Long enough.”

“Long enough for what? Three of the fieflords are out-caste Barrani— I could live and die in the time it took them to blink!”

The Hawklord turned his full attention upon her. “I think I have been overly tolerant,” he said at last, and in a tone of voice she hadn’t heard since she’d first arrived in this tower. “You are either Hawk or you are not. Decide.”

Her silence was enough of an answer, but only barely. “The third is coming now.”

The door, which had probably closed the moment Kaylin had fully stepped across its threshold, swung open again.

A man walked into the room. He wore no armor that she could hear beneath the full flow of his perfect robes. Her hearing had always been good. “Lord Grammayre,” he said, bowing low.

“Tiamaris,” the Hawklord replied. “I would like to introduce you to Kaylin and Severn. You will work with them.”

The man rose. His hair was a dark, dark black—Barrani black—but his build was all wrong for Barrani. He was a shade taller than Teela, and about twice her width. Three times, maybe. His hands were empty; he carried no obvious weapon. Wore no open medallion. The hand that he lifted in ritual greeting, palm out, was smooth and unadorned.

Kaylin and Severn could not likewise lift hand—but their background in the fiefs hadn’t made the gesture automatic. Lord Grammayre was under no such disadvantage; he lifted his ringed hand in greeting, and lowered his chin slightly.

“Tiamaris has some knowledge of the fiefs,” he told them both. Tiamaris lowered his perfectly raised hand, and turned to face them.

Something about the man’s eyes were all wrong; it took Kaylin a moment to realize what it was. They were orange. A deep, bright orange that hinted at red and gold. Her own eyes almost fell out of their sockets.

“You have the privilege,” Lord Grammayre told her quietly, “of meeting the only member of the Dragon caste to ever apply to serve in the Halls of Law.”

Severn recovered first. He laughed. “It’s true, then,” he said, to no one in particular.

That rankled. “Like you’d know true if it bit you on the ass.”

“You really are a mongrel unit.”

“No, Severn,” the Hawklord replied softly. Too softly. Had it been anyone else speaking, Kaylin might have dared a warning kick.

She hoped Severn hung himself instead.

Severn fell silent.

“The Hawks have always been open to those who seek service under the banner of the Emperor’s Law. Where service is offered it is accepted, by whoever offers it. Tiamaris has chosen to make that offer, and it has been accepted, by the Three Towers. And the Emperor. If the Wolves choose different criteria upon which to accept applicants, that is the business of the Lord of Wolves; if the Swords choose to retain only the mortal races, that is likewise the concern of their lord.

“I would, of course, be pleased to explain your mission. But I have spent precious hours in this tower, and I have other duties to which I must attend. The Lords of Law meet within the half hour.” He reached into the folds of his robes and pulled out a large gem.

Even Kaylin could see it glow.

He held it a moment in his open palm. “This contains all of the information the Hawks have been able to gather about your mission. Some of it was placed within the gem by the Tha’alani, some was placed there by Wolves and Swords. You will study it,” he added quietly, “and it will tell you all you require.

“If you have questions, contain them. You will have to find answers on your own. You will speak to no one of what you see within the gem. It is spellbound, and it will enforce that command.”

He hesitated a moment, and then, lifting his hand, he gestured. Kaylin fell an inch to the ground and stumbled, righting herself.

“Kaylin.”

She turned. Saw that he held out both his open hand and the large gem it contained—to her. For just a minute she considered the wisdom of a different occupation.

But her past would follow her out the doors; here it was hidden. Without a word, she held out a hand, and he dropped the crystal into the shaking curve of her palm. Blue light seared her vision; her fingers closed instinctively.

She was surprised when she didn’t throw it away.

“Interesting,” the Hawklord said softly. She thought he might say more, but the meeting with the Lords of Law clearly demanded his full attention. “You are dismissed,” he said quietly. “You may speak with Marcus. Tell him that you are to be equipped in any reasonable manner. Remind him that the equipment is not to be logged.

“That is all.”





CHAPTER 2

Judging by the quality of the silence, which had gone from absolute to cryptlike, Iron Jaw still hadn’t recovered his good humor, such as it was. The people who usually occupied the desks in line of sight seemed to have developed an extended case of lunch. Kaylin’s stomach really wanted to join them. Either that, or to lose the breakfast she hadn’t had. She couldn’t quite decide which.

Severn. Here. Her hands were fists, which, given that one of them was clutching something with sharp edges, was unfortunate. If it hadn’t been years since she’d badly wanted to kill someone—and face it, she wasn’t angelae—it had been years since she’d tried. Her timing, as always, was impeccable.

Marcus looked up from his paperwork. She wondered which poor sacrificial soul had delivered it. She didn’t envy them.

“Well?” He growled.

She shrugged. Not really safe, given his mood—but she was in a mood of her own. “We need a safe room,” she told him, waving the crystal she still clutched.

His brows rose, or rather, the fur above his eyes did. When it settled, he looked annoyed. Nothing new, there. “West room,” he said, curtly. “And those two?”

“Ask the Hawklord.”

His lip curled back over his teeth, and she decided that his mood trumped hers. “Severn,” she said curtly. “Formerly of the Wolves.”

“Here?”

“I said formerly.”

“And the other?”

“Tiamaris. He’s a…”

The low growl deepened. The Leontine slid around the desk, paperwork forgotten.

Tiamaris stood his ground. Stood it with such complete confidence, Kaylin wondered if anything ever shook him.

“That’s a caste name, isn’t it?” the Leontine asked.

“That is none of your concern, Sergeant Kassan,” Tiamaris replied. His voice gave nothing away. Kaylin was impressed. Not that he knew Marcus’s rank—anyone who knew the uniform could see that—but that he knew his pride name.

Marcus drew closer, and as he did, he gained height—or at least his fur did. It was a Leontine trait, when the Leon-tine felt threatened. That usually only happened in the presence of his wives or his kits.

Severn sat on an empty desk and folded arms across his chest, smirking. Kaylin almost joined him. Almost.

But she didn’t want to be where he was; she had decided that a long time ago. Wouldn’t think about it here, because if by some miracle Marcus didn’t go feral, she might, and she didn’t want to be the cause of an office death. Not when the Hawklord had made clear what the price of that death would be.

“Tiamaris, you said?” Marcus’s growl could sometimes be mistaken for a purr. Kaylin kept a flinch in check as she realized Iron Jaw was actually speaking Barrani. It was the formal language of the Lords of Law, and as he was allergic to most forms of formal, he seldom used it.

Tiamaris raised a dark brow. They were almost of a height. Marcus continued to close; Tiamaris continued to mime a statue. Inches fell away.

Men. “Actually, Marcus, I said it,” Kaylin lifted the crystal as if it were an Imperial writ.

To her surprise, Marcus actually turned to look at her. But if his gaze was fastened on the crystal she held, his words were for Tiamaris. “This is my office,” he said quietly, each word textured by the full growl of a Leontine in his prime. “These are my Hawks. If you…choose to work here, you accept that.”

“I choose to serve at the pleasure of the Lord of Hawks,” was the neutral reply. It, too, was in Barrani. Kaylin realized that she had not heard Tiamaris speak in any other language since he’d entered the tower.

Kaylin tried again. “We’re to be kitted out,” she began. “And the Hawklord—”

“He told me.” He turned his gaze back to Tiamaris. “This isn’t finished,” he said quietly.

“No,” Tiamaris concurred, in an agreeable tone of voice that implied anything but. “It’s barely begun. Sergeant?”

“Take the West room,” he replied, eyes lidding slowly. Kaylin knew, then, that Tiamaris was close to death. Would have been, had he not been a Dragon. “Kaylin, show them.”

She took a deep breath. Thought about telling them all that she wasn’t their babysitter. Thought better of it a full second before her mouth opened on the words. “Right.” She offered a very sloppy salute, palm out but not exactly flat. It was also, she realized, as Iron Jaw stared at it, the wrong hand.

“You two, follow.”

“Whatever you say,” Severn told her, sliding off the desk. “Lead on, Kaylin.”

The West room was one of four such rooms, and they were all just as poetically named. The Leontines didn’t really go in for fancy names. Near as Kaylin could tell, the Leontine word for food translated roughly as “corpse.” Some accommodations had to be made in culinary discussions.

When Marcus had first taken the job, the safe rooms—like all of the rest of the rooms in the labyrinthine Halls of Law ruled by the Hawklord—had been named after upstanding citizens, people with a lot of money or distant relatives of the living Emperor. Marcus had pretty much pissed in every possible corner in the Hawks’ domain, and after he’d finished doing that, he’d fixed a few more things. Starting with the names.

Still, in all, West was better than some seven syllable name that she wouldn’t be able to pronounce without a dictionary. Now if he’d only do something about the damn wards on the doors….

Before she touched the door, she turned to Tiamaris. “Don’t antagonize him,” she said quietly.

“Was I?”

She didn’t know enough about Dragons to be certain he had done so on purpose. But she knew enough about men. “Marcus crawled his way up the ladder over a pile of corpses,” she replied. “And we need him where he is. Don’t push him.”

For the first time that day, Tiamaris smiled.

Kaylin decided that she preferred it when he didn’t. His teeth weren’t exactly like normal teeth; they didn’t have the pronounced canines of the Leontine, but they seemed to glitter. His eyes certainly did.

She pushed the door open and walked into the room.

“Severn,” she said, the name sliding off her tongue before she could halt it, “sit down. Tiamaris?”

“Kaylin?”

“We can’t proceed until the door is closed—the gem is keyed.”

“Ah.” He crossed the threshold into the small, windowless room. It looked like a prison cell. On the wrong days, it was. And the prisoners it contained? She shuddered.

The door slid shut behind him. Severn sat, lounging across a chair as if he were in his personal rooms. Tiamaris sat stiffly, as if he weren’t used to bending in the middle.

And Kaylin stood between them, between the proverbial rock and a hard place. She looked at Severn. Looked at the familiar scars that she’d never forgotten, and looked at the newer ones.

She wanted to kill him.

And he knew it. His smile stilled, until it was a mask, a presentation. Behind it, his blue eyes were hooded, watchful. His hands had fallen beneath the level of the plain, wooden table that was the only flat surface that wasn’t the floor.

“Are you really a Hawk?” He asked casually.

“Are you really a Wolf?”

They stared at each other for a beat too long.

“Kaylin,” Tiamaris said quietly. “I believe you have business to attend to.”

“I’m a Hawk,” she replied.

“Why?”

“Why?” Her hand closed around the crystal. “Yeah,” she said to Tiamaris. “Business. As usual.”

There had been a time when she would have answered any question Severn had asked. Any question. But she wasn’t that girl, now. She had no desire to share any of her life with him. Instead, she looked at the crystal. Some hesitance must have showed, because Tiamaris raised a brow.

“You are familiar with these, yes?”

“I’ve seen them,” she said coldly.

“But you’ve never used one.”

She shoved nonexistent hair out of her eyes, as if she were stalling. Her earlier years in the streets of the fiefs had proved that lies were valuable. Her formative years with the Hawks had shown her that they were also usually transparent, if they were hers. At last, she said, “No. Never.”

“If you would allow me—”

“No.”

Another brow rose. “No?”

The word sounded like a threat.

“No,” she said, finding her feet. “The Hawklord gave it to me. You try to use it, and if it’s keyed, we’ll be picking you out of our hair for weeks.”

His smile was not a comfort. He held out his hand. “I have the advantage,” he told her softly, “of knowing how to unlock a crystal.”

After a pause, in which she acknowledged privately that she was stalling, she said, “Why is he sending a Dragon into the fiefs?”

Tiamaris shrugged. “You must ask him. I fear he will not answer, however.” His eyes narrowed, gold giving way to the fire of red. “I confess I am equally curious. Why has he chosen to send an untried girl there?”

“I’m not untried,” she snapped. “I’ve been with the Hawks for seven years.”

“You’ve been with the Hawks,” he replied, “since you were thirteen. By caste reckoning, you were a child, then. You reached your age of majority two years ago. In accordance with the rules of Law, you have been a Hawk for two years.”

“Caste reckoning,” she snapped, “is for the castes. I grew up in the fiefs. Age means something else, there.”

“So,” Tiamaris said, splaying a hand across the table’s surface. “That was true.”

She looked at him again. How much do you know about me? Which wasn’t really the important question. And why? Which was. “You’ve been a Hawk for a day, if I’m any judge.”

“Two,” he replied.

“It takes longer than two days to make a Hawk.”

He shrugged. “It takes only the word of the Hawklord.”

He was, of course, right. She cursed the Lord of the Hawks in the seven languages she knew. Which wasn’t saying much; she could only speak four passably, but she was enough of a Hawk that she’d picked up the important words in the other three, and none of them were suitable for children or politics.

Languages were her only academic gift. She’d failed almost every other class she’d been forced to take. Lord Grammayre had been about as tolerant as a disappointed parent could be, and she’d endured more lectures about applying herself than she cared to remember. At least a third of them had been delivered in Aerian, he’d been that annoyed; it was his habit to speak formal Barrani when addressing the Hawks, although when frustrated he could descend into Elantran, the human tongue.

“The crystal,” Tiamaris said.

She’d bought about all the time she could afford. Grinding her teeth—which caused Severn to laugh—she put her left palm over it; caught between her palms, the crystal began to pulse. She felt its beat and almost dropped it as it began to warm; warmth gave way to heat, and heat to something that was just shy of fire.

She’d touched fire before; been touched by it. Someplace, she still bore the scars. But she’d be damned if she let a little pain get in her way. Not in front of these two.

The crystal was beating. She felt it, and almost recognized the cadence of its insistent drumming. After a moment, she realized why; it had slowed, timing itself to the rhythm of her heart.

Which was too damn loud anyway.

“Here we go,” she said softly.

Kaylin.

The Hawklord’s voice was unmistakable. She relaxed, hearing it; it was calm and almost pleasant. An Aerian voice.

Kaylin, witness.

The fiefs opened up in her line of sight; she lost track of the room. She could see the boundaries that marked the criminal territories colloquially called the fiefs; they occupied the western half of the riverside, swallowing all but the Port Authority by the old docks. The view was top side, high; someone had flown this stretch. Someone had carried the unlocked crystal, linked to it, feeding it images, vision, the certainty of knowledge.

Grammayre? She couldn’t be certain.

The Lords of Law were the fist of the Emperor; they owed their allegiance and existence to his whim. This was a truth that she had faced almost daily for seven years. The Hawks, the Wolves and the Swords were not soldiers; they were no part of the Imperial army.

But they were allowed arms and armor, by law; in their individual ways, they kept the laws of the city of Elantra. And if that wasn’t a war, she didn’t want to see one. No one loved the guards who served the Lords of Law, but almost no one crossed them. Not outside of the fiefs.

Within the fiefs?

Old pain crossed her features, distorting them. She closed her eyes. Her vision however, was caught in crystal; she watched as the fiefs drew closer, undeniable now. Saw the boundaries beyond which the Lords of Law had little sway, held little power, and all of that power theoretical.

The armies would have more, but the Emperor seldom allowed the armies to crusade within his city.

And so the fiefs continued to exist.

In the fiefs, the slavery that had been abolished for a generation and a half still existed in all but name. Whole grand houses, opulent, golden manses, opened their doors to visitors, and within those doors, the rich could purchase anything. A moment’s illegal escape, in the smoke-wreathed rooms of the opiates. A moment’s pleasure, in the private parlors of the prostitutes. And a death, here or there, if one’s tastes shaded to the sadistic.

Sordid, storybook, the fiefs made their money off those who would never dream of living within their borders.

And the fieflords ruled. They had their own laws, their own armies, their own lieges—everything but open warfare. Open war in the city would bring the army down upon them all. This was understood, and it was perhaps the only thing that kept the fieflords in check. But in Kaylin’s experience, it wasn’t near enough. People lived and died at their whim. Money ruled the fiefs; money and power.

But the people who lived in them, who lived in the old buildings, the crumbling tenements, the small, squalid houses, had neither. They made what living they could, and they dreamed of a time when they might cross the boundaries that divided the one city from the other, seeking freedom or safety in the streets beyond.

They might as well have lived in a different country.

“Kaylin?” Tinny, robbed of the threat and grandeur of a Dragon’s natural voice, she heard Tiamaris.

“Can you see it?”

Silence. A beat. “No,” he said quietly. “The gem is, as you claimed, keyed to you. It appears you are to be our conduit to the investigation.” He didn’t sound pleased, and she knew she was being petty when she felt a moment’s satisfaction.

But the satisfaction was very short-lived; the view dipped and veered, rolling in the sky. Clint had once taken her up in the air. She’d been with the Hawks for a handful of weeks, and she was thin with the hunger that dogged most children in the fiefs; he’d caught her under the arms, and she’d clung to him, determined to fly with him.

But she had found the distance from Clint to ground overwhelming. She couldn’t follow what she saw; couldn’t do anything but shut her eyes and shiver. Wind against her face, like it was now, was a reminder of what she wasn’t: Aerian, and meant for the skies.

But he’d held her tight, and his voice, in her ear, became an anchor. He teased a sense of security slowly out of her fear, her frozen stiffness, and she had at last opened those eyes and looked. He took her to his home, to the heights of the Aeries in the cliffs that bordered the southern face of the city.

His home was not the home she had fled.

Not the home that the crystal’s flight was returning her to.

The first fief passed beneath her shadow. She saw the tallest of the buildings it contained, and saw the gallows and the hanging cage that lay occupied beside it. Someone had angered the servants of the fieflord here, and they meant it to be known; the cage’s occupant—man? Woman? She couldn’t tell from this distance—was clearly still alive.

The voyager didn’t pause here; he merely observed.

From a distance, she was encouraged to do the same. But she had seen those cages from the ground; had watched a friend die in one, had discovered, on that day, what it meant to be truly powerless.

She struggled with the crystal, but she was overmastered here. The Hawks—her place in the Hawks—had given her the illusion of power. And the Hawklord was going to strip her of it before he let her leave. To remind her—as she had not reminded herself—that she was still powerless, still young.

This is the domain of the outcaste Barrani fieflord known as Nightshade, his voice said. We do not, of course, know his real name. It is hidden by spells far stronger than those we can comfortably use. Not even the Barrani castelords dare to challenge Nightshade in his own Dominion.

She closed her eyes. It didn’t help.

You know this fief.

She knew it. Severn knew it. They had lived, and almost died, in its streets. And Severn had done much, much worse there. The desire to kill him was paralyzing. It was wed to a bitter desire for justice—and justice was a fool’s dream in the fiefs.

There are deaths here which you must investigate. More information is forthcoming.

The crystal shifted in her hands, becoming almost too hot to hold. She held it anyway as her view suddenly banked and shifted.

She was on the ground. The smell of the streets, overpowering in its terrible familiarity, filled her senses. She staggered, stumbled, stood; she looked down to see that her tunic—an unfamiliar tunic, a man’s garb—was red with blood.

She felt no pain, but she knew that this memory was courtesy of the Tha’alani, and she hated it. It was different in all ways from the distant observation of the Hawklord; it was full of terror, of pain, of the inability to acknowledge or deny either.

She stumbled in the streets, and her arms ached; she was carrying something. No, he was, whoever he was. He stumbled along the busy streets; the sun was high. Some people watched him from a distance, open curiosity mixed with dread in their unfamiliar—blessedly so—faces. None approached. None offered him aid with the burden he bore. And when his strength at last gave out, when his knees bent, when his arms unlocked in a shudder that spoke of effort, of time, she saw why; saw it from his eyes.

A body rolled down his lap, bloody, devoid of life.

He screamed, then. A name, over and over, as if the name were a summons, as if it contained the power to command life to return.

But watching now as a Hawk, watching as someone trained to know death and its causes, Kaylin knew that it was futile.

The boy—ten years of age, maybe twelve—had been disemboweled. His arms hung slack by his sides, and she could see, from wrist to elbow, the black tattoos that had been painted there, indelible, in flesh.

She had seen them before. She knew that it wasn’t only his arms that bore those marks; his inner thighs would bear them, too.

She screamed.

And Severn screamed in quick succession as she inexplicably lost contact with the gem.

Her hands were blistered; her skin was broken along the lines of the rigid crystal. And so were Severn’s. He dropped the crystal instantly and it hit the table with a thunk, fastening itself to the wooden surface.

She thought it should roll.

It was a stupid thought.

“What are you doing?” She shouted at Severn, the words ground through clenched teeth, the pain in her hands making her stupid.

“Prying the gem away from you,” he snapped back, composure momentarily forgotten.

“Why?”

He shrugged. The shrug, which started at his shoulder, ended in a shudder. “You didn’t like what you were looking at,” he added quietly.

“And it matters?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He didn’t answer.

“That was brave,” Tiamaris said, speaking for the first time. “And very, very foolish. The Hawklord must have gone to some expense to create this crystal. It is…obviously unusual. Kaylin?”

She shook her head. Actually, she just shook. She wanted to touch the gem again, and she wanted to destroy it. Torn between the two—the one an imperative and the other an impossibility—she was frozen.

Tiamaris said quietly, “I owe you a debt.” The words were grave. His eyes had edged from red to gold, and the gold was liquid light.

“Debt?”

“I would have taken the gem. It would have been…unwise. It appears that the Hawklord trusts you, Kaylin. And it would appear,” he added, with just the hint of a dark smile, “that that trust does not extend to his newest recruits.”

But Severn refused to be drawn into the conversation; he was staring at Kaylin. His own hands had started to swell and blister.

“Did you see it?” she asked him, all enmity momentarily forgotten. He was Severn, she was Elianne, and the streets of the fiefs had become that most impossible of things: more terrifying than either had ever thought possible.

He shook his head. “No,” he said, devoid now of arrogance or ease. “But I know what you saw.”

“How?”

“I’ve only heard you scream that way once in your life,” he replied. He lifted a hand, as if to touch her, and she shied away instantly, her hand falling to her dagger hilt. To one of many.

He accepted her rejection as if it hadn’t happened. “I was there, back then,” he added quietly. “I saw it too. It’s happening again, isn’t it?”

She closed her eyes. After a moment, eyes still closed, she rolled up her sleeves, exposing the length of arm from wrist to elbow.

There, in black lines, in an elegant and menacing swirl, were tattoos that were almost twin to the ones upon the dead boy’s arms.

She was surprised when someone touched her wrist, and her eyes jerked open.

But Tiamaris held the wrist in a grip that could probably crush bone with little effort. Funny, how human his hands looked. How human they weren’t.

She tried to pull away. He didn’t appear to notice.

But his eyes flickered as she drew a dagger out of its sheath with her free hand. She’d moved slowly, and the daggers made no sound—but he was instantly aware of them.

“I wouldn’t, if I were you. Lord Grammayre is not known for his tolerance of fighting among his own.”

“Let go,” she whispered.

He didn’t appear to have heard her. “Do you know what these markings mean?” He asked. His inner eye membrane had risen, lending opacity to the sudden fire of his eyes.

“Death,” she whispered.

“Yes,” he replied. He studied them with care, and after a moment, she realized he was reading them. “They mean death. But that is not all they mean, Kaylin of the Hawks.”

“This isn’t—this isn’t Dragon.”

“No. It is far older than Dragon, as you so quaintly call our tongue.”

“Barrani?”

His lip curled in open disdain.

“I’ll take that as a no.” She hesitated. These patterns had been with her since she had gained the age of ten, a significant age in the fiefs. Not many children survived that long when they’d lost their parents.

“Where did you get these?”

“In Nightshade,” she whispered.

“Who put them upon you? Who marked you thus?”

It was Severn who answered. “No one.”

“Impossible.”

“I saw them,” Severn replied. “I saw them…grow. We all did. They started one morning in Winter.”

“On what day?”

“The shortest one.”

Tiamaris said nothing. She wanted him to continue to say nothing, but he opened his mouth anyway. “I saw the bodies,” he said at last. “And the tattoos of the dead did not just, as you say, ‘start.’ They were put there, and at some cost.”

“Not hers,” Severn said quietly.

Tiamaris frowned. “There is something here,” he said at last, “that even I cannot read.”

“Do you—do you know someone who can?”

“Only one,” Tiamaris replied, “and it would not be safe for you to ask him.”

“Why?”

“He would probably take both arms.”

Severn said, “He could try.” And his long dagger was suddenly in his hand.

Kaylin looked at it. Looked at Severn. Understood nothing at all. “How do you know how to read this?” she whispered.

“I am considered a scholar,” was his cautious reply. “I dabble in the antiquities.”

Which meant magery. She didn’t bother to ask.

“Let me go,” she said wearily, adding command to the words.

To her surprise, Tiamaris withdrew his grip. “You are interesting, Kaylin, as the Hawklord surmised. But I am surprised, now.”

“At what?”

“That the Hawklord let you live.”

Kaylin said nothing.

Again, for reasons that made no sense, Severn said, “Why?” His hands had once again fallen beneath the surface of the table.

“Your story…is strange. And you must understand that the deaths in the fiefs some years ago were also investigated.”

The deaths. Seven years ago. She shuddered.

For the first time since she’d met Tiamaris, his expression went bleak. The way distant, snow-covered cliffs were.

“You were there, back then,” she said softly.

“I was there.”

“And you weren’t a Hawk.”

“No.”

She lifted a shaking head. Looked down at her arms. “What does it mean?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, even now, eyes upon her face. “But in the end, the killings stopped. Does the Hawklord know of these?”

She nodded. She almost matched his bleakness. “He knows almost everything about me.”

“And he does not suspect that you were involved in the incidents.”

Her eyes rounded. She was too stunned to be angry; that might come later.

“You don’t understand, and clearly Grammayre did not see fit to inform you. As I will be working with you, I will. The first death must have occurred—and Lord Grammayre would be acquainted with the approximate time—on the day you say these appeared. On the same solstice.”

The silence was, as they say, deafening. And into the silence, the shadow of accusation crept.

“She had nothing to do with the deaths of the others,” Severn snapped. “They were all—”

Kaylin said, “Shut up, Severn.”

To her surprise, Severn did.

“I believe you” was the quiet reply. “Having met her, I believe you.” Tiamaris looked across the table at Kaylin; the table seemed to have grown very, very long. From that distance, he said, “You said that it had started again. Tell me what you think has started.”

She swallowed. Her mouth was very dry. “The deaths,” she whispered at last. “In Nightshade. I thought—when the first body appeared—I was so certain I would die next. Because of the marks. We all were.”

“All?”

Her lips thinned. She didn’t answer the question. It wasn’t any of his damn business. A different life.

“What happened?”

She shook her head. Inhaled and rose, placing tender palms against the hard surface of scarred wood. “I didn’t die. I don’t know why,” she said at last. “But I do know where we’re going.”

“To Nightshade,” Severn said quietly.

“To Nightshade.” She started toward the door. Stopped. She turned back to look at Severn, who had not risen to join her. “It’s not finished,” she told him softly.

He said nothing, but after a moment, added, “I know. Elianne—”

“I’m Kaylin,” she whispered. “Don’t forget it.”

“I won’t. Will you?”

She shook her head, and instead of murderous rage, she felt something different, something more dangerous. “I won’t forget what you did, in Nightshade.”

He said nothing at all.

“I need to get something to eat. Meet me in the front hall in an hour. No, two. Be ready.”

“For the fiefs?” He laughed bitterly.

Tiamaris, however, nodded.

She left the room, walking quietly and with a stately dignity that she seldom possessed. Only when she was certain she’d left them both behind did she stop to empty the negligible contents of her stomach.

Marcus was there, of course. As if he’d been waiting. He probably had. He placed velvet paw-pads upon her shoulder, and squeezed; she felt the full pads of his palms press into her tunic. Warmth, there.

“Kaylin.”

“I don’t want to go back,” she whispered, in a voice she hated. It was a thirteen-year-old’s voice. A child’s voice.

“Don’t tell me where you’re going. If I’m not mistaken, you’re bound.” He glanced at her blistered palm and his breath came out in a huff that sounded similar to a growl. It was a comforting sound, or it was meant to be. If you knew a Leontine. She knew this one.

“But I can guess,” he added grimly. “Come. The quartermaster has given me what you requisitioned.”

“I didn’t—”

“The Hawklord understands where you’re going,” Marcus said quietly. “And he was prepared. He was not, I think, prepared for losing the half day. He’s docked your pay.”

“Bastard,” she whispered, but with no heat.

His hand ran over her rounded back. As if she were his, part of his pride. “I brought you this,” he said, when she at last straightened, her stomach still unsettled.

She knew what he held.

It looked like a bracer, but shorter, and it was golden in sheen. Three gems adorned it, and to the untrained eye, they were valuable: ruby, sapphire and diamond.

But Kaylin knew they were more than that. “I won’t lose control,” she started.

His eyes were as narrow as they ever got. “It wasn’t a request, Kaylin. I know where you’re going.”

“He told you?”

His nose wrinkled as he looked at the mess around her feet. And on it.

“Oh.”

“Put it on,” he told her, in a voice that brooked no refusal. A sergeant’s voice.

“Marcus—”

“Put it on, Kaylin. And if I were you, I wouldn’t remove it for a while.”

She took the bracer from his hands and stared at it. It had no apparent hinge, but that, too, was illusion. She touched the gems in a sequence that her fingers had never forgotten: blue, blue, red, blue, white, white. She felt magic’s familiar and painful prickle at the same time as she heard the unmistakable click of a cage door being opened.

“Did he tell you to make me do this?” she asked bitterly.

“No, Kaylin. I think he trusts you to know your own limits.”

“Do you?”

“Yes,” he said softly. But he waited while she slid the manacle over her left arm. “In as much as you can know them, I do.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know what it means.”

And she did. “I—I haven’t lost control since—”

“You weren’t in the fiefs, then.” He paused for just a moment, and then added, “Kaylin, your power—no one understands it. Not even the Hawklord. He’s kept it hidden. I’ve kept it hidden. He is the only one of the Lords of Law who knows what can happen when you lose it. And he’s the only one who should.”

She closed her eyes. “The Hawklord—”

“Trusts you. More than that, he shows some affection for you. I have come to understand his wisdom. Even if you can’t be on time to save your life or my reputation.” He turned away, then. “Leave the mess. I’ll have someone else clean it up.”

She still didn’t move.

And heard his growling sigh. He turned back. “What you did with Sesti, what you did with one of my own pride-wives, is not something that either the Hawklord or I could have predicted could be done.”

“Sesti was—”

“Kaylin. You wouldn’t have gone to Sesti if you thought she’d survive the birthing on her own. You would never have risked the exposure. You’ve been damn careful. You’ve had to be. But you saved her, you saved her son. You saved mine. I wouldn’t make you wear this if you were going someplace where I thought you’d have to—”

She lifted her hand. “It’s on, Marcus,” she said, weary now.

The last thing she wanted to think about was power.

Because she’d discovered over the years that it always, always had a price, and someone had to pay it.





CHAPTER 3

“You’re an hour late,” Severn snapped.

“You had something better to do?” She ran a hand across her eyes and winced; it was her blistered hand.

“Than being stared at by a bunch of paper-pushing Hawks?” He spit to the side.

“We didn’t ask you to transfer,” she snapped back. Not that she was fond of being stared at, either—but she was used to it, by now. Besides, it meant that Marcus’s fur had settled enough that the rest of the office had decided it was safe to come back to work.

“In the event that it comes as a surprise,” Tiamaris said, in his deep, neutral tone, “Kaylin is not known for her punctuality. She is known, in fact, for her lack—even by those outside of the Hawklord’s command.”

Used to it or not, no one liked to be reminded that they were a public embarrassment. Kaylin flushed.

“Here,” Severn said, and tossed her a vest. It was made of heavy, molded leather, and it was—surprise, surprise—her size. It was the only armor she wore. “Your quartermaster moves. You’re sure you’re just a Hawk?”

“What else would I be?”

His expression shifted into an unpleasantly serious one. “A Shadow Hawk,” he said quietly.

“I don’t live in the shadows,” she murmured uneasily.

“Since when?”

When she offered no answer at all, he added, “Put the armor on, Kaylin.”

She grimaced.

Another habit that had come from the fiefs; you didn’t want anything weighing you down, because if you had to bolt, you were doing it at top speed, and usually with a bunch of armed thugs giving chase. Severn had changed; he wore leathers without comment. They suited him.

He also wore a long, glittering chain, thin links looped several times around his waist like a fashion statement. She doubted it was decorative.

But she had her own decorations.

Neither of them wore the surcoats that clearly marked the Hawks—or any of the city guards. No point, in the fiefs, unless you wanted to be target practice.

“You’ve got expensive taste,” he said, staring at the edge of the manacle that peered out from beneath her tunic. The gold was unmistakable. “I guess you get better pay than the Wolves do. We don’t even get a chance to loot the fallen.”

Tiamaris eyed them both with disdain.

“Where’s your armor?” she asked the Dragon. Anything to change the subject.

“I don’t require any.”

She raised a brow. She’d heard that a dozen times, usually from young would-be recruits. But then again, none of them had ever been a Dragon.

“We’re not covert,” she snapped.

“No one is, in the fiefs.” His shrug was elegant. It made boredom look powerful.

Severn had a long knife, a couple of obvious daggers. She had the rest of her kit, her throwing knives, the ring that all Hawks wore. She twisted the last almost unconsciously.

“Why were you late this time?” Severn asked quietly.

She started to tell him to mind his own business, and managed to stop herself. She was about to go into the fief of Nightshade with him. She wanted to kill him. And she knew what the Hawks demanded. Balancing these, she said, “I went back for the rest of the information in the damn crystal.”

“Without us?”

She nodded grimly.

“How bad?”

“It’s bad,” she said quietly. Really, really bad. But she didn’t share easily. “There were two deaths. Two boys.”

His expression didn’t change. He’d schooled it about as well as she now schooled hers. “When?”

“Three days apart.”

Tiamaris’s brows rose. “Three days?”

She nodded quietly.

“Kaylin—I’m not sure how aware you were of what happened the last time…you were a child.”

“I was aware of it,” she whispered. “Because I was a child in the fiefs.”

“There were exactly thirteen deaths a year for almost three years. We could time them by moon phase,” Tiamaris added. “The Dark moon. At no time in the previous incident did the deaths occur at such short intervals.”

She nodded almost blankly.

“Where did the new deaths take place?” Severn’s voice was harsh.

“Nightshade,” she said bitterly, shaking herself. “The fieflord must have been in a good mood. We didn’t lose anyone while we were investigating the deaths.”

Severn whistled.

“Timing or no, it was the same,” she added hollowly. “As last time. The examiner’s reports were also in crystal.”

“And the Hawks’ mages?”

She nodded. “Their reports are there as well. Or rather, their précis on the findings. It’s all bullshit.”

“What kind of bullshit?”

“The unintelligible kind. You take magic exams in the Wolves?”

He shrugged. “Take them, or pass them?”

In spite of herself, she laughed. “Me, too.” And then she forced her lips down, thinning them. Remembering Severn’s last act.

He knew, too. He looked at her, his gaze steady. “Elia—Kaylin,” he corrected himself, “it wasn’t—”

But she lifted a hand. She didn’t want to hear it.

Severn took a step closer, and her hand fell to a dagger. He ignored it. Her hand tightened.

Rescue came from an unexpected quarter.

“If you’re both ready,” Tiamaris said, glancing at the very high windows in the change rooms, “we’re late.”

“For what?”

“There are only so many hours of daylight, and not even I want to be in the fiefs at night.”

The Halls of Law receded slowly.

Tiamaris was tall; his stride, long. Kaylin had to scamper to keep up, and she hated that.

She might have been taller had she not hit her meager growth spurts in the winters. That had been in the fiefs, and food had been scarce. Now that food wasn’t? She hadn’t gained an inch. She was never going to be tall. And Tiamaris? He’d probably never gone hungry in his life.

No, be fair. She had no idea what a Dragon’s life was like. She only knew her own. And she knew that Severn, damn him, had no problem matching the dragon step for step. Severn? He’d gone hungry as well. Bone hungry, thin, gaunt with it. They’d weathered those seasons together.

She was veering dangerously close to the land of what-if, and she gave herself a harsh, mental slap. She’d bandaged her hand, but she clenched it nervously, looking at Severn’s back. He’d grabbed the crystal. He’d tried to save her the pain. Why?

She could almost imagine that he’d really changed. Had emerged from the fiefs, become something different. She hated the thought. And why? Hadn’t she? Wasn’t that exactly what she’d done?

Glancing up, she saw the flag of the Hawks on its tower height, and she stopped a moment, hoping to hear its heavy canvas flap in the wind. But she was earthbound. Funny, how it was the unreachable things that had always provided her anchor.

No, she thought, almost free of the shadows cast by the Towers. She hadn’t changed anything but her name. And now she was going back home.

Because she served the Hawklord, and the Hawklord commanded it.

The richest of the merchants liked to nest in the shadows of the Halls; they lined the streets, their expensive windows adorned by equally expensive dress guards and clientele. There were jewelers here—and what good, she thought bitterly, did they do? You couldn’t eat the damn things they produced, and they didn’t stop you from freezing to death in the winter—and clothiers, a fancy word for tailor. There were swordsmiths, fletchers, herbalists and the occasional maker of books. When she’d first heard of those, she’d snuck in with a pocketful of change to see what betting odds were being offered, and on who. Oh, that had kept the company in laughs for a week.

What was absent were brothels, which lined the richer parts of the fiefs. Here, in the lee of the Halls, there were no girls on window duty, beckoning the drunk and the young, idle rich; she’d found the lack hard to get used to.

She had known some of the girls who worked in the brothels, but not well; they were keen-eyed and sharp, and they often recruited the unwary. Not that Kaylin had ever been lovely enough to be in danger of that particular fate.

But she didn’t pity them. Not those girls. There were others, on darker streets, where windows were forbidden because they hinted at freedom. She’d seen them as well. Seen what was left.

Not all of the buildings that stood around the triangular formation of the Halls of Law were stores; the guilds made their homes here as well. And not all of the guilds were adverse to the presence of the Hawks. Kaylin frequented the weavers’ guild, and the midwives’ guild, almost as a matter of course. But she stayed away from the merchant guild, because it reeked of money and power, and she recognized that from a mile away. She thought that many of the men who had purchased membership in the merchant’s guild also purchased other services in the fiefs, but it was something that wasn’t talked about. Much.

And when she’d first arrived? Well, she hadn’t talked much either.

“Kaylin?” Tiamaris touched her arm and she jumped, turning on him. His brow rose, breaking the sudden panic.

“Don’t touch me,” she snapped.

“You really haven’t changed much, have you?” Severn said, eyes lidded. She couldn’t read his expression, but the scorn in his voice was unmistakable.

Takes one to know one was not a retort she could be proud of, so she didn’t make it. Near thing, damn him.

“What is it?” She kept the irritation out of her voice by dint of will.

“You’ve slowed.”

“Sorry. I was thinking.”

“They forbid that, in the Wolves.”

In spite of herself, she smiled. Severn had always made her smile. Always, until he hadn’t. He saw the change in her expression, and he fell silent.

They walked.

The streets opened up; horses were the mainstay of the merchants and the farmers who traveled up Nestor street. Nestor followed the river that split the city, crossing the widest of its many bridges. It was home to many lesser guilds, to lesser merchants and to the one or two charitable buildings that she thought worth the effort. The foundling halls, for one. She frequented those as well, but was more careful about it. Today she didn’t even acknowledge it with a glance. Because Severn was with her.

Foot traffic stayed to either side of the road, and merchants were not above taking advantage of this. Her stomach growled as she passed an open baker’s stall.

Severn laughed. “Not much at all,” he said, shaking his head.

They were eating as they crossed the bridge over the Ablayne River; Kaylin stopped to look at the waters that ran beneath it. She wanted to turn back. Hawklord, she thought, as if he were a god who might actually listen, I’ll go. I’ll go back to the fiefs. Just give me any other partner. Even Marcus.

Severn stopped beside her, and that was answer enough. She drew away, dropping crumbs into the water. Something would eat them; she didn’t much care what.

The streets on the wrong side of the river would still be wide enough for wagons for blocks yet, but the traffic was thinner. In the day, the outer edges of the fiefs seemed like any other part of the city. If you stayed there, you’d probably be safe; patrols passed by, a stone’s throw from safety.

“Did that crystal of yours tell us where the hell we’re going?” Severn asked her.

“Which hell?” Actually, all things considered, it was an almost appropriate question. “Yeah,” she said. “Brecht’s old place.”

“Brecht? He’s still alive?”

“Apparently.” She shrugged. “Might even be sober.”

Severn snorted. And shrugged. His hands, however, stayed inches away from his long knife. One of these days—say, when one of the hells froze over—she’d ask if she could take a look at it. From the brief glimpse she’d had, it was good work. “So much for dangerous. Why Brecht?”

“He found the second body.”

Severn winced. “He’s not sober,” he said.

An hour had passed.

They’d wandered from the outer edges of the fief into the heart of Nightshade, which had the distinction of being the closest of the fiefs to the high city’s clean, lawful streets. Because of its tentative geography, it also had the distinction of having more of an obvious armed force than the fiefs tended to put on display.

Kaylin and Severn knew how to avoid those patrols. Even after seven years, it came as second nature.

Tiamaris was grim and quiet, and he followed where they led—usually into the shadowed lee of an alley, or the overhang of a rickety stall—when one of these patrols walked by.

And patrol? It was entirely the wrong word. It reeked of discipline and order, and in Nightshade, they were almost swear words. They certainly weren’t accurate.

“Why exactly are we hiding?” Tiamaris asked, the seventh time they rounded a sudden corner and retreated quickly.

They looked at each other almost guiltily, and then looked at Tiamaris. Severn’s laconic shrug was both of their answers.

“You’re a Dragon?” Kaylin said, hazarding a guess that was a pretty piss-poor excuse. She knew that maybe one in a hundred of the petty fief thugs would recognize a Dragon for what he was, and he’d probably do it a few seconds before he died. Or after; in the fiefs some people were so stupid they didn’t know when they were dead.

Tiamaris raised a dark brow; his eyes were golden. He didn’t feel threatened here. And because he didn’t, he probably wouldn’t be. That was they way it worked.

“Fine,” she said. She unbent from her silent crouch and looked askance at Severn. His lazy smile spread across his face, whitening the scar just above his chin. It was the last scar she’d seen him take, and it had been bleeding, then.

“I should probably tell you both,” she added, keeping apology out of her voice with effort, “that the Hawklord has strictly forbidden all unnecessary death in the fiefs while we’re investigating.”

“Define unnecessary.” Severn’s face was a mask. Wolf’s mask. She could well believe he’d found a home in the Shadow Wolves. The Shadows—Hawk, Wolf and Sword—usually said goodbye to their members in a time-honored way: they buried the bodies someplace where no one would find them. She couldn’t understand why he’d left them. Or why they’d let him go.

Didn’t, if she were truthful, want to.

She shrugged. “Ask the Hawklord. It was his command.”

“Interesting,” Tiamaris said quietly.

“Interesting how?”

“Rule of law in the fiefs is defined by the fiefs. Even the Lords of Law accede that this is the truth.”

She shrugged.

His frown tightened. “Are you always impulsive?”

She shrugged again. “I’m always late, if that helps.” And then, because his condescending tone annoyed her, she added, “You think he doesn’t want to annoy the fieflord.”

“I think he feels it imperative that we don’t.”

“And that implies that we’re here with the fieflord’s permission.”

“Not, legally, a permission that is his to grant, but yes, that is what I think.”

She turned the words over, thinking them through. After a moment, she glanced at Severn. He nodded. “I’m thinking,” she said slowly, “that I really don’t like this.”

Severn smiled. “I’m thinking that it’s time for a bet.”

“You haven’t changed either,” she said. The smile that crept over her face was a treacherous smile. She couldn’t—quite—douse it. Think, she told herself grimly. But thought led to the past, and the past—it led to darker places than she could afford to go today.

She pulled back. “What bet?”

“Well,” he said, nodding to the east, “there are four armed men coming this way.”

She nodded.

“And we’re not ducking.”

Nodded again.

“They’ll probably take it as a challenge.”

Three times, lucky. “And so?”

“So we’ll probably have to fight.”

Tiamaris said, in his crisp, bored Barrani, “I think that unlikely.”

“Don’t interfere, and we will.”

“And what will that prove?” Kaylin asked, ignoring Tiamaris.

“Nothing.”

“And the bet?”

“We fight.”

“Some bet.”

“And whoever pulls a real weapon first—you or me—loses.”

“What’s the debt?”

“I win, you let me explain.”

“No.”

“Then don’t lose, Kaylin. Here they come.” His smile was a thin stretch of lip over teeth. It made her feel every one of the five years that had always separated them.

“Fine.”

Tiamaris rolled his eyes. “You are children,” he said, just shy of open contempt. The words were Barrani—she wondered if the Dragon condescended to speak any other language when dealing with mere mortals—but the tone wasn’t. Quite. He folded arms across his broad chest and leaned back against the faded wood and brick of an old building.

The men closed in. They were armed; they carried naked blades. One sword, she thought, a short one, and three knives that were as long as Severn’s weapon.

“Hey, hey,” one said. He was a tall man, and his face was knife-thin, his eyes dark. “You’re visitors, I see. You’ve probably forgotten to pay the toll.”

Severn said nothing.

“You pay us, we’ll let you pass.”

Kaylin added more nothing.

The man smiled. “You don’t pay, and we’ll double the tolls, and extract them from your purses. Oh, wait, you don’t seem to have them.” He shrugged. Without turning, he said something in mangled Barrani. Kaylin understood it and tensed.

But her hand didn’t fall to her daggers, her throwing knives or her small club. Instead, she widened her stance and waited, watching them carefully. They wore some armor; it was piecework, and it wasn’t very good. But they weren’t slugs; they moved.

Two to one odds gave them some confidence; it was clear that Tiamaris had no intention of interfering, and he became just another part of the landscape. In the fiefs, this was not uncommon. In fact, given it was the fiefs, there were probably people up windowside, in the relative safety of their tiny homes, crouching and making bets with their roommates. Betting was the pastime of choice in the fiefs, especially when it involved someone else’s messy death.

“How well did they train you, in the Wolves?” Kaylin asked.

“Watch and see.”

“Like hell.”

He laughed.

She might have added something, but there was no more time for words.

She should have let Severn take the leader, because they were both the same height, and the advantage of height was not her friend. There was an advantage in lack of height, but it usually involved doing one’s best to look harmless and pathetic, and she’d given up that route when she’d left the fiefs to find the Hawklord.

Being a woman? Meant nothing, to the fieflord’s thugs. Hell, she’d seen women in their ranks who were far more vicious than the men when they wanted to be.

The city ladies made femininity a triumph of style, and honed their tongues instead of their daggers. Kaylin knew that seven years in the city had failed to make a mark when she swung in before Severn could.

The leader wasn’t stupid, but he was overconfident; she wasn’t armed, and she wasn’t dressed like a flashy guard. He swung the dagger wide, choosing its edge as a threat, and not its point.

Damage, not death; not yet.

His loss. She let him swing, raising the bracer that caged her; the knife’s edge sheared through linen threads, and bounced up at an angle, leaving his ribs exposed. She was inches from his side before he could bring the long knife down, and she raised her leg to deflect his awkward kick.

She swung in, one-two, breath coming out like short, sharp punctuation as she applied the whole of her considerable training to a single point. She felt bone snap; heard him grunt. He was good; she gave him that. He did no more than grunt.

But he didn’t have much opportunity; her fist rose, opening at the last minute into flat palm as it clipped the underside of his chin, snapping his head up. She hit him in the Adam’s apple, and he stumbled backward.

Severn’s snap-kick sent him into the two men who were coming up behind him. He didn’t hit them dead on; they’d already started to separate. But he did hit their right and left arms, putting them off balance.

Rules in the fiefs were pretty simple. Honorable fights were for stories, idiots or dead people.

Kaylin was already on the move, going for the man with the long knife on the left; Severn had the man with the short sword in his sights. She had the impression of height, width, dark hair; she could see a flash of red as the man with the sword swore, again in mangled Barrani. No doubt at all who these men served.

The man she now faced, off balance, was heavier than his leader. He wasn’t any better armored, and he was cautious—but overbalanced and cautious were a poor combination. She let gravity take its toll on her opponent. He was fighting it, but that meant he was fighting on two fronts. She launched into a roundhouse kick, grounded her foot, spun on it, and finished with a back kick. Nothing broke this time, but the man staggered, dropping his weapon as he clutched his stomach.

The fourth man came in on her right.

He’d had enough time to survey the fight, and just enough time to pick his target; she obviously appeared to be the weaker of the two. It annoyed her. Marcus would have had her hide—although he considered humans to have so little hide it was almost not worth taking—had she let the annoyance get the better of her.

She did the next best thing; she kicked his knee. Hard. She caught him on the side of the leg, and he grunted; he swung his long knife in, and she twisted her arm up in an instinctive, almost impossible position, to deflect it. Thankful for cages, for just a minute. There wasn’t a weapon in the city that could go through that bracer. The blow drove her arm into her chest, and she threw her weight onto her back leg, snapping a kick with her front one.

He grabbed for her leg. He was too slow; it brought his chest in close enough that she could hit him. She did, throwing her fists forward and butting the underside of his chin with her head.

She heard his jaw snap shut.

And then he went flying as Severn caught the side of his head with an extended side swing. He wasn’t even breathing hard.

And he wasn’t carrying a weapon. Then again, neither was she. She straightened up. “Two and a half,” she said calmly.

“Two.”

“Yours was an assist. I had him.”

Tiamaris, however, had had something different: enough. “If you insist,” he said in cold and perfect Barrani, something to be feared in the fiefs, “you can play these games until sunset. But if you’ve finished proving some vague human dominance theory, we have work to do.”

Killjoy. She caught his expression, however, and slammed her teeth down over the word.

“Training in the Hawks isn’t bad,” Severn said, as he fell in step beside her, shortening his stride.

“Wolves obviously know what they’re doing,” she replied, grudging the words. “We’re even here.”

He nodded. “Why are you in such a hurry?” He asked Tiamaris’s back. “Brecht won’t be sober.”

He wasn’t. And he wasn’t clean either. Not that it made that much difference; Brecht ran a bar, and the smells that lingered in the daytime were already overpowering enough.

“Is he even alive?” Severn asked, from the vantage of the open door. There were no lights, and the windows were all shuttered. Brecht had always been damn proud of the fact that he had windows. Well, one of them, anyway. The ones near the door were pretty much boards, these days.

“He’s alive,” Kaylin replied, grimacing. “He’s not conscious, but he is alive.” She stood over the ungainly heap that Brecht usually became when he’d emptied too many bottles. Counted the empties beside him, and whistled. “I don’t think we’re going to be able to wake him up.”

“Hang on,” Severn said. “I’ll be back in a second.”

“Where you going?”

“The old well.”

She laughed. “Don’t forget a bucket. This isn’t the city market.”

“Good point.”

Brecht sputtered a lot when the water hit his face. He had to; he had been in the middle of a very noisy inhale. His eyes were red and round when they opened, and he grabbed an empty, cracking it on the hardwood of his personal chair. It shattered in about the right way, leaving him with a suitable weapon. Not that he was in any shape to wield one.

Kaylin stood in front of him, and held out both palms, indicating that she meant him no harm. Or, judging from the water that now streamed down him as if he were a mountain, no more harm. He swore a lot, which she expected.

He even got up, although he wobbled. His legs were like large logs.

“Brecht,” Kaylin said softly. “Sorry about waking you, but we need to talk.”

“Bar’s closed.” This wasn’t evidence that he was actually awake; Brecht could say this in his sleep. She’d seen it.

“We don’t want to talk when the bar’s open,” Kaylin replied. “Too many people. And some of them, we’d have to kill.”

“Not in my bar.”

She shrugged. “We’d try to take the fight outside.”

He closed his eyes and rubbed water off his face. Didn’t work. Dropping the bottle, or the half of it that he still held, he tried mopping his face with his apron. Given that that, too, was soaked, it didn’t help much either. The swearing that followed, on the other hand, seemed to do him a world of good.

He shook himself, like a Leontine waking, and then his bloodshot eyes narrowed. “Is that Elianne? And Severn? Together?”

Before she could frame a reply, he muttered, “I’ve got to drink something better than swill.” But he continued to stare at her, and after a minute, he snorted. Water flew out his nostrils. “Do that again,” he added, “and you won’t be.”

“Together?”

“Alive.” He frowned. “Who’s the nob?”

“Tiamaris. He’s a—a friend.”

Suspicion, which was his natural expression, chased surprise off his face. “A friend of who?”

“Mine, sort of. Look, Brecht, we need to—”

“Yeah, I heard you. You need to talk. Tell you what. You go behind the counter and get me a bottle of—”

“No,” Severn said.

Brecht cursed him for a three-mothered cur. All in all, it was almost affectionate. “What do you need to talk about?” he said after he’d finished.

She started to speak, stopped and waited.

He lost about four inches in height. “I should have known,” he said softly. “Look, Elianne—”

“I’m called Kaylin, now,” she said quietly.

“Shit, I barely remembered the old name.” Which was probably true. “You got out,” he added. “We heard about it. I thought it was a lie—I thought you were dead, like the others.”

She closed her eyes. She could not look at Severn.

Severn said nothing.

“But it’s started again,” the old man continued. His hands were over his face when she opened her eyes. Old hands, now. Seven years had changed him. “Connie’s lost her boy. I found him.”

“What did you do?”

“I sent a runner. You don’t know him,” he added. “He came after your time. I sent a runner to the damn Lords of Law.”

She nodded.

But Severn didn’t. He stepped in, toward Brecht, and grabbed him by the shirt collar.

“Severn—” she began.

“He’s lying,” Severn said. Menace enfolded the scant syllables.

“Lying? Why?”

“I don’t know. Why don’t you tell us, Brecht?” Before she could say another word, Severn’s long knife was in his hand. Brecht was no fool; he didn’t even try to reach for a bottle.

“Severn, this is stupid. Look—the Lords of Law have the body,” she snapped.

“They have it now. Brecht, who did you send the runner to?”

Brecht was absolutely stone still.

And Kaylin, caught by Severn, by the change in him, was still as well. But she was a Hawk. She’d spent seven years under the harsh tutelage of both Lord Grammayre and Marcus. The hair on the back of her neck began to rise, and her arms goose-bumped suddenly.

She looked at Tiamaris and saw that his eyes were a deep, unnatural red; that he had already turned away from the pathetic bartender and the not so pathetic Shadow Wolf.

Toward the door. The open door.

In it, the answer stood. And he smiled. “Why, to me, Severn,” he said softly, in perfect Barrani. “Thank you, Brecht. You’ve done well, and you will be rewarded.” His Elantran was also perfect, and she was surprised to hear it. Then again, Brecht probably didn’t speak any Barrani worth listening to. Unless you liked inventive cursing.

Kaylin wasn’t certain that that reward wouldn’t be death; Severn’s eyes were black. She knew what that meant. Hated it. Without thinking, she reached out and grabbed his knife hand, curling her fingers round his wrist.

He stared at her. Stared at the hand that she had willingly placed around his wrist. Understood what she was asking, understood that she would never ask in words.

Severn slowly released old Brecht and turned at last to face the outcaste Barrani lord known, in this fief, as Nightshade.





CHAPTER 4

He was tall.

Taller than either Teela or Tain; taller than Tiamaris. He had hair that was a shade darker than ebony, and it was long; it slid down his back like a cape.

Teela and Tain made her feel ungainly, clumsy and plodding. Nightshade—lord of this fief—made her feel worse: young again. Afraid. Just standing there, in the door, his hands idling against the wooden frame. They were ringed hands, and she hated that.

In fact, had she not been so unsettled, she would have hated him. But, like the rest of the Barrani, he seemed above any emotion she might offer. His eyes were cold, emraldgreen; they did not blink once. She hoped it stung. She knew it wouldn’t.

“So,” he said quietly, sliding back into Barrani as he withdrew his hands from the door frame and stepped into the bar. He gestured without looking back, his fingers flicking air as if he were brushing away a speck of dust.

Behind him, two guards followed; they were, by their look, Barrani as well.

Three. Against a single Barrani, she and Severn had a good chance—on a very lucky day. But against three? None whatsoever.

Her hands fell to her daggers.

The fieflord raised a dark brow. “Do not,” he said softly, “insult my hospitality. Had I wished you harm, you would never have reached this…place.” He glanced around the innards of the bar.

She said nothing. She had heard his name whispered for years. In the fiefs, it was common. Outside of them, his name was also known, but the Hawks at least didn’t feel any need to speak it with respect, on the rare occasions they used it at all. She’d gotten used to that. She’d forgotten too much.

Kaylin had never met the fieflord. Was certain that she would have remembered even a passing glimpse, had she had one. Because although the Barrani had all looked alike to her when she had joined the Hawks, and it had taken months to become used to the subtle ways in which they differentiated themselves when they could be bothered, she would have known that this one was different.

She almost called him Lord Nightshade, and that would have been too much. Too much fear. Too much reaction.

As if he could hear her thoughts, his gaze met hers. “So,” he said softly. “You are the child.”

Not even that word could make her bridle.

He moved toward her, and Severn moved, slowly, to block him. The Barrani at the fieflord’s back moved less slowly, but with infinitely more grace. They were cold, deadly, beautiful—and utterly silent.

“Severn,” the fieflord said quietly. “It has been many years since we last spoke.”

Kaylin couldn’t stop her brows from rising. “Severn?”

Severn said, quietly, “Not enough of them.”

The fieflord moved before either she or Severn could; he backhanded Severn. And Severn managed to keep his footing. “I will, for the sake of hospitality, tolerate much from outsiders,” the fieflord said. “But you were—and will always be—one of mine. Do not presume overmuch.”

“He’s not yours,” Kaylin said sharply, surprise following words that she wouldn’t have said she could utter until they’d tumbled out of her open mouth. She spoke forcefully in Elantran, her mother tongue. Barrani, if it came, would come later; to speak it now was too much of a concession. Or a presumption. Either way, she didn’t like it.

A black brow rose; she had amused the fieflord. Then again, so did painful, hideous death by all accounts.

“And do you claim him, then, little one?”

“The Lord of Hawks does,” she replied.

He reached out slowly, his hand empty, his palm exposed. Gold glittered at the base of his fingers, but he carried no obvious weapon. His fingers brushed her cheek.

As if she were a pet, something small and helpless.

“The Lord of Hawks has no authority here,” he replied softly, “save that which I grant him.”

“He has authority,” Tiamaris said quietly, speaking for the first time.

The fieflord’s hand stilled, but it did not leave her face as he turned. His eyes, however, widened slightly as he met the red of Dragon eyes. Unlidded eyes, they seemed to burn. “Is she yours?” He asked casually, and this time, he did let his hand fall away.

“She is as she says.”

“She has not said who she serves,” the fieflord replied. “And if I am not mistaken, she was born in the fiefs.” He turned to look at her again.

“I—I serve—the Hawklord. Lord Grammayre. And so does Tiamaris.”

“Really?”

“I have offered him my service,” Tiamaris replied softly, “and it has been accepted. While I am here, I am his agent.”

The fieflord surprised Kaylin, then. He laughed. It was a rich, lovely sound, and it conveyed both amusement and something she couldn’t quite name. “Times have changed, Tiamaris, if you can serve another.”

“I have always served another,” was the cold reply.

Kaylin had never seen a Dragon fight. Had a bad feeling that she was about to. The Barrani guards had forgotten Severn, forgotten her; they were drawn to Tiamaris as if he were the only significant danger in the room. Which was fair. He was.

The fieflord, however, raised a hand, and the Barrani stiffened. She knew some of the silent language of thieves, and saw none of it in the gestures of the fieflord. They knew him well enough that that gesture was command.

“It is strange,” the fieflord said softly. “I know both you, Tiamaris, and the young man called Severn by his kind. But the girl? She is at the apex of events, and I have never met her.” He held out a hand, then.

She stared at it.

“Leave her be,” Tiamaris said, and his voice, soft, was suddenly louder than Marcus’s at its most fierce.

“I intend her no harm,” the fieflord replied. He had once again turned the full emerald of his eyes upon her, and she could not help but believe his words. “And I intend to make clear to the people of my lands that I intend they offer her none. Will you gainsay me?”

“I will not have you mark her.”

The fieflord said, quietly, “She is already marked, Tiamaris.”

To that, the Dragon offered no reply.

Which was too bad; it might have helped her make sense of the fieflord’s words. She stared at his hand; he did not move it. After a moment, it became clear to her that he intended her to actually take his hand.

“I am not patient,” the fieflord said, when he realized that she wouldn’t. “And I have little time to spare. You are here because of the sacrifices, of course. And it is in my interest to see an end brought to them as well.”

Still she stared. Might have gone on staring, dumbfounded, had Severn not said, curtly, “Take his hand.”

Her fingers touched the fieflord’s palm, and he closed his hand around hers.

Magic coursed up her arm. Her right arm. She was rigid with the shock of it, and angry. She tried to pull free, and wasn’t surprised when she failed.

“What are you—”

“Silence.”

She could feel the magic as it rode up her shoulder, sharp light, and invisible. She hated magic. But she bit her lip and waited; she was already committed.

Severn swore.

Tiamaris’s brows rose. “Lord Nightshade,” he began, but he did not finish.

The magic broke through her skin, questing in air as if it were alive. She could see it. Judging by the expressions of her companions, everyone could. It twisted in the space just above her, and then it coalesced into a blue, sparkling shape, like a ward.

It touched her cheek, in the exact same place that the fieflord had. A lesson, for Kaylin, and one that she would not forget: he did nothing without cause.

“You bear my mark,” he said quietly. “And in this fief, it will afford you some protection.” He paused, and then added, “This is a fief. It will not protect you from everything. Mortal stupidity knows no bounds. But in the event that you are harmed by any save me, they will pay.”

He let her hand go, then. “Now, come. It is late, and we have far to travel.”

“Travel?” Her first word, and it wasn’t terribly impressive. Then again, Severn said nothing at all.

“You are invited as guests to the Long Halls of Nightshade,” he replied, with just the hint of a bow. “But sunset is coming, and in the fiefs—”

She nodded. In the fiefs, night meant something different.

Her skin was still tingling a half hour later. The fieflord walked before them, and the Barrani guards, behind. Sandwiched in an uncomfortable line between these two walked Severn, Kaylin and Tiamaris, the wings of their namesake momentarily clipped.

“Severn,” she said, in a voice so soft he should have missed it.

Severn nodded, although he didn’t look at her.

“My face—what happened?”

“You—you’ve got a blue flower on your cheek,” he said quietly.

“A flower?”

“Sort of. It’s nightshade.”

“It’s what?”

“Nightshade,” Tiamaris said quietly. “The namesake of the fieflord. It’s a…herb,” he added.

“I have a tattoo of a flower on my face?”

Severn did look at her then, his brow arched. “You would have liked a skull and crossbones better?”

“Or a dagger. Or a sword. Or even a Hawk. A flower?”

“A deadly one,” Tiamaris said, with just the hint of a smile. “But it is very pretty.”

Had he not been a Dragon, she would have kicked him. Or had she not been shadowed by armed Barrani. As it was, she glowered.

Which broadened his smile. Dragon smile. “You should feel…honored. In a fashion. This is the first time that I have seen a human bear the mark of the fieflord.”

She turned the words over, picking out the information they contained. “How often have you seen him mark anyone else?”

“Not often,” Tiamaris replied, his eyes now lidded. “And no, before you ask, I am not going to tell you when.”

She frowned. “Does the Hawklord—”

“Lord Grammayre knows much,” he replied. “And if he feels it necessary to enlighten you, he will. Until then, I suggest you pay attention to the—”

Cobbled streets. Badly cobbled. She caught her boot under the edge of an upturned stone and tripped. Severn caught her arm before she made her way to the ground.

“Severn?”

“What?”

“When did you meet the fieflord?”

“Back when we were both in the fiefs,” he said. But he didn’t meet her eyes.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t want you to know.”

“All right, I guessed that. Why?”

He shook his head. “Don’t ask, Kaylin.”

She heard the change in his tone, and she suddenly didn’t want to know. “You know where we’re going?”

“No. When I spoke to him, he didn’t invite me into his Hall.”

“Should we be worried?”

The look he gave her almost made her laugh. It would have been a shaky laugh. She held it. “I mean, more worried?”

And he shook his head and cuffed hers gently. “You haven’t changed at all,” he said, with just a hint of bitterness.

The manor of the fieflord was not a manor. It was a small keep. Stone walls circled it, and beyond their height—and they were damn tall—the hint of a castle behind them could be seen, no more. The stone work of the walls was in perfect repair, and that made it suspect in the fiefs, where nothing was perfect.

The castle would have looked ridiculous had she not been in the presence of the man who ruled the fief from its heart. She’d lived most of her life in Nightshade, and she’d only once come near the keep. Rarely come down the streets that surrounded it. She’d spent a good deal of time honing her skills at theft, and no one survived stealing anything from the fieflord or his closest advisors. And in the end, they were happy enough not to survive; it was all the stuff in between that was terrifying.

She saw no one on the streets. It was not yet dark, but they were empty. She wondered if they’d been cleared by the Barrani guards, or if people were just unusually smart in this part of town. She didn’t ask.

The tall, stone buildings around the keep were better kept than those at the edges of the fief, but they were still packed tightly together, and they still felt old. As old as anything in the outer city. Shadows moved in the windows, or perhaps they were drapes closing; the movements were quick, furtive and caught by the corner of a wary eye.

Between some of those windows, gargoyles, carved in weathered stone, kept watch like sentinels on high, smooth wings folded, claws extended about the edge of their stone bases. She had often wondered if the gargoyles came to life when the last of day waned. She was careful not to wonder it now. Because in the shadow of the fieflord, it seemed too plausible.

The road to the keep was wide; a carriage could easily make its way to the gate, pulled by four—or even six—horses. But the gates themselves were behind a portcullis that discouraged visitors.

They certainly discouraged Kaylin.

She turned to Tiamaris, but Tiamaris didn’t blink. He nodded, however, to let her know that he was aware of her sudden movement.

“Welcome,” the fieflord said softly, “to Castle Nightshade.” He stepped forward as they approached the gates, and he placed a hand upon the portcullis.

It shivered in place, but it did not rise.

“Follow me,” he said. “Do not stop. Do not hesitate, and do not show fear. While you are with me, you are safe. Remember it.”

He spoke to Kaylin in his resonant Barrani, and although she’d spoken nothing but Elantran, she knew he knew that she understood him perfectly. Then again, she was a ground Hawk; all of the Hawks had to speak Barrani, or they weren’t allowed on the beat. She wondered, now, why she had thought it was such a good idea.

It seemed, to Kaylin, that he spoke only to her.

Dry-mouthed, she nodded.

He stepped forward through the portcullis. As if it were shadow, and only shadow. Drawing breath, Kaylin looked to either side for support, and then did as he had done: She stepped into the gate.

It enfolded her.

She screamed.

When she woke, her head ached, her mouth was dry and she would have bet she’d had a terrific evening with Teela and Tain in the bar down the street—if she could remember any of it. That lasted for as long as it took her to realize that her bed was way too soft, her room was way too big, her door lacked bolts and had gained height and her windows were nonexistent.

That, and she had a companion.

She reached for her daggers. They weren’t there. In fact neither were her leathers. Or her tunic, or the one pair of pants she had that hadn’t been cut to pieces.

Lord Nightshade stood in the center of the almost empty room. If there were no windows, light was abundant, and it was both soft enough to soothe the eye, and harsh enough to see clearly by. The floor beneath his feet was marble and gold, and he seemed to be standing in the center of a large circle.

“You will forgive me,” he said, making a command out of what would, from anyone else, have been an apology. “I did not expect your passage here to be so…costly. Your former clothing was inappropriate for my halls. It will be returned to you when you leave.”

The when sounded distinctly like an if.

She wasn’t naked. Exactly.

But her arms were bare to the shoulder, and she hated that. She never, ever wore anything that didn’t fall past her wrists, and for obvious reasons. The thick distinct lines of swirling black seemed to move up and down her forearms as she glanced at them. She didn’t look long.

Dizzy, she rose. Her dress—and it was a dress of mid-night-blue, long, fine and elegantly simple—rose with her, clinging to the skin. It was a pleasant sensation. And it was not.

Teela and Tain were the Barrani she knew best, and they never came to work dressed like this. It made her wonder what they did in their off hours. Which made her redden. She wondered who had changed her, and that didn’t help.

But the fieflord simply waited, watching her as if uncertain what she would do. She lifted her right arm, and saw that the gold manacle still encased it, gems flashing in sequence. A warning.

“Yes,” he said softly. “That was…unexpected. I have not seen its like in many, many years—and I suspect not even then. Where did you get it?”

“It was a gift.”

“From the Lord Grammayre?”

She nodded.

“It did not come from him. Not directly.” He stepped outside of the golden circle inlayed upon the ground and approached her. But he approached her slowly, as if she were wild. “My apologies,” he said, less of a command in the words. “But I wished to see for myself if you bore the marks.”

“And now?” she asked bitterly.

“I know. If you are hungry, you may eat. Food will be brought. These rooms have been little used for many years. They are not fit for guests.”

“Where are my—where are Severn and Tiamaris?”

“I found it convenient to leave them behind,” he replied gravely. “But they are unharmed, and they know that you are likewise unharmed. If they are wise, they will wait.”

“And if they aren’t?”

“These are my halls,” he said coldly. “And not even a Dragon may enter them with impunity.”

“But he’s been here before.”

The fieflord raised a brow. “How do you know that, little one?”

“I’m not called ‘little,’” she replied. She wanted to snap the words; they came out sounding, to her ears, pathetic.

“And what are you called now?”

“Kaylin. Kaylin Neya.”

His other brow rose. And fell. “Interesting. Yes, you are correct. Tiamaris has indeed visited the Long Halls. If any could find their way in, uninvited, it would be he. But I think, for the moment, he is content to wait. It will keep your Severn alive.”

“He’s not mine,” she said. And I don’t want him alive. But she couldn’t bring herself to say the words to the fieflord. Didn’t want to know why.

He held out a hand.

She tried to ignore it. But she found herself lifting hand in response. As if this were a dream. He took the hand; his skin was cool. Hers was damp.

“These are the Halls of Nightshade,” he said quietly. “Come. There are things here I wish you to see.” Without another word, he led her from the room.

She expected the doors to open into a hall.

So much for expectation. They opened instead into what must have been a forest. Not that she’d seen forests—not up close—but she’d seen them at a distance, when Clint had taken her flying to the Aeries of his kin. Here, the trees grew up, and up again, until they reached the rounded height of a ceiling that she could only barely glimpse through the greenery.

She walked slowly, her hand still captive to the fieflord’s, but he seemed to be in no hurry. And why would he? If he didn’t manage to get himself killed, he had forever. Time meant nothing to him.

At his side, in waking dream, it could almost mean nothing to her. She touched the rough surface of brown bark, and then moved on to the smooth surface of silver-white; she touched leaves that had fallen across the ground like a tapestry, a gentle riot of color. All of her words deserted her, which was just as well; she didn’t have any fine enough to describe what she saw.

And had she, she wouldn’t have exposed it. Beauty meant something to her, and she kept it to herself, as she kept most things that meant anything.

“There is no sunlight,” he told her, as if that made sense. “But outcaste or no, I am still Barrani Lord—they grow at my whim.”

“And if you don’t want them?”

He gestured. The tree just beyond the tip of her fingers withered, twisting toward the ground almost as if it were begging. She stopped herself from crying out. It was just a plant.

She didn’t ask again, however. And she kept her wonder contained; she looked; she touched nothing else. He had offered her a warning, in subtle Barrani fashion. She took it.

“Where are we going?”

“To the heart of this forest,” he replied. “Be honored. Not even my own have seen it.”

“Your children?”

His brows drew in. “Are you truly so ignorant, Kaylin?”

“Apparently.”

His hand tightened. It was not comfortable. Another warning. But he chose to do no more than that, and after a pause, he surprised her. He answered. “I have no children. I am outcaste.”

Outcaste was a word that had meaning for Kaylin, but in truth, not much. Although one human lord served as Caste-lord for her kind, the complicated laws of the caste did not apply to the rank and file. It certainly didn’t apply to the paupers and the beggars who made a living—or didn’t—in the fiefs. The Leontines, the Aerians and the humans—mortal races all—were not defined in the same way by caste; they were more numerous, and their lives reached from the lowest of gutters to the highest of towers. Not so, the Barrani.

“I spoke simply of my kin, those who chose to follow me. The forest speaks to them, but it speaks in a language that is…not pleasant to their ears. They will not hear it, and remain. And I am unwilling to release them.

“I release nothing that is mine.”

She said nothing for a while. For long enough that she found the silence uncomfortable. Not awkward; awkward was too petty a word. “Did you build this?”

“The forest?”

“The…Long Halls.”

“No.”

“The castle?”

“No. I have altered it over the years, but in truth, very little. It was here, for the taking.” His smile was thin. “I was not, however, the first to try. I was the first to succeed.”

“It had other occupants?”

“It had defenses,” he replied. “And I forget myself. You ask too many questions.”

“Questions are encouraged, in the Hawks. When they’re not stupid.”

“Indeed. Here, they are not. The answers can be fatal.” He stopped in front of a dense ring of trees; their branches seemed to interlock at all levels, as if they had deliberately grown together. She didn’t like the look of them. But then again, at the moment she didn’t like the look of herself, either. What she could see, that is; the dress, the funny shoes, the bold, black design on her arms. She drew her arms down.

His hand came with one. “You do not understand the marks you bear,” he said, his voice a little too close to her ear.

“And you do?”

“No, not completely. But I understand some of their significance. In truth, I’m surprised that you still survive.”

“Why?”

He smiled, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he lifted his hand and touched the trees that barred their way. They shuddered. There was something terrible about that shudder, something that looked so wrong she had to turn away. It was as if the trees were silently screaming.

But they parted. Like curtains, like great rolling doors, their limbs untwining, their trunks shifting. Roots moved beneath her feet—or something did. She really wanted to pay less attention.

“Come,” he said, when there was room enough for passage.

Her hand fell to her hips, and came up empty. Daggers, of course, were someplace else. But the desire for them, the reflex, was still a part of her. And it was growing stronger.

“Nothing will harm you here,” he told her, the smile gone. “You bear my mark. You are in my domain.”

I’ve lived in your fief for more than half my life, and it wasn’t ever safe. But she said nothing. And it was hard.

The trees were not as thick as they appeared; the darkness of their branches curved above like a roof or a canopy, but it lasted a scant ten feet, and then it was gone.

They stood in a great, stone room, beneath the outer edge of a domed ceiling that gave off a bright, green light. And as they walked toward the center of the room, that light grew brighter, changing in hue. She looked up; she couldn’t help it.

Above her, carved in runnels in the smooth, hard stone, were swirling patterns that were both familiar and foreign. She lifted a hand. An arm.

“Yes,” the fieflord said quietly. “They are written in the same tongue as the mark you bear. It is known as the language of the Old Ones.”

“I—I don’t understand.”

“No one does. There is not a creature alive that can read the whole of what is written there. But I have never seen the writing glow in such a fashion. I believe that the room is aware of your presence.”

“But who—or what—are the Old Ones?”

His frown was momentary, but sharp. But he surprised her. “Once,” he said softly, “you might have considered them gods.”

“But the gods—”

The derision was there in the cold expression the word evoked. “Mortal gods?” He shrugged. “Mortal gods are mortal. They exist at the whim of your attention, and your attention passes quickly.”

She didn’t like the room. He continued to walk; she stopped. But although he was slender, he pulled her along, her feet scudding stone. Dignity forced her to follow, given how little of it she had.

She forgot the ceiling, then.

The floor itself was alive. Where she stepped, light seemed to squelch like soft mud, and it flared in lines, in swirling circles, in patterns.

“Here,” he said softly, and stopped. “Go no farther, Kaylin. And touch nothing if you value your life.”

If she’d valued her life, she’d have stayed out of the fiefs. She nodded.

In the center of the room, laid against the floor in sapphire light, was a large circle. It didn’t surprise her much to see writing across it. She couldn’t read it, of course; it was almost the same as the writing that was carved high above her head. But it was different. It seemed to move.

“This is the seal of the Old Ones,” he said quietly, “and from it emanates the power that defended the castle against intruders.” Against, she thought, the fieflord.

She stared at the seal. The writing seemed to sharpen, somehow. Light flared, like blue fire, and it grew in height along the patterns that had birthed it. She watched as it reached for the ceiling. Watched, forgetting to breathe, as the light from the ceiling dripped down.

When they touched, she cried out in shock, and then in pain; her arms were on fire.

“Stay your ground,” the fieflord said, but his voice seemed to come from a distance—a growing distance. She reached out almost in panic, and was instantly ashamed of her reaction.

She would have reached out for Severn that way, once. And she’d already paid for that. She made fists of her fingers.

“Kaylin, stay your ground.”

Her tongue was heavy; too heavy for speech. She wanted to tell him that she was staying her damned ground, but she couldn’t, and probably just as well.

The light was a column now.

She felt it, an inch from her face, from her hand. Her hand was moving toward it, fingers twitching, as if pulled by gravity. She’d fallen once, from a great enough height that she’d had time to think about just how much of a pain gravity was.

She’d choose falling any time.

She heard the fieflord. She felt his presence. But her hand moved, continued to move. Her skin touched blue fire. Blue fire touched her.

For just a moment, she could see, in the pillar of light, something that looked like a…man. The way that the Barrani fieflord did. But worse. She could not make out his features, and she knew that she really, really didn’t want to.

Her hand sank through the light.

She heard a single word.

Chosen.

And then a different light flared; the golden manacle slammed into the pillar and it refused to move farther. She pushed against it with half of her weight and none of her will. She was losing ground.

She cried out; she couldn’t help it. Years of training fled in the panic that followed. She could see only light, could hear only the indistinct murmur of a stranger’s voice, could feel nothing at all beneath her feet. She had feared the night all her life; this was worse. Her feet were moving. Toward the light, toward the pillar, toward what it contained. She bit her lip, and she tasted blood.

And then, just before she entered the column, before she lost herself entirely, the shadows came, and they came in the shape of a dark, precise crest.

She didn’t recognize it. It didn’t matter.

She hit it and froze.

The light scraped against its edges, seeking passage the way sun does through stained glass. But this lattice offered nothing; it wasn’t, as it had first appeared, a window. It was a wall.

It was a wall with something written across it. She stared at it as the light flared, brighter now, and she understood the word in the same way she understood hunger, pain or fear: instinctively.

She could still taste blood. She could not feel her lips. But they moved anyway. Barrani was one of the languages that the Hawklord had insisted she study, and if she hadn’t been his most apt pupil, she’d learned. She’d always learned any real lesson he’d decided to teach her, even the ones that scarred.

Her lips moved over the syllables; she had to force them. She couldn’t make a sound, but it didn’t matter.

Calarnenne.

The light went out.

“My apologies,” the fieflord said softly. His arms were around her waist, his face against her neck. Black hair trailed down her shoulder in loose, wild strands. Pretty hair.

She tried to speak.

He lifted a hand and pressed his fingers gently against her lips. “No more,” he said softly. “You have done enough. I have done enough. Come. We must leave this place.”

Her knees collapsed.

Teela would have laughed at her. Tain would have shaken his head. But the fieflord did neither; he caught her before she hit ground, lifting her as if her weight were insignificant. He cradled her against his chest, and because he did, she saw blood well against the soft fabric of his odd tunic.

It was hers. Her cheek was bleeding.

“I…can walk.”

He smiled grimly. “You can barely speak,” he said, “and if you touch the ground again, I am not certain that I will be able to stop you from touching the seal.”

There were so many questions she wanted to ask him.

Only one surfaced, fighting its way to the top. “Calarnenne?”

“Yes,” he replied grimly. “My name. Do not speak it, Kaylin.” His eyes were as blue as the light had been, and just as cold.

“Your name.”

“I should kill you,” he replied.

“Why?”

“Because you are now a bigger threat than even the Dragon.”

She shook her head. She knew that. “Why did you—why your name?”

He stopped walking, but he did not set her down. The trees were above them now, and she found their dark presence almost comforting. “The mark,” he said, touching her wounded cheek, “was not enough. You know the Barrani,” he added, his fingers brushing blood away gently. “How many of them have given you their names?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

The frustration on his face was the most familiar expression she had yet seen. It reminded her of the Hawklord. “None,” he said curtly. “Because if they had, you would know.”

When this didn’t seem to garner the right response, he shook her. But even this was gentle.

“If you called their names, they would hear you. They would know where you were. And if they were not strong, they would be drawn to you. Names have power, Kaylin.” He paused. Frowned. “They have power, if you have the power to say them.”

And then he spoke the whole of her given name, her new name. “Kaylin Neya.”

She felt it reverberate through her body as if it were a caress.

He laughed, then.





CHAPTER 5

He took her back to the rooms she had woken in, and there, she found her daggers. Her clothing, however, was nowhere in sight. When her brows rose, he smiled. His smile was so close to her face it was almost blurred; she could pretend it was something else.

Her arms ached. Her head hurt. And her cheek? It continued to bleed.

The fieflord set her down upon the bed. He reached out to touch her cheek and she shied away—which overbalanced her. She really was pathetic. “Don’t.”

The word displeased him; his face fell into its more familiar, cold mask. “I have no intention of harming you,” he replied. “And I seek to take no screaming mortal children to my bed. Those who are fortunate enough to come to the Long Halls come willingly.”

“Willingly.” She snorted.

“Kaylin, I have perhaps made an error in judgment, and you have paid for it. Do not presume overmuch.”

Another warning. Too many warnings. She fell silent. But she did not let him touch her again, and he didn’t try. They were quiet for some time.

“My clothing?” she asked at last.

“It will return to you when you leave the Long Halls. It is, as I said, unsuitable.” He rose. “We will return you to your Hawks for the moment.”

She waited until he had reached the door; when he did, she rose. “I want to cover my arms,” she said.

He said nothing; he simply waited.

Her legs were wobbly, and she made her way, clumsy and entirely graceless, toward him. When he offered her an arm, she bit back all pride and took it; it was either that or fall flat on her face.

Teela had taken her drinking when she had been a year with the Hawks. It had been something like this, but with more nausea. Not a lot more, though.

When he opened the door, the forest was gone.

In its place? A long hall. Funny, that. She felt magic as she walked through the door, and she swore under her breath. It was a Leontine curse. It would have shocked Marcus, if anything could.

“You will be weak for two days,” he told her quietly, “if only that. Eat what you can eat. Drink what you can drink. Do not,” he added softly, “be alone.”

“Why?”

“I do not understand all of what happened, Kaylin. But I understand this much…by presence alone, you activated the seal. In my life, I have never seen it burn. And believe that I, and the mages at my disposal, have tried.

“It is not, however, of the seal that I speak.”

“Your name,” she whispered.

“Indeed. The giving of a name is never an easy thing. It is, in essence, the most ancient and most dangerous of our rituals. It is a binding, a subtle chain. In some people, it destroys will and presence of mind.”

“You mean—”

“I did not think it would have that effect upon you, but it was a risk.”

Her brows rose. He smiled, but it was a sharp smile. “Barrani gifts,” he said softly, “have thorns or edges. Remember that.”

Like she could forget.

“I would take the name from you,” he added softly, “but I think I would find it difficult. And if the taking of the name was costly to you, the giving was costly to me.” Clear, from the tone of his voice, which one of the two mattered more.

“Do not let go of my arm,” he told her quietly. “We will meet some of my kin before you are free of the Hall, and two who have not seen the outer world for much, much longer than you have been alive. They will be drawn to you.” His lips lost the edge that was his smile. “They will not touch you, if they see the mark—but it bleeds, Kaylin, and you will not let me tend it.”

“I couldn’t stop you,” she said quietly.

“No. But in this, I have chosen to grant you volition. It is another lesson.”

The Hall was, as the name suggested, long. It was tall as well, but not so tall as the great hall that opened into the Halls of Law. No Aerian wings graced the heights; they were cold, serene and perfect. Funny, how lack of living things could make something seem so perfect.

They walked for minutes, for a quarter of an hour, passing closed doors and alcoves in which fountains trickled clear water into ancient stone. She didn’t ask where the water came from. She didn’t really want to know.

But when they came at last to the Hall’s end, there were tall doors, and the doors were closed. An alcove sat to the left and right of either door, and in each, like living statues, stood a Barrani lord.

She could not tell, at first glance, if they were male or female. They were adorned by the same dark hair that marked all of their kind, and it, like their still faces, was perfect. Their skin was white, like alabaster, and their lids were closed in a sweep of lashes against that perfect skin.

She heeded the warning of the fieflord; she held his arm. He walked beside her until the Barrani flanked him, and then he said, softly, “The doors must be opened.”

Eyelids rolled up. Nothing else about the Barrani moved. Kaylin found it disturbing.

The doors began to swing outward in a slow, slow arc. She stepped toward them, eager to be gone; the fieflord, however, did not move. She turned to look at him, and her glance strayed to the two Barrani on either side of her.

They were speaking. Their voices were unlike any Barrani voice she had ever heard, even the fieflord’s: they were almost sibilant. They reminded her of ghosts. Death that whispered the name of Nightshade.

But when they reached out to touch her, she froze; the dead didn’t move like this. Fluid, graceful, silent, they eyed her as if she were…food.

“Peace,” the fieflord said coldly.

They didn’t seem to hear him. Icy fingers touched her arms. Icy fingers burned. Unfortunately, so did Kaylin.

The hand drew back.

“She is yours?” one of the two said. His voice was stronger now, as if he were remembering how to use it. The words held more expression than any Barrani voice she had heard, which was strange, given that his face held less.

“She is mine,” Nightshade said quietly.

“Give her to us. Give her to us as the price of passage.”

“You forget yourselves,” he replied. He lifted a hand, and thin shadows streamed from his fingers. They passed over her shoulder, around the curve of her arm, without touching her. She froze in place, because she was suddenly very certain that she didn’t want them to touch her.

“They smell blood,” he said quietly.

It made no sense.

“They are old,” he added softly, “and they have chosen to reside here in Barrani sleep. They are also powerful. Do not wake them, Kaylin.”

“You rule here.”

“I rule,” he said softly, “because I have not chosen to join them. They are outcaste, and they have been long from the world.” He paused, and then added quietly, “They were within the castle grounds, even as you see them, when I at last took possession. They fought me. They are powerful, but they seldom speak.”

“They’re speaking now.”

“Yes. I thought they might. You have touched the seal,” he added.

“Will they leave?”

“No. They are bound here, but the binding is old and poorly understood. Blood wakes them. It is a call to life.”

The lesson, then. She raised a hand to cover her cheek.

“She bears the mark,” one of the two said. It confused Kaylin until she realized they weren’t talking about the fieflord’s strange flower; they were talking about the ones on her arms. “Leave her here. Do not meddle in the affairs of the ancients.”

“She is mortal,” the fieflord replied. “And not bound by the laws of the Old Ones.”

“She bears the marks,” the Barrani said again. “She contains the words.”

“She cannot.”

Silence then. Shadows.

“She is almost bound,” a flat, cold voice at last replied. “As we are bound. We grant you passage, Lord of the Long Halls.”

Kaylin passed between them in the shadow of the fieflord, but she felt their eyes burning a hole between her shoulder blades, and she swore that she would never again walk through a shadow gate, not even if her life depended on it. She’d been hungry before, but never like they were, and she didn’t want to be whatever it was that satisfied that hunger.

“You will not speak of them here,” he told her.

“I—”

“I understand that you will speak with Lord Grammayre. I understand that, if you do not speak well, he will summon the Tha’alani.”

She shuddered. “He won’t,” she snapped.

“You already bear the scent of their touch. It is…unpleasant.”

“Only once,” she whispered, but she paled.

“Do not trust Lord Grammayre overmuch,” he said softly.

“Your name—”

And smiled. “Not even the Tha’alani can touch it. No mortal can, if it has not been gifted to them, and if they have not paid the price. The name, Kaylin Neya, is for you. If he questions you, answer him. I give you leave to do so.”

“Why?”

“Because the Lord of Hawks and the Lord of Nightshade are bound by different laws. We have different information, and I am curious to see what he makes of you, now.”

He stepped through the doors, and they began to close slowly behind them. When Kaylin turned back to look, she saw only blank, smooth walls. But at their edges, top and bottom, she saw the swirled runic writing with which she was becoming familiar.

“Not even I can free them,” he said quietly. “I tried only once.”

She started to say something, and to her great embarrassment, her stomach got there before she did; it growled.

His beautiful black brows rose in surprise, and then he laughed. She wanted to hate the sound. “You are very human,” he said softly. “And I see so few.”

Which reminded her of something. “Severn,” she said.

“Yes. Perhaps the last of your kind that I have spoken to at length.”

“Why?”

The laughter was gone, and the smile it left in its place was like ebony, hard and smooth. “Ask him.”

“He won’t answer.”

“No. But ask him. It will amuse me.”

When they left the next hall, she heard voices.

One was particularly loud. It was certainly familiar. She closed her eyes, released the fieflord’s arm, and stumbled as she grabbed folds of shimmering silk, bunching them in her fists. She lifted the skirt of her fine dress, freeing her feet, and after a moment’s hesitation, she kicked off the stupid shoes, the snap of her legs sending them flying in different directions. The floor was cold against her soles. Cold and hard.

Didn’t matter.

She recognized both the voice and its tenor, and she began to run. The lurching movement reminded her of how weak her legs were. But they were strong enough. She made it to the end of the hall, and turned a sharp corner.

There, in a room that was both gaudy and bright—as unlike the rest of the Halls as any room she had yet seen—were Severn, Tiamaris and the two Barrani guards that had accompanied the Lord of Nightshade.

The guards held drawn weapons.

Severn held links of thin chain. At the end of that chain was a flat blade. She had never seen him use a weapon of this kind before, and knew it for a gift of the Wolves.

And she didn’t want to see him use it here.

“Severn!” she shouted.

His angry demand was broken in the middle by the sound of her voice. It should have stopped him.

But he stared at her, at the dress she was wearing, at the bare display of shoulders and arms, her bare feet, at the blood—curse the fieflord, curse him to whichever hell the Barrani occupied—on her cheek, before he changed direction, started the chain spinning.

And she knew the expression on his face. Had seen it before a handful of times in the fiefs. It had always ended in death.

This time, though, she thought it would be the wrong death. She moved before she could think—thought took too much damn time, and she came to stand before him—before him, and between Severn and the fieflord, who had silently come into the room as if he owned it.

Which, in fact, he did.

“Severn!” She shouted, raising her hands, both empty, one brown with the traces of her blood. “Severn, he didn’t touch me!”

Severn met her eyes; the chain was now moving so fast it was a wall, a metal wall. He shortened his grip on it, but he did not let it rest.

“Severn, put it down.”

“If he didn’t touch you, why are you dressed like that?”

“Put it down, Severn. Put it away. You’re here as a Hawk. And the Hawklord wants no fight with the fieflord. You don’t have the luxury of dying. Not here.”

If he did, she wasn’t so sure that his would be the only death. “Don’t start a fief war,” she shouted. Had to shout. “He didn’t touch me. I’m not hurt.”

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

“The mark is bleeding,” she snapped back. “And I don’t need you to protect me, damn it— I’m a Hawk. I can protect myself!”

He slowed, then. She had him. “I don’t need protection,” she said again, and this time the words had multiple meanings to the two of them, and only the two of them.

His face showed the first emotion that wasn’t anger. And she wasn’t certain, after she’d seen it, that she didn’t like the anger better.

“No,” he said at last, heavily. The chain stopped. “It’s been a long time since I could. Protect you.”

Tiamaris, Dragon caste, said in a voice that would have carried the length of the Long Halls, “Well done, Kaylin. Severn. I believe it is time to retreat.” And she saw that his eyes were burning, red; that he, too, had been prepared to fight.

“Your companions lack a certain wisdom,” the fieflord said, voice close to her ear.

“What did you do here, fieflord?” Tiamaris’s voice was low. Dangerous.

“What you suspect, Tiamaris.”

“That was…foolish.”

“Indeed.” He made the admission casually. “And I am not the only one who will pay the price for it. Take her home. She will need some time to recover.”

Severn slowly wrapped the chain round his waist again. He stepped forward and caught Kaylin as her knees buckled. His grip, one hand on either of her upper arms, was not gentle. Kaylin did not resist him.

“The deaths, fieflord?” Tiamaris said quietly. Or as quietly as his voice would let him.

“Three days,” the fieflord said, “between the first and second.”

“And it has been?”

“One day since the last death. If there is a pattern, it will emerge when we find the next sacrifice.”

“Why do you call them that?” Kaylin looked up, looked back at him.

“Because, Kaylin, it is what we believe they are. Sacrifices. Did the Hawklord not tell you that?”

No, of course not, she thought, bitter now. Bitter and bone-weary.

“You will return to the fiefs,” he added softly. “And to the Long Halls.”

“The hell she will,” Severn said.

They stared at each other for a long moment, and then the fieflord turned and walked away.

It was, of course, night in the fiefs.

And they were walking in it. Or rather, Severn and Tiamaris were walking; Kaylin was stumbling. Severn held her up for as long as he could, but in the end, Tiamaris rumbled, and he lifted her. He was not as gentle as the fieflord, because he was not as dangerously personal.

She preferred it.

“Kaylin,” Tiamaris said quietly. “Do you understand why the fiefs exist?”

She shrugged. Or tried. It was hard, while nesting in the arms of a Dragon.

“Have you never wondered?”

“A hundred times,” she said bitterly. “A thousand. Sometimes in one day.”

Tiamaris frowned stiffly. “I can see that Lord Grammayre had his hands full, if he chose to attempt to teach you.”

“I don’t need history lessons. They won’t keep me alive.” The words were a familiar refrain in her life; they certainly weren’t original.

“Spoken like a ground Hawk,” Tiamaris replied.

She shrugged again. Although he wore no armor, his chest was hard. “I believe,” he said quietly, “that I will let Lord Grammayre deal with this.”

“No,” she said, tired now. “I think I know what you’re asking.”

“Oh?”

“You’re asking me if I’ve ever wondered why the Lords of Law don’t just close the fieflords down permanently.”

“Indeed.”

“Hell, we’ve all wondered that.”

“There is a reason. I think you begin to see some of it. The fiefs are the oldest part of the city. They are, with the exception of ruins to the West and East of Elantra, the oldest part of the Empire; they have stood since the coming of the castes.

“I…spent time in the fiefs, studying the old writings, the old magics. I was not alone, but over half of the mages sent with me did not survive. The old magics are alive, if their architects are not. There are some places in the fiefs that could not easily be conquered without destroying half of the city, if they could be conquered at all. They almost all bear certain…markings.”

Her head hurt, and she didn’t want to think. But she made the effort. “The tattoo,” she said faintly.

“Yes. It is the only living thing I—or any one of us—has seen that speaks of the Old Ones. It is why you have always been of interest.”

“Have I?”

He said nothing, then.

In the dark of the fief’s streets, shadows moved. They were pale white, a blur of motion that hunched three feet above the ground. Severn cursed.

Kaylin was still dressed in the finery of Nightshade, but she wore her daggers again; she hadn’t bothered to change, because there was no privacy, and she wasn’t up to stripping in front of everyone. Severn had taken her clothing. “What?” she asked. Too sharply.

“It’s the ferals,” he said.

She really cursed. She had always been able to outcurse Severn.

In the moonlight—the bright moon—she could see that Severn was right: the ferals had come out to play. And if the Hawks weren’t bloody careful, some poor child would come out in the morning—to play—and would discover what the ferals had left behind.

She’d done it herself, once or twice. Whole nightmares remained of those experiences.

“Severn?”

He was already unlooping the long chain. “There’s only two,” he said softly. Nothing in his voice hinted of fear. Nothing in his posture did either. She wondered if he had changed so much that he felt none.

She hadn’t.

Tiamaris set her down. “Don’t move,” he told her grimly. Her hand had already clutched a throwing knife; it was out of her belt, and the moonlight glinted along one of its two edges. But her hand was weak, and she knew she didn’t have the strength to throw true. Wondered if this was the fieflord’s way of getting rid of her.

Her eyes were already acclimatized to the moonlight. She could see the four-legged lope of the creatures that dominated the fief streets at night. They were not numerous; they didn’t have to be. If you were lucky, you could weather the stretch of a night and never see one.

Unlucky? Well, you only had to see them once.

She hadn’t seen them as a child. But later?

Later, Severn by her side, she had. She was caught by the memory; she could see Severn now, and Severn as he was. The seven years made a difference. The weapon that he wielded made a bigger one.

Hand on dagger, she stood between Tiamaris and Severn, and she waited. The quiet growl of the hunting feral almost made her hair stand on end; it certainly made her skin a lot less smooth; goose bumps did that.

The ferals weren’t as stupid as dogs. They weren’t as lazy as cats. They weren’t, as far as anyone could tell, really animals at all. But what they were wasn’t clear. Besides deadly. She felt the tension shore her up. Found her footing on the uneven ground, and held it.

The last time she had faced ferals, she had stood in Tiamaris’s position, and between her and Severn, a child had cowered. Lost child. Stupid child. But still living.

She didn’t like the analogy that memory made of the situation.

Severn waited, his chain a moving wall. He wasn’t even breathing heavily. He spoke her name once, and she responded with a short grunt. It was enough.

The ferals leaped.

They leaped in concert, their jaws wide and silent. The moonlight seemed to cast no shadow beneath their moving bodies, but then again, it was dark enough that shadows were everywhere. Severn’s chain shortened suddenly as he drew it in, and then it lengthened as he let it go.

Feral growl became a howl of pain; a severed paw flew past Kaylin’s ear.

Tiamaris had no like weapon; he waited.

The feral that had leaped at him landed feet away, and it bristled. Tiamaris opened his mouth and roared.

That, Kaylin thought, wincing, would wake the entire damn fief. But she watched as the feral froze, and then watched, in astonishment, as it yelped and turned tail. Like a dog. Had she really been afraid of these creatures?

The one facing Severn lost another paw, and then lost half its face. It toppled.

“Kaylin?”

She shook her head.

“Come on,” he said quietly. “Where there are two, there are likely to be more.”

But Tiamaris said, softly, “Not tonight.” He picked Kaylin up again, and he began to move.

They crossed the bridge over the Ablayne in the moonlight. The Halls of Law loomed in the distance, like shadowlords. “Kaylin,” Tiamaris said quietly, “the Hawklord will be waiting.”

“All right,” she said, into his chest. “But I’d better be getting overtime for this.”

If Kaylin slept—and she did—the Halls of Law never did. The crew changed; the guards changed. The offices that were a conduit between one labyrinth of bureaucracy and another, however, were empty. She was grateful for that. Severn had cleaned the blade of his weapon, and he’d looped it round his waist again. But he didn’t leave.

The guards at the interior door were Aerian. Clint wasn’t one of them, but she recognized the older men. They were a bit stuffier than Clint, but she liked them anyway.

“Holder,” she said.

He raised a brow. “You went on a raid dressed like that?”

“I wasn’t on a raid.”

“Oh, even better. Look at your cheek. It’s—” he frowned.

“It’s stopped bleeding,” she offered, but she had grown quiet herself. In the fiefs, it had seemed disturbing to bear a mark—but it had also seemed natural in a fashion that now entirely escaped her. Holder’s dark eyes narrowed. “Hawklord’s waiting for you,” he said at last, lowering his weapon. “And you’d better have one helluva good explanation for him.”

She nodded and went through the doors. Or rather, Tiamaris did, carrying her. Severn trailed behind.

When they reached the main office, she was surprised to find Marcus still on duty. He was not, however, surprised to see her, which made Kaylin look up at Tiamaris with unguarded suspicion.

“I sent word,” he said quietly. “I made use of one of the mirrors in the castle.”

“But the mirrors in the castle can’t possibly be keyed to—” She saw his look and shut up, fast.

“You got her out,” Marcus said, his words a growl. He was tired. Tired Leontine was better than angry Leontine—but only by a whisker. His were bobbing.

“In a manner of speaking,” Tiamaris replied coldly.

Whatever existed between the sergeant and the Dragon was always, Kaylin thought, going to be an issue. But this time, Marcus let him pass without comment.

Severn stopped, though. “I’m not going up,” he said quietly. “I’ll wait for you here.”

“I’ll be a while,” she replied, without much hope. “Go home.”

He met her gaze and held it. And she remembered that she’d never really been able to tell Severn what to do. Oh, she’d always given him orders—but he’d chosen which ones he wanted to follow, and ignored the rest. She would have said as much, but he was angry. Tense with it, waiting to spring.

“Kaylin,” Marcus said.

She shored herself up so she could look over Tiamaris’s shoulder.

The Sergeant snorted. “You shouldn’t be in the fiefs. Tell the old bastard I said so.”

“Yes, sir.”

The tower passed beneath her. It was interesting to see it from this perspective; interesting and a tad humiliating. “I can walk,” she muttered.

“You will have to, soon enough,” Tiamaris replied. He climbed the stairs without pause until he reached the doors that were, as always, guarded. Here he paused and set Kaylin on her feet.

She recognized neither of the two Aerians, and this was unusual. But one, grim-faced, nodded to Tiamaris. “The Lord of Hawks is waiting,” he said quietly. “He bids you enter.”

Tiamaris nodded.

Kaylin stared at them both for a moment, and then she moved past the guards and placed her palm on the door’s seal, grimacing. Great way to end a very long day.

But the Hawklord must have been waiting, because the door rolled open, untouched. Startled, she watched before she remembered that two strangers were staring at her. Then she squared her shoulders and entered the room. Lord Grammayre was indeed waiting, but not in the room’s center; he stood, instead, in front of a long, oval mirror on the east side of the rounded wall. Their eyes met in reflection; his were cool.

Bad, then. There were days when she could actually make him smile. Days when she could make him laugh, although his laughter was brief and grudged. There were also days when she could make him raise his voice in frustration. All of these, she valued.

None of these would happen tonight.

“Lord Grammayre,” she said, bending stiffly at the waist before she fell to one knee. She had to place a hand on the ground to keep her balance; in all, it was a pretty poor display.

Tiamaris, in theory a Hawk, did not bend or kneel. He offered the Hawklord a nod that would pass as polite between equals. “Lord Grammayre,” he said quietly.

“Tiamaris. You almost lost her.”

Tiamaris said nothing.

“Kaylin. Rise.”

She rose. She hated formality in this tower more than she hated almost anything—because formality meant distance, and distance was the thing he placed between them when something bad was about to happen. Usually to her.

“Kaylin, I wish to ask you what happened in Castle Nightshade.”

She nodded.

“You will come to the center of the circle before you answer, and you will stand there until I have finished.”

She grimaced, but that was all the resistance she offered.

Tiamaris surprised her. “Give her leave to sit,” he said quietly. “If she is forced to stand, I don’t think she’ll make it through the interview.”

“She is a Hawk,” the Hawklord replied coldly. A warning.

“She is a human,” the Dragon replied.

The Hawklord’s pale brows rose slightly, and he glanced at Kaylin. After a moment, his wings flicked; it was the Aerian equivalent of a shrug.

She made her way to the brass circle embedded in stone; she knew what it was for. “Don’t cast until I’m in it,” she whispered.

If he heard her, he didn’t show it. But he did wait.

He approached her, and stopped. His feet grazed the circle as he reached out to touch her cheek. “This is a Barrani mark,” he said.

She said nothing.

“Nightshade.” The word sounded a lot like swearing. But colder. “Why?”

“He thought it would protect me.”

“I doubt that, Kaylin,” the Hawklord replied. “I doubt that very much. Tiamaris, can it be removed?”

“Not easily,” Tiamaris replied. “And not at all without the permission of the Lord who made the mark. Not from a human.”

Kaylin heard the distinct that you don’t want dead that he didn’t say.

“The likelihood of that permission?”

“In my opinion? None whatsoever.”

“As I thought.”

“I can probably cover it up,” she offered. She’d become good at that over the years; black eyes and red welts never made the office staff feel secure.

Tiamaris shook his head. “Grammayre, have you taught her so little?”

“I have taught her,” the Hawklord replied, distinct edge in the words, “what she is willing to retain.” To Kaylin, he added, “The mark can be hidden from mortal sight. The Aerians might not recognize it. Most of the humans won’t. But the Leontines will smell it, and the Barrani? You could cut off your cheek and they would still know. Don’t,” he added, as if it were necessary, “try.”

He lowered his hand, but did not leave her; instead he reached down and lifted the arm that was bound by the bracer. He looked at it, and then he touched it carefully, and in sequence, his fingers dancing over the gems as hers had done.

It didn’t open; it was a different sequence. He frowned. Stepped out of the circle. She reached out without thinking and grabbed both his hands; she was that tired. His brows rose a fraction; she felt the rebuke in the expression, and she forced her hands to let go.

But as he stepped outside the circle, his expression softened slightly, allowing a trace of weariness to show. “I trust you to tell me the truth as you perceive it,” he said quietly. “But I do not trust the Lord of Nightshade. The spell is not a punishment.”

He lifted his hands, and his wings rose with them, until they were at their full span. Like this, she found the Hawk-lord beautiful in a way that she seldom found anything beautiful. And he knew it. Had always known it. This was as much mercy as he was willing to offer. It shouldn’t have made a difference, but it did.

He began to question her, and staring at his wings, at the particular length of his flight feathers, she answered him.

She told him of the Long Halls. She told him of the forest. And then, haltingly, she told him of the room beyond the trees. The circle that surrounded her turned a distinct shade of gold each time she finished speaking.

But when she spoke of the pillar of blue flame, he lifted a hand.

“Kaylin,” he said softly, “are you certain?”

She nodded.

“Tiamaris?”

“She has seen what none of the surviving Imperial mages has seen,” the Dragon said quietly, his flawless Barrani tinged with caution. “I am intrigued by her words, but I do not doubt them.”

“Why?”

“You know well why. She bears those marks.”

The Hawklord nodded grimly. “But what do they signify? Why does she bear them?”

“That has always been the question, Grammayre. The answer is of concern to the Emperor.”

“I know. Kaylin—show me your arms.”

She lifted them; they shook.

Tiamaris walked over to the circle’s edge, but he did not cross it. He did, however, frown. “I wish to see visual records,” he said, distant, his eyes a pale gold.

The Hawklord frowned in turn; he gestured at the mirror and spoke three words in quick succession; the mirror began to glow. Kaylin really hated mirrors.

The surface of this one shimmered and shifted; when it cleared, she was looking at her arms writ large; the Hawk-lord wasn’t short, and it was his mirror. Tiamaris looked at the mirror for some time, and then looked down at her arms. “They’ve changed,” he said softly.

The Hawklord frowned. He came to stand by the side of the Dragon, and he, too, examined the symbols that covered Kaylin’s inner arm from wrist to elbow. “It’s subtle,” he said at last, “but you are correct.” He looked at Kaylin, his eyes clear, almost gray. Magic.

“Aside from the mark of the outcaste, I see no difference in her,” he said at last.

“Remove the bracer, Grammayre, and look again.”

The Hawklord hesitated. Then he shook his head. “Not yet,” he said quietly. “Kaylin, you have done well. Go home.” He paused, and then added, “Do not remove the containment until I give you orders.”





CHAPTER 6

Severn was, as he had promised—or threatened, she wasn’t sure which—waiting for her. So was Marcus. There wasn’t a lot of idle chatter going on, either, but they both looked up as she turned the corner and caught the wall with her free hand. Tiamaris had not accompanied her; he was closeted in the domed tower with the Hawklord.

Talking, no doubt, about her.

“Kaylin,” Marcus growled.

She nodded stiffly. “Thanks,” she said.

“For what?”

“For the—the bracer. I think it saved my life.”

“Bad sign.”

She nodded again. “Always is.”

“You…lost control?”

She shook her head, hating the question. “No.”

“What happened?”

She hesitated. “I’m not sure it’s not keyed—”

“It’s not in the gem. It’s not keyed.”

Severn, watching quietly, added nothing, but there was an intensity in his gaze that spoke of the need to know.

“There’s…old magic…in the fiefs. At least in Nightshade.”

The hair on the back of the Leontine’s neck rose so suddenly, it looked like slender quills. “You were exposed to the ruins?”

She frowned. “No. In the fieflord’s Halls.”

Marcus said nothing, which was always a bad sign. But he reached out, and after an awkward moment, she surrendered her wrist to his palm; the manacle shone there in the fading light, a dream of gold.

“What does it do, Sergeant?” Severn asked.

Marcus hesitated, and met Kaylin’s brief glance. It’s up to you, he seemed to say. She shook her head.

“He’s your partner.”

He’s not. A lie. Not even a good one. She said, bitterly, “It inhibits my magic. We don’t know how it works. I don’t know where it came from; it was given to me by the Hawk-lord. But it’s old. Maybe as old as—” She broke off, thinking of the Long Halls, and not liking any of the thoughts that were about to follow.

Turning to Marcus, she said, “The Hawklord told me to go home.”

“Good. Go.”

“Promise you won’t wake me up?”

He growled again, but it was bluster. He wasn’t annoyed—at least not at her.

“Your pride-wives are going to be really pissed if you don’t get home yourself.”

“Too late,” he muttered. She glanced at him, and then glanced at the oval mirror on the far wall. “You turned it off.”

“Rank has its privileges.”

Meaning, of course, that she couldn’t. She grimaced. Marcus was not a face to wake up to in the morning. And she often did.

“If the fieflord harmed you—”

She shook her head, too tired—but only barely—to be alarmed. “He didn’t.”

“The…dress?”

“He doesn’t like our standard issue.”

Marcus said something in Leontine, and Kaylin laughed. “Been a while since I heard you say that.”

“Be careful, Kaylin.”

“Always.” She headed toward the door, and Severn followed. “I’m going home,” she told him firmly.

“I know.”

“You’re not coming with me.”

She repeated this at ten-yard intervals until she got tired of the monotony. She was too numb to be angry. Either that or she didn’t want to get into a real fight in a very stupid dress. That’s what she told herself. Too bad she had always been such a lousy liar. But she was tired, and she almost appreciated the company—Severn was alert.

Not that it was, strictly speaking, necessary. Kaylin lived in a small place, but she lived in a part of town that was frequented by Hawks and Swords. If there was crime, it usually wasn’t something that was done outdoors.

“Kaylin,” Severn said quietly, when they reached the building that contained her small room. “Don’t trust the fieflord.”

“I’m a Hawk, not an idiot,” she snapped. She paused, and then added, “Why did you go to talk to him?”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

“If it doesn’t matter, answer.”

He didn’t. She knew he wouldn’t.

They stood in the dark of the twin moons in an uncomfortable silence. Kaylin had no way of breaking it. She turned, opened the door and headed up the stairs.

Severn followed.

“Severn, go home.”

“I will. When I see you safely to yours.”

“This wasn’t a date!”

He said nothing. She snarled and bounded up the stairs. The tripping didn’t help her much.

Offering a hand didn’t help him.

She said, distinctly, “I don’t want your help. I want to—”

“Kill me?”

“Something like that.”

He shrugged. “Go ahead. I won’t stop you.”

She hated him, then. She gained her feet, stormed up the stairs, was out of breath by the time she fumbled with two locks and threw open her door.

The only light in the room was cast by mirror; the windows were shuttered. Had she done that?

Severn came up behind her, and she gave in to the inevitable. She walked into her home, and left the door open behind her. Was surprised when he didn’t come in.

He stood in the frame of the door, gazing at everything as if he’d always been a Hawk. At last he said, “You live alone.”

She nodded. “Easier, that way.”

“You never liked being alone in the fiefs.”

“Meant something different, in the fiefs. But I don’t live there anymore.”

“You do,” he said softly. “We both do.”

“Actually,” a familiar voice said, “She doesn’t. Kaylin, is he a friend, or does he need help finding the door?”

Kaylin almost laughed out loud. Teela had taken up a very casual lounging position against the stair railing, and she had a dagger in her left hand. She spoke Elantran, as she usually did when she was with the Hawks.

It had been a while since Kaylin had heard her speak anything else.

“He’s a Hawk,” she said quietly.

Teela’s frown was subtle and lazy. “I don’t recognize him.”

“He’s new.”

“Must be, if he’s hanging around your door.” She eased herself off the rail, gaining her full height. After it became obvious that Severn had a slight advantage, she shrugged and relaxed again. “A bit scarred,” she said to Kaylin, in her Barrani purr, “but sort of pretty. You’re sure he’s not with you?”

“He’s not with me.”

“He’s not fond of being talked about as if he weren’t here,” Severn added quietly. He turned stiffly to Kaylin and said, “I’ll see myself out.”

Teela whistled.

“What?”

“I’d avoid him, if I were you.”

“You don’t much look like you want to avoid him.”

“I’m not you.” It always amazed Kaylin that something so tall could radiate essence of cat. Teela smiled and sauntered into the room; the door had been left open, and she had a habit of making herself at home—at least in Kaylin’s home.

“Why are you here?” Kaylin asked.

“You’re late.”

“Late?”

“We’re supposed to go out drinking. You forget?”

“I—” she looked down at the dress she was still wearing. At the circular script across her arms. She was dead tired. “Yeah. I forgot.”

Teela shrugged. “Tain thought so. But it’s you—you could have just been late. What’s with the dress? It’s not like—” She stopped.

She could stop so suddenly, stillness seemed menacing.

Kaylin turned her back and started to pull the dress up over her head. She had to struggle; her arms were stiff, and the dress wasn’t exactly baggy.

“You can see the fieflord’s mark,” she said, when silk cleared her face. She tossed the dress into the pile beneath the windowsill, and then rooted around in the pile beside the bed until she came up with a bed robe; she slipped into it, and after a minute of fumbling, gave up on the belt. Resigned, she turned to face Teela; the Barrani Hawk hadn’t moved an inch.

“I would have seen it earlier, but we started drinking without you.” Her voice sounded normal. Kaylin had, however, seen Teela break the arms of a drug dealer on the banks of the Ablayne while talking about the fact that her desk was a pigsty. She wondered if she should reach for her daggers. It wasn’t an idle thought.

But she was so damn tired, it wasn’t a possibility either. She sat heavily on the bed, never taking her eyes off Teela’s face.

“He sent you into Nightshade,” the Barrani Hawk said. Unblinking. Unnerving.

Kaylin nodded. “Is it bad?”

“It’s bad.”

“How bad?”

“How many people have you seen with a mark like that?”

Kaylin shook her head. “None.”

“In Nightshade?” Teela was aware of sparse details of Kaylin’s past; all of the Hawks were.

“Never.” She paused, and then added, “Do you know how to remove it?”

Teela shrugged. Kaylin felt herself relaxing.

“Sure. I could cut off your head.”

“Thanks, but I’m sort of using it.”

“Not for much, if you’ve got that. When did it happen?”

“Today.”

“You allowed it?”

“I didn’t exactly get a chance to offer permission,” she snapped.

“Why did he…mark you?”

“How the hell should I know? He’s Barrani. I’m not.”

“No. Clearly.”

“And if I were, what would I be doing?”

“Playing corpse. Or rounding up other Barrani and heading into the fiefs to kill the man who marked you.”

“Was that an offer?”

“Maybe.” The Barrani eyes were glittering; they’d shaded from perfect green into perfect blue. It was a bad sign. “Kaylin—those marks are forbidden to mortals.”

“He’s not exactly on the right side of the law. He’s a fieflord.”

“You don’t understand what it means, do you? No, don’t bother.” Teela crossed the room and slung herself heavily over the bed. Great. It wasn’t a large bed. “It’s a symbol of ownership.”

Kaylin shrugged. In as much as a Barrani could look outraged, Teela managed it. “He’s the fieflord,” Kaylin said, weary. “He owns all of Nightshade.”

“What I said was true, Kaylin. You don’t live there anymore.”

“No.” She wedged herself onto six inches of bed, and then added, “Tiamaris said it can’t be removed by anyone but Nightshade.”

“He’s right.”

She was quiet for a minute. “Teela?”

“What?”

“If I weren’t a Hawk, would you have killed me?”

Teela shrugged. “Maybe. It’s not safe to bear a mark like that. Not outside of his fief.”

“Why?”

“Ask the castelord. No, on second thought, don’t ask the castelord. In fact, don’t see the castelord, ever.”

“I’ll add it to the list.” She closed her eyes. “What’s Tain going to say?”

“If you’re lucky, a lot of Barrani that won’t mean a damn thing to you.”

Kaylin borrowed a Leontine phrase. She knew what her luck was like.

The mirror woke her in the morning.

When exactly in the morning, she couldn’t say—but the phrase too damn early came to mind. She rolled off the bed.

There was no booming voice to accompany the unnatural sheen of the mirror’s surface; no clear picture of Iron Jaw in full Leontine annoyance.

“Go away,” she muttered. She pulled the bed robe tight and stood. Her legs were wobbling. Then again, had she gone out drinking with Teela and Tain, they would have been worse. If the inside of her mouth hadn’t tasted like a hairball, the world would have been a better place.

The mirror continued to glow. She made her way to its surface and placed her palm against the lower right corner. A face began to emerge from the too-bright light; a woman’s face. She was Leontine, and she wasn’t a Hawk. Shedding sleep, Kaylin straightened her shoulders. “Marrin,” she said softly.

“Kaylin. I’m sorry to wake you— I mirrored the office, but Marcus said you weren’t going to be in today.” Her fur was a shade of pale gold; she was not young.

“I’m not— I’ve got today off. You need me?”

Marrin nodded.

“I’m not dressed, and I haven’t eaten. How soon do you need me?”

The silence went on for just a stretch too long. Kaylin grunted. Breakfast could wait. Dressing, however, couldn’t. She stared at her arm; the bracer reflected Marrin’s image. After a moment, she clenched the bracer fist and ran her fingers over the gems in a quick sequence. It was the sequence that Lord Grammayre had taught her last: White, blue, white, blue, red, red, red.

The only sound in the small apartment was the quiet click of its hinges.

The river quarter was already crowded; the streets were full of either horse or people. Given the size of some of the people, it was just as safe to stay out of their way. Kaylin was grateful that it wasn’t a parade day. Had it been, it would have taken her half the day to get to the foundling hall, and she would have been biting the heads off of more or less innocent bystanders about three minutes in.

She cursed under her breath at the various bakers’ stalls; she really didn’t have to the time to stop, and had she, the money was a bit lacking. Her stomach, as usual, was ignorant of the basic facts of her life, and it growled every time she came close. Which, given the press of bodies, was about every ten feet.

Shadows moved across the bent heads of the crowd. She glanced up; Aerians were in the sky. It would be really useful to have wings about now. As usual, she made do.

The foundling halls backed out onto the Ablayne; they were gated, fenced and haphazardly guarded. Amos, the guard in question, was wandering around in front of the slender metal gate like a worried hen as Kaylin approached. As a guard, he was a great gardener. He didn’t wear much armor, he had a sword that might have been sharp when he was four years old—whenever that might have been—and he wasn’t, in his own words, as strong as he used to be. But he did like children.

He relaxed visibly. Bad sign.

“Marrin?”

“She’s waiting for you in the front hall,” he said. He had almost no hair, and what little he did have, he worried with shaking hands. “I’m—”

“Never mind. What’s happened?”

“It’s Catti.” In spite of her name, Catti was a human orphan. All of the children in the foundling halls were. Leon-tines and Aerians were less numerous than humans, and much hardier; they seldom left children behind. And when they did? Someone kept them. Aunts, uncles, cousins, sib-lings—someone always wanted them.

The youngest of the foundlings often came to the hall with no name attached to them, and they were named by Marrin. Marrin had a Leontine’s sense of humor.

“Catti? What’s wrong with Catti?”

He shook his head and pointed to the closed doors of the foundling halls. They were modest doors, in a building of its size. She swallowed, nodded and ran.

When Kaylin had first come to visit the foundling halls, she had asked Marrin why the children in the halls were all human. Marrin had explained, quietly, that the halls were open to children of any race—but that only the human children seemed to make their way through its doors, or at least to its steps.

“The rest are wanted,” Kaylin had said, bitter.

Marrin had shaken her head, growling softly. “Don’t use that word,” she had said, her S’s sibilant.

“Which one?”

“Wanted.”

Kaylin had shrugged.

“Humans are all so fragile,” Marrin had continued firmly, “and little things kill you. Plagues. Floods. Fires. Other humans. I don’t want my children to think that they were deserted.”

Your children, Kaylin had thought, with suspicion. But she had discovered, as she had been drawn, time and again, to the halls, that they were Marrin’s children in every way that mattered. Marrin saw to it that they were housed, clothed and fed; Marrin bullied and cozened people into donating the things such a hall required. Where money was scarce, she was willing to settle for time—and the children were taught to read, write and perform skills that might make them useful to people who had the money to employ them.

Kaylin couldn’t resent the orphans for their good fortune; she had thought to, but seeing them…they were just children.

And Kaylin had always had a weakness for children.

She swung the doors open and almost collided with Marrin. The Leontine was pacing.

“Marrin, what happened to Catti?”

“She fell,” Marrin said quietly.

“From where?”

But the Leontine said only, “Follow me.” Her tone of voice added, quickly. Kaylin did as the other children who lived in the foundling hall did: she obeyed.

Catti was in a low bed, covered by heavy blankets. She was not conscious, which was a bad sign. “You moved her?” Kaylin asked.

“She didn’t walk here by herself,” was the curt reply. Marrin really was worried.

And Kaylin could see why. Catti was breathing. But that was about all she was doing, and it was pretty shallow breath.

“Dock found her,” Marrin added, in a more subdued tone.

“Is he still calling himself that?”

Marrin shrugged. “It’s a phase,” she said. Her paws were behind her back, but as she paced, Kaylin could see that the fighting claws were extended.

“Did he move her?”

Marrin nodded.

“Tell him not to, next time. Just…leave her, and call me.”

“Is she—”

“I don’t know. But I’ve seen injuries like this before.” Not often, thank the gods. Whichever gods. Kaylin wasn’t particular about religion. “Get some water,” she added.

“You want me to bathe her down?”

Kaylin shook her head. “I’ll need to drink it. I might not remember. Make me,” she added, as she placed a palm against the girl’s pale cheek. Catti had grown, in the last six years. At twelve, she still had a child’s face, but the jaw was sharpening, the cheekbones becoming prominent; she wouldn’t be a girl for much longer. She wanted to join the Hawks.

Kaylin grimaced. “I can’t be disturbed,” she continued quietly.

“I’ll see to it.”

“No, I mean—” But she shook her head. “It’s different from the usual.”

“How?”

Doctors were expensive, but because Marrin was so intimidating—when she had need—she could always find at least one who would call. It was after the doctors had come, and had left without a word, that she would summon Kaylin.

Because she knew as well as any of the Hawks did that Kaylin’s gift was hidden, had to be hidden. By order of the Hawklord, and for much better reasons than that. Kaylin could heal. It was the rarest of the mage talents, and there were four known healers in the Empire—all of them seconded to the Emperor. They lived in a very rich and very pretty cage, and they healed at his command or whim; they stood by, waiting for assassination attempts to come and go so that they might flex their fingers.

But their talents? They were understood. Kaylin’s had no real explanation. She had not trained for years in their use; they had come to her. Just as the marks on her arms had.

The Hawklord felt that the two were intertwined, and he did not trust the power. Kaylin was bright; she didn’t, either. But given the choice between using it and not using it? She stared at Catti’s pale face. It wasn’t much of a choice.

It never was.

“Disease is easier.”

“It’s still life-threatening.”

Kaylin nodded. “But it’s easier.” To kill something. “This is— I’ve never done this.”

Marrin tensed, and her claws clicked together; it was the only sound in the room for some minutes, because Catti’s breathing was almost inaudible. “I trust you,” she said at last, speaking in the tongue of her people. It was a phrase that had multiple meanings, but it was only ever used in situations that involved life or death. Or both. Marcus had taught her the words just before she had taken the Hawks’ Oath of Induction, but he had never been able to clearly explain what it meant to Kaylin’s satisfaction. Her translation was off. But on some level, she understood it. She just couldn’t put it into her own words. Funny, that things she couldn’t explain could still bear so much weight.

She brought her free hand to Catti’s face, and cupping pale skin between her palms, she closed her eyes.

Catti wasn’t there.

Kaylin had expected as much, but it still hit hard—the sense of absence. The distance. She was frightened of failure, but she wasn’t terrified—terrified would do her no good. Fear, as the Hawklord had taught her, had its place. But it was hard to keep it in its place. Years had given her a hope of doing so—but no certainty.

Catti.

She visualized. It helped. Better to think of Catti as she was—as she had been—at all ages. Kaylin’s memory was like a kaleidoscope; fractured, but in a way that was arresting, even beautiful, if looked at the right way. As a child, Catti’s hair had been bright red, but it had shaded toward auburn with the passage of time; it had grown, and been cut back, over and over again, as if it were unruly, something a gardener might curse at. Kaylin had seen it in braids, in pigtails and above the girl’s wide ears; she had seen it in locks across the floor. It was too fine to sell, Marrin had told her.

Catti loved to talk. She loved to sing. She could do the former until the cows came home, but the latter? Not well, and mostly, not on key. It had never stopped her. She liked to sing at Festival, when the orphans were allowed to stage plays in the streets; she liked to sing during parade days, when they were given a holiday from their endless string of lessons and chores; she liked to sing at night, as if she were a mother, over the beds of the youngest of the foundlings. They didn’t mind that she couldn’t hold a tune.

As Catti had gotten older, she sang less; she had become more self-conscious about the fact that she couldn’t sing well. Kaylin had blessed maturity, but in time, she had learned to regret it as well. Then again, Kaylin had a voice that only a frog would love. But she had always known it. And in the fiefs? Less to sing about.

Severn had a good voice.

Aie, and she wasn’t going to think about Severn here. Not here.

Catti. Think about Catti.

Think about Catti walking. Catti running. Catti sliding down the banister—the last on a dare. Think about Catti chattering. Think about the first time they met: on Kaylin’s first visit to the foundling halls.

Clint had pointed the building out to her when he had taken her on his ground patrol. She had had to make him repeat himself slowly, so that she could be certain the words she’d heard were actually the right ones. A whole huge building devoted to parentless children? She had asked Clint who paid for them. Had asked him what happened after they left the foundling hall.

He was patient, in a humoring-the-newbie sort of way; he answered her questions as if he didn’t think them crazy. He answered them over and over again, because for the rest of their patrol, she had asked about nothing else.

But at the end of the patrol? He’d taken her to the guarded gate. She had thought it odd, then, that this haven would need a guard, but Clint knew him, and Amos had greeted the Hawk with a gruff friendliness that didn’t suit any jailer she had ever met.

Later, Clint explained that Amos was the only guard. But not then. He had taken her past the gate, and up the walk. Had pushed her up the stairs, as her feet seemed to become heavier with each step. And he had introduced her to Marrin, the Leontine on duty.

On duty being words that lost meaning and texture over time. Marrin was not the only adult who worked within the foundling halls, but she was the one in charge—and the only one who wasn’t human. If the Hawks were graced with recruits from every possible race, the foundling halls, which could afford to pay so little, weren’t equally blessed; they had Marrin. But Kaylin, even new to the Hawks, had met Marcus. She was polite and respectful when she spoke with Leontines.

Marrin had thought it funny, at the time.

“Sorry to disturb you, Marrin,” Clint had said, “but Kaylin wouldn’t talk about anything else for the entire shift, and you’re better at handling children than—ouch!”

“Clearly,” Marrin had said, in her dry, Leontine purr. She was amused.

“Ankle-biters,” Clint had snorted.

“Kaylin is…a Hawk?”

“A new Hawk. Sort of.”

“I’m a Hawk.”

“Well,” Marrin had said, taking Kaylin by the shoulder and ushering her gently into the halls proper. “I’m sure the children will be very pleased to meet you, Kaylin. At least three of them are determined to march up the steps of the Halls of Law the moment we set them loose. Poor city,” she added, with the hint of a chuckle. “The fact that you are a Hawk, and at your age, will give them hope. Come and meet my children.”

Suspicious, confused, Kaylin had done just that, while Clint waited.

Marrin might not have been foolish enough to call Kaylin a child in so many words, but she was mother enough that she wasn’t willing to let Kaylin find her own way home. Clint had put up a fight, but not much of one. She could see him clearly as he was on that day: standing alone, his gray wings folding behind his back, his arms across his chest. He wore the surcoat of the Hawks—and the sword that she really couldn’t lug around on her hip without destroying the scabbard—and light armor; he wore regulation boots that had clearly seen years of use. She would outgrow three pairs before hers would at last look like that—and the quartermaster had been very particular on that point. He seemed to resent that fact that she’d outgrown them before they’d developed holes; it was, in his opinion, a waste of good leather.

Clint was smiling, but it was a slight smile; it might have been a trick of the light.

Catti had been the last child to make it into the open space at the top of the banister where so many of Marrin’s group speeches were given. She had tripped over Iain’s outstretched foot, and had turned and smacked him in the head before she’d realized that everyone on the landing was watching her. Her muttered apology lacked any sincerity whatsoever, but Marrin let it pass with a huff of breath.

“And this is Catti. She’s not very punctual, unfortunately.”

And there she was: three feet nothing, a spindly armed, redheaded girl who exuded both delight and defiance in equal measure. Wearing the undyed linen that marked the foundlings, her hair pulled back in a braid that was already fraying, her cheeks pale and freckled. She had Barrani eyes, at least in color.

Punctuality is highly overrated, the older Kaylin wanted to say. The younger Kaylin had said nothing; she was busy trying to remember what the word punctual actually meant. They met for a moment—older self, younger self—as Kaylin in the present reached out to grab hold of this Catti before she disappeared.

Catti had always been part of the foundling hall, to Kaylin.

Catti was here. Faint, in memory, but here. Kaylin held fast, building on that memory; giving it roots. She couldn’t have said why—and she wouldn’t have to. No one would ask. Her hands were warm, now; her arms were tingling. She called Catti quietly, and no one answered. Had this just been the damn plague, someone would have.

But this was the wrong thought; it drifted away from the necessary memories into others that belonged in the foundling hall. She let it go.

Catti. Catti, I’m here.

Beneath her palms, she was aware of dry skin, of delicate cheekbones. She let that awareness spread, thinking of Catti; holding the memories that not even Catti was aware of. She became aware—slowly—of limbs that were still bird-thin, of a body that puberty wasn’t finished with yet. White skin. And beneath that, muscle—not much of it, though—and vessels, lungs, heart. Beyond these, spine.

Catti’s hands on her hips, in mimicry of Kaylin. Catti’s finger, flexing in air as if she could by dint of will force her fingers to extrude the claws of a Leontine. Catti singing, singing, singing, in her off-key voice.

The body and the memories were too far apart; one was firmly rooted in Kaylin, and the other was outside of her. She had to knit them together, and she didn’t know how.

But before she did that, she had to make the body whole. Had to find what was broken, to find things that she still had no words for—although her visit to the examiner’s office with Clint had done wonders for her vocabulary, and had only cost her her lunch.

There. Something wrong. Something broken. No; not just one thing; many things, small things, things that her fingers felt too clumsy, too ungainly to fix. She lost them—and more; she lost hold of her power for a moment.

Panic. This had happened before, and it had taken time to find her way back to it. She wasn’t a mage—she had no fancy, theoretical words to describe what she knew. She only had certainty, and at the moment, it was the wrong kind.

Something cool touched her lips.

She swallowed, tasting nothing; she was barely aware of the motion of her own body, she was so caught up in the motionlessness of Catti’s. As if it were more her own, more familiar, than the one she’d lived in all her life.

She could return to herself; she’d done that before. But if she did, she would lose the girl. And she could not face Marrin as a failure. Had promised herself, the day she first laid hands upon the brow of a fevered, bone-thin foundling, that she would never fail another child again.

And so she continued to struggle; to catch the slippery strands of unreliable power; to bind them, thread by thread, until she could grip them tightly again. They seemed to resist; it was harder this time than it had been when she had hovered over Sesti’s near-disastrous birthing. Kaylin’s eyes were already closed. Catti’s face, the sound of her off-key voice precious, became all that she was willing to see or hear.

And holding power, she fastened it to herself, extended it and began to tie it in odd knots around Catti’s injuries—the ones she could see, and the ones that she was almost afraid to touch. Delicate work. And vital.

More threads. More strands. She gathered these as well; felt the tingling spark that ran along them as a shock. She didn’t let go; instead she built them into a weave that was strong enough to contain both her and Catti. It was, she thought, like a cocoon. She wondered what would emerge from it.

Hoped that it would be Catti, whole.

Quietly, she called Catti. She asked her to sing.

And this time, power flowing between them, Catti heard her. Her voice was broken and rasping, an awkward combination of sound; it was—as always—slightly off-key. Kaylin felt the sharp pang of joy, the anxiety of hope, as she joined her voice with Catti’s; if Marrin was still there, and if Marrin could hear them, she was almost to be pitied. Kaylin hoped she was someplace else—one didn’t pity a Leontine. Not more than once.

But she heard the soft huff of Marrin’s breath, and she opened her eyes—at least she thought they were hers—slowly. Saw, for a moment, the ceiling of the room, from entirely the wrong angle. Catti’s vision and hers mingled.

It was not a good way to see the world.

Kaylin toppled from the bedside, but the floor didn’t hit her; Leontine arms did instead. They were warm, and very strong, even given Marrin’s professed age.

“Catti—”

“She’s awake,” Marrin said, the purr deep-throated and loud, it was so close to Kaylin’s ear. “But I have a feeling you shouldn’t be.”

“Sounds good to me,” Kaylin muttered.

And then she wasn’t.





CHAPTER 7

Kaylin slept off the worst of her numbing exhaustion in the foundling hall, if something so interrupted could be called sleep. In ones and twos, the foundlings came to visit her, and if Marrin wasn’t present, they poked her or pulled her eyelids up just to see if she was awake.

Even Dock came, but Kaylin was tired enough that she called him by his given name, Iain, and that put him in enough of a mood that his sullenness was almost its own presence. Had she been a bit more awake, she’d’ve asked him why he called himself Dock—but she was thankful for small mercies.

Marrin came to chase him out of the room, and after the foundlings were in bed—or as much in bed as they ever were, given that they showed so little fear of Leontine out-rage—Marrin called Amos from his position at the gate. It was dark, now, and the doors should have been locked, which meant in theory that he could go home.

Marrin sent him by way of Kaylin’s place, and he helped Kaylin walk down the streets. They were emptier, she’d give them that. And given the way she was lurching at the almost unbearable weight of her own body, she was grateful.

He knew better than to ask her what she’d done. Instead, he saw her to the outer door of her building, and hugged her briefly, in silence, before he watched her walk up the stairs.

She remembered opening the door.

She remembered stumbling into the room; latching the door behind her was so much of a reflex that her fingers did the work while her mind started to blank. She made it to the bed.

Kaylin was going to break the damn mirror, never mind that the cost of replacing it would come out of her meager pay. As mirrors went, it was pathetic; it wasn’t at all flattering, besides which she hardly ever saw her own face looking back at her on the days when she did use it. On the other hand, given how she was feeling, she was pretty sure that even Marcus’s face would be an improvement over hers.

Improvement or no, she could hear his growl transmitted through the magical silvered glass. Had there been a time in her life when she’d been stupid enough to long for magic? Probably. She carefully failed to remember it as she rolled out of bed.

Someone had forgotten to pull the blinds over the window. The problem with living alone was that she always knew who the guilty party was. The mirror’s glow threatened to out-bright the sun’s light. She winced as she looked at the floor. She’d memorized the way shadows fell beyond the perpetual laundry heap: it was late. Very, very late.

“Kaylin Neya, I know you’re there!”

“Coming,” she said, putting on her best morning voice. “Haven’t we already done this this week?”

Marcus said something unflattering in Leontine. She shrugged. She did this just before she snuck into the mirror’s widest view; no point in adding to his annoyance. If that were possible; with Marcus, it was hard to tell.

“I’m getting a little tired of it myself,” Marcus snarled. “But apparently Caitlin doesn’t have enough of a voice to wake you up.” Caitlin was the birdlike woman who served as his secretary—on the very rare occasions Marcus actually needed one. He wasn’t a great believer in paperwork, and usually only saw to it when under threat of death. Or worse.

She took a good look; Marcus wasn’t in dress uniform. It couldn’t be that bad. Then again, she was in yesterday’s clothing, and was certain, from the slight lift of his golden fur, that she looked it.

“Neya, do you have any idea what time it is?”

“Past midday?”

“Good guess. How much past midday?”

She winced. “I’m almost out the door,” she said.

He snorted. He didn’t, however, call her a liar. “Good. I don’t suppose it will come as a surprise to you that the Hawklord is waiting?”

She closed her eyes. “He’d have to be,” she said, bending out of the mirror’s range and reaching for her boots. Took her a minute to realize they were still on her feet. It was going to be a long day.

Clint, as it happened, was on duty at the front doors. It wasn’t his favorite job; in fact, it was no one’s favorite job, and the Hawks and Swords shared it in rotation, resenting the fact that the Wolves were given a bye. It did, however, have completely regular hours, something often denied people whose jobs took them out on investigations, and given Clint’s family situation, this was a good thing.

“You look like crap,” he said, frowning.

She lifted bleary eyes. “You look like Clint.”

“Nothing wrong with your eyes.” He laughed. She still liked the sound; it took more than a late morning to make her too grouchy to appreciate it. Unfortunately, more was coming. Clint’s perfect face got very serious, and she didn’t like it.

“What?”

“You’re investigating in the fiefs,” he said quietly. Word, it appeared, traveled. In how much detail, she didn’t know—and she wasn’t allowed to ask.

She nodded. She really didn’t like it.

“Get your butt indoors,” he said, lowering his pike. “Now.”

“Clint—”

He shook his head. “You were at the foundling halls yesterday.”

“Great. Does everybody know?”

“Marrin mirrored in here, first. Yeah, I’d say everyone knows. Well, everyone who wasn’t sleeping at their desk.”

She snorted. But she had no reason to worry about the foundling halls at the moment. She took the steps two at a time, and managed not to trip. Fear did that.

Marcus was, of course, waiting for her. The fact that the office was bustling—and gossiping—all around him eased Kaylin’s mood somewhat, but she was cautious.

“Morning,” she said, and then, looking out the window, added, “Afternoon.”

“Yes,” he said, deadpan, which was pretty much standard. “It is.” He stared at her, his eyes unblinking. “You’re all right?”

She nodded.

“Marrin called.”

“I know.”

“She managed to get you at home?”

She nodded again.

“I told you to take the day off.”

“You told me to take two days off,” she countered.

He shrugged. “Hawklord had other ideas.” He motioned toward the doors at his back. “He’s waiting in the tower.”

She started to make her way past him, and he caught her shoulder in his clawed grip.

“Where’s your armor?”

“Home.”

“Quartermaster is going to have your ears.”

She lost a few inches as she deflated. “We’re going out?”

“Yeah. All three of you.”

And she remembered Severn. Squared her shoulders. “Could you—”

“Yeah. But the other two are already equipped.”

Sometimes whole weeks were like this.

The stairs were longer than usual. Or her legs were weaker. Given the magical protections placed upon every square inch of the huge building, she bet on the latter. And cursed it.

She passed guards at the levels between Tower and everything else, and nodded; they nodded back. They recognized her. She wondered privately if she were winning—or losing—them any bets. It hadn’t escaped her notice that betting on the time of her arrival was an office pastime. Sadly, her attempts to end the betting always failed; punctuality was never going to be her strong suit.

“Kaylin,” the Hawklord said, when the doors to the tower rolled open. “Good of you to join us.”

She had the grace to flush, and she bowed a little lower than absolutely necessary. There wasn’t much difference between that and what was in theory necessary, but she managed. She’d learned early that if she couldn’t be on time to save her life, she’d better cultivate the unseemly art of groveling.

“Lord Grammayre,” she added, as she rose.

“You were at the foundling halls yesterday?”

She cringed, but nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I see. I think you spend too much time there.” He turned toward the tower’s other occupants, and her heart did that heavy flip-flop that was often called sinking.

“Morning, Kaylin,” Severn said, with a mock smile.

Tiamaris merely frowned.

“You been waiting long?” she asked the Dragon, without much hope.

“A mere two and a half hours” was the curt reply.

She said nothing to Severn, but even had they been friends, this would have been understandable; Dragon tempers were legendary, and Dragons were reputed to take offense at odd things. Like, say, being kept waiting in cold stone towers for hours on end.

“Sorry,” she said, meaning it. She would have exposed her throat—she often did that when confronted with an angry Leontine—but she wasn’t sure if it would have the same cultural meaning for a Dragon, besides which, she was attached to her throat.

“You have a mission,” the Hawklord said, when it was clear Tiamaris had nothing further to add.

She straightened up. “Sir.”

He met her level gaze, and held it for a moment, as if examining her expression. Which was a bad sign.

His words were worse. “There’s been a third death,” he said softly.

She didn’t ask him what he meant; it wasn’t necessary. “Where?”

“In Nightshade.”

“I know that. Where in Nightshade?”

He looked up, and then away to the long mirror. “Recall,” he told the hated silvered glass. “Pay attention, Kaylin. The image is aerial; the quality is poor. The report was sent hours ago, but it was sent to the Hawks.” He paused, and then added quietly, “Nothing has been touched. Inasmuch as anything can remain untouched in the fiefs. The child was poor, and no family claims him; he had little to steal.”

“Retrieval, sir?”

He nodded. “Bring the body back to the halls. The examiners are waiting.”

Severn began to walk toward the doors. Kaylin was staring at the moving images that flickered across the mirror’s sheen. She didn’t look long, though—it was clear that Severn knew where they were going.

Tiamaris was quiet all the way down Old Nestor. The barkers and the merchants that habitually shouted out the value of their wares fell silent when they met his glare; she wondered if it was because he was a Dragon, or if it was because he looked one step away from murder. Either way, she was impressed; if she could cultivate a look like that, it would take a lot less time to get anywhere in Elantra. At least when she wasn’t dressed as a Hawk, and of course, given their destination, she wasn’t.

Severn matched her stride.

“Where were you?” He asked.

“None of your business.”

He shrugged. “The Wolves frown on tardiness.”

“The Wolves frown on everything.”

His brief staccato laugh surprised her. But as it was true, he didn’t demur. “I’m under the impression it’s not looked on favorably in the Hawks, either.”

She shrugged. “I’m still a Hawk.”

“Yes. Apparently there are bets in the office about that.”

She rolled her eyes. Severn was like her; born to the fiefs. He could probably find betting in the Imperial Castle without putting his mind to it. “You play?”

“Not yet. But having met the Hawklord, I think it unlikely that you get dismissed.”

“Not while I’m still breathing.” She banked sharply to avoid a wagon. “Where are we going?”

“Four corners,” he replied, the trace of smile freezing. Without it, his scars made his face look dangerous. She wondered if it had always looked that way; if she had just been blind enough to miss seeing it. It wasn’t a comfortable thought.

“You look like shit,” he added.

“Thanks.”

He shrugged. “What the hell were you doing yesterday?”

“I told you—”

“None of my business. I heard. But we’re partners now,” he said quietly, “and that makes it my business.”

“It doesn’t.”

“It does if you’re too damn tired to be useful.”

They reached the foot bridge over the Ablayne. Men were talking in the shadows of the bridge on the far bank. She wondered what they were doing, and if she should break it up.

But Tiamaris strode across the bridge without pause, and she let that be her answer. She knew why she hesitated; she didn’t want to find that body. She’d found them before, but never as a Hawk. There were reasons why she had never returned to the fiefs, and freedom was not the only one. Not even the best one.

Severn knew. He was quiet, and he was present. She walked a while in his shadow, letting him lead. Or letting him follow Tiamaris’s lead. Hard to say which; neither of the men looked like they were particularly good at following anyone else’s orders.

Then again, neither was Kaylin.

She cursed when her boot got stuck in what could charitably be called mud. Severn smiled slightly; Tiamaris, heavy-footed lout, frowned. She pulled the short heel free, wiped what could be wiped off on the stone and wet dirt—not a lot of help—and kept walking.

The fief of Nightshade enveloped them all slowly. Without thinking, Kaylin lifted a hand to touch the mark on her cheek. Marrin hadn’t even mentioned it, and she’d almost forgotten about it—gods knew the mirror didn’t actually show her her face that morning. Well, afternoon.

Severn caught her worrying it, and pulled her hand away. “Leave it,” he said quietly. “It may come in useful.” The words were cool, and she saw that he offered them with some hesitance. But fief-born, he was practical—any weapon in a fight was not to be sneered at.

During the height of day, the streets of the fief weren’t empty. They thinned markedly when the fieflord’s patrols were nearby, but this time, when Kaylin and Severn chose to avoid them, Tiamaris didn’t argue. He rolled his eyes, crossed his chest with taut arms and waited—as if they were children and these were games.

And they were, Kaylin thought. But they had seemed so serious when she had been young here. She adjusted her daggers a tad self-consciously, and when the fieflord’s guards had passed, she followed Severn. He never spoke much, but his lack of words here wasn’t an improvement. He was going to the Four Corners.

She was following.

There was a singular lack of imagination in the fiefs with regards to everything but betting; the Four Corners could have been the intersection of any two streets. But in this case, it was the intersection of the two widest streets. The hovelled remains of mansions girded either side, and weeds sprung up in every conceivable patch of open ground that existed between the street and the buildings themselves. There was no glass in the lower windows, and the windows that could be reached by an expert stone’s throw were long gone as well; but the third and fourth stories of the worn, stately buildings still boasted yellowed glass that had thinned slowly at the heights. Bars crossed that glass, indicating panes; the people who lived here now were too poor to use the steel structures that might keep thieves at bay.

Didn’t matter anyway; none of the doors had locks worth shit, and no one bothered to try. The rooms in these mansions were irregular in size, and they were all occupied, often by multiple families. The sounds of arguments drifted streetward at any time of day.

At any time of day but this one.

The Four Corners was almost tomblike in its silence.

Which meant one of two things. The first, and less likely, was that the body had been discovered by the children, and news had traveled down either street. News did, and that type of news? It made parents who could stay at home grab their children and hide them. Or start looking for other accommodation.

The second, and more likely, was that the fieflord’s men were present. Kaylin glanced at Severn; saw he was thinking the same thing. His hand had fallen to his sword, although he still wore his chain. Hers were now on her daggers.

“Where?” she asked Severn.

He nodded to the northeast corner. “In the hall of the second floor. There.”

“It was hours ago?”

He nodded again. “But the boy had no kin here. I doubt anyone’s seen to the body. I’m surprised word reached the Lords of Law at all.”

“Our people are here,” she replied softly.

“So,” Tiamaris said, speaking for the first time in a while, “are his.”

“Nightshade’s?”

“Yes. Barrani, all.”

“How many is all?”

The Dragon frowned. “Four,” he said at last. “And none of them are young.”

As she had never been able to correctly guess the age of any of the Barrani, she shrugged. She knew what his answer would be if she asked him how he knew, and as she didn’t much care for magic, she didn’t bother. “We can’t take four,” she said to Severn.

He snorted. “On a good day, we might be able to take one.”

Tiamaris said, quietly, “It won’t be a problem.”

The hair on Kaylin’s neck rose. She hated that, and reached up to pat it down.

“Tell you what,” she told Tiamaris. “You go in first.”

He smiled, a lazy slow smile, and headed toward the building’s door. “Try not to get in the way,” he said, as he kicked it off its hinges.

“Hey!” Kaylin shouted, at his retreating back. “That wasn’t necessary!” But he was already gone. She looked at the ruined hinges and shook her head. “Uptowners,” she said, with a grimace.

Severn laughed. “I thought you were one?”

“Piss off.”

Severn side-stepped her, and nudged his way into the wide foyer ahead of her. She took the rear through lack of choice, but she pulled a dagger from her belt and began to follow quietly. In a building of this age, it was damned hard. The floorboards were a type of alarm; they creaked with every step.

Anyone who lived behind the closed doors here would know that someone had entered, and they’d even know how many they were. But no one—no one smart—would open a door to see who they were—not after the way Tiamaris had let himself in.

They made their way up a rickety staircase that had at one time been grand; it circled the foyer beneath the cracked and water-damaged ceiling that towered above them. Once, she knew, men of power and wealth had chosen to call this place home. She couldn’t imagine what had driven them across the river from this place—but clearly something had. They had abandoned their finery, and in the end, that finery had aged and withered, like hothouse flowers do. But what they had built still stood, and it was at least useful to those in the fiefs who had little way of earning a living.

She had lived in a building like this once.

Severn lifted a hand to his lip, motioning for silence; it annoyed her. As if she would suddenly start gabbling here.

But Tiamaris had cleared the landing, and headed down the main hall toward what had once been either bedrooms or guest rooms; in the mansions, it was hard to tell, and she had little enough experience in the homes of the powerful and moneyed on the right side of the Ablayne to be able to tell the two apart.

She didn’t need to. She wouldn’t be entering any of them. At the far end of the long hall, she could see the four Barrani guards that Tiamaris had detected. They were armed, and they wore what was, for the fiefs, fancy dress: surcoats with an emblem that was owned by Nightshade.

They had already drawn swords, and they waited the approach of the Dragon in perfect silence.

Kaylin had the strong urge to be somewhere else. Then again, Barrani spoiling for a fight always had that effect on her, even when she knew them and they were theoretically on her side. She managed to ignore the urge; she walked a bit more quickly, to catch up to Severn.

Tiamaris stopped twenty feet from the closest of the Barrani. He tendered the man an unexpected bow. It was brief, even curt, but it said much. “We have been sent by the Lord of the Hawks, from the Halls of Law, to retrieve the body you guard.”

Body? Kaylin glanced at the floor. She couldn’t see a thing. But as she stared, she felt it; a flicker of elusive magic. They’d cloaked the boy. And that took skill. She wondered if it was this magic that Tiamaris had sensed at a distance, but she doubted it.

“The Lords of Law do not rule here,” one of the Barrani replied. The words were cold, but they were surprisingly polite. “And we have been sent by our lord to secure the same body.”

“That would be unfortunate,” Tiamaris replied, stepping forward. “The fieflord of Nightshade has allowed us entry into his domain for the purpose of investigation.”

“For that purpose, yes,” the Barrani replied again. “But for no other. Look, if you must, but the body will remain in the keeping of the fieflord.” Cold, stilted language. The Barrani at their best.

The stranger lifted a hand, and dropped it like a blade; the curtain that had hidden the body fell to one side.

Kaylin closed her eyes. It was as much instinct as drawing daggers had been. But it was a weakness she couldn’t afford; she forced herself to open them, to look, to live up to her namesake. Hawk.

In the silence, Kaylin heard the tinkling links of moving chain. The Barrani heard it, too, and they shifted their stance. They were going to fight.

Tiamaris shifted as well, but before he could move, she reached out and touched his sleeve. It didn’t startle him; he might have expected it. But he did not spare her a glance.

Severn did.

“Kaylin, don’t—”

She shook her head. “We can’t fight,” she told him quietly. “Not here. Not yet.” She pushed her way past him, and edged her way past Tiamaris. It shouldn’t have been difficult; the hall was wide. But it was.

She walked past the Dragon, and approached the Barrani. She moved deliberately, and slowly, and as she came within ten feet of the body, she sheathed her weapon, her hand shaking slightly.

The Barrani looked at her; all of them were suddenly riveted by her presence. She knew why. They did not speak, but they made no attempt to stop her as she finally approached them and knelt before the corpse of the young boy.

His face was frozen in a rictus of agony. It shouldn’t have been; the body was long past rigor mortis. His eyes were wide, open, frozen upon whatever they had last seen. It made her stomach knot suddenly in revulsion, in anger.

Reaching out, she closed his eyes; felt the stiff curl of thick lashes against the inner flat of her palms. The boy’s arms were bare, and across them, in dark swirls, were symbols that she recognized.

“His thighs?” she asked.

“Also marked,” one of the Barrani said.

She pulled aside the rough blanket that covered the dead boy’s torso, and almost instantly regretted it. The stench was overpowering. Familiar. “It’s the same,” she said, speaking to Severn. Only to Severn.

He started to approach, and one of the Barrani moved. He moved so quietly Kaylin was aware of his absence only when he was standing in front of Severn, barring his way.

She covered her mouth with her hand for a moment, and then, bracing herself, she rose. “We need the body,” she said quietly.

The Barrani said nothing.

But the mark on her cheek was warm, and she understood what it meant. For now, right here, she understood. She didn’t care to look farther, and that was a gift from her years in the fiefs.

“I claim the body in the name of the man whose mark I bear,” she told them calmly.

They exchanged a glance. In humans? It would have been an uneasy glance. But these Barrani gave nothing away. She waited, tense, while they made a decision in silence. The Barrani who had done all of the speaking tendered her a bow. It was brief, but it was deep.

“You take responsibility,” he said gravely, “for your lord’s displeasure.”

“I do.” She would have quibbled with the use of “your,” but she knew it would gain her nothing. Had to bite her tongue not to do it anyway.

“Then take the body. We bear witness.”

“Tiamaris,” she said quietly.

The Dragon stepped forward. This time, no one tried to stop him. He came to stand by Kaylin’s side; she felt his shadow as if it were warm. “I can carry him,” he told her.

She didn’t want to touch the boy. Rising, she nodded. Severn was at her side in an instant, and he, too, looked away as Tiamaris wrapped the slender corpse in the blanket that hid the injuries that had killed him.

She felt an arm around her shoulder, and she didn’t even shrug it off when she realized it was Severn’s. She was that numb.

They made an awkward procession through the streets of Nightshade. The Barrani guards fell in before and behind them, and they cleared the streets by presence alone. She was almost grateful, and she hated that. She would have been one of the children in hiding, in a different time. Now? She was entwined with the cause of their terror, and she didn’t like the change.

The Barrani followed them only to the edge of the borders; the bridge across the Ablayne. They seldom traveled this far during the hours of daylight; she wondered what orders they’d been given.

But they allowed the Hawks to pass out of Nightshade in silence, and Tiamaris carried the body down Old Nestor, retracing the path that had brought them here from the Halls of Law.

How long had it been? Hours, she thought. But hours spent in the fiefs felt different than the hours spent outside of it. They marked her, shadowed her, haunted her. She hated the fiefs. But even as she left them, she glanced back. Her history was there.

And here, in the arms of a Dragon.

Clint was still on duty, and Tanner was beside him. The smile that usually crossed Clint’s face when he caught sight of Kaylin vanished in the face of a Dragon; Kaylin couldn’t see Tiamaris’s eyes, but she could guess at their color by the sudden change in Clint’s demeanor.

Tiamaris went in, unhindered, and he was shadowed by a grim and silent Severn. Only when they had passed did Clint lower his polearm slightly, more to get Kaylin’s attention than to block her way, although it had the advantage of doing both; she wasn’t moving quickly.

“Kaylin?”

She met his eyes in silence.

He shook his head. “Remember what Marcus told you,” he said, and reaching out, he brushed hair from the sides of her cheeks. His fingers were callused and rough, but his touch was gentle; it was a dichotomy that she had always liked.

“What was that?” she asked, standing still a moment, a step below him.

“You can’t save everyone.”

She grimaced. “We have to try,” she said.

“Trying is fine. Failing is inevitable. Don’t let it devour you.”

“It’s not me that’s devoured,” she said bitterly.

“Yes it is.” He lowered the polearm. “It’s just not only you.” He touched her shoulder with his free hand. “We’ll get the sick bastard.”

“Won’t bring the boy back.”

“No. But it’ll stop other boys from coming in like this. That’s what you think about. Remember it.”

“Clint—”

“I think the Hawklord’s waiting. I know Iron Jaw is.” He stepped aside.

She walked past him, and then turning, touched his feathers. They jerked under her palms, but just this once, he let it be. She wanted to fly. And in a fashion, she did; she turned and ran through the Aerie hall toward the Tower of the Lord of Hawks.





CHAPTER 8

Instead of hitting the stairs to the Hawklord’s Tower, Kaylin banked left when she reached the office that was at the center of the Hawk’s nest, as the Hawk’s wing of the Halls of Law was often called by anyone who wasn’t a Hawk. She hoped to avoid Marcus, Teela, Tain—in short, everyone who wasn’t part of their mission.

She was half-successful. The office was still crowded, but it was crowded in the way offices are when most of the people working in them have already sent their brains home and are packing up to follow: noisy, chaotic and not really all that productive. During a normal day, she half liked this, because it was possibly the best time for day’s end gossip, and gossip had a life of its own. She could find out who was engaged, who was no longer engaged, who had gained—or lost—weight; she could find out who had stomach troubles, who was pretending to be sick, and who had developed gout. Hanging around those lively desks, she knew which Hawks were working on which cases, who had scored tickets to any of the various balls, dances, concerts or plays that were the bane of a Leontine, who was pregnant, who was trying or who had birthed a child.

But it seemed obscene, at times like this, that life could be normal. She knew this wasn’t fair, and she knew that she wouldn’t feel the same way when she managed to get a grip—but she also knew that she was, at best, a wet blanket. At worst?

A spoiled brat.

And it had been years since she’d lived up to that; it was no time to start a second childhood now. Not when she’d finally proved, after so much effort, that she’d managed to grow out of her first one.

Behind the office lay the Tower; to the left down a long stretch of hall and through a set of fancy, heavy double doors, lay the rooms that the examiners occupied. The examiners were not, strictly speaking, Hawks; they served all of the Lords of Law. But when they chose to enter one of the three towers, they served discreetly at the behest of the particular Lord who ruled the tower they were called to. For this reason they were trusted by the Lords, and mistrusted by the Hawks, the Wolves and the Swords. Your own, you could count on. But someone who claimed no ties or loyalties?

Still, if Kaylin were being truthful, there were always one or two who bore the crest of the Hawks and mimed the loyalty without ever letting it sink roots. At least the examiners were honest about it.

She crossed her fingers—well, eight of them—and prayed that she’d find Red beside the body. Or that she’d find the right body. Murder wasn’t exactly uncommon in Elantra. But a lot of the murder victims never made their way here; this was a place of—as the Hawklord liked to call it—last resort.

Here was where the special cases were delivered. And the boy? Special case was literally written all over a third of his body. It was written over a third of hers. She was dizzy, and stopped as she passed through the doors. Wondered if it was magic—because magic was the only guardian the doors required—or lack of sleep. Or food. But her arms ached; her thighs ached. Bad sign, all of it. She almost turned back.

But she couldn’t. She owed the boy that much, whoever he was.

She knocked on the first closed door, and made her first mistake. Her second knock netted two for two, and not in her favor. Third time was lucky—in some circles. But not hers. She’d almost given up, but some innate stubbornness made her venture to the fourth, and she didn’t have to knock—the door swung open when she touched it.

Magic, of course, played no small part in its inward swing; her hand was tingling painfully as she withdrew it. She was always half-surprised that those magical whatsits didn’t actually leave scars or blisters.

On the other hand, Red was there.

She had no idea why he was called Red, because he wasn’t. His hair was black, except for the gray bits, and his beard, likewise colored. His eyes were brown, his skin a sun-dark shade, his hands laborer’s hands. Which, given his work, was a tad strange. He didn’t even wear red. It would have looked gaudy on him.

But it was the name he answered to, when he bothered to answer, and she’d gotten used to using it, same as everyone else in the Hawks.

“Red,” she said. “Thank god.”

“Which one?”

“Take your pick. I’m liberal.”

He laughed. No one else in the room did. And as she looked, she realized that Red was to be the one mercy the room afforded. The Hawklord was there. Marcus—curse it—was there. Tiamaris. Severn. These, she could live with, even Severn.

But the Imperial mages were there, and she hated the mages. They were pompous, arrogant, self-important and, above all, powerful. She never trusted powerful mages. The brief amount of history she’d been forced to endure before she’d been inducted into the Hawks had made it clear that all of the worst crimes facing the Lords of Law were instigated by mages—in the best of cases. In the worst? Caused by them. They were like walking death.

Oh, she had nothing against a little magic; that could be found on every third street corner. It was the hoarding, the cold gathering, the expensive use that bothered her. It certainly bothered her now.

“Private Neya,” the Hawklord said coolly, well aware of her distaste, “I trust you remember Callantine?”

And they all had pretentious pseudo-Barranian names. Which was fine, if they were Barranian—but this one wasn’t. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Callantine?”

“I don’t remember all of the Hawks,” the man replied. “She seems young for one.”

The Hawklord’s expression was as clear a command as she ever got, but just in case she missed it, Marcus stepped in and surrounded her left shoulder with claws. He didn’t close them. Much.

“I admit I’m surprised at the speed with which the fieflord surrendered this particular body,” the mage continued. “He’s newly dead.”

She really, really disliked mages.

“Kaylin,” the Hawklord said, ignoring the comment, “I want you present at the examination.”

She nodded, but she tensed. The one thorough examination she’d witnessed had left her nauseous for days, and she had no desire to repeat the experience.

“Red?”

The examiner had already donned his gloves and picked up his scalpels. He handed one to Tiamaris, and the Dragon took it without comment. As if, Kaylin thought, he was used to presiding over such vivisections.

“There’s not much to cut,” she said, without thinking. “He’s already been opened up pretty thoroughly.” She couldn’t keep the bitter anger out of her voice, and didn’t bother to try.

Red glanced at her, and offered her a weary grimace. “I’m not going to cut much,” he said quietly. “But I want to examine the skin beneath the tattoos, and I want to take a look at the edges of those cuts, as you call them. You don’t have to—”

“Yes,” the Hawklord interrupted, voice grim. “She does.”

Red frowned. “Lord Grammayre,” he began, but Marcus chose that moment to growl. As Leontine went, it was pretty monosyllabic, but it shut Red up.

Kaylin looked at the wall on the far side of the door. It was one long mirror that started at waist height—her waist—and went up to the ceiling. She could see herself clearly in it, and wished she couldn’t; she looked like crap. Which was about how she felt.

But the mark on her face? It was an intricate design of thin, dark lines now. Prominent. She lifted a hand to cover it, and caught Callantine staring at her cheek.

“Lord Grammayre,” he said, “I would like to examine the girl after this is over.” He spoke in Barrani.

“She’s a Hawk. She understands Barrani,” the Hawklord replied. “And I believe that the examination in question will be at her discretion.”

Kissing the Hawklord was out of the question. And given his sense of humor, Kaylin didn’t—but it was a near thing. She tried hard not to look at Callantine as if he was something she’d managed to scrape off the bottom of her boots, and turned her attention to Red.

Severn was standing beside him. Not so close that he got in the way, but close enough that Red was twitching.

“Severn,” Kaylin said quietly.

He looked up as if surprised to see her, he was that focused. Something about his expression made her move. Toward him. Her brain caught up with her slowly.

“Don’t disturb Red,” she told him. “He needs a lot of space when he works.”

Red said, “He knows. He’s only new to the Hawks…he’s been with the Wolves for a while now.” He glanced at Severn, and then back at the boy.

Her eyes were drawn there as well.

“He’s between ten and twelve,” Red said quietly. “I would say ten, but in the fiefs, food is scarce enough it’s hard to judge.” His voice was dry, almost uninflected. The first time Kaylin had seen him work, she had thought he was a monster. She’d been younger than, and the corpse on the slab had been older.

In time, she understood—barely—that he had to be this dry, this distant, in order to do his job.

It’s just a body, he told her, after that first time. It’s dead. It feels nothing. No pain. No fear. That’s what I think of, Kaylin. You think of what it must have been like to die. You wonder what they were thinking. How they were feeling. If they were terrified. I don’t. Because right now, there’s not a damn thing I can do to make it worse. And if anything I can do can help the Hawks find the killer, I think the dead will forgive me.

She tried to remember that now.

He cut very little to begin with. He examined the boy’s frozen mouth; pulled his eyelids up to look at his eyes. He spoke very little as his examination turned to the gaping, terrible wound that had once been an abdomen. It wasn’t bleeding.

That was the other thing Kaylin had learned to appreciate, with time: bleeding meant life. It meant there was still a chance. And this boy? He’d had none.

“Arms are bruised,” he told them quietly. A nebulous them; he didn’t bother to look up to see if anyone was listening. He might have been talking to the mirror. In fact, given Records, he probably was. “Wrists are cut—he was bound. No rope detritus in the scrapes…they probably used leather straps.”

“Manacles?”

Red shook his head. “Unlikely. If magic was involved. His ankles are likewise marked.”

He continued to speak, and Kaylin lost track of his words. It took effort. She closed her eyes. Opened them. Took deep breaths.

Marcus touched her shoulder; she barely felt him.

“Hawklord,” the Leontine said curtly. He was the only Hawk who called him that in the line of duty.

The Hawklord said, “She stays.” Just that.

There would probably be an argument, but it would happen later. Marcus didn’t care for mages either, and he wasn’t about to show departmental divisions in front of them. He’d wait. But his fur was starting to stand on end. Normally, this would bother her. But nothing was normal, now.

Oh, it was bad. It was worse than the first time she’d watched such work, Clint by her side like a comfortable rock.

Because this was personal.

“Records,” Red said. He laid his scalpel down beside the boy’s face.

The Hawklord nodded and gestured. The mirror’s sheen began to move in an iridescent ripple, as if it were a serpent. A large one. She stared at the image that coalesced, hating it, mesmerized by it. It was another body.

“Which one?” she asked quietly.

“The previous body,” Red replied. “As you can see, Lord Grammayre, the cause of death, the method of death, is the same. Inch for inch, the cuts are identical.”

The Hawklord nodded.

“Arms,” Red told the mirror, and it obliged; the image shifted and changed. He had covered the boy’s abdomen, and now lifted his exposed lower arms. “I believe the marks are the same,” he told the Lord of the Hawks.

“I concur,” Tiamaris added.

“And the first of the three deaths?” the Hawklord asked.

Red nodded; the mirror shifted. No faces were shown, and Kaylin was grateful for the lack. But only barely.

Another set of arms—hard to tell that they weren’t the same, but the Records seldom botched a command—appeared, with the same intricate swirls running from inner elbow to inner wrist. “The same,” Tiamaris announced.

Red began to tuck the arms under the heavy sheet. He pulled it up to expose the thighs, and they went through the same comparisons.

Only when they had finished did Kaylin speak. And she spoke to the mirror. “Records,” she told it, voice shaking. It did nothing.

With an angry snort she ducked between Marcus and Red, and made her way to the flat, huge silvered glass. She placed a sweaty, and not entirely spotless, palm against its surface and said, “Records, damn you.”

“The mirror is not keyed to you,” Callantine began, in his arrogant, condescending ice-block of a voice.

She had the satisfaction of seeing the mirror react. Too bad all of the reflective surfaces were inactive—she would have liked to see the mage’s face.

“Time, seven and a half years ago. Victims from the fief of Nightshade. Tina,” she added quietly. She thought it would kill her to say the name.

But only the good died young.

“Inner arm, from elbow to wrist. Right and left.”

The mirror struggled for a moment. Kaylin had no idea how the magic actually worked, and she didn’t much care. The natural curiosity of a mage had never been a part of her life. She did her job. She did it well. And she never asked too many irrelevant questions. Well, okay, she tried really hard not to.

The tattoos came up in sharp, bright colors: black and white. She hated the pallor of dead skin.

“Tina?” The mage said quietly. He was obviously not a frequent visitor, at least not for these files.

“It was the name of one of the victims,” Kaylin replied, in the tone of voice she reserved for people who belabored the obvious.

Callantine’s frown made it clear how much he appreciated being on the other end of condescension. “Her family name?”

Severn answered before Kaylin could, which was probably a good thing. “She was born in the fiefs,” he said quietly, no apology and no contempt in the cool words. His scars spoke a different story, and in color; they were whiter than usual.

“Ah, of course, of course. Continue,” Callantine said.

But Red ignored him for the moment. “Tiamaris?” he said, speaking the name with just a trace of hesitation. Kaylin filed it away for later.

“The same marks,” the Dragon said. His voice was flat. Kaylin wondered if that was what passed for exhaustion among the Dragons. They were a mystery to her. She wanted them to stay that way. After all, the Emperor was a Dragon, and nothing she had ever heard about him in office parlance suited the words “gentle” or “merciful.”

“Reginald,” Lord Grammayre said quietly, “that will be all. Callantine and his assistants will examine the body now.”

Had it been any other day, Kaylin would have snickered. Reginald. Red, however, ignored the name; he picked up his scalpels and his gloves, and vacated the slab. If standing ten feet away from the corpse could be said to be vacating.

Callantine, whatever else she could say about him, was clearly an expert at his craft. He didn’t gesture, and he didn’t mumble—and Kaylin knew, from her short lessons about how to recognize magery before it killed you, that the lack of focal constraints denoted either great power, or certainty. Usually both.

He touched the boy’s arms. She wanted to pry his hands off, and held her own in fists by her sides. Because it wasn’t reasonable, it made no sense, and it would get her in trouble for sure.

“They are like the other marks,” the mage said, after silent moments had passed. “They are not…tattoos in any traditional sense of the word. They are not composed of ink or dyes.”

“What are they composed of?” Kaylin asked.

Callantine raised a brow and looked to the Hawklord for permission to answer her question. The Hawklord nodded grimly.

“Flesh,” he replied. “To our spells, the symbols and the skin are no different. If it were not for the obvious visible artifacts, magic would not detect them at all.”

“But they were laid there by magic.”

His brows lowered. Kaylin had only barely managed to keep the accusation out of the words. “Yes,” he said curtly. “By magic.”

“Whose?”

“If we had an answer to that,” the mage replied, his careful composure fraying slightly, “there would be no more deaths.”

And it came to Kaylin that this arrogant, smug, pretentious bastard was actually one of the good guys. He wasn’t a Hawk, but he wanted what the Hawks wanted. Hell, she thought, he wanted what all of the officers of the Lords of Law wanted. She would never go drinking with the son of a bitch, but she could work with him. Petulance was not an option. It was a strong desire, but it was not an option.

She hesitated for just a moment. No, honest now, for much longer than that. And then she reached for the buttons of her cuffed sleeves.

Claws caught her left hand; hands caught her right. Marcus’s claws. Severn’s hands.

“Thank you Kaylin,” the Hawklord said quietly. “That will be all.”

They didn’t drag her from the examination room. Exactly.

The office cleared when Marcus reached his desk. It wasn’t subtle, but then again, it was almost past shutdown anyway. One or two of the desk-for-life Hawks gave her a sympathetic wince behind Marcus’s back, but they were smart enough not to actually put any of it into words.

“What,” Marcus said, shaking her arm, “did you think you were doing?”

“I was going to show him—”

“I know what you were going to do, you idiot.”

Usually when you know the answer to a question, Kaylin thought sourly, you don’t waste time asking it. But she was smart enough not to say so.

“The mages—”

“Kaylin, there are one or two who do know some of the particulars of your past and the marks you bear. They don’t know who you are. They just know that we know how to find you. They know that Lord Grammayre has chosen to take personal responsibility for you or your subsequent actions, and that he has been granted—gods know why—Imperial dispensation for his claim. They don’t know you’re a Hawk.”

She snorted. “It’s the Hawklord. Could I be anything else?”

“Dead,” he said quietly.

Severn sat heavily on Marcus’s desk. He had nothing to offer, and he kept his hands to himself after that initial contact. But he was stone silent, and although he had never been much for chatter, his silence was all wrong.

She was drawn to it. Then again, she’d tried to kill him the first time she’d seen him in the tower, so that probably didn’t say much.

“Tiamaris knows,” she said quietly. “And if he’s not an Imperial mage—”

“He’s not.”

“He’s not a Hawk.”

“He is, according to the Hawklord, exactly that. He is honor-bound to leave all information he gathers within our ranks in our ranks.”

She started to speak and Marcus growled. “It’s clear you don’t understand the Dragon caste,” he said, as his claws extended.

“You understand them,” she countered, “and it’s not making you any more comfortable.”

He hissed. It was the Leontine form of an angry sigh. “I understand Dragons well enough to know that their presence is trouble. They don’t like to follow. They lead. It’s in their blood.”

“Is that why there are so few of them?” she asked, flippantly.

His silence turned that flippancy on its ear.

“Yes,” Severn told her, when it became clear that the answer was beneath Marcus. “That’s exactly why.”

“Something happens to the rest,” she said slowly. It wasn’t exactly a question.

“Something happens to the rest,” he agreed.

“I’m not happy about his placement,” Marcus added.

“I’d guessed.”

“But it seems that he has become fond of you.”

Given Tiamaris’s perpetually dour expression and his utter lack of patience with her, this came as a bit of a surprise. “How does he treat people he doesn’t like?”

“He probably eats them.” Marcus shrugged.

“That would break at least three laws.”

“Not really. Suicide isn’t illegal.”

“And being disliked by a Dragon is on record as a form of legal suicide?”

Marcus snorted.

“Got it.”

“Callantine is an ass,” Marcus added, shifting the conversation. “He’s serious about his work, and he’s good at it—but he’s a mage, and he cares a lot about reputation and prestige. Mostly his. Don’t trust him.”

She nodded.

He rolled golden eyes. “Kaylin—”

Severn stood up. “I’ll take her,” he said.

“Where?”

“Anywhere. Not here.”

“Good. Her stomach is growling.”

Kaylin flushed. “I didn’t have time to eat—”

“You could try waking up in the morning like the rest of us.”

“Yes, Marcus.”

“Get out of my sight,” the Leontine added. His claws had found purchase in his desk, and by the looks of them, they were about to add a new furrow or four to its surface.

“Yes, Marcus.” She started to walk away, turned, and added, “can I be given access to the old records?”

He didn’t even ask which ones. “Yes. But study them in Grammayre’s tower. Don’t study them anywhere else.”

“But the Hawklord—”

“Will say yes.”

She really didn’t want to see that discussion. She beat a retreat as quickly as possible, and only when she was out of Marcus’s sight did she realize that she’d tacitly agreed to be led somewhere by Severn.

They stopped outside of a tavern that Kaylin dimly recognized from her walking rounds. It was far enough from home—hers—that she’d only been in it on the one or two occasions when the tavern’s owner had seen fit to call in the Hawks. Given that it was only once or twice, she figured it was a fairly quiet place.

“I eat here a lot,” Severn told her, as they stood beneath the faded sign that listed on uneven chains above their heads. The sign might once have been decent; years of sun, rain and the occasional rowdy teenager had done their damage. The name, however, could still be read—by those who could read. The Spotted Pig.

“A lot?”

“A lot.”

“Which is your way of telling me not to do anything embarrassing, right?”

“Pretty much.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Which means?”

“I won’t start a fight if you don’t.”

He shrugged. But the shrug was stiff, and his smile was a jerk of lips, more reflex than expression. She told herself she didn’t care. Sadly, she’d been telling herself that a lot in the past couple of days, and it was beginning to grate on her nerves.

Everything was.

Severn entered the tavern, and she entered behind him, like a shadow. Like, in fact, the shadow she had once been, when he had been safety—and more—in the fief of Nightshade. She stopped walking, but he didn’t notice.

The Tavernkeep came out from behind his bar. “Severn,” he said, with a broad smile. The smile lasted until the man was close enough to see Severn’s face. Kaylin couldn’t, but she didn’t need to.

“Bad day?” The man asked, turning back to the bar. He didn’t wait for an answer. Proof, if she needed it, that Severn did eat here a lot; the man certainly understood his mood well enough, and he wasn’t offended by it.

“It was,” Kaylin told him quietly.

The man stopped at the only obvious entrance to the liquor cache behind the bar and stared at her. After a minute, he frowned. “I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?”

She pointed at the small white and gold Hawk embroidered on her tunic; she hadn’t bothered with full surcoat because the walking beat wasn’t hers today.

“Never forget a face,” he said, with no modesty whatsoever. “Are you with Severn?”

“Sort of.”

“Take your regular table,” the man told Severn’s back. As Severn was clearly moving with a purpose, Kaylin figured this was just formality; she wasn’t wrong. But the man walked over to her, extended a large, callused hand, and smiled. Broad smile. All teeth present. “If you’re a friend of Severn’s, you’re welcome here.” His voice matched his smile; it was a little too loud, a little too friendly, and somehow completely genuine.

But he lowered it a little as he leaned closer. “But given that I’ve never seen the two of you together, let me give you a bit of advice, girl. What’s your name?”

“Kaylin,” she told him. “Kaylin Neya. Private. Hawks.”

“Right. I’m Burlan. Burlan Oaks.”

It sounded like a street sign. Or an intersection. “You made that up, right?”

“Smart girl. But not too smart. Look, I know a bit about Severn—as much as anyone here does—and I’m telling you that today is not the day to spend time in his company. You turn around and go home. He won’t hold it against you; he doesn’t have that kind of temper. But I think he needs to sit at that corner table on his lonesome for a while.”

“Probably,” she said wryly. “But if I walk out that door, he won’t. Sit there,” she added. “I’m a Hawk. I can take care of myself. But thanks for the warning.”

Severn was absolutely silent. The silence was just…unnerving. She stared at the side of his face; at the pale white line that traveled from his ear to the underside of his chin. Ferals had given him that.

She remembered it clearly; it was the first time she had ever used the power to heal, and it had been entirely by accident. Now? If it happened today, and she could touch him before the bleeding stopped, he wouldn’t even bear the scar.

But she wouldn’t heal him.

She stared at her hands, forcing her eyes away from his face. “This would have been a luxury,” she said, without thinking.

“You haven’t eaten his cooking yet. Don’t be so quick to judge.”

She looked up; a smile had creased his eyes without touching his lips. It was there and gone. “Severn—”

He said, “You haven’t changed.”

“And you have?”

“Not much.”

There was a lot of awkward silence.

Burlan—she really wanted to know the name he’d been born with, because she couldn’t imagine it could be worse—dropped two large bowls in the center of the table, and followed them with spoons and large rags that were so uneven it took Kaylin a minute to recognize them as napkins. If that’s what they were. She eyed them dubiously.

Her stomach was less picky and more embarrassing. She ate just to shut it up.

But as she was chewing—and the meat in the very heavy stew was surprisingly free of fat, gristle or bone—something occurred to her. “Severn, when exactly did you request your transfer?”

He watched her eat for a while before he picked up his spoon. Which meant, of course, that he wasn’t going to answer.

“It was after the first new death, wasn’t it?”

He chewed slowly. As if he were counting.

“How did you know about it?”

“It’s not a secret.”

“It’s an open secret. It’s not talked about much, not even in the Hawks. The Wolves were sent out hunting—we’d know, if they were sent into the fiefs. Hell, the Swords would know. How?”

“Just eat, Elianne.”

“Kaylin.”

“Kaylin, then.”

“You were waiting.” It was an accusation. She couldn’t help it. All of the anger that she had kept in check in the examination room had turned inward, and her anger had a bad habit of hanging around.

“This is not the place,” he told her quietly.

“This is as good a place as any.” Not true. Not true at all. She bit her lip. But his silence, his lack of expression, were more than she could comfortably handle. And she thought she’d passed through the examination with flying colors. “You knew. You knew it would start again.”

“No,” he told her, continuing to eat with deliberate, slow movements. “I didn’t.”

“You suspected.”

“And you didn’t?” Scorn. The first display of real emotion he’d shown yet. Wasn’t exactly what she wanted, but it was better than nothing.

“No.”

“You were hiding,” he said. “You’ve always been good at that.”

“It was after the first death,” she repeated, ignoring his comment.

He gritted his teeth and nodded.

“How long have you known that I’ve been with the Hawks?”

“Long enough.”

“How long?”

“Six years.”

She put her spoon down. Soup splashed over the flat rim of the bowl. “Six years?”

“About that.”

“And you never said anything?”

This time, his smile was all edge.

She hesitated, and then said, “All right, I deserve that. You knew I’d try to—”

“Yes. I knew.”

“I didn’t know you were a Wolf.”

“You weren’t looking for me.”

“No. I thought I’d left you behind.”

“You did,” he said quietly. “But you came to the Hawks looking for something. You found it,” he added bitterly. “And I had no place there.”

Something about the way he said the words killed the anger. And she needed it. “Who’s doing this?” she whispered.

“I don’t know. But I’m a Hawk now…you’re a Hawk. We’ve both learned enough to earn that rank. This time, things will be different.” He spoke the words as if they were a promise.

But this time was built on last time. She closed her eyes. “I’m not ready for this,” she said quietly.

“I know.”

“I was happy here.”

“I know. It’s why I stayed with the Wolves.”

It wasn’t the answer she was expecting. But she was no longer certain what to expect. She picked up the spoon and played with it. “Were you?”

“Was I what?”

“Happy with the Wolves.”

He shrugged. “I’m not a happy person,” he said after a moment had passed.

“Why did you join them?”

“Why did you join the Hawks?”

She shook her head.

“Don’t ask me to share what you won’t.”

She nodded. Fair enough. “You’re right about the food,” she added with a grimace.

He continued to eat. She tried not to backslide into the examiner’s room. Memory was treacherous.

But not, apparently, just hers. Severn put his spoon down. “Come on,” he said quietly.

“You’re not going to finish?”

“I’m finished.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and waited.

She followed him; the tavern wasn’t empty, and the streets weren’t empty either. But no one went near Severn, and by extension, Kaylin was likewise avoided.

They didn’t walk far. They came to a squat, two-storey building, and Severn stopped at the door. He took out a key, slid it into the lock, and twisted it. Looked back at her as she realized that she was standing just outside of his door.

“This is yours?”

He shrugged. “Not all of it.”

“It’s…bigger. Than my place.”

“You wanted to talk,” he said quietly, pushing the door open. He waited. Something about his expression was off; she’d never seen it there before.

“Severn?”

“No,” he said, waiting. “I won’t talk about anything you don’t want to talk about.”

She nodded, then, and walked past him into the open hall. Stairs led up at angles, and a wide arch separated the front room from the hall. Her brows rose. “They’re paying you a helluvalot more than they’re paying me.”

“I was old enough to be a Wolf when I joined them.”

She didn’t ask him about the shadows. Because she wasn’t certain she wanted to know. Being a Shadow Wolf—a Shadow anything—was a tricky business. It meant that you could do anything at all at a simple command. And that you were trusted to do it only then.

Not all of the men and women who lived in the Shadows lived up to that trust. She’d seen it, as a Hawk.

And she knew what Severn was capable of.

“If this is neater than my place, I’m leaving.”

“You know where the door is.”

She rolled her eyes. “Boots?”

“Leave ’em on if you want. I don’t care.”

“Tell me someone else does your cleaning.”

“Someone else does my cleaning.”

“Liar.”

“You didn’t say it had to be true.” He led her into what would have been a sitting room in a large home; she’d seen them before. It was, sort of. There was a fireplace here, and grates. There was a long couch, and a functional wooden one; there was a table just one side of the window. The window, even though it fronted out onto the street, had no bars.

The colors were subdued, and Kaylin noticed that this room lacked a mirror of any size. She hesitated until she noticed the carpet beneath her boots, and then she cursed and took them off.

“Why did the Wolves let you go?”

“I asked.”

“That’s it?”

He shook his head. “The Wolflord and the Hawklord are not the same. The Wolflord knew why I asked, and he granted the request. He was not at all certain the Hawklord would comply. Kaylin, what are you doing?”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

He had taken care, she realized, to put distance between them; when she had perched in the corner of the couch, he had taken the wooden chair. He left it now, crossing the carpet to kneel by her side. Well, to kneel on the carpet to one side of her feet. He was a lot taller than she was.

He caught her hands in his, and only when he did did she realize that she’d been fussing with the cuffs of her shirt. “My arms are itchy,” she said, half-apologetically.

But he didn’t immediately let go, and his expression didn’t sink into the familiarity of exasperation. He met her eyes, his gaze intent; Hawk’s gaze. Moreso than hers would ever be.

“Let me see,” he said.

“See what?”

“Your arms.”

She nodded, and he carefully undid the buttons that held the cuffs together. He pushed the right sleeve up to the bend of her elbow, turning her wrist gently so that the marks were exposed to the light in the room; it was mage-light, not fire, and it was steady and bright. Or as bright as he wanted it to be. He really was making more than she was.

But she forgot to resent it when she heard the single word he spoke. He set her arm down gently, but she felt the sudden tension in his hand; he rose, walked over to the chair, grabbing its broad back in either hand, as if to steady himself.

She almost cried out when the wood cracked.

Almost. But she looked at her arms instead, at whatever it was he had read there, and she froze.

The marks were different; the writing was slightly thicker, the swirls almost smudged. “It’s—it’s changed.”

“Yes,” he said, without looking at her. “It’s changed.”

And she knew that he’d both expected it, and feared it. “Severn—”

“It was all for nothing,” he said bitterly, and he turned, then, shoving the chair to one side, his gaze intent, almost wild.

“All for—” She stood. “I don’t—I have to go.”

He said nothing at all as she grabbed her boots and fled; she was three houses down the street before she stopped to put them on.





CHAPTER 9

“Kaylin?”

“Morning, Marcus.”

“Yes. It is. Morning,” he added, his eyes narrowing. “Are you certain you’re Kaylin Neya?”

“Ha ha.”

“Well, you’ve got the right sense of humor.”

Meaning, of course, none. She glared at him balefully.

“You did sleep last night, right?”

She said nothing, choosing to let the dark circles under her eyes speak for themselves. They were a perpetual adornment, and this morning, she’d actually owned the mirror for long enough to see them clearly. Made her miss the wake-up calls, and almost nothing did that.

Caitlin, looking interminably cheerful, breezed by with a quick stop for a good-morning hug. She seldom hugged anyone, but she never missed hugging Kaylin. Caitlin might be a paper-pusher, but she somehow managed to keep Marcus in line—or what passed for it—in most situations; she didn’t much like his temper, but then again, no one in the office did. She was older than she looked, and she’d been on duty, as Marcus’s aide, the day Kaylin had been introduced to the Hawks. Kaylin thought of her as birdlike, and it was true; she’d taken Kaylin under her wing, adopting her. She’d showed Kaylin how to navigate the mass of paperwork that often landed on Marcus’s desk—because Marcus wasn’t going to get to it anytime soon—and made her feel at home.

Or rather, made her feel as if she had one.

Caitlin had found her her apartment. Caitlin had argued the rent down to something that was “only outrageous.” But Caitlin didn’t hover during any of Kaylin’s conversations with Marcus. She was smart.

And she was gone, with just a momentary cluck to indicate that she, too, noticed a substantial lack of sleep. One day if she was lucky, Marcus was going to hire someone thick. The mirror began its sonorous whine.

“Don’t answer that,” Marcus said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Severn booked off.”

“Good.”

“Kaylin—”

“It’s none of your business, Marcus.”

Leontine fur rose.

Kaylin shrunk. Exposed her throat in a perfunctory way. Marcus growled.

“I have to see the Hawklord,” she told him, as his claws brushed her skin. They stopped.

“What happened?” His voice dropped. Not an octave; Leontine voices weren’t that musical. But it did deepen, which was never a good sign.

“The marks,” she said quietly. “They’ve changed.”

He cursed in Leontine, but he kept it short. “Tiamaris is already in the Tower,” he told her, as he shoved her in the direction of the doors.

“Figures.”

Lord Grammayre was also in the Tower, which was less of a surprise. Kaylin entered, and the doors swung shut behind her. She bowed, rose and offered the Hawklord a passable salute—which is to say, passable because there was no one to be offended by its lack of precision—and took a deep breath.

Tiamaris frowned. “Kaylin,” he said, nodding almost formally. “I wasn’t expecting to see you this early—”

“—in the morning. Join the queue.”

“Kaylin,” the Hawklord said, his frown more severe.

She nodded and muttered a brief apology, which Tiamaris failed to notice. Maybe the Dragon wasn’t so bad after all.

“Are you here for the Records?” the Hawklord asked. The frown hadn’t shifted; it deepened. Luckily this one wasn’t entirely her fault.

“Marcus spoke to you?”

“At length. For Marcus,” he added.

“I’m here for the Records. Sort of.” She turned to the mirror. “Records,” she said firmly. And then, after a pause, “Subject—Kaylin Neya.” The mirror here was, of necessity, smaller than the mirror in the examination room had been; the images that began to coalesce were bounded by a long oval. She had to reorient her vision; it was either that or turn the mirror sideways, and she had a good idea of how popular that would make her.

The Hawklord came to stand by her side. “Kaylin?”

She shook her head and undid her buttoned cuffs, pushing them up to her elbows. Exposed, the marks looked less threatening than they had the previous evening, but not by much. She held them out before the mirror’s image, and waited.

“They’ve changed,” Tiamaris said quietly. If he was surprised, she didn’t hear it in his voice. “Is this the first time they’ve changed since your arrival?”

“In the Halls of Law?”

He nodded.

So did she.

“And we have no earlier records of them?”

“We have some,” she said, trying to keep the resentment out of her voice.

“The Tha’alani,” the Hawklord said, by way of explanation.

“May I?” Tiamaris asked her. He did not look at the Hawklord, and she had the feeling that if she said no, he would leave the Records alone. She was surprised at how grateful she felt, and she gave him willingly what she would have resented otherwise: her permission.

He was better at mirrors than she was, no question; he didn’t even speak. Instead, he touched the silvered surface—something the Hawklord had promised to break her fingers for if she ever did the first time he’d let her practice mirror skills here.

Images rushed past—solid, clear images, not the hazy things that Kaylin often invoked. She watched in fascination as he dredged them up from Record bowels, slotting them into the meagre space until he had five different sequences, all of her arms.

“This would be the first time you noticed the marks?” He asked her, pointing to one of them.

Spider-thin, like webs, ash-gray. “Yes,” she said, although she herself could no longer remember what they had looked like.

“And this would be seven years ago?”

“Give or take six months.”

He nodded again. But instead of fear or resentment, she felt curiosity, and she let it guide her. The marks, the earliest ones, had changed over the course of—

She swallowed. Too much to think about, here.

“They did change,” he said softly. “With the earlier killings.” He didn’t sound surprised. In fact, she suspected that he had already studied them. She didn’t ask when; she owed him. He stared at the surface of the mirror, and the writing became larger in each of the images he had chosen. He’d picked one set of marks to focus on. She could see that they had darkened—that took no study.

But she could also see that some part of the swirling pattern had shifted.

“I…guess so.”

“When did you first use your powers?”

She looked at the Hawklord for the first time.

“He is aware of them,” the Hawklord replied evenly. “The mages were not. What were you—”

“Thinking?”

“I hesitate to use the word.”

She was silent for a full minute, and then she said, “I was thinking that the mages might be more useful if they had more information.”

The Dragon and the Aerian exchanged a glance.

“I want it stopped,” she added bitterly. Her hands started to shake, and she let the sleeves fall. “I don’t want to go back to that room again. I don’t want anyone to be brought there. Not for this. Not because of these.”

“And exposing yourself would accomplish this how?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ve always said I don’t appreciate mages—it’s true, I don’t—but I don’t always know how the little bits and pieces of information I gather on a case are going to fit together, either.”

“Admirable,” the Hawklord said, as if it were anything but. “But in this case, misguided. Yes, it may give them in-sight—but the cost for that insight would be too high. You will not take that risk again.”

“Yes, sir.” She hesitated; Tiamaris was still studying the different marks, as if he hoped to force meaning out of them. She let him. “Did the mages do anything useful?”

“That’s the Kaylin I know,” the Hawklord replied dryly. “Callantine took some of the skin with him. He retreated with his coterie.”

She rolled her eyes.

“I believe it is his intent to visit the oracles.”

“Oracles?”

“Before you indulge in pointless contempt, may I repeat your own words? Information comes from unexpected sources.”

“I certainly wouldn’t expect anything useful out of oracles,” she said, not bothering to hide her scorn.

The Hawklord chose to ignore it. “There have been three deaths in the fiefs, and in shorter span than any previous deaths of this nature. If the mages are ignorant of the reasons, they are well aware that three is not the desired number; they know that more will fall. The mages are not certain of anything in this investigation, except for the presence of magic. They are aware that the markings are linguistic. They are not aware of what those marks mean.”

Tiamaris looked up. “Grammayre,” he said. Kaylin thought he was unaware of the dropping of the honorific, and the Hawklord didn’t seem to notice its absence either. Not something Kaylin could get away with. Not, in fact, something any of the Hawks could. What was Tiamaris, to the Hawklord?

“Tiamaris?”

“Look.” The mirror had shifted. When, Kaylin wasn’t certain. “These are the marks on the boy’s arms. And this, this and this—the marks on different victims. They are, as you know, the same.”

The Hawklord nodded.

“These are Kaylin’s arms, as they first appeared. These are her arms now. Can you see the pattern emerging?”

The Hawklord didn’t frown; his face didn’t change at all.

Kaylin looked at Tiamaris. And then she looked at her arms. “They’re changing,” she said softly. “Into what was written on them. On the dead.”

“Yes,” Tiamaris said quietly. “That is my guess.”

It was more than a guess; given the visual cues, she could see it clearly herself. She had been afraid of dying, once. It was a better fear. “You don’t think when they change, if they do change completely, that it’s going to kill me.”

“No, Kaylin,” he said softly. “Not you.”

“What do you think it will do?”

His utter silence was not a comfort.

“Tiamaris?”

“I don’t know,” he said at last. And he wasn’t telling the truth.

She called him on it. “You’re lying.”

And took a mental note as his eyes went straight from a flat gold to a bitter, bright red: Don’t ever call a Dragon a liar.

The Hawklord stepped between them. He did not touch Kaylin, and he certainly didn’t raise a hand against Tiamaris, but his presence had a calming effect. Sort of. “She was raised in the fiefs. She has little understanding of the Courts, and as you’ve chosen to study here, you must expect this.”

Tiamaris nodded grimly. “I was not lying,” he told her, in a voice that would have frozen the entire Ablayne in an instant. “I do not know what will happen.”

“You have suspicions.”

“If you have half a thought to spare,” he replied, “so do you. You’ve seen the seal in the Long Halls of Nightshade—you’ve seen the writings of the Old Ones. You know that this is an old magic.” The red left his eyes; they were now a burnt orange, and receding into their usual gold. “But it is true, Grammayre, I forget myself. Kaylin, I told you—mages died in the study of marks like these. They were on stone walls, stone tablets, golden spheres. Not a single such mark has been found upon anything living save you.

“But the writing on your arms when it first appeared is substantially different from the writing that was placed upon the sacrificial victims. And given the nature of their deaths, and the significance of the writing, there is only one conclusion that can be drawn.”

“I’m a danger.”

“Yes.” Before she could speak, he raised a hand. “The gift that you have shown—the healing—is not a dark art. It is a rare one, and the fact that you evince it at all, given your deplorable lack of education, makes you unique. It also,” he added softly, “must make the task the killers have undertaken somewhat more difficult. If I had to guess, from my scant knowledge, I would say that the early writing speaks, in some way, to your impulse to heal. The writings upon the sacrifices speak to death, and only death. Here,” he said, images shifting, “is the earliest image we have of the symbols on your arms. Do you see this sigil?” It was a circle, a small circle, simple and adorned with something that might have been stylized leaves. “I believe this is a token. It means not death, but a natural end, a natural beginning.

“This,” he said, quietly, as he shifted his focus to the arm of a faceless dead corpse, “is death. It is a circle that is divided, and it loses the sense of nature. To change these in writing is simple. But there is more than writing here. I believe they attempt to change some essential part of the nature of the magic. Were you a different person—”

“She would never have left the Tower alive,” the Hawk-lord said quietly.

“Would that have been better?” Kaylin asked softly.

“It is a question you must answer,” the Hawklord replied. He was grim now. Cold. “But it is not just for yourself that the answer will be offered. My judgment hangs in the balance as well.”

She swallowed. “Tiamaris,” she said softly, “will you stay?”

He raised a brow.

“While I…study the Records. Of the previous deaths.”

“Ah. Yes, Kaylin. I will stay. I have much desired the opportunity to question you, and it has long been denied me.”

“When did you ask?”

“It is not relevant,” the Hawklord replied, lifting a hand. “Tiamaris.”

“Lord Grammayre.”

Hours passed in the tower room. The shadows lessened as the sun reached the center of the domed ceiling; Kaylin hardly marked the passage of time. Her neck was stiff; she had to pace to keep her legs steady. Tiamaris worked the mirror; he had offered it to her, and she had done nothing—her way of declining.

The first hour had gone by in silence. Silence had never been her strength. She might have hated people who felt the need to cram a lot of words into a silence just to fill it, but she was honest enough to know that she hovered on the edge of being one of them. Silences were barbed in unexpected ways; with words, you generally knew where the traps were.

But there were some times when words were so inadequate it was almost obscene to use them. She hovered between the two impulses, and spoke only partway through the second hour. “How many?”

He could have pretended not to understand her, but he had some pity; although he was crisp and intent, her color had faded to something between gray and green.

“Thirty-eight.”

“Right. I knew that.” But she hadn’t. She’d known the number. She’d understood it, the way she understood most numbers. She’d never wanted to get closer to it than that. And this? Even though her hands weren’t actually on the bodies, they might as well have been. The Records had far less sympathy than the Dragon did; they were clear, crisp, concise; they captured everything.

And what they didn’t, she could fill in: the smell. The temperature of the skin.

“All of the deaths took place in Nightshade.”

Tiamaris nodded.

“Can you—can the Records map them for me?”

“There is no obvious pattern—”

“Can you just get me a map?”

He nodded. But as he lifted a hand, as he turned to face the mirror fully, he asked the first intrusive question. “Kaylin, do you know all of their names for a reason?”

She hadn’t spoken the names out loud. And she didn’t much mind being called a liar; she almost said no. But it wouldn’t help. The truth might lead to answers she didn’t already have. But it was too much, for the moment; she changed the subject instead. “When I was younger—when they were happening— I thought it was happening everywhere. We didn’t read much. We couldn’t. We didn’t have a sense of what was going on outside of our fief. We thought there were hundreds of deaths.

“We thought the outer city didn’t care.”

“And now?”

“Didn’t matter how much you cared, did it?” She said bitterly. Then she stopped. “It does. Matter. It just didn’t make a difference.”

“And if it didn’t make a difference then,” Tiamaris said, his back still toward her, “you can’t see how it’s going to make a difference now.”

She nodded.

“You’re here.”

“I meant a good difference.” The mirror shifted suddenly, as if it had taken time to gather and sort the information she’d requested, and then spit it out all at once. Tiamaris said something about small mirrors under his breath; she would have laughed at any other time. But in this one, she watched Nightshade unfold. It wasn’t a map in the traditional sense of the word, it was an aerial capture of the actual buildings and streets. There were no obvious signs, but the mirror provided small words that ran along the street lengths in a bright, glowing gold. “That one’s wrong,” she said, without thinking.

“Which one?”

“That street name. That’s not what it’s called.”

“That’s what it’s officially called.”

She rolled her eyes.

“Keep in mind,” Tiamaris said, as small red points began to flash across those “official” streets, “that these lights indicate where the bodies were discovered. They don’t indicate where they were killed.”

She nodded. “Are they coming up in the…right order?”

“They should appear in the sequence in which they were discovered,” he said. Each word chosen carefully to provide distance. She had always hated that; today she felt the hypocrite for her appreciation of the attempt.

She watched. The mirror offered each new light slowly, and she had to assume that was because of Tiamaris’s silent command.

“Do you want the names?” He asked quietly.

She looked up; was surprised to see that he was now watching her, and not the mirror. But she shook her head, watching a disaster that she was powerless to prevent as it unfolded. Time was always her enemy; the past was just another part of time. When she was feeling particularly low, she daydreamed about being able to travel through it, as if it were the Ablayne; that she could somehow go back, armed with knowledge, and prevent each and every death from occurring. That she could find them before they died. That she could heal them all.

It was her most visceral desire.

“Kaylin?”

“Can you tell me if anyone else has…done this?”

“Done what?”

“Mapped the deaths. Like this. Accessed this information.”

“Records are kept for each access,” Tiamaris replied thoughtfully. “But that information is classified—”

“I don’t give a damn about classification. Can you get me that information?”

“Why?”

She ground her teeth. “Because I need it,” she said.

“No.”

“Can you tell me if a particular person has done this?”

“Which person?”

“Severn.”

He hesitated. “Kaylin,” he began.

“Please.”

“The question will be noted,” he told her. His way of encouraging caution. As if. When she didn’t reply, he said, “Yes. Severn accessed this information.”

“When?”

“Six years ago.”

“Six years—he was barely a Wolf! I didn’t get access to Records until—no, sorry. Never mind. Was that being recorded, too?”

“Probably.”

She added a lot of colorful, multilingual swearing. Let some scholar chew on that.

“I can see why Lord Grammayre considers you a challenge,” the Dragon said. But he smiled, and if it was weary, it was genuine.

She watched as the map at last played itself out. She stood beside the mirror, counting red, blinking lights; counting deaths. Naming them silently, because she could. She had met them all, some more than once, some a lot more.

“The only thing they have in common,” she said quietly.

“Is their end in Nightshade.”

She shook her head. “I knew them all. At least to name.” She lifted a hand, but didn’t actually touch the mirror; old lessons had taken a very firm hold. “You’re right. There’s no clear pattern.” But she was lying.

“Where are you going?”

“To get something to eat. I’m hungry.” Another lie.

Tiamaris wasn’t a hypocrite; his expression made clear that he knew she was lying, but he didn’t accuse her of doing so.

After the nonevent that was lunch, she returned to the Tower. Tiamaris was still there, and the mirror—what she could see of it on either side of his broad back—was no longer graced by images of the dead; it was littered instead by swirling sigils. Some were on stone; some were on parchment; some on cloth. She tried to peer round his shoulder and he lifted a hand; the mirror went dead.

“Sorry,” she muttered.

He looked up, as if only just aware of her presence. “No apologies are necessary,” he told her quietly. “But I believe Sergeant Kassan expects you to go on patrol.”

“With who?”

“I am not entirely certain.”

“Which means not you.”

He shrugged. “I am not often sent on patrol.”

“You’re not really a Hawk.”

His raised brow was the whole of his answer. “Kaylin,” he said, as she was turning for the door, “I have studied this case for almost seven years, and for reasons of my own. I have a question that I wish you to answer, but I will accept silence.” The tone of his voice was odd. She was enough of a Hawk to understand it, but enough Kaylin to question.

“You don’t normally have to accept silence, do you?”

“Not normally, no. But nothing about this case is normal.”

She hesitated, and then nodded.

“Where did you live, in the fiefs?”

He missed nothing. “Why?”

“You are free not to answer the question,” he said, his frown deepening. “But you are not free to waste my time with idle games.”

She closed her eyes. “Map,” she said softly. When she opened them, it was already there. So were the lights, the trail of the dead. She walked to the mirror, and lifting a finger, pointed to the center of the random pattern. “There,” she said quietly. “Near the Four Corners.”

He passed a hand over the mirror; she thought the map might disappear. Instead, three more lights joined the original thirty-eight.

“Yes,” she said softly. “Close to there.”

“They don’t know you left.”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure what proximity has to do with anything. The deaths occurred in the fiefs, but my arms are still changing.”

“Thank you.” He lifted a hand again, and the map vanished. “You are free to go.”

She almost made it out, but had to turn again. “Did you tell him to kill me?”

He said nothing.

“Tiamaris, did you tell the Hawklord to kill me?”

“What do you think?”

She had no answer to offer.

Teela was waiting for her by Marcus’s desk. Marcus was absent; Leontines did eat. They didn’t cook much, though.

“You took your time,” the Barrani Hawk said. She eased her backside off the newest set of claw marks and shrugged. “They’re keeping you busy.”

Kaylin nodded. “Tain’s not coming?”

“I thought I’d give Tain the afternoon off.” As she spoke, she eyed the mark on Kaylin’s face. Kaylin cringed. She’d forgotten it was there. Then again, she seldom saw her own face.

“I haven’t changed,” she muttered.

“You got here on time,” Teela pointed out with a grin. Everyone was a comedian.

“I heard there was some trouble at the foundling hall.”

Kaylin shrugged. “Did everyone hear about it?”

“Pretty much, if they were within a mile of the office.” Teela’s frown was all surface; her eyes were narrowed. This was her worried expression. Funny how much like a threat it looked.

“Why?”

“Marrin’s loud when her kits are threatened.”

“She is a Leontine.”

“Yes. And she couldn’t reach you. Marcus was in a bit of a mood—it’s probably a good thing she didn’t come down to the Halls in person.”

“Why?”

“Oh, the usual—two angry Leontines, a lot of hissing, a lot of claw, fang and fur.” Teela shrugged. “He did eventually tell her you were at home.”

“How eventually?”

“She had to tell him what happened.”

Kaylin shut her eyes. “She’d hate that,” she said at last.

“She did.”

“Marcus?”

“He didn’t add much. He’s male. He knows when to step aside.” She twisted the club in her hands—it was regulation. For a Barrani. Which meant it was almost four feet long, and it was made of something that looked like wood until it hit you. Teela wore her full street uniform, but she didn’t bother with armor. For the Barrani, armor was optional. Kaylin wore leather, although it was hidden by the drape of surcoat across which the emblem of the Hawks was embroidered in something that looked like gold. Given the office budget, it was probably something else. She never asked.

“Where are we going?”

“Barker’s.”

“Why?” Barker was a short, stout, weasel of merchant. He made oil seem clean.

“You haven’t been paying attention, have you? We’ve got four and a half weeks until full High Festival in Elantra.”

Kaylin rolled her eyes. “And Barker’s selling counterfeit licenses again?”

“He’s human,” Teela said, with a shrug.

“Hey, I resent that!”

The Barrani woman laughed. “You would. No, we have no proof that he’s attempting to sell counterfeit licenses. Yes, he probably is. He tries some variation on this stupid scheme every year.”

“He must have gotten lucky once.”

“Probably. Either that or he’s incredibly optimistic.”

“He’s Barker,” Kaylin said, shrugging. She paused, and slowed down.

“What?” Teela asked, turning and striding back.

“Why have you been assigned Festival duty?”

Teela shrugged. “On report for hangover?”

“Hah. If that was a problem, Iron Jaw would have arranged for a permanent state of Festival in the city. You’re senior. You’ve managed to avoid this for what—the past five years? You hate Festival duty.”

“It’s not Festival yet,” the Barrani replied. And then she reached out and smacked the back of Kaylin’s head. “Don’t be so observant.”

“You asked to be assigned.”

“Do I look like a masochist?”

“Only when you’re drinking with Tain.” Kaylin found her stride again. “Are you worried about me?”

“I have no idea how humans manage to survive in the Empire. It must be the fact that they breed like rabbits,” Teela replied. “You are all so direct, you’re like walking targets.”

“It’s part of our charm.”

“It is. Which means I’ve probably spent too much time in human company. I’m hardly fit for Court.”

“Good thing you’re not part of it, then.”

Teela laughed. “You’ve never been to Barrani High Festival haunts, have you?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“Teela—the mark doesn’t change me.”

“Not yet,” Teela said quietly. “But it can. It gives him power over you. It’s—it’s as close as a human can come to giving their true name. Names have power.”

Kaylin almost told Teela, then. That she had the fieflord’s name. She wanted to know if that evened the scales any—but she couldn’t bring herself to ask. Wasn’t certain why.

“If you’re not strong enough—and very, very few humans are—the Barrani Lord who marked you can use you in a number of ways. He can see through your eyes, he can hear through your ears. But it’s…more than that.”

“Thanks. That’s enough.” But it wasn’t. “Could you do this?”

“Mark you?”

“Mark anyone.”

“You really are too observant. And you have a big mouth.” Teela shrugged. “I’ve never tried.” Which was as close to admitting a lack of power as a Barrani of any stripe could get; they had their arrogance to tend to, after all. “Ownership, among the Barrani, means something different. Don’t forget it.”

With the mark on her face, Kaylin thought that unlikely.

Teela came to a full stop outside of a very large, very functional three-storey building. It was ornate to the point of being ugly, in Kaylin’s opinion, given that gargoyles and carvings seemed to populate any stone surface that threatened to be smooth. Gold, magically protected against mythical thieves who might spend hours trying to pick it off—as if—was also used in abundance, in particular across the surface of the huge plaques that proudly proclaimed the establishment’s name, and the conditions under which the lowly might petition for membership.

Kaylin disliked the Merchant Consortium on principle.

Merchants lived the daylight hours on the other side of the heavily guarded doors, and just in case incoming visitors were a threat, they put magical glass wickets between themselves and the mundane world. They also layered paperwork in piles so thick it was a miracle there was any floor at all in sight.

But the floors, as they always did, gleamed.

The Merchant Consortium had its own guards, and they fancied themselves a shade worthier than the guards of any save the high nobles. Which the Hawks demonstrably weren’t. They therefore sneered as they stepped—slightly—out of the way to let the Hawks through. If they were superior, they weren’t stupid.

Kaylin doubted the superiority, though. When she was younger, she’d hated the guards for their smugness; now they were just another part of the Consortium, and at that, temperamentally suited to the job. They were paid a lot—but then again, if you were guarding something that didn’t deserve or command loyalty, you probably had to be.

The merchant wickets took up the largest part of the first floor, but there were doors—guarded as well—that led to offices and the upper gallery. The merchants had their own dining hall, of course, and their own cooks; they hired their own mages. They were like a little fiefdom of their own.

But in a fashion, they answered to the Lords of Law; they answered to the Emperor. And they paid—as they often bemoaned, and at length, their taxes. Which in theory paid her salary. She tried to remember this as she headed across the floor.

Teela caught her shoulder, and Kaylin stopped walking. Stopped moving pretty much instantly. The Barrani seldom shouted a warning; the lack of subtlety was often beneath them. But when they touched you, when they gave you any signal at all, you paid attention.

“What?” Kaylin whispered. Only a Barrani would have picked the sound out of the din in the hall.

“I think we’ll come back later,” Teela replied. Her lips were inches away from Kaylin’s left ear.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just turn around—now—and head back out the door. Beside me.”

Kaylin frowned. But she’d known Teela for all of her life with the Hawks, and she obeyed instinctively.

They made it halfway across the floor when she heard the voice that she knew Teela had been trying to avoid. It was a lovely, deep voice, something far too perfect to be human, and it spoke in perfect Barrani. High Barrani.

“Oh, come, Anteela. Will you not even stop a moment to offer or accept the greetings of your kin?”

Teela swore. In Elantran. Her hand tightened on her club, but her face slid into that remote perfection that Kaylin always found so disturbing. The Barrani Hawk straightened her shoulders, pulling herself up to her full height before she turned. The fact that she interposed herself between Kaylin and this newcomer was not lost on Kaylin; Kaylin was absolutely still.

Or as still as one could be, in comparison with a watchful Barrani.

“Lord Evarrim,” Teela said, in carefully modulated High Barrani. Kaylin could see her back, and only her back—but her posture was perfect. “I tender my services at this time to the Lords of Law, and my time is not my own.”

“The Lords of Law are mortal,” Lord Evarrim replied, his voice drawing closer. He must be important, Kaylin thought, because all around her, the din of idle chatter and heated barter had begun to die out. “But even mortals are not without an understanding of our graces. It has been many years, cousin. I did not think to see you here when I set out this morn.”

“Nor I,” Teela replied. “And had I, I would have been certain to garner permission to remain. But you understand the weight of a freely given pledge, Lord Evarrim.”

“Indeed I do, and I have always marveled at your ability to offer it so carelessly to those who cannot possibly prize it fully.” Kaylin could hear his steps now. “But come…there has been no battle within the Consortium walls, and no idle theft. Surely your business here cannot be so vital that you would offer offense to kin?”

Teela was silent, assessing his words.

At least that’s what Kaylin thought she was doing, until the club moved. It moved swiftly; Teela offered no warning at all. But it moved to bar his way.

He came into view then, moving carefully, his face as neutral as Teela’s certainly was. Kaylin saw him, and she almost lost her voice: he looked like Nightshade.

No, she thought, don’t be an idiot. They all look the same to a human. But they didn’t, anymore. Tain, Teela, the other Barrani, had slowly become familiar enough that she could tell them apart. In the Hawks, they made an effort—an effort she truly appreciated at times like this—to help their comrades differentiate them.

But this Barrani—he was high caste. Kaylin was certain of it. Not the castelord; that would have caused groveling bows and utter obedience in even Teela. But he was important enough. His hair was long, dark and fine; it fell past his shoulders. His forehead was adorned by a slender, platinum tiara, and in its center, a ruby was caught, as if in sunlight. He wore red robes, with emerald edges, and boots of a similar color; his skin was pale and completely without blemish.

And his eyes were blue, bright, perfect, when she met them.

But his brows rose as he stared at her, and his expression shifted slightly—he was surprised. Shocked, even.

“What is this, Anteela?” He asked, sparing no glance to Teela. His eyes were upon Kaylin, and she felt trapped by them.

“She is a Hawk,” Teela replied quietly, the club not wavering an inch, “in the service of Lord Grammayre.” She might have spared herself the words, for all the attention he paid them.

“You,” he said, his voice cold and distant, his words dropping from the most formal of Barrani to the more common variant. She doubted he would ever lower himself to speak a merely mortal tongue. And didn’t doubt for an instant that he knew them all. “What do you bear?”

And Kaylin understood, then. She said nothing.

“Lord Evarrim,” Teela began.

But the Lord was not interested in Teela. He stepped forward, and stopped when his robes touched the side of the club. “Do not,” he told Teela, “threaten me.”

“I have offered no threat,” she replied evenly.

“Stand aside.”

“I have my duty.”

“And I, mine.” He reached out, then, his hand moving as quickly as Teela’s club had, and touched Kaylin’s cheek. Or tried to.

Light flashed, like magefire, beneath the tall ceilings of the Merchant Consortium.





CHAPTER 10

Lord Evarrim did not so much as cry out, but Kaylin could see the blisters that marred his perfect, slender hand. He withdrew that hand slowly, as if fire and its consequence meant nothing to him. Thus it was with the Barrani; weakness was something to be abjured. Death was easier.

She shook herself; she was thinking in High Barrani, and that usually gave her a headache that was only equalled by too much time in bars with Tain and Teela. Who thankfully almost never spoke Barrani, never mind its Court variant. She wondered why. No, amend that. She’d wonder why when it was safer.

She had thought she’d had the whole of Lord Evarrim’s attention before; she’d been wrong. Just how wrong was evident when he drew as close as Teela would allow, his eyes now bright, sharp, hard as the edge of cut sapphire. Sometimes beauty could be prized and appreciated; sometimes it could be coveted. And sometimes it could only be feared.

But Kaylin Neya was a Hawk. She held her ground.

Her cheek didn’t even feel warm.

“Who are you?” he asked, the cadence of the Court dropping from the words as if they were a mask. What was left was simple death.

“Private Kaylin Neya, of the Hawks, under the command of Lord Grammayre, Lord of Hawks.” She chose formality behind which to hide, but hedged her bets; she answered in Barrani. That the words had the advantage of being true was just a bonus.

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said softly. It was Barrani-speak. She wondered if he was armed. “And is that all you are called?”

“It is.”

“I…see. The mark you bear, child, is of interest to me.”

So much for polite and Barrani. She slid into Elantran, and held that position. “One of the things I’m not called is a child.”

“By your reckoning, no.” His smile was slight. Sort of like the edge of a razor was slight. “Forgive my choice of words.”

Oh, she’d stepped into dangerous territory. Barker would be a welcome sight, about now—but the man was a stone coward, and there was no way he’d chance the floor this close to a Barrani Lord. Not when magic had just made an explosive statement.

Teela gave her a warning glance, and with a lot of effort, she swallowed her pride and forced herself to speak Barrani again. “There is nothing to forgive, Lord Evarrim.”

“I am pleased to hear you say so. Has your companion seen fit to discuss the significance of the mark you bear with you?”

Her companion?

“He means me,” Teela said, speaking the first Elantran she’d uttered since Lord Evarrim had approached.

If Lord Evarrim understood her, it didn’t show.

Kaylin stopped herself from shrugging, but it was a near thing. “It’s a mark,” she said, trying to keep her voice as flat as a Barrani’s, and failing utterly. “It was given to me to…aid in our investigations in the fief of Nightshade. Anyone who serves him there won’t hinder me. And no one who serves him will harm me.”

“Is that what she told you?”

She loathed high caste Barrani, and briefly toyed with the idea of telling him to ask Teela if he wanted to know what Teela had said. “No. That’s what Nightshade told me.”

“I see.” He seemed to draw closer, but it was a trick of the light; the hard, solid line of Teela’s favored beat weapon hadn’t moved an inch. “The last, at least, is truth—no one who serves the outcaste will harm you. But it is not proof against those who do not serve him.”

She did shrug, then. “I am capable of taking care of myself.”

“We shall see if that statement is true. It is almost certain to be tested.” He turned to Teela. “What was his purpose in marking her?”

“I was not there, Lord Evarrim. I did not see the mark given.”

“Ah, that was careless of me. Of course not. Has he formally acknowledged her?”

Teela said, quietly, “He is outcaste.” As if that was an answer.

“He is, but he has always been…what he is. And he has chosen to publicly claim an Erenne. Not even the castelord has done so in centuries.”

“It’s against the law,” Kaylin said, half-hopefully. It was what she’d been told, after all.

Lord Evarrim’s eyes darkened; they were almost a midnight blue. She’d never seen that before.

“Is she a fool?”

“She is mortal.”

“She is. But I sense that she is more. Must be more. Were she so limited, the mark would have consumed her when I touched it.” His gaze returned to Kaylin. “Have you consummated your relationship?”

Her brows rose. “Our what?”

“Human, indeed.” His smile was cool. “The caste do not speak with the outcaste. It is our law. You, however, are not beholden to our laws or customs. Tell Nightshade that Lord Evarrim reminds him that what he has not fully claimed, he cannot hope to hold long, if the interest of the castelord is involved.”

On a cold day in Hell, Kaylin thought. She’d gone past the not-liking-where-this-was-going part of the discussion and into the force-herself-not-to-speak-and-make-it-worse part.

“The castelord will be most interested in your observations, Anteela. We will speak again, you and I. The High Festival comes, and it is time, at last, that you took your place at Court.”

Kaylin glanced at Teela, surprised. Teela had always disavowed the Barrani High Courts, and Kaylin had just assumed it was because she wasn’t part of them. Seven years, she’d known the Hawk. Barrani really were good at keeping secrets.

“And you, Private Kaylin Neya. Perhaps we will see you there as well. It has been many years since a mortal attended our High Festival celebrations, and perhaps it would be…amusing.” He stepped back, then, and lifted his arm, exposing his palm. Across its flawless mound was a tattoo. A black tower.

He was an Arcanist.

“Marcus is going to have a fit,” Kaylin said, when the Merchant Consortium was a hundred yards behind their quickly retreating backs. “He sent us to talk to Barker. We didn’t.”

Teela, silent up until that point, and utterly graceful in the stiff, regal way of her kind, stopped walking. She closed her eyes, took a deep—and obvious—breath, and then shook her head. Hair cascaded down her shoulders as Kaylin watched.

“Do you have any idea who he was?” the Barrani Hawk demanded of Kaylin, when her shoulders had receded into their more familiar height, and her language, into Elantran.

“Lord Evarrim?”

“Very funny, Kaylin.”

“If it is, you’re not laughing much.”

“Short of walking into the audience hall of the Barrani castelord, we couldn’t have announced your presence in a worse way.”

“We didn’t exactly announce—”

She turned and pointed at Kaylin’s cheek—but she was careful not to touch it.

“Oh. Right. Sorry.”

“What in the hells was Evarrim doing at the Consortium?”

“Trading. I hear that even the Barrani high caste will lower themselves to do that from time to time. First time I’ve seen it, though.”

“I’ve told you before, you’re entirely too trusting.”

“Uh, Teela—there isn’t anything else to do at the Merchant Consortium, unless you’re a merchant. And I can’t think of a high caste Barrani who wouldn’t have both his legs chopped off first.”

“Can you think of any high caste Barrani at all?” Kaylin shrugged. “There was Lord Navalos. You know, the Barrani who was involved in that magical—”

“Thank you.”

“Oh. Rhetorical, right?”

“Good guess.”

“Does the fact that he’s an Arcanist make it worse?”

“Oddly enough, no. It doesn’t make it any better, but it doesn’t make it worse.” Teela’s eyes narrowed. “What exactly have you been told about the Arcanists?”

“They’re mages. Sort of. But more arrogant, more secretive and a lot less friendly.” Kaylin’s knowledge of magic stretched as far as the Hawks. And the Hawks and the Arcanists didn’t have what could be called a working relationship. Or any relationship, which was good, given that the only other alternative was an investigation involving the Arcanum.

“Spoken like Kaylin,” Teela said. “They’re an order of mages that is not beholden to the Dragon Emperor. They’re about as powerful as the Merchant’s Spice Guild.”

Kaylin whistled. “I don’t remember Arcanists trying to destroy the city or assassinate the Emperor, though.”

“You’re not old enough.” She straightened her shoulders. “Marcus will forgive us the lack of Barker. We’ll just tell him that we’re waiting until close enough to the festival that we can pick up his forgeries and charge him. We made a lot of money off him one year in fines, if I recall correctly.”

“Yeah. And we didn’t get to keep any of it, either.”

“Marcus bought us drinks.”

Kaylin snorted. “And I was sick as a dog the next day, and put on report because of it. I lost two days pay. Some reward.”

Teela laughed. Kaylin felt her shoulders relax at the sound. Not that Barrani laughter was without its barbs, but at least it was normal.

“Teela?”

“What?”

“What’s an Erenne?”

“Never mind.”

Teela didn’t go directly back to the offices the Hawks occupied, however. Or rather, she didn’t go straight to Marcus. Instead, she strode over to a closed door, placed her palm on the plaque in its center and said, “Open the damn door. We need to talk.”

It was Tain’s door.

“Why’s he in the office?”

“He lost at gambling, and he has to fill out our reports.”

Great. He hated reports as much as the next Hawk. “Where were you gambling?”

Teela shook her head. “Let me do the talking,” she said, as the door swung open.

“You want me to wait outside?”

“No. He’s going to know sooner or later.” She stuck her head into the office, and reappeared. “On second thought, good idea.” She stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

The offices were supposed to be soundproof. So it wasn’t a good sign when Kaylin heard a muffled exclamation. She couldn’t make out the word, but she didn’t really need to; the tone of voice, given that it was a Barrani speaking, said enough.

She tried to stop her shoulders from curving inward as she waited what seemed an hour.

The door opened, slammed into the wall it was theoretically part of, and swung almost shut again. Almost, because Tain was in the frame. He stared at her face, and only at her face. Then he uttered a string of Leontine curses. Leontine was the favored language for office cursing. But coming from the throat of a Barrani, it lost its growl; it sounded too smooth. Too kittenish. Not something she was about to tell Tain.

He turned to look back into the office. “And when exactly were you planning on telling me this?”

“You’ve got eyes,” she heard Teela say, in her lazy drawl. “I figured you’d notice sooner or later.”

“Don’t just stand there,” Tain added, glaring at Kaylin. “Come in. This isn’t something we want bandied about the office as gossip.”

Good luck, she thought. But given his demeanor, she slid into the office and let him slam the door shut. Which he did.

“Kaylin, when did this happen?”

She shrugged. “A couple of days ago.”

He exchanged a glance with Teela; Teela raised a brow.

“The Hawklord sent me into the fiefs. I can’t talk about—”

“It’s the sacrifices, right?”

“I can’t talk about it,” she continued, through clenched teeth. “Not to anyone, unless the Hawklord is present. I’m bound.”

Tain cursed the Hawklord’s flight feathers. Kaylin was actually shocked.

“And you met Nightshade.”

She nodded.

“Why did you—”

“She didn’t,” Teela said quietly.

“He couldn’t mark her without—”

“She’s a human, Tain.”

He stopped talking for about a minute.

“Has a human borne a mark like this before? I thought you said—” Kaylin looked at Teela, who was notably silent. She hadn’t been telling the truth. What a surprise.

“Humans have been marked by Lords before, before the Emperor forbid it,” Tain told her coldly. “But not with that kind of a mark.” He looked at her as if she’d lost half her mind. “It’s his mark. It’s not just an ownership sigil, it’s not just a binding mark, it’s clearly,” he added, with a slight trace of disgust, “not an enslavement. Exactly. Teela—”

“I thought it was safer if she knew less. She has a human temper.” She paused, and then added, “And she’s never been called to the Barrani High Courts. What were the odds?”

He opened his mouth, and closed it again slowly. “You’re probably right.” Given that this was as much expression as he ever showed, Kaylin was unsettled. And annoyed.

“If I know more, I can—”

“Can what?” The words were very, very cold. She had a suspicion they would drop below freezing if she mentioned Nightshade, and shut up.

She didn’t have a chance to vent, and probably just as well; Teela and Tain were almost as good as human in most ways, but they could hold a long damn grudge, and over the smallest things.

“You met Lord Evarrim?”

“In the Merchant Consortium.”

“What the hell was he doing there?”

Kaylin threw Teela a look, and Teela shrugged. “I’ve had this conversation already,” she added. “I don’t know why he was there.”

“Did he already know about the mark?” Tain had calmed down. Not in the way that normal people did; his calm descended without warning, sort of like a summer storm.

“I would say it wasn’t possible,” Teela said, choosing her words with care.

“Tiamaris—”

“Tiamaris wouldn’t tell him anything.” Kaylin was surprised to hear herself saying the words. But she believed them. “Dragon honor,” she added. “He’s not allowed to discuss things that happen in our Tower outside of our Tower, and Marcus believes he won’t.”

“And you didn’t talk to anyone else about it?”

She shook her head.

“Didn’t see any of the Barrani besides Teela?”

“No.” She frowned. “Imperial mages were in the examination room yesterday.”

Tain’s eyes narrowed. “Which mages, Kaylin? Think carefully before you answer.”

“Callantine.”

“And?”

“Three of his cronies. And no, before you ask, I don’t know their names.”

“Can we dredge it out of Records?”

“Not without setting off eighteen different mage alarms,” Teela told him.

“Can we get permission to dredge it out of Records?”

“Not on this case,” his partner replied quietly. “If Grammayre bound her, he’s serious.”

“He couldn’t bind the mages.”

“The mages probably have their own reasons for keeping things quiet,” Teela told him. But she didn’t disagree.

“Then he could have known.”

Teela’s frown was thoughtful. “He could have known that she was marked, yes. But he wouldn’t have known that we were going to the Merchant Consortium. The duty roster’s not exactly public knowledge.”

“He’s an Arcanist.”

That term again. “Are they like oracles, but real?” Kaylin asked.

They both looked at her as if she were an idiot. Given that, she decided asking questions couldn’t make things any worse. “Tain, what does this mark mean? Why did he ask Teela if I’d been acknowledged?”

“That’s not quite what he asked,” Teela said quietly.

Kaylin colored slightly. “Yes, but I understood the other question.”

“What would that be?”

“The one,” Teela said, knowing Kaylin wouldn’t repeat it, “about consummation.”

She had thought Tain couldn’t look more annoyed; she was wrong. His expression didn’t change, but his color did; he lost most of it. Given how the Barrani tended toward the pale, it was noticeable.

“Don’t look at me,” Teela told Tain. “I made it clear to the Hawklord that sending her off with two fledglings was a damn bad idea. Even if one’s a former Shadow Wolf, and one’s a Dragon.”

“It should have been safe enough,” Tain replied. “She’s human. It’s not as if she’s…” He raised a hand to his brow. “Kaylin, does Lord Nightshade know about your powers?”

She started to say no.

“Kaylin?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know? Did you tell him?”

“No!”

“Did you use any of them in his presence?”

“No.”

“Then—”

“He saw the marks,” she said at last. She hated to mention them; it made her arms itch.

“Don’t scratch,” Teela told her, batting her hand away.

“But—but I didn’t use power. It’s just…” She couldn’t bring herself to mention the seal. “Someone else may have told him. Years ago. He wouldn’t have known it was me.”

“But he did.” Damn Barrani observation, anyway. “This is…”

“Bad?”

“Worse than bad,” he said quietly. “But at the moment, Lady willing, it’s not quite your problem. He’s outcaste. It may not mean as much—” He paused, and his eyes narrowed. She hated the color blue. “His name?”

Teela’s brows rose when Kaylin failed to answer. And fell again, dark, thin lines. “His name,” she whispered, shaking her head. “No wonder.”

“What? What’s no wonder?”

Tain looked at her for a moment. “It’s the mark,” he said at last, “of a consort. And he would not have made that mark if he thought he could control you with a lesser one.”

While she was gaping, they continued to speak.

Teela turned to Tain. “Lord Evarrim tried to touch the mark. It made quite a light show in the Consortium. I should have guessed, then. But I was trying to make sure our mascot got out alive.”

Kaylin bristled slightly. She hadn’t been called the company mascot since her fifteenth birthday—at least not since she’d upended the pitcher of beer over Tanner’s head.

“You didn’t see Evarrim,” Teela added, dropping the honorific as if it were garbage. “What Nightshade wants has to be of interest.”

“Why is Nightshade outcaste, anyway?”

They both fell utterly silent.

“Go deal with Marcus, Kaylin. Tain and I have a lot to discuss.”

“Is this going to happen with every Barrani Hawk?”

“Pretty much.”

Kaylin borrowed the Leontine phrase that Tain had finished with. But she opened the door and went to find Marcus.

She found Severn instead.

He was standing by one of the open desks—the paper-work pool, as it was affectionately called by anyone who didn’t have to spend time doing any—chatting with Caitlin. Kaylin was surprised at how annoying she found this. It made her forget to feel uneasy. Possessiveness did that; it wasn’t her best character trait, but she hadn’t quite found a way to ditch it.

Caitlin saw her first—but she was certain that Severn was aware of her before Caitlin looked up. “I hope things went well with Marcus the other day, dear. He’s been in a bear of a mood.”

Kaylin had always found that phrase funny, given it was Marcus. She found it less funny just by its proximity to Severn.

“It was all right,” she said.

“Did I tell you that I love your tattoo, by the way? It’s not one I would have guessed you’d wear—it’s too delicate, for one—but it sort of suits you.”

Could the day get any more surreal? “Thanks,” she managed. “I thought you’d booked off?” she added, acknowledging Severn indirectly.

He stared at her, as if words were too raw to use.

She’d gotten good at it, over the years.

“I came to speak with Lord Grammayre,” he said at last. “But he’s in a meeting.”

“He wants to see you, though,” Caitlin reassured Severn, patting his arm. As if he needed it. “He should be done in half an hour.”

Severn thanked her politely.

Kaylin wanted to tell him to can it, but she didn’t want to hurt Caitlin’s feelings, or worse yet, worry her. She said nothing.

A lot of nothing.

“You hanging around for a reason?”

It’s my damn office? These are my friends? She shrugged instead of speaking. “Don’t know. Does this meeting have anything to do with me?”

Severn shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Then yes.”

His smile was thin, but it was there.

She wanted to talk to him, then. It was a sudden, stupid impulse. She wanted to ask him all of the whys she hadn’t stayed to ask him in the fiefs. She wanted to get his word that she would never have any need to ask them again. She was frozen with the sudden need.

And he knew it. He had always known her best.

But he walked away from her, toward the Tower doors. He didn’t look back. She didn’t have the courage to call him.

The Hawklord did. Or rather, the Hawklord had the authority to call her. She was sitting on top of Marcus’s desk, chatting with Caitlin about Caitlin’s youngest daughter, when the small mirror went off.

“I hate those,” she said.

Caitlin grimaced. “Not half as much as I do.” Which was probably true. “Lord Grammayre wants to see you,” she added.

“Figures. Did he say about what?”

“It wasn’t verbal, dear. But at least he’s not at the top of the Tower, and that’s something. He’s in his office,” she added.

Kaylin shoved herself off Iron Jaw’s desk and went upstairs.

The Hawklord’s office, such as it was, was half the size of the open room that Marcus ruled; it was also about a tenth as crowded, and at the moment, aside from the man at the desk just one side of the entrance, it was empty. The outer door, unlike the doors of the heights, was unguarded by even the most perfunctory of magics. It was wide, and it made a lot of noise when it was pushed open—and unlike most of the magically greased monstrosities the Halls of Law boasted, it did need to be pushed.

Kaylin didn’t bother to knock first.

“Hi, Hanson.”

Hanson, a man closer to fifty than forty, looked up from his desk, as if the creaking hadn’t actually alerted him to her presence. He smiled, leaning to the right to get a clear view of her; his desk looked like the wreckage of a library. Then again, it usually did. “He’s just inside,” he told her, placing the flat of one hand on the top of a teetering pile, most of whose spines she couldn’t even read. “But he’s not alone.”

“Is he in a mood?”

“Hard to say. He’s just come back from a meeting with the other Lords of Law, if that’s any help.”

“It is,” she said, shoulders sagging, “and it isn’t. Thanks anyway.”

“Kaylin,” the Hawklord said, when she entered his office. “The last time I summoned you while Severn was in my presence, your behavior was less than appropriate. I trust you won’t make the same mistake this time?” He was seated on an Aerian stool; Aerians weren’t overly fond of chairbacks, and with good reason. It was one of the subtle ways in which the high caste Barrani could offer offense—they simply used the finest of thrones in which to entertain their winged guests.

Not that she’d ever been present when this had happened, but Clint’s years of guard duty on the Hawklord’s behalf had left him with hundreds of stories, and he liked to share.

“Private Neya?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. Please come in.” He had the Hawks’ love of paperwork written all over his severe expression, but unlike Marcus, he actually did his. He also attended all meetings that had his name attached to them, and he never swore in front of his superiors. Not, at this point, that he had many.

She entered the room slowly, as if every slat that composed the floor was trapped.

“I have a question to ask you, Kaylin.”

Whenever he used her name this often, it was bad. Then again, conversations with the Hawklord recently hadn’t exactly been good. She found herself inexplicably missing the good ones; he was not always so severe, and not always so distant, as this case had made him become.

But he knew the value of distance, much as she hated it, and he wasn’t above using it.

“Yes, sir?”

“Where is your bracer?”

She froze. Looked guiltily down at her unshackled wrist, and back up at the Hawklord.

“I believe I gave you an explicit order. Contrary to popular belief among the rank and file, an order is not a request.” He lifted his hand to his brow and closed his eyes, giving every impression of being in possession of an extreme headache. “I am, however, aware that Marrin called, and with some urgency, and for the moment I am content—barely—not to put you on report for insubordination. Where did you leave it?”

She took a deep breath. “At home.”

“Whose home?”

And frowned. “Mine, last time I looked. Well, mine and the roaches. And the mice.”

The Hawklord turned to Severn, who had been utterly silent the entire time. Silent enough that she could almost forget he was there, given the Hawklord’s grim demeanor. “Severn, if you please.”

And Severn reached into his satchel and pulled out the bracer. She stared at it. “Where did you—were you in my—”

“No, Kaylin, he was not,” the Hawklord replied. “He claims you left it with him.”

He’d covered for her. Or he’d tried; clearly he wasn’t used to the Hawklord yet if he could be that stupid. It would have meant more, but she was stuck on the question of how he’d gotten his hands on the manacle in the first place.

“Severn,” the Hawklord said quietly, although he didn’t look away from Kaylin, “I do not know how the Lord of the Wolves responds to prevarication. I, however, find it unacceptable in any man who professes to serve me. Do I make myself clear?”

Severn said nothing.

“Give Kaylin the bracer,” he added.

Severn handed it to her. He was closer than he seemed.

“How did you get it?” she asked him quietly.

“It was at my place.”

“But I didn’t wear it to your place.”

“No,” the Hawklord said, “you didn’t.”

They both looked at the man to whom they owed their allegiance.

“I’ve told you before, Kaylin, that it is an old artifact, and its nature is not fully understood.”

She hesitated. “How old?” she asked.

“Old,” he replied softly. “It was taken in Elantra by the Dragon Emperor at its founding. It is not marked, as so many artifacts of the Old Ones were—but we believe it to be their work. This is not to be discussed with anyone. Is that clear?”

She nodded.

“There is a reason that it—unlike anything else the quartermaster has seen fit to give you—has never been damaged or lost, in spite of your best attempts to do either.”

And waited.

“But in the past, it has always returned to me.” He looked long at Severn. “It appears, Severn, that you have been chosen its new keeper.”

Kaylin touched the gems in sequence as Severn watched. She would have turned her back toward him, but she felt that she owed him this: he had lied, in an attempt to cover for her.

Oh, it was dangerous, to have him here. To have him as one of the Hawks. The past was sharp, and bitter—but the present had an imperative that made all memory shaky.

“It’s not just armor.” It was Severn’s way of asking a question.

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “It’s not.” It snapped open as she finished the sequence.

His brows rose slightly. “It’s not hinged.”

“Not that we could see, no. But yes, it does open. Don’t ask me how.” She unbuttoned her sleeve, lifted her arm, and let the folds of cloth fall slowly toward her elbow. As the Hawklord watched, she snapped the bracer shut. The lights did their customary little dance, and then went dark.

“It’s supposed to dampen your power,” Severn said quietly.

She nodded.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know how it—”

“Why does your power need dampening?”

She hesitated.

“Kaylin—when we were in the fiefs, the only thing you could do was heal. And it wasn’t exactly life-threatening. What’s changed?”

“Everything,” she said flatly, the words heavy with meaning. With accusation that she couldn’t quite keep out of them.

“It’s not necessary that you have that information, Severn,” the Hawklord added quietly.

She saw Severn’s expression snap shut. His face was almost Barranian as he turned slightly to look at the Hawk-lord. “What are the criteria for being keeper of this…manacle?”

Kaylin winced. “That’s what I call it,” she said. “It’s not what it’s generally called.”

“It is not,” the Hawklord told them both, “generally called anything.”

Severn nodded.

“As for your question, you might find a more satisfactory answer if you ask Tiamaris. I myself am now…uncertain.” And not pleased about it either, if she was any judge. “Tiamaris is still within the Tower,” he added, looking down at the paper on his desk.

“Come on,” she said to Severn. “That was a ‘get out.’”

“It was a dismissal, Kaylin.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Dragon was waiting. She’d read that, in one story or another, during the months and years she’d been forced to learn how to read in the two and a half languages she knew.

This one, on the other hand, wasn’t forty feet long, and didn’t have scales worth killing for. Or, as so often happened, dying for. “The Hawklord sent me,” she said, by way of apology for the interruption.

“And Severn?”

“Funny you should ask that. Umm, it sort of involves Severn.”

Tiamaris turned away from the mirror, blanking it. Not that he had need to; his body blocked most of its surface from view. “How exactly?”

“Well, it’s the—” She lifted her arm. Gold shone there in the light that poured in through the glass dome.

“I see. What of it?”

“Severn found it.”

Tiamaris frowned. “Found it?”

“I put it down. He picked it up.”

“And?”

“I put it down in my apartment. He picked it up in his. They’re not the same,” she added.

The frown grew more pronounced. Tiamaris crossed the circle in the center of the tower’s floor and held out his hand. “Let me see,” he said evenly.

Her hand was already out before the words had died into stillness. Something about his voice demanded obedience—and she’d obeyed. She didn’t much like it.

And Tiamaris? She didn’t think he’d even noticed. The whole of his attention was focused on the gems that studded the bracer’s surface in a straight line. He touched them, pressing them carefully and quickly, his fingers moving fast enough that Kaylin couldn’t hope to memorize the pattern.

“Tiamaris, why did the Hawklord send me to ask you about the—the manacle?” Severn spoke in a low voice, his gaze intent; Kaylin realized that he hadn’t even blinked as Tiamaris had touched the bracer’s gems. She’d bet money—her own—that he could repeat the sequence. He also spoke, damn him, in Barrani.

Then again, it was the only language she’d heard Tiamaris use.

“It’s not a manacle,” the Dragon replied, his fingers still dancing across the hard surface of gems. They glowed at his touch. He looked up at Severn. “You’ve known Kaylin for how long?”

“Fifteen years.”

“And your relation to her?”

“We were friends.”

The dragon’s golden eyes were unblinking; the opaque inner lid hadn’t closed. He stared at Severn.

Severn stared back.

Tiamaris said, “Records.” It was a challenge; Kaylin knew it because she’d seen him manipulate the records without once lifting his voice. Severn either didn’t know or didn’t care; she couldn’t decide which way to bet.

But when Tiamaris stepped to one side to reveal the mirror’s surface, it wasn’t reflective; it was full of motion. And her first thought, watching it, was Do I really look that insane?

The answer, of course, was only when I’m trying to kill someone.

She watched herself try to kill Severn. But this time, removed from the anger, she watched Severn not try to kill her. She turned to look at his face, but it had shuttered completely back in the Hawklord’s office, and it hadn’t opened a crack.

“Your point?” he said softly, when the mirror once again clouded, and the Records fell silent.

“You have an odd notion of friendship, even for a human.”

Severn shrugged. “The bracer?”

“It’s…keyed to Kaylin.”

“It dampens her magic.”

The dragon raised a brow. It fell after a moment. “It does that, yes,” he said slowly. “But that is not all it does.”

“What else does it do?”

“It records,” he replied. “Not in a way that we can access by mirror; not in a way that can be accessed by any who don’t actually touch it, or know the sequences to activate it.”

“And the rest?”

“You are a Hawk.” His inner lids dimmed the gold of his eyes. “It protects her,” Tiamaris said at last. “From what, we cannot fully say. It is an old magic. Unique, in Elantra. And it was given to Kaylin because of her—”

“The marks.”

“Yes. Although she feels ambivalent about it, she should feel honored. None of us were certain that it would accept her.” He didn’t say who “us” referred to, and no one wasted breath asking.

“And if it didn’t, as you say, accept her?”

Tiamaris did not reply, which, as far as one of the two observers was concerned, was answer enough.

“Why did it go to Severn?” Kaylin asked, wanting to shift the conversation in any other direction.

“That would be the question.” Tiamaris offered her an odd smile. “But if I had to guess, I would say that it chose Severn on the basis of its imperative—it protects you, and it feels that that protection is best served, at this time, by Severn.”

“Do I get any say in this?”

“None whatsoever. But if it helps at all, Kaylin, neither does the Hawklord.”

It didn’t.

She looked at Severn.

Severn looked at Tiamaris. “If this…artifact is old, how did you know what it would do?”

The dragon’s inner lids rose, opacity in motion. “There are scholars,” he said at last.

“There are no markings on it. Nothing that would hint at—”

“I cannot say more, as it concerns the Emperor and his mages,” Tiamaris said coolly. “But by the time it was given to Kaylin, there was some strong suspicion about its nature. It was not, I think, intended as a kindness when it was first created. It was meant as a cage.”

Severn looked at Kaylin. “But you trusted her enough to give her the keys.”

“That much is not known in all circles,” the dragon said, warning in the words.

Severn, ignoring the words, met Kaylin’s gaze and held it, just as he had held the Dragon’s. In the end, it was Kaylin who looked away.





CHAPTER 11

Marcus was less than thrilled by the verbal report Teela gave him when Kaylin’s back was turned. No, she thought sourly, be fair; Teela would have given him the same report had Kaylin been standing beside Marcus, frantically gesticulating while his back was turned.

“I’ll send someone else to talk to Barker,” he growled. “In fact,” he added, glaring at Kaylin, “I’ll send someone else to cover your beat until things settle down.”

“And that would be when?”

He shrugged. “Ask the Barrani.”

Which told her nothing at all. Nothing is what the Barrani would probably say.

Severn, by her side, shrugged. “Go home,” he advised her, “or file your own report. Most Wolves don’t mind a break from active duty.”

“I’m not a Wolf.”

“Obviously.”

She stared at the bracer on her wrist, and then shrugged. “I don’t want your protection,” she told him quietly.

He shrugged. “Doesn’t seem to matter what you want.”

“Never did, did it?”

Utter silence. She turned and walked away, remembering too much. Her dead. The past.

Severn didn’t follow this time.

But Teela met her as she left the Halls, and Teela escorted her home. She felt as if she was thirteen again, and she didn’t like it.

“What is it with you and Severn anyway?” Teela asked quietly, when she’d reached the door that led to Kaylin’s apartment.

“History,” Kaylin said.

“No shit.”

Kaylin had always privately believed the only reason Teela and Tain—and the rest of the Barrani Hawks—chose to use Elantran was because mortal languages were more colorful. As in, she could swear a lot using them.

“He’s from a place I never want to go back to,” Kaylin said, relenting a little. “Because I never had a choice about being there at all.” She shoved her key into the first lock and twisted it a little too viciously.

“Suit yourself,” Teela replied. “But I’d say, if you asked me—”

“I’m not asking, Teela. Maybe tomorrow.” Maybe never.

Teela shrugged her long, elegant Barrani shrug.

“I got taken off the beat,” Kaylin added, as she unlocked the second lock.

“I know. It’s better that way. First, you can’t stand Barker, and you don’t have to talk to him. Second, you may get out of Festival squawking. Third, Lord Evarrim is high caste, and if he’s not above the law, he’s not exactly conversant with its finer details.” She was quiet for a minute, almost reflective. “You know that the laws governing the different races are sometimes based on…unusual context.”

“I’m not a lawyer.”

Teela didn’t even chuckle.

“Teela—”

“You really don’t want to be involved with Evarrim.”

“He can’t be worse than Nightshade.”

“Worse? No. Better? Hardly.”

“He’s not outcaste.”

“Kaylin, the word outcaste, when applied to humans, means something like ‘going to jail if you get caught.’ It doesn’t mean the same thing for the Barrani. Or the Dragons. No, don’t bother. I’m not going to explain the difference. I like my tongue in my mouth. Or in—”

“Spare me.”

Teela smiled, but it never reached her eyes. “Get some sleep.”

Kaylin tried.

Her stomach started a long conversation halfway through the first hour, and she ate some stale bread and dry cheese just to shut it up. But as she lay beneath the sill of the unshuttered window, she gazed up at the falling night sky, and she counted stars. The bracer on her wrist was heavy and cool, a companion of sorts. It kept her safe, or so the Hawklord said. Still…

It had gone to Severn.

Tiamaris had spoken of protection.

And Kaylin had said nothing. It was a betrayal of the dead. The dead she hadn’t buried. The dead she hadn’t saved. She turned over, grabbing the pillow that had flattened with years of use. It was too late for laundry; too late for shopping.

Just too damn late.

Go away, Severn. Go back to the Wolves. Go back to the Wolf Lord. Stay away from my life.

Spoken, silently, over and over again, as if it were a prayer.

She was on time the next morning, but given that Teela was her companion, Clint only snickered when he saw her.

“You look like crap,” he said cheerfully.

“Thanks.”

“It’s the dark circles under your eyes. That and the fact they’re barely open. Teela, you should show a little pity.”

“I did. I didn’t let her see a mirror on the way out.”

“You barely let her dress, by the looks of it. Kaylin, you do know your tunic’s inside out, right?”

Kaylin hated morning people, especially in the morning. She said something rude, and Tanner laughed. “Get it out of your system,” he said, as she pushed past them. “Iron Jaw only likes swearing when he does it.”

Marcus, on the other hand, was being harried by Caitlin to finish filing the monthly report that the Lords of Law demanded, so most of the swearing in the office that morning was his by default. You couldn’t outswear a pissed off Leontine—for one, the volume made it difficult to do with dignity.

Kaylin slid across the floor to the desk that was, in theory, hers. It wasn’t cordoned off by four walls and a door; it hovered at the edge of the paper-pushers, which suited her junior status. She had no idea what she was supposed to be doing, but given Marcus’s mood, she didn’t ask.

And Marcus didn’t provide the answer.

The whole of the day turned around the sudden flare of the inbound mirror. She looked up when it went off—but then again, so did the rest of the office.

“Caitlin, who is it?”

Caitlin frowned. The mirror was on the wall nearest her desk, because she was in theory its custodian. The frown deepened slightly as she glanced around the office. “It’s…Marrin.”

Kaylin sighed and got up from her desk. “What is it this time?” She asked, fingering her bracer’s studs without really thinking about what she was doing.

Marrin flared into view.

Her fur was on end, her eyes were wide, even wild, and her claws were at full extension. She said something in Leontine, and she spoke so quickly, Kaylin missed half of it. The unimportant half.

“What?” she shouted, as she ran toward the mirror.

Marrin spoke again, and again her angry hiss of a Leon-tine cry rang out in the office; it was louder.

Marcus looked up. He reached the mirror before Kaylin did, no mean feat given their respective starting distances. But his fur was also on end, and his claws—his claws were also at their full extension.

She’d seen this before, but seldom; he was responding to a female Leontine in distress. She didn’t want to be the dead person that had caused the distress. Because that’s what he was going to be, given Marcus’s demeanor, and unpleasantly dead, at that.

She would have let him handle the situation, but she had recognized the only thing in Marrin’s Leontine that was urgent: Catti.

“Marcus,” she said, just as urgent, her voice as low as she could pitch it, her demeanor submissive. She barely noticed that the various office workers were slowly shoving paperwork into the safest receptacles and edging away from their desks.

He turned, spinning so suddenly, Kaylin was afraid she was about to be disembowelled. But she didn’t flee, and she didn’t show obvious fear. Not of Marcus. He’d taught her that, and she’d learned quickly.

His fur slowly flattened, and if his claws didn’t retract, he spoke to her in Elantran. “Catti is missing,” he said.

She swallowed. “Missing?” She turned to the mirror. Marrin was still at the full height of her distress, and her eyes literally glittered with suppressed rage. Given that this was suppressed, Kaylin never wanted to see the foundling hall’s mother unleash.

“Marrin, I need you to speak to me in Elantran. I need you to speak quickly. What happened?”

And although Marrin looked no different, her vocal chords struggled with the unnatural sound of human vowels, human consonants. “Dock came, five minutes ago.”

“He reported?”

She nodded.

“Catti didn’t run.” It wasn’t a question.

“If she did, she blew out her window—on the second floor—and blasted half her room to cinders first.”

“She’s not—”

“She wasn’t in the room when it happened, no.”

“Is there—”

“There’s blood,” Marrin said, the growl overtaking the syllables. She had to struggle to hold it back. “Not a lot of it. It’s hers.”

“I’ll be right there.”

She felt a hand on her shoulder, and she snarled. Marcus, however, flexed his claws. She spun to face him, and the claws pressed fabric into her skin.

“Not alone,” he told her.

“I have to go now.”

“Take someone with you.”

“No.”

“Kaylin—”

“No. This is mine, Marcus. It’s mine. I need to—” She said something in Leontine. “They trust me.” It was the phrase, slightly changed, that he had taught her in his attempt to impress upon her the importance of the Hawk’s Oath.

And he accepted the whole of its meaning. “Go, then,” he said. “But Kaylin, if mages are involved, you call the Hawks. Understood?”

She nodded.

“Fail,” he said, as she bolted for the doors, “and you’ll be on report for so long, you’ll feel like you’re on the other side of the Law.”

Amos was waiting for her. He didn’t bother to speak; he sent her running up the steps, and he followed her, leaving the gates untended. His hair, white to start with, looked like half of what age had left him had been torn out. His eyes were red; had he been a Leontine, he’d be out in the streets questioning people. Which would essentially be the same as killing them.

“I kept her here,” he said, as Kaylin struggled with the front doors. She knew he meant Marrin.

“Good job,” she managed to get out, as the doors gave. “I don’t envy it.” And then she was running.

Marrin wasn’t waiting for her in the hall, which was the worst sign possible. Kaylin hesitated for a moment, and then she tore up the stairs, taking them two and three at a time. She was out of breath before she started, and her thighs felt the stretch, but she ignored them.

She had to see the room for herself. Because she knew that’s where Marrin was, trying to pick up the scent.

But when she hit the open doors to Catti’s room, they were circled by the foundling hall orphans, and she had to skid to a stop not to crash into them, or through them.

Dock was wild-eyed. “Kaylin!” he cried, as if she were a minor deity.

She caught him by the shoulders. “Tell me what happened,” she said. It took both time and effort, and she paid that price.

“I was in my room.” She didn’t ask him why. He was at an age where he saw a whole lot of his room. “I heard a noise,” he told her. “It sounded like—like something breaking. And then I heard Catti scream.” He had a candle-stick in his hands, and Kaylin realized that it was meant to be a weapon, his only one. She would have given him a lecture, but there wasn’t any point. She couldn’t do anything to make him feel worse, and she hadn’t the heart to bawl him out for his attempt to go to Catti’s rescue.

In the fiefs, they’d used small clubs, when they could find them—and a candlestick was as good a club as any, if markedly more expensive.

“What happened?”

“I ran to her room. The noise was coming from the room—and—and there was fire. Beneath the door. I couldn’t open the door—it was stuck.” There were no locks on the doors in the foundling hall rooms. Not that Kaylin was aware of.

“I ran to get Marrin,” he said. “I ran—”

“You did the right thing,” she told him.

“Marrin broke the door.” He flinched. “But Catti—”

“I’ll see the room now, if you’ll let me pass.”

He looked up at her in surprise, and then he nodded. He shoved another boy to one side and they made room to let her pass. “Marrin’s mad,” he added softly.

Kaylin could see that for herself, but it took a moment.

She saw the room first. The windows had been shattered; the glass was across the floor. The room was indeed blackened, as if fire had been released in a sudden white-hot burst. The bedding was still smouldering. But it wasn’t any of these things that was significant.

On the floor, in a circle that stretched from window to door—it was, after all, a foundling room, and not a large one—were symbols that she half-recognized. Swirling, circular symbols. She blanched.

Marrin stood in the center of the circle.

“Here,” she growled, as Kaylin entered the room. “The scent ends here.” She spoke in Leontine, and Kaylin didn’t ask for anything else.

But she shook her head. If Marrin was raging, Kaylin was something else entirely. She wandered into the room, bending to examine the circle, as she’d been taught. She didn’t touch it. But she should have ordered Marrin out of the room; should have ordered her not to touch anything either. Should, in fact, have done as ordered and called the Hawks.

She couldn’t. She could barely think. “Not here,” she whispered, over and over again. “Not here, too. Not here.”

Marrin’s anger lost its edge as she approached Kaylin.

“Where is Catti?” she said, no accusation in the words. “Kaylin?”

Kaylin shook her head. No; she just shook. Her hands were opening and closing in bunched fists of their own accord; the bracer was warm and tight.

“Not here, too.”

The fiefs came back, in force. This small room? It could have been hers. But it wouldn’t have been only hers. It would have been a room she shared with Steffi and Jade and Severn.

Oh, the names—she hadn’t thought them, couldn’t bear to think them—for years. She struggled through it, working as hard as she had ever worked. The Tha’alani might as well have been attached, like lamprey, to the thoughts, sucking them out while she struggled against the invasion. They wouldn’t leave her.

Her dead.

Her failure.

“Kaylin—what—”

And that voice. She spun, in a crouch, as Severn entered the doorway.

Severn, here.

Not here. Not here.

He saw it coming a moment too late, and he went flying out of the door as she launched herself at him, daggers suddenly welded to her palms. She was screaming something, but the words were so raw they might not have existed had she not known what they were, what they had to be.

She had never, ever faced him.

She had never made him pay.

And she would not let him touch these children, this retreat, this small protectorate that had given some meaning to her life.

She roared, Leontine in her fury, and the children must have fled, because they were nowhere in sight. She didn’t want them to be; she didn’t want Severn to see them. To learn their names.

She would kill him first. She had to kill him first.

She knew what would follow if she failed.

He was ready for her the second time, although she gave him no opportunity to draw his chain, to arm it; he had his club instead, and it was a poor weapon. She had seen him fight. She had watched him on purpose.

And he had seen her fight, or so he thought. She was about to show him how wrong he was.

She charged, daggers out, and shifted at the last moment, launching herself into the air, her feet coming down against his chest. Clint had taught her that; it was an Aerian maneuver. And if she lacked the plummet that gave it most of its strength, it had its effect; Severn staggered back, down the wide stairs, fighting for balance.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t try to talk to her. He defended himself.

“Fight!” She roared, years of anger in her voice.

He backed away, and she followed.

Drew blood when they closed.

Drew blood again, as he stumbled back, out the doors.

She saw Amos; she flew past him, as if she had wings. He was pale, his mouth open.

She had to kill Severn. She had to. Because it would start again, here, and that would kill her. But it would kill more than her, and she had taken oaths, profound and private, that it would never happen again.

The stairs to the foundling hall evaporated beneath her feet; the gates passed her by; she was in motion, and Severn was in motion as well. Wouldn’t be, had she had time to remove the bracer.

He’d be dead.

But she didn’t have time. She tried only once, and he almost broke her wrist with a quick snap-kick that numbed her hand, causing her to drop one of her two daggers.

She didn’t even notice the pain; she spun on a foot, roundhouse feinting before she caught him full in the shoulder; the dagger left her hand as he jerked back.

She had to stop him. She was screaming now, incoherent with the need. But he understood it, and he was the only one who had to.

He had to go on the offensive now, and she felt a vicious satisfaction as he swung the club. He feinted low, and missed her jaw as she vaulted back. It was an acrobat’s jump. Teela had taught her that because Teela always thought it important to know how to get out of the way at the right time.

She heard shouting, saw people fleeing as Severn tossed the club aside and pulled his sword. The dagger was still embedded in his shoulder, and blood was seeping from beneath its pommel. He was slower than he should have been, but it was a flesh wound, and he’d probably taken worse.

She leaped up, then. The sword passed beneath her as she kicked. He fell to the ground, and she passed just above him, and outside of the awkward arc of his sword. He cut her tunic. She laughed.

“You’re slow!” she shouted.

“And you talk too much,” he said. He was beside her, bleeding, his sword swinging at the level of her shoulders. She bent back; it flew above her, inches from her bent torso. She could see it catch light and shadow, and she continued her backward bend, catching the cobbled stone in her hands and flipping away from him, end over end. She stopped at a safe distance, and then she reversed the motion; she’d left a dagger behind in the street, but she had others. She started to run, tensed and leaped up, twisting in the air, her feet already pointed and aimed.

But the leap carried her high.

High indeed, too high. She felt hands under her armpits, and heard a familiar voice in her ear. “Don’t try it,” Clint said, all affection and all amusement stripped from the depths of his voice. “Or I’ll be forced to drop you.”

He carried her skyward, making more of the threat with each passing second.

And she saw, as her eyes cleared, as the cold wind gave her face the most gentle of bracing slaps, that the sky was full of Aerians, and the ground, littered with their shadows.

There were no other people beneath her; no one save Severn.

“You don’t understand!” she shouted at Clint. “You don’t understand.”

“No,” he said, his grip tightening. “I don’t. None of us do. But if you can’t make the Hawklord understand, he’ll give what’s left of you to the Tha’alani. What the hell were you thinking?”

She couldn’t tell him.

She couldn’t tell any of the Aerian Hawks who had come in force to the foundling halls. She could see one of them fly through the wreckage of Catti’s window, and she knew, then, who had called them in on her. Marrin.

But if Marrin understood, she would have been helping.

Shaking, Kaylin fell silent, the whole of the fight deserting her.

“Consider yourself on report,” Clint said, his voice shifting slowly into the voice she knew. He let her go, and she fell a dozen feet before he caught her again, this time in a more familiar position.

“Deal with your history, Hawk,” he said, in as severely parental a voice as she’d ever heard him use. “Don’t let it destroy you.”

“I thought the Hawklord was going to do that,” she said, turning her face into his chest.

“Probably.” He would have shaken her; she could tell by the tone of his familiar voice. But it was hard to do while in flight. “Kaylin—”

“He’ll kill them all,” she said bitterly.

“Tell it to the Hawklord.” And he took her to the Halls of Law, skipping the entrance that he no longer guarded, passing beyond the maze of halls, the inner sanctums, the offices with their gaping occupants. He flew instead to the dome of the Hawklord’s Tower, and she saw that it was open, like a giant Dragon eye whose inner membrane has finally fallen.

But he didn’t set her down until he landed, and he landed in the circle at the heart of the Tower’s center.

The man known formally as the Lord of the Hawks was waiting, and his eyes were as dark a blue as any Aerian eyes she had ever seen.

“Kaylin Neya,” he said coldly, “I am very disappointed in you.”

Clint put her down in the circle, and then leaped up, taking to air. They exchanged words in Aerian, but the wind took them; Kaylin’s Aerian wasn’t quite good enough—it had too much of the streets in it. She couldn’t understand what passed between them.

But she heard the word “magic” and “mage,” and that was enough. The Hawks would be all over the foundling halls in a matter of minutes. And Severn? He’d probably be first among them.

She couldn’t step out of the circle. She didn’t even try; the wards on the floor had come, sizzling, to life, and she knew what they meant. The very first time she had entered this Tower, they had done the same. She’d been stupider then. She’d tried. Her forearms bore the diffuse scar of that single attempt.

But the circle was not a dome; she could stand.

And she couldn’t. Her arms and legs were shaking too much. She bowed her head. It was almost a gesture of respect; it was arguably a gesture of penitence.

“Not enough,” a familiar, cold voice said. She might have been thirteen again. She certainly felt it. “Kaylin Neya, you have publicly embarrassed the Hawks. You tried to kill an officer of the Lords of Law in full view of half the city.”

That was an exaggeration. She didn’t point it out.

“Worse, you started that attempt in the foundling halls. While the foundling halls and their funding has always been a source of resentment for you, they are not universally ignored by the high castes—killing people in front of orphaned children crosses several lines, all of them in the wrong direction. And you did both of these while wearing the uniform of the Hawks.”

“Not the beat uniform.”

Clearly, he wasn’t making the distinction. “I have been patient,” he told her, in a tone that clearly indicated his patience was at an end. “You will explain yourself, now. If the explanation is somehow satisfactory, you might be given the privilege of continuing to wear the mark of the Hawk. I will certainly be called upon to explain your actions to the Lords of Law, and Kaylin—it is not a comfortable position to be in. It will weaken the Hawks.”

She nodded. It was all she could do. Honesty—I didn’t even think of the Hawks—was so far from the best policy she tried to put as much distance between herself and it as she could. Found it wasn’t as hard as she wanted to believe it had become.

“I have been tolerant. Your first attempt to greet Severn was recorded, but it was not…acted upon. It was, I admit, a weakness, and I regret it now.

“You have been given leeway. You’ve been allowed the privacy of your past. What the Tha’alani took from you on the occasion of our first meeting was only what was relevant to that meeting. You’ve lost the right to that past now. It will be either public knowledge, or my knowledge, or you will never leave this Tower.”

He didn’t add “alive,” but he had never been one to state the obvious, unless pressed. Which she didn’t.

“You have served the Hawks well in your years here. I am therefore reluctant to call in the Tha’alani.”

She blanched.

“You have earned that much. But not more. What were you doing?”

She glanced at the mirror, and then away; she knew that he knew exactly what she had been doing. “I was trying to save them,” she said bitterly.

It was not the answer he had been expecting; she saw that by the slight rise of his wings. They were already half-extended; it was as threatening a posture as an Aerian of his rank adopted. And his wings? They were pale and beautiful. He was pale. Beautiful in a way that was entirely different from the earthy ebony, the friendly affection, that was Clint.

“You were trying to save who, Kaylin?”

“The children,” she said bitterly. “My children. The foundlings.”

“By killing Severn in front of the population of Old Nestor?”

“By killing Severn,” she agreed.

“Tell me.”

“I don’t know where to start.”

“At the beginning,” he said, his wings flexing.

“I don’t know where it began.”

“When did you first meet Severn?”

“I don’t know.” She closed her eyes. It was easier, that way. Because nothing else about this conversation was going to be easy. If conversation was the right word; she suspected interrogation was more appropriate. “When I was five.”

“Five?”

“Five and something. I don’t remember the exact day.” But she remembered what had happened. Maybe opening her eyes was wiser; it gave her the anchor of the present, even if the present held the promise of very little future. “He was ten years old,” she added. “At least we thought he was. I know when I was born. He doesn’t. Know when he was.”

“I understood that. Continue.”

“I was five, and something.”

“So your memories, without extraction, will not be reliable.”

She swallowed. “These ones are.”

“Oh?”

“I almost tripped over a feral.”

His wings folded slowly; his arms crossed his chest. But his expression was marred by no new lines.

“I was out on my own. My mother was sick. She was dying. I didn’t know it then, but she knew. She…had asked me to go outside. To play. Told me when to come home.” She hesitated.

“You weren’t punctual as a child, either?”

“Not really.” As a child, she hadn’t known what the word meant. Not that her mother had used it. “I knew it was getting dark, though. And I—” She shook her head. “I was playing with sticks and rings.”

“In the streets of the fief?”

She nodded quietly.

“The feral?”

“Only one,” she whispered. “And I would have died, there. I froze. But Severn was there, somehow, at the lip of the alley that led to our place. And he had food. He threw it—really threw it—and it must have hurt like hell; it was meat. What passes for meat, in the fiefs. The feral hesitated, and this strange, tall boy grabbed my hand and dragged me all the way down the alley.” She could feel his hand in hers; could feel how large it was, how warm, and how steady. She had thought, then, that he hadn’t been afraid. “He knew my name. I asked him his. He told me. He wanted to speak to my mother, and that was the only time his hand tightened, the only time I was uncomfortable. But I wasn’t afraid of him.

“I don’t know what they talked about, Severn and my mother. He made me wait in the kitchen. But when he came to get me, his anger was gone. I think—now—she must have told him she was dying.

“Severn lived close to us. He liked my mother. I don’t remember why. But he started to run errands for her, and he would take me with him. He would go shopping for her when she wasn’t well enough to shop. Happened a lot, but I still didn’t understand. I was selfish,” she told him. “He was older, he knew so much, he was willing to talk to me, and I was just a kid,” Kaylin added, remembering. These memories weren’t so harsh. They would—without the rest—be almost happy. She couldn’t afford that. “But when she got…paler, he stopped taking me with him so much. I was afraid I’d annoyed him, but he was always happy to see me. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t go with him, not then. I do now. He probably stole more than he bought. He usually came by with too much. She hated that,” she added softly, seeing her mother with adult eyes, instead of the unquestioning allegiance of a child’s. Seeing, as well, other truths. “But because of me, she didn’t question him too harshly.

“I adored him,” she added, bitterly. “I looked up to him. He was ten. And he understood death. He knew that my mother wasn’t going to last the winter. He never told me. He just helped us, and waited.”

“What happened, then?”

“When she died, I had no place to go. I couldn’t afford the room she had rented. I couldn’t afford to bury her—not like you bury people in the outer city. The dead don’t care—that’s what we say in the fiefs. The living can still starve. My mother told me that a lot in her last few weeks.

“She just didn’t wake up one morning. I didn’t know a doctor. But I knew—I knew she wouldn’t wake up. I tried,” she added, remembering the slack, cold skin of her mother’s face. “I tried really hard to wake her.”

“Did you find anyone to help you?”

“You really don’t understand the fiefs,” she told him, but without heat. She had become resigned to this over the years; it was something that was so natural it was like the weather. “I just…stayed there. With her. Until Severn came. He always came,” she added, “in the winter. Every day. I don’t know why. I didn’t know what to do, and Severn did; he told me to walk, with him, and I went. We never came back. I was still five. He was still ten.

“He taught me how to live like he lived. He taught me how to look harmless and pathetic, and he took me to the edge of the fief. I used to beg along Old Nestor, just across the Ablayne. I used to look at the Outer city people, with their warm coats, and their new boots, and their money. I used to hate them,” she added, dispassionately. “But I’d take their money anyway. He taught me how to take it when they weren’t in the mood to give, too. We worked as a team.

“He didn’t like it,” she added. “No more than my mother had. But it was the fiefs…stealing was better than starving.” She brought her hands together, as if she were praying. It was the only way she could stop them from shaking. “I’m not proud of it,” she told him, staring at her fingers. “But I’m not ashamed of it either. It made me who I am.”

The hard part was coming now. She almost couldn’t say it. And the Hawklord knew. His silence was cool, but when she finally glanced up at his face, it was different. He was waiting, now. Would wait.

“When I was eight,” she said, her throat tightening, “I still adored Severn. He was thirteen by then. I thought he was a man. I thought he could do anything. It was winter—everything desperate happened in the winter.”

“Winter in the fiefs is harsh,” the Hawklord said quietly. Not, of course, to tell her anything she didn’t know. But the reminder that he understood was steadying.

“We were looking for food,” she continued, staring at the subtle gleam of the circle’s edge. “Or money. I had outgrown my clothing, mostly. We had a room to live in, but not much else. But on that day, we found Steffi instead.”

“Steffi?”

The walls of her throat closed. She bowed her head, trying to force her eyes to stay open. To stay dry. Her hands were moving in an open and close rhythm that spoke of heartbeat. “She was a year younger than I was.” Every word was surrendered slowly; each was anchored in emotion, and if she wasn’t careful, emotion would come with them until it was all that was left.

And what emotion?

She hit the floor hard with the flat of her palm. “She was really pretty. Not like me. Her hair was very pale, and it was long; her eyes were blue. Her skin was blue, too—but that was the cold. When she warmed up she was like a little, perfect doll. I thought of her that way,” she added, dispassionate, as if bitterness could be buried, or amputated. “As if she were mine. Because I found her in the snow.

“Severn didn’t want to keep her. But I did. I begged him. I pleaded with him. I even threatened him,” she added, a thin wail that sounded like laughter adorning the words. “I told him I wouldn’t go home without her.

“And in the end, he was angry with me. But he let me keep her. He brought her back to our place.”

She bowed her head.

“Kaylin. Kaylin.”

She looked up to meet his eyes, and saw instead that his wings were extended. Had the circle not been shining, she would have leaped from its confines to run straight into his arms. She had done that before. More than once. But she’d been younger, then. “You wanted to know,” she whispered.

He said nothing.

“He was good with her, in the end. He treated her almost the same way he treated me. Steffi was…a bit high-strung. She was afraid of Severn for weeks. But she trusted me. And in the end, because I trusted Severn, she let her guard down. He would go foraging for us. She wasn’t well,” she added, as if it mattered. “For three weeks, she coughed all the time, and she was hot. I thought she would die.

“I wish she had, now.”





CHAPTER 12

Lord Grammayre gestured, and the circle guttered inches from Kaylin’s splayed fingertips. “Kaylin,” he said quietly, offering her, wordless, the freedom he had threatened to take from her.

But she was there, now, in a place she had promised herself she would never revisit. There was no way out. There never had been. “No,” she told him. “I chose this.”

Lord Grammayre was not, had never been, friendly. Not jolly, not affectionate. Had he, she would never have learned to trust him. He was not, however, without kindness—had he been, she would also have been unable to trust. “I think I understand,” he told her quietly. “It is not an excuse for your behavior, but I—”

“No,” she said, more firmly.

His wings didn’t shift. But his arms fell to his side.

“Are you recording this?”

“The mirror records.”

“Good.” She took a harsh breath. “Because I never want to have to say it again. Steffi was the third member of our family. Of what I thought of as our family. I told you she was cute—and she knew it—and that she was only a year younger than I was, something Severn always felt the need to remind me. But I thought of her as a baby sister, as the sister I had always wanted, and had never been lucky enough to have. She called me big sister, too. She wore my clothing when my back was turned. She ate my favorite foods. Sometimes I wanted to strangle her. But I never wanted her to leave. I loved her,” she added softly, as if the words had never been said before.

“She was with us for almost a year before we found Jade.”

“Jade?”

“I didn’t name her.”

“She was another girl?”

“Another girl,” Kaylin nodded. “As different from Steffi as a girl could be. Jade was two years younger than I was, maybe two and a half. And she was scarred, from forehead to cheek. She was darker than Steffi, and her hair was a mess of curls, no matter what we tried to do with it. She didn’t talk much.”

“You found her in the winter?”

“In the winter,” Kaylin nodded. “And at night.”

His brow rose.

“The ferals were out, then. We were watching them from the window in the room; the table was against the wall, and we could stand on it, press our faces against the glass. There was glass there— I think Severn stole it. I never asked.

“But I saw her, wandering in the streets below our window. She was furtive, like she was afraid of something— I know the walk. And there was reason; there was a man on her tail. With a knife. I called Severn—Steffi and I liked to look out, but it wasn’t something he did often—and he joined us, just watching. Then he sighed and looked at me, and I must have—I must have looked at him in the way I did when I thought he could do anything.

“So he rolled his eyes and told Steffi to stay indoors. He told her not to answer the door, if anyone came, and told her to hide, and then sneak out, if anyone got in. Me, he handed a large club. We went out after that strange, small girl. We should have died. It was night, and we knew better. But…” She shrugged, almost helpless. “The ferals were out.”

“And this…Jade?”

“She was their meal. Or would have been, if Severn hadn’t found her in time. I remember it. He was standing in the moonlight, in the open street. He had a long knife, and a club. He was—I think—afraid, but none of it showed. I didn’t think he was afraid, at the time—my impression is all hindsight. He shouted at Jade, and Jade almost ran, but I was there too, and I was quieter. I told her to stay between Severn and me; I told her not to scream, not near the ferals. I can still smell their breath.”

“But?”

“He cut the leader. He kicked. The leader drew back, and had no one else been out, it would have gone badly. But someone else was out—the man who had been hunting Jade. They ate that someone else instead.

“Jade wouldn’t talk about it. We didn’t press her. We caught her by the arms and we ran. The man was stupid. Maybe he was drunk. He screamed a lot, and it drew the rest of the feral pack. We made it back home to Steffi. She was just waiting for us, all white. She’d been watching from the window. She’d ignored every word Severn had told her. I would have, too.

“This time, when I asked Severn if we could keep this child until we found someplace else for her, he didn’t argue. He said, ‘only until we can find her a place.’ But he knew what that meant. Steffi knew it, too. She took Jade by the hand, and asked her name. Jade answered.” She shuddered. “I was nine,” she told the Hawklord. “I had a stick. I called it a club. Severn had two, and a dagger. He’d been trying to teach me how to use them, and I’d been trying real hard not to learn.

“But after that night, I learned. Jade was bleeding from the shoulder to the wrist, but she was…she wasn’t screaming. She was almost smiling. Steffi asked her who the man was—Steffi wasn’t even with us, but she’d seen it all from the small window—and Severn told Steffi to shut up. He never asked Jade. And because he didn’t, I didn’t.

“But Jade never hated the ferals the way the rest of us did.”

“Jade was seven?”

“Seven and a bit. Her mother was dead, she said. Severn didn’t believe her.”

“He said as much?”

“No. But I knew Severn. He let her lie. Steffi was sort of happy to have Jade at home, because it meant that Steffi wasn’t the baby anymore.” In spite of herself, Kaylin smiled at that memory. “Jade was furious being called a baby, but hers was a sullen fury, and it was hard to hate Steffi for long.

“We made it through that winter. Steffi and Jade slept together. I slept with them sometimes, and sometimes with Severn. It wasn’t—” she reddened. “We were kids,” she said at last. “He never touched me. Not like that. But it was crowded, we couldn’t take a step without hitting each other. Severn talked about finding us a bigger place. Things were going well, sort of. Steffi was a better thief than I was. Everyone liked her instantly. It’s easy to steal things from people when you’ve already charmed their socks off.

“But we didn’t find a bigger place. None of us could read. None of us could write. Severn was fit for work, but not the type of work we wanted. It would have kept him away for too long, and it would have meant working for the fieflord. That’s not a job with a long life expectancy in the wrong areas of the fief. Too many people with too much to prove, and the fieflord isn’t without his challengers.”

The Hawklord nodded quietly.

Kaylin continued to talk; she couldn’t have stopped had he ordered it—not without magical bindings to enforce the order. And she spoke nonsense, because now that she’d finally started, she wanted to tell him something that would make her children as real to him as they had been to her.

“Jade could sing. She used to sing for us, sometimes. We’d join in, but really, it was her voice that was special. She knew a lot of songs. I don’t know from where. She was never as friendly with strangers as Steffi was—she was always too self-conscious about her scars. But she trusted us, in the end, and her song was one of the few things she thought she could offer us, because I certainly couldn’t. I loved the sound of her voice.” Kaylin’s stopped for a moment. “I can’t do this.”

Lord Grammayre waited. He had always known when to wait.

“You don’t want me as a Hawk,” she told him quietly.

“It’s not the first time you’ve said that.”

“It’s as true now as it was then.”

“What did I tell you, then?”

“That you made your own decisions,” she replied, wooden.

“That hasn’t changed.”

“Don’t you regret it?” she asked him softly, staring at her hands.

He didn’t answer.

“When I was ten,” she said, when she couldn’t stand the silence for another second, “everything changed.” She lifted her arms. Beneath the buttoned shirt, the tattoos were alive; she could almost feel them crawling across her skin. “It was winter again. Sometimes I think the whole of my life in the fiefs was lived in winter.

“The marks appeared. We were listening to Jade sing. I was waiting to tell a story. I told them stories, and they were patient enough to pretend they were interested. Severn was leaning against the wall by the door. We didn’t have bolts,” she added, “and in the winter, people could get pretty desperate.”

“But Steffi suddenly pointed at my arms. I think she may have shrieked. Steffi wasn’t a screamer. Didn’t matter—Severn was off the wall as if it were suddenly on fire. He was across the room by the time I figured out what Steffi was pointing at.

“He held my wrist as the marks began to write themselves across my skin. He watched them. We all did. It was scary,” she added softly, remembering. The way they had huddled together in a room that was warm because it was small and it held so many of them. The way Jade had come to her side, had put a skeletal arm around her, as if the marks were scars. As if it made them more alike.

“But it stopped at the elbow. I didn’t notice the marks on my legs for another day, and I didn’t tell the kids. I told Severn. I was old enough by then to be a little self-conscious, but not much. He was Severn.

“We waited. We waited for three days for something else to happen. Steffi thought it was the plague. Severn told her she was an idiot. Oh, there were a lot of tears, then.

“But it was two weeks before we got what seemed like an answer, and it was a grim, terrible answer.”

“The first of the victims,” the Hawklord said.

She nodded. “A boy,” she added quietly. “My age. Benito. I knew him. He was the son of one of the two grocers that would actually let us near his stall. The grocer had seven children, and he knew what hunger did to the young. He knew that we would steal anything we could when his back was turned—and he did. Turn his back, I mean. He turned it just often enough. We paid him whenever we could,” she added. “And it was from his brother that we heard the news.

“His brother was really shaken. He talked about the marks. He talked about the death. He told us to be careful. He didn’t know about the marks on my arms,” she added, “because Severn made me cover them up. Even then.

“Jade was terrified for me. Severn said nothing. But after that day, he never let me out of sight. We waited, just waited. And a month later—another death. That was Tina,” she added bitterly. “She lived at the farthest reach of the fief. Before my mother died, we would sometimes play together.

“The deaths happened once a month. And every time one happened, we were frightened and relieved. Frightened, because a madmn was running free in the fief—not even the fieflord was able to catch him, and by that time, the fieflord had been informed. I hadn’t met him, then. I never wanted to. But we were relieved because it wasn’t me.

“Your power?”

“I was getting to that.” But she wasn’t; she was cataloguing every death. Giving it a name. And she would have done so until the hours had dwindled into night, and from night, into morning. He stopped her. “It was maybe six months after the marks appeared. A small boy had been thrown off the back of a cart, and he was lying in the road. He was bleeding. I thought he would die. I made it to him first, and I picked him up—Severn told me not to but I couldn’t help myself.

“He was shaking, and he was cold—he was barely awake. But I felt the cold, in him, and I felt other things, broken things, things that were somehow wrong. I couldn’t tell you what they were—not then. But I could mend them. I knew it.

“And I did. I helped the boy to his feet as his father got control of the cart and came running back. I didn’t tell his father what I’d done. Severn was holding my arm, and he shook his head. I always listened to Severn,” she added bitterly. “The man took his son, thanked his god, and thanked us for trying to help. He tossed us a couple of coins. We didn’t have a lot of pride. We took ’em and thanked him.

“But when we got home, Severn questioned me, and I answered him. He told me—he made me promise—that I would never tell anyone else. I asked him why— I was so naive then—and he told me that if I did, someone would come to take me away, and he’d never see me again. I hated that thought, and when he explained that if I could heal a stranger, I could heal someone powerful, I understood why he had made me promise, and I never spoke of it. But I did use the gift, and he let me.

“I used to think that I could find the children. The ones who were killed. I used to daydream that I could find them in time, and I could heal them all. I thought they were all like me, somehow—that they were healers, and that some-one wanted to kill them all, rather than leave their gift in the fiefs.”

“You were wrong.”

She nodded quietly. “But the marks changed. I didn’t notice it, then. Severn must have. I can see this now, but then? It was just Severn, and he had always been my protector. He didn’t tell us when a new death had occurred, if we weren’t together when he found out about it. He didn’t tell us where. Sometimes we didn’t find out at all. I had no idea that the deaths were happening only in Nightshade. I think Severn must have.” She shook her head. “I got better at clubs and daggers. I got better at defending myself. Severn was larger, and faster, than any of us, but he pushed me, and I improved. I didn’t want to teach Steffi and Jade. I wanted to protect them. I guess I wanted them to be children for as long as they could. It’s not long, in the fiefs. They were mine,” she added, “and I was Severn’s.

“But when almost three years had passed, and the deaths hadn’t stopped, Severn left us alone one night. He made me stand in his spot by the door, and he promised he’d be back—but he wouldn’t tell me where he was going.”

She closed her eyes.

“He came back almost a day later. The waiting was bad,” she added. “We knew the fiefs. We knew it was night. We knew he might never come back at all. But I wasn’t five anymore, and I had Steffi and Jade to think about. We could steal enough between the three of us to keep the room if we had to, and we could scrounge enough food so we wouldn’t starve. We’d never done it without Severn, and if I hadn’t had the two girls, I’m not sure I wouldn’t have panicked. But I did have them.

“When he came back, I was happy—for about five minutes. But everything about him was wrong. He was—he was hurt, somehow. He was frightened. I’d never seen him frightened before, not like that.” She closed her eyes. “I was thirteen,” she said softly. “I trusted him.”

“He watched me like a—like a Hawk. He asked questions, about the marks on my arms. They were just a part of me, by that point. No one had killed me yet. I answered him. That was all.”

“But three days before the long night, he sent me out foraging for food. He gave me money, so I wouldn’t have to steal single—he never trusted that. I went shopping. I suspected nothing. Nothing.

“And when I came home to the room…” She was shaking now, eyes closed. She couldn’t find words. And she couldn’t leave them alone. Struggling, she said, “The blood.” It was soft, a whisper of sound. “The room was covered in blood. It was everywhere. And Severn was there, part of it, covered in it. His hands were still wet.”

Her eyes were dry. “Steffi and Jade were dead. I don’t know if they fought him. I don’t know if he slit their throats in their sleep, or if—” her throat closed.

“I saw him. I saw him, and I knew. I screamed. I screamed at him. I—”

“You ran.”

“I had to run,” she said quietly, the intensity of the words a quality more than a sound. “I knew I couldn’t kill him. I knew I had to.”

“Where did you go?”

“It doesn’t matter. I went. I never looked back. I didn’t even bury them—” her arms were locked, rigid, beneath her breasts; her body was weighted toward ground. She could taste blood in her mouth; could feel it in her cheeks. Her eyes were dry. She wanted them to be dry.

“He killed them,” she said softly. “I saw it. He didn’t even try to deny it.”

“Why, Kaylin? Why did he kill them?”

“I don’t know!”

The Hawklord said nothing for a long moment, and then he crossed the stone floor and knelt in front of her. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t try.

“I came here, in the end,” she continued.

“Six months after you left.”

She nodded. “Please don’t ask me where I was.”

“I won’t. I can guess, and it’s not relevant. Records, end,” he added, as if it were an afterthought.

“Do you understand?” she cried. She looked up, forcing her eyes to open. “Do you understand why I had to try? He came to the foundling halls. He came to my children. I can’t let him—ever—” Her fist slammed stone, slammed gold inlay. “They were my children,” she shouted. “They were mine. And they trusted us both. I failed them. He killed them.”

His arms enfolded her, then; she might have shoved them away, but his wings followed, covering her and hiding her from the sight of the sky.

He did not let her leave the Tower for another hour, and it was spent in silence, in the peculiar warmth of the harbor his wings granted the wingless.

“I’m on report?” she asked him, when he at last withdrew.

He met her eyes, his the pale gray of Aerian thought. She didn’t know what color hers were; human eyes didn’t change to reflect what was captured beneath the closed lines of composed expression. Not that hers was composed. But he gave her the time to do it.

“I cannot judge you,” he said quietly. “And if I were given only your words as guide, I could do little else but judge Severn. I make no excuse for him, Kaylin.”

“There isn’t one!”

“No,” the Hawklord agreed gravely. “None. But at times, from the remove of age, if there is nothing that excuses, there is often something that explains.”

“You won’t see him killed.”

“Not by you.” The Hawklord’s face was shuttered. “You’ve killed before,” he added, before she could take offense at his protectiveness, his desire to shelter her. And she would have—but only as a blind. A screen.

“I—”

“But except for that one time, it was always in self-defense. It was always in a clean fight.”

She flinched, thinking that he would speak of the time she had lost control of her power—and had discovered what that loss could mean.

But instead, he said, “You’ve always been fond of children.” He knew. He dismissed it. “This is different. The fight is internal, and it is not a fight that anyone but you can finish.”

She grimaced. “And not by killing Severn.”

“Do you honestly think that would bring you peace or closure?”

She nodded sharply.

“Then you are still young.”

“Can he just get away with this?”

“The fiefs are not the demesnes of the Lords of Law,” the Hawklord replied.

“That’s only practice. In theory—”

“In practice,” he continued quietly, “the fiefdoms have been ceded to their fieflords. Even if I desired his death, in this, I would have to defer to the Wolf Lord.”

“Then talk to him—”

“And I will remind you that Severn was a Shadow Wolf. The Wolf Lord knows what he is capable of, or he would never have inducted Severn into the ranks of the Shadows. Not all crimes are forgiven when one chooses to serve the Lords of Law—but those crimes committed in foreign territories are not considered crimes for the purpose of our evaluations.” He took a breath, held it and then settled his wings. “Severn will be here within the quarter hour, Kaylin.”

“Here? Why?”

“You are not the only person to face suspension. Although the truth in this case is somewhat stretched, it does take two to fight.”

“Then ask him why,” she said bitterly. “Ask him. I hope you get an answer.”

“And you will not ask him?”

She shook her head. “Not in this lifetime.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t care.”

His eyes narrowed. He didn’t argue, however. “You are on report,” he told her quietly. “See Marcus. If you can convince the Sergeant that your actions in no way materially harmed the Hawks, he may even agree to partial pay while your case is reviewed.”

Marcus was waiting for her. Severn was not. She had no idea how he intended to climb the Tower stairs, but he intended to do it unseen. As her hands were already gripping the pommels of her dagger in a movement as old as her memory, this was a decidedly Good Thing.

But Marcus growled when he saw her, and she noticed that not even Caitlin had remained in the office. She wondered idly if every department that served the other Lords emptied this way, but doubted it; no one else had a Leontine at its center.

His claws were extended. “Private,” he said curtly, the growl extending the r in the first syllable.

“Sergeant.”

“The Hawklord took his time. I see he was considerate enough to leave something for me.”

She shrunk. She was tired; bone weary. She’d been cut, although she didn’t remember when; when the fury was on her, pain didn’t make much of an impression unless it was damaging enough to slow her down.

She expected questions; he had the right to ask them. She expected anger, and had already lifted her throat in reply. But his eyes were small and warm.

Without preamble, he said, “You’re on report.”

She nodded.

“You might never make it off report.”

And nodded again. She’d already lived through the loss of one family, and if she desperately wanted to avoid losing the second, she knew that she’d made her choice in the foundling halls.

“If you weren’t already skeletal, I’d suspend you without pay.”

Which meant he wasn’t going to. She should have been grateful—but she saw that he didn’t expect it. He turned his golden shoulders away, and she saw that the fur on his back, the fur that peaked as it followed his spine to the base of his skull, was on end. It wasn’t just his claws.

“Marcus—”

“Private?”

She’d earned that. It stung anyway.

“What am I supposed to do?”

“Keep out of sight of the Barrani high caste,” he replied evenly. “Severn is also on report, and you are forbidden any contact.” He paused, and she saw that the extended claws were held in a state of tension; it was warning enough that she braced for his next words.

“We don’t have time for this. We don’t have the luxury to endure and ignore your little tantrums. Catti is still missing. Marrin is…enraged. And terrified. We needed you on this case,” he added, spitting as the last word drew to a hiss of a close. “And we don’t have you.

“If we find her body, I’ll mirror you.”

She closed her eyes, then. Begging never worked, with Leon-tines. She came close anyway.

“I’ve put Teela and Tain on the case,” he added. “And I believe that Severn will also join them.”

“But—but you said he’s on report—”

“My initial information suggests that he wasn’t trying to kill you. If he acted in his own defense, he will likely be on duty by the time his interview is over.” He watched her, daring her to argue.

And she had enough of a grip that she didn’t.

“The Dragon is doing research now. There is one question that he asked of me, and I will pass it on. If you choose to answer, your answer will be funnelled through me.”

“I’ll answer,” she said quietly.

“He wants to know if you healed this child recently.”

“Didn’t he ask Marrin?”

“He asked,” Marcus replied, with a mirthless smile. “But she was reluctant to reply, even given the seriousness of her situation.” He hesitated, and then added, “You understand what this means?”

She was dumb.

“She considers you her kitling, Kaylin. You are as much her kin as Catti, and she will not surrender the one for the other. No Pridelea would. She did however tell him he could ask you. If she considers you kin, she also considers you adult. Which, given the ferocity of your attack, is a high compliment.”

“But she—she called the Hawks—”

“No,” he said quietly. “The Hawklord sent them, and at speed. She would have let you rampage.”

“Yes,” Kaylin replied, lifting her chin without hesitation. And then, to be clear, she added, “I healed Catti.”

“Was there anything unusual about this healing?”

Kaylin swallowed. The bracer on her wrist was heavy and cold. She nodded after a moment.

“How?”

“She was dying,” Kaylin whispered. “Not—not of illness, not of the plague, not of infection. She was—she had—fallen. She…hurt her back.”

“It was broken?”

Kaylin nodded.

Marcus clicked his massive jaws. “And you healed her?”

“I healed her. I had to heal her,” she added. “And it was…hard. It was harder than any healing I’ve ever done.”

“Was it different?”

“Yes. I had to—” She stopped speaking.

“Yes?”

Intuition informed her next question. “Tiamaris thinks they took her because of the healing.”

“He is not inclined to share anything he hoards. He’s a Dragon. And in this case, his hoard is information. Had I asked, he wouldn’t have answered, and he didn’t volunteer the reply.” His smile shifted; it was still all teeth, and there was an edge to it that made Kaylin think about taking a few steps back. Like, say, thirty of them, as fast as she possibly could. “But he is not as clever as he thinks he is.”

“That would probably be impossible.”

“Either that, or knowing you’re on report, he wishes you to have the information, and he expects that you’ll be able to wheedle it out of me, as he is forbidden to offer it in any other way.”

“Can I?”

The Leontine’s growl grew louder. “You press your luck,” he said. “I lied. He didn’t ask a single question, he asked a number of questions. They all lead to the one that you asked me, and Dragon scent is strong. If I had to bet—and that is a phrase I’ll thank you never to attribute to me—then yes, I would say he believes that it is entirely because of the healing that Catti was taken.”

“How would they know?”

“I don’t know. And at the moment, your source of information is limited.”

She nodded and began to walk to the doors, but he stopped her, claws on her left shoulder. “Had you not been wearing the bracer, you may well have destroyed half the foundling hall. Don’t remove it.”

“I won’t.”

“Where are you going, Kaylin?”

“To do civvy things,” she replied, keeping the sweet sarcasm out of the words.

“Remember that you are forbidden Severn’s company, if you need the reminder.”

She almost swore. Almost. Instead she said, “Severn won’t have the answers I want.”

“You can’t find the girl on your own. Don’t try.”

“Marcus, don’t ask that.”

“It wasn’t a request. I want you as a Hawk, Kaylin—but if you remain here, it is as a Hawk.” He paused. “Lord Grammayre must have been satisfied with whatever it was you offered him. He’s my superior, and I’ll accept that.”

Which would be a change. A huge change. It was getting harder not to talk.

“And because he is satisfied, he will face down the Lords of Law, and short of Imperial writ ordering otherwise, he will see you returned to your place in my pride. When you do,” he added, and this time, he took care to keep the depth of his growl out of his carefully modulated words, “you need to resolve your past with Severn.”

“I could have done that this afternoon.”

His growl returned in force. “In front of Marrin’s kits?”

“No,” she said, and she hung her head. “I’ll never do that again.”

She held the posture for as long as she could. It took effort, because she already had a destination in mind, and she’d spent a lot of daylight hours in the company of the Hawklord; she couldn’t afford to lose more of them.

But she stripped her surcoat off before she left the office, and handed it to Marcus. He bunched it into a ball and threw it over his shoulder. Since this was what she usually did with it at home, there wasn’t a lot to complain about.

She went home, and found a mirror message waiting for her. The color of its triband pulse was neutral; she couldn’t tell who’d sent it, and she almost failed to look. But she didn’t.

“Kaylin Neya,” a familiar voice said. She scanned the mirror’s surface, but there was no accompanying image. I guess Tiamaris didn’t trust Marcus to be as perceptive as he is, she thought wryly.

“Marcus will not tell you this because he doesn’t fully apprehend your danger. But you are in danger, if you did what I think you did. I cannot remain here. The mirror I use is not a mirror that can be used—or recorded—by the Lords of Law.

“The child, Catti, is a gift to our enemy. If we do not find her, you will be in more danger than you have been in with any other death. Do not remove the bracer. Whatever else you choose to do on your leave, do not do that.”

“Okay,” she told him, although she knew he wouldn’t hear it; the mirror wasn’t open to conversation at this point. She sat on her bed, pulled off her boots, wrinkled her nose. And then she reached for the dress she had taken from the castle of Nightshade, and with a shudder that had nothing to do with sweat, she peeled off the rest of her Hawk uniform, and she pulled the dress over her head. The softness of cool silk was its own shock.

Daggers didn’t exactly accessorize the dress well, but she put them on anyway. Then she cleared the mirror and looked at her face. Flinched. There was a livid bruise beneath her right eye, and her lip was swollen. She couldn’t help but notice these, even though she was searching for something else.

The mark of Nightshade lay against her cheek, and if her face had been bruised in the fight, nothing had disturbed the intricate scar.

She pulled her hair back, shoved it unceremoniously out of her face, and went hunting through the sediment of laundry for something that looked like a cloak. She found one—well, it had a hood—and donned it. The two, dress and cape, looked incongruous.

It pained her to acknowledge that Marcus and the Hawk-lord were right, but she did—there were no witnesses. She needed to somehow lay her past to rest, and killing Severn was out of the question.

But she wasn’t thirteen anymore. She knew where Severn had gone when he had disappeared that night. She knew where he must have gone. And she knew that something he had learned from the fieflord had sent him back to murder their family—their children.

Nightshade was of the Barrani high caste, outcaste or no. Teela had implied as much, although she’d’ve cut out her tongue before she said it. And Kaylin knew—from years spent tagging along after the twins—that the Barrani were famous liars. The more powerful and significant they were, the more deadly the lies.

He had lied to Severn.

He must have lied to Severn. And Severn had been eighteen.

If Kaylin couldn’t vent her fury on Severn, she could always find another target. A deadly target. She straightened her shoulders and looked in the mirror again, this time seeing past the mask of bruises that time would dismiss.

No thirteen-year-old, here. No child.

But her fists clenched.

No Catti, either.

She gathered some small amount of coin, her daggers, and no sign at all that she had ever been a Hawk.

The mirror flashed.

She answered it, because she had to walk past it anyway, on her way to the door.

Marrin’s face filled her view. “Kaylin,” she said. The growl was gone. Not even Marrin could sustain the killing frenzy for more than hours at a time, although Kaylin was certain that when her strength returned, the rage would return as well. How could it not? Catti was still missing.

“Marrin,” Kaylin said quietly.

“Have the Hawks—”

Kaylin didn’t bother to tell the Leontine she had been suspended. “No.”

The breath that escaped cut Kaylin in a way that rage couldn’t.

“I’m going to look for her,” Kaylin continued softly. “And I swear to you, Marrin, that this time, I’ll find her before—before—”

“Good.”

The mirror’s light guttered. Kaylin leaned her head against the silvered glass, knowing it would have to be cleaned. And then she made her way to the door. She took care to lock both locks behind her; she wasn’t certain when she was going to be back, and if this wasn’t exactly the fiefs, she still knew how to be cautious.

When it suited her.





CHAPTER 13

The keep of Castle Nightshade stood apart from the fief it dominated in the distance, like a justifiably arrogant aristocrat—the ones Kaylin was never sent to interview when the Lords of Law were reluctantly summoned. Before its walls, cages dangled from their respective chains; they were empty. If someone had offended the fieflord recently, he—or she—was already dead, and their bodies no longer on display.

People met her gaze, and one or two, made bold by numbers, even held it. But the mark that was almost an embarrassment in the Outer city afforded her legitimacy in the fief; no one dared to raise a hand against her. It would have been useful, when she’d been younger.

But she had the idea it would have been expensive as well. How expensive had yet to be determined, and she was here to do just that. Inasmuch as any Barrani could be, Teela was her friend—but the fact that Teela wasn’t telling her everything was a certainty. Then again, if she wasn’t actively lying, it meant a lot—the Barrani probably lied more easily than they breathed.

The gates that had swallowed her whole on her first visit were waiting; they were lowered. Kaylin wondered if they had ever been raised, but she didn’t ask; instead, she approached them.

As she did, Barrani slid out of the shadows; there seemed to be small guardhouses built to either side of the gate, although she hadn’t seen them on her first visit. Then, she had been almost panicked, and she had let confusion be her guide.

She was done with confusion, for now.

One of the two Barrani guards met her gaze and held it. He was perfect, his face unscarred, his weapons—two swords, which only the Barrani in the fiefs seemed to favor—silent in their sheaths.

She didn’t bow as she approached them. Nor did she hold out her hands, palms up, to show she was unarmed—which wouldn’t have meant much if they were at all competent. She simply walked.

To her surprise, the guards bowed. If there was reluctance or stiffness in the motion, she thought it was due to lack of familiarity with the gesture. As guards of a fieflord, that high caste social nicety couldn’t be called on often.

Certainly not by a motherless foundling or the orphans she’d built into a brief, necessary family.

“Kaylin Neya,” one of the two men said. They were both men. The Barrani women seemed to stay on the right side of the law, at least as far as the fiefs were concerned. They probably had the choice.

She said, without preamble, and in possibly the best Barrani she’d ever forced herself to use, “I’ve come to see Lord Nightshade.”

“He has been waiting for you,” the guard replied, standing to one side. Like a mirror image, the other guard did the same.

She had the strong feeling she could have spoken in the worst Barrani she’d tried in years, and his answer would have been the same. Which was sort of a pity, because it left nothing standing between her and the lowered portcullis.

“It never goes up, does it?” she asked, without much hope.

Neither guard deigned to answer, and she squared her shoulders, lowered her chin, and walked forward.

This time, she didn’t pass out.

The room that she entered was the room that she’d last seen, but this time she had a chance to notice it; it didn’t contain an angry Hawk and an equally angry Dragon. In fact, to her surprise, it also contained no Barrani guards. If the fieflord could feel threatened in his keep, it wasn’t by someone like her. She wasn’t sure whether or not to feel insulted. Settled on an emphatic not.

The ceilings were lower than the ceilings of the almost mythic Long Halls—at a paltry twelve feet—and there were gilded candelabras on gleaming, tall tables that rested against the stone walls to either side of the entrance. The floor was a pale shade of smoky green, and her boots sounded a lot louder as the heels slapped against it.

All in all, the room resembled the front hall of many a fine manor—or at least, of the few she’d been given permission to enter in her duties as a Hawk. Her background in the fiefs left her an unsuitable candidate for the “delicate negotiations” demanded of the Hawks when dealing with personages of importance and influence—mostly money. Money didn’t frighten her, and it didn’t impress her; unfortunately, on the wrong days, it started resentment simmering. And her face was rather expressive.

In fact the only intimidating thing in this room was the fieflord himself. Unfortunately, he was the only thing that needed to be intimidating. He wore a lot of black. And a smile.

“Kaylin,” he said, lifting a hand and inclining his head in a perfect nod.

“Lord Nightshade.”

“I offered you the hospitality of my home when last you visited, but you were not in a position to truly appreciate it. Let me offer it again.”

“I’m still not in a position to appreciate it,” she replied. She lifted her hands, pulling the hood of her heavy cape back from her face.

He was at her side before she could see him move. At her side, and towering over her, although his expression was smooth and cool, flavored with the condescension that all of the Barrani showed the lesser races. Which, of course, meant every race that wasn’t either Barrani or Dragon. At the moment, she wasn’t entirely certain about the Dragon part, either.

He removed the cloak from her shoulders, and she deliberately avoided noticing the flicker of disgust it evoked. The cloak’s fabric was a rough weave, which suited her, and it wasn’t a particularly attractive color—because those cost money, and she didn’t spend all that much time looking at herself anyway.

He took the cloak carefully and set it to one side. Which side, she wasn’t certain, because he didn’t leave it hanging on the wall.

“I want that back when I leave,” she told him, in as firm a voice as she could muster.

“Are you so certain?”

“Completely certain. It’s useful when—”

“Ah, I was unclear. I meant, that you will be leaving.”

Her hand fell to a dagger. She had to struggle not to say something offensive, because she wanted information. That, and her life.

“If you must draw weapon, draw it here. It is the only room in the castle in which it is unquestionably safe to do so.” He spoke without apparent concern, but she had enough experience with Barrani not to trust his nonchalance. She let her hand drop away.

“I didn’t come here to fight,” she told him.

His smile was a thin edge of perfect lip. “No?”

“No. I came here to talk.”

“Human speech is often colorful, and often augmented by pathetic attempts at violence.”

“I also didn’t come here to be insulted.”

To her surprise, he laughed, and she had to admit that even Clint’s voice didn’t have the depth of velvet Night-shade’s did. “No indeed, and you remind me of what I seldom offer in the fief—my hospitality. It is deplorably lacking. Come, Kaylin Neya.” He offered her an arm.

She stared at it. Hoped that she didn’t look like she was staring at a dead snake. A minute passed, and then another; it redefined the word awkward for Kaylin. She realized, as she continued to stare, that he had forever, and he was going to hold his arm out in front of her like a challenge for about that long. So she took it, sliding her fingers across the crook of his elbow; it was a reach.

He led her past the…vestibule, or whatever it was called when it was this damn big, and toward a familiar wall. She flinched, and he stopped walking. “Do you not wish to enter the Long Halls?” he asked her softly.

“Does it matter?” was her bitter answer.

“For today, Kaylin, as you are my guest, I will tender you an answer seldom heard in my keep. Yes, your will in this matters, as you so quaintly put it.” Before she could speak, he lifted a hand, and brought it an inch away from her slightly open mouth. “Before you make that choice, however, you must understand that beyond that wall, beyond the sentinels who wait, there is a certainty of safety. Not in those halls, nor beyond them, can anything attack me within the keep without first paying a price.”

Something about his wording was odd. “The same price,” she asked, with just a shade less bitterness, “that you usually extract from people you’re pissed—” she switched abruptly into Barrani; it had fewer colloquial phrases she could spit herself on “—from people who’ve displeased you?”

His brow rose, dark and perfect arch. “No. It is not I who extracts the price, but the keep itself. It can be circumvented. I have done it. But it is not without cost, and few are those who live who could survive the paying.”

She met his gaze, held it, wondered at the way his eyes shaded from the deep green of emerald to something that added blue to its brilliance—like a hint of depth or danger. “Yes,” she said, remembering that breathing was important. “It matters. I don’t want to go back through those doors.” And her eyes traced the symbols above it.

“Very well. You are not yet known. It is unlikely that we will be interrupted. Let me lead you instead to those rooms in which I entertain those who wish to offer favor, or to receive it.”

Although his legs were longer than hers, and his step just a shade lighter, his stride was cut by a third to match her hesitant steps. She really wanted to feel less clumsy, less graceless, and less…fat. Something about the Barrani just made her self-conscious. Well, except for the drunk ones.

They certainly made her lose focus. She drew breath, shifted the weight of her shoulders down her back, and lifted her chin, hoarding words. Well, truthfully, biting them back. Not yet, not yet—and timing was often everything.

He led her not to the room in which she’d first awakened; her memory wasn’t much to write home about, but she was never going to forget that marbled floor, that high ceiling and that particular sense of exposure. Instead, they entered through a wide set of double doors—ones that were gilded wood, and adorned by what seemed to be growing vines. It was better, she told herself, than walking through runed stone. But not by much.

Her arms felt naked, and her skin was rumpling itself into that rough state known quaintly as goose bumps. Why, she didn’t know; she’d seen her share of geese in her life, and they didn’t seem to have them. Not, at least, while they were alive and feathered.

“I entertain infrequently,” he told her, as the doors rolled wide. “Please forgive the state of this chamber. It has seen little use since I first took up residence within the castle.”

She said nothing, arms stiff by her sides, as if by keeping them still she could avoid drawing attention to them. It took a bit of will; she often fidgeted, and rarely sat—or stood—at attention, even when Marcus was in the worst of his moods.

This was her excuse for missing her first glimpse of the two thrones that stood at the far end of the long chamber, up three steps and on a flat that seemed a little too reflective. Neither would have suited an Aerian—they were both high-backed, with long, confining arms to either side. Never mind that the backs looked like cushioned velvet, and the chairs themselves were adorned with inlay and gilt; they weren’t the chairs she was accustomed to seeing in the Halls of Law.

And in the fiefs, they hadn’t owned chairs of any type; certainly not these ones. It was so hard to remember why she’d thought it was a good idea to come here.

The chairs weren’t exactly close to the doors. In between them and the aforementioned doors were tall pillars, each carved in the likeness of a man, or one of the mortal races, in various states of dress. Or undress. Barrani craftsmen—artists, she amended—must have labored here a long time, to capture so exactly the fey and wild expressions of the various people; the snap and flow of moving hair, the exposed chins of heads thrown back in laughter or song, the folds of stone that hinted at a fabric that was much lighter, and much softer.

They made her uncomfortable, although everything about the castle did.

His laughter was low and quiet. She didn’t much like it, and didn’t join in—which, given he was Barrani, wasn’t as socially awkward as it might have been. Her fingers stayed on his arm until he reached the first of the chairs; there he lowered the arm, and she at last—thankfully—let go.

“I have taken the liberty,” he told her quietly, “of preparing a…chair?…for your use. You may sit in it safely. No one else can.” He stood at her side—a little too close—and waited, the command in the posture like a loud order shouted in her ear.

“Why?” she asked him, stalling.

He said nothing, but his lips folded in frown. She really hated Barrani frowns. Feeling as if she were thirteen again, and new to the Hawks, she forced herself down into the seat, her arms folded tightly across her chest.

It was enough of a surrender; he took the chair to her left, with a great deal more grace than she had. “This is, as I said, a room seldom used. Even had I come here with a consort, it is unlikely that we would have entertained many guests. The outcaste may not be convenient and they are not easily killed—but shunned? We are indeed that, by our kin.”

He spoke without evident bitterness, as if he were discussing the weather. And Kaylin was familiar enough with the Barrani that she had to stop herself from either flinching or asking him, again, why he was outcaste.

“However, the halls need not be empty while you are resident here.” He lifted arms from the rests, and as he did, light sprang up against the walls to either side; left or right. She couldn’t fix the hall’s orientation; here, with no windows to grace its interior, east, west, north or south had no meaning. Things were either before the thrones, behind them, or to either side.

And to either side, to her great astonishment, the pillars seemed to capture the light he’d summoned, swallowing it until they glowed with it.

She was about to say something, but speech deserted her when the statues stepped off of their bases and began to move, roving freely along the length of the halls. They were not all human, although she did not recognize this immediately by sight; she realized it by the sounds of their voices.

They were musical voices, full of the promise of youth, and not yet the blight of it; their sunny ignorance was so infectious she almost wanted to call it innocence. There, a man with dark, long hair, had pulled a closely clasped lute from his chest, and his fingers stretched sideways along its taut strings, evoking a music that his speech—which was lovely and utterly foreign—did not convey.

Beyond his back, a woman with hair of fine gold—much finer than that which adorned Kaylin’s chair—came to his side, her fingers trailing the curve of his shoulder. He wore nothing from the waist up, which wasn’t a distraction; she wore nothing from the waist up, which was. Kaylin had been in her share of fights in the line of duty, but even had she avoided them by hunching behind a much-hated desk, her skin would never have been so fine and so perfect as this girl’s.

Beyond them both, she caught the orange-gold glint of Leontine fur; a solitary Leontine, but one who did not seem on the prowl. He wore nothing at all. But he moved to speak with someone who made her skin crawl: Tha’alani. The only thing that was missing was an Aerian.

As if he could hear the thought, Nightshade said, “They fly high, and are difficult to call to hand. None of the Barrani hunt birds.”

Music filled the hall, and the dance of these bodies as they began to intermingle also filled it in a different fashion. Light flared, multihued and almost impossible to trace to its destination, from the ceiling above. It was beautiful.

And it wasn’t.

Mouth dry, Kaylin brought her arms to the throne and clutched the rests for all she was worth.

“Any of them would gladly bear the mark you bear so reluctantly,” he told her.

“Are they captives?”

“Do they look confined?”

“They were stone!”

“Indeed.”

She was silent for a full minute. “Are you an Arcanist?”

“I? No, Kaylin. I have never much liked organizations, and the sense of belonging, the need for it, is often human.”

“But you—”

“They sought immortality,” the fieflord continued, as if she hadn’t interrupted him. “And in a fashion, they have it here. They are not aware of the passage of time, in this place—they are aware only when they wake.” He paused, and then added, “I have much interest in things mortal—things that both fade and change. Even in death, you are not like the Barrani.”

Her arms were tingling. “You used the castle’s magic.”

“I dared it, yes. And this is one of many results. Not all are so fortunate. Not all,” he added quietly, “are so unfettered in their beauty.”

“This is beauty?” she asked him softly, the question denying the statement. She started to rise. His hand caught hers, although the thrones were not side by side.

“If they displease you,” he said coldly, the threat evident in his voice, if not his words, “I can dispense with them entirely.”

The music stopped playing the moment the words left his mouth, and the light in the hall changed. The revelers looked up, their silence sudden; it was clear that they had heard him, although he’d spoken softly. She was certain they would have heard him had he not bothered with words at all.

“Well?” he said softly. Death in the voice. Theirs. Maybe hers. She couldn’t separate it easily.

“Leave them,” she told him, hating herself. “Unless you want to free them and send them back to their—” she paused. “They have families?”

“Not among the living, no. And the world, I fear, is much changed in their long absence from it.”

She’d seen what he’d done to the trees, and she knew firsthand what the price of flippancy was. She shook her head. “Let them be. If this was their choice—”

“You may ask them, if you doubt me.”

She shook her head again. “Just…let them be.” Because they were beautiful, each and every one of them, and some part of her didn’t want to see that beauty come to an abrupt end.

“If you desire their company,” he said quietly, “I will give them to you.”

Watching their silent, drawn faces, she winced. He could have hit her and gotten less of a reaction, and she hated her face for expressing so much.

“I don’t want them,” she said, without force, but not without conviction. “And I don’t want you to be able to use them against me.”

He smiled as the words left her mouth. She almost gaped. It had been a thought, a ferocious one, but she hadn’t meant it for sharing. He touched the side of her face, his fingers brushing the flat surface of his mark.

Her head snapped back at his touch, as if he’d struck her. And he had. The whole of his name, in long, drawn-out syllables, resonated throughout her entire body.

“You do not understand the gift,” he told her, and his voice was almost gentle. Beneath it, she heard something darker.

“No,” she said, her own voice thick and hesitant. “I don’t.” She reached up and pushed his hand away, breaking the contact and drowning out the sound of his name. A name that might have been, for a moment, her own. Her cheeks were flushed, her face red; she knew it, although she couldn’t see herself. Fingers lingered over his hand, and this, too, was a shock, because they were hers. They left damn fast.

She pushed herself up from the chair.

“You have already accepted my mark,” he told her, rising in her wake.

“I haven’t,” she snapped back. And realized, slowly, that it was almost true.

His eyes narrowed. “Speak.” It was not a request.

“You don’t own me.”

“No.”

“And the mark doesn’t mean what it—what it could mean.” She recalled Lord Evarrim’s question clearly.

His eyes turned a shade of remarkable blue. The statues were statues again, although they were no longer in the neat, even rows that pillars occupied. “I had hoped,” he said softly, “that this would not be such a difficulty. These others you see,” he added, lifting a careless arm and gesturing across the width of the hall, “came to me. They came willingly.”

“Good for them.”

“And you, Kaylin?”

“I came to ask you a question.” She hesitated as he drew closer, and closer still; her breath was a little too shallow. She opened suddenly dry lips and spoke a single word. His name.

And he stopped, his fingers an inch—less—from the underside of her exposed chin.

“Very good, little one.” The words were at odds with his expression. “But I have time.”

“All the time in the world,” she said sweetly. “But I don’t. I’ll age,” she added, staring at faces caught in stone and marble. “I’ll die.”

“Will you?”

Something in the words brought her up short, and she stared at the marks on her arm, her stomach beginning to fold in on itself—the first sign of incipient nausea. “It’s your name, isn’t it? It’s not the mark that gives you the power to—that makes me talk.”

He could have pretended to misunderstand her. He didn’t. Nor did he move away; he was a shadow that seemed to grow to surround her. He filled the whole of her vision. “Yes,” he said, voice still gentle. “My name gives you much.”

“It doesn’t—doesn’t seem to. I’m not reading your thoughts.”

“I am not, as you so quaintly and superstitiously put it, reading yours. I doubt they would have much information or amusement for me. But you have not yet learned to school your expression.” He paused, and then added bitterly, “nor have you had the need. The Barrani High Courts were not your home.”

His fingers made contact with her skin as he spoke the last word, and she felt, again, a shock of recognition. The peal of his name. She wanted to speak it; felt her lips moving over the syllables, awkwardly and in silence, as if they were a desperate, private prayer. And as she did, memory intruded, and with it, the dour, scarred face of a man she hated more than she hated anything.

The outcaste Barrani eyes were still a clear, deep blue, but he withdrew the hand. “Hatred,” he said softly, “comes, at root, from another source. If he is to be the great hatred of your life, it is because your life was founded on its opposite.

“But it appears that you are not yet finished with Severn. I would kill him, if I thought that would ease the bindings.”

“If anyone’s going to kill him, it’s going to be me!”

“Indeed. I believe you have already tried twice, and you have failed twice. This is not an accident, Kaylin Neya. There is some part of you, some weakness, that desires answers, as if answers are paltry excuses. You cannot even admit this to yourself. You hide from it, but you are not perhaps as skilled at hiding as you hope. Those answers will find you, because in the end, you will not be able to turn away from them.”

He caught her face suddenly in both hands, and she saw just how deep a color blue could be. But she didn’t struggle; didn’t pull away. His lips brushed her forehead, and she closed her eyes. Three men—three men had kissed her in that fashion in her entire life.

She trusted only one of them, and not with her life.

“What did you come to ask of me?” he said, as he withdrew, his eyes shading now to an emerald darkness, as if she had somehow satisfied the anger beneath their surface.

“I want to know what you told Severn when he came to you.”

“In the fiefs?”

“When we both lived here.”

“Ah.”

As if you didn’t already know that, you son of a—but even in thought, it wasn’t a safe word. It was a lot harder to control her thoughts than it was her mouth. And she had never been a champion at the latter.

“Then come. Let us retire from this chamber. You will drink with me,” he added quietly, “as I reflect.”

He led her to another room, and although it was finely appointed, it was small. She was grateful for it; she looked at the walls, noted with relief the absence of any statues—or mirrors—and almost failed to notice the delicate paintings on the walls to her right and left. They had no frames, and their colors were washed out, the remnant of something bright seen through a haze of fog or smoke, but she saw that they were of Barrani. But not Barrani she recognized; they had long, pale hair and golden eyes. That much she could see without approaching them—and his demeanor didn’t grant permission for closer inspection.

Instead, he gestured to a low divan, and she walked toward it hesitantly. His smile was brittle as she sat at its farthest end. “You must learn not to let fear govern your actions,” he told her casually, as he also sat.

“I’m here.”

“Indeed you are.” His gesture brought movement from the far wall; the doors opened, and what must have been Barrani servants walked in. They were attired entirely in white; it made their dark hair gleam in astonishing contrast. They brought tall pitchers with long necks, and they also brought silver cups; these they filled in perfect silence.

Only when she had taken one of the two did the servants depart. And only when she brought the cup—hesitantly—to her lips, did Lord Nightshade begin to speak.

“Severn did not speak to me within the walls of the keep. He sent word to me, through my guards, and I chose to meet with him in the fief.” He toyed with the edge of his cup before drinking, and she thought this was just done to unsettle her.

“He was…an odd child. I see few human children,” he added quietly, “few mortal children. But in Severn, there was almost something worth using. I would have taken his service, had he offered it. Has he ever mentioned that?”

“You know damn well he never—” careful, she thought, and bit the rest of the sentence back, holding it as if it were on a very thin leash.

“Oh, indeed, he could not have offered it freely then. His loyalty was elsewhere. He was afraid,” he added, staring at her obliquely over the cup’s glimmering edge, “of me. But the fear was balanced by a greater one. It is seldom that this is the case, and I admit I was curious.

“I knew of the deaths, of course,” he added, his eyes brushing past her face, as if his gaze were physical. “I had my own mages seeking those who committed the crimes within my fief.”

She felt his anger viscerally, as if it were her own. For a moment, it was; they were one person, in the quiet of a small, elegant room. Hard to disentangle herself, then. But she did.

“He had come to me, he said, with information about those deaths. We did not…treat him kindly. But we did not injure him overmuch. I knew at first glance that his was not the hand behind those deaths.”

“Because he wasn’t—”

“A mage. No. He was, in his fashion, wise. And he was—as are all of my people—desperate. He would not have sought me otherwise. He told me of you.”

She was utterly still.

“Not by name,” he added softly, “and not willingly. We bartered for information, in a fashion. To receive what he needed, he had to give up what he hoarded.”

“What did he—”

“He asked me if the deaths had occurred in any other fief.”

She closed her eyes. Could still see his, burned on the inside of her lids, like sunlight on the unwary eye.

“He suspected the answer, and it was not costly. I told him no. He then asked what the marks on the corpses of the dead children signified. And I, Kaylin Neya, asked him when and where he had seen them.”

“We’d all heard about them—”

“Oh, indeed. But his knowledge was more than that of hearsay. He could describe their color, their form, the place where they began and ended, almost as intimately as if they adorned him. He was…reluctant to part with that information, and I’m certain you understand why.

“But in the end, he answered, because I would not answer his questions otherwise. He told me that he had seen them…on you. I would have forced him to take me to you, then—but he would have died first. And my power, my presence is known. If someone of like power was watching my movements, I would have led them to you. I was not, however, pleased. I considered the killing,” he added quietly. “And decided against it.”

“I wish you had,” she said bitterly.

“Do you? Do you really?”

“I tried to—”

“Kaylin, my name binds us. You cannot lie to me, even if you can lie to yourself. You have never truly tried to kill Severn. You have raged against him, you have injured him. You have even let others believe that you meant his death. But I know you now. Had you intended his death, he would be dead.”

There was nothing she could say. It was still damn hard to say it.

“I…was interested in you. I confess it. It is an interest that has grown with time, and I confess that I am old enough that very little holds my attention. Had I realized how close you were—” He shook his head and his smile was thin. “But I asked him if the names of the dead had meaning to him.

“I knew them all,” he added softly. “I listed them. All. He was a quiet boy. Almost a man—on the edge of the act that would define him. He didn’t have to answer. Words are often merely a barrier, a set of curtains pulled to one side or the other that cannot change the face of the window.

“He knew them. Which meant, of course, that you did.”

“And you—you thought someone with your power—” Thought caught up with words. “You thought you knew who might be doing this.”

She wanted to run. It was a terrible impulse and she was on her feet before she could fully name it for herself.

But so was he, the cup in his hands crashing to the floor, its contents a spray of dark liquid beneath, and upon, their feet. “Perhaps. But I may have been in error, and if I was not, I was not yet ready to face him.” His hand was on her wrist—her bound wrist—and he cursed for the first time as light flared between them.

From the scent of singed flesh, it wasn’t just for show.

But when she looked at his face, it was smooth and expressionless, and the angry Barrani word—a word she actually didn’t know—might never have left his lips. “Do not run in the Long Halls,” he told her gently. “They change, and often suddenly. More than one visitor has been lost within its walls, and I will not have you be one of them.”

Her legs were shaking. She told herself this was due to lack of sleep, of food. But she sat stiffly only because she knew he wouldn’t continue until she did.

“I do not understand the marks you bear in their entirety. I would examine them, but it discomforts you, and I will bide my time. You bear my mark now, and you bear my name. Even if you do not accept the truth—and you are very good at refusing to accept truth—you are part of me.”

“You understood something,” she said, mouth dry. She wanted to change the subject. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything safe to change it to. Small talk had no place in these halls, no place in front of this Lord.

“Yes, Kaylin Neya. After speaking to your Severn, I understood that the sacrifices were chosen because the names were known to you. They were chosen because of their ages. There was not a child older than twelve or younger than ten among the victims. I guessed that whoever was making those sacrifices in my domain was drawing closer and closer to where you resided. That something about those sacrifices was meant to speak to you, and through you, to the marks you bear, and not to your benefit.

“I asked him only one further question in return for the answer I offered him.”

“You asked him,” she said dully, “if the marks had changed.”

His black brow rose slightly; his eyes were a shade of deep, calm green. “Very good, Kaylin. That is exactly what I asked him. He did not choose to answer, which was of course answer enough.

“I do not know who is behind this. I can guess, but I will hold that guess a while. It is not the act of a sane man, but neither is it the act of a mad one. I would guess that it is not the act of a man at all.”

She thought of the seal, then, and the man of blue flame. Thought of the Long Hall, with a door of stone that looked like it was part of the wall—probably because most times it was.

“I could number the deaths. I could count them. And numbers, in the ancient world, had power.”

She didn’t ask him how he knew because she didn’t want to know. Hawks were hunters; Hawks were scouts; Hawks were gatherers of information. She was suddenly glad that she hadn’t worn anything that bore her insignia. “What did you—tell him?”

“I told him the truth, and only that—that if the numbers were as I suspected, the time was coming when the last sacrifice would be offered, and the power of the sacrifices made manifest.” He was silent for some time, and then added, “This particular type of sacrifice was once simply called death magic. There is a strength in it that living magic cannot rival.”

“Sacrifices are made to something,” she said bitterly. She knew it for fact. There were a lot of gods in the Empire; more than she could name were worshipped every day in the City of Elantra alone. She’d gone in with Tain, Teela and most of the Aerians when they’d destroyed the makeshift temple to one of them; there were some gods that the Dragon Emperor frowned on. Or, Kaylin thought, with chagrin, ate. She hadn’t been present when the Emperor had arrived at the building; Clint had grabbed her by the armpits and had flown her up to the Hawklord’s Tower just ahead of the small Royal army.

“If they were sacrifices—dammit, if they are sacrifices—who the hell is the power of the death magic feeding?”

“Do you really not understand?”

His gaze was level; intent.

But if he had accused her of lying about Severn, he didn’t repeat the accusation; he merely frowned.

“They are made, Kaylin Neya, to you.”

She was glad she was sitting. Falling flat out on her butt would have been more indignity than she could have handled with grace.

But she shook her head, over and over again, as if the simple act could erase the words. No, not the damn words—the utter, implacable certainty that they were truth.

“Severn was old, too old to become a sacrifice. He asked nothing. But I knew from his expression that he clearly understood the risk.”

“What risk?”

“Kaylin, you bear power. You are power. Perhaps you are human. Perhaps you were merely mortal until those marks and sigils began to write themselves across your skin. He understood the significance of the numbers, the timing of the sacrifices, the phases of moon. And he was bright enough.

“He asked me why the sacrifices had to be connected to you.

“I told him, truthfully, that I did not know. But I also told him that the greater the bond, the greater the power that would be channelled from the death to its recipient.”

“How could you know that?”

“I couldn’t.”

“Then it was you—”

“But Kaylin, I was not wrong. I told him to think of you—whoever you were, girl, boy, child—as a chrysalis. I did have to define the word for him,” he added, “but I assume your education in the Hawks makes such explanation unnecessary.”

She swallowed. “It’s the stage between caterpillar and whatever crawls out of the damn cocoon.”

“Indeed. The sigils are your cocoon. The sacrifices? They are meant to make certain that what, as you so quaintly put it, crawls out of the cocoon is wed to the death magic and the dying itself.”

She swallowed. “What would—what would happen to me?”

“I am not entirely certain.”

“You’re lying.”

His eyes changed shade again, swiftly, as if at passing cloud. But although they did, he spoke as calmly, and as clearly, as before. “I told you, Kaylin, my name gives you much. Yes, I am not being entirely truthful. It is my belief that you would rise from the ashes of your mortality as a goddess—an ancient force, and a very dark one.

“And I told your young protector that it would take one more death for the tally, and one for the wakening. Two. I thought it likely that those two would have to be close to you in ways the others hadn’t—if not the thirty-ninth, then certainly the fortieth.” He hesitated; she knew this not because she could see it, but because she could almost feel it.

“I asked him, Kaylin Neya, if he had any idea of who those two might be. I told him to send them to me, and he asked me if I could protect them. I didn’t have to answer, but I am not kind, not even by Barrani standards. I merely told him that their deaths would be less hideous, and far less costly to Elantra—and the whole of the Empire—than the deaths they would otherwise face.”

The world shattered. She held the shards together, and they cut her and cut her and cut her. She sat, her hands dangling loosely over her lap, her sightless eyes staring at the bright reflection of lights on a hard floor.

“You have what you came for,” he told her quietly.

She could not be certain how much time had passed. Didn’t want to be.

“Why is it happening so quickly now?”

His arm was around her shoulders, and for just a moment, she took comfort from his presence. Dangerous moment, and short one; she pulled away.

Was aware that he let her.

“If I stay here—”

“I would keep you here. It was my intent. Had I not been forced to surrender my name to you, Kaylin Neya, it would be your intent as well.” His smile was lazy and compelling; it was also unpleasant. But he rose. “There would be safety, I think, for a small time were you to remain within these walls.

“But only a small time. Someone is hunting you, and it is someone who knows what those marks mean. I am hunting him,” he added softly, “and not without success. But you are not as malleable as you were, and I…think…the sacrifices are happening quickly because your enemies have little time. You are no longer standing on the brink of adulthood—you have crossed the threshold, but the transition is incomplete. You cling, still, to the memories of your childhood. If I am not mistaken you have already used the power granted you in ways that would not suit their interests, and in the using, you have anchored some measure of it.

“If they wait, Kaylin Neya, you will become something entirely beyond their control. Their ability to rewrite what is written is slipping from their grasp.

“And now, I fear you must return,” he added quietly, “to your Hawks. I will see you escorted to the bridge.”

“I don’t need an escort.”

“It is meant as a mark of my regard, no more.”

“I don’t need one.”

He bowed, then. It surprised her. “I have never been interested in the weak or the infirm, although many of my kind are. You have become a fledgling Hawk—fly, then, Kaylin, but do not look away from what you must see.” He offered her an arm, and she found that she needed it. Touching it drove Severn’s image away, and she needed the distance.

They walked in silence, the warmth of his arm both comfort and accusation.

“Kaylin, one other thing.”

“Lord Nightshade?” She turned just at the edge of the coruscating light that was the portcullis.

“Tell Lord Evarrim—tell any of the high caste Barrani—that if they so much as touch you without my leave, they will be at war.”





CHAPTER 14

“Gods damn it, Kaylin, you are on report. What do you think that means?” Marcus’s growl filled the room, and pretty much silenced the office. People, however, could be bloody suicidal when it came to satisfying curiosity, and they didn’t drop their work and flee instantly at the tone of his voice.

“That I wear civvies when I visit?”

“That if Clint let you in, he’s out of a job.”

She gave him her best I’m-harmless-and-really-sorry smile which was, unfortunately, a different variety of sorry.

“I should have you thrown out of the office. By the window,” he added, glancing in its direction. There was only one, and it wasn’t much of one; windows and security didn’t exactly speak the same architectural language. Kaylin doubted she’d fit without causing structural damage. Then again, Marcus habitually caused structural damage to things like his desk. But even as he turned back, his fur flattened; his outrage was strictly for show. She was part of his office pride, as close to family as she could be, while being furless.

“I’m sorry.” She hoped it didn’t sound as lame to his ears as it did to hers; the Leontines had an acute sense of hearing. And smell. And touch. Oh, hell, and temper, while she was making mental lists. “But I need to know—”

“On report,” he replied firmly, “means that you’re out of the loop. You’re suspended. Which means,” he added, spreading his glare across the office in an even cloud, “that no one talks about internal matters or investigations with you.” He stretched his claws across his desk, but didn’t embed them. “The Hawklord’s not happy.” He might have been talking about the weather, except he never did. “The Swordlord is underimpressed as well.”

“The Wolflord?”

“What do you think? Severn was seconded to the Hawks, but the Wolflord is proprietary. He wants reasons. And the Hawklord isn’t inclined to give ’em.”

She put her hands flat against the scored surface of his desk and bowed her head. Her arms were stiff. “Marcus—”

“I’m going to lunch,” he announced to the office at large. “Don’t follow me,” he added.

She waited until he’d made his exit—his overly obvious exit—and then turned to Caitlin.

Caitlin didn’t manage to dredge up a smile. “You haven’t slept at all, have you?”

“Some,” Kaylin managed. “Caitlin—”

“They haven’t found her.” She looked up to see Marcus’s back vanishing between two doors. “And not for want of trying, Kaylin. Marcus spent the whole of last night closeted with Imperial mages.”

At any other time, Kaylin would have winced. Marcus’s love of the Imperial Order of mages was just one rung up from his love of paperwork. But today? She loved him for it.

“And,” Caitlin added, before she could find words to express her gratitude, “he spent early this morning closeted with Arcanists.” She looked down at her desk—at the papers and missives that girded it—and picked out one. Kaylin didn’t really notice what was on it; she was having trouble assimilating the word “Arcanist.”

“They don’t work with—”

“The Lords of Law. No. Apparently the Emperor added his voice to the Hawklord’s request.” Her tone implied “and high time,” but she was wise enough not to say it. “This, in case you’re too dumbfounded to read it, is a request sent out to the titular head of the Oracular order.”

“Oracles?”

“Them too. If you insist on hanging around the office, you’ll probably see her in about, oh, half an hour.” She paused, and then added, “This is the first meal that Marcus has taken a break for since Catti disappeared.” She didn’t have to add what they both knew: He wasn’t eating. He was giving Caitlin strictly forbidden time with Kaylin.

“Has Marrin called?”

Caitlin nodded quietly. Although she could be sharptongued, none of that edge was applied to the pride-mother of the foundling hall. “Three times. Her fur’s on end, and she can’t keep her claws sheathed.”

“I’m surprised she can even speak.”

“She couldn’t. Not our tongue. But Marcus took those calls.”

Kaylin sagged against the desk. “Caitlin—when am I going to be off report?”

“I don’t know, love. Trying to kill a member of the Hawks while in the orphanage requires a bit more than the usual bureaucratic muttering. I’ve done every bit of paperwork I can—but the favors you need called in, I can’t call.”

“Teela—”

“She’s out with Tain.” Caitlin hesitated a moment, and then added, “And Severn.”

“But—but—”

“He was put on provisional report, but he voluntarily submitted himself to the Tha’alani. It was made clear, and instantly, that all the aggression was yours. I’m sorry,” she added, and meant it. It was one of the things Kaylin loved about her. “Clint and Tanner are on the doors, but the Hawklord has every other Aerian in the skies; he’s pulled in reserves we haven’t used for years. If the—the kidnappers can be seen, they’ll be found.”

“We don’t have time.”

“Kaylin, you’re special, I’ll grant that. But you’re one Hawk. Every other Hawk knows what the timing is like, and every single one of them has taken a personal interest in this.” She reached out and caught Kaylin’s shaking hand between hers; hard to tell which were shaking more.

Kaylin pulled away and shoved hair out of her eyes. “Where’s Tiamaris?”

“The Dragon?”

“The same.”

“He’s at the foundling hall. Kaylin—”

“Tell Marcus where I’m headed. If he needs me.”

“He’s not going to be happy.”

“Probably not. But he won’t be surprised, either.”

Amos wasn’t guarding the gates. He was probably some-where on temple row, or worse. He’d never been a guard capable of dealing with this kind of situation; the worst he’d seen usually involved a defiant child’s attempt to run away in a snit.

The gates were therefore open, and the path between the street and the foundling hall was utterly unoccupied. It was midday, give or take an hour; this was unusual. And it wasn’t. Kaylin let herself in, shut the gates at her back—or tried; as gates went, they lacked a little in the latch department—before she walked briskly down the path and up the steps. The front doors were shut, but she tried the handles; they creaked as she turned them.

She wasn’t stupid enough to enter the hall quickly. Had the situation not been urgent, she wouldn’t have been stupid enough to enter at all without mirroring Marrin first.

But Marrin’s sense of smell was at least as acute as Marcus’s; probably more so, given her state of anxiety. Although she was in the vestibule before Kaylin managed to enter, she wasn’t—yet—in full aggression mode. Which is to say, she didn’t leap forward and try to tear out Kaylin’s throat.

But her claws were bright and fully extended, and her eyes were all the wrong shape and color. Kaylin’s Leontine was pathetic—most of the mortal races couldn’t manage good Leontine because they lacked the right vocal chords for it—but she used it anyway, because Marrin didn’t look like she was going to hear anything else.

“Marrin,” she said, holding both of her hands up, palms out and empty, while also elongating and exposing the line of her throat, “I’ve come about your kit.”

Marrin growled.

Words were embedded in the sound, but Kaylin had to work for them.

“I know.” She kept her Leontine as level and simple as possible. The first was hard, the second was a necessity. “The birds are in the air. The mages are on the ground. The Wolves are hunting.” She paused, and then added, “Where is the rest of your pride?”

The question seemed to calm Marrin—if calm was a word that could be applied in a situation like this. “Upstairs,” she told Kaylin. “The Dragon is watching them.”

“And their teeth?” It was the Leontine equivalent of asking about their health. Or the closest one Kaylin could think of.

“Cutting,” Marrin snarled back. But she drew herself in, and if her fur didn’t settle, her hands came down to her sides. “Kaylin, where is Catti?”

Anger, Kaylin could cope with. Had spent a life coping with. But this was worse. Without thinking, she tapped the bracer that bound her wrist. “I don’t know,” she whispered, reverting for a moment to her native tongue before she thrashed once again with the curled growl of Leontine. “But we’re about to find out.”

Marrin’s eyes widened.

Kaylin hated to give her hope. Hated to, and had to—because if she couldn’t, there wasn’t any, and that was worse. “I need to speak with the Dragon,” she added quietly.

Marrin turned and leaped up the stairs, taking them four at a time, her gait a great lion’s gait, and not the two-legged walk that civility demanded. Kaylin followed as quickly as she could, but Marrin was at the flat of the landing before Kaylin was halfway up.

Her roar must have been audible from the street; it stopped Kaylin dead in her tracks for a moment. But it was answered by a deeper, resonant roar, and Kaylin, frozen, knew that she had, for the first time in her life, truly heard a dragon’s voice.

She wondered if the children were crying, or if they, too, were frozen by something so primal it was almost beyond fear.

Tiamaris met her when she managed to get her legs under her to start moving and had reached the top of the stairs. He was dressed in the same robes he always wore, the crest of the Hawk—denied her—glittering across his chest. But his eyes were red, and their lids were all that prevented them from erupting in flame. Or so it seemed to Kaylin Neya.

Without preamble, she said, “I went to speak with Lord Nightshade.”

Dragon eyes shifted. Whatever burned in them seemed to lose fire and heat as he stared at her face and the mark that adorned it. Minutes passed, and she waited, her hands deliberately by her sides, her throat still slightly exposed.

But when he answered, he spoke in his normal voice. It was the only thing about him that was normal, and she guessed it was costly. Everything was, these days.

“What did you tell him?”

It wasn’t the question she expected. “I told him nothing about the foundling halls,” she snapped. Had she the eyes of any other race, they would have shifted color in an instant.

He held out a hand, his expression smoothing into its frustrating lines of neutrality. Frustrating and familiar. “I make no accusation, Kaylin. The fieflord is not the hand behind this.”

She swallowed, and had the grace to mutter an apology. “Why did you ask?”

“Because he gives little away without exacting a price, and it has been his way, in past endeavors, to offer an exchange of information—if he has information that you seek.” He frowned, and then added, “I have been in need of information in his possession in the past, and speak from experience. I have not, however, had the questionable fortune to bear his mark.”

There was a question in that, and she chose to ignore it. “He told me what he thinks they’re after.”

“They?”

“Whoever’s doing this,” she whispered. Her throat was still raw from her short attempts to speak Leontine. “But if I had to bet, I’d put money on you already having the same suspicion.”

His lower lids rose, then, and his eyes were a bright orange, a mix of gold and Dragon red. She met them, unblinking, because there was a challenge in it, and the color could go either way. She was hoping for gold.

“It’s about me,” she told him quietly, lifting her arms, the sigils they both knew hidden by her customary long sleeves, the edge of the bracer gleaming. “I don’t know why, or how, but these marks were written there by something old. And something else—probably also old—is trying to rewrite them in the only way they can.”

He nodded; gold ringed orange.

“When they finish rewriting them, I won’t be me anymore.”

He nodded again.

“This is why you counseled the Hawklord to kill me.”

He didn’t deny the words; they were spoken with quiet certainty and no anger at all. Because she hadn’t any. Had she died the day she’d first encountered the Hawklord in his Aerie, Catti would be here.

“I don’t understand why he didn’t listen to you,” she added, her shoulders slumping.

“But seeing you, here, as you are now, I do, Kaylin Neya. Come. It is not…wise…to speak of this near Marrin.”

She nodded, and let him lead her down the hall. Only when she saw the gutted room that had once been Catti’s did she hesitate; he had chosen the scene of the crime for privacy, and it was not a private she wanted to be part of. “Step carefully,” he said, without looking back to see whether or not she was following. “The Imperial Order of Mages have been at work here, and they have marked much.”

“And the Arcanists?”

“Theirs is a more subtle work.” And those words, less subtle, were a closed door. “Kaylin?”

The not-quite-Hawk swallowed, ditched hesitation and crossed the threshold.

“He told you much,” Tiamaris said, and she felt as if she had somehow stepped full into a child’s story, although the door at her back still opened into a hall that was, to the eye, normal. Another world. Her world, she thought numbly. The one that was worth protecting. She had once promised herself she would never believe that anything was worth protecting in that way again—because she had believed she would never find another family.

Fear of failure did that.

“He pretty much said it had to be…death magic.”

Tiamaris’s brow rose. “He told you that?”

“He told me that this type of sacrifice used to be called death magic. And I take it that goats don’t count.”

Her attempt at humor caused a raised brow, which was about all it deserved; it was dismal.

“He is correct. It is a forbidden art,” he added. “Forbidden to study. Forbidden to practice. These are obvious. It is also not an encouraged topic of conversation.”

She nodded; she could understand why.

“What else, Kaylin?”

“That I’m the—the thing they’re making these sacrifices to.”

He nodded. “He can’t protect you.” It was a flat statement. Because it was, she didn’t bother to tell him what he already knew. “Kaylin, a different question. Marrin was not forthcoming—her wards were more so, until she told them to be silent.”

She nodded again.

“Marrin called you a few days ago. Before Catti disappeared. It was about Catti?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do here?”

Tiamaris was a Hawk. Even if Kaylin was certain he already knew the answer to the question—and his early mirror message made clear that he did—she answered it. “I healed her.”

He granted her something. “I spoke with Sergeant Kassan. He was forthcoming, but he doesn’t understand your power; his answers were vague, and they were not enough. How did you heal the child?”

“What do you mean, how?”

“She wasn’t ill.”

“No.”

“She was injured?”

“She was dying,” Kaylin said, the words uninflected.

“Of her injuries?”

“She’d fallen.” Kaylin closed her eyes. It was easier, that way. “She’d fallen and she’d broken something. Her back. More than her back. I’ve seen it before.”

Tiamaris’s single word made her open her eyes again. He was staring at her with a kind of…surprise. It wasn’t awe; he was a Dragon. “Was she even conscious?”

“She was barely breathing. No, she didn’t wake up. Not until—not until after.”

“Kaylin, I know you almost failed magical history.”

She winced.

“I know you almost failed practical magical knowledge as well.”

“And math,” she added, for good measure.

“Numbers are not a concern here. But magic is. You must know that healing magic is extremely rare in the Empire.”

“I know. It’s why the—my power can’t be used openly. Not if I want to be a Hawk.”

“You use it openly.”

“I use it among people who won’t talk about it later.”

His smile had teeth. Real ones; the figurative ones, she was used to. “Children talk,” he told her quietly.

She felt a flash of anger, like a summer storm. “You came here to weasel information out of orphans?”

“I came here,” he replied, dignity intact, “to stop Marrin from entering her berserk phase.”

“You—” She stopped. She couldn’t think of another Hawk—with the possible exception of Marcus, and that wasn’t a certainty—who could say that and mean it.

“If Catti is found dead—and in private, we must both admit that this is becoming a likelihood given the fact that she obviously left by magic, and she is in the same age range as the rest of the victims—the foundling hall still needs Marrin. And her orphans are not likely to recover from a berserk Leontine—if they do, Marrin is not likely to survive it. The Lords of Law will have to attempt to contain her.”

There was only one way to contain a berserk Leontine. Kaylin swallowed.

“There isn’t a healer alive who could accomplish what you accomplished, if I understand what you are saying correctly. How did you do it?” His eyes were gold now, but they were unblinking in their intensity.

“I—I don’t know.”

“You have to, Kaylin.”

“But I don’t.”

He waited patiently, and she realized that he intended to wait for whatever incoherent babble she offered as an answer. “I—I couldn’t hear her,” she said, after a pause. “When I touched her. When I called her. There was no answer. It was as if—as if she was already dead. I couldn’t feel her.”

“And you normally can?”

“Normally, the children I’m called for are fevered, but they’re there. Catti wasn’t. She was—she wasn’t there. I had to find her first.”

“How did you find her?”

“I—I remembered her.”

“How?”

“I just— I remembered her. As a small child. As a girl, the first time we met. I remembered her singing—she has a voice that’s almost worse than mine. I remembered her hair. I remembered her smile. I just— I remembered her. And I held on to that while I built—” She stopped.

Tiamaris drew closer, his steps light for a man of his size and weight. When he touched her shoulder, she almost cried out, but his hand was gentle. “Kaylin, if we are to have any hope of finding Catti alive, you must answer this.” His breath smelled faintly of smoke. Before she could speak, he smiled. It was the first smile he had offered her, and it was weary beyond belief—but there was a very real hope in it.

And hope was its own kind of terror.

But gods she wanted it. Grabbed onto it, babbling. “I couldn’t hold her, even with those memories. I…I could feel the power. The magic, I guess— I don’t know if that’s what you’d call it, because I failed magic preliminaries, too. But I could almost see it. I grabbed at it—it was all thin strands, almost like hair. Or webbing. Or—something.

“I built it into a…net. No. A bridge between us. Something that could bind us together. I didn’t know—at the end—who was Catti and who was Kaylin, and I didn’t care. I only knew that she had to survive. Because I promised Marrin. Because she’s one of—” She stopped. Her eyes rounded, her head rose in a snap of motion.

She saw the understanding in his eyes.

“They knew,” she said softly. “Somehow, they knew. Someone must have told them—someone—”

His grip tightened. She struggled against it for just long enough to know she wasn’t going to find freedom without another fight in the foundling halls.

“They know,” he said softly, agreeing. “And no, Kaylin, no word was necessary. If you must find traitors, you will be no help at all in saving Catti’s life.”

He could have slapped her with less effect. She almost wished he had. “And you must have understood some part of the importance of that bridge yourself,” he added softly. “Because you attacked Severn when he came to you here. Some part of you must have expected him to understand what you didn’t consciously understand.

“I know what Severn did in the fiefs,” he added. “And you were not wrong. Had he known—” But he stopped speaking of Severn.

“You used a magic that is inimical to death magic in a fashion—its very antithesis. You gave power, you gave life. They are attempting to refashion the power that you bear. The words that you don’t understand, they understand. To use the power, Kaylin, I think you must, in some fashion, invoke the symbols. The fact that the use was inimical to their nature, their intent, would be a beacon.”

“But Catti—”

“She is marked, by you,” he told her softly. “Invisible to the eye, you have left the signature of your power in places that no one else could begin to touch. Her life was in your hands…it is still in your hands.”

His face had lost some of its stonelike stiffness. He caught her bound wrist in his hand, and unbuttoned the cuff that concealed almost all of the gold. His large fingers pressed the glittering gems in a quick sequence: white, blue, white, blue, red, red, red.

“You are still bound to her, and she to you.”

“You knew.”

“No, Kaylin. I suspected. But had I known—” His eyes did not change color; the membranes did not rise. He was the Tiamaris she had walked the streets of the fief with. “It would be safest—in ways you cannot imagine—to kill you now.”

He was considering it, and worse, she was letting him.

“Because they have in their hands not a single sacrifice, not like the thirty-eight seven years ago. They have something that contains your essence. They have a window into your…soul.” The last word pained him.

“My soul?”

“It sounds overly dramatic for my taste.”

Great. A literary snob.

“But killing you would not save the child.” The bracer snapped open in his hands. He let it drop to the floor.

She watched it. “But the Hawklord ordered me to—”

“Leave it, Kaylin. It will find its way.”

“Why are you—”

“Because while you wear it, you cannot trace the bindings you made to heal that child. Your magic is hidden and contained—even from you. Perhaps especially from you. And your enemies—no, Kaylin, our enemies—can do what the bracer prevents you from doing. They already have, or they would never have taken Catti, because they would not have been able to find her. You have two choices. Possibly. You can find the threads of that binding within yourself, and you can cut it entirely.”

“And what would that do?”

“Two things. The first—and perhaps the most important to Elantra—is that it would close the door. It would make of her sacrifice something only as significant as the others have been, no more. They would lose their purchase into the heart of your power. The second, I believe it would kill her, but you would at least grant her a painless death.”

“No.”

He showed no surprise at all at her answer. But he’d expected it; she knew enough of him by now to know that much. “Or you can find the bindings, and strengthen them.”

“I’ll—”

“And if we cannot find the child in time, you will surrender everything human about you, and the child’s death—all of the childrens’ deaths—will seem paltry and merciful in comparison to what you will then be capable of doing.

“Yes, I counseled Lord Grammayre to kill you. I will not lie. He chose not to heed my advice—and it was costly to the Lords of Law to receive it—not because he was certain he could protect you, and not, in the end, because he was certain that the threat you presented was over. He refused because he thought, even then, that you were a fledgling, that you had come to him in his Tower, wings broken, and that he might somehow make you whole.”

“But that’s not—that can’t be—” She was shaking. “Do you know why I first climbed up to the Hawklord’s Tower? What I tried to do?”

If he did, he was kind enough not to answer. And he was Tiamaris enough to ignore the interruption. “I thought him reckless, then. But the gift that you used to heal that child—there is not another like it. Not in anything save legend, and history old enough to be legend to the mortal races. Even now, I can still think of his action as reckless—but I better understand it, and what he did not do, I will not do until it is clear that there is no other choice.”

“And what if it’s too late?”

“I will die.” He brought his hands up to her face; they were both hard and warm. He could crush the whole of her head between them. “And now I too will take the greater risk, Kaylin Neya. Think of your Catti. Find the bridge that you built—and crossed—in order to save her life. Find only that.”

“And then?”

“We will cross it.” He paused, and the hesitation was profound. “I must call Severn,” he said at last.

“No!”

“I will call Severn, Kaylin, because the child is almost certainly in the fiefs, and your history together lies there as well.”

“Our history—”

“He has a part to play,” the Dragon said softly. “It is not yet finished. He knows you better than anyone, save perhaps Lord Grammayre. He knows what made you. He understands you.”

She didn’t want to answer that. Or to face it.

“But they took Catti from the upper city—they could be anywhere!”

“And the bracer,” Tiamaris continued, without pause, “went to Severn—he is its keeper. I believe that when we leave the foundling halls, it will return to his hand, and he will know.”

She swallowed.

“Our enemies are in the fiefs,” he told her, “because that is where the source of their power is. All of the ancient magics in Elantra, half-remembered and slumbering, are there. You are beginning to understand Severn, and I would pity you for it, but we do not have the time.

“Choose— Severn or Catti.”

She swallowed. “If he tries to hurt her—”

“I will kill him myself.”

The words should have been a comfort, because there was no lie in them, and not the least bit of doubt that he could.

“Severn,” she said thickly. Because she was almost close to tears, and she couldn’t speak any other way.

She wasn’t certain of what to expect when Severn met them in the vestibule of the foundling hall, Marrin barring his way, her fur on end.

Tiamaris had a grip on her arm that would leave bruises, but it wasn’t necessary, all breath—and all motion—went out of her when she met Severn’s eyes. They were dark, and lined with shadow, and his chin was lined with stubble that would get him hauled across the carpet had he been on dress duty. He wore chain mail beneath the surcoat of the Hawks; he was dressed for ground duty, girded by sword, and belted, as was his custom, by long loops of chain.

He met her eyes and flinched. It wasn’t what she expected. Couldn’t say what she had expected. But when she opened her mouth, he lifted a hand, staying his distance.

“I brought your gear,” he told her quietly, and she saw that he carried a satchel over his left shoulder.

“I’m not allowed to wear it.”

He met Tiamaris’s glance. “Your call.”

“Wear it.”

“You weren’t the Lord of Hawks, last I looked.”

“Nonetheless I will take responsibility for your disobedience.” He raised a Dragon brow in Severn’s direction. “You bribed the quartermaster?”

“I didn’t bother to speak with the quartermaster,” Severn replied, his broad shrug causing a cascade of sound that was only barely muffled by the satchel. “He had business to attend to—the reserves are taking up most of his time. And frankly, there aren’t many Hawks her size. It wasn’t hard to find her kit. We’re going to Nightshade?” he added, eyes on Tiamaris.

“That depends,” Tiamaris replied evenly. He turned to Kaylin.

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

Marrin, still standing between Severn and Kaylin, looked back. Her lips were pulled up over exposed, yellowed fangs. Give Severn this much, Kaylin thought; he wasn’t even tense.

“I can find Catti,” Kaylin told her, in the harsh, resonant tones of the Leontine. She reached up and brushed Tiamaris’s hand away; he let her go. “I can bring her back. Marrin, she’s part of my pride as well.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“You can’t,” Kaylin continued, with far more certainty than she felt, given Marrin’s state. “Because I can’t stay, and no one else will protect the children the way you can. They need you here, until this is over. They’ve only got you.” It was a low blow. But she’d learned, in the ranks of the Hawks, to use the weapon at hand as quickly and efficiently as possible once the need for a weapon had been established.

Marrin didn’t hesitate. She stepped out of the way and let Severn pass. But as he did, she added—with the first sign of humor she’d managed to show—“Please, no more fighting in the foundling hall.”

Kaylin laughed. Hysteria did that.

Severn didn’t. He handed Kaylin the satchel. “Put the armor on,” he added, before she could say a word. “All of it.”

She was aware of Severn’s presence as they left the foundling halls; couldn’t help but be aware of him. He walked to her left, and Tiamaris, to her right. The sun’s light had slanted; they’d wasted time in talk, and the shadows had begun to lengthen against the ground. What there was of it, that is, that wasn’t occupied.

Severn and Tiamaris wore full Hawk uniforms. She wondered if they’d bother to take the time to ditch them when they reached the fork point of Old Nester at the bridge across the Ablayne. So far, they hadn’t gone into the fiefs as Hawks—as servants of any of the Lords of Law. But she looked up as the thought crossed her mind, and she saw that Aerians were in the skies.

Caitlin, never prone to exaggeration, had given in to understatement. It was as if the Southern Welt had been emptied in its entirety, and sunlight glinted off the armor that some of the Aerians were strong enough to bear in full flight. They certainly didn’t fly without their colors, and they were circling the fiefs in wide arcs that brought them just above the peaks of buildings.

“The Wolves are out,” Severn told her quietly.

“The Wolflord called a hunt?”

“He hasn’t emptied the hall,” was the calm reply, “and he hasn’t called in his reserves. But yes, he’s called a hunt.”

“On what?”

“The Imperial mages were able to pick up something in the mess left in the foundling hall. They’ve set up a trace, of sorts. They worked the night to do it, but they’ve enchanted small crystals that are attracted to—” he paused and frowned. “You didn’t do well in basic magic, did you?”

“Does everyone read my transcripts?”

A smile tugged at the corner of his lips, changing the shape of the scars she was familiar with. She was numb; told herself she was numb. But it wasn’t true; she was comforted to see even this hint of levity.

She didn’t understand herself, and she didn’t have time to try—praise whatever gods for small mercies.

“But if they could do that, then I don’t need—”

“They won’t find her,” Tiamaris said quietly.

Severn actually bristled. “You’ve barely served as Hawk,” he said curtly. “You’ve never served as Wolf. When the Wolves hunt—”

“They have to know what they’re hunting. And the magic—” he said this with more disdain than two syllables of fact should have been able to contain “—that the Imperial Order can concoct on such short notice is seldom considered…efficient.”

The crowds, thinning with every step they took, parted at last by the banks of the Ablayne, and they made their way to the bridge. Hawks’ crests glinted as if light were pride, and she knew that Tiamaris and Severn had both made the decision to wear their uniform. She knew it was foolish; they were going into the fiefs, and they wanted as little interference as possible.

No time, she thought. She couldn’t feel Catti. She couldn’t feel whatever it was that bound them. Her breath was shallow now, as if she’d just run a four-minute mile.

“Severn,” she said, without looking at him, aware even then that she had the whole of his attention. “I went to talk to the fieflord.”

He didn’t ask when. Didn’t need to.

“He told me what he told you.”

She wanted him to talk, then. Almost needed to hear his voice. Because if she did, she’d know.

“Kaylin,” Tiamaris said softly, warning in the word.

But she turned to Severn anyway, to look at the face she had seen, even miles away in Castle Nightshade. “Catti is important to me,” she said, her voice low. She was more vulnerable now than she had been in over seven years in his presence. “She’s more important to me than I am.”

He said nothing.

“I need to be able to trust you.”

When he continued to offer her silence, her hand rose; she held it stiffly in the air, as if it were a signal and not the first half of a slap.

“I trusted you,” she continued, and her voice almost broke. “And I needed to. Then, in the fiefs. But I didn’t know…after…that I’d need to trust you ever again.” Bleeding would have been easier, and less painful. She scraped herself raw, hating it. “And I do. Need to. But it doesn’t mean the same thing, here.”

“Kaylin—” His voice. Breaking, just as hers was breaking, more in her name than she’d managed to put into all of her words combined.

“There have to be things that are more important than my life. That’s what it means to me—being a Hawk. Being…being Kaylin Neya. When I took the oaths, I was ready to die. I wanted to die.”

His hand rose as well, but the gesture was so different from hers, so shorn of violence, it was painful too.

“I can find Catti because I healed her. Because I had to use some sort of power I’d never used before. It’s why she was taken.”

His whole expression turned to stone. Not ice; ice was colder and thinner. “Don’t—”

“I have to. I have to ask this. If you ever cared for me—”

His fingers touched her unmarked cheek.

“It almost killed me,” she whispered, acknowledging at last what she had only acknowledged before with blade and fury. “What you did. What happened that night. It did kill me. Maybe you had to do it—maybe you saved the City. Tiamaris thinks so, even if he’s never said it to me. And I—don’t care.

“Save her. Think of Catti. Please.”

She might have said more, but her arms suddenly started to burn. She couldn’t stop herself from crying out, and she only stayed on her feet because Severn was there, in front of her, his face her whole field of vision.

“They’re starting,” she whispered, as every one of the swirls and sigils upon her arm began to crawl with secret fire.

Biting her lip, pulling herself up, she began to run.

She couldn’t have said where, but the why—the why was clear. Somewhere in the fief of Nightshade, the killers had started to make their marks upon Catti.





CHAPTER 15

She outpaced Severn. Whole years of her life had been narrowly defined by the fact that she couldn’t even keep up. She heard him curse, but he didn’t call out, didn’t ask her to slow.

Movement cooled her arms. Fire, hidden beneath a layer of cloth and leather, banked as she ran, but it brought her no comfort at all—she knew, when it started again, it would start up her legs, and she couldn’t afford to stumble, or to slow. Catti didn’t have the time.

Hold on, she thought. No desperation in the words; just command. Or prayer. Or some mixture of the two. Kaylin, like most of the fieflings, had no professed religion. The gods were like the weather; sometimes good, sometimes bad, and either way, always beyond her.

People dived out of her way. They dived out of Severn’s—or maybe Tiamaris’s. The Dragon kept up, hardly breathing. She was certain, however, that she heard stone crack at least twice; these roads had been solid stone in a different age, and he was eroding some of the skeletal structure that survived. It was as if he was so focused on running, and only running, that he couldn’t be bothered to expend the concentration necessary to keep his step light.

Another time, and this would have surprised her. Or terrified her. But she had just enough of basic Hawk training—the one thing she’d been damn good at—to keep her aware of what was happening around her; she had nothing left to react with. Catti, she thought. Catti.

And something in her heard an answer.

It wasn’t a word. And it wasn’t a scream—it wasn’t strong enough for that. She had never heard Catti whimper; the little redhead with the defiant shove and the off-key voice had always been too strong a child.

But she was a child. And the fiefs weren’t her home.

We’re coming for you, Catti. We’re coming to bring you home. Hold on. Wait for me.

It went out of her in words, but the words weren’t spoken; they were like filaments, bright and airy, things seen like the palest of stars only out of the corner of the eye. She couldn’t look at where they went, but it didn’t matter; she knew.

She turned a corner. Hated the building that stood in her way, forcing her to alter her path. Felt something rise in the folds of that momentary hatred. Power. If she’d had the time, and the bracer, she would have donned it—but that would kill Catti. Instead, she tried to forget the reasons she’d been given the damn thing in the first place. She ran through the surge, ignoring it. Praying, although it was pointless.

Here, the pain that was sudden in ferocity, surprising even though she’d expected it, helped her. It was a full body slap, a vicious reminder of what she needed to do. It took everything she had not to stumble or fall, and she willingly gave her all, shortening her stride for a few lousy steps while her inner thighs burned.

It gave Severn time to catch up; time to touch her shoulder, but not time to speak. He wouldn’t, though; she turned to look at him, and he read everything he needed to read in the expression that contorted her face.

“Four Corners,” he said, and it made no sense. But he spoke to Tiamaris; the Dragon rumbled in reply, his voice a shadow of his roar, but something stronger and fuller than his normal speaking tones. How much did a Dragon hide, when he walked the streets of the city?

How much did she?

She kept running, she kept breathing. The breathing was harder. Even Severn was glistening with sweat, and he was a wolf—he was used to running the city streets. Used to running these ones, probably the only Wolf who was.

But the streets shortened; the stones gave way to holes, grooves that were dried mud or flattened straw. This was one of the older streets in the fief. She couldn’t remember its name, and didn’t try. Because she looked up and finally saw the building that she knew she had to enter.

It was surrounded by black gates. Rust showed through the patches of oddly glistening paint, and it took her a moment to realize that it wasn’t rust. She cursed.

“Watchtower,” Severn said, which was more of a curse in its way than hers. “The gates are around the other side,” he told Tiamaris.

“We don’t have time!” Kaylin shouted.

Tiamaris looked first at Severn, and then at Kaylin. His eyes glinted red now, a deep, crimson color, shorn of inner lid. She had never seen it before.

“Get out of the way,” he told her.

She obeyed him without thought, and half-wondered if he’d used some sort of voice-of-command magic. Whatever it was called. She really wished, for just that minute, that she had been a better student.

The Dragon Hawk reached out, gripped two of the thick iron bars in his hands, and tensed. Kaylin waited, because she thought he was going to bend them wide enough to allow passage.

She was wrong.

He tore them from their moorings, and with them, the whole fence face. Running here hadn’t winded him; this barely made him grunt. But he did; she saw the muscles in his hands stand out in relief, as if chiselled there. His expression was stone. Red stone.

She was grateful that the streets had already emptied in a terrified rush, because had anyone been standing near them, they would have been crushed by the fence as it slammed into the street just inches to their back, probably shattering the few stones that remained of an ancient road.

Not that it would have mattered much, in the end: this was the fiefs, and the rule of law wasn’t worth a rat’s ass.

She ran across the newly uprooted earth, and nearly tripped as she noticed the mooring points planted in the ground; they were ebony. Ebony meant magic. If she’d had a minute, she would have been beyond impressed with Tiamaris.

But the pain had reached its height, and although it was sustained, she knew what would happen when it finally peaked. Knew it wouldn’t take long at all, either.

She felt Catti’s terror, and for a moment, she was back in the foundling hall, in the healing trance—bound so thoroughly to the young girl’s life she couldn’t separate her feelings from the child’s: the terror was identical.

And there was a wall between her and it.

Old stone, smooth, cracked—maybe—by years of ivy growth. There were no windows here. There never had been. She’d always wondered why it had been called a watchtower.

From a painful remove she heard Severn speak of death, although he wasn’t aware of it. “The gatehouse is on the other side.”

No. No time. The gatehouse would be guarded. And even if it weren’t, if it were barred, it would be too late.

Too late for Catti.

She could feel the power twist in her like the muscles of a very traumatized abdominal wall. Funny, how all those stupid technical magical words never left an impression no matter how many damn classes she’d been forced to sit through. She had watched a full autopsy only once and still remembered every clinical word Red had used.

Nausea overwhelmed her, but it wasn’t the nausea of memory. She could taste blood.

She screamed. It came out in a roar that only a handful of Hawks would have recognized. They weren’t there. Severn was. Tiamaris was.

And the wall was. She threw her hands at it, balled fists striking stone. Again. A third time. Skin left the sides of her fists, followed by a dark smear of blood.

“Catti!” Kaylin screamed.

And the wall shattered.

Stone shards flew in every direction; dust rose in an ominous cloud, an airy shroud. She lunged through them all, and came out looking like a crazed sculptor’s interpretation of a spiny leaf-eater. She ran headlong into the pain, and because it was everything she could feel and see, she almost died.

But because it was everything, because she had once again totally lost it, she didn’t. She caught the sharp point of an edged spear with the flat of her crooked arm and snapped it off; it sheared a gash in leather, dislodging stubborn bits of what had once been the external wall.

The head snapped off in her hand, the gleam of metal dulled by dust. She reversed its unbalanced, awkward weight and threw it back along the jagged wood of the shaft it had left.

Heard it strike something, heard the grunt that accompanied the strike.

Heard, blessed by it, terrified by it, the thin wail of a child’s scream.

Catti. Catti. Catti.

And holding her down, surrounding her like priests out of a story that was too grim even for children, four robed men, all of a height, slender and perfect in build. The hoods hid their upper faces.

But the tapered edge of their perfect jaws were unmistakable: Barrani jaws.

They were Barrani.

But they weren’t. She’d seen Barrani for seven years. She’d lived with them—briefly—investigated them, patroled with them, and eaten their food; she’d listened to their language, learned to speak it, envied their beauty, their musicality, their utter certainty of grace, and their endless, immortal life. They had made her feel awkward, ugly and just a little stupid simply by existing, because their lives made them everything that she would never have the time to be.

But until today, she’d never met a dead Barrani.

And she yearned for the whole range of awkward that the living Barrani engendered, because corpses didn’t move without a lot of very, very illegal magical help.

Didn’t think.

And yet these corpses did. And one of them, eyes the gray of night storm, did worse: he smiled.

She leaped up, toward the four, toward Catti who was still alive. It was all that mattered, that she was still alive. Had Marcus been there, he would have been beyond furious with Kaylin. Anger, she had learned quickly, was no good in a fight—it was more of an enemy than your armed opponent, because it meant you were fighting on two fronts.

Fear had its uses, she’d been taught that too. But you had to be able to parcel it out, to use it. Not to be used by it.

Old lessons. Old, hard-learned, and utterly useless. She cried out in terror, in rage, in something so raw that there wasn’t a single emotional word that could describe it. Against one Barrani, she had no chance.

She knew it. And even if she had failed math, betting had been her only leisure pastime in the fiefs; she knew the odds against four.

And she’d take those odds.

But the other nine that closed in in a silent circle were more of a wall than the wall had been. She couldn’t get past them; the power that she’d used to draw down the walls didn’t leave her enough to destroy the Barrani. And she would have, and slowly, had she had the power.

They’d buy the time the others needed to kill Catti. The four already had blades out, curved blades, with flashing symbols, things that were also part of dark story, old legend. The pain in Kaylin’s thighs, so insignificant compared to the rest of her pain, was fading; the runes had been written.

All that was left was punctuation.

Her life is still in your hands. You can let her go, Tiamaris had said. It would be a more merciful death.

This close, words like ash in her mouth, she felt the bonds between her and Catti, held them tight. Daggers were in her hands, and she was already in motion; what-ever held the magic didn’t need limbs.

But these Barrani were unlike the ones she’d trained with, drilled with, and patrolled with; they let the blades hit. One embedded itself in the center of Barrani chest; the other in an eye.

And neither of them made a damn difference.

The power that had destroyed the wall ebbed; she’d pay for it. She always had. But not now, she thought, willing it to be the truth, even if her body didn’t really believe it.

“Let her go!” she shouted, in Barrani.

No one answered but Catti.

No; that wasn’t true. The Hawks did.

She didn’t know how much time had passed, but she knew she was no longer alone; she wasn’t facing nine robed Barrani on her own. Tiamaris was by her side. “Kaylin.” She didn’t recognize his voice.

He turned, lifted Severn, and said something that she also didn’t recognize.

But Severn did. He nodded, tensed and was catapulted through the air above these silent Barrani as if he were an iron ball. His knees and his chin were tucked into his chest, his sword drawn and held tight to his body as well, as he traveled end over end like an acrobat.

The watchtower ceilings went up forever. Tiamaris had noticed it; Kaylin, who loved heights, had noticed nothing. Severn and the Dragon had just over a week of bearing the name and crest of her beloved Hawks between them; she had seven years. But they lived up to the crest.

Her mouth went dry as Severn landed, legs astride Catti’s slender, struggling body. His sword edge glistened with a lavender light; lavender and gold.

Terror had so many names, so many faces. She would have given in to all of them, but Tiamaris growled a warning and she had just enough time to get out of his way—because he suddenly needed a lot more room.

She discovered, then, that the word Dragon wasn’t just an honorific.

He should have been red.

It was a stupid thought.

But she could see herself in the sudden shift of what had looked like human skin as it broke, and broke again, like earth in the hands of the gods. Small mountains with jagged ridges erupted from Tiamaris’s skin, and there should have been blood, muscle, sinew—something more than this: the burnished, bright, shining scales of bronze; things that caught light, reflecting it, and with it, a distorted image of her own self.

She couldn’t see beyond him, he grew that fast.

She couldn’t see his head until his jaws opened and snapped to her left, leaving roughly a third of a Barrani on either side of his mouth. He had wings; she saw them flex, snapping in air. She’d heard big birds were dangerous, and she knew that Aerians could use their wings to bone-breaking effect in combat—but it wasn’t like this.

Before she could gain her bearings, four of the nine had fallen. But the other five were in motion, and they were wary. Slow—slower than any other Barrani she’d ever faced, they circled. On the other hand, any other Barrani she’d sparred with would have been gone as far as their long, perfect legs would carry them. Even living forever, life was precious. Maybe more so, because there was so much more of it to lose.

She had single claws, one in each hand. She skirted the Dragon—she couldn’t think of him by name—and he let her pass; the smell of smoke wafted on the breeze of his anger, his roar.

Barrani spears caught his flank, and the roar shifted, but it didn’t still; it went on and on, as if it were an ancient, primal incantation. She would remember it forever.

But more, she would remember this: Severn.

Fighting.

What she almost couldn’t remember: to breathe. Severn was bleeding from several wounds; his armor was rent, and his forehead was glistening the red that the Dragon was missing; he wore no head-band; the blood was dripping down, toward lashes and eyes. His bladed-chain still hung in loops around his waist; he hadn’t space or time to unwind it, to set it spinning, to make it deadly. Instead, he relied on his sword.

And the Wolves, she thought, as she ran, leaping up the stairs that led to the four robed men, should be damn proud of him. Against four Barrani, he was still standing.

And Catti—Catti was still alive.

Severn had their attention. Kaylin reached out, grabbed the back of a hood’s cowl, the flesh that lay beneath it, and pulled. Her dagger cut air, and more: skin, flesh, windpipe.

It shouldn’t have worked. They should have been faster. She knew this on some level, even as she shoved herself over and past the man she had in theory just killed.

And she saw that two of the fighting Barrani were missing hands. They bled. That was good. But they didn’t seem to notice, and that was decidedly bad. Severn shouted something, but she couldn’t make out the words; the Dragon’s voice drowned them out, made them insignificant.

No. Not insignificant, never that.

She had thought Severn would kill Catti. She had thought—Severn gestured, then, and staggered as one of the Barrani daggers hit him. What his words hadn’t done, this did. She had time to duck, to hit the ground, to roll, and the shadow of robed arms passed over her. The arms of the Barrani without a throat.

Learning to roll to her feet had taken about three weeks of constant bruising, and Tain had enjoyed every damn minute of it, because none of the bruises were on him. If she survived, she’d thank him. Maybe even buy him a drink.

He always called her flat-footed, and “clumsy Kaylin” had been his nickname of choice until she’d hidden a mouldering sandwich in his desk for three weeks. Flat feet, on the other hand, were right beneath her as she bent at the knees and side-snapped, clipping the underside of that jaw, her boots squelching in blood. She kept her knee up, pivoted and kicked back, knocking the knife arm of one of the Barrani before Severn lost an eye. Motion was important. Balance, more so. Her daggers were working, and her hands were red, but they didn’t seem to have as much effect as the momentum of her weight behind the edge of her soles.

Catti was alive.

She could have done a little dance, and in fact, that was precisely what she was doing—but it was a Barrani dance, and they often ended in death. She kicked Barrani head when one of the priests—yes, that was the damn word for them—bent over Catti; he staggered back. His dagger had left a signature mark just above Catti’s navel, and it was one of three. It wasn’t deep, though.

They had been trying to kill Catti.

Severn, Severn, Severn.

She dropped her leading foot to one side of Catti, and felt Severn’s foot brush hers as he took up the position she’d left open at her back. From this vantage, Kaylin could see that the marks on exposed thighs and arms were glowing; they would forever be her definition of black, but they were still glowing.

Gods, she thought, not particular about which, if they survived, she’d pay attention in magic class. She’d even volunteer.

Her roundhouse was her slowest kick, but it was her highest; she brought her leg up, hit a forearm. It didn’t break, but it spun, causing the Barrani it was still attached to to spin with it. Severn was using his sword, and bits and pieces of Barrani bodies were piling up around them, but the parts they weren’t attached to anymore just kept on coming.

And then she saw bronze light, the great, triangular head of a dragon, and she smiled. Not even the fetid scent of death that clung to the smoky breath was enough to dim its vicious edge.

The Dragon snapped up two of the four, and as he tossed them aside, he spoke. Caught in the roar a throat that large would have to make, she heard command.

“Get the child out of here. Now.”

Severn still faced two; she was free to move. Free to do what, until this moment, had been her only desire. She hesitated, and Severn said, “Damn you, do it,” and this time, his lips close enough to her ear that the words blended and carried with the Dragon voice, she obeyed.

She bent, scooped Catti up in her arms and ran toward the Dragon. Catti should have been beyond terrified, but she wasn’t. Her arms were bound at the wrists, but she tried to reach up and throw them around Kaylin’s neck anyway.

Kaylin shook her head. Catti wasn’t the child she’d remembered first in the trance that had been their healing; she was heavy. She was twelve, the right age. The wrong age.

“Sorry,” she muttered, as she twisted the girl around and threw her over her shoulder like a sack. The weight unbalanced her; there was no way she could both fight and carry the girl.

But she didn’t have to. She brushed past the hard scales of the Dragon’s girth, and stopped only for a second because she could see where they had been torn up, cracked, or riven.

But he was a Hawk. Kaylin was a Hawk.

And Catti was one of the people the Hawks had been created to protect. No choices to be made there; she left through the door her power had made and stepped into the full, blinding light of the quarter-day sun.

Severn was two steps behind her; he almost shoved her out of the way. “Get to the gate-line!” He shouted, and she nodded, still carrying Catti. When she stumbled, he swore at her. In fief-tongue, the dialect that made every upper city dweller sneer.

He took Catti from her shoulder, and she let him, stopping only long enough to give the girl a look that was meant to comfort.

It melted, though.

The rock melted as well.

Behind them, in the watchtower, Tiamaris of the Dragon caste had at last unleashed the most feared of Dragon weapons: his fire.

Severn shed his shirt and passed it to Kaylin. It was, as far as shirts went, a bloody, horrible mess; it made her laundry piles look pristine by comparison. But she knew what it was for, and she quickly cut the thick ropes that bound Catti’s arms, massaging blood back into the girl’s wrists.

“Wear this,” she said softly, and pulled it over Catti’s head. It caught in her red thatch of hair, and it fell down her shoulders like an ungainly dress.

She cut the ankle ropes as well, and helped Catti to her feet. “We’re in the fiefs,” she told the foundling. “The fief of Nightshade.”

Catti’s dark eyes were both bruised and wide. “Was that a Dragon?” she whispered.

Kaylin nodded.

“Cool! You have a Dragon!”

“Catti, he’s not mine. He’s a—”

“Hawk,” Severn said quietly. “And while you’re wearing my shirt, so are you.”

She frowned at this stranger, and Kaylin was suddenly fiercely glad that Catti hadn’t seen them fight in the foundling hall. “What do you mean?”

“Look at your chest,” he said. And then, with a wry frown, added, “your waist.”

Across it, injured in the same way that the Dragon had been injured, its gold broken and red with drying blood, was the emblem of the hunting Hawk, on a field of gray-blue. Broken, it still had power; perhaps, to Kaylin’s eye, it had more power, because its flight had been tested, and it hadn’t faltered.

“It’s a Hawk,” Catti said, her words and tone subdued.

Severn had to bend to bring his gaze level with Catti’s, and his expression was utterly serious. “Yes,” he said softly. “And most people—like Kaylin—have to earn the right to wear it. You were brave, Catti. You’ve earned the right to wear it for today. That makes you a Hawk, right now, and the Hawks don’t speak about things like this.”

She nodded.

Kaylin smiled, because she knew what the next question would be.

“Not even to Marrin?”

“Marrin is a special case,” Severn replied, relenting. He rose. “Lord Tiamaris,” he said, in a tone that Kaylin had never heard him use. Would have bet he couldn’t, even to the Wolflord himself.

She turned. Framed by jagged, listing rock, Tiamaris stood. Gone were wings, great jaw, long tail; gone bronze, glittering scale. He had hands again, and feet—bare feet, blackened by soot. He wasn’t wearing much. And not even Severn’s kit would have covered him, anyway.

“Catti,” she said softly, “stay with Severn.” She looked at Severn, and something in his expression made her look away. But he said nothing as she made her way back to Tiamaris.

He was…singed. Bleeding. His face was bruised, and his jaw looked like it had been slammed against the floor by, oh, a hundred of the fieflord’s best thugs. But his eyes were red, a brilliant red that had nothing at all to do with rubies.

“Tiamaris,” she said, reaching out with the flat of her palms.

“Don’t,” was his curt reply. He stepped back, and she would have followed him, but something in his voice still contained the resonant power of a different form.

“Lord Tiamaris,” Severn repeated, his voice clear and crisp beyond Kaylin’s turned back.

The Dragon’s inner membranes rose, lidding his eyes, muting their color. His outer membranes fell next, and his face twisted—literally—in something that might have been pain. Kaylin, realizing that she knew very, very little about Dragons, couldn’t tell—and she was smart enough not to ask. But she watched as bronze scales—large as small shields, worked their way out of his skin, flattening across a large but human-sized chest, and working their way down.

When he opened his eyes, he caught her staring, and he offered her something that felt like the memory of a smile, as it couldn’t be caught by simple gaze. “Kaylin Neya.” He spoke the name as if she was no part of it.

But she nodded anyway.

“I apologize to you, and to your charge, but before we return Catti to the foundling hall, we must repair to the Halls of Law.” She nodded again, started toward the broken wall, and realized that there was a reason he hadn’t moved.

“By the power invested in me,” he told her, almost gently, “I must refuse you entrance.”

“But the Hawks will need to see—”

“No,” he said quietly. “They won’t.” He waited there until he was certain that she would obey his command. And because he was injured, because she knew he should be carted off to the medical division—any of the three—as quickly as he could be made to walk there, she acquiesced.

Only when they were back on the fief’s roads—themselves something like the memory of a real road—did she realize that he hadn’t actually said whose authority was invested in him.

Before they had managed to make their way to the bridge that signaled safety—if you called home something other than the fief of Nightshade—shadows cut the ground. Not building shadow; they had a habit of moving about as slowly as the sun did on her way up or down.

But these shadows made Kaylin look up in wordless delight—because they were cast by Aerians, the closest embodiment to the name of the Lord of Law she served. She would have known them anywhere, because that dance of momentary darkness cast against the earth had always been a yearning and a delight.

Here, in the fief of Nightshade, they meant that much more.

Only one of the Aerians landed, and he was old by Hawk standards: one of the reserves.

“Private Neya?” He said, sparing more than a glance to either of her injured compatriots.

She saluted him briskly—because of the three, she was the one who could, without pain. And then, as she saw the wind-born creases around his eyes turn down in the wrong expression, she added, “I’m not on duty.”

“You are on report,” was the reproachful reply. “But in this case, there is some small chance that Lord Grammayre will overlook your interference.” He turned to Severn, and his wings folded in a stiff arch above his head. They shook slightly; he’d been in the air longer than was wise.

“That is the missing child?”

“Yes. Catti of the foundling halls.”

“The god of flight grant you warm winds,” the older Aerian replied softly. It was a stiff, conservative phrase, but it was said with so much meaning, Kaylin didn’t mind. “Corporal Handred?”

Severn nodded.

“Handred?” Kaylin said, brows rising.

“It was my father’s name.”

“But you told me you didn’t know who—” She stopped speaking as the other word caught up with her. “Corporal?”

He shrugged.

“You didn’t feel the need to mention it.”

“The Hawks seem pretty informal.”

“I want to talk to Marcus.”

“Wait until you’re off report. I hear, with the Leontine, that there is actually a rank below private.”

“Yeah. Corpse.”

He laughed. The old Aerian rose to the sound of it, shaking his graying head. But his wings were white, and they were strong enough; stronger, perhaps, than they had been when all search had been in vain.

Clint flew when he saw them coming. Straight up, Aerian style, the equivalent of a victory salute. It caught the eyes of half the city—full, polished armor in this kind of sun usually did—but as Aerians had more or less been small, fleet clouds for the past day and a half, it wasn’t as remarkable as it should have been.

When she reached the stairs, Catti was cradled—and sleeping—in Severn’s arms. He, too, was bleeding, but he had insisted he was strong enough to bear her weight, and something about the bitter way he spoke those words made Kaylin let him, as if the burden was a gift.

And it was.

Clint was groundside, and he didn’t even bother with the formality of the pole-arm. “Severn,” he said, “you look like shit.”

“You don’t,” Severn answered. His tone was all shrug, but he didn’t otherwise lift shoulder, because he didn’t want to disturb Catti.

“Aristo brought word,” Tanner added. “Hawklord’s waiting, and Iron Jaw’s his new shadow.”

“Is he happy?” Kaylin asked hopefully.

“Is he ever?”

“Um, I’m not wearing my crest. Both of you—you’ll remember that, right?”

Tanner laughed.

“Marcus might be all right,” Clint added. “I mean, at least you’re not late.” More in the words than humor; he reached out and gently touched the top of Catti’s head. Not enough to wake her, just enough to make her presence real. Clint had always been tactile. His smile was weary, genuine and gone in an instant. “I should tell you something else.”

Because she wasn’t late, she waited.

“The Arcanum has paid a visit.”

She rolled her eyes. “Clint—”

“And the representative hasn’t left. Yet.”

There was more. But it wasn’t, apparently, for her. “Tiamaris.” If he was surprised at how Tiamaris was dressed—and the scales could pass muster as very antiquated armor if you hadn’t actually watched it grow—it didn’t show.

The Dragon nodded briefly. “As expected,” he said.

“What?”

He lifted half a singed brow in Kaylin’s direction. “You really were a poor student, weren’t you?”

“This is about magic?”

He snorted. The smell of something she wanted to call brimstone—and couldn’t, because she had no idea what brimstone actually smelled like—tickled her nose hairs. “I read some of your transcripts,” he said. “But even I have my limits.”

“Go on in,” Clint told them all. “But Kaylin?”

She had already made her way close to his beloved flight feathers. “Yes?”

“Mirror Marrin.”

“She’ll be here before I’ve finished the first sentence, Clint.”

“She should know.”

“Before I’ve finished the first word. She wasn’t looking so…calm. And Tiamaris says that Catti needs to be examined before she can go home.”

He cringed, the parent in him warring with the Hawk. The right one won; he said nothing else.





CHAPTER 16

The vaulted ceilings that were the commons for the Aerie were empty. If the Aerian reserves had been recalled, they had chosen other heights to grace with their weary presence. It was the first time that the central hall had seemed so empty.

“Kaylin,” Severn said quietly. It was a question, and she shook herself, looking away from the empty heights. Catti was heavy, and blessed burden or no, she was still a burden.

Kaylin led the way to the doors that bordered the Hall of the Hawks. They were guarded, but not by Teela or Tain; not in fact by Hawks she recognized. These must also be reserves, although they weren’t Aerian. They were, by the look of it, underslept humans—something she identified with heartily.

She answered their tired questions, assured them that the crisis—most of it—was over, and waited while they stepped aside to let them all pass. It seemed to take forever, but now that Catti was safe, she wasn’t in a great hurry to actually face the Hawklord.

“Tiamaris?”

The Dragon looked down at her. He walked stiffly, and his stride was shorter than usual; she half expected to see a trail of blood in his wake. But she didn’t touch him; didn’t try. Her arms were too shaky, and besides, he’d made pretty clear that it was a strict no-go.

“Kaylin?”

“Why are you even here?”

He grimaced. “I cannot understand,” he replied, “why you made such a poor student. You have an inexhaustible ability to ask questions.”

She thought this was going to be the whole of his answer, but after a pause, in which three closed doors went slowly by, he said, “I was the only suitable candidate. I deal well with the mortal races.”

At any other time she would have snickered. “The—your—”

“Transformation?”

“That.”

“Yes?”

She hesitated. She understood what the word outcaste meant as it applied to her own race: it meant you were either in jail, were about to be or were incredibly unlucky with lawyers. It meant pretty much the same—as far as she could tell, social niceties aside—for the Leontines and the Aerians as well. If you managed to somehow pay whatever you owed the courts, you weren’t really considered outcaste anymore.

But for the Barrani, it obviously meant something different. Kaylin had always had a sneaking suspicion that this was because Barrani, at heart, were all sons of bitches, and those who were officially outcaste were outcaste merely because they had enough personal power to actually survive being openly rebellious. Nothing she had experienced in Nightshade had done much to change that opinion, although for obvious reasons, she’d never voiced it.

But Dragons? Her mouth, as it so often did, ran ahead of her brain. “Are you outcaste?”

He actually stopped dead, and swivelled his neck to look—to really look—down on her.

“Kaylin,” Severn said quietly, when Tiamaris failed to answer, “you really need to learn how to pay attention to things that don’t have wings.”

“Dragons have wings,” she said, half-defensive.

“Not in company that’s supposed to survive them, they don’t. Look, Kaylin, even a Wolf cub knows that there are no outcaste Dragons.”

“And I was taught this when?”

“Obviously,” he replied, with just a little heat, “you weren’t. I’m not sure whether this is a failing of the Hawks or your own particular ability to not pay attention, but if I was betting my own money on it, I know which way I’d go.”

“Straight to some particularly hot corner of—”

“Children.” Tiamaris raised a hand, his voice dry and inflected with something that might have been humor. “You did well today. Better, I think, than any of us would have guessed. Severn, however, is correct. There are no outcaste Dragons.”

“But the Dragons have a castelord…they obviously have a caste system—”

“And the laws for dealing with the outcaste are determined in part by the ruling castelord of each race. Very good, Kaylin…you did manage to absorb that much in class. In the case of Dragons, that is the Emperor himself, and his decision has always been quite clear—there are no outcaste Dragons. I trust that my meaning is clear?”

She nodded.

“You’ve seen a Dragon, unleashed. Would you gainsay him?”

“No. And I wouldn’t disagree with him, either.”

Gold eyes rolled in mock disdain.

She winced. “I have to get it out of my system now. Because Arcanists? From anything I’ve heard—or seen, and I admit that’s maybe two—they don’t know what humor is. And if they’ve been around the Hawklord and Marcus for a while, neither will they.”

“It isn’t the Arcanum you have to be cautious around,” he told her softly, as they approached the final doors. “Do not speak unless you are spoken to.”

From the tone of Clint’s voice, Kaylin had expected the office to be empty in the particular way it was when Marcus was in a mood. She almost tripped over her feet when she saw the exact opposite, and Severn almost tripped over her when she came up unexpectedly short. He offered her a friendly curse, and she actually apologized; she’d carried children before, and she privately thought of them as great, big blinders. He still held Catti, and his arms were probably locked and numb.

She looked up at him, and down at Catti, and seeing the two of them together, she couldn’t think of a single thing to say that wouldn’t break something. But she wanted to go on looking, and he knew it; he nudged her with his knee, wordlessly telling her to pay attention to what was in front of them.

What at first had seemed like a party—replete with foreign dignitaries in fine clothing, and a multitude of the races that made life in Elantra so exciting for an officer of the Lord of Laws—resolved itself into something a little more funereal. There was a whole lot of silence going around, like a quickly transmitted disease.

It wasn’t made any better when Caitlin, looking harried but otherwise prim and proper at her desk, met Kaylin’s eyes and winced. The wince disappeared as she saw who Severn carried, but the stiffness didn’t. She got up, pushed her chair in, and made her way through the Hawks and the outsiders that had taken over the floor.

She didn’t hug Kaylin, which was a distinct signal: things were formal. And Kaylin was so underdressed for formal she wished she had been late. It didn’t help that there was actually someone in the room who looked worse for a change, because they were clearly with her.

“Kaylin,” Caitlin said brightly. “Severn. Please come in. Lord Evarrim from the Arcanum chose to pay a visit in your absence, and as you were absent, he decided to…wait.”

“I’m on report,” Kaylin said, automatically. “He could have been waiting a long damn time.”

“I believe Sargent Kassan made that quite clear. And in words that were vaguely less civil the tenth time. But as the Arcanum received a personal request to cooperate with the Lords of Law, from the Emperor Himself, Lord Evarrim resisted all attempts to be dislodged. He is not unattended,” she added, lowering her voice.

No, Kaylin could see that. Teela and Tain, in spotless Hawk uniform, were almost under his armpits. They didn’t exactly brandish their staves, but they didn’t have to. She hadn’t seen them look this Barrani-like in years. Three years. Well, if you didn’t count the aborted attempt to visit the merchant.

“She wasn’t talking about the Hawks,” Severn whispered, as if he could read her mind.

No. She was talking about his four guards. “Maybe we could do this later?”

But Marcus had already seen them, and if Marcus had, every other person in the room, all quietly minding their own business, had as well. Kaylin squared her shoulders. “Don’t let the Barrani touch Catti,” she told Severn, out of the corner of her mouth.

“Way ahead of you.”

She did turn to look at him then. As if seven years had never happened. It was almost too much. He met her gaze, and held it, and after a moment, he offered her a lopsided grin, something that never touched his eyes. It wasn’t an apology; they both knew it. There wasn’t one he could offer.

But he hadn’t killed Catti.

And he could have.

All the whys she had refused to ask him, had refused to let him answer, gathered behind her lips; she closed her teeth on them, tried to swallow and blinked a few times.

“Later,” he said. Not softly. But quietly.

For the first time since she had set eyes on him in the Hawklord’s tower, she almost wanted that later. She touched Catti’s face, in much the same way Clint had touched her hair, but for different reasons. And then she turned to face Marcus Kassan.

“Not in uniform, I see,” he said curtly.

“No, sir.”

“Don’t ‘sir’ me,” he snapped. He was in a mood.

“Yes—uh. Yes.”

“Corporal.”

Severn couldn’t snap a salute without dropping Catti. But he did straighten out. “Yes, sir.”

“You were given strict orders with regards to the off-duty Hawk in your company.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did any of them include her presence?”

“No, sir.”

“Against my advice, you were taken off report.”

“Yes, sir.”

Marcus snarled. Severn, new to the Hawks, didn’t perform the requisite obeisance of exposing his throat. But Kaylin knew him well enough; even if he’d been a Hawk for years, he probably wouldn’t. The fiefs were in him, and he’d lived them in a way that she could now admit she hadn’t.

Because of him. He had been a lot weaker when he’d last carried her the way he was now holding Catti.

“Sergeant,” Tiamaris said, in almost exactly the same tone he reserved for the word “children.” “I required the Corporal’s cooperation for work in the fief of Nightshade on behalf of the Lord Grammayre. Severn is subordinate to me, and I accept full responsibility for his presence here.”

“And hers?”

“She was a civilian in need of protection,” he replied, with such a perfect, deadpan expression Kaylin herself wasn’t certain that she didn’t believe it. And she knew better.

“The child, then, is Catti of the foundling halls?”

“Kaylin Neya identified her,” Tiamaris replied. “I had no reason to doubt her word.”

“And she was found?”

“In the fief of Nightshade.”

“The fieflord—”

“Was not present. He had nothing to do with her disappearance,” Tiamaris added.

Kaylin hated these conversations. She didn’t see the point of people talking when everything they said was already obvious to everyone involved. At least paperwork had some vague point. Either that, or it was full of phrases and words that she hadn’t bothered to master, so it seemed to be more important.

“Corporal,” Marcus growled. “Report.”

Tiamaris lifted a hand. “I think that…unwise, Sergeant Kassan. It is, of course, your call.”

Kaylin was certain that Marcus would repeat his demand, and almost fell over when his jaws clamped shut.

“Lord Tiamaris.”

Kaylin almost stepped behind the Dragon’s broad back as Lord Evarrim of the Arcanum sauntered over. His four shadows sought to follow, but they were headed off by Tain; Teela joined him instead, and it was clear even to Kaylin that she would not have been his chosen escort.

It was also clear that, had she carried a dagger, he would have been its preferred sheath.

“Kaylin,” she said quietly. It was a warning.

“Lord Evarrim,” Tiamaris said, before Kaylin could speak. Not that she would have. “I had not expected to see you here.”

“No, I imagine you didn’t. There are, however, Imperial aides who are also recently arrived, and they will speak with no one. Not even Lord Grammayre, who is taxed by their presence.” His smile was tinged with malice. “The mortal races are obvious and little patient. The subtle nature of immortal politics are obviously beyond their ken.”

“At least we have the good sense to stay dead when we are dead,” Kaylin snapped back.

Teela froze.

That was bad. Lord Evarrim froze as well, which was worse. The moment went on forever, like one of those dreams in which you realize you suddenly have no clothing on in a roomful of vain, malicious nobles.

Tiamaris came to her rescue, such as it was. “Kaylin, Severn,” he said quietly, “Much as I desire the ability to accommodate Lord Evarrim, I require your presence now. My apologies to the Arcanum,” he added, tendering a bow to Lord Evarrim that was so far beyond what was necessary it had to be sarcastic, “but the Emperor’s aides will not wait forever, and any attempt to keep them from me, now that they are alerted to my presence, would not be in your interests.”

He put a bronzed arm around Kaylin’s shoulder, and although the hand that fell across her shoulder looked gentle, it wasn’t. Kaylin had the impression that his hand could have been cut off at the wrist, and his finger positions wouldn’t change at all.

“Be cautious, Lord Tiamaris,” Lord Evarrim said with a cold smile. “It cannot have escaped your notice that this one already bears a mark.”

“In no way has it escaped my notice, Lord Evarrim. It has not escaped even yours.”

Kaylin would have been shocked, but Marcus actually sniggered, and she couldn’t add to that without earning Lord Evarrim’s enmity. If she hadn’t already done that merely by existing. She silently swore she would be eternally grateful to Tiamaris for his rescue as she crossed the floor, bumping into office-mates who, she realized, were at least as nervous as she was. Severn took a little longer to follow, as he didn’t have the advantage of a Dragon’s grip to ease his passage.

Everyone in the office was a Hawk, and all of them had seen active duty at some point in their tenure. They wanted to see Catti up close, because she had survived, and they had all been almost certain she wouldn’t.

Proud day to be a Hawk.

But it was a bad day to be a Dragon, and Kaylin wondered how it was that eternity could actually wind up being so short. Because the aides that had been so obliquely referred to weren’t human. They weren’t Aerian, they weren’t Leontine, and they weren’t Barrani.

Which left three races, one of which she’d never actually encountered, given their racial agoraphobia, and the other two?

Dragon. And Tha’alani. Three of the former, and one of the latter, but one was enough if it wasn’t dead.

Tiamaris’s grip actually gentled, although his arm did not leave her shoulders. Which was a good thing. Sight of Tha’alani usually had two effects on Kaylin. The first involved a great deal of running, in the opposite direction, as quickly as humanly possible—and with her conditioning, that was pretty quick—and the second, when the first was denied her, throwing up.

But Tiamaris’s body language, as the four aides approached, made her feel safe. That and unworthy of their attention, since they clearly had eyes for no one but Tiamaris.

“Lord Tiamaris,” one of the Dragons said. His voice was not austere; it was ice. His eyes were that whirl of red-centered orange that was an instant sign of danger.

“Lord Diarmat.” Tiamaris gave Kaylin’s shoulder a squeeze—which she interpreted as a warning—before he released her and tendered the Dragon a bow.

Lord Diarmat was taller than Tiamaris, but he was more slender across the shoulders and chest. His hair was both shorter and darker, but his skin was a darker shade as well. He did not wear jewelery, which Kaylin considered a good sign, but he did wear the royal red, edged with platinum that was probably real, and cut across with the Emperor’s emblem: a Dragon, in gold. He moved as if he wore no armor, and given her experience with Tiamaris, she knew he probably didn’t.

“Lord Emmerian,” Tiamaris continued, bowing to the second Dragon. “Lord Sanabalis.” The third seemed older than the first two—graying hair did that—and returned the bow more readily. When he rose, there was an odd expression across his face, and it exposed lines that neutrality didn’t. It wasn’t—quite—a smile, but Kaylin felt herself drawn to Lord Sanabalis in a way that she wasn’t to the other Dragons. Even Tiamaris, at least not when they’d first met.

He noticed her reaction, and he met her gaze with an open appraisal of his own. “Tiamaris,” he said, his eyes not leaving Kaylin’s face, “this is the girl?”

“Forgive my lack of…manners. Yes, this is Kaylin Neya. Kaylin, this is the Dragon who had the responsibility of tutoring me when I was considered young enough to be in need of lessons.”

“He was a very focused student,” Lord Sanabalis said, his golden eyes bright in a way that suggest liquid, not metal. “But unfortunately, he tended to choose his focus, and it was oft not the focus of his many teachers.”

“This is hardly pertinent, Sanabalis,” Tiamaris said, dispensing with the formality of the title.

“I see.” The oldest of the Dragon aides turned. “Let me also introduce the fourth member of our entourage. This is Ybelline, of the Tha’alani.”

Ybelline of the Tha’alani turned to look at Kaylin. So did her tentacles. Well, to be fair, they were more like long, dancing stalks that just happened to jut out of her forehead, and at a distance, they weren’t as ugly, as, say, exposed Leontine teeth—probably because of the lack of blood—but Kaylin hated them with a passion. A meagre and stupid phrase which she intended to give real meaning.

The stalks didn’t actually contain eyes—eyes were things that didn’t pierce the surface, after all. But as far as menace went? Kaylin had made an inhouse motion that by law Tha’alani should be forced to bind the damn things to their heads with thick cloth—because no one else was allowed to run around the streets brandishing the most deadly of their weapons.

She had, of course, been denied the request, and also forbidden to make it through the usual bureaucratic channels, as it would reflect badly upon the multiracial makeup of the Hawks, and their leader. Especially their leader. She’d pointed out—loudly—that the Tha’alani didn’t join anything; there certainly wasn’t a single member of that race within the Hawks, so it shouldn’t matter.

And Marcus had pointed out that there were worse things to be than a private.

So Kaylin smiled—in as much as that movement of lips could be identified as one—and bowed.

Ybelline’s smile, however, was infinitely more gracious, and had it been on anyone else’s face, it would have lit up a room. Or ten. In fact, if it weren’t for those hated stalks, she would have been lovely; her hair was a pale, pale gold, her eyes were the color of brown honey and her skin—what little there was of it that wasn’t covered by Imperial red—was unscarred and unbruised. She could almost give a Barrani a run for her money, and that could be said about very, very few mortals.

The smile faded, though, when Kaylin just couldn’t match it. The bow became brisk and formal, and the Tha’alani turned back to Tiamaris, called Lord by three Dragons.

“The humans are necessary?” Lord Diarmat’s voice was about as friendly as Kaylin’s smile had been.

“They are my witnesses,” Tiamaris replied, in measured tones. “But this is not the place for this conversation.”

“Indeed. It appears that something that occurred within the fiefs has caught the interest of the Arcanum.”

“The Lords of Law saw fit to ask the Arcanum for advice,” Tiamaris replied, in his depths now. “And, as the Emperor’s request was the one acceded to, I feel it is not my place to judge their presence.”

“As you say. And what room in this building would do?”

“The West room” Kaylin heard herself say.

Tiamaris spared her a look.

“But we have a child who’s been injured, and we’d really like to take her back to her—to her pride-mother.”

“The child is not a matter that concerns us—”

“Lord Diarmat,” Ybelline said, her voice soft, her expression…feminine. Wrong, to Kaylin’s eye. “I believe that it is best that the child be examined. If her guardians will give consent—”

“Marrin of the foundling halls is her guardian.”

“—I will ascertain that she is whole and unharmed, and that she is substantially the same child that she was before her abduction.”

“I won’t—”

“Kaylin.” Severn stepped on her foot. “This is exactly what’s going to occur. If you fight them, you’ll just scare the girl, and you won’t change anything else. There are worse Tha’alani than this one. Come. The West room.”

They were joined by Marcus and Lord Grammayre. The former, the Dragons attempted to throw out—with words, of course—and the latter, they accepted without apparent qualm. It was a good deal less frosty in the West room than it was in the outer office, although given the amount of chatter—none—Kaylin couldn’t say why.

“Kaylin.” The Hawklord’s wings were folded in a way that was just shy of tense.

She bowed, and made sure it was perfect.

“It appears you’ve been busy while on leave. I will not fault you for it. The child?”

“She’s been injured.”

“Marked?”

Kaylin swallowed and nodded.

He turned to the Tha’alani. “The child sleeps. I believe it would be best if she continue to do so. Can that be arranged?”

“Yes, Lord Grammayre.”

“Tiamaris?”

“The child does not appear to be under the influence of magic,” the Dragon replied, as if tendering a report. “Nor does there appear to be any enchantment that is active.”

“Good. Ybelline?”

The Tha’alani nodded gracefully to the Hawklord. She failed to notice the way Kaylin tensed as she approached Catti, and even failed to notice the restraining hand that caught her upper arm.

Marcus, however, growled a warning. It wasn’t pretty.

Kaylin could fail to notice many things, but not as gracefully as the Tha’alani did. She answered with a short Leontine phrase, and let go.

The stalks moved, elongating as Ybelline bent. The bend was, strictly speaking, unnecessary; she must have done it to make Kaylin feel less queasy. It didn’t work, but Kaylin tried hard to appreciate the gesture.

She knew she was holding her breath because she exhaled—loudly—as those stalks touched Catti’s forehead. Severn pushed strands of red hair out of the way, moving Catti gently so that she might be closer to the Tha’alani.

The woman’s eyes closed. Minutes passed; Catti’s expression shifted into a small smile. “She likes you,” Ybelline said, and Kaylin started.

“Yes, she means you,” Severn said.

“She trusts you,” the Tha’alani continued.

“Is that pertinent?”

Severn, still burdened, stepped on Kaylin’s foot. Kaylin tried to shut up; she knew the rules. One wasn’t supposed to interrupt a Tha’alani investigation with speech. It apparently distracted them.

“Records,” Lord Grammayre said. “Ybelline, we need to see what happened to the child. She is the only victim to survive, and this examination will be invaluable in our attempts to find her would-be killers.”

Ybelline nodded.

And Kaylin, unhappy, nodded as well. She had known this would happen. Of course she’d known it. She just hadn’t allowed herself to think about it.

“Catti would tell them,” Severn said to Kaylin, and only to Kaylin. “She wants to be Hawk. She wants to be you.”

“Catti’s a child—”

“Not for much longer. If she is, now. She’s asleep, Kaylin. She won’t have to relive the experience. Wake her to get her permission, and she will.”

Kaylin said nothing more. But it didn’t last. “Severn—if I were her, I would still want that choice.”

“You’re not a child. You’re not Catti. Let it go.”

“They’re her memories.”

“Not all memories are a kindness.”

“I wouldn’t want to—” She stopped when Marcus growled.

Sanabalis chuckled. “Tiamaris,” he said, against convention, “I see that you have indeed grown in patience since I was last capable of being your teacher.”

He was rewarded with two human glares and one Leontine chuckle.

Ybelline continued to stand above Catti, her hands by her sides. It was Ybelline’s face that twisted, first in confusion and then in fear; it was Ybelline’s face that froze in agony. Catti, peaceful, slept. And Kaylin, watching, felt the first twinge of something other than manic hatred for the Tha’alani. She had seen them work only rarely, and one of those experiences had been her own. But she had never truly watched their faces.

The last expression was a mingling of pain and something akin to joy. “You’ve arrived,” Ybelline whispered, her voice carrying the texture of both of those sensations. She did not break contact, and she did not speak again.

They waited in silence, Severn, Kaylin and Tiamaris, remembering what they could of the quick, dark fight in the old watchtower.

But when Ybelline finally staggered back a step, it was Kaylin who moved to catch her; it was Kaylin who steadied her—and Kaylin had never willingly touched a Tha’alani in her life.

She knew, of course; the Tha’alani were sensitive to simple thoughts when they had even this level of contact. Stalks swivelled in the air, but they stopped just short of contact as honey-brown eyes opened.

“Kaylin,” she said, with just a faint hint of question in the two syllables.

“You—you looked like you were going to fall,” was the lame reply.

“The memories of the young are stark,” Ybelline replied. “And bitter, in this case.”

“In all cases.” Sanabalis’s voice was serene, his eyes gold.

“It is seldom for reasons of peace or joy that the Tha’alani are summoned.” He bowed to Ybelline. “You are afraid,” he told Kaylin, “of what the Tha’alani see in you when they touch you. Did it never occur to you to think that they are not less afraid? It darkens them, always. And it wounds them. Very few of the Tha’alani can serve among the deaf for long.”

“Deaf?”

He sighed. It was a gust of wind.

“Sanabalis,” Ybelline said, her voice slightly cool, “that was unkind.”

He shrugged. Kaylin realized she had never seen Tiamaris shrug that way. “So is she.”

Ybelline began to speak, and Kaylin—who still held her by the arms—tightened her grip. “Don’t defend me,” she said. “I’ll accept it. It’s true.”

“Fear does not make a kind person,” Ybelline replied.

“Neither does envy. Could you please try to be a little less gracious?”

The Tha’alani woman laughed, and if her smile could light up, oh, the Imperial Palace, her laugh was better. Or worse, depending on how guilty one felt. Kaylin was caught between the two. She loosened her grip slowly, met Ybelline’s eyes, managed not to flinch at the stalks, and said, “If I ever have to face the Tha’alani again, could I call you?”

“I am seconded to the Emperor,” was the quiet reply, “but in so much as I am able to choose my assignments, yes.”

“You do her too much honor,” Sanabalis said.

“She saved the child” was the serene reply.

“Not alone.” Sanabalis’s voice changed at the tail end of those two words, and he turned away from Kaylin, from Ybelline and from pretty much anyone else in the room who wasn’t Tiamaris.

“Kaylin,” Marcus said in perfectly enunciated Leontine. “Take Catti. Take Severn. Get out.”

As he spoke, Lord Diarmat and Lord Emmerian stepped toward Tiamaris; Tiamaris did not move. And Kaylin had one of those sudden bad feelings that was a lot like losing lunch, but without the mess.

“This room isn’t big enough,” she said, to no one in particular.

“For what, Kaylin?” Sanabalis asked.

“One Dragon, never mind four.”

Lord Diarmat frowned. “Tiamaris.”

Tiamaris raised a brow at Kaylin.

“We have to stay. No,” she added, after a pause, “I have to stay. Severn, take Catti home.”

“I’m not leaving without you. We can take Catti home.”

“We’re his witnesses. That’s what he called us. And he never says anything without a reason.”

“Very good,” Sanabalis replied. “She is not completely hopeless, Tiamaris.”

“I did not say completely.”

Kaylin shot him a dark look, but it was without heart. “When you—when it happened,” she said, skirting what had suddenly become a dangerous word, “they felt it?”

“The entire Imperial palace felt it,” Lord Diarmat replied.

“Meaning the Dragons.”

“Meaning, as you quaintly put it, the Dragons.”

“How?”

“That does not concern you.”

“But it does. I was there.”

“Kaylin,” Sanabalis said. He reached out slowly, but she wasn’t fooled; when he touched her arm, his grip was like steel. “How often have you seen the change?”

“Never.”

“Never?”

“I think even I’d remember that. Without help,” she added, glancing at Ybelline. “It’s not a big secret, is it?”

“Did you expect it?”

She started to say something cutting, and managed to shut herself up before it escaped. “Not that.”

“Why?”

“Because I failed racial interaction classes.”

“As well as magical classes?”

She gave up on the idea of pretending she was smart. Or pretending that the Dragons didn’t know she wasn’t. “Pretty much.”

“Kaylin,” Severn asked, both brows slightly raised. “Did you pass anything that wasn’t practical?”

“Barrani.”

He rolled his eyes. But his scar was whiter than it had been, and had he not been carrying Catti—still—she was certain his hands would be near some sort of weapon. It was damn hard to keep hers away.

“This particular part of Dragon culture is not studied in those classes,” Lord Grammayre said. His wings flexed and settled. It was disquieting.

“I take it it’s not exactly legal?”

“It does not have the approval of the castelord, no.” Lord Diarmat frowned. “As Tiamaris well knows.”

“And you’re here to—to—”

“They are here to evaluate me,” Tiamaris replied. “That is all.”

“And if you fail?”

“I will be judged outcaste.”

“You said there were no—oh.” She turned to Ybelline. “You were sent to read him?”

“If it becomes necessary.” Her reply was cool, now. “I do not, however, believe that it will be.”

“That is not for you to decide,” Lord Diarmat snapped. Kaylin could hear the echo of great jaws in the sound. She wondered what color he was.

“Blue,” Ybelline replied. But it was a very quiet word.

“Tiamaris—tell them!”

“If,” Sanabalis said, “you can contain your interruptions, he will do just that.”

“And if you can’t,” Marcus added, “you’ll be on the other side of the door. You decide in how many pieces.”

“We entered the watchtower in the fiefs. It is an old watchtower,” Tiamaris added, “and it is engraved in the style of the Old Ones.”

Kaylin hadn’t seen any symbols. She bit her lip. She also hadn’t seen the entrance, if it came to that.

“The child was already marked, as Ybelline has seen. There were thirteen in the chamber.”

“They were priests?”

“They were robed,” Tiamaris replied. “And they carried daggers that were also marked in the old fashion. I believe the daggers were active at the time of their attempted use.”

“The markings were,” Kaylin added.

Marcus growled. A lot. But Sanabalis lifted a hand, granting Kaylin permission to keep her throat, at least until there were no Dragons present.

“What do you mean, Kaylin?”

“The marks on Catti’s arms and legs. They were glowing.”

“Tiamaris?”

The Dragon Hawk looked at Kaylin, and she knew she’d said the wrong thing, whatever that was.

“She was marked,” he replied. “But I did not get close to her during the time the priests attempted to finish their ritual.”

“Death magic.”

“Of a certainty.”

“How did you find the girl, Tiamaris?”

The Dragon’s inner membranes rose. His eyes had shaded to orange. “I did not find her. Kaylin Neya did.”

Six Dragon eyes, of a similar color, were not a comfort when they were suddenly all focused on her. Kaylin didn’t squirm, but it took effort.

“How?”

Kaylin looked at the Hawklord, and the Hawklord nodded.

“I—a few days before she was taken— I was called to the foundling halls. She’d fallen. She’d fallen badly. I had to heal her.”

Sanabalis stared at her, and the orange eyes in his friendly face were somewhat worse than the same color in the granite faces of the other Dragons. “How badly injured was she?”

“She was dying.”

“Was she conscious?”

“No. She was barely there at all.”

“Continue.”

“I found her,” she said, trying not to sound defensive. “And I brought her back. I healed the injuries.”

“So. Tiamaris, this was not mentioned in your report.”

“I was not aware of it until today, Lord Sanabalis.”

“Very well. There was a connection between the child and Kaylin Neya. You used it?”

“Kaylin Neya did. She found the child.” He paused, and then he, too, stared at Kaylin.

“We reached the watchtower,” she said faintly, “and we made it in through the wall.”

The Hawklord closed his eyes.

“And there were Barrani there. They were all Barrani.”

The Dragons exchanged a single glance as if it were a hot coal. “Thirteen is a large number,” Lord Emmerian said at last. “But in and of itself, it does not justify the extreme measures taken.”

Kaylin hadn’t finished. “But they weren’t—” she took a deep breath. “I’ve seen dead Barrani before,” she told them quietly, again looking to the Hawklord for permission. His wings flexed; his face, impassive, had turned an unusual shade of gray. “And they were usually missing things like, you know, their heads. Or their hearts. But these were different.”

“Think carefully, Kaylin,” Lord Sanabalis said. His voice was gentle. Gentle, in this case, was not good.

“They were dead,” she told him. “They were all— I’d bet on it, with my own money—dead.”

“Tiamaris?”

“There is nothing left of either their work or their bodies,” the Dragon replied.

“You are certain of this?”

“I am certain.”

“Thirteen,” Diarmat said, in a voice as soft as Sanabalis’s. “Are you certain the girl is not mistaken?”

“I ate one,” Tiamaris replied. Had he been any other Hawk, Kaylin would have sworn he was joking.

But the reaction of the other three Dragons made it clear they took it literally, and if they were grim, they were satisfied. She wondered, then, what he’d be able to tell her about herself if he’d eaten her. Which was more stupid than her usual idle thoughts.

Lord Diarmat bowed. “Lord Tiamaris,” he said quietly. “We will expect you in the Emperor’s presence before sunset. You have been injured. See that the injuries are tended.”

Good of you to finally notice, Kaylin thought sourly.

The only person in the room who could hear it gave a faint smile, and for the first time in her life, Kaylin didn’t resent the idea that someone could pluck her thoughts, defenseless, from behind her closed lips. She met Ybelline’s brief glance and actually smiled.

“Kaylin Neya, you are forbidden to speak of this to anyone,” Lord Diarmat added.

“Ummm.”

Marcus actually closed his eyes. “Kaylin…”

“Does Lord Evarrim count?”





CHAPTER 17

Apparently, Lord Evarrim did count.

Marcus, however, was not about to let the Dragons take it out on her—at least not right away. He looked at Severn, and said, “Corporal, go see the medics. Now.”

Severn’s hesitation was not marked in any way by nervous motion; he just stood there, waiting.

Waiting, Kaylin realized, for her. “I’ll see that he gets there right away,” she said, putting her hand on the small of his back and attempting to give it a subtle shove. “And we’ll take Catti back to Marrin.”

“No,” Lord Sanabalis said, “you will not.”

The hair on the back of Kaylin’s neck rose. It might have been a bit more obvious, had Marcus’s fur not got there first. The white-gold undersides of his close-skin fur were easily visible. So were his teeth; the black of his lips had pulled right off them.

“Were the current Emperor not so secure in his rule, there is every likelihood that he would demand the child’s death.”

“Kaylin,” the Hawklord said. “Sergeant Kassan.” He turned to Lord Diarmat. “My apologies, Lord Diarmat, Lord Sanabalis. The full context of your intent is not clear, and they are Hawks.”

“Imperial Order does not require explanation.” Lord Diarmat had drawn himself up to his full height while he spit the words out.

“No,” Lord Grammayre said, “it does not. Nor does acceptance of Imperial Order require grace.”

But Sanabalis relented. A little. “You care for the child, Kaylin Neya. That much is clear, from both your reaction and Ybelline’s. That she cares for you is also clear, and we will trust your discretion in how she is told that she is not—yet—ready to return to her home.

“She is not safe there,” he added. “Unless we leave Dragons in full force in the halls, she cannot be made safe there, and if the Dragons are forced to act—as Tiamaris did—the rest of the children will, in all likelihood, not survive.”

“But what will you—what do you intend—”

“I give you my word,” he said gravely, and she knew what that was worth to a Dragon, “that she will not be harmed. The guard that she cannot be given in safety in the foundling halls, she will be given in the Imperial Palace.”

“She won’t be turned over to the Imperial mages?”

“No. They may examine her, but I will be present for those examinations, and as we have already had the Tha’alani’s testimony, there is limited information that they can glean. They will not be allowed to enspell her.”

“We need to explain this to Marrin,” she said quietly.

“Marrin?”

“Her pride-mother. The Leontine who runs the foundling hall.”

“Ah. I don’t envy you the task. But I trust that you will survive it.”

The medic on duty was Moran, an Aerian who would probably have been happier had she been born a Leontine. She had a great eye for detail—like, say, the ones you were failing to mention during her checkups—and absolute intolerance for stoicism. It made her oddly appropriate for the Hawks, but rather temperamental.

She was waiting, the duty table ready, when Kaylin managed to push Severn through the door. She clucked three times, which emphasized the birdlike build that most Aerians didn’t have, flexed her wings in the universal gesture of disapproval and took Catti from his arms.

“Kaylin,” she said, as she laid Catti on the table. “You look well.” Bruises, unless they were the wrong color—and Kaylin seldom asked for a more precise definition than that—weren’t a cause for Moran’s concern.

“You found her,” Moran added softly. “Has she regained consciousness?”

“She was awake when we found her,” Kaylin answered. “But she had to be examined by the Tha’alani.”

“Before she came here?”

Kaylin cringed. “The Tha’alani kept her asleep for the duration of the examination. You could probably wake her up if you wanted.”

But Moran shook her head. “She’s exhausted. Look at her eyes.”

Her eyes are closed, Kaylin thought. But she obediently looked anyway.

“And her lips are cracked. She probably hasn’t had much to drink for the last two days.” She pulled the tunic up, frowned at the shallow abdominal cuts, and turned toward the cupboards in which she hid her healing unguents. Kaylin privately referred to them as poisons. “They’ll heal fine,” Moran continued, her voice soft. “And I don’t think they’ll infect.”

“And the—the other marks?”

“They’re not bleeding,” Moran said. “And they’re not wounds. I don’t think they’re tattoos—and if they are, getting rid of them is probably going to be more painful than putting them on was in the first place.” She paused for just a moment, staring at Catti’s face, a Hawk’s pride in her gaze. “Good work,” she told them, although she didn’t look away.

“You,” she added, to Severn.

“Severn,” Kaylin supplied.

“Severn, on the other table.” This was more like Moran’s regular bedside manner. Probably the reason she didn’t have a private practice. Her wings bent.

“She means it,” Kaylin said, under her breath.

Severn sat down heavily.

Moran made him strip, and then let him have the sharp edge of her tongue. “You were walking around like this?”

“Clearly.”

“He used to be a Wolf,” Kaylin said, by way of distraction. “He’s been a Hawk for a short time, so he’s not used to the—”

“Spare me. I’ve done field work with the Wolves before. And the Swords. You Law people are all the same.” She went back to the cupboards, grabbed bandages and something that looked suspiciously like needles, and came back to the table. “This will probably hurt some,” she said. It didn’t sound like an apology. “You’ve lost blood, but I imagine you know that by now. You’ve got enough scars.”

Severn, flat out on his back, managed a shrug. “They didn’t kill me.”

“These ones won’t either.”

Because Kaylin knew Moran, she knew that this was a good thing, although Moran’s tone of voice certainly didn’t manage to convey it. “Can I watch?”

Moran shrugged, which was a clear yes. Kaylin grabbed a stool— Moran’s wings made regular chairs a tad unwieldy—and dragged it over to Severn’s side. She hesitated for a minute, and then caught his right hand.

His grip wasn’t strong.

So much to say. Kaylin, often accused of loving the sound of her own voice, couldn’t figure out where to start, and didn’t bother. She just held his hand while Moran set about stitching him back together. He tensed several times, but true to form, didn’t utter a word.

But he didn’t close his eyes much either, and his gaze stayed locked on Kaylin’s face.

When Moran was finished, and only barely, Kaylin excused herself. Severn started to sit up, but Moran started to stutter, and Moran won, as she so often did in the area she ruled.

“I’m just going to Marrin,” Kaylin told him quietly. “I won’t do anything else.”

“You can mirror her,” he said, through gritted teeth. Moran had actually hit him.

“I can. But I’d rather talk to her in person.”

Which was more or less true. More true while she was in the Halls of Law, and less—and less—as she drew closer to the foundling halls. Leaving Catti with Dragons had taken on a whole new meaning, and she wasn’t much liking it. She wondered if Marcus had seen Tiamaris go berserk before. Decided against, although it would explain a lot.

Amos was on duty, even though it was later. He was on his knees in front of the front gates, and it looked like he was trying to fix the latch. When he saw Kaylin, which was pretty much after she almost tripped over him, he stiffened and rose.

She smiled. “Catti’s safe,” she told him quietly.

All the stiffness went out of him, then. “I’m too old for this,” he muttered. He often said it, but it had a different meaning today. She put a hand on his shoulder.

“It wasn’t your fault,” she told him quietly. “And you’re actually fond of children. This isn’t supposed to be a prison, it’s supposed to be a home.”

“Kaylin—”

“I would have been happy, here. I am happy here,” she added. “And I wouldn’t choose a different guard for these gates. Is Marrin all right?”

“What do you think?”

“I think I’ll go in and talk with her right now.”

Marrin was already at the doors when Kaylin entered.

Kaylin held out her hands, and Marrin was across the foyer in a leap and a bound. Not really a good sign. Leontines could keep up a fight-ready response for a damn long while, but it took its toll.

Leontine nostrils flared.

“I would have mirrored,” Kaylin said quietly. “But there are some things mirrors don’t capture.”

“You found her.” She could pick up Catti’s scent.

“She’s alive.”

“Where?”

“In the Halls of Law. Marrin—”

Marrin had already started for the door, and Kaylin managed—by dint of years of training—to beat her there. It was close.

“She’s my kit too,” the Hawk said. “But she’s been marked. Like the other victims were marked.”

“She wasn’t harmed?”

“Not through lack of trying.”

“Who?”

“If it wasn’t worth my life, I’d tell you.”

Leontine growls of this particular nature made the more distant threat less effective. But not by much. Kaylin was a Hawk, and if she hated Imperial bureaucracy as much as the next Hawk, she also played—mostly—by the rules.

“Marrin, it was because of me that Catti was taken.”

Marrin stiffened. Her teeth were just a little too prominent. “What do you mean by that?”

“The healing,” she said softly. “They took her because I healed her. Because the healing made a connection between us that had to be there if Catti was to survive.

“It’s still there,” she added, voice low. “If we bring her back, they’ll just take her again.”

“You didn’t kill them?”

“We killed them.”

“Good.” It wasn’t; Marrin wanted to eviscerate them herself. But she was old enough to be practical. Just. “But you don’t think you killed them all.”

“I’d like to think so,” Kaylin replied. “But the Imperial aides don’t.”

“I want to see her.”

“I know. But she’ll be surrounded by Dragons. Can you handle that?”

The hiss was loud and long. Higher than Marcus’s, but more menacing. Leontine women were always the greater danger.

“They want her at the palace. Catti would like it, I think. And she’ll have so much to tell the others when she comes back.”

“When or if?”

“When,” Kaylin said firmly. “Definitely when. I know it’s not over,” she added. “But it’s going to be.”

“Kaylin. Kitling.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t do anything foolish.” Marrin’s fur was falling. Her lips were slowly lowering over those impressive canines.

“I won’t do anything illegal, if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” She reached out, and her palm-pads were dry. Kaylin caught Marrin’s hand and turned it over. The pads were a shade of pale gray, and cracked.

“Marrin!”

Marrin’s dry chuckle almost made Kaylin cry.

“You’re a Hawk,” the mother of the foundling hall said, pulling her hand back and raising it to brush Kaylin’s hair from her forehead. “But you’re still one of my kits. Don’t forget it. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.”

“Except Marcus?”

Marrin said something rude in Leontine. The equivalent of men, and in that tone of voice.

“I have to go back to the fiefs. We found her there,” she added. It was hard, with Marrin, to be less than open. “And the answers are there as well.”

“Answers? To what questions?”

“The ones about me.”

“Kaylin—does this have anything to do with that mark?”

Kaylin self-consciously raised a hand to cover her cheek. “You noticed.”

Marrin snorted. “Flowers are not your style.”

“Yes. No. Maybe. I don’t know. But— I’m going back to the fiefs. Catti’s marked. And until this is over, she’s not safe.”

Marrin’s eyes narrowed. “This has something to do with your marks?” She had never asked before.

“A lot,” Kaylin replied.

“Will you take that young man with you?”

“Young man? You mean Severn?”

“The one you were having the…argument with.”

Kaylin laughed. Only Marrin. “Yes,” she said quietly. “Without him, Catti would have died.”

“Is there something you want to tell me?”

“Marrin, there is so much I want to tell you—”

Marrin’s great, furred arms caught Kaylin and drew her close. Heart-close. “I’ll tell the children,” she said softly, her voice a sensation along the top of Kaylin’s skull. “You go and do whatever it is you need to do.”

“Am I off report?” Kaylin stood in front of Marcus’s desk. Marcus, for once in his life, seemed to find paperwork of interest. Either that, or he was considering some new way to shred it.

“I didn’t put you on report. Take it upstairs.”

“He wants to talk to me?”

Marcus met her eyes. His paw pads were moist; she knew this because he placed one over her hand. “Good work,” he said quietly. “And yes.”

“The Arcanists?”

“Apparently they were suddenly concerned with something that came up in idle conversation.”

Kaylin winced.

“You must learn not to let arrogance goad you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re still on report.”

“Yes, Marcus.”

“Good. Go on.” He lifted his hand; she still felt the tips of his claws against her skin as she started her way toward the Tower stairs.

Lord Grammayre had done her the kindness of leaving the door open. She approached him with the grovelling diffidence of a criminal as he gestured them shut behind her, half-expecting that she’d once again end up in that damn circle.

“Rise,” he said, his tone of voice conveying an irritable get up. She didn’t wait to be told twice. Usually, on the other hand, she didn’t wait to be told once, which was often a bit of a problem.

To her great surprise, Tiamaris was in the tower, waiting. He was once again kitted out as a Hawk; the bronze armor was gone.

“You were supposed to go to the Palace.”

“I went.”

“But you—”

“Kaylin.”

She looked back to the Hawklord.

“Lord Tiamaris’s business is his own, and I trust you have learned enough today to understand why.”

“Yes, sir.”

His left wing flicked. “Lord Tiamaris?”

“I believe that we require her presence in this investigation.”

“Clearly, if you seconded her while she was suspended.” If he was annoyed, he was also amused. He could cross that line with little warning and less cause, so Kaylin decided to keep quiet. He turned to the mirror. “Records.”

The mirror flared. The light was unusual, even for a mirror, and after a moment, the Hawklord spoke his name.

And she saw Catti, surrounded by robed men. From Catti’s viewpoint. It was impossible for Kaylin to keep her hands from her daggers; she didn’t even try.

“These are the men you saw?”

She nodded grimly, watching them.

“Records,” Lord Grammayre said again. The scene shattered in an abrupt shift. She recognized the image that coalesced, although it wouldn’t look that way again for some time: It was Catti’s room, but it wasn’t empty. There were men in it; they were also robed.

The walls tilted. Catti screamed. Red light filled the room.

“Magic?” She asked.

“Yes,” Tiamaris replied. “Magic. Records, hold.”

The image froze, the corner of the ceiling at the wrong angle. The Dragon pointed, and she could see—but barely—that one of the intruders held something crystalline in his hands. The source of the light. “Play.” It was gone.

She wondered just how much useful information they could get from this; Catti was struggling wildly, and faces went in and out of the mirror’s view. Catti was a foundling, and all grand dreams notwithstanding, she wasn’t a Hawk; she couldn’t see as a Hawk saw; couldn’t expect that if she survived, anything that could be pulled out of her viewpoint might be useful.

The light grew intense. In the distance, Kaylin thought she heard growling. Marrin’s.

“The same men?” she asked quietly.

“Possibly. There are fewer.”

“If they had tried to kill her there—”

“The timing,” Tiamaris said quietly, “was not right. They could kill her there, if her death was to be instant.” He walked over to the mirror, held out his palm. It shifted again.

“Can you hear them?”

She nodded. “But I…don’t understand what they’re saying.”

“No. It isn’t Barrani.”

She frowned. “It sounds like—”

“It is, to the best of my knowledge, a dead dialect. There will be similarities, however. If you heard the language spoken at length, you would probably understand half of what was said.”

Dead dialect for dead Barrani. Made sense to Kaylin.

“Why aren’t we allowed to speak about this?”

The Hawklord and the Dragon exchanged a glance.

“Look, it isn’t like we haven’t fought corpses before. We’ve certainly had our run-ins with outcaste mages, and this wouldn’t be the first time someone has used the dead.”

“Did these strike you as the usual type of corpse?”

Given that the usual type of corpse was, all arguments aside, on a slab on its way to its family or the burner, Kaylin had to shake her head.

“Did they actually look dead?”

“With Barrani, it’s probably hard to tell. They’re perfect most of the time; I don’t see why a little thing like death should get in the way of making the rest of us feel ephemeral and ugly.”

He smiled.

Tiamaris did not. “How did you know that they were dead, Kaylin?”

She thought about it for a minute. Or longer. “They were slow,” she said at last.

Tiamaris raised a brow. His eyes, however, were gold.

“For Barrani, they were slow. There were thirteen of them. I have a feeling that fifty wouldn’t have stopped you—” She caught the Hawklord’s expression and shifted direction rapidly. “But the four that had Catti should have been able to kill her well before Severn reached her.”

“True. But not, I think, the answer.”

“I don’t know,” she said defensively. “I’ve seen dead Barrani before—admittedly not often—and no, these ones didn’t look like corpses. They just didn’t look…alive.”

“You see, Grammayre? Kaylin,” he added, “have you ever healed Barrani before?”

She frowned. “No.”

“Ah.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I am not certain. I think, however, that some part of the power that you use for healing has made you sensitive in ways that others would not be. If Severn had been asked, he would not have tendered your answer. To him, they might have been slow, but they wouldn’t have been dead.”

“But you knew.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. And grimly. “I knew.”

“It has to be better news than live Barrani. For one, we’d probably all be dead if they had been.”

Lord Grammayre said, “It is not better news.”

“I kind of guessed that. I don’t understand why.”

“I am not entirely certain myself. Elantra is mere centuries old, and it is clear that the history of the times before its rise are now deliberately murky.”

“Tiamaris?”

“The Barrani can die,” he said quietly. “Of old age. It happens, but it happens seldom. Their age is not reflected physically—the death might go undetected by all save Barrani, otherwise. But when it happens—and I cannot think of a single such incident in the past three hundred years—the body is destroyed by its kin.”

“So…what you’re saying is they have no soul?”

He grimaced. “I am not going to ask you whether or not you studied religion when you were schooled here.”

“I learned everything that was practical.”

“Clearly your definition of what is practical needs some refinement.”

She shrugged. He was obviously right, and love of argument only extended so far.

“That there was one such dead would be cause for concern among the Barrani.”

“Why? Is it like a disease or something?”

“It is indeed exactly like that.”

Her open mouth stayed that way, deprived of words.

“But I believe more insidious. There are stories, in human lore, of creatures who, while dead by any reasonable definition, create more dead. Records?”

“Vampire,” the mirror answered, in a crisp and uninflected authoritarian tone.

“Ah. Yes, that is the word I was looking for. Unlike the corpses that walk—or shamble—these vampires were possessed of cunning.”

“And strength, and speed, and the ability to, oh, turn into bats or wolves or rats.” Kaylin snorted.

“The Barrani dead are not unlike that. While we do not believe they can reliably transform themselves into another form, they retain memory, and they offer something to the living in return for death.”

“What? What could they possibly have to offer someone who’s already going to live forever anyway?”

“That, Kaylin, we do not know. And there is not a single Barrani who would willingly answer the question, if they even know the answer. From your impertinent comment, Lord Evarrim knows that at least one such creature exists. It would not be a stretch to assume that there are more.”

“There were more.”

“And that they might indeed be old, if they are dabbling in the magics of the Old Ones.”

She was silent. After a moment, she said, “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“She wasn’t a good classroom student,” the Hawklord said drily, “but there was a reason we allowed her to graduate in spite of that.”

“Yes,” Tiamaris said, ignoring the Hawklord. “There is something I’m not telling you.”

Which meant that he wasn’t going to. She rolled her eyes, shoved her hands in her pockets, and looked at the two men. “We’re going back to Nightshade,” she told them.

“Given your success while you were suspended,” the Hawklord replied, “I am inclined to put you back on the duty roster. Yes,” he added softly. “If there are answers, it is in Nightshade they will be found.

“Before you leave, however,” Lord Grammayre continued, “there is one thing that I wish to ask you both.”

Kaylin looked up. In fact, looked at anything but the circle at the Tower’s center.

“Lord Grammayre?”

“The Tha’alani reading was, of course, expertly handled. It gave us details that we would never otherwise have—in particular the making of those marks—and the method of travel from the foundling hall.”

“That is not, from the fire left in its wake, a suitable method of travel, Grammayre.”

“No, it is not. That is not the pertinent question. Catti was aware of your arrival because it made a good deal of…noise.”

Tiamaris nodded.

“She was not, however, aware of how you made that arrival.”

“No.”

“Kaylin, the Lords of Law have sealed the watchtower, and at the moment, the Imperial aides are examining it closely. It appears that a large hole was made in the external bearing wall.”

She cringed.

“You were under strict orders. Where is the bracer?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I see.”

“Lord Grammayre, I will take responsibility for my intervention. She could not locate Catti while wearing the bracer.”

“Nor could she destroy the outer wall.”

Silence. Kaylin looked at the perfectly stiff Dragon face, and she was surprised. Tiamaris hadn’t mentioned the destruction of the wall.

But Lord Grammayre was the Hawklord. “Kaylin.”

“I’m fine.”

“That in and of itself is cause for concern. I have seen the wall,” he added quietly, “and the power it would take to destroy that wall resides in the hands of very, very few.”

She said nothing. But in a contest of silence, she was always going to lose. “I wasn’t out of control.”

“No.” He hesitated. “But even had you been, you would have felt its effects even a year ago.”

“I do feel them, I just don’t—”

He lifted a hand. “There is power in you,” he said softly, “and it is growing. Be cautious, Kaylin. If you find the bracer, put it on. You are too emotionally involved in this.” His wings stretched out. “If time were not of the essence, I would keep you here. But that, I think, would be costly. Go. Take Severn with you, if you can get Moran to release him.”

She hesitated; something Tiamaris had said had taken a few minutes to work its way up to her conscious thoughts. “Tiamaris?”

His gaze was lidded, opaque.

“You said they couldn’t kill her there because of the timing?”

He said nothing.

“And the timing’s today.”

It was the Hawklord who nodded, his eyes dark with something like sympathy. And rage. “Fly,” he told her softly.





CHAPTER 18

Moran looked up when Kaylin entered the infirmary. Her brows gathered, and her forehead creased in its most frequent expression. “Which part of two days rest was unclear?”

Severn sat up, which deepened the lines around Moran’s pursed lips. He started to speak a name, and stopped; it wasn’t Kaylin.

“We don’t have two days,” Kaylin told the medic. “If we’re lucky, we have two hours.” And she’d wasted hours already.

Severn sat up, swinging both legs off the bed.

“He won’t be at his best,” Moran said, her voice shifting slightly, her oddly speckled wings flicking at her back. From Moran, this was almost miraculous.

“How much off his best will he be?”

The medic’s wings flicked again. Kaylin winced. But she couldn’t quite bring herself to tell him to lie down. And one short day ago? She probably wouldn’t be here at all.

“Nightshade?” Severn asked, retrieving what remained of his clothing. It wasn’t pretty. “Where are my weapons?”

Moran’s left wing rose toward the far corner, and Kaylin retrieved Severn’s sword, chain, four daggers and belt. They weren’t exactly light.

“The quartermaster is swearing his head off,” she added, “but not at you.”

“I wasn’t there.”

She laughed.

He frowned. “Kaylin?” Apparently it was the wrong sort of laugh.

“I wasn’t thinking,” she told him, the words spilling out before she could—yes—think of stopping them. “We rescued Catti. But it isn’t over. Tiamaris thinks—”

“They have to sacrifice someone else.”

She nodded bitterly. “Today.”

“There’s not much of today left.”

“There’s sun.”

“Do they need it?”

“Sun? How the hell should I know?” She took a deep breath, and added, “Tiamaris is waiting for us.”

“Where in Nightshade are we going?”

“I don’t know. I—what I did to find Catti I can’t do for anyone else. And there’s going to be someone, Severn. I—”

Moran’s pursed lips parted. She stepped over to Severn, helped him kit up. From her cupboard of poisons, she brought out a small jar; liquid sloshed within the ceramic container. She glared at Severn until he opened his mouth, lifted the lid, grimaced at the smell and poured a large amount of what was causing that grimace into Severn.

Who gagged, but swallowed.

She put the lid back on, her frown etched around her eyes. “Kaylin.”

“Moran?”

“Bring what’s left of him back here, got it?”

Tiamaris met them on the steps of the Halls. She saw his back first; he was gazing fiefward, his hand across his eyes. The sun was heading toward the horizon.

He started to move when they reached him, and neither Severn nor Kaylin had much to say; they hit the streets in a slow jog, rattling like tin cans. Well, Severn did. Luckily, stealth was not an issue.

They all wore the emblem of the Hawks. Had they been thinking, they’d have ditched that—but they weren’t about to turn around for something as trivial as dress. And it was a sign of the day that it was a triviality. Kaylin paused at the foot of the bridge, staring at the moving waters of the Ablayne as if she could read them. She freed her hair, pulled it back more tightly, twisting it into an almost uncomfortable knot, and exposing as much of her face as she could in the process. She shoved the stick back through its center.

“If mages were actually useful,” she said, as she turned from the water and toward the fief, “they’d make hair things that actually keep the hair in.”

Severn said nothing; he wasn’t fooled by much. He stared at the symbol of Nightshade on her upturned cheek.

“Let’s go,” she said softly.

“Anywhere in particular?”

“Castle Nightshade.”

He grimaced. But Tiamaris, still silent, nodded.

There were, as always, guards at the gate. Kaylin walked right past them, and they allowed this—but they intercepted Severn and Tiamaris. Almost grinding her teeth in frustration, Kaylin spun on her heel.

“We do not have time for this,” she snarled. All in all, it was a damn good impression of a pissed off Leontine. “I am going to see Lord Nightshade, and they are coming with me. Now.”

One of the guards raised a black brow in almost sardonic reply. The other stepped back, toward the portal that only happened to look like a portcullis. He vanished.

Kaylin suppressed the urge to stab the remaining guard, mostly because it wouldn’t do any good. Only because of that. And he knew, and it amused him. But Tiamaris held most of his attention; she was an afterthought. Severn didn’t touch his weapons.

The guard reappeared, and gestured to his companion, who lowered his sword.

“By our Lord’s leave,” he said, with emphasis on every word, “we bid you welcome to Castle Nightshade.”

Kaylin burst through the blackness as if it were gauze. It was the first time that passage into the castle hadn’t disoriented her, and in some ways, she regretted it; she was almost shaking, torn now between fear and rage. It was a bad place to be.

Lord Nightshade was waiting for her, and everything she felt—too complicated to put into words of her own—must have been clearly written on her face; his expression shifted slightly.

“Lord Tiamaris,” he said. “Severn.” Niceties out of the way—and those were the extent that he offered—he turned to Kaylin. “There was a disturbance in the fief this afternoon.”

“Yes.”

“On several levels.”

“Yes.”

“You have come about them?”

“No.”

“Ah. And you are dressed as a Hawk.”

“Overlook it.”

“I have.” He inclined his head slightly. “What would you have of me, Kaylin Neya?”

Sarcasm had deserted her, and without it, she felt defenseless. Exposed in a way that being underdressed failed to achieve. “The Long Hall,” she told him. And then, voice lower, “The seal of the Old Ones.”

His brows rose slightly. “Tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

Tiamaris touched her shoulder. “Kaylin, we have little time. Waste it in defiance, and it is still wasted. In the end, Lord Nightshade is Barrani. He gives nothing away. Pay this price, or pay a dearer one later, but decide now.”

She met the fieflord’s gaze, squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and broke Imperial law. “There are dead Barrani wandering around your fief.”

Nothing about him changed, and everything did; Kaylin wished the Records were recording the meeting, because she’d have time to peruse them later; to study, to learn and to understand. Now, she had instinct.

It was a poor substitute for time.

“Dead?” he said softly.

“Not in the normal way. But yes, dead. One of the disturbances.”

“They were…in possession of the child.”

She nodded. It didn’t surprise her that he wasn’t surprised.

“They did not complete their ritual.”

She shook her head.

“Very well. That is enough, Kaylin. I need not caution you not to speak openly of this.”

“No. I’ve already broken Imperial command to do it here.”

“Here,” he said, with the first faint hint of a smile, “there is no Imperial law.” He turned and began to walk.

It was the first time in her life she could honestly say that she appreciated the lack of law in the fiefs—the lack of any law but the fieflord’s. Kaylin followed, and after a moment, so did Severn and Tiamaris.

“Not the Dragon,” Nightshade said, without looking back.

“There’s nothing there he doesn’t know about—”

“Not the Dragon.”

“Tiamaris?”

“I am content to wait.” It was more or less true. He stopped in the hall before the big slab of runed stone and folded his arms across his broad chest.

Lord Nightshade lifted his hands and placed them against the wall. The runes began to glow; this much, Kaylin expected. But beneath her uniform, she could feel the symbols across her skin begin to burn, and this, she hadn’t.

She bit back surprise; it came out as a grunt, no more. Severn’s hand touched her shoulder. She looked up and shook her head; the pain hadn’t gotten worse. It hadn’t gotten any better, but she could live with that.

Lord Nightshade, however, frowned. “Do you understand that there is a danger in what you propose?”

“I’ve been there before,” she told him quietly. “I understand.”

“It is a greater danger.”

“Figures.”

The doors opened, the wall sliding in on itself and evaporating, as if it were liquid. Just beyond them, sitting as she had first seen them, were the two Barrani. Their eyes were closed, their flawless lashes glinting with reflected light. This time, she took a long look at them before she walked through.

“They’re not—”

“Like the ones who took your child?”

She nodded.

“What do you think, Kaylin?”

It was a long time before she found an answer. “No.” It sounded like a yes.

This time, neither of the living statues moved.

“You are not bleeding,” he said quietly, as if she had asked why.

She had never particularly liked the stiff poker face that Barrani of power habitually employed—but she found herself leaning toward learning it, and soon. If she could learn the language, anything was possible. Well, except for the grace.

Severn settled in by her right side. She kept herself from reaching for his arm as she walked, her eyes upon the heights.

“What would have happened if I had stayed in the seal’s circle, that first time?” Her words echoed. They sounded thin and forlorn, and she hated that.

“I don’t know,” Lord Nightshade replied. “It was not, at the time, a risk that I was willing to take.”

“And now?”

“There are greater risks.” His steps, unlike her voice, were heavy, authoritative. This was his territory, and she was—barely—a guest.

“You could be more,” he said softly.

“I think I’d rather be less.” There was no defiance in the phrase; it was muted, and shorn of defiance, it was that most contemptible of things, to the Barrani: honest.

But he chuckled, which surprised her. “Not even vulnerability,” he replied, “is outside of the game.”

“She is not yours,” Severn said coolly. He managed to keep all threat from the words; they sounded, to Kaylin’s ears, like a statement of fact. Weather fact. Geography fact.

“And where,” Lord Nightshade answered, “would the game be in that?” And he stopped in front of the doors. Kaylin would have sworn it took vastly less time to traverse the Long Hall than it had before.

“You must open the doors,” he told her.

She winced. But she looked at the doors, and this time, Hawk’s eye made them slightly different. Granted, she hadn’t spent a lot of time looking at their faces before; she didn’t have eyes in the back of her head.

“Why?” Severn said.

“Because speed is of the essence” was the cool reply. “Severn, you are a guest, and you are granted the hospitality of my Halls. Do not, however, confuse hospitality with tolerance.”

The scar across his jaw stood out, but Severn nodded grimly. Kaylin, standing between them, noticed it all. She said, to Severn, “The marks on the door. Look at them.”

“They’re like the marks on you.”

She nodded. “I…don’t think they were here. Not the last time I saw them. The marks were different.” She lifted the palms of her hands, clenched her jaw and touched the paneled surface.

Felt not prickling, but fire, and almost pulled her hands away. But the fire felt was not real; it was the effect of magic’s summoning.

“Kaylin?”

She shook her head. “I’m—it’s fine.” But her hands were numb as the doors rolled slowly open; she had the momentum to push them because she had weight behind her.

The doors opened into the runed room. There were no trees, no captive forest, no gloomy arboreal sky beneath which they must pass; there was stone. Stone and light.

Severn caught her right arm in almost the same way that Lord Nightshade caught her left; they held her fast between them. And in spite of this, she was three steps over the threshold before she realized she was walking. “Kaylin,” Severn said, speaking directly into her ear, his lips touching the edge of her lobe. There was warning in the word, and fear. None of it was for himself.

She could hear the voice of blue fire, and wondered if, were she mage-trained, she would ever hear fire’s voice in any other color. Dim thought. She tried to pull free of her anchors, and almost succeeded.

The ceiling was alight; the foreign, ancient words seemed to swirl in a motion that made them look like burning water. Like a whirlpool, whose center was not yet visible. Things on the edge were crumbling, the letter forms dissolving in a slow rush of burning rain.

The floor was no different, and it was upon the floor that she struggled, dreaming of flight. Dreading the fall.

Severn’s grip was stronger. She could almost look away from the light to see his face, its network of scars, the lines that had been cut there by weapon, the ones that had been worn there by age. His eyes were dark, and narrow; he looked like a hunter. Seven years had changed them both in ways that neither of them could have foreseen when they had been children in the fiefs.

Seven years.

And he had come after her, as she’d feared, but not, in the end, for the reasons she’d been half-certain he would. He had watched her, as the wolf watches; he had given her time and space in which to hide, in which to tell herself stories and lies. Had she healed at all?

Jade.

Steffi.

She was moving. One step after another, dragging with her men who were larger and stronger. The patterns on the floor lit the way, and as she passed them, she guttered their light. Or absorbed it. Her vision was not clear; it was clouded by brilliance that she could not raise hand to relieve.

“Kaylin Neya,” Lord Nightshade said, his lips also close to her ear, teasing hair. Command in the name; she would have obeyed it if she understood it clearly. She had always feared the fieflord. But she had never known him. Did not know him now.

Light erupted from the center of the floor; the floor itself seemed to slant, to tilt toward that center. The seal was there, but she couldn’t see it; fire had consumed its edges, the definition stone gave. She turned, blind, to Severn, and shouted, “My hand, take my hand!”

His grip shifted, warmth leaving her upper arm, fingers crushing her palm. He said her name, again, but this time it was a different name; different syllables. For just that second, she could see him clearly.

Lord Nightshade shifted his grip in like fashion, without need for words; she swayed between them, the whole of her upper body tilting forward, and forward again, in a long, dangerous lean that seemed to go on forever.

This, this was falling.

And the fire waited to catch and devour her.

It did burn.

But what burned? Not cloth. Not flesh. Words, perhaps. All the words she had. And as she lost them, the fire coalesced, but what had been hazy and indistinct was now bright, clear—more so than she’d ever been to herself. A man stood, robed in living, liquid flame; taller than Lord Nightshade. Taller than any man she had met, except in dream. His skin was shining, his arms, burning. Eyes that were bluer than flame opened, met her gaze. Hands that trailed flame reached out to touch her. To touch her arms. To touch her thighs.

She could feel neither of her hands, although she could see his as if at a remove. The pain, however, was real. It always was.

She bit her lip, tasted blood.

The man spoke a name, and although she had never heard it before, it was hers. She looked up, and up again; there was no stone here, no sky; there was a sense of nothing that went on forever. For perhaps the first time, she wondered about the downside of immortality.

“Kaylin.”

“Elianne.”

Distant words. The man stared at her, and she stared back, trying to remember how to speak.

He was frowning; she could see that clearly. “Chosen,” he said, at last, although the two syllables were broken and stretched, as if they were spoken in a different language entirely, and had a different weight, a different meaning. “The portals are opening. You bring shadow with you.”

She couldn’t see herself clearly. Not as clearly as she could see him.

“You are a flawed vessel,” he continued. “And you cannot be made whole.”

Judgment, then. She almost bowed her head. Almost.

“What are you?”

It was a ludicrous question. She framed an answer, shorn of words, and offered it. Speech left her like light stained by color.

“What is a Hawk?”

A Hawk. Is that what she’d said? An officer of the Lords of Law. But that wasn’t an answer. It was something said to a stubborn door-warden, a pompous merchant, a petty thief. She had never really asked the question herself, except when she was sick and tired of basic training; the Hawks were home, and home was something she didn’t question too closely because she might lose it.

“What,” he asked again, “is a Hawk?”

Hawks were birds of prey. With good vision. They circled the city; were, in fact, contained by it. They flew at the command of Lord Grammayre, and returned the same way. But no, no, this was wrong.

Wrong, because she didn’t have time.

“Why?”

Because, she thought, irritation slowly overriding pain, Catti was safe—but Catti was one child.

Kaylin had become a Hawk. Yes, she’d failed almost every class she’d been forced to take. She’d learned to read, to write and to speak Barrani, because the Hawklord made absolutely clear that without these, she would never fly in his service. She learned the Laws, and learned how to maneuver around them without being outflanked, if it came to that. She’d spent more time than she cared to remember arguing with merchants, and bureaucrats, oh, hell, and everyone, about the subtleties of that law.

And at the end of the day, it didn’t matter.

Because at the end of this day, a different child would be dead, a different child would become part of Records, his or her body covered in wards and disembowelled in some horrible act of ritual that she was powerless to stop.

You can’t save them all. Who had said that? Marcus?

Then what’s the point?

You want to live in a world where no one even tries?

No. And there was only one way not to live in that world. To try. To live through the horror of failure; to endure the guilt. To try again. To make that choice.

She lifted her chin, met his gaze. Her vision was clearer now.

“You are tainted,” he said again, but this time, there was resignation in the words, not judgment. “You are mortal. This, we had not foreseen. What knows age, what knows death, knows change…it cannot know perfection. The taint was in you before the mark was laid upon you. The taint was in you before the mark was changed. But you were Chosen,” he added. She could hear the crackle in the words. Timber being consumed. Or time.

“You cannot open the way,” he told her. “And you cannot close it. You are a key.” But he lifted his hands. “The world changes, is changed. You were Chosen. You are Chosen. What you are must be enough even if you are too fragile for what you bear. To cleanse you would destroy you.”

He laid those hands upon her brow.

“Something calls us.” He paused, and then added, “Something has called our brethren. What wakes one, wakes all. Silence the call, before it is too late, and we will sleep.”

How? How could she silence something she couldn’t even hear? How could she stop someone from calling if she couldn’t find them?

His eyes became so wide they took up half his face. “I cannot teach you,” he said. “You would age and perish before you learned to hear. Look within yourself, and only there. You bear their taint now. If that is not all you are to bear, learn to see.”

Her eyes began to burn. She could see his fingers moving, deliberately and slowly, as if they were brushes, and she were parchment. She wondered what he was writing there before she was in too much pain to wonder anything at all.

She was screaming as they pulled her from the pillar, although later, pain aside, she could not remember why. Severn had one hand in her hand—fingers pale from lack of circulation—and one on her upper arm; it was bleeding.

“He was unwise enough,” Lord Nightshade said with a grimace, “to touch your forearm while you were…in conversation with the Old One.”

Severn laughed. “Then there are two fools here, Lord Nightshade.” Kaylin, foggy, thought it was the first time she had ever heard him use Barrani in that tone of voice. As if it were his natural language, and not something to be endured.

“I am protected against many things while I rule this domain,” the fieflord replied, but there was a tightness in his voice.

Kaylin blinked. The room was dark. “Are the marks gone?” she whispered. Actually, to her embarrassment, she croaked. Kind of like the proverbial frog, but worse.

“They are not gone,” Lord Nightshade replied. He lifted her to her feet, and his motion made her realize that the whole of her weight was carried between them. “But they are…lessened. Kaylin, what happened?”

“I…don’t know.” She shook her head. “But we can figure it out later. I want to—” She stopped. Looked at her arms. Flinched, and looked at the rest of her. She was completely unclothed, and covered, in places, by fine ash. Trying to cover herself with her hands was a lost cause; they were anchored, and neither of the men who anchored them seemed to be in a hurry to let go.

But before she could retreat into embarrassment—worse embarrassment—her skin caught the whole of her attention. From the underside of her breasts down, she was covered in writing.

And it was glowing, faintly, each thick stroke like the work of a master calligrapher. The center of each letter form was a crystalline blue; the edge of each, a black that she had seen only on Catti, and only when Catti had been beneath the blades.

Severn was the first to release her. Nightshade’s hand lingered a moment longer, as if he did not trust her.

“Severn,” she said, in the same croaking voice, “is my back like this too?”

“Right up the nape,” he replied.

“What does it look like, to you?”

“Ash. It’s gray,” he added. “And different from the arm markings.” He paused. “What does it mean?”

“How the hell should I know? He said I was tainted,” she told them, her eyes drawn to the patterns, absorbed by the trace of their curves, the way they moved at the rise and fall of her chest. “But that I was all they had anyway.” Her arms were shaky; her fingers were also white. She massaged them; apparently blushing did not extend to her hands.

“We almost couldn’t hold you,” Severn told her. His voice was low. Low enough that she had to listen to catch all the words.

“I saw you,” she whispered. “I heard you call my name. Both of my names,” she added, turning to catch Nightshade as well. “It was…enough. Lord Nightshade, I need a big room.”

“Not this one.”

“No. Not this one.”

“And clothing?”

She swore. “That, too. Do you have anything practical?”

The answer was a big, fat, “sort of.” Which he didn’t say, of course. He didn’t speak mortal tongues, at least not in her presence, and his Barrani was a bit on the stilted, high-caste side for her liking; it didn’t contain colloquialism. He brought her a shirt, and pants—but they were silk-soft, thin and clingy. The Hawk was also absent, and she missed it.

Her hair was still bound, her face mercifully free of any mark but his. She avoided the mirrors in the room to which he led them, but it took a bit of work; there were a lot of them, all taller than she was, and all—of course—very fine.

“How long?” she asked them both.

“Less than ten minutes.”

Plus another fifteen to get here and dress. “What time is it?”

Lord Nightshade gestured, and one of the mirrors shifted in the peculiar way that mirrors—enchanted ones—did. It became a window; she could see the streets of the fief beyond the castle, although it took her a moment to orient her vision.

“What do Barrani want?” she asked him, as she stared at the falling shadows, the lengthened shadows, of the fief’s buildings.

“Many things. But the dead? I cannot say.”

“Power?”

“Power, perhaps. Life. For the Barrani, the two are not easily separable.”

“I don’t understand how they die,” she said.

It was a question. He didn’t answer.

She undid a button or two, rolled up her sleeves. She would have stripped, but there were witnesses. Witnesses who had already seen her butt-naked, but she still felt self-conscious. The Seal room had receded, and she was returning to herself. Whoever that was.

Her arms were still glowing, and the blue fire trapped there was like a written promise. In a language that she didn’t understand.

She looked at the mirrors. “Are they all magic?”

“They are.”

“Can they—do you have a map of the fief?”

A dark brow rose. It was an expression that was almost familiar. A Dragon’s expression. A Hawklord’s.

“Records,” she said softly.

He smiled. “That is not the word that activates them, Kaylin. Ask, however, and I will grant you access.”

“Where’s Tiamaris?”

“He will be here soon.”

“Good.”

“How?”

“He’s used your mirrors before. I haven’t.”

“He cannot pay the price of their use, now.”

“What price?” She met his eyes. Her voice was almost normal. Almost. “I’m tired of games.”

“That is because you are young, and you have not yet realized that that is all you have.”

“No,” she snapped. “It’s all you have.”

“A challenge?”

“A fact.”

“Kaylin,” Severn said. She looked at him; she had almost forgotten he was here. This was not his realm. But it wasn’t hers either.

“The dead Barrani are in your fief,” she told the fieflord. “They’re gathered somewhere in Nightshade. You can’t find them. Not in time.”

“The death that they will offer today is not the death it would have been had they killed your foundling.”

She didn’t ask him how he knew what he knew. It would have been a waste of a question, had he answered. “So you think you have time?”

“I think you have time, Kaylin.”

“I don’t.”

“Oh?”

“They know. They know that we know.”

“It is…possible.”

She waited. Realized that he could outwait her, in any number of ways. He probably had more people killed in a year than she could save. Certainly more than she intended to save today.

“What do you want from me?”

“Ah. Now that is an interesting question.” He stepped away from her as he spoke, and toward the bank of mirrors; each one reflected his expressionless, flawless face. “What do you think I want, Kaylin?”

“I don’t know. But I’m betting it has something to do with these.” She lifted her arms; the sleeves, unbuttoned, fell immediately to her elbow in a fine drape of dark cloth.

“Betting is a mortal pastime.”

“It’s just another game.”

“But mortals seldom gamble with anything of value.”

Had he been standing closer, she might have hit him. The anger was sudden and sharp. Severn caught her eye, held it a moment; his jaw was clenched, but it stayed shut. For better or worse, this was her conversation.

“When Severn came to you,” she said, her voice low, “you knew.”

“No, Kaylin. I suspected.”

“You let the killings happen?”

“I did not understand the purpose of the killings.” His eyes narrowed. “And in truth, I did search. I understand some of the power inherent in death magic, but it was not a power that expressed itself within my fief. That, I would have known.” He turned away; she saw, in multiple reflections, the length of his hair. “But when I met with Severn, when he spoke of you, I began to understand. I did not realize, at the time, how dangerous you were.

“How dangerous you would have been, had he not come to speak with me at all. Do you? Do you understand what you might have meant to Elantra? I think even the Dragon Emperor would have felt your threat, had he assembled the whole of his Court and taken to the streets against you. What,” he added softly, “might have remained of those streets.

“But now? You were marked by one force. You have been slowly marked by another. I think of you as something fragile, balancing on a thin line that you cannot even see. And in that balance, should you manage to hold it, there is something of value.”

“Power.”

“Perhaps. But I will say this—if there is power, it will be yours.”

“And not yours?” She lifted a hand to her cheek.

His smile was subtle. “Were I capable of taking what you might possess, perhaps. But others have played that game in our long history, and it is a dangerous game.”

“You like games.”

“Indeed. But I feel that a game is something that is played only when there is a chance of winning.” He paused, and then he lifted his hand to the surface of one stretch of mirror. “The Dragon comes,” he said, almost bored.

And the mirrors sprang to life, in concert. Not even the mirrors in the morgue could boast such a wealth of instant detail, such a depth of color, of vision.

“Lord Nightshade.” Tiamaris tendered him a bow. A real bow.

“Lord Tiamaris. I believe that your part in this is almost at an end. I could, however, be mistaken. Come, Kaylin. This is my fief.”

Kaylin stared. After a minute, she remembered to close her mouth.

The fief was not seen at a distance; not from a height greater than the tallest part of Castle Nightshade. But no matter how far away the farthest of the streets were, she could see them, could make out the details. She could also see the people in the stretching shadows; they were few. Night would fall soon, and although it was not yet upon them, they gathered their belongings, closed up their carts, made their way to their homes.

She could see the Four Corners, and she could see, as she followed their stretch, the building that she had once called home. Could see windows, and wondered who lived there now. There wasn’t much space in the fief, and new occupants often didn’t care what had become of the old ones.

But in all of this, she could see no answer, just the passage of time.

Severn came to stand by her side, and Tiamaris also joined her. The two men bore the crest of the Hawk that fire had burned from her. But she held its truth closer than that, now; it wasn’t a simple adornment. It wasn’t even a statement meant to convey authority to outsiders. It was what she was. Or what she hoped she could live up to being. She had to try.

Lifting her arms, exposing what she had always hidden, she stared at the blue and the black that adorned her arms until one melded into the other.

“Tiamaris,” she said.

“Kaylin.”

“This is the language of the Old Ones?”

She saw the shadow of his nod from the corner of her eye. “What were the Old Ones?”

“We are not entirely certain. Fragments of history exist, but not one living creature remembers them.” His tone suggested that this was the reason there were living creatures. “Some believe that they gifted the races with language,” he added. “With sentience.”

“Why? Why would they do that?”

“Who can say? Why do painters paint? Why do singers sing? Why do writers write? There is an impulse to create.”

“And to destroy.”

“Yes.”

“Are they so different?”

“That is a Barrani question.” The Dragon’s response was cool. Sort of like fire was cool.

“Why did they need language?”

“Pardon?”

She shook her head. “These,” she said, lifting her arms, “are words. You said that. These are their words. But—but they sound so powerful. You said that it isn’t even safe to study the words. That mages have died.”

“Yes,” His eyes narrowed. He reached out, his palm hovering above her skin, as if she were an artifact as dangerous as the ones that had killed those mages.

“Why did they need them?”

“Why does any thinking being need language?” He with-drew the hand. “You were not, perhaps, the best of students, Kaylin. But you learned to speak Barrani. You learned the Leontine that would draw you closer to Sergeant Kassan. You failed—”

“Almost everything else. I know.”

“Then why could you learn the languages?”

Because she had no choice. She couldn’t be a Hawk without learning them. And she had to be a Hawk. She started to say this, but it wasn’t entirely true. She had some small gift for languages. At least compared to her gift for any other academic subject. Memory intruded, as it so often did. “It was…something the Hawklord said. When I told him I hated Barrani.”

“What was that?”

“That language was both a window and a wall, and that if I knew the words, I could choose which it would be. Without them, I had nothing—no way to—”

Understand.

“Words are power,” she said softly, repeating Lord Grammayre’s distant words as if she had just heard them, would always hear them. And she closed her hands, fault lines, life lines, disappearing in the clench. She stared at her arms.

“You could read some of this.”

“Some. But Kaylin, I cannot speak it. No one living can. We do not know the sounds, if they even had them, that those shapes represent. We guess at the meaning, but even that is like walking in the dark.”

In the dark.

“I learned Leontine,” she said. “You’re right. I learned it for Marcus, because it was part of him. And Aerian. I learned that. Not for the Hawklord. For Clint. Because he loved it when I tried.” These memories intruded as well, and she gripped them tight.

“I spoke with the Old One,” she added softly.

They all froze.

“But I didn’t use words. I couldn’t. I spoke, and he understood, even though I didn’t shove the meaning into containers.”

Hesitantly, tracing sigils and their edges in the recess of memory, she, too, began to walk in the dark.

She heard Lord Nightshade’s cutting breath, saw the light play against the motion of his hair as he moved, and moved again, standing in place, pivoting as the surface of silvered mirror, perfect map, shifted.

He turned suddenly to face her, and he held out his arms, mirroring her gesture, making the poverty of both her strength and her grace absolutely clear. Facing her, reflecting her, he waited, his eyes a shade that was exactly the heart of the darkest of emeralds.

And then he smiled, and gestured. “Kaylin Neya,” he whispered. She felt every syllable. Without intent, her lips moved in reply, but she did not speak; didn’t have to.

His name was in the air between them, window and wall, and the pattern of it—she could touch it without giving it voice, invoke it without descending into syllables. It was like, and unlike, the marks upon her arms, slender and intricate where they were bold, simple and stark where they twisted in upon themselves like snakes or vines, living things. It was like, and unlike, the symbols that adorned the ceiling and the floor of the seal room. Like, and unlike, the conversation with the Old One.

It was a part of her, the way the symbols were. It was a bridge, between what she had learned in the Tower of the Hawks and what she been given, in ignorance, as a child. A key.

A gift.

Her eyes widened.

Lord Nightshade’s eyes were as wide as she had ever seen them, and they were blue, crystal blue, a color that was too pale for Barrani. She had feared him, had always feared him; he had been a shadow. The fieflord. Another death.

But she saw clearly, for a moment; he was death, yes, but he was not dead; he was more.

“You lied,” she whispered.

He smiled. “Truth, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, almost shaking her head, unable to keep expression from her face. “Your name—you gave it to me. It wasn’t necessary.”

“You see much,” he said, “that I would have kept hidden from you. Yes, Kaylin. I could have pulled you from the seal, then, without offering you what I have offered none of my kin in centuries.”

“But…but it’s your name. I don’t understand.”

“Nor have you need,” he replied. “Understanding is the end of the journey. Come, Kaylin. Find what I cannot find.” He lifted a hand, brushed the mark he had placed upon her cheek. “You have paid. You bear my name, and you bear my mark. If I have given you something, I am Barrani— I have taken something in turn.”

She could have pulled back; she didn’t. The tips of his fingers were warm, and his expression was—almost—gentle.

“Time, Kaylin,” he told her, and he lowered his hand.

She was left with his name in the silence.

With all the names of power that were written upon her, over and over, like bane and blessing.

“Yes,” he said softly. “They are names. Some, I might have recognized once, had they been given to me. They are the names of the dead,” he added, as her eyes widened. “But not the dead alone. Written there are also— I believe—the names of those who sleep—light and dark, law and chaos. Death magic,” he added softly, and looked at Tiamaris. “Did you not tell her?”

“It was not necessary.”

“Knowledge is power.”

“If you can guard it, yes. Otherwise, it is simply death.”

“Isn’t it just power gained from killing?”

He laughed. “Then all power held in Elantra is death magic. No, Kaylin. It is…more than that. The names that are written, in a tongue that even I cannot read, have no power over the living. They once did. But they were uprooted. In our history, we struggled against the nature of names—they were our one weakness, our one vulnerability. What we learned in that ancient struggle we do not speak of openly, nor will you. But there are those who lost their names, and retained only the ability to invoke the power inherent in them.”

She shook her head. Felt, for a moment, that she was stuck in a magic class again. Except this one wasn’t theoretical.

“The dead ones do not know what they write upon their sacrifices,” he said softly. “They know only that it brings them power for a brief time. They are lost to us. They have the cunning and the intelligence of our kind, but they are animals. And they are free. My name,” he added, “is a binding. You can see it.

“See it. But understand that it is more—and less—than what your vision makes of it. Do not speak it.”

She didn’t need to. She knew she didn’t really know who he was. But some part of her had thought she understood him, as much as she understood any Barrani who didn’t wear the Hawk. She knew, now, that she didn’t. He had given her something she couldn’t have taken by threat or force. She didn’t need to understand it; it was his name, but it was also hers.

“No one wrote these,” she told him.

“Someone did.”

“Who?”

“Say the Old Ones…perhaps it is true. Or say nothing. But time, Kaylin, will destroy you, in one way or the other. Choose.”

Choice. She bit her lip and nodded.

Extending her arms, she stepped toward the mirror and touched the closest surface with the tips of her fingers. She stared at the symbols that were part of her skin, and drew them out, not speaking, no longer trying. They danced there, trapped and aging, and she caught them.

Tiamaris spoke. She didn’t understand what he said.

But she didn’t need to.

She could see the shadows seep from her skin into the mirror, part of her, and not part of her; could see them questing and struggling across a foreign landscape, flat and cold; could see them, at last, come to rest, to spread and deepen, gathering and dousing light, until only they remained.

She could almost feel their hunger; she could certainly feel their cold, their quest for warmth. Something sharp moved her; it was almost like pity. Except for the anger, the bitter, bitter anger, that followed.

“There,” she said softly, and for just the space of that word, she could have been speaking her native tongue, Barrani or Leontine; they were equally alien.

“Kaylin.” Severn’s voice. Severn, not Barrani, not Dragon. She turned to look at him, then. Saw his expression, unguarded, the stillness in his face jarring.

She closed her eyes, pulled her hands away, lost the thread of words that were not her words, but part of her anyway, and looked.

The shadow covered a city block, and at its heart, waiting, something that spun that shadow, spreading it.

“What is it?” Severn asked her.

She shook her head. “I—I—”

“She doesn’t know.” Lord Nightshade looked beyond them both, and met the whirling red of unlidded Dragon gaze. “Lord Tiamaris?”

“It…is not possible.”

“Tiamaris?”

He didn’t answer. Kaylin hesitated for another heart-beat—and heartbeats had never seemed so long—before she touched the mirror with the flat of both palms and twisted.

“Lord Grammayre!”

In the flat of the surface of a single pane, the Hawklord looked back from the heights of the Aerie. “Kaylin?” It wasn’t the first time she’d surprised him, but it was one of very, very few.

She could see, behind him, something on the wall; it was flat. He wasn’t in the Tower.

“Records,” she said, in a voice only slightly less intense. “Capture this image.” She fed it the shadowed block.

“Records, display,” the Hawklord said.

She had only once seen the Hawklord’s wings snap up and out in the way they did now. It had almost killed her. “Yes,” she said, seeing what he was seeing. “I need the Hawks. I need them there.”

“Summoned,” he told her, lifting both his hand and his voice. “Don’t do anything foolish, Kaylin—”

She shattered the image, and turned to Severn.

“Do you need all of those daggers?”





CHAPTER 19

“The daggers,” Lord Nightshade said softly, “are unlikely to be of use.”

As she’d seen that for herself, she couldn’t offer much of an argument, but she hated to be without a weapon.

Severn unbuckled the belt that held his daggers; he didn’t wear arm sheaths. “Take them,” he said. “I won’t be using them.” And he began to unwind the long chain.

Lord Nightshade watched the play of light against the links; it scattered, and the mirror returned the pieces, oddly contorted. Which, Kaylin thought, was about what you could expect from enchanted mirrors of a certain quality: they noticed things you couldn’t. Well, that she couldn’t, anyway. “You were not taught the use of that weapon by a mortal,” the fieflord said, after a pause.

Severn shrugged.

“Nor was it made by one.”

“I didn’t ask.”

The fieflord’s lips thinned in frown. But he let it pass. “I am unused to allies,” he told Kaylin. “And I work well alone. But I will meet you there.” He paused, and then added, “Lord Tiamaris, I trust you know the way out?”

“I have found my way out of Castle Nightshade once before,” the Dragon replied. “I trust that this time, my exit will be less contested?”

Barrani smiles were never warm. But the fieflord’s was probably as close as they came; whatever past experience existed between them, Dragon and fieflord, amused him. “My men will be otherwise occupied.” He reached out, and touched the surface of one silvered pane. It was not the pane that held the location of the shadows.

No image greeted that touch, or if one did, it was meant for the fieflord, and only the fieflord. “Ready my armor,” he said. “And my sword. Gather in the courtyard, and do not tarry.” He stepped toward the mirror, and passed through it, leaving them alone in the room.

“You know,” Kaylin said, as the last of his cloak was swallowed, “I think I want one of those.”

“No you don’t,” Severn replied, with the hint of a smile. “They’re really not safe to use when you’ve been drinking. You have no idea where you’ll end up.”

Kaylin ran. The lack of armor, of anything confining, made her step lighter, her stride longer, than it usually was in an emergency. This meant that she wasn’t left behind.

She had expected Barrani guards to be waiting around the corner, but the halls were cavernous in their emptiness.

Tiamaris did not lead; he followed Kaylin instead. “Kaylin,” he told her, when she paused, “the fieflord has not yet finished with you.”

She nodded, her thoughts elsewhere. “You can’t go Dragon again, can you?”

“I can, as you so quaintly put it, ‘go Dragon,’” he said, “but not without cost.” From his tone, she didn’t think the cost political. And because he was a Dragon, she didn’t ask.

“How can we fight them, then?”

“Fire.” He lifted an arm. “That hall.”

“We don’t have fire,” she replied, as she caught sight of the light of candles, and the familiar curve of ceiling beneath which they burned. She made her way toward it.

“We don’t,” he agreed. “But the Hawks will not come unprepared.” His smile was a momentary thing. “I have not seen Lord Grammayre in flight for some time.”

“I’m not sure I’ve ever seen it.”

“You will.”

She would have replied, but the door swallowed her and spit her out before she could frame words.

She hit the ground swearing, rolled and came up unsteadily on her feet. The passage into the Castle had been so smooth, she’d expected the exit to go almost unnoticed.

Severn and Tiamaris fared better.

“He did that on purpose.”

“I doubt it,” Tiamaris replied. “And that was an impressive display of linguistic talent. It is unfortunate that it was so…limited in content.”

“Sorry. I’d have added something in Dragon, but you’re the only Dragon I know, and you don’t swear much.”

“If you are very lucky, that will continue to be the case.” He lifted a brow. “Look,” he said, and pointed.

She looked up. Even at this distance, she could see clearly that the sky was full of Aerians. The Hawklord had emptied the Aerie. She smiled. “Come on. We’ve got half a chance to beat them there.”

Severn was already running.

They ran in the shadows of the fief’s taller buildings; it was like a mininight of its own. If the fieflord’s men had chosen the same route—and they knew the fief easily as well as Severn or Kaylin did—they moved quickly enough that they were far and away ahead. Kaylin had to remind herself that it wasn’t a race.

But it was. She had to pause for breath, and Severn was half a block ahead before he noticed; he ran back, frowning.

She shook her head. “It’s nothing.” The exhaustion of using her power was beginning to make itself felt. She willed herself to ignore it.

“Kaylin, we’re in Nightshade. Your body is now covered with writing that neither of us can read, and you just manipulated mirrors that are probably personally keyed to the fieflord in ways that neither of us can imagine. You’ve been bathed in magical fire, you’ve spent half the day running and you probably haven’t eaten anything.”

“And you did?”

“I was with Moran.”

She grimaced. Unfortunately, her stomach agreed with Severn. “I’m not a wolf,” she said at last. “I guess I’m not used to running.”

He told her to do something that was anatomically impossible. In Aerian. She laughed out loud. “I don’t even have wings,” she said, as she straightened her shoulders.

“It’s not lack of training,” he said. He caught her by the shoulders, swung her around, and forced her chin up; his chain batted against her shirt, a reminder that she wore no armor.

He knew her almost better than she knew herself. Seven years, and none, passed between them. “I’m—” She shook her head. “I don’t know what it is.”

Tiamaris joined them quietly. “Severn?”

“Something’s wrong.”

“He means,” Kaylin added, “more wrong.” But the weakness in her limbs was almost a blessing—she should barely be conscious. Had the Old One somehow given her a reprieve?

The Dragon offered a rare smile. Without another word, he lifted Kaylin off her feet. She would have said something—and at that, something rude—but her arms and her legs were tingling, and that took the edge off her pride.

The streets passed beneath their feet as she rested against the broad chest of Dragon, her eyes on the sky.

The fire that lanced from ground to sky was a spectacle. It was hidden in part by the facade of old buildings, by the cramped quarters in which the poorer part of the fief huddled. But Kaylin could see the sudden orange glow, the tongues of leaping fire that sun didn’t cast, and had she been running, well, she wouldn’t be.

Tiamaris had nature’s affinity for flame; either that, or as a Dragon, he was immune to it. He certainly wasn’t bothered by it. Nothing about its presence gave him pause. Then again, neither had the dead Barrani, and he had known, before either Kaylin or Severn had, exactly what he faced.

“It appears,” Tiamaris said, as the fires grew brighter, the orange melding into a sustained white, “that Lord Nightshade moves swiftly when he has cause.” He stopped running and set Kaylin on her feet. “And it appears,” he said, as she found those feet, and they rounded the corner onto Mayburn street, “that our enemies are not willing to be caught unprepared a second time.”

“How do you know it’s the fieflord?”

“Because it is his magic,” the Dragon replied. “And the Hawks above have only just begun to circle. I do not think the ground Hawks have yet breached the fief.” He drew his sword. It looked a lot like a dagger in his hand, straight and two-edged.

Not that she had time to really examine it; fire demanded most of her attention, partly because it was attached to moving people. And they didn’t seem keen on burning.

In fact, to her dismay, they didn’t seem to be burning. The fire followed them, clinging as it could to their surcoats, their hair; it was reflected in their eyes and by their swords. But it seemed to touch only those things; it didn’t stop the swords from swinging.

Barrani, she thought, seeing them. It was possible to tell which were Nightshade’s and which were not because of the fire; these Barrani were faster than the ones in the robes had been. There were similarities though; they didn’t seem to notice the loss of a limb if it wasn’t the one attached to their weapon.

She counted. It had been part of her basic training, this act of counting things in motion. She’d passed because it had been practical. And because she’d passed, she was here, in the streets of a fief she had promised herself she wouldn’t return to, the numbers adding up to something she didn’t like.

“Severn?” What Nightshade’s Barrani couldn’t do, they didn’t have a hope in hell of doing themselves. And the enemy was in front of the only doors she could see. All four of them. The fighting had not yet spread to the doorways themselves. There were too many.

“Ahead of you,” he said. “They can’t occupy the whole block. Which building, Kaylin?” All of the words sharp, pointed.

She couldn’t say. The map had seemed so damn clear at the time, the shadows so prominent, it hadn’t even occurred to Kaylin that it was possible not to know the answer. She did what came naturally in the fiefs; she slipped back into the shadowed street they’d barely left.

Think, damn it. Think.

“Was Nightshade there?” she asked Tiamaris. The Dragon shook his head. “Okay. Let’s go round the back.”

“And hope that there is one.”

Mayburn was long and narrow; it was, as most of the old roads were, punctuated by stone, rather than smoothed by it. There was a well along Mayburn, just a half block up from Triberry, the road they now followed. Behind Mayburn, parallel to it, was Culvert Road—which, like many of the fief ’s street names, had no meaning now.

Kaylin stopped at the well.

It was, as far as wells go, in decent repair, and it was obviously in use, given the season—but it wasn’t thirst that stopped her. It was the woman; she was nestled in the lee of the rounded stone. Or she appeared to be. But Kaylin was a Hawk.

“Leave her,” Tiamaris said quietly. “She’s dead.”

Kaylin heard him, but didn’t take the time to argue. She changed her running stance, lowering herself almost to the ground, as if something as simple as a crossbow bolt could come out of any of the higher windows. She reached the woman at the same time Severn did, and she flinched.

He looked at her, aware of the motion, of what it might mean.

The woman should have been dead. But she wasn’t.

Whoever had stabbed her—and it was a long, clean wound—had missed her heart. Not, from the blood that fled her lips, other vital organs. Her hands were red and wet, evenly gloved in red liquid.

Kaylin’s arms hurt. But not as much as this stranger did, and the one pain overwhelmed the other. She slid her arms around the woman’s shoulders, bent her head over the slack face, as if, for a moment, protecting it from witnesses. Spectators.

Severn touched her shoulder, but did not speak; Tiamaris, she was no longer aware of. “Can you do this?” Severn asked softly. She knew what he meant. Not the saving of the life, but the ability to do anything else afterward.

Before she could answer—if there was one—his fingers briefly tightened. It was his way of acknowledging the other question that he hadn’t asked. Can you walk away?

This close to another person’s face, vision blurred; Kaylin had no need to shut her eyes. She felt the power trickle down her arms, into her hands; those hands were pressed against shoulder and chest. The woman was larger than Kaylin, but curled in on herself as she was, the difference wasn’t as significant as it would have been if they had tried to move her.

“She’s lost a lot of blood.” Her words. Clinical.

Severn said, “There are no medics here, but if you think you can hold on to her, there are a lot of Aerians.”

She bit her lip, nodded, and let the power go. Unlike the healing with Catti, this was at least familiar. When the mid-wives called her, it was often because they thought they would lose mother—and child—to bleeding. They weren’t always right, but they were right often enough.

That was harder than this. Blood from a bad birth came from a jagged wound, several layers of torn flesh. It wasn’t as clean. But her response was the same.

First, stop the bleeding.

Second, try to get the heart to work a little bit harder to replace the blood. Change something here, there, give something a little push.

She tried not to hear the screaming in the distance, because it was distant. The fieflord was in the streets. The Hawklord was above them. They could take care of things for just a little bit longer.

She finished the first; it wasn’t actually hard, because, given life, time would do as good a job as she did now—messy, but functional. She just didn’t have time of her own to do more.

But before she had finished the real work, the woman’s face moved, her forehead jerking forward so suddenly, she clipped Kaylin’s jaw. Kaylin caught the woman’s hands as she tried to push herself up.

“My daughter,” the woman said. Her voice wasn’t strong, but it was low and intense; the words cut.

Severn knelt by her side. “We’re here,” he told the woman, in a much firmer voice than Kaylin could muster, “to save your child.”

The woman had clearly lived in the fiefs for all of her life; suspicion and desperation wrestled for control of her features, and desperation won. It was close.

“We’re Hawks,” Severn continued, meeting and holding the wild gaze. “Look.” And he pointed to the skies. To the Aerians that Kaylin had spent her adult life envying.

The woman’s gaze was fleeting; it grazed sky, no more. But her hand rose, shaking, to touch the emblem emblazoned across Severn’s surcoat.

Tiamaris came at last, and he bent, but did not kneel. “Tell us,” he said, “where they took your daughter.”

The woman lifted her hand and pointed.

Tiamaris lifted Kaylin by the arm. “Can you walk?”

She nodded.

“Can you run?”

Nodded again. Her hands were sticky, and she wiped them absently against the thighs of unfamiliar pants.

“It’s the third building,” Severn said quietly. He let the chain drop from one hand, shifting his grip. “There’s fighting,” he added.

“I can see that.” It wasn’t as bad as Mayburn. Two dozen Barrani, of either persuasion, were scattered along the relevant length of Culvert road. Most were wielding swords; some were wearing fire.

Something tugged at her—from the inside. “Nightshade’s there,” she said.

Tiamaris, looking every inch the grim Dragon Lord, Hawk or no Hawk across his chest, nodded.

“Tiamaris?”

“He is there.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Kaylin moved away from the well. Her eyes narrowed; they didn’t have the depth of vision that Dragon eyes clearly had; she really had to look to find the fieflord. But when she did, she wondered why it had taken so long. He wore armor; he wore shin splints, his forearms were plated, and his hair was his only cape.

He also wielded a long sword. The Barrani Hawks had never favored blades, and given their reach and the ease with which they used staves, Kaylin hadn’t much wondered why. She wondered now, but only briefly—because his sword seemed to stop the dead Barrani in their tracks.

“He’ll cut a path through them,” she said, half-gaping.

“With that sword.” Tiamaris’s voice was low and deep, constrained only by a throat too small for its full range. “Yes, he’ll cut his path.”

“He won’t know where to go,” Severn pointed out.

No, Kaylin thought. He wouldn’t. “The Hawks?”

“They’re not landing.”

She grimaced. “How many?”

And Severn laughed. “Enough. Are you ready?”

She nodded again, although she had his daggers, and no other weapon. “Tiamaris?”

The Dragon frowned.

“What? What is it?”

“The Hawklord,” he replied.

Fire began to fall, in a brilliant cascade of white and blue, from the heights. Where it touched building, it began to burn, and the building, unlike the Barrani, didn’t put up much of a fight.

Kaylin swore.

Severn caught her arm as she leaped forward. “Kaylin!”

She turned, half-wild, to face him.

“There won’t be anyone alive in that building. Anyone who could has already fled.”

“The children are there!” She shouted back, her voice rising in pitch, her body shaking. She saw his hesitation, the marred decision in it, and she slapped him. He let her; her hand connected with the side of his face because he made no move at all to stop her, to deflect her.

“Severn,” Tiamaris began, “there is a danger here—”

Severn nodded. He released Kaylin’s arm; his fingers were white. His face, white as well, where her palm and fingers had marked him. “Tell the Hawklord to wait.”

Dragon hesitations were marked by silence and stillness; there was nothing about them that resembled indecision.

“There is a risk,” he said again. “If the children are killed before they can be sacrificed, the risk is greatly diminished.”

Kaylin hated him then.

But Severn shook his head. “I’ve tried that safety before. I’m willing to take the risk.”

“You won’t bear the brunt of it.”

“No,” he said. “Kaylin, follow Nightshade.”

She stared at him. At the palm print that was now turning red, changing the color of his skin.

“You’re not a child anymore. Maybe you weren’t one then. I don’t know.” His voice was low and intent, his gaze didn’t waver. “But we’ll try.”

Tiamaris lifted his chin and roared.

Kaylin winced. “Well,” she said, as every Barrani—dead or not—in the street seemed to shudder at the sound of that voice, “they know where we are now.”

“Lord Nightshade knew where you were the moment you left his castle,” the Dragon replied. “Go. I will…join the fieflord.” And he leaped up, past them, his sword a flash of light, of something that resembled fire, as it left his sheath.

Only when Tiamaris was beyond them, only when they had reached the side of the first building, did Severn pause. “Children?”

She nodded.

“Not child?”

And shook her head. “I don’t know,” she asked, before he could ask her how she did know. “But…children.”

He met her gaze, held it. Frowned. “Kaylin—your eyes—”

She knew, then. She could almost feel what she couldn’t see. Tried not to talk much, because she would hear it as well. “What do the wolves know?”

“Not a lot, about you. Enough. You’re marked,” he added, “in our—in their—records.” His chain was turning now; it flew in a barrier to their left. She was amazed that he could both keep it spinning and run; she would have tripped over it. Or cut her feet off. Hells, probably both.

Better to think about things like that. She tried very hard not to do anything else as she ran beside Severn.

But the children were being marked in a different way. She didn’t know them; she was certain of that. Not the way she had known Jade or Steffi. Not the way she knew Catti. Whoever their enemies were, they were desperate.

Should be desperate.

“Kaylin—”

She couldn’t let Severn touch her. She moved. Tiamaris was by their side and gone, pacing them, lopping off limbs almost as casually as bureaucrats signed documents. The fires from above had ceased to fall; she wondered if they could be doused as easily as they had been set. A whole block could go up, in fire like that.

Think, Kaylin. Think.

Dagger in her hand. Dirt road beneath her feet. Beside her, for a moment, building. When the dead Barrani came toward her, in the tunnel concentration made of her vision, they were met not by Dragon, but by fieflord. She had always found it strange that Barrani blood could be so red; everything else about them was different. They lived forever. Surely they should have bled gold, or something similar.

“Kaylin.”

“I killed a man,” she told Severn, speaking as if she were Records, and not Kaylin Neya. “I touched him.” They were at the building’s side now. The third building. She stepped over an arm, and ground her heel into the bend of its elbow when she saw it was still moving.

He shrugged, trying to make light of it. “You’ve killed more than one,” he said. “If our records are accurate.”

“He disintegrated. That was the word they used. I touched him. He just…crumbled. From the inside. It was like black fire,” she added. “I could feel it.”

And she did.

“And the other three— I killed them too. Before Teela could. They—their skin just melted. Nothing else. Just their skin. Because the first one hadn’t suffered enough.”

He was by her side. He never left it. And she could barely see him, now; she could hear and feel and taste the blackness. No, she thought, no. She was going to lose it.

“That was the child prostitution ring,” he said. His words were crystal clear, shorn of the darkness that enveloped hers. “They would have died anyway. They wouldn’t have survived. It didn’t make a difference.”

It was true.

And it wasn’t true. And the Hawks had accepted it, but only barely, and only because her touch wasn’t always death. She had been afraid, after.

But not then. Not now.

No, that wasn’t true. Now, she was afraid. Because the children were there, somewhere in there, and she wasn’t with them yet. Some other darkness was, and she could almost feel it. Almost…touch it.

No.

But the word she spoke was different.

She had been with Teela and Tain that day, on what Teela had called a routine operation. She often wondered what would have happened to her if she had been with anyone else. Teela and Tain hadn’t even flinched when the men had died screaming. And screaming. Teela had just sort of shrugged, as if she’d seen it all before; as if it were just another death.

Tain, at least, had said, “You’d better clean up—a lot—before we go back to the Halls.”

“Kaylin?” Severn’s voice brought her back. “You did it once.”

“Yeah.”

“You didn’t do it twice.”

“No.”

“Why?”

How to explain?

Because the children she had saved then had looked at her as if she were worse. As if she were more of an evil than the men she’d killed; more of a danger. And she realized, then, that some of the screams—most of them—hadn’t been the screams of the dying. But when she’d been killing, she hadn’t cared.

“You knew.”

“The Wolf Lord knew,” he said, grunting as the bars came down and the window—such as it was—waited.

“How?”

Severn’s silence was his only answer.

“And he told you?”

Severn raised a brow. Answer enough.

“You don’t care.”

“No. I don’t. But I was a shadow wolf, Kaylin.”

“You want to trade dirty secrets?” She tried to smile as the bars came down.

He locked his fingers together and knelt; she put her foot in the stirrup his hands made. But he looked up, his smile pale, sharp, shorn of any mirth. “You already know the worst of mine,” he whispered.

Before she could answer, he lifted her up, and she bent knees and weight into the jump as the glass and the thin strips of wood that held it in place shattered.

She rolled to her feet, grateful for boots; it was dark in the empty, small room. No sunlight penetrated the gaping hole she’d left; no light. She heard Severn land. Cursed him; he was lighter on his feet than she had been, and he weighed a lot more.

“There’s a courtyard,” he told her.

She frowned. “You saw it?”

He shook his head. “It’s Culvert. The buildings are old enough.”

“You think they’re there?”

“Nowhere else they could be.”

“Why?”

“The watchtower,” he replied, looking past her to the closed door. He motioned her to the side, and positioned himself just behind its hinges. “They were on the ground floor, there.”

“They could be in the basement—”

“Culvert Street doesn’t have any basements. And the rooms here—too small.”

Not to live in, just to die in.

She grunted because he couldn’t see her nod; he was looking at the edge of the door. For light, she thought. For movement.

The door flew open as he yanked it, hard.

She was in the hall, daggers in hand, before it had finished flapping. No one, here. Just a long hall that led toward fighting on one side, and toward another closed door on the other. She could see only that door; everything else was shadowed.

Severn couldn’t swing that chain in this hall. But he shortened his grip on its length, pulling the blade into his hand. There was enough of a grip there, and just the hint of tang’s lip. It wasn’t a weapon she could have used in a fight without losing her own fingers.

She could see its edge more clearly than she could see Severn. He approached her, and she said, quietly, “Don’t touch me.” It wasn’t a threat. Wasn’t, at least, meant as one.

He accepted it as he accepted all warnings.

She began to run down the corridor, drawn to the closed door that ended it. She knew that this wasn’t standard procedure. Knew it, couldn’t stop herself. Her hands were shaking.

She shoved one dagger into a sheath as she reached the door. It was a wooden door—nothing in this building was made of anything but wood—maybe an inch thick. She put her hand flat against its surface. Felt it vibrating against her palm.

It dissolved against her skin in a whisper of black ash that started at the edges of the frame and blew inward. There should have been sunlight. There were steps—three flat steps—that led down to a barren common courtyard, ringed by the outer walls of each building’s inner face. There were windows; had to be windows. She couldn’t see them.

She could see night, moonless, dark, gathered in the heart of the courtyard. Within its folds, she could see men moving. Robed men, tall and graceful, utterly silent.

All but one.

He wore dark armor, a helm that hid his face, a sword that matched everything else about him: it was ornate, the blade’s edge almost scalloped. Both edges, feet of it, almost a yard and a half. A great sword. It did not reflect light; there was none to reflect.

But he raised it, point toward the sky, as if in salute, and he turned his head to face her. His mailed hand rose and he lifted the face-plate of his ancient helm. The armor looked familiar to Kaylin, although she couldn’t say why.

She had thought to see someone like Lord Nightshade in this elegant, powerful man. And there was some hint of the fieflord in the long contours of his face, but it was not a slender face, not a Barrani face.

Not a mortal face.

Golden eyes, unlidded and round, met hers as the stranger smiled. He lifted his free hand, as if in greeting, and lowered it, palm up. The joints of mail made no sound as his long fingers uncurled.

Daughter, he said, although his lips didn’t move. Daughter of darkness. We bid you welcome, to this, the first day of your birth. It has been long in coming.

He was beautiful. Compelling. Age rolled off him without leaving a mark, as if it were majestic.

Her arms were tingling. Her legs. The skin along her back and her lower chest. All of the sigils, the marks that she knew, now, were like hidden names of power, undying and unchanged.

No, not unchanged. Almost against her will, she lifted her hand—the hand that held no dagger; the hand that was still black with the ashes of the door. Her nails were black, her fingers curved slowly inward, as if around a shape that she could only barely see.

The outer edge of night.

Severn drew himself up short just a step behind her; she heard his intake of breath as if it were the only breath drawn outside of that self-contained night. She heard him speak two words.

Had to struggle to understand them; they held no power, no compulsion, nothing of the beauty of the stranger she now faced.

“The children.”

And vision twisted, her eyes watered, the marks upon most of her body shrinking inward and pulling at the edges of the skin on which they lay.

Hidden, insignificant, the children were scattered among the silent Barrani; they had no power. Would never have power. Thin, spindly, awkward, they flailed like—like cattle that understood that the slaughter was waiting.

Their small, pale mouths were open, their eyes wide; they were covered in dirt, in bruises, smeared by tears; they were white, white with terror. And she had not seen them until Severn had spoken of their existence.

The shock must have transformed her expression, because the transformation was mirrored in the face of the armored stranger. You are too early, he said. And far, far too late. And he smiled, and the smile was beautiful; it was a promise.

You feel concern for these?

She couldn’t answer. Her body was stiff now, tense; the story of action had yet to unfold her limbs.

They die anyway, daughter. They die every day. Give them the whole of your life, and you will waste only time; they are beyond your ability to save.

But they are not beyond the ability to save you. You were chosen by our ancient enemies. You were chosen without regard for any choice of your own. They are masters of Law, and as all masters of Law in this city, they serve their own interests.

We have given you choice, he added, and the whisper of his voice filled her, as if she were in truth just a vessel; the marks upon her body relaxed, the skin flattening. We will give you power.

With power, you can do as you desire.

It was true. It was all true.

You have been helpless all your life. He gestured. She saw a boy—a strange boy, dwarfed by Barrani in size, and by the utter lack of the strange, black beauty, that girded the rest. Mouth open, screaming in absolute silence, he was laid upon a slab of raised stone.

The marks upon her body were a part of her, and all of her watched in dull fascination, and she felt a warmth take her that she had never felt. Desire? Yes. The definition of desire. Her mouth was dry.

She ran her tongue across her lips.

Tasted blood.

Blood? She lifted fingers to her cheek, and felt the one mark upon her that was not affected by the dead and the dying, no part of their spell and their attraction.

It was bleeding.

The man in armor frowned.

Two things happened, then. Severn, rigid and silent, suddenly left her back exposed, leaping in beside her, the only light in the courtyard. His chain was at full extension, swinging, its links catching something that didn’t exist in her vision: the fading of sunlight.

He didn’t call her. But as he leaped past, she saw something else catch the light, and with it, her attention; the Hawk across his chest. Its brief flight.

The Barrani did not scatter; some lost limbs, one lost half his face. Blood spilled, red, living; she could see it pool, and it pooled in lines that were…words. Ancient symbols.

The man in armor slammed his face-plate down, changed the angle of his great sword. He moved, and if the Barrani were slowed by the strange hollowness that was their death, this creature, golden-eyed and bright in his darkness, was not.

He strode toward Severn, as Severn’s feet landed upon the blood sigils, the old words. Severn would die here. At long last, he would die.

The thought came at a distance.

The blood-writ letters were closer; they were somehow more real. She looked at them, and her lips moved, and she felt the satisfaction of the armored man as his sword swung in a flat arc almost too fast for eyes to see.

She opened her lips.

And spoke.

But the word she spoke was not written there; it was written within her, beneath skin.

Calarnenne.

Kaylin.

She spoke his name again, subverting the strength of desire, twisting it, forcing it into the only channel that she could touch, bound as she was by too many words, none of them her own. And all of them.

And then Kaylin Neya found her wings, and she screamed a name, another name, as she at last leaped into the fight.

It was the Hawklord’s name.

Kaylin Neya, weeping, claimed her Aerie, made her choice, and turned to join her Severn, the only ground Hawk here, as he faced death.

Death heard her, and lifted his head; his sword caught chain, or chain caught it, holding it in place. She cried out a warning to Severn, in the broken Elantran that the fieflings spoke as children, and Severn gave the chain a vicious tug.

The sword fell.

But it wasn’t a triumph.

It was a castoff. It was unnecessary. The man in armor roared. And in the confined space of a large courtyard, he began to change, shedding the weakness of arms and legs.

Black wings rose out of his back, and claws extended from mailed fist—and only then, because she was still Kaylin—did she realize why the armor had looked so familiar: she had seen its like once before, but its color and shape were so different she hadn’t recognized it for what it was.

The scales of a Dragon.





CHAPTER 20

Kaylin.

She didn’t answer. Wouldn’t have had time to process the sound had it come from outside of her, the way sound usually traveled. She had just enough time to slam into Severn, just enough weight to push him beyond the edge of the sudden eruption of Dragon’s jaw. She trusted him to survive this, as she would have trusted no one but Teela or Tain; he was already on his feet, in command of the momentum, before she had come to a stop.

The Dragon’s attention was still focused on her.

“Let them go,” she told him, tense and low to the ground. Her voice, like the Dragon’s, was a roar of sound, a personal storm. It should have surprised her.

His great eyes were orange, unlidded, the size of her fist. His breath was red, and traveled far beyond the reach of his tongue. She stood in the path of fire, and when it struck her, it parted as if it were water. Or ash. Where it passed, it left darkness, and only darkness, in its wake.

As she stepped forward, she did the same. It should have been hard to separate his darkness from hers. It wasn’t. She crouched, bending her knees a few inches lower, and reached for the blood that Severn had spilled. Where she touched it, it, too, burned. These flames were black, with hearts of blue. Leather cracked beneath her feet; she tried her best not to step on that fire.

“So,” the Dragon said. “You are still mortal.” The word was a spit of contempt, a funereal wreath of smoke and ember. “Do you think you can use the power you contain? Fool. It will devour you.”

She understood everything he said, and knew she couldn’t. But she’d always been practical, and doubting her sanity wasn’t all that pragmatic at a time like this.

“You speak of choice,” she said. Severn was beyond the Dragon’s jaws, just out of the reach of his claws. If the Dragon noticed Severn at all, he gave no sign of it, and Severn stepped…back. The darkness swallowed him, but she could hear the keening of his chain; what she couldn’t see still existed.

“But the dead have none.”

Eyes glittered, huge eyes, against the sheen of startling black. “You speak of my servants.”

She said nothing.

He laughed softly. Laughter was fire and pain. “They surrendered their names,” he told her softly, “in return for power. For freedom. They were given power,” he added.

“And you?”

“I surrender nothing.” He held out a hand; she could see fingers as if they were the soul of claws, small and ethereal, but somehow still present. If the Barrani were dead, the Dragon was not.

Not yet.

“You were a threat,” the Dragon continued. “And a gift. But not yet. Not yet.” And he leaped toward her suddenly, lunging, his wings rising and folding, their pinions bearing down on the stones that held her.

She leaped away as they came crashing groundward. Splinters broke the soles of her boots, cutting holes into the perfect fabric of her tunic, her pants. She grimaced. She’d done this before, and she hadn’t enjoyed it the first time.

The Dragon reached out for the child who struggled across the altar, and she realized that Severn had—again—done his work, made his choice; he was upon that sacrificial stone, feet planted astride the young victim, his chain a wall against which the Barrani broke, again and again, as they sought the time in which to finish what they’d started.

Kaylin.

Nightshade’s voice again. No command, no question, no warning marred her name; it was simply a word, a joining of two syllables. An anchor. She held it, held on to it, as she leaped forward, dreaming of darkness. The dream enfolded her. As the Dragon reared up, as his ebony claws extended, she leaped between Severn and death, her daggers forgotten as she raised both palms. Symbols came to life beneath their thin, torn shelter of black silk; they crawled up the backs of her hands, living things. She had never really thought of them as language before. Had never really thought of language as something that was living or dead; it was, like walking, something she rarely thought about at all, unless she was caught in the crossfire of legal Barrani, in which case the not thinking part took a lot more effort.

The Dragon was not so blessed.

As the symbols shifted, she felt their sudden weight across the mounds of her exposed palms. Fire was black, now; it would always be black. It enveloped her vision, and she let it, because the alternative was the unnatural gleam of Dragon teeth, Dragon scale, Dragon jaw. She had come all this way to do something.

But she forgot it, whatever it was: even the memory of Severn dimmed and faded as she at last gave in to inexplicable rage. There was glee in that rage, and malice, and—yes—a desire to cause pain and suffering. Or to share it.

She spoke the words. Her lips moved over syllables that made no sense to her ears, that contorted her throat, twisted her lips and changed the contour of her face, as if in the speaking, she had suddenly begun to grow jaws as lethal as the Dragon’s.

Those jaws snapped shut on the resonant, lingering end of old syllables, and the gold of Dragon eyes, the red of Dragon eyes, gave way to a color that she had never seen: White, milk and ivory, an absence of slitted pupil. She heard the Dragon roar as scales began to peel away. Saw those scales fall, a glittering darkness, the weight a heavy rain of a type that make docks and city ports look like a fool’s dream of safe harbor. They did not disintegrate; they did not turn into ash that even the slightest of breeze could obliterate. They hit broken stone with a clatter.

She noticed it, but barely; the Dragon had been exposed. Beneath the black scales lay something so pale it might have been skin. She lifted her hands again.

Teeth grazed her palms, slashing across the form and curve of thick sigils. Flesh left as well, and blood scattered across the scales that had fallen. Her blood. The pain was brief and sharp, and her fingers spasmed, as if they might follow.

But she was beyond pain. It might have been happening to someone else entirely; it might have been happening in a dream laced with dark fog and distance. She didn’t bring her hands in, didn’t try to protect them; who protected a sword, after all, when it had hit steel, a like weapon?

She heard the Dragon roar. “Kill the children!”

And his words made sense in a way that memory hadn’t. Brought back memories older than the mere minutes of these ones, brought with it a pain and a terror that she thought she had faced down in the Hawklord’s tower.

She’d been wrong. Would always be wrong. It was there, and if she moved quickly enough, if she gave over everything she had to the words that now adorned her, she might finally achieve her goal, and have peace.

She could save them. She could save them all.

He became her enemy, her only enemy. As if he were Severn, all along; as if he were the darkness that lurked in the hands that had done the inconceivable.

She leaped toward him, hands extended, and she hit him with the full force of her negligible weight. It wouldn’t have moved Tiamaris, at a different time; Tiamaris would have stood there like a damn wall.

But this one? This Dragon screamed, and pain mingled with fury, drowning out all other sounds. Scales parted, again and again; some fell and some clung, sundered, useless armor. She saw the words in him, then, as they gave way. Saw, as she had seen Nightshade’s gift, syllables as strong, as fine and as alien. She did not try to speak them; she made them her own.

Drew them in, as she had drawn words from the seal, the man of blue fire. Ate them.

He cried out in rage; pain was beyond him.

And then he began to shrink, to dwindle, to fall again into the casement of flesh that Dragons wore in Elantra. She could see the dark wash of blood that covered his chest, his arms, his shoulders, that trickled from the side of his mouth.

Not enough. Never enough.

She sent fire out in waves, in dark swirls and eddies, and he stood in their center, his own hands outstretched, the fire coming from them as dark as her own. They spoke the same grim, bitter language, in a silence broken by grunts, by heavy breaths.

All around them, fires burned, dark now, the red forgotten. Even the hearts of blue that had adorned the first fall of blood faded slowly from her vision. This was what she wanted. Only this. He had to suffer. He had to die.

Kaylin!

Not here. She heard and felt the tug of her name, and she struggled to relieve herself of its unwelcome weight. Not here, and not yet.

The Dragon shrivelled; he might not have been a Dragon at all; he might have been…a man. Just that; a man with odd eyes, his scales pulled in, his broken wings—and they were broken—pulled back into the shelter of shoulder blades and spine. She hardly noticed. The contest of language, the fight for conversational space, was all that mattered. Rock melted beneath her feet; she could feel it, but it didn’t burn. Rock melted beneath his, to like effect. They were evenly matched.

She knew this.

And then she let go of even that much awareness, and let the blackness take her. Let herself be taken by darkness; it was the same, after all.

But into the darkness, light came, like a third sword, like an angle of conversation that she hadn’t considered, another way of looking at death. It was a golden light, and it was broken by shining shards of different color, blinding in their contrast with the things that she had chosen to see.

She heard words, different words, thin and spoken; recognized—but barely—the voice that uttered them; she couldn’t see the face, but she would have known Severn anywhere.

Kaylin, he said, at a great remove, his voice following this new light, you’re killing them. You’re killing the children.

No! She wanted to scream the words, but the language was wrong; she was mute. You killed them! You, not me!

She closed her hands; made fists of them. In the distance, she heard the breaking of a hundred bones, all at once. There were no screams, and she regretted their absence; she would do better next time.

But the voice spoke; whoever she had killed, it hadn’t been Severn. Still. Always. How did you kill memory?

She struggled with it, with the darkness, with the words. Saw the Dragon recede, and made to follow, but only with power, with symbols, with words. She could do that, now.

But something held her back. Some words, something that Severn had said, now penetrated her awareness—as did the sense of the passing of rage.

It was almost over. The Hawklord would be angry.

Funny, that that was her first thought. Funny and humbling.

And then the light caught her extended arm, and she had enough time to recognize what it actually signified; she had abstracted it, somehow, forgetting.

It was the bracer. She couldn’t see the hands that carried it, but knew they were Severn’s. The bracer caught her wrist, and where it touched, she thought to feel fire. Felt instead a blessed coolness, a familiar weight. For just a moment she struggled against it, but there were things buried in memory that didn’t need images to coalesce.

Lights danced. Blue, blue, red, blue, white, white.

She heard the click of the golden cage, and felt its invisible bars bearing down on her. Black shadows ebbed between those bars, seeking egress; they touched the light and cringed back, and back again, falling toward her skin as if from a great height.

She staggered as the ancient bracer that had been a gift and a burden given her by the Hawklord made its weight and presence known. Her vision cleared slowly, and with the passage of shadow and black night, her strength also fled. She sank to her knees—or would have—but Severn caught her before she could hit the ground.

Could hit what was left of it; it was shattered rock in places, and where the rock had been lifted or broken, the ground was red, almost liquid. Severn lifted her. She wanted to argue, but the movement of her lips made no sound at all.

He brought her up to his chest; she felt his chin against the top of her head. Felt the rise and fall of his chest, the breath that left his slightly open mouth as it pushed against her hair.

Her eyes cleared completely; reality returned, and with it, the words that she’d learned in the heart of the fief of Nightshade. Words that she couldn’t speak. Worry followed, sudden and sharp, and behind it, much stronger, the metallic taste of fear. She grabbed at Severn’s surcoat, saw the ragged Hawk beneath her fingers, and clenched.

“Severn—”

“They’re safe,” he told her quietly. His voice was thin. She wondered if it would always sound that way; the thunder in her ears was its own deafness. She looked at the courtyard in the fading of sundown, and saw that the bodies of Barrani were scattered across the stones.

And frowned. “The Dragon—”

“He’s gone, Kaylin.”

“You let him—”

“It was him, or the children,” Severn replied.

“Where are they?” It was all she could think of to ask.

He gestured with his shoulder, and then, navigating broken ground, turned slowly to face them. They were huddled against the east wall of the courtyard, their bodies intertwined, their hands and arms around each other, their heads—different colors of hair blending in the scant light of evening—were bowed. But they were not terrified, and one boy looked up, his eyes passing over hers to meet someone’s. Severn’s, she thought.

The Barrani were not all dead.

But they would be. From above, fire began a gentle rain, and it was a red fire.

The Hawks were landing in the open courtyard in ones and twos. Where there was no safe place to stand, they hovered, pole-arms at ready, seeking the dead, or the soon to be deader.

“You…you saved them,” she whispered.

He said nothing.

Reality bit her, hard. “You saved them from me.” The shadows were better than reality; they caused less pain. To her. The gems on the bracer were glowing. She had never once seen them so bright.

“You didn’t mean to threaten them,” he told her. As if it were a comfort, or meant to be.

“I didn’t even think of them,” she whispered, and she turned her face into his chest, into the threads of gold that had come unbound: the Hawk’s symbol.

“You found them,” he continued, although he couldn’t see her face. “We would never have come in time if not for you.”

“I would have done their work for them.”

He said nothing, but his arms tightened. She felt them as an offer of protection. But how the hell did you protect someone from themself?

“Severn—”

“Not now, Kaylin. Not now.”

She heard the sound of wings, the sound of weapons striking flesh; the cry of the Aerians at war. Seven years ago she would have joined them.

And five minutes ago, she would have been their target. She knew it, and wondered how many of them did. Maybe none.

She knew Severn would never tell them.

“Corporal.” Smooth, cold voice. It took her a minute to place it as Tiamaris’s. She turned, then, but her hands still held on to Severn.

Severn’s nod was bleak.

Tiamaris crossed the broken ground as if it was of no consequence. His step was heavy enough to dislodge already weakened flagstones. He stopped five feet from Kaylin, and met her eyes, holding them. Demanding, in silence, some answer that she was no longer certain she could give.

But after a moment, his shoulders relaxed, and the blade he carried fell slightly. “You saw,” he said.

“The Dragon,” she whispered.

“Makuron the Black,” Tiamaris replied. “The only living outcaste.”

The reason, Kaylin realized, when he fell silent, that there were no outcaste Dragons.

“Yes,” a second voice said, and turning slightly, unwilling to relinquish her seat, she saw Lord Nightshade. His armor was rent, and his sword, crimson.

“You knew.”

“No, Lord Tiamaris. But I suspected. Of those who have come to study the ancient ruins, only one has never been threatened by the power contained in the sigils.” The fieflord met the Dragon’s glance, and raised his sword.

The Dragon’s golden eyes rounded, shifting into a deep orange, something just shy of red. The length of the fieflord’s sword was reflected in his unlidded stare.

“Yes,” Nightshade said, although his gaze fell upon Kaylin and remained there. “One of the three. Meliannos, the second.”

Kaylin looked confused.

And Tiamaris smiled grimly. “Three weapons were crafted by the Barrani in a time when war was more…common. They had the power to withstand Dragon fire,” he added softly, “and the strength to pierce Dragon armor. It has been…many years since I have seen one such. The Emperor does not favor them.”

“It has been long in my keeping,” the Barrani fieflord replied gravely, “and only against such need.”

“The Emperor will know,” Tiamaris said, eyes still upon the unsheathed blade.

The fieflord shrugged. “If he is wise, he already suspects. And I fear that the blade will not be his only concern, nor even his greatest.”

“Makuron is not dead.”

“No.” The fieflord hesitated for a moment, and then met Kaylin’s eyes. “You do not understand what transpired here.”

She shook her head. Because she didn’t. And because she did. She was shuddering now, as power fled. Consciousness would soon flee with it, but not yet. She struggled to keep her eyes open.

“Makuron is old,” Nightshade said. “And you weakened him greatly. More, I fear, than either I or Lord Tiamaris might have, had we been present.” He reached out; she stilled. His hand brushed the mark on her cheek, and almost without volition, she leaned into his fingers; they were cool and soft.

“I did not kill him,” he told her, and she thought the words were meant only for her, although he spoke them carelessly in front of witnesses.

“You could have.” As the words left her, she knew it was true.

“Yes. In his weakened state, I could.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he told her quietly, “I owed you a debt, and you would not consider it well repaid had I killed him. Having seen one who had the strength to pay that price, I chose to forego it, for your sake.”

She frowned.

Lord Nightshade looked up then, and met Severn’s gaze—or what she presumed was Severn’s gaze.

Lord Tiamaris echoed that frown. But when it became clear that the fieflord was finished, he spoke. “You almost killed him yourself, Kaylin. Had you, I think you would have survived. But the children would not. And when the fires left you—if they ever did—you would bear the weight of their deaths.”

The fieflord began to walk away.

“Lord Nightshade!”

He turned, his eyes a deep, deep green, with fragments of a cold blue at their heart.

“Thank you.”

He bowed. “It is not over,” he told her quietly. “Between us. Between the Old Ones. You are here, and you live, and you have used their power.”

“Then he—”

“Makuron has lost much. But until he is dead?” He shook his head. “He is best not forgotten. It is not the first time that he has almost died.”

“What did he—what was he trying to do?”

The fieflord’s eyes widened a moment, and then he chuckled. It was the Barrani equivalent of an open laugh. “You don’t understand,” he said, shaking his head. “And I will not be the one to explain it. Not yet, Kaylin Neya, not even to one whom I’ve graced with my name.” He turned away then, leaving them.

“Makuron could read the old writing,” Tiamaris said quietly. He looked again at Kaylin. “And he could summon…the dead.”

“The Barrani?”

He nodded. His expression was about as warm as quarried stone.

“Why did they serve him?”

“He offered them power,” Tiamaris said. “And yes, this is why Lord Nightshade cannot answer you. Makuron offered them the power for which they surrendered their names.”

“But—”

“Power is strange and fickle. What they thought they surrendered was the vulnerability with which all immortals are afflicted—the weakness of name. What they surrendered instead was much, much more than that. Like all such bindings, it serves two purposes.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No. You don’t.” He hesitated for another minute, and then said, “History is not our guide, it is not our friend. It is a passing stranger, one which shadows legend, sprinkling it with the seeds of truth. It is said that the Old Ones—which ones, we do not know—created the races. The first, the immortals, were their greatest creations. But they could not give them life without giving them names. The words had power,” he added, “but I think you understand this one fact better than even I.

“Regardless, the Old Ones made our forms, but our forms were not living. Into the heart of these, they carved runes and sigils, each unique, and when they had finished, they spoke those names for the first, and the only, time. And the power of those words is said to have wakened each—Dragon, and Barrani. We were few, then.

“But the names were the source of our existence, and we were bound to those who knew them.” He paused. “Not a one of us likes to be ruled, Kaylin. You could not understand that, no matter how much you might think otherwise. You are mortal.”

“But immortals—they have children. Do they name them?”

“No.” His lower lids rose.

She knew him well enough to change the subject. “And the rest of us?”

“How you were created, we do not know. There is some argument. Some scholars believe that you came to this world by some method of travel denied those of us bound to it by the ancient laws.” His shrug was about as expressive as his face.

“From another world? There’s more than one?”

She saw from the look on his face that he had no intention of answering that question. If he could. Dragon pride, she was discovering, was as tricky as legal Barrani to negotiate. Still, this was more than she’d ever gotten him to say, and she didn’t want this subdued openness to end before she’d managed to get everything she could. “But…the dead ones?”

“When it became clear that the names themselves were a leash, it is said that some of the living rebelled. Those who had names attempted to divest themselves of that one weakness. They studied the tongue of the ancients. They even felt, in their hubris, that they understood it. They sought to replace what was written at their creation with words over which they had control. And at least one succeeded.

“They now bear a greater weakness because of it. The power that took the place of their names hollowed them. They are not what they were.”

“Do they even remember what they were?”

His smile was thin, like a knife’s edge. A honed knife. “Very few of us know, very few have had reason to speak at length with the dead. It is…dangerous,” he added quietly. “They can take the names we bear, if we are not cautious, and if they cannot become those names, they can take power from them, replacing it slowly with the lingering state that is their endless death.”

“Then what are these?” She held out an arm. It was a bad idea; her hands were trembling.

“Older still,” he whispered. “And a sign that old powers are waking. The…scholars believe they are the words upon which the names were founded. Those sages,” he added, “who survived their study. And perhaps it is true. I will not say what I think. I will say only this—let them sleep, Kaylin, if you can.” He paused. “The Hawklord’s trust in you was not ill-founded. I do not know why you were chosen, if that is what you meant to ask—and it was, even if you do not know it.”

“But the marks changed—”

“Yes. They changed. Had Severn not intervened the first time—” He paused. Saw her grim expression, the pain in it that she was too damn tired to conceal. “I am sorry,” he said softly, “but you are strong enough to bear this. You already know it. Had Severn not intervened the first time, you would have been lost, both to him and to us. You would be, in form and shape, Kaylin Neya—but you would be only a vessel, and at that, a vessel whose neck is held by the only outcaste Dragon in the history of my kind.

“And Elantra would not, now, be a city. What it might become, I do not know, but the dead would be beyond number—some of them, Barrani, some, Dragon. Mortals simply falter, and they, too, would litter the streets like cattle.

“What Severn did, I will not justify—it was not my action. But I will say this…. He saved not only Elantra, but the Empire, for the Dragon Lord that would have arisen in the aftermath of your power would be Emperor, and his reign unlike anything you can imagine, even in nightmare.” He bowed his head. “We had hoped, with the death of those children seven years ago, and your absence from the fief, that it was over.”

“It is now.”

“Yes,” he said softly. “It is. Tonight, in this place, and by your own will. You wondered why the deaths came so quickly, this time—but the answer must surely be clear, now—you are no longer a mortal on the threshold of adulthood…you are adult. Coming into your power without his intervention,” he added, “would mean that that power would be yours. It was a gamble. He could end his long exile in a handful of mortal deaths, had he but found you, as a child on the brink. He could sense your waking. He must have known how short his time was. Time is a constraint that seldom binds the immortal.

“Had you been allowed to pay the price, to stand for moments longer against Makuron with the full force of that ancient power as your only guide, you would better understand what each mark is. I can only…guess.”

“Guess, then. Tell me.”

“The new marks, the changed marks are, in part, the names of the dead, taken from them centuries before you were born. I think—and I once again offer conjecture from the uncomfortable vantage of ignorance—that he hoped to use those names to bind you, to mark you in a way that Nightshade himself has not, to make your power subservient to his own. He could not use the writing that was originally placed there, but if he could change it, corrupting it, until it was something he could speak, he could take that power into himself.”

“But he has a name.” The Dragon was utterly silent. After a moment, he offered a weary smile and lifted his gaze. She couldn’t see where it ended, but she could guess.

“She’s Kaylin,” Severn said. His voice held a shrug, but as he carried her, he didn’t. “She sees what she sees.”

“I have pitied her teachers in my study of her transcripts,” the Dragon confessed. “But I have so rarely understood their complete astonishment at her inability to see.”

But what she saw, as the sun’s light guttered, was the glistening ebony of familiar Aerian skin. Clint alighted slowly. He was wounded; his forehead was an ugly gash, and he’d bled into his own eyes. Not pretty. But not life-threatening, either—at least not his own life. His pole-arm had been snapped in the middle, but he held it anyway; anyone who had served with the Barrani Hawks as long as he had knew the value of a good, long club.

“Kaylin?”

“Clint,” she said. Her eyes widened as she saw bloody streaks across the even gray of his wings. “Your flight feathers—”

“They’ll hold.” He paused, his gaze slanting toward the east before his shoulders relaxed. “It’s pretty much over,” he told her. “The…other Barrani…are walking pyres now. They’re a bit hard to kill,” he added.

“They would be. They’re already dead.”

“They bleed a lot for dead people. And they make us bleed a lot.” His smile was grim. He slid into Barrani. “The Hawklord will require your presence for debriefing.”

She nodded; it was all the obedience he required. Had it been necessary, she would have danced or done somersaults, although not without pain. Then she looked to the east as well, to the knot of lost children who were waiting in silence, a stunned silence that would haunt dreams for decades. Hers. Their own.

“What will we do about the children?” She counted them as a Hawk counts. There were ten. One boy, naked, was covered in the marks; two girls had likewise been marked, and they covered themselves with shaking hands, attempting to hide the sigils that had also covered Catti. Catti and over forty dead children whose bodies had been left in the streets of the fief of Nightshade. She wanted to get up, to strip herself of the long, torn shirt she wore, to give it to one of the children. But she couldn’t move.

And what she did not do, the Aerian Hawks began to do instead. The children were frightened, and she wanted to tell them not to be. They would be safe with these men, these winged beings, so much like Angelae in appearance they seemed—at this moment—to be gifts from a merciful god. If there were any.

“We will make every effort to find their parents,” Severn told her. His voice was quiet, even subdued. She looked up at his face, saw it at an odd angle, the chin the widest thing in her field of vision. He’d lost blood, just as Clint had, and another scar might adorn him in a few weeks’ time.

She hadn’t the strength to remove it; the bracer saw to that. But she didn’t ask him to remove the bracer, either. It was still glowing, still making its silent accusation.

“How many of them still have living parents?” Bitterness seeped into every word. She thought of the woman by the old well.

“At least one,” he replied softly. “But Kaylin, those that don’t, we will take to Marrin. And Marrin will make them hers.”

She thought of the Leontine, and she was oddly comforted. “They’re old, for foundlings,” she told him, as he began to move. And they were; between ten and twelve years of age, and under the shadow of puberty.

“They’re old,” he agreed. The words were fading. She could feel their rumble in his chest. “But they’ll survive to be older.” If the words were bitter—and they might have been—she didn’t cling to them.

She let him carry her away; away from the children for whom, as Severn had often said, she had a weakness.

Just not enough of a weakness not to kill them all. She closed her eyes; they were heavy anyway, and there wasn’t much she wanted to see.

But closing her eyes wasn’t much better; something trailed from each, tracing the curves of her cheeks. It wasn’t a lot like peace. Luckily, she had an out: she faded into unconsciousness.





CHAPTER 21

She slept for three days.

Woke for hours at a stretch, and ate what she was given; it was mostly mush or broth. She lay abed in a familiar room; it was the one that she lived in. The mirror was silent; someone had covered it.

No, she thought, as she shook herself out of sleep for a moment. Severn had covered it.

He came and went from view. She was both afraid to see him and afraid that she would never see him again, depending on how awake she managed to be. She let him spoon feed her for the first two days, but on the third, she insisted on feeding herself, and he sat, crouched on the only chair she owned, staring out the window. Or staring at her reflection in it.

Severn wasn’t the only person she saw. Teela and Tain made their way across her threshold, and she woke once to see Teela draped across the bed like a slightly fussy cat. Clint came to visit, and he brought his baby with him, apologizing because the baby wasn’t exactly quiet. She wanted to tell him that she didn’t mind the tears—because she didn’t—but he faded from view, and when she woke, he was gone.

Even Caitlin and Marcus came to see her; Caitlin brought flowers, and tsked about the condition of the room, picking up a piece of discarded clothing that she swore could almost stand up and walk out on its own. Her voice, when it came from the kitchen, was even more shocked, in that maternal way. It made Kaylin smile.

It made Kaylin weep.

Marcus spoke to her, holding her hand; she knew he did, because she had a distinct memory of the soft paw-pads against her palms. Against her forehead. Leontine breath was not exactly the most pleasant of sensory experiences, but she felt that as well; felt his tongue touch her forehead in benediction. Or gratitude.

“Get your butt out of bed,” he growled in her ear. “Or I’ll dock your pay.”

She smiled wanly. “How long have I been out?”

“Three days. And counting. I’d throw you out of bed, but Caitlin would shred my fur. And my wives would make hunt-meat out of me.”

She heard an agreeable growl, and saw Marcus roll his Leontine eyes. One of the wives—she couldn’t quite focus to see which—was standing ten feet beyond his shoulder.

“I came,” she said, in her slurry, perfect Leontine, “to keep him in line. The males never know their place.”

“Now you know,” Marcus told Kaylin, his paw-pads soft against her forehead as he pushed her gently, but inexorably, back into her pillows, “why I spend so much time at the office.”

Marrin came to visit after she’d slept again, and Marcus and Caitlin, and the wife who had spoken with such certain affection, had been banished by sleep. Her fur, still white around the edges, was perfectly flat, and it had regained some of its luster. Her claws were completely sheathed.

“You look tired,” Kaylin said.

Marrin hissed in Leontine laughter. “Someone should take the cover off the mirror,” she said, “if you can tell me that.” She paused, and then added, “I have seven new kits, and they all want to meet you.” But her eyes flickered as she said it.

Kaylin closed her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Leontine claws caught her chin just gently enough not to pierce skin. But not, in truth, by much. “Don’t,” Marrin said firmly.

“But I—”

“Don’t feel sorry for yourself. Not while I’m here.”

“But they don’t want to—”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I’m their pride-mother. I know what they really want. If they haven’t figured that out yet, they will. They’re rough around the edges,” she added, “and they’re so scrawny you couldn’t make a meal out of the lot of them. But we’ll change that.” She paused. Her eyes glittered. “They’re scared,” she said quietly. “They think I mean to use them. But you came from the fiefs, and you can talk sense into them. One or two are already at home—but the others? When you can, Kaylin. Come.”

She, too, touched Kaylin’s forehead with her paw-pads. They were dry. But Marrin mothered, and she hated to be mothered. Kaylin said nothing.

“Severn’s been in to see them.”

The words didn’t terrify Kaylin. They would have, once.

“I…like him, Kaylin. I don’t know what he did to you. I won’t ask. Whatever it was, he’s paid. He’s still paying. But he brought them to me, and he covered the expense of clothing them. He’ll do.”

Tiamaris came later, with, of all things, flowers. She stared at them as if they were withered branches. Or as if he were mad, and it wasn’t safe to look at him that way. “The Emperor is in your debt, Private Neya.”

She cringed.

He nodded. “Very wise. You are, of course, too weak to attend him. I think it would be very wise if you remained too weak to attend him. He is not a patient man.”

“Meaning I’ll embarrass the Hawks and he’ll have to kill me?”

“Something very like that.” He spoke, not in the Barrani that was his most frequently used language, but in Elantran.

“What will you do now?”

“Now?”

“Now that it’s over.”

He held her gaze, his own golden, his lower lids hidden. “I will, I think, be a Hawk for some time yet. It is…an interesting life. The rhythm is mortal, the time is odd. But I find it satisfying in a way that I have seldom found my work satisfying.” He reached out for her hand. No, she amended, not for her hand.

For the bracer. It was a steady, warm weight. “The gems are dull now,” he told her.

“I know.”

“I think it would be safe to remove it, if you felt the need.”

She shook her head. Thinking of why it was on her wrist; of what might have happened had it never been placed there at all. “Not yet,” she said softly.

“You are growing, Kaylin Neya. In wisdom.”

“Is it always going to hurt so much?”

“The gaining of wisdom? Not always.” His smile caught her by surprise; it was gentle. Almost human. “The Emperor has graciously allowed you to remain in the ranks of the Hawks.”

Both of her brows rose.

“Yes,” he said, although she hadn’t asked. “He considered strongly seconding you to his service for the use of your healing gift alone. But arguments were made on the behalf of the Hawks, and he has chosen to relinquish your service.” Tiamaris rose.

“Lord Grammayre?”

“He is waiting for you, Kaylin. When you are ready, he will still be waiting.”

She felt a pang of disappointment.

“He is a Lord of Law,” the Dragon told her gently. “And although you saved the city, the city still moves beneath him, and his duty is still clear.”

She settled back into her bed, weary.

Severn came into view. “Tiamaris,” he said firmly.

“I know. I have already tired her.” The Dragon rose, but he stopped a moment and carefully arranged the flowers in the vase he had also had the foresight to bring, since she didn’t own one. “But Corporal, I think you could also—what is the phrase? Ah. You could use some sleep.”

“I’ve slept,” was the cool reply. It didn’t invite further commentary, and the Dragon gave a very Dragon-like shrug.

On the fourth day, Kaylin stood and walked around the confines of her cramped apartment. That she could, without slipping on laundry piles, was a testament to Caitlin’s dislike of mess. The kitchen was also—in as much as it could be—spotless. Kaylin was torn between delight and chagrin.

“Let me guess,” she said to Severn, who was never far from her side. “She cleaned the mirror, too.”

“It’s gleaming,” was his reply. “She had something to say about the fingerprints all over it. I won’t, however, repeat it.”

“Have you even been home? I mean, to yours?”

He said nothing. Answer enough. She walked in circles until her legs hurt. This didn’t take as long as she would have liked. Four days.

“This is the worst it’s ever been,” she said, almost to herself.

“Fighting Dragons will do that to you.”

“Was I?” she asked him, as she sat heavily on the side of her bed.

“Were you?”

“Fighting Dragons.”

He was silent.

On the fifth day, walking wasn’t hard. She dressed herself, and she took the cloth down from the mirror, partly because it was one of her only two towels, and she was tired of feeling dirty. She washed herself while Severn stepped out of the apartment, dried her hair and then put her clothing back on. She chose the street uniform.

When Severn returned, she was ready for him. His brow rose slightly when he saw what she was wearing. “Are you strong enough?” he asked.

She nodded quietly. “If I don’t look at something besides these damn walls, I’ll go mad.”

He nodded, and fell into step beside her, at least until she hit the door. She paused there.

“Severn?”

He nodded.

“Thank you.” And then, because she didn’t want him to misinterpret it, she added, voice low, “for the children.”

His expression didn’t shift, and that was a sign. He was waiting now, and guarded. But he surprised her; after a moment, he said, “Which ones?”

It hurt.

He flinched, because she must have. One of these years, she’d learn to control that.

Steffi, Jade. She wanted to cry. Didn’t.

“You saved the world,” she said, trying to keep her voice light. “Then. That’s what Tiamaris said.” She struggled with the rest of the words, because she had never ever thought she would say them. “I couldn’t have. I would have let the world burn in black fire. I would have died first.” Her eyes were a little too wide, but they had to be; they were filmed with water, and she hated tears.

He was cautious. Silence followed.

“Why didn’t you kill me instead?” She had to whisper. She couldn’t speak. “If I had died—no one’s saying it, but I know—it would have been over.”

“It might have been over,” he replied, the words drawn out of him slowly, as if he didn’t want to release them. “But Tiamaris thinks it unlikely; he said it was more likely that some other child would bear the marks instead, and it would have started all over.”

But she shook her head. “You couldn’t have known it, then. Why? Why them? Why not me?” The heart of the only question that remained for her. She had never thought she’d ask it; could almost believe she was still asleep, and in the grip of the worst of her nightmares. “They were children.”

“We were all children,” he told her. And then, because the discussion demanded more, he added, “Do you really not know?”

And she did. But she couldn’t stop herself. She wanted him to lie. Realized it, and hated herself for the weakness. “You saved the world,” she said again, but weakly. It sounded like pleading to her.

Because it was.

He said, “I’ve only ever lied to you once, and I can’t lie to you now. I’m sorry.” He started to walk away.

“Severn!”

The open door was between them; he stood on the other side of the frame, a third of a lifetime away.

“Don’t. Don’t tell me that you did this for me.”

“If killing myself would have helped, I would have done it,” he said, voice low, eyes narrowed. “I almost did. But I was too old to be a sacrifice. It was going to be Steffi or Jade, and either of them would have done to you what Catti’s death would have done. They didn’t suffer,” he added, but he closed his eyes and turned his head as he said it. It was more of a prayer than a statement; as much of a plea as she had ever heard him make.

“I’m sorry,” he added, in a bitter, bitter voice that aged him. Aged them both. “But the truth, Kaylin? I grew up in the same fief you did. I didn’t give a damn about the rest of the gods-cursed city; they didn’t give a damn about us.

“I did it for me. Because even then, I wasn’t willing to lose you.”

He stepped back, stepped toward the stairs. Turned to meet her gaze briefly. Briefly was enough. He had sat by her side while she slept; he had watched her, stood guard over her, made her drink and eat and sleep.

And he knew, as he left, that that time was gone.

She stood, numb, in the door, her hand rising to grip the frame, as if without it, she would fall, the floor would swallow her, the blackness destroy her.

She would have welcomed it, and because she would have, it didn’t happen.

Clint and Tanner were on duty at the front entrance. She wondered when the Swords would start their rotation; she didn’t like them as much, but she wouldn’t, being a Hawk.

“Kaylin,” Clint said. But he didn’t say more. Her expression was not the usual harried terror of someone about to be late for her own funeral, and he knew her pretty well; he knew what it meant. He shifted the pole-arm into his left hand, and he reached out with his right, touching her shoulder. Gripping it for a moment to offer what words wouldn’t.

She forced a smile, and knew how bad it looked when he grimaced. “Don’t even,” he said, with a wry—and genuine—smile of his own. “You’ve missed a bit of work,” he added. “And a bit of excitement.”

“What kind of excitement?”

“Oh, the usual.”

She thought about dates for a minute, and then her brows rose. “Festival duty,” she said, as if the words were worms, and she had accidentally put them in her mouth.

“Smart girl,” Tanner said, lifting his helm as if it were a hat. “And you missed sign-up.”

She groaned. “Does the fact that I had a decent reason give me a bye?”

“Does it ever?” Clint’s laugh was natural, rich and resonant. The laugh she loved. She straightened her shoulders, found that it wasn’t as hard as she thought it would be, and shed a bit of gloom. “If I have to cover the tables,” she said, adding a few choice Aerian words as decorative color, “someone is in deep trouble.”

“You might have some say—the list isn’t quite finalized.”

“Isn’t quite?”

“Caitlin has it, but it’s not due up until the end of the day.”

Given that day had already half-passed, she swore and sprinted up the steps. Stopped, turned back and buried her fingers in Clint’s flight feathers.

His expletive was a joyful sound to her ears, although she wouldn’t repeat it in polite company.

She burst into the office, and was ashamed to admit that the run up the stairs and down the halls had winded her. Which meant, of course, that she wasn’t damn well going to admit it.

Marcus looked up as the doors swung behind her. His desk was a pile of paperwork, and he growled at her, his hair standing slightly on end. “You see this?” He said, his mock anger laced with real annoyance.

She nodded politely. Which was safest.

“This is the result of your little outing in the fiefs.”

“All of it?”

“Every last damn bit.” His claws bit desk as he pushed himself out of his chair.

“Well, you know what they say.”

“No good deed goes unpunished.”

“Exactly.”

“The Leontines don’t say that, Private.”

She shrugged, but managed to grin. It wasn’t even forced.

“Kaylin.”

She didn’t answer. The shift in his voice, the way his growl curled round the syllables of her name, was serious. “I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it.

“For what?”

“For making you worry.”

“Good. I have one favor to ask of you.”

“Sure.”

“Don’t make me worry again.”

“Yes, sir.”

He reached out, his claws sheathed. But his hand stopped short of her face, and settled in her hair instead, ruffling it. Or, more accurately, pulling some of it free from its binding. “You did well,” he told her. High praise, from Marcus. In fact, it was the only kind of praise he offered. Short.

“It wasn’t just me—”

“But you’re late again, and the Hawklord is waiting.”

“You could have mirrored—”

“Someone keyed your mirror off. You might want to fix that.”

Someone. Severn. She said, because it was safe, “Where’s the Festival duty roster?”

“Caitlin has it. And bribes are illegal.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Get out of my sight.”

“Yes, sir.”

She made her way to Caitlin’s desk, got intercepted by Caitlin and hugged so tightly breathing was in question. But when Kaylin pulled back, she did what Marcus hadn’t: caught Kaylin’s face in her hands, and pulled it up. Tsked at the dark circles under the youngest of the Hawk’s eyes. “You aren’t sleeping,” she said, making an accusation out of concern.

“I’ve done nothing but sleep for the last—what is it? Week?”

“Then take two.”

“Ha. After I sign up.”

Caitlin shrugged. “You’re such a ground Hawk, dear,” she said, with an affectionate smile. She held out a small sheaf of papers. Kaylin took them. Cursed when she saw what was left, and then fell silent when she saw her partner assignment.

Tain.

She hesitated, and Caitlin, old hand, could read the hesitation as if it were perfectly executed Barrani. But she waited in silence while Kaylin continued to flip through those papers, looking for a name. She looked up at last, when she couldn’t find it.

“He’s still a Hawk?” she asked.

“He’s still a Hawk,” Caitlin replied, not asking who Kaylin meant. “But the Wolf Lord has asked to speak with Lord Grammayre about his disposition. There’s every chance—if office gossip is anything to go by—that Severn will be back with the Wolves before the week is out.”

Kaylin nodded, as if the words made sense. And they did. Bitter sense.

“Kaylin, dear, don’t crumple those. I don’t have another copy.”

“Sorry.”

“I know. You always are.” Caitlin hesitated, and then added, “The Hawklord is waiting for you.”

“What have I done wrong this time?” But the words were uninflected. Severn. Wolves.

It was best. For both of them. The past was too damn much of a tangle, and it was a tangle of brambles, thorns without roses. She set the papers on the desk and turned at last toward the far door. Toward the Tower steps.

The climb was longer than it had ever been. She had to stop twice, and was glad that there was no one beside her; the guards at the doors on every landing didn’t appear to notice her sad lack of endurance.

The Tower door was closed. The mark upon its center, ward against intruders, waited for her hand. She lifted her palm wearily, barely noticing magic’s bracing slap. The doors slid open, and she crossed the threshold, looking up only after she had cleared them.

Lord Grammayre stood in the Tower’s center, his arms folded, his eyes narrowed. “You’re late,” he said. As if this were just another day.

And it was. She was a Hawk. She had made that choice. The world didn’t stop for her tragedies; it didn’t stop for her past. It didn’t stop for anything, and that was a good thing.

“Sorry, Lord Grammayre.”

He raised a pale brow. His wings unfolded beneath the domed ceiling slowly and deliberately. But his arms remained folded across his chest, like closed doors. She stood there, feeling seven years younger.

“The Lord of Wolves came to visit this morning,” the Hawklord said, breaking her silence. Adding weight to it.

“Oh.”

“He has requested the transfer of Corporal Severn Handred.”

“Oh.” Because her mouth was hanging half-open, she added, “Does he know?”

“Severn?”

She nodded.

“He was present.”

“He’s going back to the Wolves?”

“Kaylin Neya,” the Hawklord frowned. “What have I told you about drawing conclusions?”

She stared at him blankly. This didn’t change the direction his mouth was curving in.

“Very well. Since you did not disgrace the Hawks this time, I will excuse this almost intolerable display. I said that the Lord of Wolves requested the transfer. I said that Severn was present. Where, in those words, did I say that he had returned to the Wolves?”

“But—but…”

“I leave it up to you,” the Hawklord told her, his voice strangely neutral.

“But it’s not my life.”

“No. It’s not. It was, however, the Corporal’s only request, and given the success of the mission, I acceded. You are considered to be on active duty,” he added, his voice softening.

The words barely registered. She bit her lip. Wanted to be older, tougher, more resilient. It was the weakness, she thought. The backlash of using the power.

Lies.

She looked at the circle on the floor. Avoided it.

His wings were at their full extension, and he slowly lowered his arms. “Fledgling,” he said, in Aerian.

And she looked up at him, wordless, unable to control her expression. Without another word she crossed the floor, closing the gap that separated them in the only way she knew how.

His arms caught her first, enfolding her; he bent over her, the difference in their height evident by the way his shoulders curved. Her hands came up to touch the Hawk emblazoned across his chest, and she bowed her head into her fingers, closing her eyes and welcoming this very different darkness.

His wings folded around her like a soft wall.

“I don’t want him to leave,” she whispered.

He could probably feel the words more clearly than he could hear them. But his lips were beside her ear as he bent, protective now, as if she were in truth not yet ready to fly without guidance.

“I know, Kaylin.”

“But I don’t—”

“Hush.”

“I don’t think I can just forget—”

“You can’t, Kaylin. Don’t try. You are not Barrani, and you are not Dragon. Because you are neither, time will help, and only time.” He paused. “I will give you whatever time it is in my power to give. I will deny the request of the Wolf Lord.”

She hated tears.

Hated them.

But the Hawklord didn’t. He held her, in the height of his Tower, and for a moment, she pretended that she believed in the safety his arms offered.
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CHAPTER 1

In the old days, before the Dragon Emperor—sometimes called the Eternal Emperor by those responsible for toadying—had invested the Halls of Law with the laws which governed the Empire, angry Dragons simply ate the idiots who were stupid enough to irritate them. Or, if they were unappetizing, burned them into a very slight pile of ash.

Ash had the advantage of requiring little to no paperwork.

Marcus Kassan, Sergeant for the Hawks—one branch of officers who served in the Halls of Law—stared gloomily at a pile of paperwork that, were it placed end to end, would loom above him. At over six foot, that was difficult. The desire to shred it caused his claws to flick in and out of the fur of his forepaws.

The desire to avoid annoying Caitlin, the woman who was—inasmuch as the Hawks allowed it—den mother to the interior office, which set schedules, logged reports, and prepared duty rosters and pay chits, was just slightly stronger. In their personal life, Leontines disavowed all paperwork, usually by the expedient of chewing it, shredding it, or burning it, when it wasn’t useful for the kits’ litter.

Then again, he’d been at his desk for the better part of an hour. He expected there’d be a shift in the balance before the day—which looked to be long and grueling—was over.

Caitlin smiled at him from the nest she made of the paperwork she endured, day in, day out. It was a slightly sharp smile that looked, on the surface, quiet and sweet. That was Caitlin. Human all over. She’d been with him for years. He was aware of her value; the three people before her had lasted two weeks, three weeks, and four days, respectively. They had all babbled like morons.

Fear does that, Caitlin had said when she’d applied for the job. She was bird-thin and fragile to the eye, and her voice was soft and feminine—no growl or fang there. But definitely some spine. She was one of two people who manned the desks who could stand six inches from his face when he was on the edge of fury. She barely blinked, and attributed that, regretfully, to his breath.

At any other time of the year, paperwork was optional. Pay chits and duty rosters weren’t, but he was enough of a Sergeant to at least sign off on them when he wasn’t actively composing the lists themselves. No, this hideous mess was courtesy of the Festival. Permits, copied laboriously by clerks in some merchant branch of the Imperial palace, had been sent by dim-witted couriers in bags that were half again as large as Caitlin. Bags. Plural.

But not just permits. Festival regulations, which seemed to change year after year. The names of important dignitaries from the farthest damn fringe of the Empire of Ala’an, manifests of cargo transports, and diplomatic grants were also shoved in the same bags. The latter were, however, sealed in a way that screamed “special privilege.” Diplomatic immunity.

Marcus hated the Festival season. The city was enough of a problem; throwing foreigners into the streets by the thousands was just asking for trouble.

Not only that, but every get-rich-quick scheme that had occurred to any half-wit moron in the street could be expected to rear its imbecilic head during the next two weeks. Unfortunately, every get-rich-quick scheme that occurred to any cunning, intelligent person would also rear its head during the next two weeks. The money that flowed into the Empire’s capital during the Festival was staggering, and everyone wanted a piece of it.

The Swordlord, and the men who followed his orders, were probably in worse shape, and this provided a moment’s comfort to Marcus. He was Hawk, through and through; the Swords were his natural rivals. Not, of course, his enemies; they all served the Lords of Law, and they all worked in the labyrinthine buildings referred to as the Halls of Law by people who saw them from the outside. But the Hawks and the Swords had their own way of doing things, and when the Festival season was at its height, there were always disagreements.

On the other hand, at least the Swords were in the streets; the damn Wolves were at bay. It was hard to hunt in the city during the Festival, even at the behest of the Wolflord. The Wolves were kept in reserve in case of riot, when all servants of the Law could be called into action. This was, however, downtime for the Wolves, and Marcus sullenly resented them their freedom.

Paperwork was best left for bureaucrats.

Unfortunately, bureaucrats were damn good at shoveling the work onto the shoulders of men and women who were already too busy, where being too busy meant they didn’t have time to kick up enough of a fuss to give it back.

He heard a door slam. It was followed by a raised, angry voice—only one—and the sound of a very heavy tread. Deliberately heavy.

Paperwork looked almost good in comparison.

“Oh dear,” Caitlin said. “That’s three this week.”

“Two. One of them left last week.” He rearranged the paperwork in the vague hope that this would provide some sort of fortification against the red and dour expression of a very annoyed mage.

Sure enough, down the long hall that led from the West Room, which had been ceded to the Hawklord for educational purposes, the swirling robes of a man who had probably been ancient ten years ago came into view. His fists were bunched just below the drape of long sleeves, and his fore-head was engraved with permanent wrinkles. The kind that said foul mood.

The office had grown somewhat quieter as people stopped to listen in. You could count on curiosity to get the better of work at Festival time. Well, to be fair, at any time, but during the Festival it was more costly.

The man stormed over to the Sergeant’s desk. “You will tell the Lord of Hawks that I am finished with this—this ridiculous task!”

Marcus raised a brow. Given that his face was entirely composed of golden fur, this should have been discomfiting at the very least.

“The girl is untrainable. She doesn’t listen. She barely reads. She thinks like a—like a common soldier. She is rude beyond bearing, she is stupid, and she is an insult to the Imperial Order of Mages!”

The other brow lifted slightly as the Leontine attempted to look surprised. This was, however, lost on the mage, who was as human as Caitlin—as human, in fact, as most of the other paper pushers who called the office their second home.

Leontines were many things, but actor wasn’t one of them. They were sort of the anti-actor.

“Tell your superior that I will have words with the Imperial Order about this!”

As he’d now heard a variant of this speech three times, he had it memorized. It generated some paperwork, on the other hand, which soured a mood that was worse than sour to begin with.

Holding his tongue was difficult. Holding his claws was a shade more difficult. He managed to breathe shallowly enough that the growl couldn’t be heard over the mage’s shouts.

Which went on for another five minutes before he stormed off. It was a wonder he wasn’t followed by black clouds and lightning bolts.

“Oh dear,” Caitlin said again, rising. “He didn’t last two days.”

Marcus shrugged, letting the growl into his words. “I told the Hawklord,” he said.

“I know. I think we all tried. There must be a suitable mage somewhere in the Order—”

“I doubt it. You know how the Dragon Emperor feels about mages and sanity.” Marcus pushed himself out of his chair. His claws clicked against the floorboards.

“I’ll tell the Hawklord,” he said with a shrug.

“I’ll talk to Kaylin,” Caitlin added.

Kaylin Neya was sitting in the West Room, her arms folded across her chest. There was a candle on the desk; it had been cut in half.

“Dear,” Caitlin said quietly, “I think you’re supposed to light it.”

Kaylin muttered something about light and places in which it didn’t shine. She was the youngest of Marcus’s Hawks, and it showed.

“He really is a nice old man,” Caitlin began.

“They’re all supposed to be ‘nice old men.’” Kaylin shoved herself out of her chair as if she were a miniature Marcus. On the other hand, she had boots instead of bare pads, and her very human nature didn’t lend itself to extended claws and long fangs. “They’re arrogant, they’re long-winded, and they think they know everything.”

“They do know a lot—”

“They know a lot about useless things! Light a candle?” She rolled her eyes. “I can light a candle in five seconds, the normal way. I can kill a man just as easily as a mage—and probably more efficiently.” Her hands fell to her daggers and rested there. “I can run faster, I can see farther, I can—”

“Kaylin,” Caitlin said, raising both her hands. “No one is doubting your competence as a Hawk. You’re an officer of the Halls of Law.”

“And how is this supposed to help me?”

“You cut the candle in half, dear?”

“It didn’t get that way by itself.”

“No, I imagine it didn’t.” Caitlin shrugged. “You’ve already annoyed a number of the Imperial mages. I do think it would be best for the Hawks if you tried not to annoy any more.” She paused. Added, “You’ve got to expect a little arrogance, Kaylin. These men are old, they’ve survived the Emperor’s service, and they are considered experts in their field. Given your general reaction to any power that isn’t owned by the Hawks, I’ll forgo mention of the fact that these men are powerful. And you’re insulting their life’s work.”

Kaylin’s lips were set in a line that could be called thin. Or invisible. “I don’t want to be part of their life’s work,” she said at last. “I want to be part of my life’s work. I want—all I’ve wanted since the first day I was introduced to all of you—is to be a Hawk.”

“You are a Hawk, Kaylin.”

“The Hawks don’t employ mages.”

Caitlin’s smile froze in place. “You do realize that annoying them probably won’t stop them from coming?”

“I can try.”

The older woman’s expression gave trying a different meaning. “I believe the Hawklord will want to speak with you. Again.”

Kaylin’s shoulders sagged. She walked past Caitlin and out of the room.

The Hawklord’s tower boasted a fine set of stairs, one that curved upward against the inner wall in a continuous stacked spiral. There was good stonework here, girded by brass rails, and the echoes went up forever, bouncing against the walls.

Or against the breastplates of the guards on the various landings Kaylin walked past.

She nodded at them; they nodded back. If they were inclined to smirk, they managed to hide it, which was just as well. A brawl on these steps could cause injury. And, following it, more injury of an entirely Leontine nature. Marcus didn’t approve of Hawks fighting each other in the Halls; he’d long since given up on Hawks squabbling after too many drinks in their private time.

The door to the Hawklord’s inner sanctum, with its much-hated magical ward, was as usual closed. Kaylin, grimacing, placed her palm squarely against that ward and waited while the familiar prickle of magic ran up her arm and caused her hair to almost stand on end. The first time she’d touched it, she’d sworn her head off. Unfortunately for Kaylin, the most severe of the words occurred as the doors were opening; the domed cavern that the Hawklord ruled had reminded her of the unpleasant existence of acoustics. The Hawklord himself reminded her about the correct use of language in his presence.

It mostly consisted of “don’t talk” in exactly the wrong tones. Kaylin wasn’t a firm believer in soft-spoken threats, but if anyone could make her one, it was Lord Grammayre, the Aerian who held the title of Lord of Hawks.

She walked across the threshold.

The Hawklord, pale white wings turned toward her, was waiting in the silence. When he turned, she could see a piece of paper in his hands. It seemed to command most of his attention.

And given what it probably said, that wouldn’t last long.

She paid him the obeisance the difference in their ranks demanded: She knelt. This was only partly because she was his junior in every possible way. The other part—the one that wanted to remain a member of his Hawks—was not above a little groveling, especially when there were no other witnesses. It wasn’t the worst thing she’d done in his presence by a long shot.

His eyes, narrow gray, traveled along the top of her head as if they could scalp her and keep the scalp as an object lesson for other Hawks. Marcus, all bristling fur and exposed fangs, was no match for the Hawklord when it came to intimidation. Kaylin had annoyed them both in her time, and had more than ample experience as proof.

He handed her the piece of paper. She had to rise to take it. “That,” he said, “was the third member of the Imperial Order of Mages you’ve managed to offend in less than ten days.”

She recognized Leontine scrawl; it was bold, dark, and put holes in the paper.

“He started it” was not an option, and she bit the words back, swallowing them. “I’ve never been a good classroom student,” she said at last.

“We’re well aware of that,” he replied, his words dry enough to catch fire. “We’ve attempted to keep your academic transcripts from the mages who have condescended to tutor you. Unfortunately, they seem to think it necessary to review them.”

She said nothing, as it seemed safest. It usually was, and she frequently failed to remember this until after her mouth had engaged. “I don’t understand why you even think it’s necessary,” she said at last, when his silence grew a little too weighty.

He raised a pale brow. His eyes, Aerian to the core, were shading to blue, which was never a good sign.

“The Hawks don’t employ mages,” she said woodenly.

“You are not a mage.”

“Then why—”

He lifted a hand. “I have always considered patience a virtue when dealing with the Hawks,” he told her, “but I find that, as usual, you tax precious resources.

“Therefore, I will be blunt. You are a Hawk, but you are also—as you well know—blessed or cursed with magical ability. You can’t control it well enough—you don’t understand what it is, or what it can do. It is the opinion of experts that the power itself can be wielded in a manner similar to the way that mages channel their power.”

Which experts?

“Do not even think of asking, Kaylin.” He knew her far too well.

“It’s Festival,” she snapped. “We’re up to our armpits in work—if we’re lucky. We’ve just gotten the tally of so-called diplomats and Important Visitors—” she managed to wedge a powerful sneer into each syllable of the last two words “—and we’re undermanned, as usual.

“I don’t have time for this right now.”

“I will agree that the timing is not the most opportune,” the Hawklord said in a tone that implied the exact opposite. “But as the timing is not of our choosing, we have little choice.

“I understand what you’re attempting to do, Kaylin,” he added, his voice smoothing to velvet. “And I will now insist that you cease this. It is unworthy of you. You can insult and infuriate every mage who crosses the threshold on my behalf, if it pleases you. But they will not stop coming. Do you understand?”

She didn’t.

He raised a hand to his brow. As gestures went, it was human, and even if it hadn’t been, it was transparent. “The Emperor himself has taken an interest in your education.”

They were not the words she expected to hear. They were also the last words she wanted to hear. Unfortunately, lifting her hands to stop her ears wasn’t an option.

“How much does he—”

“He is the Emperor. It is to the Emperor that the Lords of Law are beholden. How much do you think he knows?”

The words too damn much flitted about, but she tried to ignore them.

“You fought a Dragon,” he added quietly. “You fought the only Dragon who has ever survived being outcaste among his kin. The battle was felt all the way to the palace. Some diplomacy was necessary—you can thank Tiamaris for his intercession—and there was, perhaps, a surfeit of actual facts offered. But enough was said. The Emperor knows that you bear the marks.”

Her eyes fell to her sleeves automatically; they always did when anyone spoke of the strange writing that ran the length of her arms and her thighs. They had been symbols to be hidden when she had been a child on the edge of adulthood; she knew them now as words. Or names. But whose words and whose names were still mostly mystery—and in Kaylin’s universe, it was vital that they stay that way. She was used to them, in any case; the new ones bothered her more.

“He is,” the Hawklord continued, “also aware that you bear a Barrani mark.”

“Everyone is,” she said.

“Were it not for Tiamaris, he would not be inclined to…give you the benefit of the doubt. He has shown some forbearance in this. But he has made clear that you present a danger if you cannot be trained. And it seems that you intend to demonstrate your intractability in the worst possible way. For you,” he added, as if it were necessary. “I will send for another member of the Imperial Order of Mages.”

She was stony silence defined.

“If you happen to offend him before the week is out, you will be suspended from active duty. Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.”

She was aware that he had just won someone the office betting pool, but could not for the life of her remember who. Just as well. She waited for a few minutes, but he had turned from her, and was now studying the opaque surface of the room’s long mirror. The fact that it was opaque made it clear that whatever he was looking at was keyed to his eyes alone.

She started toward the door.

“One other thing, Kaylin.”

“Sir?”

“If you are late for any more of these lessons, it will come out of your pay.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kaylin and punctuality lived on separate continents. Another happy source of petty betting in the office. She looked at his profile; he hadn’t bothered to look in her direction.

But something about his expression was stiff and wrong. She watched the lines around his mouth deepen until his face looked like engraved stone, but less friendly. Whatever it was he was looking at was something he didn’t like—and at Festival time, Kaylin could honestly say she had no interest whatsoever in knowing what it was.

She chose the better part of valor and left. Quickly.

Tain, his black hair flowing in a healthy trail down his back, was at the center of the crowded office when Kaylin made it back down the stairs. As he was the only Barrani in attendance, it answered a question, albeit not a pressing one.

He smiled as she slid silently through the open arch and along the nearest wall. Even without breathing, it was impossible for her to sneak up on a Barrani Hawk; she knew. She’d been trying for seven years.

“Kaylin,” he said, looking up. His eyes were that shade of bottomless green that made jewelry superfluous. It meant, on the other hand, that he was happy. Or as happy as any Barrani ever got when they weren’t killing someone or winning some invisible-to-human-eyes political struggle.

If Leontines were incapable of acting, Barrani were their opposite; they were incapable of not acting. Immortal, stunningly beautiful, and ultimately cool, they had a quiet love of showmanship. It had taken her years to understand that, as well.

They were, however, plenty capable of being smug, which Tain was now demonstrating to the office staff; he had coins in his hand.

Had she won, she probably wouldn’t. But there was no such thing as a friendly bet among the Barrani, and no one—not even the men and women who were nominally his equals in rank—wanted to be in the wrong kind of debt to a Barrani.

Still, it didn’t stop them from betting. She prided herself on being the person who had introduced the office to this pastime; it was one of the few that she’d enjoyed in her childhood. Then again, anyone who grew up in the wrong part of town—the huge neighborhood known colloquially as the fiefs in the right parts of town—enjoyed gambling. There wasn’t much else about the life to enjoy.

Certainly not its brevity.

She shrugged and made her way to Tain. “You won?”

“It looks that way.” His teeth were chipped; they made his smile look almost natural. They also made him obvious to anyone who hadn’t known the Barrani for months. They looked so much alike, it was hard for humans—or mere humans, as the Barrani often called them—to tell them apart. Much malicious humor could be had in mistaken identity—all of it at a cost to the person making the mistake.

His smile cooled slightly as his gaze glanced off her cheek. There, in thin blue lines that could be called spidery, was the mark of Lord Nightshade—the Barrani outcaste Lord who ruled the fief that Kaylin had grown up in. The mark meant something to the Barrani, and none of it was good.

If she were honest, it meant something to her. But she couldn’t quite say what, and she was content to let the memory lie. Not that she had much choice; Lord Nightshade was not of a mind to remove the mark, and short of that, the only way to effect such a removal also involved the removal of her head. Which, according to Marcus, she’d barely miss anyway, given how much she used it.

In ones and twos the dozen or so Barrani—well, fourteen, if she were paying close attention—that were also privileged to call themselves Hawks had been brought by either Tain or Teela to look at the mark.

In one or two cases, it was a good damn thing Teela was there; they were almost unrestrained once the shock had worn off, and the restraint they did have was all external.

Kaylin had gotten used to this.

And the Barrani, in turn, had grown accustomed to the sight of the offending mark. But they didn’t like it.

They didn’t like what it meant.

Kaylin understood that the word they muttered under their breaths was something that loosely translated into consort. Very loosely. And with a lot more vehemence.

Pointing out that marking a human in this fashion was against both Barrani caste law and Imperial Law had met with as much disdain as Kaylin ever showed the Barrani.

“Fieflord, remember? Nightshade? Not exactly the biggest upholder of Imperial law?”

But she didn’t take offense. It was hard to; they were Barrani. A Barrani who wasn’t arrogant was also not breathing. And in a strange way, it was a comfort; they were enraged for her.

Of course, there was a tad more possessiveness in that anger than she’d have ideally liked, but beggars couldn’t be choosy.

“Where’s Teela?” she asked Tain. The two were often inseparable.

Tain’s silence had a little of the Hawklord’s grimness.

“Either you’re not going to answer,” she said carefully, “or you are, and I won’t like it.”

“Why would you be displeased?” he said.

“You are.”

“It is a matter that concerns the Barrani.” Cold and imperious.

“This means you won’t answer.”

“No,” he said, the word measured and stretched thin, given it was only a meager syllable, and that, in Elantran. Elantran was the default language of the Hawks, because everyone spoke it. Unfortunately, the labyrinthine paper trail of the Law itself was written in Barrani. He could have spoken his mother tongue, and she’d have been able to follow it with the ease of long practice, Barrani being one of the few things she’d been able to learn while locked in a classroom and chained to a desk, metaphorically speaking.

“You’ve looked at the duty roster?” he added.

“Not recently. It’s not like it hasn’t been changed six times a day for the last week. Why?”

He gestured toward the board that had been nailed into the wall by an annoyed bureaucrat. There, also nailed into the wall, was a long piece of paper that bore several marks and a few gashes—that would be Marcus.

The only time the duty roster was this complicated was during the Festival. She approached the board and scanned it carefully.

“I’m not on it!”

“Lucky you. You want to talk to so-called merchants who can’t spell and can’t plot their way out of a wet bag?”

“It’s better than the alternative.”

“And that?”

“Talking to—or listening to—mages who couldn’t police their way out of a murder.” She frowned. “What’s this?” she asked him softly.

“Good girl.”

Anyone else, she would have hit. Barrani, on the other hand, required more cautious displays of annoyance.

“High Court duty?” She frowned. Looked at the names. There were Aerians among them, and Barrani; there were almost no humans.

Severn was one of them.

“What the hell is High Court duty?”

“Have you paid no attention to office gossip?”

“I’ve been busy being insulted by Imperial mages.”

“This Festival,” he said quietly, “the castelord has called his Court. It has been a number of years since he has chosen to do so. I don’t think you were even alive for the last one.”

She had never been good in the classroom. She had never “Teela’s gone to Court,” she said flatly.

“She was summoned, yes.”

“But she’s—”

“She has not been summoned as a Hawk,” he continued quietly. “She will take her place among her peers in the High Caste.”

Kaylin almost gaped at him. “Teela? In the High Caste Court?”

His expression made clear that there was nothing humorous about it, although Kaylin wasn’t laughing. He nodded. The nod was stiff for a Barrani nod; they kind of epitomized grace.

“Is she in trouble?”

“She may well be.”

“Why?”

“She failed,” he said softly, “to bring the nature of your…mark…to the castelord’s attention.”

“But he—” She stopped. “Evarrim.”

“Lord Evarrim. You attracted his interest,” he added softly. “What have we told you about attracting the interest of a high lord?”

“It’s lethal.”

“Yes. But not always for you.” The disapproval in the words was mild, for Tain. “She will be called upon to defend her oversight,” he added.

“You’re worried?”

Tain shrugged. “She owes me money.”

Kaylin laughed. It was a bitter sound. “Severn’s there.”

“I note that you haven’t tried to kill him since you returned to active duty.”

She shrugged. It was easier than words. Everything about Severn had changed. And much about Kaylin, to Kaylin’s horror, had changed, as well.

What they had—what had driven them apart—had been the foundations upon which she’d built this life; he’d kicked them out from under her feet, and she still didn’t know where to stand. Not where he was concerned.

But she’d been given the opportunity to be rid of him. And she’d rejected it, in the privacy of the Hawklord’s tower. There wasn’t likely to be a second such opportunity offered.

“Why is he on duty roster there?”

Tain didn’t answer.

“Why am I not on—oh. Never mind.” She lifted a hand and covered the mark on her cheek. To Tain, it made no difference; she could have gouged a chunk of her face off, and he’d still see it. Anyone born Barrani would.

“It will be over in one way or another.”

“Over good, or over bad?”

“It depends,” he said. His voice was the kind of guarded that implied imminent death. “On the castelord.”

“But she’s a Hawk!”

“Indeed. The Hawks comprise many races, however, and the caste-law of the race has precedence in exceptional circumstances. As you would know, if you’d paid more attention in your classes.”

Exceptional circumstances: When either of two situations proved true. One: No other species was involved in the commission of the crime or its outcome. This was about as likely as the sun never rising or setting, at least in this city. Two: No member of any other species could be found who would admit that they had been damaged in some way by the commission of the crime in question. This, given the nature of the Barrani’s exceptionally long memory and their famous ability to nurse a grudge down a dozen merely mortal generations, was entirely too likely.

“He can’t make her outcaste. She’s already pledged to Imperial service.”

“The Lords of Law are pledged to the service of the Emperor. Employing an outcaste Barrani would not be in the best interests of any one of those Lords.”

“Marcus won’t let—”

“Kaylin. Let it go. As I said, it is a Barrani affair. Teela accepted the invitation. She has gone.”

“You let her go.” She didn’t even bother to try to keep the accusation out of her voice.

“And had you been summoned by your castelord, we would have done the same.”

“Humans don’t have castelords. Not like that.”

“No. Not like that. You couldn’t. The span of your years is too short. Were it not for the intolerable speed at which you breed, there would be no humans in Elantra.” He turned away, then.

And she realized, as he did, that he’d slipped into Hig Barrani, and she hadn’t even noticed.

Mouth set in a thin line, she worked her way over to Marcus’s desk. He was, to no one’s surprise, on lunch. On early lunch. She was certain there was some betting going on about the duration of the lunch itself.

But that wasn’t her problem.

She began to leaf through the notices and permits on his desk, moving them with care, as if they had been constructed by a finicky architect who’d been drinking too much.

After about ten minutes, she found what she was looking for—the writs or grants of rights given to foreign dignitaries.





CHAPTER 2

When Marcus came back from lunch an hour and a half later, he walked to his desk. The circuitous way. He paused in front of the schedule nailed to the wall, glared at the various marks made by the Hawks that were lucky—or unlucky—in their assigned duties, and added a few of his own. Although the schedule itself was an official document, this particular rendering of it was not; it was meant, or so office parlance said, as a courtesy. What he added was against the spirit of the thing, but he had a Leontine sense of courtesy; it wasn’t as if he’d drawn blood.

And if the Hawks didn’t like what he appended, they could come crying. Once.

He stopped by Caitlin’s desk, and threw the mirror on the wall a thoroughly disgusted glare; like anything that made noise and conveyed messages, it never went off at his convenience. It had been dull and silent for the entire morning. If there was anything of import to be reported, the Swords and the Wolves were having all of the luck.

He had paperwork.

Oh, and Kaylin.

She was perched in the center of his chair, looking like a leather-clad waif, her hair pulled up in imitation of Caitlin’s, and with vastly less success; she’d stuck a stick through its center, and hair had already escaped it in great chunks.

“What,” he growled, “are you doing in my chair?”

His chair was large; he was heavier than any of the humans he commanded, and wider by far than the Barrani. It wasn’t his favorite piece of furniture; he’d broken three chairs this year because of the shoddy workmanship of the craftsmen employed by the Halls of Law. Armrests were not meant to snap off that easily.

She appeared to be taking notes.

And, as was so often the case when she wasn’t locked in a classroom, her concentration had shut out most of the office noise. His presence dimmed the rest. He could walk silently; as a hunter, he had to. He was seldom given the opportunity to use the skill.

When he was exactly behind her, he roared in her ear.

Papers went flying like loosed birds.

As she tried to catch some of them, she gave him a reproachful jab. As he was smiling, this was safe. Barely. But this was Kaylin; she hadn’t the grace to look flustered or embarrassed. Not for the first time, he thought she’d been born in the wrong skin; she was like a young Leontine kit—a female, at that—and very little unnerved her for long.

Then again, she’d been under his care for seven years, and she’d come as a youngling. If he hadn’t been entirely protective in the normal Elantran sense of the word, he had protected her, and she took advantage of the fact without shame. Or notice.

“If you want to do paperwork,” he said, sitting on the sparse inches of desk that weren’t covered by paper, “you could have volunteered.”

“Would it get me out of those damn lessons?”

“No.”

“Overtime pay?”

“No.”

She shrugged. “Well, then. I guess I’m not stupid.”

His roar was mostly laugh. Many humans found differentiating between the two difficult—or at best, unwise, as the cost of a mistake was high—but Kaylin didn’t labor under that difficulty.

Which was good, considering how many other difficulties she had. He held out a hand, and she dropped the papers she’d picked up across his palm. He glanced at them, and then back at her face. “You’re suddenly interested in diplomats?”

She shrugged. “Had to happen sometime.”

“Then you guess wrong. You are stupid.” His dark eyes narrowed slightly. “These appear to be Barrani,” he said. He had the satisfaction of hearing her curse. In Aerian. He wasn’t entirely conversant with Aerian, but, like any good Hawk, he knew the right words.

“Flight feathers don’t fit,” he replied calmly. He looked over her head, his eyes snapping into their habitual glare. “What are you looking at? You don’t have enough to keep you occupied?”

To a chorus of mumbles, which were a type of applause if you were stuck behind a desk for any length of time, he turned back to Kaylin. “You heard,” he said flatly.

“Tain told me.”

“If Tain told you, he also informed you that any interference on our part would not be appreciated.”

She shrugged. “There are a lot of lords and ladies in that bundle.”

“There always are.” His fangs appeared as he drew his lips over them. “Do not get involved in this, Kaylin.”

“But she’s a—”

“She has her place. You have yours. At the moment, they’re not the same.” When she met his glare, and equaled it, he let his shoulders fall; they’d risen, as had his fur. “Given the snit the mage left in, you’ve probably managed to buy yourself a couple of days.”

“You didn’t put me on the duty roster.”

“Observant girl.”

“Is it because of the damn mages?”

“No. I take my orders from the Lord of Hawks.”

“Then why—”

“I used the word orders, Private. Try to pay attention.” He reached out with a claw and drew it across her cheek. The gesture was gentle. “You’ve been marked. You’ve already caused enough grief for this lifetime. You can wait ten years until I retire and give the poor fool who takes my stripes hell. Lord Evarrim has written, did Grammayre mention this?”

“No.”

“Then he probably thought it best you didn’t know.”

“I don’t.”

“Good.” He shoved her to one side and sat; the chair creaked. He’d managed to split leather twice. “Do not mess with the Arcanists.”

“Sir.”

“How many Festivals have you patrolled?”

“Officially?”

“Or unofficially.”

“Enough.” The fact that she was evasive meant that some of those patrols had occurred while her life was rooted in the fief of Nightshade. She’d been a child, then. And she probably hadn’t been there to preserve the peace or prevent a crime.

“Good. You are aware that a few unscrupulous men—”

“A few?” Very few people did sarcasm as well as Kaylin.

“Very well, if you insist on being picky. A few competent and unscrupulous men work under the cover of the Festival crowds for their own ends?”

“Sir.”

“Good. In all of your many colorful descriptions of High Caste Barrani Lords, did any of them include stupid?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. Lord Evarrim is not a stupid man.”

“He’s not a man, sir.”

“That’s enough, Kaylin.”

“Sir.”

“If he is aware of your presence in the streets, it is likely that he will take the opportunity to interview you. As we’ve now denied his pleasant request three times, he’ll be composing less pleasant requests, which are often misunderstood by little Sergeants like me—” and here his voice did break in a growl “—and mislabeled as threats. It isn’t as if he hasn’t asked politely, after all.

“Have you ever been to the High Court?”

“No.”

“You think of it as a place of refinement and unearthly beauty.”

“No, sir! I—”

He lifted a paw. Inspected it for invisible splinters. Let her splutter for a few more minutes. “It is beautiful in exactly the same way the Emperor’s sword is beautiful—it is a work of art, and it is usually drawn for only one purpose. You do not want to be present when the blade is exposed.”

“Sir.”

“Good. You will sit this Festival out. And before you start whining, may I just point out how many Hawks would switch places with you in a second?”

“Yes, sir.” She sounded deflated.

He wasn’t fooled. “Give me the notebook, Kaylin.”

She didn’t spit; this was an improvement over her thirteen-year-old self. But it took her a minute to find the notebook, which, given it was clutched in her hands, was an accomplishment.

As she began to walk away from the desk, he said, “If you access Records for this information, I’ll have your hide.”

“Yes, Marcus.”

She accidentally met Severn just outside of the Quarter-master’s hall. Where accident had much to do with a bit of careful deduction, the information on the duty roster, and a damn boring wait.

The fact that he’d nursed her to health after saving the lives of many orphaned children had made an impression; enough of an impression that Kaylin had chosen to avoid him in every way possible for the past couple of weeks.

If he noticed, he gave no sign. But that was Severn all over. After all, he’d joined the damn Wolves and waited for her to find him for seven long years, watching from gods only knew which shadows, a window into the past.

She wasn’t fond of windows. For one, it encouraged thieves, and for two, it made heating a small room that much harder.

But she could look at him, now. She could stand beside him without feeling guilt about the fact that he hadn’t yet died. Or, if she were being truthful, that she hadn’t killed him.

He raised a brow as she slid off the long bench that discouraged loitering. “Kaylin.” His tone of voice told her pretty much everything she needed to know.

She fell into step beside him; he was practically gleaming. Official armor fell off his shoulders like a curtain of glimmering steel, which is pretty much what it was. The Hawks wore surcoats; he hadn’t bothered to put his on. Like Kaylin, he’d grown up in the poorest streets of the city, and like Kaylin, he’d had no parents to rely on. No one to tell him how to dress, and when, and why, for a start.

No one to dress his wounds, to tell him to avoid the streets of the fiefs at night; no one to tell him how to avoid the men who preyed on children, or pressed them into early service.

Like Kaylin, he’d learned those lessons on his own.

“You’ve seen your assignment?” he asked her. He had to look down, and it irritated her. There should, she thought, be strict height limits on entry.

“Yes.”

“I heard a, ah, rumor.”

“It’s true.”

“You don’t know what it is yet.”

She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. It’s probably true.” She hesitated and added, “Which rumor?”

“You offended another Imperial mage.”

“Oh, that.” She shrugged. She half expected him to smile. But not even Kaylin was up to the delusion required to see his curt frown as mirth. “Have you heard about Teela?”

He said a lot of nothing, and kept walking. She took that as a yes. “I was thinking,” she began.

“Oh? When?”

“Very funny. You’ve never worked a Festival before—the Wolves don’t mingle well.”

“I’ve been called upon for the Festival,” he replied, his words carefully neutral. It surprised her, though.

“You have?”

His smile was like a wall. A fortified wall.

“Never mind. Working as a Hawk isn’t the same.”

“No. It’s been more…interesting.”

“It won’t be. You’ll be given permits and the new ordinances, and you’ll be sent out to talk to a bunch of whiny, hot, would-be merchants. The unlicensed variety.”

“I believe I’ve met a few.” He shrugged. “I won’t be near the market.”

“The market isn’t the problem. Well, okay, breaking up the fights between actual, licensed merchants is—but the Swords do most of that.”

He stopped walking. “I am not taking you with me.”

“I wasn’t going to ask.”

“Good.”

“But I noticed you haven’t been assigned a partner, and I was wondering—”

“Kaylin, do I look like I’m still breathing?”

“It’s been five years since Marcus actually killed anyone—”

“I’d like to see six.” He shook his head. “If you’re concerned about Teela, take my advice. Don’t be. She’s Barrani. These are her games.”

“She’s a Hawk!”

“She’s been a Hawk for a very, very short time. She’s been Barrani for a very, very long time.”

“You don’t know her as well as I do.”

“Clearly.”

“Severn—”

He held up a hand. “While tolerance for your interpretation of punctuality seems unnaturally high, it also seems to be granted only to you.” He started to walk again, and then stopped. “I don’t want you out in the streets,” he said without looking back. “For the same reason that neither Marcus nor the Hawklord do. But I’m not Marcus, and I’m not the Hawklord.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I have more to lose if you disobey your orders.”

A reminder. One she didn’t want.

“I’ll tell you what I can,” he continued, without looking back. “But stay here. Not even the Arcanum will attempt to reach you in these halls.”

“I have to go home sometime.”

He hit the wall. The movement was so fast she didn’t see it coming; she jumped back in surprise. “I know,” he said softly. And left her.

Severn was not there to walk her home, for which she was profoundly grateful. The area in which she lived wasn’t noted for its crime, and the only major threat to the streets that bounded her building had been a few ferals that had managed to make it across the Ablayne River.

In the fiefs, ferals were common. So were murderers, and they both had the same effect—but there was something about shiny, long fangs bunched in the front of a half ton of rank fur and large paws that made the ferals seem the greater threat. They weren’t exactly intelligent; they certainly didn’t care much whether their meal was rich or poor, something that couldn’t be said about any of the other occupants of the fiefs.

But they were occupants of the fiefs.

They had, apparently, caused mayhem and fear for a night this side of the river; it took all of a second night for the Wolves of the Law to hunt them down and exterminate them. No such Law existed in the fiefs, and the streets at night in the fiefs were deserted for that reason.

No, crime in the fiefs happened during the sunlight.

Here? They happened most frequently when the sun went down.

It was one of the adjustments she’d found hard to make when she’d first crossed the river.

And she’d dreamed of that crossing for most of her childhood. The river was the divide. Beyond the far banks, she would find wealth beyond measure, and food, and the comfort of a place she could call her own; she’d find friends and meet people who she could trust.

Okay, she’d been a bit naive.

Hard to believe that a girl from the fiefs could be naive—but dreams died hard, and they could be such a damn embarrassment if they were shared. Which, because she was foolish, they had been. The Hawks had snickered for weeks, and without the grace to wait until her back was turned.

She’d stolen their inkwells in response. Except for Garrity’s; him, she’d left invisible ink.

But it had taught her something. The Law? It existed for a reason. The reason being that people weren’t basically as honest as she’d dreamed they would be, when they had the choice.

At home, she’d had no choice: steal or starve. Here, they had a choice. But it was steal or be left behind. Words failed her when she tried to put her contempt for this into them; she often hit people instead. Or tried.

This is when she discovered that Law applied to the officers of said Law. All in all, a discovery she could have done without.

She wondered, not for the first time, what Severn’s life with the Wolves had been like. He wouldn’t talk about it. And that was probably a good thing, if he wanted to keep on breathing. He’d spent time in the Shadows, and the Shadows were unkind; they were the darkest face the Law could turn on the populace. People whispered about Shadow Wolves when they’d had too much to drink. Some even said there were arcane arts that turned good men—well, okay, bad men—into things that weren’t men anymore.

But she’d seen Severn, and she knew that he was more or less exactly what he had been when he’d taken her under his wing after her mother’s death. She’d been five. He was ten. She’d thought she understood him, then—but what had she understood?

That he would die to protect her.

She could live with that.

That he would kill to protect her.

Hating the direction of her thoughts, she turned them aside; she’d become good at that, over the years.

It wasn’t close to dark, yet; the sun was edging across the river, and reflected light turned parts of the slow-moving water a shade of pink that would have been an embarrassment to the man the river had been named after. She paused on the banks, looking up and down their length for as far as the eye—and hers was keen—could see. The riverbanks were where many petty criminals gathered to exchange gold for a moment’s illegal escape from pathos; it was easy to dump evidence, and the river would carry it away before it could be gathered and used in the courts.

Of course, some officers forgot the Laws that applied to Officers of the Law at that point; they called it self-defense. Had any of the injured dealers ever lodged a complaint, Teela and Tain would have been permanent fixtures on the inside of the small prison that sheltered behind the Halls. But oddly enough, there seemed to be a game in this, and you lost if you complained.

Everyone knew, after all, that the Barrani had only been part of the Law for some two decades—the whole of Kaylin’s life. And they had memories that lasted a lot longer.

There were no deals going down.

Even the petty criminals seemed to have decided their stash was better sold on the streets that the Festival occupied. And the streets? Once the carters had got in and done their work, they were almost impassable. You couldn’t walk a foot without someone trying to sell you something, usually at a three hundred percent markup over what it would cost at any other time of year.

She found herself at the foot of the bridge. It was, by foreign accounts, a perfectly normal, if somewhat unimpressive, bridge; you could take a horse across it, and you could certainly march a contingent of men that way—but a wagon was almost impossible, unless the driver was unnaturally gifted and the horses under perfect control. Perfect.

She didn’t much like riding. She stood there, and then leaned over the nearest rail, watching the water pass under her feet. Here, on the boundary of her old life, she let the day unwind. The night was cool, for a Festival night; the air was clear. She wondered, sourly, if the Arcanum was controlling the weather; it was unseasonal. It would also be illegal.

Technically. In this city, even on this side of the banks, power was the order of the day; if you had it, the Law was a petty inconvenience. As long as no one was killed, or more likely, you were very, very good at disposing of the bodies.

Her cheek was throbbing dully; she lifted a hand almost absently to touch the flower placed there by the magic that she most hated. Well, second most. The magic that she most hated was engraved on her arms, her legs, the back, now, of her neck.

But it had been quiet. If it weren’t for the arrogance of the Imperial mages, she would have had nothing to complain about, and this was unnatural. Complaining, according to Garrity, was the gods-given right of people who were Doing Something Useful; it was a little luxury. When, you know, duty forbade larger luxuries, like drinking.

And she wasn’t Doing Something Useful, as Garrity would put it. The Festival season had been expressly forbidden her; she was surprised that they hadn’t sent her out of town on the first coach.

Her cheek was actively painful, now. She touched it, wondering if it was swollen; if the lines engraved there were like the lines of a burn, and had taken some sort of stupid infection. Her skin was cool to the touch, her palm a little too dry.

She let her hand fall, casually, to her side. It was the side at which her daggers were neatly arranged.

Straightening slightly, she turned.

A man was standing at the foot of the far end of the bridge, except that he wasn’t. A man, that is.

Surprise robbed her of words for a moment, but it added the hilt of a dagger, and the rest of the blade followed as she drew it. A warning, really. Or perhaps a gesture of greeting; it certainly wouldn’t do her much good in a fight.

He was Barrani.

She wasn’t. The odds favored him.

Even had she been Barrani, the odds would still favor him. He was, after all, Lord Nightshade, the crime lord under whose sway the fief of Nightshade prospered.

“It is sunset,” Lord Nightshade said as he stepped onto the bridge. The wooden planks didn’t even register his weight. Which, given the age of the bridge, said more about his movement than it did about the planks.

“Almost.” She managed to shrug.

“You shouldn’t be out in the streets, Kaylin. I was, I believe, most explicit about that.”

She shrugged again before his words really registered. Sometimes nerves made her quick; sometimes they slowed her down. Quick was preferable. “Explicit to who?”

He raised a perfect, dark brow. It was perfect because he was Barrani. In fact, his eyes, which were a deep, startling green, were also perfect, and framed by—yes—perfect lashes. His face was the long, fine face of Barrani everywhere, his hair, the long perfect raven-wing black. He moved like a dancer. Or a hunting feral.

But he wore clothing—a long, dark cape over a robe that was both fine and edged with gold. Nothing about Barrani dress was ever less than ostentatious, even when it happened to be the same uniform—sized up—that she herself was now wearing.

She hated that. Anyone sane did.

Well, all right, anyone sane who wasn’t also immortal and perfect and didn’t take unearthly beauty for granted.

“Why are you here?”

“Because you are,” he replied. “You’ve been calling me for the last week.”

She frowned. “I haven’t.”

His shrug was elegant; it made hers look grubby. And unlike Teela or Tain, he didn’t even make an effort; he spoke Barrani, and at that, the High Caste Barrani she most despised. Teela spoke Elantran when she was with the Hawks. Even when they were Barrani. When Teela broke into Barrani of any flavor, it meant trouble.

“As you like,” he said quietly.

He drew closer, but stopped about two feet away. He did not, however, lean against the railing.

“You’re almost on my turf,” she said quietly.

“Almost is a mortal word.” He gazed at the river, and gestured; it seemed to freeze in its bed, like sleek glass. She could see herself clearly in the momentary reflection; she could see him more clearly, and in the end, it was the fieflord she looked at. Who wouldn’t?

“You have not come to visit,” he said quietly.

She started to reply, and caught the words before they left her mouth, for perhaps the first time today. The fieflord was not known for his sense of humor. Or perhaps he was: He regularly killed people who offended by implying it existed at all.

Bravery was costly in the fiefs. Defiance was more painful, but not ultimately more costly.

“No,” she said when she could talk. “I haven’t.”

Before she could move, he reached out to touch her cheek, his fingers caressing the skin that bore his mark. He did not touch any other part of her face, but he didn’t have to—his meaning, in the gesture, was plain.

“You could remove it,” she told him softly.

“Yes, I could. But not without cost.” His smile was unsettling. “You speak my name when you sleep,” he said softly. “My true name. And there is no way to avoid hearing it—not for me.”

“I can’t speak it,” she said, something like fear informing the words.

“I know. I believe you did try when Tiamaris asked.”

“I tried. Once.”

“What did he hear?”

“Nothing.”

“But I heard it,” he said softly.

“You were in Castle Nightshade.”

His brow rose. “Yes,” he said, and it seemed there was caution in the affirmation. “I was.”

“Why did you—why are you here?”

His eyes shifted in color. It was sudden, but it was entirely unexpected; nothing Barrani did could be expected, almost by definition. You just couldn’t trust them, and predictability implied a certain belief in routine. “The castelord has called the High Court,” he said quietly. The wrong type of quiet.

“I…know.”

“Anteela will be there.”

“An—oh. Teela.” She remembered that Lord Evarrim had called Teela that, what seemed like another lifetime ago. “She’s gone. But none of the other Barrani are.”

“They wouldn’t be. None of the other Barrani, as you so casually put it, withdrew from the Lord’s Court to pursue the idle life of a…Hawk.”

“She’s a—”

“In Elantran, you would call her Lady Anteela,” he said, using the word Lady with some distaste. “If she desired it. She does not.”

“So she left.”

His smile was cold. “The Hawks are trained to observe, are they not?”

“They are.”

“Then the training given is poor indeed.”

“We like to observe fact.”

“Fact, as you so quaintly put it, is something that is rarely understood if it is observed with no understanding of context. She withdrew from Court. Her absence was noted. It was not, however, appreciated.”

She didn’t ask him how he knew.

“Wise,” he told her. “Understand, Kaylin Neya, that you will be at the heart of many discussions when the Court convenes.”

“And that will be?”

“When the moon is full,” he replied. “And silver.”

“Which moon?”

“There is only one that counts.”

She didn’t ask. As far as she was concerned, there were two. “Why are you here?” she said again.

“I am unwilling to risk you in the games that will no doubt unfold. You are too ignorant of our customs.”

“You’re outcaste,” she said without thinking. “They’re not your customs anymore.” She caught up with her flapping mouth and shut it hard enough to hear—and feel—her teeth snap.

His eyes were now a blue that was sapphire. Midnight sapphire. “Come,” he said, and he began to walk away, down the gentle slope of the bridge.

On the wrong side.

“You can’t—you can’t go there!”

“While it is true that I seldom venture outside of my domain, I am seldom stopped when I do so.”

He continued to walk, and after a moment, she pushed herself back from the comfort of bridge rails and leaped after him. His stride was a good deal longer than hers, and she had to work just that little bit harder to keep up; it was hard to look cool and composed when one was breathing too hard.

She followed him, looking back and to her side in growing unease. No one seemed to notice that the damn fieflord of Nightshade was walking the streets of Elantra. Then again, she wouldn’t have believed it either; she would have seen just another Barrani, in the company of a junior Hawk.

But as she followed him, the streets grew familiar. Not even the gaudy ribbons and wreaths, the symbols of a dozen different gods, the statues—layers of new paint over layers of old paint, like some miniature ode to geological formations—could make these streets so new or strange that she wouldn’t recognize them; if she closed her eyes and slowed down, her feet would know the path.

He was walking her home.

She stopped walking, in the vague hope that he would. Instead, the distance between them grew until she’d have to really sprint to close it. She did.

She couldn’t bring herself to touch him; had he been Severn, she’d have had two handfuls of elbow as she swung him around. Instead, she tried hard to avoid looking at any of the details of her daily life that made her life bearable. As if, by ignoring them, she could protect them. She walked.

He stopped in front of her building, at the locked door. She fumbled for her keys, but because it was deliberate, a way of buying time, he taught her a small lesson; he passed his hand over the lock, and she felt her cheek flush. Just the one.

The door opened, gliding with a creak on its hinges.

He didn’t speak a word; he simply met her gaze and waited. This much, that gaze seemed to say, he was willing to grant her for the sake of her dignity. But it was his to grant, and his to deny.

“I should arrest you,” she muttered as she hurried in the door. It closed behind them.

His smile never reached his eyes. “I think that not even your Sergeant would demand that you carry out that duty. You are, of course, free to try.”

She walked past him and up the narrow flight of stairs, stopping at the bend. He followed, and again, he followed in such a way that the stairs didn’t acknowledge his weight.

Not even Teela could do that.

“She can,” he said.

“Will you stop?”

“No. If you wish to shield your thoughts, it is something you will have to learn. And I fear that your ability to learn this simple act is hampered by your inability to learn what is not taught by fists, knives, and the streets.”

She knew he was referring to the mages. She almost accused him of spying—but what would be the point?

“Very little.”

And she wanted to hit him. She unlocked her door instead.

Her room, as usual, was a mess. It had been a bright and tidy place while she’d been recovering from her fight with a gods-cursed Dragon, but that had been Caitlin’s doing, and once Caitlin had no longer judged herself necessary, it had reverted over the course of a few busy—and, yes, late—days into the place that she called home. Piles of laundry were the only works of art along the floor; her shutters were closed, and tied with a small length of chain, and her mirror was covered.

Her bed was unmade, of course. Everything seemed to be. Even the chair looked untidy, which was odd, as chairs didn’t normally require much making once they’d left the carpenter.

She headed toward the kitchen, and Lord Nightshade raised a hand. She felt it; her back was turned, so she couldn’t see it.

“You are here,” he told her quietly, “to gather the belongings you feel are necessary for your comfort.”

“What?”

“I have no intention of leaving you in this part of the city for this particular Festival.”

“What?” She felt like a parrot.

“Rooms have been prepared for your use in Castle Nightshade. You will remain there until the Court has adjourned.”

“But I—I have to—work—”

His response was a silence that was all blue. “Understand, Kaylin, that this was not a request.”

“And if I don’t want to go?”

“You don’t,” he replied with a Barrani shrug. “What of it?”

The dagger that she’d forgotten to sheathe looked pathetic in the scant light. She stared at it for a moment, and then looked at the fieflord. Here.

She was cold.

After a moment, she started to gather her clothing, her weapons, the sticks she shoved into her hair. She shoved these into a sack.

“You will be free to return—if you desire it—when things are less…difficult.”





CHAPTER 3

Inasmuch as Kaylin understood class—the adult form of bullying and condescension—she felt like a class traitor. Lord Nightshade was rumored to be a mage of great power, and in spite of the fact that she’d evidence of that with her own eyes—and Hawks had their own arrogance when it came to trusting opinions formed by gathering information—she was almost disappointed when they walked down the same set of narrow, shoddy stairs and into the wide streets. She had expected something less mundane.

Hell, she’d once seen him walk through a mirror and vanish. Then again, her mirror would bisect him, so it was probably just as well.

Her bag hung over her shoulder, and her uniform gathered in uncomfortable, trapped wrinkles; she felt like a street urchin again. Especially when compared with her companion. She took care not to make the comparison more than once.

He led the way, and she followed; she would have led, but his stride was the longer of the two, and his dignity—Barrani dignity—did not allow him to trail behind something as lowly as Kaylin. It did, however, allow him to stand behind his chosen guard when he chose to venture into the streets of the fief he ruled.

He’d brought no such guard with him.

When they reached the bridge, she paused. He had walked ahead, and he, too, paused at the gentle height of the bridge’s curve. He turned to watch her. Met her eyes.

“I assure you,” he said in a tone of voice that had the opposite effect, “you are not a prisoner. This is not a kidnapping. I do not intend to…interfere…with your duties in the Halls. I merely wish to insure that no one else has the opportunity to interfere with them.”

“I’ll have to tell—”

He grimaced. “If it comforts you, I have altered your mirror. If someone chooses to invoke it, it will carry your message to your room within the Castle.”

“Where you’ll hear everything that’s said.”

He raised a brow.

“The Hawklord isn’t going to be happy about this.”

“The Hawklord is not your lord. He rules your life when you labor under his command. What you do in your…free time is not his concern. Come, Kaylin. It will be dark soon, and while I am not afraid of ferals, I do not think facing them will be in your best interest.”

Enough of a warning. She made her way across the bridge, marking the point at which her new life was discarded and her old life opened up before her in the roads and causeways of Nightshade.

It was not the only fief she knew; not even the only fief she had called home. But it was the fief in which she had lived almost all of her life. The other, she didn’t name and didn’t think about.

“Why is the Barrani castelord—”

He held up a hand. “Now is not the time for that discussion.” His smile was slender and cool. “If we are lucky, there will be no time for it. If we are not, you will have answers. The castelord of the Barrani is a subtle lord, and he has governed for centuries. He has not, of course, been uncontested.”

She didn’t ask what happened to the challengers; she assumed they were dead. And if they were, no complaint had been made to the Emperor or the Halls of Law, and no investigations—that she was aware of—had been started. Then again, if there had been, she probably wouldn’t be aware of them; Barrani weren’t as interesting, in terms of criminal activity, as the rest of the mortal races, and if she’d been forced to learn their language, she’d never much cared to learn their history, even as it pertained to the Halls of Law.

Barrani were unpleasantly cold, but they kept to themselves, and while they valued power, they were one of the few races she could think of that didn’t equate said power with money.

Money made people stupid.

Or starvation did. She’d never heard of a starving Barrani before.

“Severn won’t like it,” she said without thinking.

“No. But I assure you, Kaylin, that he will like even less the possible outcome of an entanglement with the Barrani lords. He did not,” he added without a shift in expression, “appreciate the fact that you would be living alone in an indefensible hovel while the Court convened.”

“Is there anything about my life you don’t know?”

“Very little,” he replied smoothly. “You bear my mark, little one. You hold my name. Did you think that these were merely decorations or human familiarities?”

“No. But I was trying.”

“Expend your efforts, then, on something worthwhile. We have fought the outcaste Dragon,” he added, “and we have killed the dead. There is always a cost.”

Yes, she thought bitterly. Always. And we’re not the ones to pay it.

“A lesson, for those who want power.”

She wondered why anyone did.

“Because if you have power, you make the decisions, Kaylin.”

“You have,” she said, the words an accusation. “And what decisions do you make that make power attractive?”

“Ah. I am not one of the dead.”

Which wasn’t very helpful. The streets narrowed as they walked them; they were almost empty. The tavern owners and the butchers and the grocers who were chained to this side of the river were busy pulling in the boards and wheeled carts they used for display. If they noticed the Barrani lord, they gave no sign; at night, the ferals were more of a threat.

And night was coming.

She followed Nightshade, her cheek tingling. She wanted to brush it clear of the odd sensation, but she’d tried that many times, and all it did was make her hand numb. But she hesitated as the Castle came into view.

“There are no bodies in the cages,” he said quietly.

She looked up to examine his profile; he hadn’t turned to speak. “I guess people are busy preparing for the Festival.” It sounded lame, even to her.

“Too busy to offer offense?” His smile was sharp, but again, she saw it in perfect profile. “No, Kaylin Neya, it is a gift. For you.”

“You knew I would be coming here.”

“Yes. And I do not intend—at this time—to make your stay more difficult than it must be.”

There were two guards at the black facade of the gate. They offered Nightshade a deep obeisance, a formal and graceful bend that did not deprive them of weapons or footing. He did not appear to notice.

But they offered no less respect to Kaylin. It made her uncomfortable; it put her off her stride.

“They are here for protection,” he told her as he made his way to the portcullis. “And I am seldom in need of protection here.”

She hesitated, hating the portcullis. It never actually rose; it was a decorative set of heavy, black iron bars that should have been functional. She’d seen them before a dozen times in other buildings, and had learned to listen to the grinding of the gears that raised them.

But these? They weren’t. Raised.

You didn’t enter Castle Nightshade without an invitation, and when you did—you walked through the lowered portcullis; it was a very mundane depiction of a magic portal. And it took you somewhere else. She wondered if the courtyard that could easily be seen through the spaces in the bars was real, or if it was a backdrop, some sort of tiresome illusion.

She really, really hated magic.

“Kaylin?” Lord Nightshade said. It sounded like a question. It was, of course, a command. He held out a hand to punctuate the fact, and she forced herself to move slowly enough that it didn’t seem like an obvious hesitation. Given that she wasn’t her audience, she couldn’t tell whether or not the watching Barrani guards could tell the difference. She doubted they cared.

But they were…different.

“Of course,” Lord Nightshade said in a voice that barely traveled to her ears. “They know what you fought, Kaylin. They know you survived. They could not, with certainty, say the same of themselves in a like situation.”

And the Barrani respected power.

She took a deep breath and followed Lord Nightshade into the castle.

Her stomach almost lost lunch. She hadn’t had time for dinner, which was good; dinner wouldn’t have been an almost.

But she wasn’t in the vestibule, which had the advantage of looking like the very rich and opulent end of “normal,” she was in a room. A room that had no windows but shed an enormous amount of light anyway.

The floor was cold and hard, but it was beautiful; a smoky marble shot through with veins of blue and green, and the hint of something gold. It was laid out in tiles that suggested the pattern of concentric circles, and at the center of those, she stood, her bag on her shoulders, her uniform hanging unevenly at the hem. In other words, out of place in every possible way.

Not so, Lord Nightshade.

He gestured; she looked up as he did, because his hand started at waist level and stopped just above his head, drawing the eye. She couldn’t help it. Years of working the beat at the side of Teela and Tain hadn’t in any way made her ready for Lord Nightshade; he was Barrani in the almost mythic sense, and they—they were real.

He was beautiful, in the cold way the floors were.

The ceiling above her head was rounded, like a gentle dome; it was rimmed by something that looked like marble, and its surface was engraved with runes. She didn’t recognize them.

She didn’t want to.

“The words—those runes—were…already here…when you took possession of the castle?”

“They were,” he said, sparing her a brief glance. His eyes traced the runes, and the light that rippled across them, as if it were reflected by the surface of a small pond in sunlight. “But they are not, I think, a danger to you. Can you read them?”

This was polite, as it was often polite to ask questions for which you technically weren’t supposed to have the answers. She distrusted polite in men of power. “No.”

“Ah. A pity. I believe that among the runes above us there are words you can invoke, should it come to that. They will afford you some protection.”

She said nothing.

“I have taken the liberty of giving you one of the outer rooms,” he continued. “You will not be required to enter the Long Hall. If I remember correctly, it causes you some discomfort.”

“It’s not the hall,” she said, before she could stop herself. “It’s the Barrani. The ones that don’t move and seem to be interested in blood.”

“Even so.” He pointed. Against the far curve—there was no direction in this room, given lack of anything that offered a directional anchor—was a large, round bed. With pillows, even. It was pristine, and covered in silks she thought were worth more than two years of her pay. It was annoying. On the other hand, it lacked a canopy, which seemed to be the thing to attach to the beds of people with too much money.

“I don’t suppose you have a map of the Castle?”

“One that wouldn’t change?”

“I’ll take that as a no.”

He smiled. “There is a wardrobe for your…belongings. You will also find—”

“I don’t need anything else.” She remembered, clearly, her first visit; she’d lost her uniform and had woken up in a really impractical dress. A really beautiful, attractive, impractical dress.

“If you dine with me—as I hope you will—you will need less…political garb. I have seen to that,” he added, his voice cooling by several degrees.

She remembered that annoying him was not a good idea. Not that she wasn’t willing, but she wanted to choose the fights.

He walked over to the wall and gestured. Stone separated, and a section of the wall reflected light evenly. Perfectly. “This,” he told her quietly, “is the mirror. You may use it, if you wish.”

“But you’ll hear everything.”

“Indeed.”

“And anyone who wants to reach me?”

“They’ll be…directed…to this one. You are free to explore the Castle. I suggest, if you do, that you take a guard with you.”

“Which one?”

“One of the two,” he replied, “who stand outside this door.” And he walked toward it. “I have much to attend to this eve. We will talk on the morrow.”

“I have to work—”

“You are not a prisoner here, Kaylin. You are no longer a child. You know the way to the upper city.”

The mirror didn’t wait.

She was almost asleep—she had trouble sleeping in strange, obscenely comfortable beds—when it went off. For a moment, she was disoriented; she was already out of the bed, and padding on cold stone toward the wrong wall when she remembered that she wasn’t home; she corrected herself as wakefulness caught up with her instincts.

She touched the mirror, keying it; an image began to form in its depths. Familiar face, and a dreadful, familiar expression.

“Marya?”

“Kaylin, thank the gods!”

Marya was a midwife. Which pretty much said it all. Kaylin reached for her pack. “Where?” she said.

“Stevenson Street. It’s Worley’s old house.”

“How long do I have?”

There was a small, stressful silence. Silent answers were always the worst. Had she been home, it would be a five-minute sprint, a fifteen-minute jog. She wasn’t anywhere that close.

“Marya— I’m not at my place.”

“I gathered. The mirror had trouble.”

Kaylin cursed mirrors. And Barrani. And time.

“I’ll be there,” she said quietly, yanking her boots on under her nightdress. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Tell her to—to stop pushing. To stop doing anything. Do you have worryroot?”

Marya’s nod was brisk. “Everything we can do, we’ve done. The baby’s not—”

Kaylin lifted a hand and shattered the image. Her way of saying she was on the move.

She dressed quickly and sloppily; she looked like a walking human crease. Her hair, she shoved back and staked. It wouldn’t hold through a real run; it would have to do for now. She stopped for a moment as a glint of light at her wrist was caught in a downward spark by the mirror’s reflective surface.

Caging her power, opulent and ancient, the bracer that had been both gift and bane, its jeweled surface cool and distant. She could hear Marcus now. She had her orders: it was not to come off.

And she had her imperatives. She couldn’t wear it and do what—what probably needed to be done. With a grimace, she touched the stones in a sequence that was so familiar she couldn’t consciously say it out loud. A loud click, and it opened. She dropped it on the floor.

It would find its way back to its keeper, sooner or later—and at the moment, that keeper wasn’t Kaylin. That much thought she spared before she ran to the door. The next thought was for the guards that stood outside of it.

She almost tripped over the men who now barred her way.

They were both beautiful, both perfect, and both utterly impassive. She snarled something in very rude Leontine.

They failed to understand. This could even be because they couldn’t, although she wouldn’t have bet money on it. “I don’t have time for this!”

But she did. The baby didn’t. The mother didn’t.

They exchanged a glance. She lifted a hand to her cheek, and drew back in surprise; the mark was hot. She hadn’t even seen it in the mirror, in the brief glance she had given herself before she’d tried to flee the room.

“We are not empowered to let you wander alone,” one of the two Barrani said. She looked at him carefully.

“I have to leave. Now. You have your duties,” she added, “and I have mine. But I will never forgive you if you keep me here, and I will never forgive you if any delay you cause costs me.”

The man’s gaze never wavered. But he drew his sword and nodded at the other guard. “I will accompany you,” he said. “Where will you go?”

“To the upper city,” she replied, pushing past him.

“The ferals—”

She knew. It just wasn’t allowed to matter. Not for the first time—and not for the last—she wished she was an Aerian; she could fly above the reach of ferals with ease, had she but wings.

She started to run, stopped, and turned to look at the guard. “What is your name—no, what should I call you?”

A dark, perfect brow rose. “Andellen,” he said at last, as if she’d asked him something that had never been asked by another living creature. Or not one who wanted to stay that way.

“Good. Andellen. I don’t know the Castle. I need to get out. Can you lead me?”

He nodded. Whatever hesitation he had shown had vanished the moment he had agreed to accompany her. He was stiff; he wasn’t at all like the Barrani Hawks she knew. He spoke High Barrani, and he chose a sword as his weapon; the Hawks usually used a very large stick.

He also wore armor.

But the armor didn’t seem to slow him down, or if it did, it didn’t matter; he was moving at a speed that Kaylin could barely match.

They made the vestibule, and Kaylin gritted her teeth as she passed through the portal and into the world.

There was no time for conversation. They made a lot of noise as they ran, and that was bad. It was dark, although the skies were clear enough that the moon provided light. For them, certainly. For the ferals, as well.

Fighting ferals usually involved a lot of running, but that took time. She made her way straight toward the Ablayne, and the single bridge that crossed it, praying silently. It’s funny how someone who couldn’t follow the names of half the gods in Elantra could pray with such conviction.

At her side, the Barrani guard ran. He glanced at her only when she stumbled, but did not offer her any assistance; she found her footing and continued, thinking of Worley’s house. Thinking of how best to reach it. Thinking of only that.

It helped.

When they reached the bridge, she exhaled, a long, slow movement of chest. The bright and dark moons across the water were a benediction. The guard, on the other hand, didn’t have the grace to look winded. Had she the energy, she would have whiled away time in idle hatred for all things Barrani; as it was, she looked up at him once. His expression, being Barrani, gave nothing but ice away.

Which was good; had he intended to stop her, it would have looked worse.

She started to adjust her pack, and Andellen surprised her; he grabbed it instead. His hair flew in the stillness as he shouldered its weight, but he said nothing.

And she let him do it. As if he were Teela or Tain.

She led now, and he followed; he probably knew the entire city by heart, but the only roads he usually traveled were those ruled by Nightshade. She wanted to ask him how often he left the fief, but she couldn’t spare breath.

Wasn’t certain he would answer if she could.

The streets were now lined with stalls; there were men and women beneath the low glow of torches and the high lamps that decorated the skyscape; they would work all night, and well into morning, decorating, carving, nailing or sewing as the Festival season required. This was their best chance to make money for the year, and if sleep suffered, it suffered.

They noticed her as she ran past, but that was probably because of Andellen. He didn’t wear a uniform. He wasn’t a Hawk. And a smart person didn’t get in the way of a running Barrani.

She made it past her apartment, turned the corner, skidded and fell; she rolled to her feet, cursing like a Leontine—and in Leontine—and kept going. Five minutes passed like a lifetime. And it wasn’t her life.

And then, two rights, one short left, and three small buildings, and she was there. A lamp was hanging by the side of the door, the dark, glowing blue of the midwives’ beacon. She leaped up the three warped steps and pushed the door open; it wasn’t locked.

Marya was waiting for her. Her eyes were dark, and her face was that kind of pale that speaks of whole days without sleep. “Kaylin! She’s in the—” Her dark eyes rounded when she saw what followed Kaylin in.

“Marya,” Kaylin said, half shouting as she grabbed the midwife’s hands before they picked up the nearest candle-stick, “he’s with me. I don’t have time to explain. He won’t touch anything. He means no harm.” She could not force herself to add, trust him.

Before Marya could answer, a thin, attenuated cry carried the distance of still room and closed door. A younger woman, fingers clutching the frame of the door for support, appeared as the door swung open and slapped the wall.

“Marya—she’s started to bleed—”

“Kaylin’s here,” Marya said, her voice pitched low, but pitched to carry. “Kaylin’s here now.”

And Kaylin pushed past the poor girl and into the bedroom. “Get water!” she shouted as she ran to the bed. “Drinking water!”

But Marya was already in motion, a comfortable, busy blur. Marya had worked with Kaylin before; she would know what was needed, and when.

Kaylin took the hand of the woman whose eyes were beginning their slow slide into shock. She pressed her free hand up and against the stretched, hard curve of belly and winced as the body told its story.

Late. She was late. She could feel the rupture.

She looked up and met the eyes of a young man that she didn’t recognize; he was so white he was almost green. “Get out,” she told him. He shook his head, mute, his defiance the product of fear.

“Marya—”

“Gerrold, come away,” the midwife said, her voice above Kaylin’s back. “Now. Your wife needs her privacy.”

“But she—”

“Now.” A mother’s tone. With just the edge of anger in it—and at that, the right kind of anger. Pity, compassion, or fear would have watered the command down so badly it wouldn’t have worked—but Marya had confidence in Kaylin.

And the poor man? He had nothing. He tried to stand. Stumbled. Kaylin wondered if he was going to pass out. Better if he did.

Without another word, she drew her knife. It wasn’t clean, but it would have to do. She heard a stifled scream from a long, long distance away; heard Marya’s angry words attempt to drown it out.

And then she gave herself over to the sound of two beating hearts; one labored and slow, the other so fast and soft it could barely be heard at all.

Two hours later, she was finished.

Marya caught her hands, and forcibly broke all contact with the young woman who sat in the bed. Kaylin could hear the sounds of infant cries; could see the bundled—and cleaned—baby resting in its mother’s arms. The wound—what there was left of it—was new and raw, but it wasn’t bleeding.

“The—the father?”

“He’s there, in the chair,” Marya said in the soothing voice reserved for the injured. “He was a bit upset about the knife, dear,” she added. “We had to restrain him.” She paused, and then added, “Your man was most helpful, there.”

“My man?” Kaylin shook her head. “Who—” She turned her head sideways, which was much more effort than she would have liked, and saw Andellen. “He’s not my—he didn’t hurt him, did he?”

Marya shook her head. “Not much, at any rate. I think he’ll have a bruised jaw, but dear, he simply wasn’t listening.”

Kaylin could imagine. Blood had that effect on most people. She tried to say as much, and Marya took the opportunity to trickle water into her mouth. “It’s not for me—”

“You should see your mouth.” There was no point in arguing with Marya. “I’ve made sure she drinks,” Marya added.

“Tell her—”

“Later, dear. There will be a later, thanks to you.” She paused, and added, “It’s a girl.”

“Oh. Good.” There wasn’t much else one could say to something like that.

Kaylin tried to rise, and her knees locked.

“There’s a chair for you, if you need it. I sent Darlene home. She was…a little upset herself.”

“Did she see the baby?”

Marya nodded, the smile never leaving her face. It was a slight smile, and framed by etched lines, but it was like bedrock. You could stand on a smile like that.

“She’ll know better next time,” Marya added quietly. “This is only her third birthing. She’s never been at a birthing when we’ve had to call you before, but she’s a smart girl, a solid apprentice. She’ll learn.”

Kaylin forced herself to stand. “Gods willing,” she said, keeping her tone polite and professional, “she’ll never have to see it again.”

“Aye, gods,” Marya said with a shrug. She turned her attention to the mother, and then frowned at the poor young man in the distant chair, his dark hair splayed flat against his forehead, his skin still winter-white, except where it was purple. “I forget what it’s like, with the first babe. Gerrold, come help with your wife. She needs to drink a lot of water, and she’s likely to be a bit weak. You’ve saved any money, make sure she gets meat, and not that terrible stuff the merchants are pawning off on foreigners either, understand?”

He nodded. Kaylin highly doubted that he’d heard anything more than his name. She made her way toward the chair that Marya had produced, but before she could sit, Andellen was there, all six feet of him.

His armor looked damn odd in the very small room.

“Kaylin Neya,” he said quietly, “it is time that we returned.”

She nodded. But she couldn’t quite stand.

“Leave her be,” Marya said, her voice a slap.

“You serve your master,” the Barrani replied, “and I, mine.” But his words were shorn of contempt, and if they weren’t respectful, the lack of contempt said something. What, exactly, Kaylin was a bit too tired to figure out. Later.

“She doesn’t have a master,” Kaylin told him.

“What did he say, dear?”

Kaylin shook her head. “It’s Barrani.”

“I recognize the language.” Marya was too tired to keep disdain from her words. “And them that’s polite use language other people can understand when they’ve got company.”

“The Barrani aren’t famed for their manners for a reason, Marya.”

“Well, they could start learning. It’s never too late, and it’s not like courtesy ever killed anyone.”

Kaylin almost laughed. What could she say to Marya that would make sense of this armored stranger? That he was one of the fieflord’s personal guard?

Andellen, however, chose to take no offense at the old woman’s words.

“We could stay at my place,” Kaylin told him. “It’s night in the fiefs. We were lucky enough to miss the ferals the first time.”

But Andellen did not reply; he was watching—of all things—the babe.

“Andellen?”

The Barrani shrugged. “You are too weak to walk,” he said at last. It was the first sign of hesitance that she had yet seen him show. “I will take you to your home.”

Five minutes passed like three hours. Kaylin wanted to sleep off the healing on the nearest stretch of cobbled stone that didn’t have merchanting crap all over it; the problem was finding one. Well, that and the big Barrani who herded her forward every time she looked like she might fall. He took care not to touch her; it seemed odd. Had she been with Teela or Tain, they would have given up on her half a block past, and carried her the rest of the way. Oh, she would have cursed them in at least three languages, but they were used to that.

Andellen gave her space.

He made certain that anyone whose curiosity was stronger than their self-preservation instinct also gave her space, and she finally reached the door of her apartment. She fumbled with the key and dropped it twice, while he watched, impassive. Waiting.

She tossed out a few recreational Aerian curses, just to keep in practice, and made a third attempt at the lock. This time, it worked.

The stairs looked very, very steep from where she stood. She made her way up them, hanging on to the rails until she ran out of railing. Her door was there. She was surprised that it was open.

And more surprised when she saw who was waiting in the room. Severn, in the moonlight. He’d even opened the shutters, the bastard.

Andellen was behind her. She knew this because the stone of Severn’s expression shifted into something a lot less friendly.

“When did I give you a key?” she muttered.

“You didn’t.”

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Waiting.”

Sarcasm took too much energy. She stumbled over the threshold. Andellen followed.

Great, she thought, they’re going to fight. I’ll lose the apartment.

But…they didn’t. Nothing made sense. Severn was stiff, and obviously angry, as he made his way toward her.

“Waiting?”

“Someone sent word,” he said as he caught her. His hands were cold. And stiff.

“The fieflord entrusts her to your care,” Andellen’s voice said. She didn’t actually see him. Couldn’t. She could see the hollows of Severn’s collarbone, and they were the whole of her vision.

“You’re bleeding,” he said in her ear.

“Not my blood,” she replied dimly. “But the baby was a girl.”

It was the last thing she said, and she thought she smiled.

Sunlight was the bane of her existence.

Mirrors were also the bane of her existence. And the inside of her mouth? That was bad, too. Her eyes were crusted together, her arms felt as if she’d been doing chin-ups in the drill yard, and her legs—well, never mind; they were worse.

The mirror was snarling. Covered, and snarling.

The glare of the damn sun made her glad that opening her eyes was difficult.

“Kaylin Neya!”

No one, she thought bitterly, should have to wake up to that voice. Marcus Kassan was in a mood.

“Kaylin, take the bloody cloth off the damn mirror and answer me!”

“Coming,” she managed, and rolled over.

Either her bed had changed shape significantly over the course of the night, or someone else was in it. She jumped up, hit the open shutters with the back of her head, and cursed in loud and angry Leontine.

Which, of course, Marcus heard. It certainly added color to his reply.

Severn lay on his side, propped up on one elbow. His hair fell over one eye, and the scar along his cheek was white in the sunlight. He didn’t look sleepy.

“How long have you been here?” she hissed as she crawled off the bottom edge of her mattress.

He shrugged. “Long enough.”

“Why didn’t you answer the damn mirror?”

“The Sergeant is in a mood,” he replied. He sounded almost amused. But he didn’t look it, so she didn’t hit him.

There were rules that she tried to follow when she undertook a healing of any difficulty—and chief among those was Don’t Crouch; crouching for hours at a stretch almost destroyed her knees. Unfortunately, emergencies tended to drive common sense out of her head, as if it were something sheeplike.

Oh, it was bad. The sun was well past high, and the shadows it cast were a very strong reminder that she was—yet again—late for something.

Marcus was practically eating the mirror by the time she got to her end and pulled the cloth down from its less than pristine surface. When she saw his face, she thought briefly of putting the cloth back. Unfortunately, he’d seen her.

“Where the hell were you?”

“Out.”

He snorted, but there was a little less edge in the sound. He knew what she did when she was off duty, even though it was technically both illegal and impossible.

“You’ve got a meeting,” he growled.

“When?”

“A half an hour ago.”

Some days it just didn’t pay to be alive.

“How important is this meeting?”

“It depends.”

“On?”

“On how much you like wearing the Hawk.”

She groaned. “Stall for me?”

“I have been,” he snapped, exposing the full line of Leontine teeth. They were really impressive teeth, too. “And Kaylin?”

“Yes, Marcus?”

“I’m not enjoying it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Get your ass into the office.”

“Yes, sir.”

“NOW.”

She broke contact. “Don’t laugh,” she said to Severn, who was, in fact, chuckling. “You’ve got beat duty, and if you’re here, you’re not there.”

The smile didn’t fade. “I’m not you, Kaylin.”

“Meaning what?”

“I cover my ass.” He reached into the folds of his uniform—he hadn’t even bothered to remove it—and pulled out a curled piece of paper. She really hated paper. “The Hawklord’s orders.”

“He told you to babysit me?”

“I don’t believe that was the term used, no. But my duties this Festival are somewhat elastic, owing, no doubt, to my inexperience.”

“Meaning?”

“You don’t have time for the explanation.”

She tossed him out into the hall and dressed.





CHAPTER 4

“What are you not going to do?”

“Severn, I don’t have time for this!” Although Kaylin’s apartment was close to the midwives guild, close to the Ablayne, and reasonably close to the poorer market, it was not all that close to the Halls of Law. Close to the Halls was about three times farther than her lousy pay could stretch; she’d settled for what she could.

“Let me try that again. What are you not going to do?”

“Breathe anymore, if I don’t get there quickly!”

“Third time lucky,” Severn said in a tone of voice best reserved for truculent children. Kaylin bristled.

“I’m not going to offend the Imperial mage. If that’s what’s waiting. I was supposed to have a few days free.” She kicked a rock. It hurt her toe. The hopping around on one foot after the fact didn’t do much for her dignity, either.

But she was off her stride; Severn in the morning, Severn in her small bed, Severn by her side—it was too much to take in with good grace. And as Kaylin and good grace were often on opposite sides of the city, she struggled not to be exceptionally cranky.

But not too hard—cranky was better, in Kaylin’s books, than confused. She was damn tired. If Marcus had half a heart, she’d still be sleeping off the night’s work.

She was dressed in a wrinkled surcoat; she looked like Hawks might if they’d been involved in breaking up a bar brawl. She’d left her best pants in the damn Castle, and her second best, at the moment, had holes in the leg. Which wasn’t her fault; someone trying to cut her knee off could be considered damage taken in the line of duty.

The exceedingly stingy man often referred to as the Quartermaster had other ideas.

Severn frowned.

He had a way of moving that suggested violence without descending to it, but the sudden glint of steel in his hands was not a comforting sign. Rocks and temper forgotten, Kaylin stilled instantly, her hand dropping to a dagger hilt.

“What?”

“Barrani,” he said quietly.

She squinted. The sun was just too damn bright, and her mouth didn’t feel much less like she’d eaten a dead mouse. But as she eased into a fighting stance, she saw the man Severn referred to. Wondered how damn tired she must be to have missed him in the first place: he wore red.

And not a little red; it covered him from shoulder to foot in a long, expensive drape that caught sun and deepened color at the same time. Kaylin had a word for people who could spend money on magical clothing, but it wasn’t one she wanted to use where said person might actually hear it, given how synonymous money and power actually were in this city.

Red. “Arcanum,” she said in a tone that was usually reserved for the more colorful words she knew.

“Lord Evarrim,” Severn added. “He’s persistent.”

“He’s not alone.”

“I’d noticed.”

There were four guards with him, but they were dressed in a less obvious fashion. Where less obvious was armor that glinted beneath translucent surcoats. They wore their hair beneath wide bands, but they wore it Barrani style; capes that fell well past their shoulders. They were, of course, of a height, and they walked in perfect unison.

“You feel like jogging?” Severn asked, without moving.

“Not much.”

He shrugged. “You’ve got thirty seconds.”

His words sunk in. “I’m not leaving you here.”

“They’re not interested in me.”

Her turn to shrug. “They’re not interested in the Dragon Emperor either, and these are pretty damn crowded streets. I’ll take my chances.”

“Then let’s keep walking, shall we? The Halls are only four blocks away.”

Four long blocks. Kaylin nodded. Whatever animosity there was between them had turned sideways and vanished. They had time to squabble later. For now, they both wore the Hawk, and if Kaylin’s had seen better days, she was still proud of it. It was one of the very few things in her life that she’d worked to earn, and consequently one of the very few things she accorded real respect.

At block two, Lord Evarrim seemed to notice that Kaylin was walking toward him. Kaylin was underimpressed with the quality of his acting; it was good, of course, but it was cheap. Lord Nightshade would never have stooped to pretense.

Then again, he owned any street he walked in, so pretense was kind of superfluous.

“Private,” he said, nodding to Kaylin as if she were just barely worthy of notice. “Corporal.” The rank still rankled. Kaylin came from the Leontine school of acting, but struggled not to let it show anyway.

“Lord Evarrim,” Severn said, bowing. He hadn’t bothered to sheathe his dagger, and Lord Evarrim hadn’t bothered to notice the weapon. His guards were slightly more critical, but as swords were considered more of a public menace than daggers—and gods alone knew why—they didn’t draw weapons in the open streets.

They didn’t have to.

Severn did not come from the Leontine school of acting; he appeared to be both polite and deferential. It was a Barrani trick—the more polite and deferential you looked, the less of either you actually felt.

This, Lord Evarrim did notice.

“I hope the Festival season is uneventful,” Lord Evarrim continued after a minute pause. “And I hope it finds you in good health.”

“And you, Lord Evarrim.”

“You are, I believe, new to the ranks of the Hawks,” the Barrani Lord said. He looked bored, but his eyes were a clear green—a dark green that held hints of blue.

Severn nodded.

“But the private is not. Private Neya.” Blue now, definitely blue. What the Barrani could keep from their faces, they couldn’t keep from their eyes; like Dragons, like Aerians, like Leontines, the color of their eyes told a story. In this case, it was a chilly one.

“Lord Evarrim,” she said, striving to match Severn’s tone.

“I believe you keep company with a member of the High Court.”

“I keep the company of Hawks,” Kaylin said carefully. Not that it’s any of your business.

“Good. See that you continue to do so.” Blue was not Kaylin’s favorite color. He lifted a hand and Severn took a step forward. Four Barrani guards did likewise; the street, where they were standing, became a lot more crowded.

“I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Kaylin said softly.

Severn stepped on her foot.

Lord Evarrim’s smile did not reach his eyes, but his eyes darkened. “The mark is no protection here, little one. Remember that. No Barrani Lord is required to heed the mark of an outcaste.”

“And no outcaste,” Severn replied before she could speak, “is required to heed the law of the Dragon Emperor.”

There was a silence; it followed and engulfed the Hawk’s words.

“We will speak later,” Lord Evarrim said at last. “After the Festival.” He turned and walked away, and red swirled around his feet like blood.

They picked up the pace. “What was that about?” Severn asked her when he was certain the Barrani Lord had passed beyond hearing.

Kaylin, less certain, took her time answering. “I think it was a…threat.”

“Got that,” Severn said. “Why?”

She shrugged. Any answer that made sense wasn’t one she liked. She wondered what Teela was doing. It was better than wondering what was being done to her.

But at least she no longer felt tired.

The guards at the front doors were Swords. She recognized them, but she didn’t stop to talk; they were slightly officious men and she was clearly underdressed.

She passed beneath the vaulted ceilings of the Aerie; it was almost empty. One lone Aerian flew across the cavernous space, his gray wings unfolding beneath colored glass. Severn tapped her shoulder gently, and she remembered that she was late.

She made it to the doors, and through them, at her usual speed—a dead run, with a small pause between two Hawks that she did know. They were almost smirking.

“Tanner,” she said to the taller of the two, both humans, “how much trouble am I in?”

He laughed. “It depends.”

“On what?”

“On how much Iron Jaw fancies entertaining an Imperial mage. For an hour.”

She cringed.

Iron Jaw, as Marcus was affectionately called—depending on your definition of affectionate—was indeed speaking with a man who wore the robes of the Imperial Magi. They were gray with blue edges, a hood, and an unseemly amount of gold embroidery that faded under dim light.

The fact that the mage wasn’t shouting was a hopeful sign; the fact that Marcus wasn’t puffed out like an angry cat was better. His arms were folded in front of his chest, and he’d chosen to abandon his chair, but that might have been because the paperwork would have hidden him otherwise.

She could hope.

Severn peeled off just before she reached the office, and she didn’t have time to either thank or curse him, which was just as well. She had enough time to try to straighten her tunic as the office staff turned to look at her. Well, most of the office staff. Some of them were too busy to notice anything that didn’t involve a lot of screaming, fire, or blood.

Marcus was, of course, aware of her; he’d probably been aware of her presence before she’d laid eyes on him. Leontines had good hearing and an exceptional sense of smell. But he was being Polite Leontine today.

Which was scary.

She made her way to his desk, and stood there, to one side of the back of an Imperial mage.

“Private,” Marcus said in a rolling growl.

Okay, so it wasn’t all good.

“Sergeant Kassan,” she replied. She didn’t snap a salute, but she did straighten up. It added an inch or two to her unimpressive height.

“Good of you to join us. In your absence, I’ve been explaining some of your unfortunate nocturnal habits to our guest.”

The emphasis on the last word was like a warning, but with fangs and fur.

The Imperial mage turned; he was slightly bent, as if age was a burden, and his hair was a fringe of pale white. But his eyes—his eyes were a golden hue, and his smile was a quirk of lips over pale teeth.

She recognized the man. “You—but you’re a—you aren’t a—you—”

“Kaylin is not usually lauded for her ability to give impromptu speeches,” Marcus said dryly. “I believe you’ve met Lord Sanabalis?”

They were sequestered in the West Room. Marcus led them there, opened the door, and held it while Sanabalis walked past him. Kaylin hesitated for just a moment, and then she made her way toward the room’s round table.

“Do not annoy this man,” Marcus said in her ear.

She nodded automatically. Of course, had he told her to stand on her head with her fingers in her ears in that same tone of voice, she would have nodded, as well.

But in this case, the desire to cause annoyance was vanishingly small; Sanabalis was a member of the Dragon Court. She’d seen him only once, and once had been enough.

He waited for her to take a seat.

She waited for him to do likewise.

After a moment, the older man—if that was even the right word—shook his head; his eyes were still gold, which was a good sign. In Dragons.

“Please,” he said, “sit.”

She obeyed, and almost missed the chair.

He chose, tactfully, not to notice this error, and once she’d managed to stay seated, he took a seat. The table between them felt brittle and thin, although a man with an ax would have had some difficulty splitting it. A large man with a large ax; the table in the West Room had been built to last.

“Yes,” he said before she could think of something to say, “I am a member of the Imperial Order of Mages. I am, as you are also aware, a member of the Dragon Court, and I confess I am seldom called away from that court.” His smile was genial, even avuncular. She didn’t trust it.

But she wanted to.

He reached into the folds of his robes; you could have hidden whole bodies in it. And bodies might have been preferable to paper, which was what he pulled out. It hit the table with an authoritative thud.

“You will, of course, be familiar with much of what these documents contain. These,” he added, lifting a half inch’s worth, “are your academic transcripts. With annotations.”

“You’re not supposed to have those—even I don’t have access to—”

“As a man who is considering accepting you as a pupil, I have, of course, obtained permission to access these.”

“Oh.” She hesitated and then added, “What do they say?”

“You tell me.”

This wasn’t going the way the previous lessons had. So far, he’d failed to make mention of her “unfortunate beginnings.” Which meant he’d also failed to offend her.

“I’m waiting, Kaylin.”

“Probably…that I’m not very good at classroom work. Academic work, I think they call it.”

He raised a brow. “That was a very short sentence for this much writing.”

“They’re clever, they can say the same thing over and over without using the same word twice.”

At that, he did smile.

Oh, what the hell. “I’m not fond of authority.”

“Good.”

“I’m not fond of sitting still.”

“True, as well.”

“I get bored easily.”

“I believe the phrase was ‘dangerous levels of boredom.’”

“I’m not great with numbers.”

“You manage an argument over your pay chit at least once a month.”

“Oh, well, money’s different.” She frowned. “They said that?”

“No. That was private investigation on my part.”

“I’m a bit brusque.”

“‘Actively rude.’”

“I’m blunt.”

“‘Arrogant and misinformed.’”

“I’m a bit on the, um, assertive side.”

“I think the previous statement covered that, as well.” He put the papers down. “The rest?”

“Variations?”

“Not precisely.” He leaned forward on elbows he placed, with care, to either side of the documents in question. “You are, according to the teachers who failed you, frustratingly bright. One even used the word precocious. But you have no focus, no ability to pay attention to anything that doesn’t suit you. Would you say that’s fair?”

“No.”

“What would you say, Kaylin?”

“I want to be out there. I want to be on the beat. I want to be doing something. I didn’t sign up with the Hawks to sit still while other people risk their lives—”

He lifted a hand. “I believe that this was also covered. And quoted. At length. Don’t feel a need to revisit it on my behalf. You did manage to learn to read. And to write. In two languages.”

“I had to,” she said woodenly. “The Hawklord—”

He raised a white brow.

“Lord Grammayre,” she said, correcting herself, “said I was out if I couldn’t manage that. Because the Laws are written in Barrani—High Barrani—and if I didn’t know them, I couldn’t enforce them.”

“‘Represent them’ were the words he used, I believe. You learned to use weapons.”

She nodded.

“And you were skilled at unarmed combat.”

She nodded again. “Those were useful.”

“History does have its uses.”

“To dead people,” she said sullenly.

“Living people define themselves by their dead.”

She said nothing.

“You almost passed comparative religion. You paid very little attention to Racial classes.”

More nothing.

“Very well. Your teachers—Hawks, all—were of a mind to allow you to stretch your wings on the streets. I believe they thought it would knock sense into you.”

“You didn’t come here to discuss my academic record.”

“Actually, Kaylin, I did. I assure you I seldom discuss things that are not of interest to me. That would be called politics,” he added. “And I see that you—”

“Failed that, yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not going anywhere political. If you’ve read the records you know I’m a fiefling. I grew up there. I lived there. I probably broke a hundred laws without knowing I was doing anything illegal.” She had folded her arms across her chest, and she now tightened them. “I was born to the streets. I know them.”

“The streets of Elantra are not the streets of Nightshade. I’m certain your other teachers were willing to accept this rant at face value. Do better with me, Kaylin. I’m old enough to value my time.”

She stood up and started to pace.

“Don’t cling to your ignorance.”

“I’m not.”

“Don’t hide behind it, either.”

“I’m not hiding. Yes, the rest of Elantra is different. But people with power are the same everywhere—here they just have to be more clever about breaking the law. I’m not good with people who are above the law.”

“Or beneath it?”

“No, I understand them.”

“You’ve been willing to learn many things,” he continued, failing to notice that she’d left her seat. “You spent four weeks—without pay—at the midwives guild.”

She stopped moving.

“I told you, I do my homework. You also, I believe, spend time at the foundling halls—”

“Leave the foundling halls out of this.”

“—teaching the orphans. To read. To write. You could barely stand to do this yourself, and I cannot think that this is an overt display of aggression. How, then, do you explain it?”

“I don’t.”

He nodded, as if the answer wasn’t surprising. “Very well. Let us change the course of this discussion somewhat.”

“Let’s not.”

He raised a brow over golden eyes. So far, she’d failed to annoy him; there wasn’t even a hint of orange in them.

“I am aware that teaching or learning are not the only things you do, at either the midwives guild or the foundling halls.” He raised a hand. “I am advisor to the Emperor, Kaylin. I am aware of the power you do possess. Sadly, so are the rest of the Hawks. Secrecy is not a skill you’ve learned.”

“Emergencies don’t lend themselves to secrecy.”

“True. Power does. Do you understand that you have power?”

She hesitated; the ground beneath her feet was shifting, and in ways that she didn’t like. She thought better of her need to leave the confinement of the damn chair, and sat again, hard.

“Yes,” he said softly, the tone of his voice changing. “I know what you bear on your arms and legs. I’ve seen the records. I’ve even examined them. I know that you’ve healed the dying, on many occasions. But I also know—”

She held up a hand, palm out, and turned away.

He was a Dragon, through and through. “I also know that you’ve used that power to kill. To kill quickly, yes, but also to kill slowly and painfully. I understand that the Imperial Order of Mages can at times be insular. I understand that their insularity feels like condescension. I will not even argue that it is anything else, in your case.

“But you are playing games with something that you don’t understand.”

“You don’t understand it either.”

“No,” he said without pause. “And it is because it is not understood that it is feared. You’ve treated this as a game, Kaylin Neya. The time for games has passed.” His eyes were still gold, but his lower lids rose, lending opacity to the clarity of color.

“The Dragon Emperor is well aware of what you faced in the fief of Nightshade. We do not name the outcaste, and because we do not, I do not believe it has occurred to the Emperor—or his Court—that you can.”

She frowned.

“Names have power, Kaylin.”

“I…know.”

“Good. It is not to light candles that I have come—and yes, I am aware of what you did with the last one—although candles are a focal exercise that even the most junior of mages must master.”

“Why?”

“Because it shows us that they are in control of their power, and not the inverse. And for most, it is a struggle. You would be an object of envy for many of the students that pass through our doors.”

“I don’t want to pass through your doors.”

“No. And I think it best for the Order that you never do. I will be honest with you, because it is something you understand. We—none of us who know—are certain you can be taught. Do you understand this? We do not know what you are capable of yet. It is to test your capabilities that we have been sent.”

“Why didn’t they just—”

“Say so? It may have escaped your notice, but the Imperial Order of Mages is not accustomed to explaining themselves to a young, undereducated girl.”

“You are.”

“I have less to lose,” he replied quietly. “And I am aware, as perhaps they were not, of how much you have to lose, should we fail. Or rather, should you fail.”

This caught her attention and dragged it round in a death grip.

“Yes,” he continued in that serene voice. “Should you fail, you will be called up before the Dragon Emperor. The fact that you are, without question, loyal to the Hawks has caused the Emperor—twice—to stay his hand. I cannot think of a person for whom he has stayed his hand three times. If you cannot be trained, if you cannot learn to abide these classroom chores, these boring hours spent staring at an unlit candle wick, you will be removed from the ranks of the Hawks.”

“Will I still be alive?”

Sanabalis did not answer the question.

“Can I ask a different question?”

“You are free to ask anything.”

“Who else has he stayed his hand with twice?”

Sanabalis’s frosted brows drew closer together. “Pardon?”

“You said you couldn’t think of a person to whom he’d granted clemency three times. That implies that you can think of a person to whom he’s granted it twice. I mean, besides me.”

At that, the Dragon laughed. The sound almost deafened her, and she was glad she was in the West Room; nothing escaped its doors. “You are an odd woman, Kaylin Neya. But I think I will answer your question, since it is close to my heart.” She didn’t ask him which heart; she understood it was metaphor.

“Lord Tiamaris of the Dragon Court.”

Her jaw almost dropped; it probably would have if it hadn’t been attached to the rest of her face. Tiamaris, honorary Hawk, was so…prim and proper it was hard to imagine he could ever do anything to offend his Lord.

“Lord Tiamaris was the last student I chose to accept,” he added. “At my age, students are seldom sent to me.”

“Why?”

“I am the Court of last resort, Kaylin. If I judge a mage to be unteachable, or unstable, no one else will take him.”

“Because he’s dead?”

Again, the Dragon was silent.

“In your case,” Sanabalis continued smoothly, after the momentary silence, “you could have offended a full quarter of the Magi before you reached me. But because of the unusual nature of your talents, that was not considered a viable option.” He reached into his robes and pulled out a candle.

She wilted visibly.

“This is like, very like, Barrani,” he told her as he set the candle on a thin base and placed it exactly between them. “If you fail to learn it, you lose the Hawks.”

“And my life.”

“I am not convinced that they are not one and the same. I will take you,” he added quietly. “If you are wearing your bracer, you may remove it.”

Kaylin froze. Well, everything about her did but her eyes; they flicked nervously down to her wrist. Which was just wrist. The artifact, golden and jeweled, that could somehow dampen all of her magical abilities? Not there. She had a good idea where it actually was, too. “I’m not wearing it.”

A pale brow rose. “I believe the Emperor’s orders in that regard were quite clear.”

She swallowed. Being in trouble was something that she lived with; she always was. Getting the Hawklord into Imperial trouble was something she would almost die to avoid.

And Sanabalis was good; he didn’t even make the threat. She would have to watch herself around him, inasmuch as that was possible.

“I had to take it off,” she told him, swallowing. “Last night.” It wasn’t technically true, but it would have to do.

“Ah. The midwives?” His eyes were gold; one brow was slightly above the other, but he chose to accept her words at face value.

“They called me in. I can’t do anything when I’m wearing that bracer. I certainly can’t deliver a baby that’s—”

He lifted his hands. “I am squeamish by nature, I would prefer you leave the feminine nature of your nocturnal activities unspoken.”

She wanted to ask him to define squeamish, but thought better of it.

“Where is it now?”

“At home.”

“Whose home?”

She cursed. “Is there anything about me you didn’t ‘investigate’?”

“No.”

And sighed, a deep, short sound that resembled a grunt. “Severn’s. Corporal.”

He nodded. “Very good. Get it back. I will overlook its absence, since you wouldn’t be wearing it during these lessons anyway.” He paused. His eyes were still liquid gold, and his expression had never wavered; there was some deep sympathy lurking in the folds of his face that she didn’t understand.

And she wanted it.

“Lord Grammayre has been very cooperative, he has aided me in every conceivable way in my investigations. I believe he would like you to survive these trials. Inasmuch as the Lord of Hawks can afford to be, he is fond of you. And inasmuch as it is wise, he does trust you.”

And you, old man? she thought, staring at the candle that was unremarkable in every way. Dull, white, mostly straight, with a small waxed wick, it stood in the center of the table.

“Not yet,” he replied. “And if you wish to keep your thoughts to yourself, you will learn to school your expression. I’m old, and given to neither sentiment nor tact. If I trust you, in the end, it will because you’ve earned it.

“And I understand you, Kaylin Neya. You value nothing that you have not earned. You want it, covet it, hold it in some regard—but you don’t value it.” His face lost its perpetual smile, and his lower lids fell, exposing his eyes again. “Begin with the shape of fire,” he told her quietly.

What the hell shape did fire have, after all?

It was going to be a long lesson.

Or it should have been.

But the West Room had a door, and when the door swung wide, Kaylin jumped out of her chair. Literally. She had a dagger out of its sheath, and she was moving to put the table between herself and whatever it was that had slammed that door into the wall.

Her brain caught up with her body, and she forced herself to relax, or to mimic it. It was hard when the door was full of bristling Leontine.

Sanabalis, however, had not moved an inch. As Kaylin stilled, as she took in Marcus in full fury, he lifted his chin an inch or two. “Sergeant Kassan?” The inquiry was about as friendly as a rabid feral, but a whole lot politer.

“You’re wanted,” Marcus said to Kaylin, ignoring the mage he’d told her not to offend. “Tower. Now.”

“The Hawklord?”

“No, the tooth fairy. Go.”

“I believe the lesson will have to wait,” Sanabalis said, rising.

On any other day, that would have been a good thing. But Kaylin had to walk past Marcus, and Marcus seemed disinclined to actually move his bulk out of the door. His fangs were prominent.

“Marcus?” she dared as she approached him.

He turned red eyes on her, and she flinched—which was always a bad thing to do around a Leontine. But his eyes lost their deep flare of red as he saw her expression. “No,” he said curtly, the single word a raw growl. “It’s not about you. Yet.” He stepped aside then, and she ran past him. The office seemed quiet, which was usually a bad sign—but not when Marcus was in a mood. When that happened, the word that best described the room was empty. This wasn’t, quite.

She caught Caitlin’s expression; it was frozen on her face. The rest of her had retreated to a safe distance. It was an art that Kaylin could appreciate and couldn’t master; she didn’t try.

“How bad is it?” she asked.

Caitlin only pointed to the far door, the tower door, and shook her head.

Kaylin practically flew up the stairs. Fear did that; it shoved exhaustion into a small corner for later use. Given the previous night, it was going to see a lot of use.

The door, thank whatever gods the Hawklord worshipped—if he did—was already open; he was waiting for her.

Standing beside him was a tall, elegant stranger in a fine, dark dress the color of mythic forest. She wore a small tiara, with an emerald that would beggar small houses to own, and her slender arms were gloved in a pale green that echoed the dress.

Her hair, Barrani black, was loose; it fell past Kaylin’s immediate vision. Barrani hair wasn’t worth noticing; eyes were. Hers were blue. But they were an odd shade of blue, not the dark, deep sapphire that marked so many of the Barrani; these were almost teal.

Kaylin couldn’t recall seeing that shade before, and it made her nervous.

The Hawklord, however, was grim, and that was perversely calming. Kaylin started to bow, and he cut her off with a gesture. Formality was out.

“Kaylin,” he said, his voice a shade grimmer than his expression, “your services are required.”

She stared at him blankly. Something about the woman was familiar. Something—“Teela?”

“She hasn’t gotten any faster on the uptake, has she?” Teela said to the Hawklord.

“Nor has she become more punctual. Teela will take you where you need to go.” He paused. “Do exactly as she says. No more. No less.”

“Where are we going?”

“Definitely not faster,” Teela said, her Elantran jarringly at odds with her appearance. “We go,” she added, sliding into High Barrani, “to the Court of the castelord.”

“But you said—”

“I know what I said. But we don’t have time.”

“What—you don’t need me as a Hawk.”

“Smart girl. Slow, but smart.”

“Teela—what’s happened?”

“There has been a minor difficulty at Court,” Teela replied, reaching out for Kaylin’s arm. Kaylin was too stunned to move out of the way. “If we do not repair to the Court in time, it will become a major difficulty.”

“How major?”

“War.”

That was major. Kaylin looked down at her pants, hating Nightshade.

“Severn is waiting below,” the Hawklord told her quietly. “I’ve summoned a carriage. It’s an Imperial carriage.”

Teela began to drag her out of the tower room, but the Hawklord had not yet finished. “Go quickly, and return quickly. Do not leave Severn’s side.”





CHAPTER 5

Severn was waiting. He was tucked into a corner of the carriage, and appeared to be sleeping. Or he would have, had she known him a little less well. She watched him for a moment; his closed lids were like fine-veined membranes, round and edged in a black fringe. His hair was actually pushed up over his forehead by a knotted band; she didn’t recognize the knotwork, but it was expensive enough to be official. He looked nothing at all like the boy she’d grown up with.

And yet, at the same time, exactly like him.

She shook her head; too much time spent looking and not enough moving. When she scrabbled up on the bench beside him, he opened an eye.

“Did you offend the mage?”

She snorted. “The mage is probably impossible to offend.” Then, slightly more quietly, “No. I didn’t.”

“Good.”

Bastard. He was smartly attired; he wore dress uniform, and it even looked good on him. His scars made him look like a Ground Hawk in any case; there was probably no clothing so ostentatious that it could deprive him of that.

The door slammed shut.

“Where’s Teela?” she asked.

“She’s driving.”

“She’s what?”

“You have a problem with that?”

Gods, Kaylin thought. This was an Imperial carriage.

It lurched to a start. “Yes!”

Severn managed to grip the window; it was the only reason he was still seated. He glared up through the coach wall. “Never mind.”

“What happened to the driver?”

Severn’s head disappeared out the window, and reappeared just as quickly; the window was not a safe place to hang a necessary appendage if you wanted it attached at the end of the journey. Not when Teela was driving. “He’s the large man in livery with the purple face?”

“I’m not looking,” Kaylin told him.

“Just as well.”

The carriage didn’t stop. Not once. It teetered several times on the large base of its wheels, and Kaylin and Severn tried to balance the weight by throwing themselves in the opposite direction. But Imperial carriages were heavy enough to carry four Dragons; they didn’t tip easily. If she had thought Teela was aware of this fact, it would have eased her somewhat—but she’d been in a carriage that Teela had driven before. Once.

She’d promised herself—and everyone else who could hear—that she’d never do it again. So much for promises.

Then, Tain had been her companion, and he had found the entire journey amusing, especially the part where Kaylin turned green. You had to love that Barrani sense of humor; if you didn’t, you’d try to kill them. Which was, of course, suicide.

Severn was not turning green. As if acrobatics on the interior of a very unstable vehicle were part of his training, he moved in time with the bumps, raised stones, and ruts that comprised the roads that Teela had chosen.

But these passed quickly by, as did the large, narrow buildings that fronted the streets, casting their shadows and shielding the people who were smart enough to get the hell out of the way.

The roads widened, and smoothed, as the carriage picked up speed. Beyond the windows, the buildings grew grander, wood making way for stone, and stone for storeys of fenced-off splendor that spoke of both power and money. The towers of the Imperial palace could be seen, for a moment, in the distance; the red-and-gold of the Imperial standard flew across the height of sky. Only the Halls of Law had towers that rivaled it, and that, by Imperial fiat; no other building erected since the founding of the Empire of Ala’an was allowed, by law, to reach higher.

There were other buildings with towers as high, but they were in the heart of the fiefs, where even Kaylin had not ventured. Not often. They were old, and had about them not splendor but menace; they spoke of death, and the wind that whistled near those heights spoke not of flight but of falling.

She shook herself. Severn was watching—inasmuch as he could, given the rough ride.

“The fiefs,” he said. Not a question.

She swallowed and nodded. The years stretched out between them. Death was there, as well. In the end, Severn looked away—but he had to; the carriage had tipped again.

There was so much she wanted to know. And so much she was afraid to ask. She’d never been good with words at times like these; they were awkward instead of profound, and they were almost always barbed.

Instead, she tried not to lose the food she hadn’t had.

“Remind me,” he said when the carriage began to slow, “never to let Teela drive again.”

She tried to smile. “As if,” she told him, “you’ll need a reminder.” Her legs felt like liquid.

He had the grace not to ask her how she was; he had the sense not to ask her if she would be all right. But as the carriage came to a halt in front of tall, stone pillars carved in the likeness of a Barrani Lord and Lady, he opened the door that was nearest him. He slid out, dragging his feet a few steps, and then righted himself.

She closed her eyes.

His hand touched her arm. “Kaylin,” he said quietly. “Come.”

She nodded, biting her lip as she opened her eyes and met his gaze. The pillars were perfect in every aspect; Barrani writ large, like monumental gods, the falling folds of their robes embroidered with veins of gold and precious stones. They dwarfed her. They made her feel ungainly, short, squat—and very, very underdressed.

But Severn wasn’t Barrani. He didn’t notice.

He offered her the stability of his arm and his shoulder, and she let him. The sun cast his shadow across her like a bower.

Teela jumped down from the driver’s seat, and rearranged the fall of her emerald skirts until the gold there caught light and reflected it, suggesting forest floor; the skirts were wide and long, far too long for someone Kaylin’s height.

Teela spoke a few words to the horses, low words that had some of the sound of Barrani in them, but none of the actual words. The horses, foaming, quieted. Their nostrils were wide enough to fit fists in.

“Don’t speak,” Teela told Kaylin quietly as she left the horses and approached. She didn’t seem to feel the need to offer the same warning to Severn.

Kaylin nodded. Speech, given the state of her stomach, was not something to which she aspired. She took a few hesitant steps, and mindful of the facade of the building that was recessed behind those columns, stopped. She had once seen a cathedral that was smaller than this. It had been rounder; the Barrani building favored flat surfaces, rather than obvious domes. But it was, to her eye, a single piece of stone, and trellises with startling purple flowers trailed down its face. A fountain stood between two open archways, and water trickled from the stone curve of an artfully held vase. The statue that carried the vase seemed a perfect alabaster woman, half-naked, her feet immersed.

She looked almost lifelike.

And Kaylin had seen statues come to life before, in the halls of Castle Nightshade.

“Kaylin,” Teela said, the syllables like little stilettos, “what are you doing?”

“Staring,” she murmured. Half-afraid, now that she was here. It was almost like being in a foreign country. She had never ventured to this part of Elantra before. Would not, in fact, have been given permission to come had she begged on hands and knees.

Standing here, she knew why; she did not belong on this path. Unnoticed until that thought, she looked at what lay beneath her feet. She had thought it stone, but could see now that it was softer than that. Like moss, like something too perfect to be grass, it did not take the impression of her heavy—and scuffed—boots.

Teela jabbed her ribs. “We don’t have time,” she whispered. It was the most Teela-like thing she’d done since Kaylin entered the Hawklord’s tower, and the familiarity of the annoyed gesture was comforting. And painful; the Barrani had bony hands.

She swallowed and nodded, and Teela, grabbing her by the hand, began to stride toward the left arch.

It was work just to keep up. Kaylin stumbled. Her legs still hadn’t recovered from the ride. But she had just enough dignity that she managed to trot alongside the taller Barrani noble. Severn walked by her side with ease and a quiet caution that spoke of danger.

She noticed, then, that he wore a length of chain wrapped round his waist, the blade at one end tucked out of sight. He had not unwound it, of course; he wasn’t a fool. There were no obvious guards at either arch, no obvious observers, but Kaylin had a suspicion that Teela would have taken it upon herself to break his arms if he tried.

Kaylin wanted to marvel at the architecture, and buildings rarely had that effect on her. She wanted to see Aerians sweeping the heights above, and Leontines prowling around the pillars that were placed beneath those heights, as if they held up not only ceiling but sky. She wanted to stop a moment to look at—to touch—the plants that grew up from the stone, as if stone were mooring.

But she did none of these things. Beauty was a luxury. Time was a luxury. She was used to living without.

A large hall—everything was large, as if this were designed for giants—opened up to the right. Teela, cursing in Elantran, walked faster. Kaylin’s feet skipped above the ground as she dangled.

She saw her reflection in marble, and again in glass; she saw her reflection in gold and silver, all of them distorted ghosts. She couldn’t help herself; Teela kept her moving, regardless.

There were candles above which flames danced; nothing melted. There were pools of still water, and the brilliant hue of small fish added startling life to their clarity. Too much to see.

And then there were doors, not arches, and the doors were tall. There were two, and each bore a symbol.

Her natural dislike of magic asserted itself as Teela let her go. But Teela stepped forward, and Teela placed her palms flat against the symbols. The doors swung wide, and without looking, Teela grabbed Kaylin and dragged her across the threshold.

She didn’t even see the doors swing shut. She saw Severn skirt them as they moved, that was all. She had scant time to notice the room they’d entered.

It was an antechamber of some sort. There were chairs in it, if that was even the right word. They seemed more like trees, to Kaylin’s untutored eyes, and branches rose up from their base, twisting and bearing bright fruit.

These, Teela passed.

They had walked a city block, or two, in Kaylin’s estimation; everything was sparse and empty.

The chamber passed by, and they entered one long hall. This was older stone, and harsher. It was rough. There were no plants here, and no flowers, no gilded mirrors and no pools. Weapons adorned the walls instead; weapons and torch sconces of gleaming brass.

But the weapons were fine, and their hilts were jeweled. If the gems were cold, they added the fire of color to the hall itself. “Don’t touch anything,” Teela said in curt Elantran.

At the end of this hall was a single door.

Kaylin stopped walking then.

Teela didn’t.

“Kaylin?” Severn asked. It was hard for him not to notice that her feet were now firmly planted to the floor.

“The door—” She looked up at him, trying not to struggle against Teela’s grip. She hated to lose, even now. Animal instinct made it hard; she did not want to pass through that door.

“Teela,” Severn said, curt and loud.

Kaylin’s ineffectual struggle hadn’t actually garnered the Barrani’s attention; Severn’s bark did. She stopped walking and looked back at him.

Kaylin’s gaze bounced between them a couple of times, like a die in a random game of chance. “The door,” she said at last, when she came up sapphires. Teela’s eyes.

Teela frowned, and those eyes narrowed. But she asked no further question. Instead, she turned to look at the door. It was a Hawk’s gaze, and it transformed her face.

Her cursing transformed her voice. It was short, but it lingered. “Step back,” she said. She turned back down the hall and dragged a polearm from the wall. It was a halberd.

“Farther back,” she added as she readied the haft. Severn caught Kaylin by the shoulders, frowned, and then lifted her off her feet. He ran back the way they’d come, leaving Teela behind. Kaylin could hear his heart. Could almost feel it, even though he wore armor. Funny thing, that.

“What are you—”

Teela threw the halberd. It wasn’t a damn spear; it shouldn’t have traveled like one. But it did.

The door exploded. It shattered, wooden shards the size of stakes blowing out in a circle. The halberd’s blade shattered as well, and a blue flame burned in its wake.

Without a pause, Teela grabbed another weapon from the wall. It was a pike. She set its end against the floor and stood there, hand on hip, as if she were in the drill circle in the courtyard of the Halls of Law.

“What’s it look like now?” she asked Kaylin.

Severn set her down gently, but he did not let go of her.

“It looks like a bloody big hole,” Kaylin replied.

“A scary hole?”

“Could you be more patronizing?”

“With effort.”

“Don’t bother.”

The fleeting smile transformed Teela’s expression. It was grim, and it didn’t last long. “Good spotting,” she said, as if this were an everyday occurrence.

“Don’t you think someone’s going to be a bit upset?”

“Oh, probably.” She didn’t put the pike down. “Look at what it did to the frame.” Her whistle was pure Hawk.

The stone frame that had held the door and its hinges looked like a standing crater. The roof was pocked.

“What was that?”

Teela shrugged. “A warning.”

“A warning?”

“Of a sort. I imagine it was meant to be a permanent warning.” She seemed to relax then. “Which means we still have some time.” Then, thinking the better of it, she added, “But not much. Don’t gawk.”

That was Teela all over. Any other Hawk would have had the sense to ask Kaylin why she’d hesitated to go near the door. To Teela, the answer wasn’t important. Which was good. Kaylin herself had no idea why, and extemporizing about anything that wasn’t illegal betting was beyond her meager skills.

“Welcome,” Teela added, her voice so thick with sarcasm it was a wonder words could wedge themselves through, “to the High Court.” And taking the pike off the ground, holding it like she would the staff that was her favored weapon, she walked through the wreckage of the door.

Kaylin noted that Severn did not draw a weapon. And did not let go of her shoulder. They followed in Teela’s wake.

There were no other traps. Or rather, no magical ones. Teela led them through another series of rooms and past two halls, and finally stopped in front of a curtained arch.

“Here,” she said quietly. “There will be guards.” She paused, and then added, “They’re mine.”

Which made no sense.

“In service to my line,” Teela told her, as if this would somehow explain everything.

“Loyal?”

The muttered humans was answer enough. Teela pushed the curtains aside and entered the room. It was much larger than it looked through fabric.

There were chairs here, kin to the great chairs she’d seen in the large room, but smaller and paler in color. There was a still pond to the side of the room, adorned by rocks that glistened with falling water. Except that there wasn’t any.

There was a table, but it was small; a mirror, but it, too, was modest.

Beyond all of these things was a large bed, a circular bed that was—yes—canopied. Golden gauze had been drawn, but it was translucent. She could see that someone lay there.

By the bed were four guards. They were dressed in something that should have been armor, but it was too ornate, too oddly shaped. Master artisans would have either wept or disdained such ostentation. Teela tapped the ground with the haft of the pike.

As one, the four men looked to her.

“This,” Teela said, nodding to Kaylin, “is my kyuthe. She honors us by her presence.”

Kaylin frowned. The word was obviously Barrani; it was stilted enough in delivery that it had to be High Barrani. But she didn’t recognize it.

The guards looked at her. Two pairs of eyes widened slightly, and without thinking, Kaylin lifted a hand to cover her cheek. It was the first time she had remembered it since Severn had helped her out of the death trap that was otherwise known as a carriage.

“Yes,” Teela said, her grip on her weapon tightening. “She bears the mark of the outcaste. Even so, you will not challenge me.”

There was silence. A lot of it. And stillness. But it was the stillness of the hunter in the long grass of the plains.

Kaylin started to move, and Severn caught her arm in a bruising grip. He had not moved anything but his hand. But she met his eyes, and if human eyes didn’t change color, if they didn’t darken or brighten at the whim of mood, they still told the whole of a story if you knew the language.

Seven years of absence had never deprived her of what was almost her mother tongue. She froze, now part of him, and then turned only her face to observe Teela.

The Barrani Hawk was waiting.

Kaylin couldn’t see her feet, and wanted to. She’d learned, over the years, that Teela adopted different stances for different situations, and you could tell by how she placed her feet what she expected the outcome to be.

But you couldn’t hear it; she was Barrani, and almost silent in her movements. She looked oddly like Severn—waiting, watchful. She did not tense, and the only hint of threat was in the color of her eyes.

But it was mirrored in the eyes of these four.

Hers, she’d called them. Kaylin had to wonder if Teela’s grasp on the subtleties of Elantran had slipped.

The room was a tableau. Even breathing seemed to be held in abeyance. Minutes passed.

And then Teela turned her head to nod at Kaylin.

One of the four men moved. His sword was a flash of blue light that made no sound. He was fast.

Teela was faster. She lowered the pike as he lunged, and raised it, clipping the underside of his ribs. Left ribs, center. The pike punctured armor, and blood replied, streaming down the haft of the weapon—and down the lips of the guard.

Almost casually, the wide skirts no restriction, Teela kicked the man in the chest, tugging the pike free. Her gaze was bright as it touched the faces of the three guards who had not moved, neither to attack nor defend.

The Barrani who had dared to attack fell to his knees, and then, overbalanced, backward to the ground. Teela stepped over him and brought the wooden butt of the pike down before Kaylin could think of moving.

“Kyuthe,” Teela said. “Attend your patient.”

Kaylin was frozen. Severn was not. He guided her, his arm around her shoulders; even had she wanted to remain where she was, she wouldn’t have been able to. There was something about the warmth of his shoulder, the brief tightening of his hand, the scent of him, that reminded her of motion. And life.

She had seen Barrani in the drill halls before. She had seen them in the Courtyards. She had seen them on the beat, and she had even seen them close with thugs intent on misconstruing the intent of the Law. But she had never truly seen them fight.

Teela wasn’t sweating. She didn’t smile. She did not, in fact, look down. She had spoken in the only way that mattered here. And the three that were standing at a proud sort of attention had heard her clearly. They showed no fear; they showed no concern. The blood on the floor might as well have been marble. Or carpet.

Kaylin tried not to step in it.

She tried not to look at the Barrani whose throat had so neatly been staved in.

“Do not waste pity,” Teela told her in a regal, High Caste voice. “There is little enough of it in the High Court, and it is not accorded respect.”

Severn whispered her name. Her old name.

She looked up at him, and he seemed—for just an instant—so much taller, so much more certain, than she could ever hope to be. But his expression was grave. He reached out, when she couldn’t, and he pulled the curtains aside.

There was a Barrani man in the bed.

His eyes were closed, and his arms were folded across his chest in the kind of repose you saw in a coffin. He was pale—but the Barrani always were—and still. His hair, like his arms, had been artfully and pleasantly arranged. There were flowers around his head, and in the cup of his slack hands.

“Who is he?” she asked, forgetting herself. Speaking Elantran.

“He is,” Teela replied, her voice remote, her words Barrani, “the youngest son of the Lord of the High Court.”

Kaylin reached out to touch him; her hands fell short of his face. It seemed…wrong, somehow. To disturb him. “What is he called?” she asked, stalling for time.

Teela did not reply.

Warning, in that. She reached out again, and again her hands fell short. But this time, the sense of wrongness was sharper. Harsher. Kaylin frowned. Her fingers were tingling in a way that reminded her of…the Hawklord’s door.

Magic.

She gritted teeth. Tensed. All of her movements were clumsy and exaggerated in her own sight.

But they were hers. “There’s magic here,” she said quietly.

Teela, again, said nothing.

Kaylin opened her palms, forced them to rest above the only exposed skin she could touch: his face, his perfect face. Now magic crawled through her skin, ran up her arms, burning sharply.

If I explode, she thought sourly, I hope I kill someone. She wasn’t feeling particular.

She forced her hands down, and down again, as if she were reaching from a height. She would have fallen, but Severn was there, steadying her. She whispered his name, or thought she did. She could feel her lips move, but could hear no sound.

No sound at all save the crackle of magic, the fire of it. She kept pushing; it was an effort. Like bench-pressing weight, but backward. Holding on to that because she was stubborn, she continued.

Severn’s arm was around her; she could feel it. She could no longer feel her feet, and even her legs, which were almost shaking with exhaustion, seemed numb. She whispered his name again. It was as close to prayer as she came.

Hawk, she thought. And Hawk she was.

She plummeted as her hands, at last, made contact.

Kaylin had never tended Barrani before. Oh, she’d helped with the occasional scratch they managed to take—where help meant Moran’s unguents and barbed commentary—but she had never healed them. The Barrani did not go to Elantran midwives. Leontines did; Aerians did; even the Tha’alani had been known to call upon their services.

They were all mortal.

The Barrani were not, and they really liked to rub people’s noses in the fact.

Nor had Kaylin tended their young, their orphans. The only orphans in the foundling hall were human.

She had once offered to help a Dragon, and she had been curtly—and completely—refused. She understood why, now.

“He’s alive,” she managed to say. More than that would have been a struggle. Because alive in this case meant something different than it had every other time she offered this assurance to onlookers, many often insensate with fear and the burden of slender hope.

His skin felt like skin. And it felt like bark. It felt like moss, and fur, and the soft silk of Barrani hair; it felt like petals, like chiton, like nothing—and everything—that she had ever touched before. And there was more, but she hadn’t the words for it.

She almost pulled back, but Severn was there, and he steadied her. She could feel his hair brush the back of her neck, and realized her head was bent. Her eyes were closed.

The room was invaded by scent: rose and lilac, honey, water new with spring green; sweat, the aroma of tea—tea?—and sweet wine, the smell of green. The green. Behind her eyes she could sense the bowers of ancient forest, could almost hear the rustle of great leaves.

But here, too, she found silence. The silence of the smug, the arrogant, the pretentious; the silence of concern, of compassion; the silence of grief too great for simple words; the silence that follows a child’s first cry. She found so many silences, she wondered what the use of language was; words seemed impoverished and lessened.

But she did not find the silence of the dead.

Her hands were warm now. The fires had cooled, banked. What they could burn, they had burned, and embers remained. She moved her fingers slowly, and felt—skin. Just skin.

When she had healed Catti, the redhead with the atrocious singing voice, she had almost had to become Catti. Here, she was alone. There was no wound she could sense, and no loss of blood, no severed nerves along the spine. There was nothing at all that seemed wrong, and even in humans, that was unnatural.

So. This was perfection.

Unblemished skin. Beating heart. Lungs that rose and fell. An absence—a complete absence—of bruise, scar, the odd shape of bone once broken and mended.

She wanted to let go then. To tell Teela that this Barrani Lord—this son of the castelord—was alive and well.

But she didn’t. Because her hands still tingled. Because there was something beneath her that she could not see, or touch, or smell, that eluded her. Like dim star at the corner of the eye, it disappeared when she turned to look.

She opened her mouth, and something slid between her lips, like the echo of taste.

Without thinking, she said, “Poison?”

Which was good, because the only person who could answer was Kaylin. Yet poison…what had Red said? Poison caused damage. And there was nothing wrong with this man.

Except that he lay in bed, arranged like a corpse.

Had she not seen Teela dispose of a Barrani, she would have wondered if this was how immortals met their end. But the dead man had bled, and gurgled; his injuries had been profoundly mundane.

War.

The word hung in the air before her, as if it were being written in slow, large letters. As if she were, in fact, in school, and the teacher found belaboring the obvious a suitable punishment. Humiliation often worked.

It just didn’t work well on fieflings.

The Barrani Lord slept beneath her palms. Time did not age him; it did not touch him at all. But Kaylin, pressed against his skin, didn’t either.

This is beyond me, she thought, and panic started its slow spiral from the center of her gut, tendrils reaching into her limbs.

Severn’s arm tightened.

She heard his voice from a great remove. “Anteela,” he said, pronouncing each syllable as if Barrani were foreign to him, “your kyuthe must know what the Lord is called.” Not named; he knew better than that. And how? Oh, right. He’d passed his classes. She’d had to learn it the hard way.

“He is called the Lord of the West March,” Teela replied.

“By his friends?”

“He is the son of the High Lord,” was the even response. It was quieter but sharper; she could hear it more distinctly. And she could read between the lines—he didn’t have any friends.

“Anteela, do better. Your kyuthe cannot succeed at her chosen task, otherwise.”

But Teela did not speak again.

Lord of the West March. Kaylin tried it. As a name, she found it lacking. He must have found it lacking, as well. There was no response at all. There was nothing there.

Swallowing air, Kaylin opened her eyes. And shut them again in a hurry.

But she was a Hawk, and the first thing that had been drilled into her head—in Marcus’s Leontine growl—was the Hawk’s first duty: observe. What you could observe behind closed eyes was exactly nothing. Well, nothing useful. There were situations in which this was a blessing. Like, say, any time of the day that started before noon.

But not now, and not here. Here, Kaylin was a Hawk, and here, she unfurled figurative wings, and opened clear eyes.

She was standing on the flat of a grassy slope that ended abruptly, green trailing out of sight. Above her, the sky was a blue that Barrani eyes could never achieve; it was bright, and if the sun was not in plain view, it made its presence felt. There were, below this grass-strewn cliff, fields that stretched out forever. The sun had dried the bending stalks, but whether they were wild grass or harvest, she couldn’t tell. She’d never been much of a farmer.

The fields were devoid of anything that did not have roots.

She turned as the breeze blew the stalks toward her, and following their gentle direction, saw the forest. It was the type of forest that should have capital letters: The Forest, not a forest. The trees that stretched from ground to sky would have given her a kink had she tried to see the tops; it didn’t.

But she wasn’t really here.

Remind me, she told herself, never to heal a Barrani again.

She wondered, then, what she might have seen had Tiamaris not had the sense to forbid her the opportunity to heal a Dragon. She never wanted to find out.

There were no birds in this forest. There were no insects that she could see, no squirrels, nothing that jumped from tree to tree. This was a pristine place, a hallowed place, and life did not go where it was not wanted.

This should have been a hint.

But there were only two ways to go: down the cliff or into the trees. The cliff didn’t look all that promising.

She chose the forest instead. It wasn’t the kind of forest that had a footpath; it wasn’t the kind of forest that had any path at all.

It was just a lot of very ancient trees. And the shadows they cast. All right, Lord of the West March, you’d better bloody well be in there.

She started to walk. In that heavy, stamping way of children everywhere.

Shadows gave way to light in places, dappled edges of leaves giving shape to what lay across the ground. She got used to them because they were everywhere, and she’d walked everywhere, touching the occasional tree just to feel bark.

If time passed, it passed slowly.

Her feet—her boots still scuffed and clumsy—didn’t break any branches. They didn’t, in fact, leave any impression in what seemed to be damp soil. Rich soil, and old, the scent mixed with bark and undergrowth. She could plant something here and watch it grow.

Her brow furrowed. Or at least she thought it did. Aside from the forest itself, everything—even Kaylin—seemed slightly unreal.

She reached into her pockets, and stopped.

Her arms were bare, and in the odd light of the forest, she could see the markings that had defined all of her life, all action, all inaction, all cost.

She held them out; the marks were dark and perfect. It had been a while since she’d looked at them in anything that wasn’t the mirror of records. She touched them and froze; they were raised against her skin. They had never had any texture before.

Lifting a hand, she touched the back of her neck; it, too, was textured. She thought she might peel something off, and even began to try.

“Kaylin.”

She stopped. The voice was familiar. It was distant, but not in the way that Severn’s words had been distant.

“Hello?”

“Do not touch those marks in this place.”

It was Nightshade. Lord Nightshade. She turned, looked, saw an endless series of living columns. There was no movement, no sign of him.

“They’re—I think they might come off.”

“Do not,” he said again, his voice fading. “I am far from you, and you are far from yourself. Leave, if you can.”

She shrugged. “There doesn’t seem to be a convenient door.”

“Unfortunate.”

“Where are you?”

“I am both close and far, as you are close and far. You have my name,” he added softly. “Remember it.”

“I…do.” Even in sleep. “But I…don’t think it’s a good idea to speak it here.”





CHAPTER 6

His laughter was a surprise to her; it was almost youthful. “You are a strange child,” he said when it had trailed into silence. “What do you do, Kaylin Neya?”

“I—” She frowned.

“Where are you?”

“In a big damn forest.”

The silence that followed her words was heavy, a different silence. She could not interpret it, who’d been offered the space of so many other silences simply by touching a stranger’s skin. “Kaylin,” he said in the tone of voice she least liked, “what have you done?”

It was, of course, a tone she was familiar with. Severn used it. Not many of the Hawks did, though; they had to drill with her sooner or later, and she sometimes forgot the rules.

“Teela dragged me to Court,” she said curtly.

“To Court, Kaylin?”

“To the—to the Barrani High Court. Because the Lord of the West March was—wasn’t—” Frustrated, she tossed the sentence out and started again. “I think he’s been poisoned. I think he’s dying. But not dying. I don’t understand it.”

“I cannot come to you,” he replied, as if she’d asked.

“No. You can’t.” The minute she said the words, they were true. As if words had that power in this place.

“Words have power in all places,” he replied. She hated it when he did that. He couldn’t even see her face, so the convenient “you’re an open book” excuse was beyond them both.

“I can’t leave if he doesn’t wake up.”

“You are not as foolish as you often appear. You are, unfortunately, far more reckless. I would have bet against it, were I offered odds.”

She almost laughed.

“I do live in the fiefs,” was his wry reply. And it hid nothing from her; she could sense his worry.

“I don’t know how to make him wake up. But I thought—”

“Careful, Kaylin.”

“I don’t know his name,” she said, flat now. “I don’t have any way of finding him here. He’s lost. I’m lost. I thought if I could plant something—”

“Plant something?”

The rich loam of the soil was beneath her hands as she bent. She knelt, and felt it, damp, against her knees. Which meant she wasn’t wearing her old pants.

Looking down, she saw that she was, however, wearing her tunic, and it was a good deal cleaner—and longer—than it had been minutes or hours ago. The Hawk was a thing of gold and flight. Death or freedom.

His silence was not a comfort.

She wanted to cling to his voice because she didn’t want to be alone here. And she hated herself for the weakness because it meant she was buying into the illusion.

“It is not illusion,” he said.

So much for morale.

She looked at her arms, above the wrists. “Nightshade,” she whispered, “you’ll just have to trust me.”

“Oddly enough, I do. I trust you to be Kaylin Neya.”

She chose to make the effort not to be insulted, and said, “For you, I could do this.”

“Yes. For me. But you have my name, and it binds us. Were you to heal me, you would be a part of what you see.”

“Would I see forest?”

Silence.

She responded in kind, but she didn’t stop. Her fingers made impressions in the dirt, and the dirt turned her nails a rich, dark black. Digging was easy. It gave her something to do with her hands, and that was better than wandering around like an idiot pilgrim.

When she’d made a furrow a hand’s depth in the dirt, she looked again at her arms. At the symbols that graced skin, that seemed more solid in this place than they had ever seemed. They didn’t burn or glow; they just were.

They had been written by the Old Ones in ways that no “new ones”—that being anyone living, or having lived, in the last millennia—could understand. Certainly not Kaylin, whose grasp of the historical was accurate to the day. The one she was living in.

They had been changed by death and sacrifice, the sigil shapes shifting and altering almost imperceptibly with time. And they had been altered again, when she had returned to the heart of Castle Nightshade.

What they meant now, no one knew.

She studied them all, her eyes tracing thick curves and thin, as if they were a mandala that moved with her, lived in her. They looked the same at first glance. They looked the same at a tenth glance, and a few solid glares.

But there were differences. Very subtle differences.

Probably imaginary ones, given how long she’d been staring.

She chose one at random. Her fingers brushed its surface, and she felt it again, like a raised welt with sharper edges. Her nails were short enough to be useless and long enough to be dirty. She struggled to use them for some time, but they were blunt instruments.

So she reached for her daggers.

They weren’t there. At least not the ones she was familiar with. She’d bought them with her own money, and she’d paid a small fortune in trade with a mendacious man who had actually been capable of some magic.

What was left in their place was dagger shaped. It even had a hilt. But it was translucent and fine, like a sliver of worked glass. It shone blue.

Blue was bad. This kind of blue, like a sliver of sky, reminded her of magic, and she did not want to lay it against her skin. Although curiosity had its uses, she had a bad feeling that shedding blood here would be costly.

“It will.”

“Thanks.” She sat in front of a trough of dirt, feeling like a pig. She was tired, and her stomach was rumbling.

Not the words, then. Not the marks.

They were hers, but they weren’t hers.

And there was only one thing that she now wore that she valued. The Hawk shone gold.

Removing it was harder than she expected.

Laying it in the furrow, folding the tunic so that it could rest an inch below the space she’d managed to dig was worse.

Worse still, burying it. She had to close her eyes.

“Well done, little Kaylin.” The voice was so soft now she could barely catch the words.

It’s not real, she told herself as she stood and took a step back. But it was real. It was the only thing that was.

And because it was real, the ground closed over it. The scratches she’d made in its soft surface vanished; the rough, loose texture of new-turned earth smoothed out, as if the forest floor had flexed its hand and made a flat fist.

She watched a tree grow.

It was unlike any other tree in the forest. It was a pale color, and its bark was soft, almost golden in hue. There was no almost about its leaves; they shot out as branches unfurled, as roots spread beneath her feet, pushing her back. Even stumbling, she still sought sight of the sky through the bower of the other trees. Seeking sky, she caught gold instead. The leaves were like feathers, flight feathers, and they hung in the air as the branches that bore them rose, bursting toward the sky.

She watched; astonishment was too meager a word for what she felt.

It should have gone on forever.

Instead, the leaves began to fall. The breeze carried them. The wind swept them into the other trees, and where gold touched green, color happened. Red, yellow, burgundy, a riot that spoke of autumn, and the change of seasons.

When she looked down—when she could bear to look down—she saw that she still wore her boots. And that she wore an undershirt and loose-fitting pants.

It was better than being naked. But not by much.

She walked over to the trunk of what was now an immense tree, and wondered at the nature of age. It was of a height with the forest although it resembled no other tree that grew there, as if, although it was bound by the forest’s rules, it was also bound by hers.

She leaned against the smooth, smooth trunk and picked up a leaf. It turned to dust in her hands, but it was a golden dust that made her skin shimmer.

A shadow crossed her hand as she stared at it, and she looked up. A Barrani man stood before her, his eyes the green of the leaves before they turned.

“You’re the Lord of the West March?” she asked quietly.

He nodded; he barely spared her a glance. She would have mumbled something about gratitude, but his gaze had gone up to the leaves above, and he was staring in wonder. She almost hated to break the trance. She understood what he saw.

But she understood, as well, that they could not remain here forever. So she cleared her throat.

He looked down at her then. He was tall, even for a Barrani. “You are Kaylin Neya,” he said.

“That’s what I’m called.”

“Ah. It is a title?”

“A name.”

His brow rose. His eyes narrowed. “It is not a name,” he said quietly. “There is only one name here.”

“Yours, I take it.”

But he stared at the tree. “And yet… I read it, there, in the leaves. You are a bird of prey. Whose jesses do you wear?”

“The Hawklord’s,” she replied, rising.

He bent and lifted a golden leaf. In his hands, it didn’t crumble. Then again, ice probably wouldn’t melt in his mouth, either.

He looked at her face. Frowned. Reaching out, he touched her cheek.

Her right cheek. “Nightshade,” he said.

“It’s a plant.”

His smile was odd. “It is, as you say, a plant. I do not believe it grows here.”

“No.”

“And yet he sent you.”

“No!”

“No?”

“I came.”

“Bearing that mark, you dared the Court?”

She frowned. “How do you know where you are? You aren’t—”

“I am aware.” For just three words his voice held the ice of impassable distance; he was a man accustomed to power, or at least the respect best called fear. Then again, he was a Barrani High Lord. Not all of them could be as uncharming as Lord Evarrim.

“It was Teela.”

“Teela?”

“Anteela.”

“Ah. My cousin. The rebel.”

“That’s not what we call her.”

“We?” His frown was more subtle this time, but then again, this time she wasn’t calling his knowledge into question. “You—you’re a Hawk?” He spoke the words slowly, as if only aware that she’d spoken them.

“A Ground Hawk.”

He looked at the leaves that had scattered, touching the heights of other trees. “That is not all you are,” he said at last. “But you are not lying.”

She shrugged. “It’s not one of my skills.”

“Even were it, you would not be able to use it here.”

“Look,” she said, her hands sliding up to her hips and perching there, “if I understand the situation correctly, you’re dying. You’re going to stop me?”

His smile was more perturbing than his frown. “I was lost,” he said. “You are human.”

“More or less.”

“This is not the place for you.”

No kidding.

“What did you do here?”

“I…planted something. It grew.”

His eyes were a shade of green. Just green. “Anteela must trust you. She has grown addled, and in so short a time.” But he held out a hand. “It must be part of the nature of mortality.”

“What must?”

“To be worthy of trust. You only have to manage it for a brief span of years. If you live forever, the task is more difficult.” He held out a hand.

She stared at it.

“Do you know her name?”

“Do you?”

He laughed. “The Barrani do not trust each other.”

“Well, then, she hasn’t grown as stupid as you think. She doesn’t trust me that much, either.”

He shrugged. “I would not. You bear the mark of—”

“Yes, yes, I know. I don’t mean to rush you, but I think we have to leave.”

“Yes,” he said, gazing above her head. “Here, when night falls, there will be no dawn.”

“Good. How do we leave?”

He looked down again, one brow rising. “You came here without knowing how to return?”

She shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“I do not want to know what you consider a bad idea.”

She looked away. “Asking you your name.”

He touched her hand and she looked up.

“There are those among my kin who would die before they surrendered their name.”

“That…seems to be the choice.”

His eyes were still bright, and still green. He hadn’t grown any shorter, either. He released her hand and walked to the trunk of the tree that had grown from the tunic. Wordless, he touched it, and his lashes fell. “There is perhaps another way,” he said, his eyes closed. “But it would be poor gratitude for your daring.” His hands crept up the surface of smooth bark, and he tilted his face as they moved; gold leaves fell about him in a shower of warmth and color.

Hawk’s feathers.

When his eyes opened, they reflected gold. She had never seen a like color in the Barrani before. It was as if he were hollow, and the leaves themselves the only thing that filled him.

“You have given more than you know,” he said quietly, “and you may yet regret it. I will not say—or have it said—that an ignorant human is capable of going where a Barrani High Lord will not.

“What will you do with my name?”

“Wake you,” she whispered. And knew it for truth.

Had known it before she touched his still face in a room a world away.

He whispered a single word. Lirienne. His eyes did not leave her face, although the gold in them faded.

She hesitated.

“You are afraid.”

She nodded.

“Why?”

“Names have power.”

He laughed again. Leaves fell; breeze moved the branches high above them, changing the shape and texture of the shadows that dappled her feet. “You do not understand what a name is, Kaylin.”

“I know,” she whispered. And then, before she let hesitance rob her of all voice, she whispered another word.

The sky shattered.

She sat on a bed, her hands cupping the cheeks of a pale, beautiful face. Her own face was warm and wet. The room was dark beyond the fall of curtains; dark and lifeless. Where trees had stood, there were walls, and stone; there was marble along the floor, and the trickle of water beyond her shoulder.

And behind her, breath, stillness: Severn. His arm still locked around her waist, he whispered her name. Over and again, as if he had done nothing else since she had approached the Lord of the West March.

“I’m here,” she told him, her voice cracking.

Her name died into stillness.

She lifted her hands, or started to.

The Lord of the West March caught them in his own, moving so suddenly, so unexpectedly, she almost cried out.

His eyes snapped open, and unblinking, he stared at her face. Her face, which was so square and dark and imperfect.

Before she could move, he let go of one hand, reached out, and pushed her sleeve up, past her wrist. There, exposed for just a moment, were the marks of the Old Ones, black against white.

He let the sleeve fall. “You do not know who you are,” he told her quietly, and pushed her hands aside. The flowers that had been placed in his hands were now bruised, but their fragrance filled the room as he rose.

“Anteela,” he said.

Teela offered him a perfect bow. “Lord,” she replied.

“Where are my men?”

“They have been much occupied.”

His eyes passed over the room. If he noticed the body that lay across the floor, it didn’t seem to be worthy of comment.

“My father?”

“He holds his Council,” she replied. Her voice was like smooth steel. Her eyes were blue. “But I believe that he waits upon you.”

“Does he?”

She said nothing. Nothing at all.

“I will require my men,” he told her at last. His voice was colder, as well.

Kaylin withdrew; felt Severn’s chest against her back. She didn’t move away. Didn’t even want to. He was the only warmth in the room, and she felt like a moth must when drawn to the fire.

“You brought the mortal?”

“She is my kyuthe. She offered her aid, and I accepted it on your behalf. If I have displeased you, I will bear the burden of that displeasure.” She set the pike against the wall.

“I have not existed for so long that living is unpleasant to me,” he replied gravely. “But she is marked by the outcaste, and I do not feel that the Court is safe for her at this time. See her out.”

Teela bowed again.

“Kaylin Neya,” he said as Severn moved her toward Teela and the possibility of freedom, “do you know what the word kyuthe means?”

“It’s High Barrani,” Kaylin said. Which wasn’t exactly a lie.

He raised a brow, and looked at Teela. “How much have you explained?”

Teela did not reply.

He turned to Kaylin, and the hint of a smile touched his lips. It did not, however, touch his eyes. They had darkened. “You cannot lie to me,” he said softly. “Not there, and not here. My cousin has called you kyuthe.”

“Kaylin—” Teela began.

But the Lord of the West March raised an imperious hand, and Teela, raising her chin slightly, fell silent. The type of silence that precedes thunder.

“What you saw, you will not speak of, and live.”

Kaylin nodded; Severn tensed.

“But what you saw, you changed. I will not ask you how. It is not relevant. Kyuthe means, in Elantran, ‘blood of my blood.’” He waited, and when Kaylin’s confusion became obvious, he frowned. “I have spent much time in the West,” he said at last, “and little of it in the company of mortals. You cannot be kin, you are not Barrani. But Kaylin, what you planted was an offering, and nothing will unmake it.

“What Teela called you in haste, you are in truth—but you are mine. Kyuthe.” He was silent for a moment.

It was Teela who spoke, and heavily. “It means,” she said, speaking in Elantran, “that you are, by choice—by all that choice implies—my clan. Blood of my blood is not accurate, although it is close. You are the blood of my choice, the family I would choose, if choice was given.”

“It is more than that,” the Lord of the West March said. And he, too, spoke in Elantran. “It is a choice that you have made, Kaylin.”

“But I—”

“And among the Barrani, ignorance excuses nothing.” He stood then. Turning to the men that Teela had called hers, he said, “You will summon the Warden. Now.”

They nodded. And left.

“Ask your Lord,” he told Kaylin quietly. “He will not be pleased, but he may be able to explain it in a fashion that you will understand.”

Kaylin nodded.

Teela said, “He means Nightshade, not the Hawklord.” She turned to her cousin and added, “That was unwise.”

“They are yours. If you cannot control them, kill them.”

“It is not of them that I speak. There is magic in the air, the like of which I have not seen since—” She looked at Kaylin and fell silent.

The Lord of the West March nodded. “It will not help,” he added. “We will meet again, Kaylin Neya. But I have much to do now. Leave this building, and leave it in haste. Anteela will summon a—”

“We’ll walk,” Kaylin said quickly.

And the Barrani High Lord laughed. It was a sound that reminded her of the forest that lay at his heart.

“You do know my cousin,” he said.

“You drive like a maniac. What else was I supposed to say?”

Teela, her hand upon Kaylin’s arm, hurried her through halls that looked familiar. “Precisely nothing.”

“Severn, back me up here.”

“I prefer wisdom, myself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’ll hurt him,” Teela snapped. “What did I tell you?”

“To—”

“To say nothing. What do you think nothing means?”

“I only said we’d walk—”

“He called you kyuthe. He called you kyuthe in front of witnesses.”

“Does it show?” She lifted a hand to her cheek in sudden panic.

“What do you mean, does it—oh. No, he did not mark you in any way. To do so would probably kill you.”

“So then it’s just a damn word, right? Who cares if he called me kyuthe? So did you.”

“I could not bring you here and call you anything less.”

“But he—”

“He’s the Lord of the West March, Kaylin!”

Kaylin frowned. “You don’t like him?”

“He’s a Barrani High Lord. What does ‘like’ have to do with anything?”

“But—but you brought me to save his life, didn’t you?”

Teela turned to Severn. “I’m having trouble remembering why I haven’t strangled her yet.”

Severn shrugged. “I have that problem myself some days. At the moment, though, the only betting pool in the office seems to be on the Sergeant.”

“Ha-ha.” Kaylin said with a distinct lack of cheer. And then, because she was a fiefling, “What odds?” He cuffed the top of her head.

The halls of stone and weapons were gone; the heights and the vast open spaces of the rest of the building opened up before them. Kaylin could breathe here. Very, very carefully.

She was so damn tired.

“Teela,” Severn said quietly.

Teela paused. Which meant that she slowed enough that Kaylin wasn’t tripping over her own feet in a futile attempt to keep up. The Barrani Hawk snorted, and grimacing, she swept Kaylin off her feet and picked up the pace again.

“I have your back,” Severn said quietly.

“You’d better.” Teela’s voice was almost a perfect imitation of a Leontine’s. “I don’t want to see either of you at Court again. I don’t want to see you in the High Halls. I do not want to see you in the company of any Barrani who doesn’t wear the Hawk. Kaylin, are you listening to me?”

“Severn is,” Kaylin murmured. She closed her eyes, but not on purpose; her lids were really heavy.

“Teela,” Severn said in the comfortable darkness, “why did you summon Kaylin? The Barrani are famed for their magic. Was there not a healer among them—”

“No,” Kaylin said without opening her eyes. “Not a single one.”

Teela’s arms stiffened. “How do you know this?”

Kaylin’s shrug was almost Barrani; it said nothing, and meant that there would be an awful lot of nothing.

“The Emperor—”

“Not there either. Let it go, Severn.”

“He has three healers.”

“They are seconded to the service of the Emperor,” Teela said coldly. “And in the interest of not starting a third Barrani-Dragon war, the less said about that the better.”

“They’re all human, though” Kaylin began. And then a thought occurred to her. “Third?”

“Kaylin, take history again, and this time, try to pay attention.”

She felt breeze and sunlight on her face, and made an effort to open her eyes. It was an utter failure.

“Who tried to kill him, Teela?” She asked.

“He’s a Barrani High Lord,” Teela replied coldly.

“That means,” Severn added, “anyone. Or everyone.”

“I think he’d make a decent Hawk.”

“Keep that opinion to yourself.” Teela’s voice softened. “You did well,” she told Kaylin. Her fingers brushed strands of hair from Kaylin’s face. “I will not ask you what you did, or how. I will not ask you what you saw. Because if you speak of it, he will kill you. I believe he would regret it, if that’s any consolation.”

“Not much.”

“Here. Corporal. You take her. You can even drive her back to the Halls of Law. But I warn you now—”

Severn said something that made Kaylin’s eyes snap open. “Lord Evarrim, incoming.”

The red Arcanist’s robes were like fire—moving, living fire. Kaylin thought it a wonder that a scorched path didn’t trail in his wake, and thought further that she understood—for just a second—what the shape of flame was. Sanabalis would be pleased.

Of course, picking up Evarrim and lighting a candle with him would probably get her killed.

His guards numbered four. She thought they were the same guards that had gathered around him earlier in the day, but she was tired enough that she could no longer differentiate; the Barrani looked, to her eyes, the same.

Except for Evarrim. He had donned a tiara, with a ruby the size of a child’s fist in its center. His hair lay beneath the fine circlet, and his lips were the color of his skin. It was very seldom that this much expression marred Barrani features.

And Kaylin would have been happier not to have witnessed it. The Barrani were famed for their intense dislike of weakness, and they often did away with the witnesses on general principle.

Teela took up position in front of Severn and Kaylin, and Severn—with reluctance—set Kaylin down. “Can you stand?” he whispered.

“Yes.” It was mostly true. She kind of listed, and had to hope no strong breeze would happen along to topple her.

“Anteela,” Lord Evarrim said as he approached. His expression had lost some of its stretched thinness. His eyes, however, were a very dark blue. Almost, but not quite black.

“Lord Evarrim,” Teela replied, her voice like a cold snap. One that killed plants overnight. “I have resumed my position at Court. Formality is requested.”

“Very well, Lord Anteela. I am fond of you. You must forgive my familiarity. I assure you, no insult was meant by it.”

“And I assure you, Lord Evarrim, that none has been taken. You are early for the Council session.”

He stilled. “The Council was suspended for three days.”

“Ah, my apologies. The Lord of the West March has been most insistent.”

“The Lord of the West March, Lord Anteela?”

“Even so.”

“I had heard rumors—”

“The High Court is always home to rumor, Lord Evarrim. Some even concern the Arcanum, and I am certain that you would be the first to decry them. In this case, rumor is unfounded, but it was spread quickly, and its ramifications have yet to be felt.

“I am pleased to see you,” she added, her eyes blue-green. She was amused. And angry. “I have no doubt the Lord of the High Court will look favorably upon your presence.”

Lord Evarrim was silent for a few minutes.

He was even silent when his gaze engaged Kaylin’s. The look reminded Kaylin that engagement had more to do with military actions, in Lord Evarrim’s presence, than any sort of romantic fulfillment.

“Why is this mortal standing before the High Halls?” He spoke in a tone of voice that would have been more suited to asking about the composition of the slime clinging to the undersides of his boots. Except, of course, being Barrani, there never was any. At least not on the boots.

“She is an officer of the Law,” Teela replied with a shrug. “And, as you are no doubt aware, I have pledged my service to the Lord she also serves. She is not conversant with the ways of the High Court.”

“She could not be, she is mortal.”

“Indeed. And because she is of inconsequential rank in the service of Lord Grammayre, she was unaware that I had taken a leave of absence for the High Festival. She merely sought to deliver a message.”

“It is death to walk these halls,” Lord Evarrim said to Kaylin.

“She will not walk them,” Teela replied. Kaylin had remembered Teela’s command, and kept her mouth shut. It was difficult. Although Lord Evarrim did not, in fact, wear a smug or superior smile, the effect of his words implied such, and she wanted to wipe it clean.

But she was also attached to living.

“You may go,” Lord Evarrim told Kaylin.

Severn’s hand was suddenly attached to the small of her back. She forced herself to smile, and nodded. He led the way to the stables in which the carriage had been housed.

“He knows,” Severn said quietly.

“Yes. I’d like to think he’s stupid. But even I don’t have that much imagination.”

Severn opened the door; it was blue-and-gold, and the paint was new. Not even Teela at the driver’s seat had damaged it. Kaylin had never been in an Imperial carriage before, but she was damn impressed with the workmanship. The wheels were still attached, after all.

“I’ll take you back to the Halls,” he told her as he helped her inside. “And I’ll drive the main roads.”

“You’ve driven a carriage before?”

He nodded.

“When?”

“Three years ago. And no, I’m not going to say why, so don’t ask. You shouldn’t even be awake.” He paused. And then, his eyes the dark they always were, he lingered in the door. “How did you wake him, Kaylin?”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure I understand it myself.”

“You’re a terrible liar.”

“I’m not lying,” she said quietly. She was staring at her arms.

“I didn’t say you were lying to me.”

“Thanks.”

He closed the door very quietly, and she felt the slight spring of the wheels as he mounted the driver’s bench.





CHAPTER 7

When Kaylin woke up, she was in the infirmary, staring at the back of Moran’s speckled wings. They were moving up and down. Moran was seated on a backless stool, grinding something with a pestle. Kaylin felt instantly well. The very thought of any of Moran’s potions or unguents usually had that effect on the Hawks—or Swords or Wolves—who were unfortunate enough to be offered them.

Where offered was kind of like “ordered to take,” but with more force.

Moran wasn’t a Leontine, but she did have ears. She turned, the seat of the stool swiveling neatly. “You’re awake,” she said.

Kaylin nodded. “How long have I been out?”

“An hour and a half. Corporal—”

“Could you just call him Severn?”

Moran lifted a brow. “Severn, then. He brought you in. I examined you, you look like shit.”

“Thanks.”

“But not the type that sleep won’t cure. More,” she added darkly, “than an hour and half’s worth, although I’d be obliged if you gave me back the bed.”

Kaylin sat up slowly, and swung her legs toward the floor. In all, she did feel better. If running a marathon and being near to collapse was better.

“The Hawklord wants to see you when you’re awake. The Sergeant wants to see you first. They had a few choice Leon-tine words about precedence, but I believe the Sergeant won.” She shook her head. “It’s been less than a month, Kaylin. If I told you to take a leave of absence, would you listen?”

“See these fingers? See these ears?”

“Ha-ha. You’re a Hawk,” Moran said with a shrug. “Try not to visit so often, hmm?” She slid off the stool as Kaylin managed to gain her feet. Moran’s usual frosty expression thawed. “I won’t tell you not to go to the midwives,” she said quietly. “I won’t ask you to live with that. But there’s a damn Dragon Lord in the office, and his butt seems fastened to a chair. Marcus’s chair,” she added with a grim smile. “In case you failed to pay attention in Race class—”

“Moran, please?”

“Dragons are trouble. Arguments between Grammayre and Marcus are trouble. Barrani are trouble, and the Arcanum is trouble. Mixing them has to be worse. I might have failed to mention that Lord Evarrim was here until about forty-five minutes before you arrived.

“I do not want to see you on Red’s slab. I especially don’t want to have to deliver you there myself, all right? Humor a selfish woman, Kaylin.”

Kaylin swallowed and nodded.

Lord Sanabalis was, in fact, in Marcus’s chair. Moran had the gift of bardic embellishment, but then again, there wasn’t much need for it. Sometimes truth really was stranger than fiction. The Dragon’s eyes, however, were a shade too orange for comfort. He saw her well before she reached the desk, and he raised his lower membranes over those eyes.

“Private Neya,” he said, rising.

“Where is Marcus— Sergeant Kassan?”

“He is currently speaking with Lord Grammayre. I took the opportunity to rest old legs.”

She almost snorted. Dragons lived forever; age was a matter of cosmetics. She wondered why Sanabalis chose to appear aged, but was too smart to ask. “If you can breathe fire,” she said instead, “Marcus would be much obliged if you happened to hit some of that paperwork.”

Sanabalis raised a white brow.

“You have already missed our first lesson,” he replied. “And I am a busy man.”

“Which is why you’re still here.”

“I can see why the Imperial Order of Mages found you difficult.” He stood. “But I am at least as stubborn as you think you are. Perhaps more— I have the advantage of experience.

“You will be wanted, but I will wait. I believe Sergeant Kassan is almost here.”

“I don’t hear—”

Marcus strode through the arch that led to the tower. The fur around his face was standing on end in a way that exposed the softer, whiter skinfur, and his eyes were all the wrong color. But she noticed the fangs first.

She lifted her chin almost automatically, exposing her throat.

“Neya!” He growled, and leaped the distance that separated them. The fact that a Dragon happened to be in the way didn’t seem to occur to him, but he must have known, because there was no collision. Which was almost too bad; Kaylin’s natural instincts had taken over and she was calculating the odds of a scuffle and the attendant empty office. Luckily, she could in fact bet and stand still at the same time.

Claws touched her exposed throat. She felt each one press against the skin, as if testing its give. She wasn’t afraid; there was no point. Marcus had drawn blood a time or two—some of it hers—but although office legend spoke of the bodies he’d left on the floor, she’d never actually seen them.

His claws receded into pads, and she felt the soft side of his paws against her throat before he at last withdrew them. His eyes were yellow and bright, but his lips once again curled protectively over his fangs. Where protectively referred to her, and not to his teeth.

“You’re alive,” he said gruffly.

“More or less. If it helps, I feel like crap.”

His gaze skirted her cheek with a question. She shook her head. “No trouble.”

“Teela kept an eye on you?”

“You could say that.”

“No violence.”

“You could say that, too, but it would be a hell of a lot less accurate.”

“Did you start hostilities?”

“No, sir.”

“Then there was no violence.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The Hawklord is waiting.”

“Yes, sir.” She started toward the tower.

“Private?” Oh, he was in a mood.

“Yes, sir?”

“Did you happen to meet Lord Evarrim of the Arcanum while you were at the High Hall?” High was said in exactly the wrong tone.

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you speak to him?”

“Not a word, sir.”

“Good.” He paused. “Lord Sanabalis thought it wise to engage the Arcanist in conversation. It was…interesting.”

She turned to look at Sanabalis, whose eyes were now thoroughly gold. The Dragon winked.

The Hawklord was standing beside the mirror, his hand spread against its surface. The surface showed no reflection. This wasn’t an act of vanity; he was accessing records. But when Kaylin entered the room through the open door—open, twice, in one week—he let his hand drop instantly, and the surface broke in a wave that ended with silver, bright and flat.

“Kaylin,” he said, meeting her gaze in that reflective surface before turning to face her. “I see you’ve returned.”

She nodded. Lord Grammayre disliked the word sir on general principle, understanding its value as a distancing tool. When he was inspecting his men, he expected to hear it; when he was not, he expected actual information.

“The difficulty?”

“It was…resolved.”

“How?”

She winced.

“Let me tell you the rumors that came to the tower.”

She nodded.

“The younger son of the castelord was, by all accounts, dead. Is this accurate?”

She shook her head.

“Was he dying?”

She hesitated. “I…I don’t know.”

“Teela seemed to think so.”

“He looked—to me—like he was sleeping. But not so much with the breathing.”

The Hawklord winced slightly at her use of language. And switched into Barrani, the bastard. “Was he wounded in any way?”

She was silent. At another time, he would have been angry. That he wasn’t said much about his understanding of the Barrani High Court. Which, given how little he was present there, was impressive.

“And now?”

“He’s an arrogant son of a bitch. When I left, he was giving orders.”

“Good. Have you been informed that—”

“Lord Evarrim was here?”

“I see that news travels.”

“If it’s bad.”

At that, the Hawklord smiled. Winter touched his eyes and lips, leaving the former gray. Ash-gray. “He has set a petition in motion,” the Hawklord told her quietly.

“With who?”

“The Emperor.”

“And this would be about me?”

“Indeed it would. He was not pleased when you were not here.”

“He’s never pleased.”

“I doubt that, Kaylin. But I hope you will never have cause to be disabused of your notion.”

“What’s the nature of the petition?”

“It involves the dead Barrani.”

“The ones who served the—”

“Outcaste, yes.” The word was sharp; a warning.

“Well, what about them? I think they’re all dead.”

“They were already dead.”

“Well, not moving as much, at any rate.” She shrugged.

“It will be of interest to the High Court Council,” Lord Grammayre said quietly. “The Emperor is aware of the facts. Very few others are.”

She nodded.

“I expect—eventually—to be summoned to Court by the Barrani castelord.”

“But he’s not your castelord. You don’t have to—” She stopped. “Do you?”

“I am not compelled to present myself, no.”

“You will.”

“This is a difficult city to govern, Kaylin.”

“You’re not the governor. The Emperor is.”

“The Emperor has not been summoned. He has not been invited, either.”

She frowned.

“I wish you to make yourself absent, if possible.”

“Because you think they’ll ask for me.”

He reached over to the mirror, and it moved beneath his hand.

A Barrani in very fine robes began to speak. And speak. And speak. Kaylin’s attention started to wander, but the words Kaylin Neya drew it back.

“They want me to go with you.”

“I would say they want you, period. I don’t matter.

“Lord Sanabalis is waiting for you. Continue your lesson for the day. No one will disturb you while you are in his company.”

“And after that?”

“Go back to your temporary domicile.”

Kaylin frowned. The frown turned on edge. “You knew.”

He said nothing. It was very Barrani of him.

“This is a delicate situation,” he told her quietly. “And you are not there as an officer of the Law…you are there as a guest. Although I do not expect you to understand this, there are worse places to be.”

“You asked him, didn’t you?”

“Kaylin, understand that you are accusing me of not only communication, but also cooperation, with one of the more notorious crime lords in Elantra. I will assume that you are exhausted, and your lack of critical faculty stems from that exhaustion. Is that understood?”

“But you—”

He lifted a hand. “I am happy to hear that rumors about the ill health of the castelord’s son were unfounded. Go.”

Lord Sanabalis was waiting.

He didn’t speak when she met him; he merely gestured to the West Room, and she took her lead from that gesture.

The lump of waxen candle sat on the table. Kaylin glared at it, and if, as the saying went, looks could kill, it would have been molten. If, however, the rest of the world was being turned inside out, the candle as a fact remained standing. Too bad.

“Kaylin,” Sanabalis said quietly.

She frowned and looked up.

“You appear…fatigued.”

“Welcome to my life,” she muttered.

He lifted a pale brow. And she sighed, and gave in with as much grace as she could muster. “I’m dead tired.”

“Better,” he told her. “Let us set the candle aside for the day. You appear to harbor it some animosity, and if my reports are to be believed, you have even been known to attack one. With a long knife.” He swept the candle to one side.

She shrugged. “I’m not allowed to carry a sword in the West Room.”

The answer fizzled somewhere between Kaylin’s mouth and the Dragon Lord’s ears. “The Lord of the West March,” he said quietly.

She shook her head.

“I am senior advisor to the Dragon Emperor. You are aware of this. You should also be aware of the fact that while I undertake other duties, none of those duties supersedes my responsibility to the Emperor.”

She nodded.

“I am fully capable of demanding your cooperation. I have only to speak with Sergeant Kassan or Lord Grammayre, and you will be obliged to speak freely.”

She was thinking about the Hawklord as he spoke. And cursing him silently in every language she knew.

“If I am forced to that,” Sanabalis continued calmly, “it will be a matter of official record.” The last two words hung in the air, as if written there for the benefit of the dim. As she was the only other person in the room, it was hard to find a good way to take it.

She thought about the Hawklord again, and modulated the cursing into something less harsh. Slightly. She wondered if he ever stopped thinking.

“I wasn’t at the High Court as a Hawk,” she said quietly. “And according to—”

“Elantran Law was designed at the whim of the Emperor. It was, it can even be said, designed for his benefit. With some effort, the Law can be changed. I would not, however, suggest that it would be without difficult ramifications in future.”

She shrugged and tipped the chair back on its hind legs, depositing her feet on the table. She also folded her arms across her chest, tucking her chin down as she did. “I get it.”

“Good. Demonstrate what your understanding is worth.”

“I was invited to the High Court as a guest.”

“Indeed. An honor seldom granted the mortal. You accompanied the Hawk called Teela.”

She nodded.

“Teela has an interesting background. I would not have thought to find her among the Hawks.”

“She suits the Hawks. She seems out of place at the High Court.”

“Does she?”

Kaylin thought back. But not very far. She shrugged.

“The Lord of the West March was…sleeping. I woke him at Teela’s request.”

“Sleeping?”

She shrugged again. The old Dragon’s eyes did not shade into orange; they were gold. And gold was both power and comfort here. “I thought— I don’t know why, but I thought he’d been poisoned.”

“And you think otherwise now?”

“Poison leaves damage,” she said carefully. “I’ve seen it before. Red—”

He lifted a hand. “That would be the chief Coroner for the Halls?”

She nodded.

“He is a competent man. Continue.”

“There was no damage. Look—I’ve never had to heal Barrani before. Do you have any idea how hard it is to injure a Barrani?”

“Some,” the old Dragon said, with the hint of a smile that was distinctly unpleasant.

“I’ve never had to heal a Dragon before, either. Tiamaris wouldn’t let me near him.”

“He is wise,” Sanabalis said with a nod. “And he obviously values you.”

“Everyone I’ve healed has been mortal. I understand mortality. I understand death.”

Sanabalis’s lower lids rose. “And yet you thought the Barrani High Lord had been poisoned.”

“I must have been wrong,” she replied.

“Oh?”

She really hated Dragons. “He was sleeping,” she said firmly. “He woke up.”

“Yet none of his kin were capable of this waking.”

She shrugged. “Not apparently. Or maybe they didn’t want to try. The Barrani are very political that way.”

“I would definitely say his unnatural sleep was a product of their politics, yes. The Lord of the West March has many enemies.”

She snorted. “Who doesn’t?”

“A good question. No man with power is free from enemies. And you, Kaylin, have shown yourself to be a power.”

“Someone didn’t want him to wake, that’s for sure.”

“Why do you say that?”

“A door.”

His brow rose.

“It was magically trapped. It kind of exploded.”

“Who touched it?”

“No one.”

“Why?”

“I guess no one wanted to die.”

“Kaylin, I am famed for my patience. But even my patience has limits. Who made it clear that the door was enchanted?”

She shrugged; it was uncomfortable. The eyes she faced were slightly orange, and without the benefit of lower membranes, the orange was striking. She promised herself she would never hate candles again.

“I did.”

He nodded, and the color in his eyes dimmed. “How?”

“I don’t like magic,” she told him, loosening her arms, letting the chair thud back against the floor, and resting her elbows on the tabletop. “Every door that any official hides behind is magical. Even the West Room door is magical.”

“And this door?”

“Magical, as well. But—different magic.”

“Different how?”

“You read my transcripts, right?”

“Yes. You failed Magical Manifestation. Do you want to offer an explanation for that?”

“Too many damn ridiculous words, all of which were more than two syllables long, and all of which meant ‘bad.’”

“Very well. Allow me to accept the inevitable. Put your impressions into your own words, and let me try to make sense of them.”

She shrugged. “No one else could.”

“They were not Dragons.”

“You didn’t meet Mrs. Maise.”

His smile was both thin and genuine. “In fact, I tutored Mrs. Maise.”

“If you tell me you taught her everything she knows—”

“I will leave that to your imagination. The door, Kaylin.”

“It just felt—wrong. Bad wrong. It had the hand symbol, and it was a normal door. A single door. It was framed by solid damn rock, and there were sconces to either side of the door. They were empty,” she added. Seeing as a Hawk saw. “But the hair on my neck stood on end when we approached it. Teela was dragging me. We didn’t have a lot of time.”

“You stopped her.”

“Severn heard me… Teela wasn’t paying attention. She often doesn’t.”

“She heeded the Corporal’s warning?”

Kaylin nodded. “She threw a halberd at the door. A really fancy, really expensive halberd. The walls down the length of that hall were adorned with weapons—crossed swords, crossed spears, crossed polearms. They had a lot of gemstones encrusted in stupid places,” she added.

“It was one of the old halls, then.”

“It wasn’t as pretty as the outer ones, no.”

“What happened to the halberd?”

“It shattered. The blade did. The door shattered when it made contact. The frame was—” She hesitated. “It looked like a standing crater.”

“Not a small amount of power was expended there.”

Kaylin shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“And had Teela opened the door?”

“Barrani would have spent weeks picking us off the floor and walls.”

“But Teela didn’t sense it.”

“She’s not a mage.”

“No. She’s not. But neither are you.” He closed his eyes slowly. “You have a strong sensitivity to magic. This is not uncommon. Some people are born with a strong sensitivity to smell. But your sensitivity is different. You knew the spell was inimical.”

“I knew it would kill us.”

“That is what I said.”

Kaylin, however, was frowning. “Teela came straight here,” she said. The frown was joined by narrowed eyes; she straightened slowly. “Her men knew that she was leaving, I think. They were left to guard the Lord of the West March.

“Just how damn long would it take to cast a spell like that?”

“Without risk? Hours.”

“They didn’t have hours.”

“No,” he replied, his eyes going opaque. “There are two ways in which this could be done, two ways in which I would do it. The first, and probably the less costly, would be to simply trap the door. But if the door was used at all, the victim intended would not be guaranteed to be the one to set it off.

“The second, and more efficient? Set it up hours before. Possibly before the Lord of the West March went to…sleep. Key it to Teela. Or to a human. In the second case, time would be less critical.”

She nodded. “I’d go for the second.”

“As would I. Continue.”

“Could an Imperial mage have done it?”

“Not legally.”

“And the Arcanum?”

“Not legally.”

“Evarrim was here,” she said mostly to herself.

“Indeed. He was, I think, surprised to see me.”

“I can’t think why.”

Irony was lost on the mage. Probably at his choice. “No one in the Halls of Law will file a report,” he said quietly, “because there will be no complaint.”

“I could.”

“Yes. You could. Think carefully before you make that decision.”

She nodded. “Sanabalis?”

“Yes?”

“Who exactly is the Lord of the West March?”

“If you mean the person, I fear you now know the answer far better than I. But I assume you mean the position.”

“Is it?”

The look he gave her was just shy of incredulity. “It appears,” he said after a long pause, “that I will be responsible for far more of your education than I first expected.”

“Did we even cover that?”

“Apparently not.” His voice was so dry the words should have caught fire by sheer proximity to one another. “He is the younger son of the castelord. The West March covers the stretch of almost uninhabited land that goes toward the mountains beyond the Empire itself. It is one of the ancient Barrani demesnes, and it is seldom open to outsiders.”

She nodded.

“The position is usually granted to one of the cousins, but the castelord and his consort have been blessed. The consort bore three children—two sons and one daughter.” He paused, and then added, “Given the span of Barrani years, this will no doubt not impress you…it does not impress me. What does? The fact that all three of their children still live. Usually, by this time, there is only one.”

“By this time?”

His eyes shaded slightly orange; wrong question. Kaylin tried a different one. “This isn’t a bad thing, then.”

“It depends. The surviving son of the castelord has, historically, become the castelord.”

“And he has two.”

“Very good, Kaylin. At least you think like a Hawk.”

“How much difference does that make if the castelord is going to live forever anyway?”

The Dragon’s upper lids closed completely. “Remind me that you failed history.”

“Completely failed it.”

“Then you no doubt slept through the official history of the pre-empire Kingdoms.”

She shrugged. It was a yes shrug.

“Then let me continue to torment myself with your ignorance. The Barrani can in theory live forever. There is, however, a difference between immortal and invulnerable. In the history of the Barrani High Court, I cannot think of a single castelord who has died of old age. I can think of three for whom that claim was made.”

“But you don’t believe it.”

“If the definition of death by old age involved a severed head, I would be more inclined that way, yes.” He paused for a moment. “In two cases, it is less clear. And perhaps we will see a third.”

“Isn’t that murder?”

“Not among the Barrani.”

“But we have laws now, don’t we?”

“We have laws if the Barrani castelord chooses to invoke their use. This would imply two things. The first, that the castelord survived the attempt…the second, that his successor would somehow draw attention to the crime that promoted him.

“And Kaylin, before you show the depth of your alarming ignorance again, let me add that any castelord who was fool enough to do that would not be castelord by the time the Law actually arrived. I understand that you are attached to the Laws—they seem to be one of the few things you did learn—but you must also understand, given your experience, that there are always two sets of laws, beyond those which govern the castes.

“And the caste-law is a separate entity. Were it not for that codicil to the laws which govern Elantra, there would be no Elantra.”

“A third Dragon-Barrani war?”

“A continuation of the second one.”

She nodded.

“But there is something in the codicil,” she added thoughtfully.

“That being?”

“That any being of any race who wishes to be excommunicate can avail themselves of the Laws of the Dragon Emperor.”

“How often has that happened, Kaylin? No, wait, I forget to whom I speak. Let me answer briefly.”

“Never?”

He smiled.

“So…if the second son died, why would it mean war?”

At this, Sanabalis frowned. Everything about his posture changed; it was as if he had suddenly snapped into place and become fully real. “It would not mean war.”

She hated hated hated her big mouth. “Teela told me that if we didn’t—wake him, it would mean war.”

“That is the first bit of interesting information you’ve divulged.” His frown was a bit too wide; it was definitely too deep. “I will leave you now, Kaylin. We will resume our lessons on the morrow.” But his eyes were narrow now, and his expression thoughtful.

On him, it wasn’t an improvement.

When she arrived, the office was emptying; it was the end of the day. Marcus, however, was besieged by paper, and sat at his desk, his familiar growl more of a sensation than a sound. She walked up to his impromptu fortress.

“You’re finished?” he asked, glaring at the dead mirror.

“For today. Apparently.”

“Good. Go home.”

“Marcus—”

“Home is not here.”

“I just want to ask—”

“I could swear my mouth moved.”

“This year, this Festival—those diplomatic seals—what do they mean?”

“And when my mouth moved, I believe it gave an order.”

“Do the words West March feature prominently on any of those papers?”

His growl was very loud. “You are not to involve yourself in the affairs of the Court. That’s an order, Private.”

“Bit late for that, sir.”

“Kaylin, unless you want to sleep in the brig, go away.”

“Yes, sir.”

She expected to see Severn when she left the Halls of Law.

She saw Barrani guards instead, and they were a vastly less welcome sight. But their armor was armor she recognized, and if some child-part of her mind was telling her to turn around and run back to Marcus, the Hawk-part was easing her hand off her daggers and her whistle.

“Andellen?” she asked as one of the six men broke away from the group and approached her on the steps.

He nodded curtly. “We are your escort for the evening,” he told her. “We are to return with you to Castle Nightshade.” He paused and then added, “We are not to linger here.”

She hesitated. “Has there been difficulty?”

“This close to the Halls of Law, no. But there may well be difficulty before we reach the bridge.”

“How much difficulty?”

“It is not your concern.”

She closed her eyes. “Yes,” she said to no one in particular. “I’ll go.”

But the route Andellen chose did not lead to the bridge. It led to the Ablayne’s banks. Kaylin started to ask a question, and let it go; there was a boat moored on those banks. She marveled at the fact that it hadn’t been stolen, until two more Barrani guards appeared. The nature of the incline had provided them cover from prying eyes.

“The bridge is watched,” Andellen told her quietly.

His voice was the stilted voice of the High Courts, but there was music in it, and she loved the sound. She certainly liked it better than the inside of a boat weighed down by eight armored Barrani.

“Who’s watching?”

Andellen did not reply. When he failed, Kaylin realized what had been so strange about the walk: He had answered most of her other questions. He’d talked to her.

“I wanted to thank you,” she said quietly, when the oars began to struggle with the moving current.

His look was as smooth and expressionless as glass. Dark glass. Clearly, gratitude was going to offer offense. Which was his problem.

“You helped me last night.”

He said nothing, which was about what she expected. But after a moment, he looked at her; he and one other Barrani were not involved in the oaring. They were, however, carrying unsheathed swords.

“Why do you do it?” He had dropped formal Barrani, which was probably as close to Elantran as he was ever going to get.

She understood that Barrani and humans had very little in common, but not even Tain had asked her why.

“Why do I help the midwives?”

He nodded. His glance met hers on the odd occasion it wasn’t absorbed by the approaching bank.

“If I don’t, people die.”

“People die all the time. Do you feel responsible for their deaths?”

“No.” Pause. “Sometimes. It depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether or not there was anything I could have done to prevent them.”

“This matters to you.”

She shrugged.

“You have power. If you desired more, you would become Erenne.”

“I don’t want that kind of power.”

“Power is the only guarantee you have that your will is made manifest. There is no other ‘kind.’”

She frowned. “Is there much betting going on? About my being the Erenne?”

His look was odd; it changed the shape of his face. It took Kaylin a moment to realize that the man was almost smiling. Betting was universal. At least in the fiefs.

She kept that to herself. “If I became Erenne, if I became Lord Nightshade’s consort—”

“They are not the same, Kaylin Neya.”

“Let’s pretend they are. If I did, how would I have power? The power in Nightshade is his. It begins and ends with him. And he lets nothing go.”

“No. But he is Barrani.”

“There’s no advantage in it.” She spoke like a fiefling.

“There is safety.”

“If I wanted safety, I wouldn’t wear the Hawk.”

“If you desire it, he might extend his protection to those of your choosing.”

She shook her head. “He’s Barrani,” she said quietly.

“Yes. What we wonder, Kaylin Neya, is what you are.”

“Just Kaylin.”

The boat bumped against the shore. The sky was not yet dark; danger, if it came, would not come from ferals.

“I believe,” Andellen said quietly, “that you have angered the Arcanists. I would consider that unwise.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Of course not…humans never do. What humans rarely survive long enough to understand is this—lack of offense is also a choice.”





CHAPTER 8

Lord Nightshade was waiting for her when she arrived—nauseated and dizzy—in the front vestibule. Kaylin promised herself that one damn day she’d be able to either step through the portcullis and arrive where she wanted to, or she’d just have the damn thing melted down.

Saying so, however, fled her mind when she met Lord Nightshade’s eyes. Although she’d lived among the Barrani Hawks for the entire time she’d been one—and every day before that, when she’d wanted to wear the Hawk so badly—no eyes were as clear, or as cold, as Nightshade’s. She could see them clearly behind her lids when she closed them.

Not that she wanted to; there was always something about Nightshade that put her on edge. But on edge was a balancing act that she’d become good at over the years.

“Lord Nightshade,” she said, using the wall as a brace.

“Kaylin. You seem…tired.”

“Green is the word you want,” she replied in Elantran.

“Dinner has been prepared. I would normally require you to be more presentable, but I believe that you have failed to eat today.”

Damn it. She had. “It was a busy day.”

“It must have been, if you’re so lacking in imagination you offer that as an excuse.” He waited beneath a chandelier, absorbing all the light it cast. Which, given he was wearing black, should have been more difficult.

His expression was set in a graceful frown.

Kaylin’s was a moving grimace, just shy of actual pain. She pushed herself free from the wall and wobbled a bit on knees that really weren’t meant to support her weight. Or anyone’s, at the moment.

But he did not approach her, did not offer a hand or an arm. He simply waited.

And that was all she wanted, at the moment. That he wait. That he allow her the illusion of strength, or failing that, the illusion of an absence of weakness.

“How fares the Lord of the West March?”

“He’s well,” she said, approaching him in something that approximated a straight line.

“I gather he must be. There has been some difficulty in the Arcanum.”

“Difficulty?” She didn’t ask him how he knew.

“Lord Evarrim has been unusually active.”

“It’s the Festival season,” she offered. She’d reached his side, and as she did, he turned toward the hall.

“It is a rare season that sees fire in the Arcanum.”

“Fire?”

“I believe that is the word for the thing that consumes wood and causes smoke, yes.”

She glared at the side of his face. “What caused the fire?”

“To the casual observer? An experiment gone wrong. I believe that will be the official report tendered the Imperium. The Imperial Order of Mages,” he added, as if he expected her not to know the word. Given that she didn’t, she settled for grinding her teeth.

“To the less than casual observer?”

“Ah.” He had led her down a hall that she had not seen before. Then again, geography in the Castle itself defied both understanding and description. Kaylin had a Hawk’s training; she remembered what she saw.

But there was nothing remotely familiar about the hall she now traversed. She wondered if it would always be like this.

“While the Castle is mine, yes,” he replied.

“A precaution?”

“It would be. But no, it is simply an artifact of the Castle itself. I understand it, I can follow it. But my servants see a different path when they approach the same room we now repair to, and they walk different halls. Were you to wander without my guidance, you might eventually find yourself in the dining hall—but the passage there would be less…convenient.”

He reached out to touch her cheek. Or she thought he had; she could feel the cool tips of his fingers against her skin, tracing the pattern of deadly nightshade almost gently. But his hands remained by his sides.

She was really tired.

“You did not suffer in the High Hall.”

She shook her head. “Not more than I usually suffer when I’m with Teela.” In fact, given that they hadn’t actually been drinking, a lot less.

“And none made comment?”

Again, the ghost of his hands touched her face, lingering at the base of her jaw.

“The Lord of the West March noticed,” she said at last. Her voice was higher than she would have liked.

“And he did not attempt to have you killed?”

She shook her head. “I—I liked him, I think. Not that he wouldn’t kill me tomorrow if it was useful to him—he’s Barrani, after all. But he didn’t seem to really care one way or the other.”

“Perhaps he was content to be alive.”

“He wasn’t precisely dying,” she said softly.

“How can you recognize dying in the Barrani?”

She thought about the guard Teela had so efficiently dispatched. “I can recognize death,” she said at last.

“They are not the same, I think.”

“Obviously not.”

A set of doors opened in the hall ahead. She could see, glimmering in the center of the nearest of the two, a golden flower. Palm-magic.

“You may open any door in the Castle without worry,” he told her, his voice as gentle as his hands—or his non-hands—had been. “I understand that you are not comfortable with the magic that graces my doors. They are there for privacy, and for minimal protection…you require none of the former and a great deal of the latter. It renders the doors superfluous. Come.”

He entered the hall ahead of her. She followed in his wake, almost stepping on the edge of his robe as she stumbled. She’d forgotten just how dirty she was. And the scent of food drove pretty much anything but hunger out of her mind entirely.

When she was seated, when her plate appeared, as if by magic, in front of her, and when she had actually started to eat, he sat across from her. The table that had seemed narrow was actually very wide—it was also too damn long. Mess Hall in the Halls was probably smaller than this single room.

“You asked an intelligent question,” he said quietly. “About the Arcanum. I will answer it now. To the less casual observer, the explosion that resulted in fire might appear to be a backlash.”

Chew. She had to remember to chew. The swallowing was a little too intensely reflexive. “Backlash?” More words meant less food.

“If a spell is set,” he told her quietly, “and if it is complicated, it requires an anchor. Very often the anchorage is provided by a person. In some cases, that is considered too much of a risk.”

“So you think this was anchored by something.”

“Indeed.”

“And it broke.”

“As you say.”

She frowned. “You also think I should know this already, don’t you?”

“I believe these explanations would be considered condescending by the rest of your compatriots, yes.”

“We did set off a spell,” she said as she drained the glass by the side of her plate. Or tried; most of it came back out with a distinct lack of dignity. “What is this?”

“Not water,” he said with a pleasant smile. As if he ate with ill-mannered humans every day. Messy, ill-mannered humans. “The nature of the spell?”

She tried to speak around the fire in her throat. After a coughing fit that would have had the Hawks snickering for days, she managed to get control of her tongue; she knew her face was red. “It was meant to kill whoever tried to open a certain door.”

“How?”

“Mostly? By ripping them into tiny bits, if I had to guess.”

Lord Nightshade frowned; it was the frown of thought, not disapproval. “I do not think that such a spell would be anchored in the Arcanum,” he told her after a pause. “Would you care to tell me why?”

“Because they’d expect it to be set off.”

“Correct. Perhaps you managed to pay attention in your classrooms in the upper city.”

“I had to pay some. Hamish used to throw erasers at the back of my head.”

His expression made clear that he found the anecdote less amusing than she did. Which wasn’t hard.

She ate more slowly as hunger receded. “You think it had something to do with the Lord of the West March.”

“I can tell you the minute it happened, if it is of interest.”

She shrugged. “Not really. I can’t tell you when he woke up to the minute, so there’s not much to compare.” She set her fork down. “Tell me about the High Court.”

“Can you not access your vaunted Records?”

“Not without being suspended.”

“Ah. Then it seems that those who have your interests at heart prefer you to be without the information.”

She nodded. “They expect that I’ll be able to avoid the High Court.”

“Then they are optimistic in a fashion that I am not. You are aware that he is the younger son of the castelord.”

She nodded.

“You are also aware that the castelord has a surviving older son.”

She nodded again.

“He also has a daughter.”

“I knew that, too. Do you think it was the older son?”

“The Lord of the Green?”

“Is that what he’s called?”

“By those who are conversant with the High Courts, yes.”

“Him, then.”

“Historically, it would be a good guess.”

She smiled. “And this would be one of the times when lack of historical knowledge isn’t a liability?”

“It is said that the brothers are fond of one another.”

“And you believe it.”

“I have seen them. I believe it.”

“The sister?”

“She has nothing to gain by the death of either brother. The Barrani Court has its place for her, and that place will not change.”

“Then who would want to kill him? And please don’t tell me that he’s a Barrani High Lord as if that were enough of an answer.”

“No.” He had not eaten at all. “I am not yet certain, Kaylin.”

“People seem to think that the death of the Lord of the West March might cause a war.”

“The Lord of the West March is not an empty title. Humans use empty titles, but it is seldom that a Barrani Lord finds one. He is popular, in the fashion of our kind. And he is, as you have guessed, unusual.”

“I guessed that, did I?”

“You must have. If I am correct, there was only one way to wake him.” His eyes were a mix of emerald and blue. He stared at her intently.

She swallowed air. Food went down with it, and she dropped her fork; emptiness had been replaced by something a little too crowded for comfort. She chose her next words with care. “I can’t speak of it.”

“He understands what the mark you bear means.”

“He didn’t make exceptions.”

“No.” He lifted the stem of an empty glass and gestured, his fingers running along the rim. She wasn’t particularly surprised when the glass filled. “He gave you his name.”

She kept her face carefully blank.

“I could almost hear it, Kaylin.”

“But he—”

“When you spoke it. I know what you saw,” he added softly. “And I will not speak of it. You planted the Hawk,” he added, “in the heart of the Lord of the West March.”

She nodded.

“Do you understand what that portends?”

“No.”

“He must understand it. I would not have been surprised had he killed you. He did not, however, and that saves me much difficulty.”

“Because?”

“You bear my mark,” he replied, as if that was answer enough.

“The mark of an outcaste.”

“Of a surviving outcaste Lord.”

She was smart enough to understand the difference. “He told me to ask you something,” she said, lifting her own glass. The candlelight bent as she stared through the clear liquid. She wasn’t quite brave enough to drink any more of it.

“And that?”

“Kyuthe.”

“Ah. I assume that Anteela used the word.”

“She did. And he implied that she—that she didn’t have the right to use it.”

Lord Nightshade was silent a moment. His gaze did not leave her. He was utterly still. He might have been a statue of black marble, burnished to catch light.

“He called you kyuthe.”

“Yes,” she said softly.

“And you don’t understand why.”

“No. But he said that ignorance excused nothing. Am I in trouble? I mean, in more trouble?”

“It depends, Kaylin. You have the eyes of the Arcanum upon you. I would not have said more trouble could be possible.” He rose; she watched him as if she were no longer an active participant in her own life. Watched him move, listened to the rustle of dark cloth, the almost absent fall of feet. He came around the table slowly, and she felt his presence as shadow, a thing cast by light, a thing that said light was absent.

She felt the lack of movement just as keenly; her cheek was warm. He stood beside her, and above, as if he were bower. Or waiting cage.

“The Hawk is more than a symbol,” he whispered, his words too deep to tickle, too quiet to resonate. “And you offered him all that it means. To you. He was on the edge of our twilight, although you could not see it clearly, and he accepted what you offered.”

“How do you—”

“It grew, Kaylin. It grew, there. The Lord of the West March is like—very like—the Barrani of old. What you saw was real, in its fashion. You left it there. He accepted it.”

“It was the only way I could call him,” she whispered.

“Yes. And your instincts are far sharper than you know. You called, he heard. He came. What you offered, he could have destroyed. Did he?”

She shook her head.

“I did not see the shadow of that loss upon you, and it tells me much. As he knew it would. You had no words for what you did, although if you struggled, you would find them. Words have power, but the power of words are not yours…you found a different way.

“But you gave, in some measure, what he returned. He knows you. If he speaks your name, Kaylin, you will hear it, and you will be bound in some fashion to him.”

“But we don’t have names. Not those ones.”

“No. You are mortal, the learning of your name is simply the sum of what can be known. It is not always the sum of what you claim to know. They are not the same. But you left him something of value, and he retains it. You offered, and he accepted. The Lord of the West March does not use the word kyuthe lightly—he is not Anteela. He has not been exposed to the frailty of mortality.” His hands touched her shoulders.

“Kaylin,” he added, “the castelord has called High Court. From the West, and the East, from the mountains and the seas, from the forests that man has not yet encountered, the Barrani have come at his call. They are not numerous yet, but their presence will be felt in Elantra. It is felt now, by the Emperor.”

“Why now?”

“That is the only question that needs be answered. If you understand it, you will understand the whole of this game. The Lord of the West March was seen as a threat. Had you not interfered, he would have died.

“But he is not—he has never been—a fool. He must have been prepared for a hundred different attacks. This one was subtle, and it succeeded—but it should not have succeeded. What does this tell you?”

She shook her head. “I don’t even know what was done.”

“What is not as important as how. Think on that.” She felt the chair slide; she moved with it. She even started to rise, but her legs were like jelly. And her eyes were too heavy.

“Can I think tomorrow?”

She felt, rather than saw, his smile. “Tomorrow, then. Do you not have an appointment with Lord Sanabalis?”

She was lifted, and cradled; she could see candles flare and fall silent, their voices stilled. “Is there anything about my life you don’t know?”

“Lord Sanabalis is one of the world’s ancient powers,” Lord Nightshade told her as he carried her out of the room. “And when the ancient powers move, they are felt. He is not without guile, and not without cunning, but he has been content these many years to serve the Dragon Emperor. If he has consented to teach you, you are honored, whether or not you know it.

“Sleep. I will watch you.”

It was night, she thought. In the fiefs. And at night, only one other had ever watched her sleep. She wanted to tell him this, but she couldn’t hold on to the words, just the fear.

“You love too easily,” he told her. “Perhaps, in our youth, we once did the same. It was a different season, and it will not return to us, no matter how much we might wait. But what we learned in that youth, we hold as truth now. I would not have made the mistakes you made, Kaylin.

“But I would not have hated Severn for his choice, either. I would count myself in his debt.”

And what of the dead? What of Steffi and Jade? How would you repay the debt you owed them? How would you forgive Severn for their deaths?

He brushed hair from her face. “By learning, little one. By learning never to let the innocent be weapons that could be used against me.”

His words were like the lull a ship knows in harbor. “Did it take a long time? To learn that?”

“I never said it was a lesson I had to learn, but I have often learned from the mistakes of others. And yes, Kaylin Neya, for others it was costly, and it took many, many years.”

“More than I have?”

“Many more.”

She was silent for a moment, surrendering wakefulness. “Good.”

When she woke, she woke to light. But it wasn’t sunlight; it didn’t cast the shadows by which she told time. She wore her clothing, she did not wear her boots. Those had been tucked neatly against the wall, and looked so out of place they were almost embarrassing. Then again, the same could be said of everything she owned.

The room itself was empty; a single flower blossomed in red-and-blue above the lip of a silver vase on a table beside the bed. She stretched experimentally. Her arms and legs were stiff, but the pain of the previous day had left them.

The mirror stood at the opposite end of the room; she could see herself—and only herself—in its surface. No angry growls had broken her sleep. She got up, changed one uniform for another, and put on pants that didn’t have slashes or holes. She pulled her hair down, removed the stray bits of wood that had managed to lodge there, and then tried to brush it. She really resented the Barrani their hair.

As she buttoned her sleeves, she paused, and rolled them up; she inspected the marks on her arms with care. One day, she would read them.

She wondered what would happen then, if they would kill her, or if they would slip away, their story finally told.

A knock interrupted her rare introspection. She hurriedly buttoned her sleeves and then shouted at the door. It opened.

Lord Nightshade stood in the frame. If he was unaccustomed to being shouted at through a closed door, it didn’t change the general friendliness of his demeanor. Then again, knives probably wouldn’t. “You will be late,” he told her quietly, “if you do not leave soon. I have had food. You may take it with you.”

She nodded, fetched her offending shoes, and shoved her feet into them, knotting the laces.

“Kaylin.”

She looked up.

“You were dreaming.”

And looked back down again. If she dreamed much, she generally didn’t remember them, and given her life, she counted that on the plus side of the ledger.

But he didn’t move, and after she’d finished putting her shoes on, she walked over to where he stood. “Was I talking?”

He nodded.

“In Elantran?”

“No. And that was odd.”

“Aerian?”

“No.”

“Barrani.”

“Yes. High Barrani. Do you know what leoswuld means?”

She frowned. Shook her head.

“Were it not for the expectations of Lord Sanabalis, I would not allow you to leave the castle,” Lord Nightshade said quietly.

“It’s a bad word?”

“It is not a word that I have heard spoken by my kin since—” He smiled. It was a sharp smile. “It is, as you suggest, a bad word. Do not repeat it.” His frown deepened, and the shade of his eyes were a blend of blue and green, both too deep for comfort. “But it would explain much.” He lifted a hand. “Do not speak of it. It is death for outsiders.”

She wasn’t certain she could.

But she knew he was worried, and anything that actually worried a fieflord was probably something that could eat her alive and spit out the chewy bits without pausing for breath. Or, even worse, political.

“Tender my regards to Lord Sanabalis,” Lord Nightshade said as he moved to one side. “I will see you out.”

Seeing her out, as it happened, meant walking her to the banks of the Ablayne. The skiff was waiting for her there, and Andellen was once again its makeshift captain. “You will retain the services of Andellen and Samaran.”

“I can’t take them into the Halls of Law—they’re—”

“If it is necessary, they will wait outside. Without breaking any of the laws you hold so precious.”

“They’ve already broken at least sixty that I can think of, just by serving you!”

“They will not be an inconvenience.”

She looked at his face. “I take them or I don’t go?”

He shrugged. “There is always a choice.”

She swallowed the words that automatically suggested themselves. They were all Leontine. And she suspected that he would understand every one of them.

“Andellen.”

“Lord.”

“Do not lose her.”

“Lord.”

Nightshade turned from the banks. “I have much to see to,” he told her quietly. “And people of my own to gather.” The day did not diminish him, but it made him seem far more distant. Which was a good thing.

Which should have been a good thing.

He approached her slowly, and in front of his waiting men, he lifted a hand to her cheek, to her unmarked cheek. His lips brushed her forehead before she could move—if she even wanted to; the touch was surprisingly soft. And warm. “I do not know when I will next see you,” he told her quietly. “But I do not doubt that I will. And while you are away, I will be preparing.”

“For what?”

He said nothing in exactly the wrong way, and let his hand fall.

Kaylin stepped into the boat, hating the way it wobbled. The river wasn’t wide, and she’d half a mind to just ford the damn thing—but dripping on the carpets in the Halls was heavily frowned on, unless it was blood, and it would take her boots days to dry out. She disliked squelching on principle.

Six Barrani guards waited by the banks when the skiff reached the opposite side. They did not seem to notice the shift of boundaries. Like all Barrani, they owned whatever piece of ground they happened to be standing on. Or in.

Andellen and another guard, who she assumed was Samaran, followed her up the incline. They wore swords. All of the fieflord’s Barrani guards did. She wondered why the Barrani Hawks chose staves instead. Even at their gods-cursed High Court, the weapon of choice seemed to be a long sword.

But she didn’t ask. Instead, she turned toward the high city, shading her eyes from sunlight. It was warm on the back of her hand, and she gained warmth of a different kind from the sight of the three flags that flew above the distant Halls. “Let’s go,” she said without thinking.

But they followed without comment or annoyance.

And to her surprise, she was allowed entrance to the Halls with this strange escort. They elicited no surprise, no weapons checks, and no loud cries for help.

The first person she met in the office, once she’d cleared two sets of guards, was Teela. She almost failed to notice, but mornings did that to her; her brain didn’t seem to acknowledge that the rest of her was awake until near lunch.

Andellen and Samaran noticed for her, however. They formed a metal wall between Kaylin and her fellow Hawk. She could have kicked them. Even considered it. But pockets of the office were now watching her, and she hated to make money for anyone who hadn’t invited her to join in the betting.

Teela was dressed down. As in, almost like a Hawk. Except without the actual Hawk to grant her authority. Her hair was a flat fall from head to waist, and she wore a wide sash in place of a belt. She carried no obvious weapon. This, however, wasn’t a problem; she didn’t need them. Even the staff she favored was hardly necessary to her in a fight.

She eyed the Barrani with disdain. That was Teela all over. “Kaylin.” She shortened both syllables into something that defined curt.

“Where’s Marcus?”

“He’s with the Hawklord.”

“Why are you here?”

“I’m off duty. Does it matter?”

“You tell me. Where’s Tain?”

“He’s in his office.”

Which was usually a bad sign; Tain liked his cubicle about as much as Kaylin liked palm-magic. Or less.

“This is High Court business?”

Teela’s smile was all teeth. It should have had fangs. “I’m just making a casual report,” she told Kaylin. “Someone’s imported Lethe flowers.”

Kaylin’s jaw slowly unhinged. “Here?”

Teela reached into her pouch and pulled out the crushed and obvious white blossom. Lethe was deadly, in large enough doses. Then again, so were Leontines. What Leon-tines couldn’t do, however, was destroy memory and identity slowly. Or quickly.

“I’ll get—”

“No. You won’t.”

“But Moran should see—”

“I’ve been to Moran. It’s potent.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with the Festival, right?”

“You’re off duty anyway. I did ask,” Teela added with something that sounded suspiciously like pity.

“Teela—”

The Barrani’s eyes were a shade of blue that looked a lot like black. Kaylin took a step back. Lethe didn’t work as well on humans as it did on Barrani, and from the Barrani point of view, destroying a few decades of memory wasn’t a great crime anyway.

Hawk’s eyes narrowed. “Was this used on the Lord of the West March?”

Teela said a very significant nothing. “You’ve got a meeting,” she added quietly.

Kaylin wilted. In all, she looked a lot like the crushed flower. She turned smack into armor, and cursed in healthy Leontine as she rubbed her nose. “You two,” she said, when she could talk again, “leave me a little space, okay?”

She left the guards on either side of the door to the West Room. They looked as if they would argue, but she smiled, held up a hand, and said, “Dragon Lord, okay?” in her most cheerful voice. If this didn’t have the desired effect, it did encourage obedience.

Lord Sanabalis was waiting, the candle on the desk between his hands. His hands were pale, and finely veined, but they didn’t look old. They looked, to Kaylin’s eyes, like common hands that had seen their share of honest labor. Then again, Kaylin had met a lot of soldiers in her time among the Hawks, and they had similar hands. Honest labor was a matter of perspective.

The Dragon Lord bowed his head as she entered and took a seat. “Private,” he said quietly.

“Lord Sanabalis.” She offered formality for formality, and only when she met his eyes—his dull orange eyes—did she realize how wrong it sounded.

“What,” he asked her, his eyes a shade darker, “is the shape of fire?”

And she thought of Lord Evarrim’s robes in the sunlight. Of the color of Dragon eyes. “I don’t know.”

“Light the candle, Kaylin.”

She sighed, and forced herself to look at what was there. Wax. Wick. Brass beneath both, and tarnished brass at that. But the candle was a different color; it was a russet red. The wick was long, and pale, but it seemed, to her eyes, to be yellow.

Because she was incapable of schooling her expression, her brow furrowed. “This candle—”

“Yes.”

“It’s not the same—”

“Is it not? How clumsy of me.”

She stared at it now, the Hawk in her gaining ground. What had seemed flat and unremarkable brass resolved itself in subtle ways into something less ordinary. The plate was covered in thin runes that circled the candle base. Some were faded; the lines were too fine to be read. Others were darker and clearer, but even these defied her ability to read. They weren’t Elantran, Barrani, or Aerian. They certainly weren’t Leontine.

They weren’t, however, old magic as she understood it. If she couldn’t read what had been written on her body, she could recognize the shape and thickness of the curves. These were not the same.

“Dragon,” she murmured to herself.

Sanabalis said nothing. His expression was about as giving as stone.

Without thinking, she said, “Do you know the word leoswuld?” And added another shade of orange to those watching eyes. They were almost red. And Kaylin was almost out of her seat. She was certainly finding it difficult not to grip a dagger in either hand.

“Where did you hear that word?”

“I apparently said it in my sleep.”

His raised brow turned her cheeks the same shade of red as his eyes.

“What,” the Dragon Lord said, in a voice that would have carried across a Festival street without losing anything, “is the shape of fire?”

As if this were rote. As if he had said it a hundred times, and had come, at last, to the end of his patience.

“I don’t know.”

“Kaylin,” Sanabalis said, his eyes still red, his lower membranes inching into invisibility, “you do know. You must know.”

“Why? Why now?” She paused, and then added, “Why are you so angry?”

His expression shifted slightly. It didn’t get any friendlier, but it lost some of its menace as he gathered the folds of his lips into something resembling a frown. A smile, and she would have run screaming.

“I am not angry with or at you, Kaylin Neya. But circumstances have changed, and the situation has become more difficult. For both of us.”

“You’ve been my teacher for what—two days? Three? How long did you say it took an apprentice to light a damn candle anyway?”

“I didn’t.”

“Oh.”

“But had I, I would have said half a year. For those with the focus and skill to do so. Some will labor for three years before they manage it, some will never manage.”

“And I’m supposed to do this in three damn days?”

“You have claimed that you have no love for the classroom. This is the classroom, and there is only one way for you to leave it at the moment. You will light the candle.” He reached into his robes and pulled out a large crystal. It was clear, and from the center of its cut facets, light played against the walls.

She’d seen crystals like it before; had held them, had even been burned by them. “What happens if I don’t light the candle?”

“You will not leave the classroom,” he replied. “But the classroom will move.”

Move. That was bad. “To where?”

“Where do you think, Kaylin? You said—to any of your teachers, even to me—that you want to be out there. ‘Out there’ is a phrase that has many meanings. You wish to place your life at risk in the service of Elantra. You have even been given the opportunity, several times.

“You are a fool, but you are not a coward, and time will cure the former, if you survive. To survive,” he added, “you will light the candle.” He leaned across the table as he spoke, and his hands—the hands that had seemed so common when she’d studied them—elongated.

She fell over. Or rather, her chair did; she was already rolling along the ground. She came to her feet neatly, without thought or intent. Every movement was instinctive.

But the hands, longer, nails more pronounced, did not alter further. Lord Sanabalis was still… Lord Sanabalis. She had twice seen a dragon unfold, shedding even the pretense of humanity, and she wasn’t in a hurry to do it again.

She rose on unsteady feet, and found that she had drawn a dagger. Against a Dragon Lord. But the Dragon Lord’s red, red gaze did not falter, and her eyes were drawn into its center. To heat, to anger, to a flame that defied death and pain, and offered consumption as its only benediction.

And at the core of those eyes, she thought she saw, flickering and shifting, the outline of letters. As if a word were writ there, and it had finally been exposed.

Not shape, she thought desperately.

The Dragon had not moved.

Not the shape of flame. Not the form of flame.

The name of it. She held on to those moving runes, trying to pin them down, trying to fit them into a shape she could utter. But they were as foreign to her as the runes on the brass candleholder; they weren’t in a language she knew.

And yet…she knew them as language, as part of language. As something old. Old…

Without thinking, she reached for her wrist; it was free. She hadn’t been given the bracer; it didn’t contain her, couldn’t hold her back.

She pushed her sleeves up, as Lord Sanabalis watched, and she thought she saw him…wince. But the eyes stayed the same, and that was all the guidance she needed.

Her lips stopped moving.

They never moved when she used a name.

Think, Kaylin. Think. No. Don’t think.

She placed her hands upon the desk, lifting herself from the ground. She forced herself to bend, to pick up the chair. Hands shaking, she put it down, opposite Sanabalis, the man she would never forget was a Dragon again for as long as she lived.

And she spoke the word.

Fire erupted in the air above the candle. Fire danced along the wick. It should have melted wax and flesh. It should have turned table and chairs—and Kaylin—into liquid or ash.

But it didn’t. It hovered above russet wax, yellow wick, and as the wax took heat, as it took flame onto itself, it began to gleam, as if gold were its heart.

And the candle itself grew red and bright as it absorbed the whole of the fire’s mass. She was blind for a moment. All she could see was that small dancing leap of flame, of burning candle. She didn’t immediately notice that the crystal to one side of the candle now held red light at its heart. But she did notice; she was a Hawk, after all.

The Dragon’s eyes were shading toward orange, but it was a deep orange, and a hot one. He raised his lower membranes, to shield her from their color.

“Done,” he said softly. Wearily. “Congratulations, Kaylin.”

“Does this mean I pass?”

“This means,” he said softly, so softly she had to strain to catch the words, “that you have some chance of surviving.” He gestured, and the fire guttered.

“And I don’t need a tutor?”

His laugh was a roar. “You need far more than that, Kaylin Neya. You will not be free of my guidance for some time yet.”

“Then—”

“But you will,” he continued, rising, “bear the symbol of the Imperial Order of Mages.”





CHAPTER 9

The words made no sense. And because they made no sense, they could be slotted into a category that made Kaylin uneasy at the best of times.

“This is political, isn’t it?”

“In a broad sense,” Sanabalis replied coldly, “everything is political.”

“This is political the way wars are political.”

“Ah, yes. That shade. Or close.” He reached out for the candle. She saw it, for a moment, as something that bore only the facade of wax, and didn’t ask him anything more, aware of the crystal by his side. Aware that she’d already said too much. His nod, still curt, was a small benediction.

Which she needed. She was trembling. Curling her hands into fists to prevent it from being obvious was an old habit, and like all old habits, it died hard. She watched him.

He watched her. And then, with a weary smile that did not, in any way, alter the color of his eyes, he loosened the collar of his robe slightly and lifted a chain from around his neck. It was gold, and heavy, and far too long, its links forming not so much a chain as rope. “It is mine,” he told her gravely, “and I value it. It was given me by a mage long dead. He taught me much. Wear it until I give you a replacement.” He stood there, chain in his hands, waiting.

She stared at him.

His expression soured. “Come here,” he told her. “The young everywhere lack any sense of ceremony.”

She did as bid, partly because the command itself was Dragon in tone and depth, and partly because the comment that followed it hinted at the type of lecture she ran a four-minute mile to avoid hearing. He set the chain over her head and around her neck; the medallion hung at her waist, and after a moment, he frowned, pulled the chain up, and knotted it. As knots went, it stunk. “It will do,” he told her.

“Ummm.”

“Yes?”

“It’s got a Dragon on it.”

“Ah. An oversight on my part,” he replied in a tone that implied the opposite. “As I said, it is my personal medallion.”

“But I’m not—”

“No. You are not. But it is older by far than you, and it will be recognized where you travel.”

It was warm. The knot he’d added to the chain had raised the medallion so that it rested just below her breasts; she felt it as if it were another heart. She reached out, lifted it, looked at it.

“It is not a coin, and I advise you not to bite it to ascertain its metallic composition. You will not like the taste.”

“Will I still have my teeth?”

“Doubtful.” He frowned. Orange was still the high color of his eyes, but gold was beginning to make itself felt. “Do not let others handle it,” he told her quietly. “Even if you trust them. Trust is not an issue with this medallion.”

“What is?”

“Fire,” he whispered. An echo of red.

“What if I hadn’t—”

He lifted a hand. “Yours is an odd magic,” he told her softly. “And a wild one. But it comes when you call it.”

“It didn’t any of the other times.”

“You didn’t need it then. There was no urgency to your call, no life in the balance.”

“So you—the hands—the eyes—”

“No, Kaylin. Those were—and are—genuine. I did not, however, have to terrify my previous students into their power.”

“But you—”

He lifted a hand. “Nor,” he added in a more severe voice, “did I allow them to harry me with questions. Ill-thought questions, at that. I will answer perhaps one more.”

“Why did you bring the crystal?”

“You are a Hawk, child.” She bridled. Even coming from an ancient Dragon, the word still rankled. “You see well. The crystal is a memory crystal. It will retain the truth of this meeting, and this lesson.”

“You’re a mage. You could tamper with it.”

He frowned. “That was not a question.”

“I could rephrase it—”

“Don’t. This is Imperial crystal.” He frowned. “Kaylin, you will pay attention if you are ever returned to a classroom. I waste time here, and it is your time, although you do not understand this fact yet. Imperial crystal cannot be tampered with by lesser magic. By greater, such tampering identifies itself. Its mark will be seen and felt by any who hold the crystal.

“And now, I must leave you. I will see you shortly.”

She shook her head. Had to. It was almost spinning. “Did I mention that there are no Imperial mages in the Hawks?”

“I believe you did.”

“Then I don’t want to wear this—”

“But there are no laws against recruitment of such mages. Not within the ranks of the Hawks. Lord Tiamaris was trained by the Imperium. I believe that there are no mages because the Lord of Hawks does not trust them. He did, however, cede the Hawk to Lord Tiamaris, and he was, I assure you, aware of the particulars of Tiamaris’s long past.”

“But he didn’t—”

“Kaylin. Be quiet.”

The door opened. Lord Grammayre stood in its frame, and just beyond him, the Barrani guards Nightshade had sent. Behind them stood Teela. And she was wearing a damn dress. Again.

“Kaylin,” Lord Grammayre said quietly. He entered the room, and Teela followed. The guards remained where they were standing as the door was shut. The Hawklord’s gaze went to the Dragon Lord; they stood thus for an awkward moment.

“She passed,” Sanabalis said quietly.

This did not ease the Hawklord’s tension. Given his expression, very little would. He looked at Kaylin, and his eyes were slate-gray. He frowned. “The medallion—”

“Yes. It is a symbol of the Imperium.”

“It is a symbol of—”

Lord Sanabalis lifted a hand. “Of the Imperial Order of Mages,” he said more slowly. At any other time, Kaylin would have snickered, having been on the receiving end of slow explanations more often than she could easily recall. Somehow, it wasn’t funny at the moment.

“Lord Grammayre.”

“Lord Sanabalis.” The Hawklord turned to Kaylin and frowned. “The Quartermaster, it must be noted, is ill pleased with you.”

She groaned. “I haven’t lost anything—”

“No. But he is unaccustomed to dealing with seamstresses, and they are unaccustomed to dealing with him. I believe they have not yet escalated their negotiations to a point which would make all dealings impossible, but the guildmaster has been summoned to mediate.”

Guilds, bad. Guilds pissed off at the Hawks, worse. The rest of his words took time to sink in. “The seamstress guild? Why?”

“They do work for us, as you know,” he replied. “Or would if you paid attention. Your surcoat is not forged.”

“They’re not arguing about a surcoat.”

“No.”

She looked at Teela. Teela met her gaze, blue-eyed, and then turned away. No one was in what could even optimistically be called a good mood.

“You are a Hawk,” Lord Grammayre told her quietly, “but you will not be wearing the Hawk. The Quartermaster feels that his budget does not extend far enough to cover what you will be wearing, and he is a practical man, not given to ostentation.”

“I’m not going to like where this is going.”

“I believe you will be foolish enough to like it more than any other person standing in this room.”

“The High Halls.” She turned to stare at Lord Sanabalis. “You—” She held her tongue; his hand passed over the crystal, and the light dwindled slowly, leaving the suggestion of fire in its wake.

“You knew.”

“The suggestion made its way to the Imperial Court,” the mage replied. “I came in haste. I was not, therefore, privy to the rest of the discussion. And no, before you waste more time, I am not about to share the content of the discussion I did partake in.”

Dragons.

“Teela?”

Teela was wearing a dark, dark green. It was not quite the same dress she’d worn the other day—yesterday? Gods, it seemed so long ago—but it was just as fine. “The Lord of the West March has issued an invitation, Kaylin.” And she reached into the pockets of her skirt—pockets that were hidden by seams and yards of drape, and pulled out a—something. It wasn’t paper.

“The Lord of the Green has agreed to allow your presence. Acceding to the requests of his sons, the castelord will overlook the insult done him by the mark you bear.” Teela might have been speaking of the gallows, her voice was so flat.

“What—what is that?”

Teela stepped forward and held out the flat of her palm. Resting against it was a heavy, gold ring. It was large, and it bore a crest of some sort, one that hinted of ivory and emerald. Kaylin squinted; the crest seemed to move, as if to defy identification. She cursed. “This is magic.”

“So, too, is the amulet you now bear.” The Barrani hand didn’t waver. After a moment, Kaylin took the ring. “I’m supposed to wear this?”

“Only if you don’t want to be cut down by the first Barrani Lord that sees you in the High Halls.”

“That sounds like a yes.” She hesitated, and looked at her hands. They were bare. “Which finger?”

“Whichever finger it will fit.”

“But it’s big.”

“Put the damn ring on, Kaylin. Believe me, it won’t fall off.” Teela’s Elantran was heated, but it was a welcome change.

Kaylin was right-handed. She put the ring on the forefinger of her left hand, and felt it bite. Magic, all right. And it coursed up her arm, as if it were a damn door-ward. She bit her lip, and tasted blood, before the pain stopped.

And it occurred to her, standing in the West Room, that she now had enough gold on her person to run to Elani Street, hock it all, and leave town by the fastest coach money could buy. Given the gold, that was a pretty damn fast coach.

She met the Hawklord’s gaze, and almost blushed. He raised a brow but said nothing. “Why am I going to the High Court?”

“You saved the life of the Lord of the West March,” he replied carefully. “And in some fashion, he is repaying his debt.”

“He doesn’t like living?”

“Judging by events at Court, one could assume that, yes.” The smile that curved the Hawklord’s lips was a cold one. But cold was better than nothing. “You are familiar with the word kyuthe?”

“Some.”

“Good. If you are killed at Court, he will be obliged to find and exterminate the Barrani responsible.”

“Which won’t help me much.”

“No. You’ll be dead. It is supposed to act as a deterrent, however. The Lord of the West March is not without his resources.”

“He was almost dead himself. So much for resources.”

Teela pinched Kaylin’s arm, hard. “You will speak High Barrani at Court,” she said curtly, switching into that tongue herself. “It is harder—far harder—to show such obvious disrespect in this tongue.”

She paused, and then added, “You also bear the symbol of the Imperial Order of Mages. Although you are not a representative of the Imperial Court, and you will not act in that fashion, you will be known.” She looked at Sanabalis.

“Yes,” he said genially, if fire could be genial. “We do not have the term kyuthe, in our tongue.”

“Could you teach me some?”

“Of?”

“Your tongue.”

“Pardon?”

“I asked Tiamaris, and apparently, it’s impossible to swear in Dragon.”

Gold flickered in the center of Dragon eyes. His chuckle was loud. “I believe that Tiamaris has benefited from his exposure to your Hawks, Lord Grammayre. And Kaylin, the answer is no.”

Teela nudged her. “Try to pay attention,” she said when Kaylin looked up.

“I was.”

“In her own way,” Lord Sanabalis said. He was calmer now. Which was decidedly better than not calm, because for one, a transformed Dragon wouldn’t actually fit in the West Room. “The Barrani have always been more concerned with kin and the prominence of clan. They are more mortal in that regard.”

“Dragons,” Teela added coldly, “have been known to devour their kin at birth.”

Sanabalis shrugged. “It is true,” he added before Kaylin could ask. “And because we do not prize kin above almost all else—publicly—we have developed no words for the relationship of almost-kin. And no traditions for it, either.”

“Then this medallion?”

“Ah. If you remember your old stories—which were not taught in a classroom, and therefore have some chance of lingering—you will perhaps have retained some image of a Dragon upon a hoard of gold?”

Kaylin frowned.

“She grew up in Nightshade, remember,” Teela told the Dragon.

“Ah, yes. One human enclave is so often like another, I forget myself.”

Bullshit. Kaylin, however, was at least wise enough not to say it out loud. Not that she had to.

“The Dragons do have a word that will, however, suffice in the present circumstance. In Elantran, it is simple enough that I am certain you are familiar with it.”

“What is it?”

“Mine.”

Kaylin laughed. And then stopped, when it became clear she was the only person in the room who found it funny.

Lord Grammayre hovered between amusement and irritation for a moment. “Dragons do not have a hoard of the particular type denoted in human stories,” he said at last, settling for irritation. “And the Dragon wars of old—no, Kaylin, I don’t actually expect you to remember anything about them. They’re almost prehistory at this point—were fought in large part to define the word mine in a way that could allow the Dragons to coexist.”

Sanabalis nodded.

“Even now, they do not congregate in any number, they are rare. But what they gather or claim, they protect. The rules that govern this are difficult. I am not about to explain them.”

“I doubt, Lord Grammayre, that you could,” Lord Sanabalis said quietly. “The Dragon Emperor is very particular about the laws of hoarding,” he added. “And theft, among Dragons, is unheard of for that reason. We do not claim friends, in Barrani fashion. We do not claim lives. We do not claim kin. Do you understand?”

She stared at him. And then looked down at the medallion.

He said nothing.

“This is yours,” she said slowly. “And I’m wearing it.”

“Yes.”

“But by law, it doesn’t mean—”

“No.”

Teela snorted. “It is his. He has granted it to you. In the Court of the castelord—either Dragon or Barrani—it has the weight of a vow. In the Court of Elantran Law, it is simply gold bound with magic. But neither the Dragon Court nor the Barrani will defer to modern law while either still has a castelord. What he is forbidden to do by the Dragon Emperor’s dictate, he will not do. What he can do, he has done.

“And Kaylin, the only thing Barrani warriors feared in their youth were the Dragon Lords.”

“He’s not allowed to go Dragon.”

“There are repercussions, yes. But, as you so often point out, that doesn’t help the dead, or change their status.” She took Kaylin’s hand almost gently. “You have been called kyuthe by a Barrani High Lord. You have been…acknowledged by a Dragon Lord.”

She turned to Sanabalis. “This is why I had to pass.” Flat words.

He nodded. “In no other way could you bear my mark. It would consume you utterly could you not speak the name of fire. But where you go, Kaylin, all of these marks add up to almost nothing. They are not armor. There is, however, a difference between almost nothing, and nothing.” He glanced at her cheek. “And neither the ring nor the medallion will carry the weight of the fieflord’s mark. It will bring you enemies in the Barrani Court. They will circle, and if you are not wary, you will be outflanked.”

She didn’t care much for the analogy.

“The invitation—it’s not optional, is it?”

“There is Lethe in the Court,” Teela replied evenly. “And worse. You could refuse. It was discussed,” she added, meeting the Hawklord’s gaze briefly. “But in the end, you may be needed, and I do not believe that I will be allowed to return to the High Court with you a second time, if you do not accept what has been offered. You may enter the High Halls openly, as an acknowledged guest.”

She frowned. “Marcus isn’t going to—”

The Hawklord grimaced. “The Sergeant has made his opinion widely known.” He glanced at Teela. “And he had his supporters among the rank and file.”

Kaylin winced. “So I’ll just keep mine to myself, shall I?”

“That would be for the best, if it is at all possible.”

She looked at the closed door. “So…the Quartermaster is buying a dress?” And snickered.

“All of your opinions, Private.”

“Yes, sir.”

The seamstress guild was definitely working overtime. The Quartermaster, in theory, wasn’t. But if any man could be said to possess certain Draconian qualities, it was the Quartermaster. He was accustomed to respect. Unfortunately, that respect did not always extend outside of the Halls of Law, his private bastion.

Kaylin made herself as scarce as possible; given office gossip, she eventually found herself in the drill circle in the inner courtyard. It was a way to work off nervous energy, and to her surprise, given the events of the previous day, she still had some.

She became aware, as she worked—backflips, and without a net—that she also had company.

Severn was leaning against the far wall, his arms loosely folded across his chest. This lent him the appearance of a casual observer. Which, in a Wolf, was a bad sign. In a Hawk, it meant a possible jail term, but Wolves had different legal authority.

He’d spent a long time with the Wolves.

She finished and walked over to him. His nod was terse.

“You’ve heard,” she said, grabbing the towel he offered and sponging her face dry.

“The entire office has, as you so quaintly put it, ‘heard.’” Apparently, the Wolves didn’t gossip; Severn found it alternately amusing and contemptible.

She shrugged.

“You’re going.”

And nodded.

“Why?”

“I want to go.”

“I know.”

She stretched, bending at the waist and placing the flat of her palms against dry grass. There hadn’t been much rain so far this season. She hoped it poured buckets, but that was just reflexive spite. It would cause the merchants some inconvenience, and given how much trouble they caused the Hawks at this time of year, it seemed only fair.

“Kaylin—”

“I’m not an idiot,” she said softly between deep and even breaths. “What they won’t say, I know anyway. It’s the damn timing,” she added quietly.

She looked up then. Human eyes didn’t change shade, but Severn’s didn’t have to. He knew what she was thinking. And she knew he knew. It had always been that way. Except for once.

And then the world had ended.

She turned away and rose. He caught her shoulder. They stood there, connected by his hand and their past.

“It’s the timing. Of the deaths. Of the sacrifices. Of the Dragon,” she said almost helplessly.

“I know. You fought the outcaste Dragon.”

She nodded. “I won. I think.” She looked at her arms; they were exposed. They seldom were, but she hadn’t expected much company, and this particular company probably knew the shape of those sigils better than she did herself.

“But, Severn, the timing. He—the Dragon—expected to win. He expected those children to die. He expected their sacrifice to…rewrite what was written. On me. In me. What he expected I would become, I don’t know. A weapon, certainly. His weapon. We thought he would use me then, that he would somehow destroy the streets of Elantra. But what if he held his hand? What if he was waiting for a different event?” She looked up, at the flags; she could barely see them. Too close to the towers. “But it seems too coincidental that he tried so close to this High Festival. The Barrani have gathered in Elantra in greater numbers than they ever have. Well, since I’ve been a Hawk. Some of them have been traveling for most of the year. Many of them don’t live within the boundaries of the Empire.”

“You think the outcaste Dragon knew.”

She shrugged almost helplessly. “I think he must have. I thought—I thought it was over.”

His face was pale, and for once, it was Severn that looked away. “Inasmuch as it will ever be over,” he said. She could not describe, could never try to describe, the tone of his voice at that moment.

She looked away, and rubbed her palms across her eyes. As if she had something in them. Not even Kaylin was a bad enough liar to attempt to say as much; the gesture had to serve as everything.

They were silent for a while. Even pain did not separate them.

“But now—” She shrugged when it was safe to lower her hands. “I’m not his weapon. Whatever I was supposed to be, I’m not. But whatever I was supposed to be used for—”

“The Festival.”

“You think so, too.”

He nodded quietly. “I’m going with you.”

“You can’t.”

His smile was slight. Like the edge of a dagger was slight. “There was Lethe in the Court,” he told her. “And Lethe is a matter of the Law.”

“It’s not—” She stopped. Laughed. “Teela.”

He nodded.

“She must either like you, or have lost an awful lot of money to you in betting pools.”

“Or both.”

“Severn?”

“I’m going,” he said again, but quietly. “Have you ever seen Lethe used?”

She shook her head.

“Then I’m surprised you know it at all.”

“It’s a legal thing. It’s useful.” She shrugged. “If it helps, I’ve seen Tain and Teela half kill a dealer by the Ablayne. They take it pretty seriously.”

“I’ve seen it,” he said softly. “If they only half killed him, they don’t take it seriously enough.”

“We’re not Wolves,” she replied quietly.

He shrugged, Shadow Wolf. “You should take a bath, or something close. I believe you’ll be kitted out soon.”

In her heart of hearts—as if humans actually had more than one, or as if they were like those funny dolls that nested inside each other— Kaylin had always loved finery. Loved to look at it, loved to dream about it. Usually, she’d dreamed about stealing and selling it, but that was the fiefs; it had a way of breaking the dreams it let you keep.

On the other side of the Ablayne, as a Hawk, she had learned what finery really meant, and she had learned, as a consequence, to loathe it. If envy played some small part in making the loathing easier, she wasn’t big enough to ignore it.

It was therefore with very mixed feelings that she approached the very livid Quartermaster. She wondered idly if she could get assigned a desk job for a few months, because she was damn certain she would pay for every minute scratch in any of her regulation wear for at least that long.

Longer, judging by the white cast of his tight little lips. He handed her a…bag. With a hanger on it. As if it contained poison of a type which had to be imported by people with more money than sense.

“This,” he said, “is yours.”

“It will need fitting,” Severn began.

“The Hawklord gave the seamstresses full access to current medical records. If there are any problems with the accuracy of the measurements, they are to be taken up directly with the seamstress guild.” His eyes were a pale blue that verged on gray. Usually, Kaylin liked this color. She had to admit it didn’t go well with mottled skin.

She thanked him profusely. She thanked him with as much groveling as a person could decently fit into Elantran. It probably wouldn’t do any good, but with the Quartermaster, it was always best to go for overkill.

The worst he could do was laugh.

She took the bag and retreated, and Severn accompanied her. He was dressed as a Hawk. With a chain. And a sword. And several less obvious daggers. She wondered if he ever cut himself just moving.

They turned toward the change room, such as it was—it was mostly storage with a bit of empty space in the middle—and Severn nudged her forward. “I’ll watch the door,” he told her.

She nodded.

And thought better of it once she’d opened the bag.

It wasn’t that she’d never worn a dress before. She had, in the fiefs. But those had been simple, like long shirts with ties. This? It was…impossible. It took her five minutes to unfold enough cloth to figure out which parts were the sleeves.

And her hands? They looked dirty. Mostly because they were; it was her nails. They also looked a bit on the square side, and her knuckles were too damn big. She’d never liked her hands much.

She struggled with string. She figured out which end was up, and figured out that the buttons on the back—all fifty of them, at rough estimate—were actually not there for decoration. She dropped something that she thought was a handkerchief, but when she picked it up, she realized she was wrong—unless it was designed for giants. Which weren’t real. Mostly.

In the end, she kicked the door, and when Severn opened it a crack, she said, “Get Teela.”

“You need help?”

“I don’t just need help— I need a full term of classes.”

“Which you’d probably fail.”

“Ha-ha. Get Teela, will you?”

Teela pushed the door open with all the caution she usually showed when approaching an angry Sergeant. Her expression wasn’t all that much different, either. But her brows rose up past her damn impeccable hairline as she looked at Kaylin. She stepped in quickly and shut the door behind her.

“Kaylin, the buttons go on the back.”

“I figured that out,” Kaylin said forlornly. Her arms were sort of loosely inserted into the sleeves. Just not the right way. And the dress was fitted enough that she was afraid of removing it because if it tore, she was a dead woman. High Courts had nothing on Quartermasters. At least not while the latter was closer.

“Hang on. Let me pull it—ugh—up.”

She managed to pull the dress off, and Kaylin was briefly free. The younger Hawk eyed the deep, deep green with active suspicion. “How the Hells did you manage yours?”

“Mine is less complicated,” Teela said smoothly.

Kaylin, who hated to be patronized, snorted. “My ass.”

“That’s probably less complicated, as well. And if you must know, I generally have help. It’s useful, when dressing.”

“Rich people can’t even dress themselves?”

“It’s not—for reasons you’ve discovered on your own—

considered wise. Not if you don’t have hours and aren’t possessed of double-jointed elbows. Not to mention another dress, when you destroy the one you can’t get into or out of on your own.”

“I bet the men don’t have this much problem.”

Teela laughed. “They have different problems. But yes, among the High Court, they also have servants who see to these things.”

“You have a servant?”

“Yes.”

“Here?”

Teela’s smile was all Hawk. “Here, I make do with Tain.” Her smile was also all cat.

“It’s good to know he can be useful for something.” The dress was now on, and properly oriented. It didn’t weigh as much as armor, but it was a damn sight less convenient. “These skirts are going to get covered in—”

“Lift them. That’s what the loops are for.”

“You’ve got to be joking.”

Teela frowned.

“Right. Loops. These?”

“Those. And this,” the Barrani added, lifting and retrieving the giant handkerchief, “is worn around your shoulders.”

“My shoulders aren’t bare.”

“No. Be careful, Kaylin. Those sleeves cost a fortune.”

“I can see that. It’s all the gold. Why the Hells do the sleeves have to hang to the floor?”

Teela paused, and a look of pure horror stole up her face. “What are you wearing on your feet?”

“Boots.”

“Those boots? Not if the Hells were threatening to open up and swallow you whole!” Teela turned and slammed the door. Which, given it opened in, was a feat. “Corporal,” she snapped at Severn, “go back to the Quartermaster and tell him to give you the shoes. Now!”

“It’s not like you can see the damn boots anyway,” Kaylin said. “The skirts are so damn long you can’t—”

“Yes, you can. If you can’t see them, someone else will. Or they’ll hear them. Those are for walking the beat.”

“What are you wearing?”

“Shoes.”

“Why?”

“Never mind, Kaylin. Just—try to look Courtly. And stand still. I’m not finished with the last of the buttons.”

Kaylin wanted a word—or hundred—with the seamstresses. But she also wanted a mirror. When Lord Nightshade had given her a dress, it had at least been wearable. Not in any way practical, and there was admittedly a lot less of it—but it was nowhere near as nightmarish as this one.

Nowhere near as ornate.

She tried to spin, lifting her arms awkwardly.

The door opened, and shoes appeared on the end of one of Severn’s hands. “Tell Kaylin she owes me.”

“I’m sure she’s aware of it. She saw the Quartermaster herself.”

“Not the second time.”

Teela came in, and in a voice that was pure Sergeant, she told Kaylin how to stand, when to lift a foot, and how to walk. The shoes were…shoes. They weren’t exactly hard to walk in, but they felt like little ledges beneath the soles of her feet, and she didn’t much like it.

“I couldn’t run half a mile in these,” she muttered, looking at her ankles.

“If you have to run at all,” Teela replied with a sweetness that could have dissolved teeth for miles, “you’re already dead.” The Barrani Hawk took a step back. “Your hair,” she said with a grimace.

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

“If I went into detail, we’d be here for two hours. Take the stick out.”

“But it’ll just get in the way—”

“Kaylin. The stick.”

Kaylin pulled. Her hair fell down her shoulders. It was frayed at the ends in places, and it certainly wasn’t sleek or straight. Which, given Teela’s pained expression, was obvious.

“I don’t suppose you own a brush?”

“There’s probably one in the stables. Joking! Just joking.”

“You don’t.”

“Well, not really. They’re bulky. And I usually just wear my hair—”

“As if it were a bad hat. Yes. We’d noticed.”

“You own a brush?”

Teela snorted. No, of course not. That would imply imperfection. “You’ll have to do.” She took a critical step back.

Kaylin was familiar with the look—but she wasn’t used to seeing it outside of a drill circle or an exam hall. She kicked an empty bucket, and really hurt her toes.

“Come on,” Teela said. “There’s a carriage waiting.”

“You’re driving, I’m walking,” Kaylin replied.

They entered the hall.

Severn was lounging against the opposite wall, and when he saw Kaylin, he kind of got stuck there. His eyes rounded, but nothing else changed; he just didn’t move. Or breathe much for a minute.

“Do I look like an idiot?” she asked self-consciously.

“You look very…different.”

“Different good?”

He shrugged. “Different. Like a noble.”

“If I swear a lot, will that help?”

“You’ve never spent much time around real nobles, have you?”

“They don’t let me.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

She kicked him. That hurt her toes as well; he was wearing shin splints beneath his pants.

But when she’d stopped hopping, he offered her an arm. She stared at it.

“Take it,” Teela said curtly. “Or you’ll trip and fall flat on your face, which we don’t need. Showing up at Court with a bleeding lip is likely to make you popular in ways you don’t even want to think about.”

Kaylin took the arm, and Severn paused to adjust her fingers. “Don’t grip,” he told her with an odd smile. “It’ll make you look like an invalid or a child.”

“Then what good is it?”

“It’s for show,” he told her. “It’s all for show.”

She hesitated.

Teela’s brows were shifting in an awkward way. “What now?”

“My daggers.”

“Put them in—oh, never mind. Humans always make clothing as impractical as possible.”

“Meaning?”

“You don’t take them.”





CHAPTER 10

Teela on the inside of a carriage was a good deal better than Teela on the outside, although Kaylin noticed that the Barrani Hawk had stopped to whisper something to the horses. Not, of course, the driver; that was beneath her. Kaylin never quite understood the Barrani when it came to animals.

Then again, if she were honest, she never completely understood them when it came to anything else, either.

Andellen and Samaran chose to sit on the back bench on the outside of the carriage, far enough away from the driver not to cause alarm. Kaylin could see them through the windows; they were stiff and watchful. If they spoke at all, they didn’t look at each other to do it.

She turned to Teela.

“Are you going to be in trouble?”

Teela raised a dark brow. “We’re going to the High Halls, how could I not?”

“I meant for the Lethe.”

The pale, perfect features grew paler, which was never a good thing. In well-enunciated Elantran, Teela said, “I don’t give a rat’s ass.”

Which made her Kaylin’s kind of Barrani.

She cleared her throat; even in a carriage, dust came up through the windows. “Did you hear about any difficulty at the Arcanum?”

“No.”

“There was a fire—”

“I said no, Kaylin.”

“Right. That kind of no. You didn’t want me at Court, did you?”

“Good guess.”

“And the Hawklord did?”

“Bad guess.”

“But I’m going, aren’t I?”

“He didn’t want you there. He wanted to annoy the Emperor less. Just slightly less, if that’s a consolation.”

“The Emperor wants me at Court?”

Teela looked at Severn, who shrugged in a “not my problem” way. She stepped on his foot. Which, curse the thin and spindly shoes, had no effect whatsoever.

“Kaylin, the Emperor is in no way involved.”

“Politics?”

“Got it.”

Politics were outside of Kaylin’s natural realm because so much that was political involved the capacity to lie with a straight face.

Severn said, “You’ll learn.”

“I’m not sure I want to.”

“When has that ever mattered to either of us?” Hints of life on the wrong side of the river. But she nodded. “It’s not that different from gangs,” he added, staring out of the carriage window. “The person in charge is always looking over his shoulder and waiting to see who wields the knife that’ll mark a change in leadership. If he’s smart and canny, there won’t be anyone, if he’s too soft or too brutal, there will be. It’s a game.”

She understood that game.

“It’s the same game,” Severn added. “But with more money and a lot more history and education.”

“Don’t forget to mention subtlety,” Teela added, looking vaguely bored.

“Severn, did you pass everything?”

He raised a brow. “I was a Wolf,” he said with a shrug. “We have different duties.”

“You hunt.”

“At the Emperor’s command, yes. But Kaylin, sometimes what we’re hunting isn’t running. Usually because they don’t have to.” It was more than he’d ever said about the Wolves.

“No,” he added before she could ask—and damn him, she was thinking about it—“You wouldn’t make a good Wolf. The Hawks are different. Remember what we used to say?”

“There are two laws.”

He nodded. “One for the powerful, and one for everyone else.” He shrugged. “There will always be two laws.” But the way he said it turned everything on its head. “You serve the latter. It’s better work.”

“It’s slower,” Teela said, looking out the window. “But it has very little relevance where we’re going.” She looked at Kaylin’s face, and her eyes narrowed when they fell on the mark of Nightshade. They almost always did.

The carriage continued in silence for some time—if by silence one meant the bumping and squeaking of wheels pulled by a set of thundering hooves.

“Remember that you are here as kyuthe to the Lord of the West March, that your actions will reflect on his choice.”

“And his actions?”

“He is the Lord, you are merely mortal.”

The carriage rolled to a halt. “Will I be staying?”

Teela smiled. It was not a kind smile. “You will,” she said quietly. “But your clothing may need some work.”

“Work?”

“Never mind. You’ll see.” She looked pointedly at Severn, who rose and opened the carriage door. He offered his hand to Teela, and she accepted it gracefully. Kaylin accepted in her turn far less gracefully, because she was staring at Teela’s back.

“Teela?”

“Yes?”

“What exactly does one do in the High Court?”

“If you’re very, very lucky? Nothing.” She paused. “The High Halls were created to be an open space in the confines of a smelly, dark city. They are, even by our standards, graced with beauty. You, however, are graced with lack of education. I am not certain how much you are capable of appreciating.”

“Thanks,” Kaylin said sourly.

She stood by the carriage, Severn’s hand in hers.

“How bad can it be?” she asked of no one in particular. The fact that she was about to find out was no comfort.

The fact that she was about to find out flanked by Barrani who served an outcaste was even less of one. Andellen allowed Severn to escort her, but it was clear from the shade of his eyes that he barely tolerated the intrusion. Samaran, however, was more sanguine. Or perhaps he was simply more aware of where they stood: the High Halls.

She wondered, then, if he had lived here before he had chosen to follow Lord Nightshade into exile.

But Tain hadn’t, and perhaps he was like Tain. She could hope.

The High Halls, when seen in a state of emergency that didn’t involve imminent death—well, not someone else’s at any rate—were impressive. Kaylin entered them on Severn’s arm. She tried to mimic Teela’s graceful, stately walk, and gave up after about five steps; she didn’t have the carriage or bearing, and trying to develop it without a few years of training probably made her look even more out of place.

The statues that had impressed at a run were more impressive at a walk. She looked up to see carved and impassive faces. Perfect faces; she would have recognized them as Barrani no matter where they stood. But the color that graced the Barrani was absent, and in its place, a sharp, hard line of detail left nothing wanting.

She didn’t ask who they were, or who they had been. She had the distinct impression she was supposed to know. She passed them, lingering in their shadow, and entered through the right arch. She wondered, given that they both led to the same long hall, what the difference was—but Teela had chosen the right this time over the left, and Kaylin followed suit. The door was wide enough to allow four people passage while they walked abreast.

The Hall was almost empty. One or two Barrani Lords and Ladies traversed it, involved in their own conversations. They looked up, but they did not look long. Kaylin wondered if they could actually see her.

Teela led them quietly. She paused as Kaylin paused, and moved when Kaylin’s attention was once again in the present. She did not ask what had caught Kaylin’s eye. Sometimes it was the floor; the stones there had been laid out like a mosaic, or a series of mosaics. She almost hated to walk across them. She saw trees, birds, deer; she saw swords, armor, and crown; she saw caves and mountains. The rivers that passed down the mountains were real; fountains were set at intervals throughout the Hall, blending with the floor. So, too, were flowers, and these were at least as remarkable as the floor itself.

“It has been long since mortals walked these halls,” Teela told her not unkindly. “And they often tarry. It will be expected,” she added, “and lack of attention to detail might be seen as a slight.”

Given permission, Kaylin did tarry. The sunlight seemed endless, and the permutations of light through glass—for the walls were half glass, and all of it colored and composed like hard tapestry—blended with the stonework of the floor.

She tried to remember that death was waiting. But it was hard to see death in these things.

The hall came to an end, and the doors were not familiar; they had wandered in a different direction. Kaylin was certain she could find her way out—but not quickly; she was used to navigating by landmarks that were far more mundane.

Teela was kind again. She opened the doors. Then again, she was the only Barrani Lord present; Kaylin wasn’t certain what happened to someone who wasn’t if they tried the same thing. She didn’t much want to find out.

“Now,” Teela said softly as the doors began to open, “be wary.”

“‘Say nothing’ wary, or just wary?”

The brief frown was answer enough.

The doors opened into a garden. Or a forest. Or something that was so dense with living plants, it had no name. Kaylin tried not to gape. “Are we still inside?”

Teela’s smile was slightly brittle.

Right. Say nothing.

But Andellen said, “Yes.” And after a pause, he added, “The Barrani do not revere life. Do not think it. Do not make that mistake. They cultivate, and they claim, and they change what grows. They are masters. That is all.”

Kaylin looked at Andellen’s face. It was as impassive as it had been when he’d left the skiff. His eyes were the same shade of blue—given High Court, no surprise there—but his voice had been, for the space of those words, a different voice. “Did they ever love living things?”

He did not answer. But the weight of his silence acknowledged her question. She wondered briefly if this had been covered in Racial Relations classes, and for the space of a few seconds, actually managed to regret not paying attention.

Teela watched Andellen carefully, as if he had only just become worthy of notice. But she did not speak. Instead, she led them onto a small path. Like the stones in the outer hall, this path was composed of small works of art that often lay beneath leaves or blossoms.

Human minds, Kaylin thought with a grimace, could only hold so much beauty; it was like sugar, really. After a while, it was so overwhelming, you almost wanted its absence. Well, her mind, at any rate. She risked a glance at Severn. He looked almost Barrani in the artifice of sunlight and shade.

But no one drew weapons; everyone offered a polite and respectful silence, broken here and there by the clink of armor and the rustle of silk—or whatever it was the skirt was made of, damned if she knew—and the slight turning of leaf. They walked the path, hemmed in on all sides, as if the plants were, rooted, responsible for herding them.

Above, birds flew from branch to branch; they were colored so brightly, they caught her eye. Their voices were not the tiny, fluting voices of sparrows. They were raucous and squawking. She hoped they didn’t crap on her dress.

Severn’s lips compressed in a line that almost resembled a smile. She wondered if he’d had the same thought.

But the forest—or the trees—cleared, pulling away like a planted curtain, and the stones beneath their feet broadened in a large circle. Flowers were interspersed among those stones, and small fountains were laid along the circle’s edge.

If she had wondered where all the Barrani were, she now had an answer: they were congregated here, in this odd chamber, trees rising like columns, and hemming them in like walls. They sat upon the edges of fountains, and stood, as if on display, among the careful artistry of flowering plants. They spoke in groups of three and four, moving slowly and gracefully when they moved at all.

In the center of the huge circle—and it was huge, once it was entered—was a chair that was, like the others she had seen, a living symbol; it had branches that flowered with white blossoms and golden hearts. They rode above the seat like tines, and cast similar shadows, smaller than the ones that rose above, higher and higher, until it broke the line of trees that hemmed them in.

A Barrani Lord sat upon this throne, and it was a throne, even if it hadn’t yet been cut from the wood that formed it. He spoke with a woman who stood by the side of the chair, dressed in pale green and gold, her arms and shoulders bare, her pale hair bound in a braid that seemed to be composed of equal parts hair and blossom. She looked young, delicate, ethereal. Kaylin had to tighten her mouth to stop herself from gaping. She was the only Barrani Kaylin had seen whose hair was not black.

This was the castelord and his consort. Not even Kaylin could have mistaken them for anyone else. She hesitated, feeling so profoundly awkward she was suddenly certain a step in the wrong direction would crush flowers and crack stone. But Teela moved with a quiet confidence toward the throne, and if that was the last place Kaylin wanted to go, it was also the only place she would be allowed.

She knew it. And because she’d been in places far worse—although she had to force herself to remember them, they seemed so far away—she followed Teela, trying not to cling too hard to Severn’s arm. She was grateful for the presence of the two Barrani guards, simply because they were Barrani. They had their orders; they followed her like shadows cast by unseen light.

The castelord looked up from the gentle dalliance of conversation, and his lips creased in a smile. That the smile didn’t touch his eyes was no surprise. How could it? She wanted to cover her cheek. She wanted to fall to her knees. She wanted to be anywhere else.

“Anteela,” the castelord said, rising from his throne. “You grace us again with your presence.”

Teela’s bow was as low a bow as Kaylin had ever seen her offer; it was shorn of her usual insouciance and sarcasm. “Lord,” she said, rising at some invisible signal, “I bring you guests, at your command.”

His eyes passed beyond Teela, and settled upon Kaylin. She felt as if she were the only person in the circle. As if, in fact, she were the only living thing; the only thing that mattered. His gaze was equal parts green and blue; he was master here, and he weighed her worth in that glance.

It was hard to be found wanting. But she’d had a lot of experience with that.

“You are kyuthe to the Lord of the West March,” he said. “My son.”

She nodded awkwardly. Unfortunately, she had tried to nod elegantly. Teela’s command to say nothing was superfluous; she couldn’t have spoken a word had she wanted to.

“And you bear the mark of Nightshade.”

Her hand slipped up to cover her cheek. But it paused an inch from her face, and she forced herself to lower it; it was harder than bench-pressing her own weight would have been. What had the Lord of the West March said? Ignorance excuses nothing.

“I bear the mark of Lord Nightshade,” she said quietly.

“Come into the light, child.”

For the first time in recent memory, the word child didn’t bother her. She stepped awkwardly around Teela, who had not moved. Severn came with her, but stopped just beside Teela. She walked past them both, and stopped three feet from the castelord of the Barrani.

He lifted a hand and touched her chin, raising it. This close, his eyes were flecked with gold and a hint of something that might be brown. He didn’t look at her eyes; he looked at the mark, as if by looking, he could will it away.

He did not release her chin, but raised his free hand. It hovered beside her cheek, and she thought—for a moment—he might slap her. She tensed; she couldn’t help that. But she didn’t move.

“Brave child, to come into this den,” he said softly. “And foolish, but that is the way of your kind. You are perpetual in your youth. Even age does not relieve you of its burden.

“The Lord of the Green has spoken on your behalf. Is that not strange?”

She said nothing. There was nothing at all she could say to this man.

“You have not met him. Had you, I would know. But you bear the symbol of my younger son.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “And you bear, as well, the sign of the Imperial Order of Mages.” His hand fell away from her chin.

Her eyes widened in sudden horror as he reached for the medallion. “Don’t touch it—”

His smile was cool but genuine; he did not hesitate, but he did stop for a minute. “I know the name of fire,” he whispered. “And I see it, writ there. It will not burn my hand.” And he lifted the medallion Lord Sanabalis had placed around her neck.

His gaze did not change; no shift of color, no change of perfect expression, marred him. But he set it down slowly. “Sanabalis,” he said softly, as if to himself. He looked at Kaylin. “We met, he and I, when we were both young, and the world was a vast place. Now it has grown small, I fear, for both of us.

“But come, you are mortal, and if I am any judge of mortality, you are considered young by your kind.”

“I’m an adult,” she said firmly.

His smile was indulgent. “Indeed, so you must be, if you are here. No child is called kyuthe. Not even among the Barrani, rare though children are. They have less inclination to interrupt their elders, however.” It was a warning. Gently given, but implacable. “You have been marked by one who was once my kin. You have been called kyuthe, and have in turn called a Barrani High Lord kyuthe in the manner of your kind. You bear the medallion of an ancient Dragon Lord. And—although you do not wear it now—you bear the Hawk of the Lords of Law. You serve the Dragon Emperor in the streets of his city.

“There is more,” he added softly. Too softly. “I would hear your tale, child. It will while away the time, and I think that even I will find much strange about it, who seldom find anything surprising.”

Kaylin looked at Teela. Teela did not meet her eyes.

This was the trap she’d been afraid of, except she’d been expecting, oh, exploding doors and daggers and poison and magic. She was aware that the silence of the Court had deepened while she endured the inspection of its Lord, and she wasn’t surprised to see that many of the Barrani had drawn closer.

Kaylin was an equal-opportunity worshipper; she failed, regularly, to pay her respects to any of the Elantran gods, although she did nod at passing priests. She had the very human custom, however, of praying in the vague hope that one of the deities she hadn’t managed to offend might be listening.

She prayed now.

And to her surprise, Andellen approached, without permission. He did not pass her. Indeed, he did not stand by her side; he stood behind her. And he knelt.

The castelord’s face did not change, but he grew remote as his gaze shifted, and the lingering facade of friendliness faded. “Exile,” he said in a cool voice.

Andellen did not rise.

“You are here on sufferance, who should not have passed the arches. Had I not extended my hospitality to your Lord’s Erenne, you would be dead. Have you chosen to repudiate the outcaste? Have you come to pledge your allegiance anew to the Lord of the High Court?”

“No, Lord,” he said. He did not look up; his hair framed and hid his face.

“The freedom of my Halls is not yours. You will be servant to the mortal while she remains. Leave her side, and you will be mine in a different way.”

Andellen lowered his head. Without thinking, Kaylin touched his shoulder; it was at the level of her hand, if she raised it slightly. His armor was cold and hard. But he did not shake her hand free. She wanted to send him home then. To spare him this humiliation.

Had anyone told her—even Severn—that she would ever feel pity or compassion for one of the fieflord’s guards, she would have spit. And then probably run away, really, really quickly.

He bought her time. He had discarded dignity to buy her time. She couldn’t even thank him because it would be too costly—for him. So she said nothing.

And rescue came from an unexpected quarter, a reminder that praying wasn’t always the wisest of recourses; the Elantran gods had a wicked sense of humor.

“Lord,” said a voice she recognized. She tried not to grimace. But she did look. Through the ranks of the gathered High Barrani, a familiar set of red robes sucked the color out of the circle. Lord Evarrim of the Arcanum made his entrance.

“Lord Evarrim,” the castelord said, inclining his head. He stepped back and resumed his seat, and the woman by his side straightened; she looked like a young and slender sapling. Until you saw her eyes, and Kaylin saw them as briefly as possible.

“The mortal is not Erenne.”

“She bears the mark.”

“She bears the mark,” Lord Evarrim said, his voice smooth and neutral, “but it is decorative facade. The outcaste has not claimed what he has marked.”

Andellen stood then. His hand was upon the hilt of his sword in the silence, but he did not otherwise move.

Teela, however, did. She came to stand beside Kaylin. Her fingers brushed Kaylin’s wrist; they were graceful and they did not linger. But the bruise damn well did. If Kaylin had never appreciated people who talked too damn much, she was beginning to resent people who didn’t talk at all.

“It is not as Erenne that she is an honored guest of the Court,” Teela said quietly. “But as kyuthe to the Lord of the West March. Will you question his claim as well?”

“I would,” he said.

The hush was profound.

“She is here at the behest of the Lords of Law,” Lord Evarrim added. “And stands beside her compatriot, even now.”

Kaylin was confused, and looked up at Teela, her eyes at throat level. Teela whispered Severn’s name and touched Kaylin’s wrist again. The urge to kick Teela passed, but it took effort.

Severn separated himself from them somehow, moving almost as carefully, and as quietly, as the Barrani. He approached the throne of the castelord, and he held out a piece of paper. Paper, in a court this fine, seemed a currency of beggars, and this was plain in the way it was taken from Severn’s hand.

But it was read. The castelord’s eyes were now bluer, although green still remained at their depths. Kaylin wondered if anything actually annoyed him. “I see,” he said quietly.

“During the Festival season,” Severn said in smooth, flawless High Barrani, “the Lords of Law are involved in many investigations of a delicate nature. I am sent alone, in order that any investigation deemed necessary be both quiet and diplomatic. If it pleases the castelord, I will be both guest and observer in his Court.”

“And if it does not please the castelord?”

“It pleases the Emperor,” Severn replied. He did not flinch, or bend.

“And the kyuthe of my younger son?”

“She has been given a leave of absence, castelord. She is not required to aid me in any way. She does not fly under the Hawk, nor is she beholden to Lord Grammayre while she resides here. Her actions are her own.”

“Lord Evarrim?”

The Arcanist was silent. His gaze could have melted metal, which Severn was wearing in abundance. “Perhaps I have been hasty,” he said at last, “in my care for the sanctity of the High Court. It is unpleasant to me to see the mark of Nightshade upon any countenance that approaches yours, Lord.”

“No more than I find it myself, but I have countenanced her presence, and I will not have it said that the High Court is lacking in hospitality it has extended.” His eyes narrowed. “And the Lord of the West March, Lord Evarrim?”

The Arcanist stood taller. The ruby he bore across his brow was not the color of fire; it was the color of blood, and it seemed to be moving.

Even this the castelord accepted without any sign of irritation. “It has not been said that my younger son bears any great love for mortals.”

“No, Lord.”

“And the acknowledgment of a kyuthe is likewise rare.”

Lord Evarrim nodded.

“Would you gainsay his claim?”

Blue eyes met Kaylin’s. They were very dark. “She is a danger,” he said at last. “To the Lord of the West March. And to the High Court.”

Kaylin didn’t close her eyes. It would have been a sign of weakness.

But Teela’s laugh was like the ripple of small, musical bells. “Lord Evarrim,” she said, hints of amusement playing the syllables as if they were instruments, and she was a master, “has the Arcanum been so weakened that it sees a threat in one mortal who is barely adult in the eyes of the Emperor?”

Lord Evarrim frowned. This spoke volumes; had he been Leontine, he would have been a mass of standing fur and exposed fangs and claws. “Anteela, how pleasant to see you, cousin. No doubt your time in the Hawks has exposed you to mortals of all stripe and race.

“In fact, given your exposure, I find it odd that you stand before your Lord and mine, beside a mortal who has garnered the interest of the outcaste, the Lord of the West March and Lord Sanabalis. Do you claim that this level of interest in one merely mortal is a common occurrence?”

“In the history of the High Court, mortals have often been of interest,” Teela replied, a delicate shrug punctuating her words. “At this time, and in this place, it does not strike me as odd…it strikes me as somehow fitting.”

Kaylin had followed the verbal sparring up to that point; she lost its meaning entirely as she wrestled with Teela’s words.

“And I would say, Lord Evarrim, that she has also gained the interest of the Arcanum, if you speak so forcefully.”

“I do not speak for her presence.”

“No, indeed, but you speak as if her presence could possibly be a threat to our Lord. And if you speak from a position of knowledge, I am sure it would please the Court to hear what you have to say.”

Kaylin caught the strands again. But she had missed something important, and knew it.

The Lord of the High Court waited.

And the gods turned again. The Lord of the West March appeared at the periphery of a circle that also contained Lord Evarrim. The look that passed between the two was not—could not remotely be construed as—friendly. It was, however, gilded with all outward show of deference and respect.

“My apologies,” the Lord of the West March said. “I was occupied, High Lord, and was unaware that my kyuthe had arrived.”

“Lord Evarrim has cast some doubt upon your claim,” the castelord said evenly. It was a challenge. Even Kaylin recognized that. But there was no anger in it.

“It is to be expected,” the Lord of the West March replied gravely. “I have never been fond of mortals. Nor, however, have I made my personal business a matter for the High Court. I considered the matter of negligible consequence.” He approached. Although the Barrani did not rush to get out of his way, they cleared a path for him. Kaylin couldn’t see how, and she’d spent a lot of time on crowd patrols, especially during the Festival season.

“Kaylin Neya,” the Lord of the West March said as he approached her, “you honor us with your presence.” He bowed. The bow was not as low as Teela’s bow to his father had been, but it was not perfunctory. “Forgive me my lack of hospitality.”

She hesitated. To speak after him would be like croaking, but worse. He didn’t seem to notice. Then again, he hadn’t noticed the very dead body of a guard left to watch over him, either, so that didn’t offer as much comfort as it might have.

“She is kyuthe,” the Lord of the West March said, speaking to the castelord, and only the castelord. “And I would not have it said that I have offered lie to you, Lord, in pursuit of any agenda that is not yours.”

The castelord nodded.

Teela stepped back.

And the Lord of the West March approached her. He smiled. She hated her knees.

“Come, kyuthe.” He held out a hand, and she stared at it. And then she held out hers; left hand. It bore his ring. But he shook his head. “The right hand,” he told her quietly. “It is unadorned.”

Andellen stepped forward, and the Lord of the West March met his eyes; the stare lasted a minute. Or an hour. It was kind of hard to tell. But Andellen did not move when the Lord of the West March again raised his hand.

Lifting her right hand, she placed it across his palm.

Light flared between their hands, spreading up their arms. It was golden, and it moved and danced, taking a shape and form that she had seen only once: in the forest, beneath the bower of an impossible tree. Feathers. Flight feathers.

And around these, dancing the autumnal drift of fall, other colors, red and yellow, green and brown, silver and white.

She did not want to let go of his hand.

But when he withdrew, she had no choice. “Is the High Court satisfied?” the Lord of the West March asked. But he spoke to the castelord, and only the castelord.

The castelord’s smile was the equal of his son’s. “It is satisfied,” he replied. “Welcome, Kaylin Neya, to the Court of the Barrani.”

She bowed.

“If you will it, High Lord, I will show my kyuthe the High Halls. She is mortal, her memory will last decades, no more, but stories will arise from what she has seen that will bewitch those who will never approach it.”

“Let it be done,” the castelord said quietly. “But return with your kyuthe for the twilight gathering. We will sup then, and perhaps we will talk.”

The Lord of the West March bowed. He offered Kaylin his arm, and she forced herself to take it as readily as she would Severn’s. It was hard.

“Anteela,” the High Lord said when Teela moved to follow, “remain with me. Your time with these mortals might be of interest. Entertain us.”

Teela bowed again, and turned to face him. She did not look at Kaylin again.

“And with your leave,” the castelord said to Severn, “I would also have your company. There is a shadow upon you that interests me.”

Severn’s bow was almost as good as Teela’s. And he, too, failed to watch her leave.

“The Corporal is competent,” the Lord of the West March said when they were well clear of the forest and the doors that enclosed it. Kaylin saw that they were not in the entrance hall. She had no idea where they’d come out. But she wasn’t about to question him; she was almost giddy with relief.

She bit her tongue. Pain had a habit of driving giddiness someplace less inconvenient.

“Oh, he’s competent,” Kaylin said. “I don’t think he’s ever failed at anything he’s tried.”

“And how much has he tried?”

She frowned.

“Ambition is the measure of many a man.”

“Oh.”

“And woman. What is yours, Kaylin Neya?”

“I’d like to survive this,” she replied in Elantran, without thinking. Andellen’s frown was like a mirror. But it was brief.

To her surprise, the Lord of the West March laughed. “So, too, would I—and there are many who would say that my ambitions outstrip my ability.” If he did not speak in Elantran, it did not seem to offend him. “It is why,” he added more gravely, “I summoned you.”

“You couldn’t be certain I’d accept.”

“No. Not certain. You bear the mark of Nightshade.” He met her eyes and held them. “But you are not his Erenne. In that, Lord Evarrim spoke truth.”

She hesitated. “I’m not his consort,” she said.

“There are very few consorts who would consent to be so marked,” was the grave reply. “Not even the castelord’s consort. I am curious. Why do you bear his mark and not his touch?”

“I don’t know.”

His eyes were green. Just green.

“I didn’t know that he would mark me,” she added quietly. “And I didn’t know what it would mean.” She straightened her shoulders. “But I understand that ignorance isn’t an excuse.”

At that, he did smile. She loved his smile. She loved it the way she had instantly loved Clint’s Aerian laughter, its low tones resonant with a deep affection, no matter how it was offered. But Clint was mortal, and a Hawk. The Lord of the West March was neither.

“He did not explain?”

“He said it was for my protection.”

“It is poor protection indeed in this Court.”

“I’d noticed that.”

“Lord Nightshade was not a man known for his patience. Nor was he known for his tolerance.”

“You remember him?”

“I remember him. And Kaylin, I speak his name. Lord Andellen will understand the significance, even if you do not.”

She turned to Andellen. “Lord?” She whispered.

“One of three who left the Court in the service of Nightshade,” the Lord of the West March replied. “It is why he is here as your guardian.”

“How do you know that?”

“If I valued you enough to risk the wrath of the Emperor by placing my mark upon you, it is what I would have done.” He turned. “I waste your time,” he said softly, “and you have little of it. It has long made communication between our kind difficult.

“I had not expected you to bear the medallion of Sanabalis. He is almost legend to us. You have friends,” he added quietly. “But they are beyond you here.

“Come, Kaylin. There is a man I wish you to meet.”

“Another High Lord?”

He nodded. “He is called the Lord of the Green.”

“Your brother.”

“My brother.” His eyes had shaded into blue, but it was a pale blue. A color that she couldn’t yet read.

And yet, unable to read it, she felt it. Regret.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “You are strong. Strong enough to wear the medallion of the Dragon Sanabalis without being consigned to the fire.” He paused, and then added, “I do not know if that is the strength that is required. But I know that the strength required is beyond me.”

He led, and she followed, and for just that moment, caught in melancholy and regret that was not her own, she would have followed him anywhere.





CHAPTER 11

There was a subtle change in Andellen. Kaylin noticed it but couldn’t say how; nothing about him was different. Not his stance, not his silence, not his expression or the color of his eyes. He walked just behind her, and by his side, Samaran. Their steps fell in perfect unison.

He did not defer to the Lord of the West March; the Lord of the West March did not seem to require or even expect it of him. But something had changed.

She would have asked, had he been mortal. Hell, she probably would have asked had he been a Dragon. But his demeanor, as always, discouraged questions. So instead, she turned her attention to the Lord of the West March. It was a mouthful, that title. Teela was called Anteela at Court; Lord Evarrim had something that could pass for a Barrani name—where name meant something that other people could use without sounding officious or pretentious. So far, no one had used anything but the long title.

And Kaylin, who could have, didn’t dare. She couldn’t even think of the syllables.

“The High Halls,” the Lord of the West March said, “are the oldest standing structure known to the Barrani. There are ruins across the blasted plain to the south that are older still, but no one will cross the plains to reclaim them. Shadows grow there, and little else.” He looked at her.

She looked at her feet. Finally, she said, “I don’t know what the blasted plains are.” She put a different emphasis on the geographical name.

“They are a reminder,” he said quietly. “And more, they are our history. The history of the Dragons and the Barrani.” He slowed his step to match hers. “You are not a student of history?”

“I’m not much of a student of anything,” she confessed.

“Ah. Let us turn, then, to personal history.”

Let’s not. But she didn’t say it. There was nothing intrusive in his tone.

“There are always incidents in our past which we would rather avoid speaking of. Those, much like the history of the plains to the immortals, are common in the broader scope of time. But there are junctures in a life. A single life. Events which can shatter it completely.” His eyes were still an odd shade of blue. She thought he must know about the fiefs, about the deaths of Steffi and Jade.

He did not speak their names. How could he?

“In some individuals,” he continued after the pause of her thoughts, “those events serve as catalysts. They define the direction and shape of the future, but the future is not bound to them, not beholden to them.”

She nodded.

“We speak, at times, of the Dragons and their ancient war,” he told her. The hall was long, and mirrors caught and reflected those who passed by, bouncing images back and forth until there was no end to what they captured.

“But we seldom speak of what followed. Dragons are primal, Kaylin. They know the names of elements. Like fire,” he added softly, staring a moment at the medallion across her chest. “They know much. Their wars destroyed whole forests, killing everything that gained sustenance there. They were without mercy, and without kin.

“But a Dragon Emperor rules Ala’an. He sits upon a throne of gold, and from it he issues the laws upon which the mortals depend. He has, among his councilors, Dragons older by far than he, and he does not waver in the course he set for them when he killed half their number.

“It was the last war,” he added softly, “that the Dragons fought. Perhaps it will not be the last war they fight. History speaks of the past, but it does not prevent the future.”

She wondered where this was going; she was a Hawk, and saw for a moment as Hawks see. It was going somewhere.

“There are those among the Barrani who have witnessed the winds of that slow change. Some are not pleased by it. There has been a long rivalry between our kind that is unequaled among mortals.

“But there those who, seeing what has been built, understand that change is possible.” He came to a door. “The understanding is imperfect,” he added, lifting a hand to touch the door-ward in its center. “And it is costly. Where the Dragons have warred, the Barrani have warred, and if the war is different, the end is not—there are fewer Barrani. Were it not for the power the Dragon Emperor wields, the Barrani would not have acceded to his rule. Understand,” he added, his palm hovering above the ward, “that his rule is tenuous at best, among our kind.”

“You aren’t killing each other in our streets,” she said, mustering some defiance.

“But we are,” he replied. “And in the marches, there has been war. In the mountains, there is rumbling.”

“I don’t understand.”

“No. You don’t. Change for the changeless is costly, Kaylin. Change—in your life—was no less costly. But what were your choices?”

He did know. She was certain of it. “I didn’t have a choice,” she said bitterly.

“Did you not? Do you not now bear the Hawk in the service of the Emperor?”

“No. I bear it in the service of the people.” She said it baldly, because it was the truth, and because she knew she couldn’t lie to him. Nor, to her surprise, did she want to.

“You could have chosen death,” he told her. His hand still hovered.

“I almost did,” she said flatly.

“Almost is not the same,” was his soft reply. “It starts now.” And he placed his palm on the ward.

The door swung open.

Kaylin wasn’t certain what she had expected. Certainly not forest, and forest was nowhere in evidence. What had the brother been called? The Lord of the Green? But the room, the huge room, was not green. It was stone, and the smooth, carved walls, rose up in a rounded peak, like an artistic interpretation of great caverns.

One still pond lay in the center of the room; no statues stood in its center; the water was motionless, and seemed almost dull. Pocked stones surrounded and circled it, and tall standing torches rested around the circumference in eight, evenly spaced places.

Her breath echoed. Only hers. No one else seemed to need to breathe.

“Where is he?” she said, and again, the words echoed.

“He is here,” the Lord of the West March said.

He walked toward the still water.

Kaylin followed, and as she did, her feet—in shoes with soles so thin she could feel the rough texture of stone push against leather—passed above engraved words. She paused.

“Be a Hawk, Kaylin,” the Lord of the West March told her softly. “Be what you are, kyuthe.”

She knelt, freed by his command. Unfortunately, his command didn’t change the shape of her dress or the folds of the skirts or the tightness of the sleeves that must have been designed to hide the whole of her arms no matter how she moved. The trailing bits were a pain, and she thought about cutting them off.

Reached for her daggers, and remembered that she didn’t have them. Gods, she hated politics.

But she let the hate go; the words were waiting. “These are… High Barrani?”

He said nothing. They were, she thought, recognizing some of the old forms. But not all of them. Some of the writing was wrong, its shape too full, and too round. Her eyes widened, sliding to the green sleeves of concealment she wore. “How old did you say the High Halls were?”

“Old,” he replied.

“And this…room?”

“It is, as you guess, the oldest room in the Halls.”

“This…this word—” she trailed the shape with her fingers “—this is High Barrani. It’s…it means blood.”

“Very good.”

“And this, this one—it means life.”

His face was utterly still. He offered her nothing.

She crept across the floor on her knees. Tracing. Touching. “This is death,” she said. “And this is growth.”

“The latter, I know. And you are correct.”

She looked up. Met his eyes. “This is containment,” she told him. Her fingers read the word; her eyes were his.

“It is.”

She stood, and made her way to the torches. What had seemed like water upon first sight seemed thicker and darker on second. “This is why you summoned me,” she said, her voice flat.

“I am sorry,” he replied. “I could not speak of it without the castelord’s leave.”

“But you brought me here.”

“With his leave.”

“Am I going to be able to walk out?”

He said nothing. It was too much nothing.

She walked along the stones that formed the edge of the pool. There were words there. She began to speak them, almost unconsciously. Halfway around, she realized her lips hadn’t moved. She looked up, almost in a panic, and met Andellen’s eyes.

Saw knowledge in them. And a glimmer of approval, a brown at the edge of blue; he was either angry or worried. For most Barrani, the difference wasn’t obvious.

She resumed her walk. And when her foot touched the last stone and passed over it, when she spoke the last word, all of the symbols began to glow green.

The Lord of the West March said, “So.”

“You could have done this.”

“Yes. I and perhaps one other.”

“Why did you—”

“It is a test, Kaylin Neya. And it is not a kind one. But if you have served with Barrani, you will understand that kindness is not in our nature. Stand there,” he added softly.

“Another test?”

“No. If you move, you might fall in.”

Which was suddenly a very, very bad idea. She could swim; all of the Hawks could. But she swam in water.

The thick liquid that wasn’t liquid parted slowly, as if four lines had crossed the circle and divided it. As if it were pie made of slugs.

The liquid peeled back in sections. It didn’t flow, and it didn’t drip. It didn’t really surge. It just…peeled away, as if it were viscous skin.

And rising from its widening center was a man. He was as tall as the Lord of the West March, and as perfect; he was as regal as the castelord. She couldn’t say afterward what he wore; it seemed to be moving light, something that mimicked clothing without descending to it. He surveyed them all, this man beneath the liquid, ringed by torches that seemed frail enough to gutter.

She almost forgot to stand still.

Andellen was by her side in an instant, his hands upon her arms, his chest at her back. There was no warmth in him, but there was strength. He held her up, when her knees suddenly started to fold.

When she whispered something that wasn’t even a word.

“Lord of the Green,” the Lord of the West March said, and then, in a voice that was resonant with fury and pain, “brother.”

But the Lord of the Green was staring at Kaylin, and Kaylin could not look away. His eyes were almost green, but where Barrani eyes were clear, his were murky; there was blue in them, but it, too, was murky. Yet he wasn’t blind.

He was also the only Barrani High Lord to look at her who did not first notice the mark that adorned her cheek.

Something about him felt familiar. Not his face, and certainly not his clothing; not his stance, not his movements—because he hadn’t. Moved. Something hovered on the edge of her awareness, and had she not been a Hawk, it might have eluded her.

She wished, when she caught it, that she was a Sword or a Wolf instead.

She turned to the Lord of the West March in something that could be called panic, if she were prone to understatement. It had never been one of her failings. “He’s—”

“Yes?”

She swallowed. The single word was sharp, as much of a threat as he had yet offered. She would have looked at Andellen, but he was behind her.

Caution. Caution was crucial here. Because she wanted to survive. That had been her ambition, and by many standards, it wasn’t a remarkable one. But in this Court, it might just have been rendered impossible.

“He’s…dying,” she said at last.

“I was dying when you were brought to my side.”

She shook her head. “Not—not like this.”

“Go on, Kaylin.”

Shut up, Kaylin. She swallowed. “Lord of the West March. Kyuthe,” she added, “answer a question.”

“Perhaps. Ask it.”

“What is leoswuld?”

The silence was, as they often said, deafening.

But the Barrani with milky, colored eyes, heard the word, as well.

“It is the life of the Barrani,” the Lord of the West March replied.

“But it means something else here.”

“Yes. The High Lord convened Court in a manner that has been done only a handful of times in our history. He means to pass on.”

She frowned.

“It is not death as you understand it,” he added quietly. “But the giving of life. What he passes on, he passes to the next Lord of the High Court.” He paused, and then added, “My brother.”

She shook her head. The wrongness of the words—even if she didn’t fully understand their significance—made breathing an art. “He’s…dying.”

And the Barrani known as the Lord of the Green said, “Yes.”

The Lord of the West March came to stand beside Kaylin at the edge of the circle. He took no trouble to hide pain or longing, although the word had not been intended for his ears.

“You know of the undead,” he said to Kaylin. It might have been talk about the weather, for all its intensity. That was reserved for his brother, and it could not be moved.

But she nodded. Because that’s what she could almost see in the Lord of the Green. Almost.

“And you know, then, of the folly behind the choice of the undying.” Not immortal, but undying.

She swallowed. “The names,” she whispered.

“Yes. Names have power. And those who hold our names have power over us.” He looked at her then. She said nothing. “If,” he added as a concession, “their will is the greater will, and their power, the greater power.”

“He’s trying to give over his name—” She stopped.

Straightened up again, her knees finding strength. She shook herself free of Andellen, and he let her go. “It’s not to be free of the name,” she said quietly. “That’s not why he’s doing it.”

“Is it not?”

She wanted to hit the Lord of the West March. Hard. She bit her lip instead, because she had no doubt that he would return the blow, and she wouldn’t be the winner in that exchange.

The Lord of the Green watched her.

And then he lifted his hands, palms up. His brother looked away. It didn’t help; she could sense the hunger there. But there was something beyond hunger.

She lifted her own hand; the Lord of the Green did not move. Shaking, she reached out, and her sleeves trailed above the liquid that had been his prison. Or his safety.

Their fingers met.

She had touched Barrani before. Hell, she’d had to shove Teela off her bed half a dozen times when the drinking had ended and memory blurred. She’d touched Tain, mostly to annoy him. She’d touched Nightshade. She’d touched the Lord of the West March.

None of them prepared her for this.

Because in touching him, she saw not his life, not his injuries, not anything of him. She saw herself instead. Felt her life, felt memories fade in and out of existence, as if she were Records, and he was dredging them. She saw the marks on her arms with horror and fear, as new things; she saw the marks on the dead as intimations of her own mortality. She saw her mother’s slack face, pallid skin, recoiled at the smell of her death. Saw Severn, as she had seen him then, waiting in silence, his eyes mirroring her loss, his words promising that he would protect her from any other loss.

Saw blood—heard

Screaming.

Hers. All hers.

The Lord of the West March caught her hand and pulled it back, breaking the contact; her throat was raw.

But not so raw that she would not speak here.

“He wants my name,” she whispered.

“Yes. And mortals have no name. They have life. They are the sum of what they experience.”

The Lord of the Green said, “Elianne.”

She closed her eyes. “That’s not who I am,” she whispered. But she was lying. Her fingers burned. Where she had touched the Lord of the Green, they burned.

“It was him, wasn’t it?” she asked the Lord of the West March. “It was because of him that you lay—”

“He is my kin,” the Lord of the West March replied. “I thought to save him from his choice. I failed.”

“It’s not—” She struggled with words. She always did when it was important. Her fingers were tingling; they told a story. Her hands were like eyes when they touched the living. She hadn’t known it—not clearly—until this moment. When she healed, they watched. They observed. They spoke.

“His name.”

The Lord of the West March touched her face gently. “What of his name, Kaylin?”

“Someone else holds it. Something else.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he doesn’t. Not…not the way you do. Not the way Teela does. Not—” and she turned to touch Andellen’s face before he could move “—the way Andellen does. It’s there, but it’s not there.”

“That is the definition of the undying,” the Lord of the West March said with just a trace of condescension. It didn’t even bother her.

“That’s why he’s trying to die. That’s why he’s trying to shed his name. It’s not for power,” she added. “It’s not for the freedom from the tyranny of the name. It’s for freedom from the man who holds it. Don’t you understand? He’s lost his name. He’s trying to divest himself of it in the only way he can because of the leoswuld. He’s doing it because he knows he can’t be a vessel for anything if he’s…undying. Whatever gift the Lord of the High Court gives, he won’t give to the Lord of the Green.”

The Lord of the Green looked at her. Only at her.

But he did not deny the truth of her words.

“He can’t kill himself,” she said quietly. “He doesn’t have that much control anymore. I think he tried to make you kill him.” She added, “I hold your name.” Speaking to the younger brother, holding the gaze of the older.

The Lord of the West March stiffened; she’d almost forgotten Andellen was present. But this was important enough that it almost didn’t matter.

“If you wanted to be free of that, how would you do it?”

“I would kill you.”

“And that would work?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“Then find the person who holds his name and kill him.”

“That, kyuthe, is why you are here.”

“What?”

“In truth I cannot think of the man who could hold my brother’s name with any certainty. But there is one who must be able to,” he added grimly. “And if I cannot free my brother, it will end here.”

The words made no sense. On so many levels. She did her best to alleviate that by starting with the basics. “Your brother almost killed you.”

“Yes.”

“And not by his choice.”

“No. We have argued much, but we have never descended to kinslaying. I did not suspect— I would not have known—but he must have retained just enough control of himself that I could escape.”

She said, “But you have to give your names.”

He said nothing.

Kaylin looked at his face. He hid nothing, either. For just a moment. She turned to the Lord of the Green. “I will do this,” she said quietly. “I’ll…free you.”

And he looked at her…and nodded. His face twisted in spasm.

“It is time,” the Lord of the West March said, “to leave.” He spoke loud words that had the tone and texture of High Barrani. They were not Barrani in any form that Kaylin understood.

The liquid began to move in. The Lord of the Green was swept, slowly, into the depths that had hidden him from all sight.

“If he dies,” she said, “you’ll be the castelord.”

“Yes. And perhaps, in time, I will be the castelord regardless. But not like this, Kaylin. Never like this.” He bowed his head for a moment. When he lifted it, his eyes were blue. “I will take you to your rooms,” he said softly.

“My—oh, right.”

“I have made provision for you there. The rooms are adjacent to my personal quarters, as befits a kyuthe.” He turned and began to walk out of the chamber.

She called him silently.

He stopped.

“How am I supposed to do what you can’t?”

“I do not know,” he replied. “But you woke me, you found me when I was lost.”

“I can’t do that for him. I don’t think I could survive touching him—”

“No. You cannot. I do not think he could prevent himself from devouring you whole.”

“Then how—”

His eyes were darker now. “Find a way, kyuthe. If you, who bear the marks of the Old Ones, cannot, no one can.”

She was silent; she followed him out the door. But it occurred to her that the marks he spoke of were marks she had never mentioned to him. And she wondered what else she had left behind in his forest.

Her rooms were sparse and fine, and when she entered them, she paused to look at the west wall; it was glass, colored and divided by something too shiny to be lead. Some panes were clear enough that they looked like openings until they met her palm; the others were dark, like precious gems. If there was a pattern in them, she couldn’t see it—but she wasn’t concerned about her accommodations.

She was thinking; although she had been forbidden the Hawk, it still defined her. Her fingers had gone the numb that cold causes; it beat burning. But they were clumsy and awkward.

The dress made her feel clumsy and awkward, as well. It was just too pretty, too expensive, too—highborn. If she had dreamed of wearing a dress like this, if she had once dreamed of rescue, in the way children do, she’d grown beyond the dream. Or it had grown too small to contain her. It didn’t matter.

If the Lord of the West March had not been standing by her side, she’d have stripped it off. Or tried. She hadn’t forgotten about the damn buttons.

“You told me,” she said quietly, as she pretended to notice the wall of windows, “that no one else knew about the Lord of the Green.”

“It is known that he is at Court,” the Lord of the West March replied. “And he has appeared in the company of the High Lords.”

“Not as himself.”

“He was fey,” was the quiet reply.

“The castelord knows.”

“The castelord is Lord of the High Halls. What passes here, he knows.”

She frowned.

“Hawk,” he whispered.

She turned to see his subtle smile. His eyes, however, were blue and dark. “Did you tell Teela?”

“Teela? Ah, Anteela. My cousin.”

“Yes.”

He said nothing for a moment. Then he walked past the windows, to a cabinet that rested in the curve of the wall. He opened it, and brought out a decanter that was probably as heavy as most babies she delivered; it was certainly more solid. “Will you drink?”

“Not on duty.”

“You are not on duty.”

She hesitated. “I don’t generally drink in the company of strangers.”

“But I am not a stranger, kyuthe. You have my name.”

And what did that mean? She could call him; he would hear her. But the syllables that had shattered foreign sky didn’t tell her anything at all about the man. The Barrani weren’t human. They weren’t mortal. She had always been aware of it, but she’d never truly known it. Not like this. “I’ll…drink.”

He poured. She watched his hands move, aware that he honored her. She turned. “Andellen,” she said quietly.

Andellen nodded.

“I wish to speak privately with the Lord of the West March.”

“I do not counsel it,” Andellen replied, surprising her.

Surprising the Lord of the West March, as well. “He is yours,” the High Lord said. “And he knows what you know. I see no harm in his presence.”

“Samaran, however, will wait outside,” Andellen added.

Samaran bowed. It was like a little ritual that was beyond her understanding.

The door closed on Samaran’s back. They stood in the room, Andellen, the Lord of the West March, and Kaylin Neya.

She said, “As far as the Court knows, the Lord of the Green is well.”

“He is meditating, in preparation for the gifting.”

She nodded. “So…his attempt…to divest himself of his name—that must have been recent. As far as the Lords know, he’s fine. In that case, what effect would your death have?”

“It would grieve the High Lord.”

“But it would change nothing, in their eyes.”

“You have some understanding of the Barrani, Kaylin. It would change little. Perhaps, at a different time, it would mute the Festival, would quiet the song and the story of the High Court. But this is the time of the leoswuld, and even the death of kin does not compare in import.”

“I was summoned, in haste, to heal you,” she said bluntly. Although Teela was right; it was hard to be blunt in High Barrani.

“Ah?”

“And I was told—as was my Lord—that were I to fail, there would be war.”

He nodded, his fingers around the stem of a glass that seemed too delicate to hold air, never mind gold liquid.

“But if I understand correctly, Lord of the West March, war would only occur if both of the sons of the castelord were beyond him.”

The Lord of the West March was silent.

“You have a sister.”

“We have.”

“But she can’t carry the life of the castelord.”

“No. It would doom both she and our people in ways that I will not explain.”

“Therefore, it must be either you or your brother who accepts the gift of the High Lord.”

He nodded.

Frustrated, Kaylin slid into Elantran; it was like a second skin, and a damn sight more comfortable than the awkward one she’d been wearing. “Look, I’m not stupid. If you’re both dead, there’s no one to take the gift. Either the castelord does not pass on—or he passes his life to someone else. Deciding who that ‘someone else’ would be would cause a lot of bloodshed. I’m guessing that it would be whoever was left standing. Tell me when I’m wrong, okay?”

The Lord of the West March looked to Andellen. “Is she always this difficult?” he asked, in High Barrani.

“I have only recently been assigned to guard her, but I would say, given the brief experience, that she is usually more difficult.”

Kaylin, not a big fan of arrogance, found it hard not to bristle. She did try. She’d come that far. “What I’m trying to say is that Teela knew. About the Lord of the Green.”

“He understood the implication,” Andellen told her gently.

“And the castelord knew.”

The Lord of the West March handed her a glass. She half expected it to snap in her hands. It didn’t.

“Do you think that Anteela could have left the High Court without his knowledge? Do you think that you—with your outcaste Lord—could have passed between the statues without his knowledge?”

“Well, yes, if you must know.”

“Then you fail to understand the castelord. And you fail to understand your compatriot. She serves the castelord, Kaylin.”

“She serves the Hawklord.”

“Even that service is at the whim of the Lord of the High Court. I am not aware of all that passed while I was lost,” he added quietly, his eyes never leaving hers. “But I am aware that she must have approached him. I am aware that she must have told him far more of your history than you were willing to surrender at his command. You are not kin,” he added. “And any claim she might make on your behalf—and she made a very deep one, for our kind—was tenuous at best. But she went, and in haste. She returned, in haste. She will not speak to me of what occurred, and this is wise.

“She will not answer my questions, however, and this is not.” His frown was delicate. It was also lovely. “But Anteela could not have been aware of what transpired between the Lord of the Green and I when we last spoke.”

“Who found you?”

He said nothing.

“It must have been Teela. You were with her men.” She set the glass down, untouched. “Who would stand to gain by your deaths?”

“Many, if power is the object.”

“You’re Barrani,” she said.

His smile was slightly bitter. “I am aware of what I am,” he told her quietly.

“How many of the High Lords are old enough, and powerful enough, to hold a name like this?”

“None.”

“It can’t be none. It demonstrably can’t be.”

“As you say.” He too set his glass down. “We will take dinner in the Lord’s Circle this eve.”

“Dinner?”

“I believe that is the word. An evening meal.”

“Now?”

“No. In perhaps three hours.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, Kaylin. I am surprised that the walls do not evince their comprehension.” He bowed. It was curt, but even so, graceful. “I will return for you at that time. Should you desire it, you have the freedom of the Halls—but you will take your guards with you if you choose to avail yourself of that freedom.”

She did not understand the Barrani.

But she hurled the glass at the door he closed as he left.

Andellen waited for the space of a few minutes, staring at the golden liquid that seeped into the flat carpets. The carpets were a dark burgundy, but they were, as she watched the liquid, composed of strands of different material that made a textured surface. That hinted at writing.

“Kaylin Neya,” the Barrani guard said when the room was silent, “that was poorly done.”

She was mutinous. And apologies were superfluous anyway; the Lord of the West March had left her. “He can’t be serious. The Festival begins in two damn days!”

“He knows.”

“And his brother—”

“He knows, Kaylin. But he is the Lord of the West March, he has his duties.”

“And one of them is eating? At a gathering of useless—”

“Of the powerful,” Andellen said quietly. “Of the Lords of the High Court.” He looked to the doors. “You are his kyuthe. Upon you falls the burden of understanding his responsibilities. You are an outsider here. You cannot—ever—understand them fully.

“That is your strength, if it is also your weakness. All of your misadventures will accrue to the Lord of the West March, but because of your nature, they will be lesser crimes. You are merely mortal.”

“You’re saying I can—”

“You can go where he cannot.” Andellen closed his eyes. “You will be watched because you are Lord Nightshade’s. But after the display in the Lord’s Circle, none will vouchsafe Nightshade’s as the greater claim. He was not, while a Lord of this Court, equal in rank to the Lord of the West March.”

Kaylin barely heard him. She was thinking.

She didn’t understand magic. She accepted the ignorance as the flaw that it was—hers, entirely. She had thought its study impractical and stultifying; she had thought the tomes and treatises presented in bored—and boring—Barrani, beneath her. Separate from her chosen duties.

But if she was ignorant, she wasn’t without resources.

“Where’s Severn?”





CHAPTER 12

Severn was captivated by the damn windows. She wanted to throw something at his head, but with her luck, it would miss, and shattered glass in these rooms wasn’t something she could afford. She had to hoard offenses, in case of need. A bit of a temper wasn’t, even by Kaylin’s loose definition, “need.”

Andellen was part of the wall. Severn noticed him, but ignored him, inasmuch as you could ever ignore the armed Barrani at your back. She waited while Severn moved across the display of cut-and-colored glass, touching its surface in something like wonder. The color that filtered light offered changed the features of his face, the color of his uniform, the visual nature of gold; it did not touch his silence.

She counted to ten. And then did it again. After the third time, it had lost what little staying power it had. “Enough of the glass,” she snapped.

He turned instantly.

And she regretted the words. His face was pale, and his mouth was tight with suppressed pain. She walked quickly to him, annoyance evaporating. “Are you hurt?”

He lifted a hand, mirror to her movement, and caught her wrist. The bruised wrist. “I’m not injured,” he told her. “Let it be.”

“What did the castelord do?”

“Nothing, Kaylin.”

“But—”

“Nothing. You wanted to talk. Talk.”

“Actually, I wanted you to talk.”

He raised a brow.

She swallowed. “About Barrani magic.”

“You might have asked your guard.”

“Or the wall…it would have been more helpful.”

The glimmer of a familiar smile touched his eyes, driving some of the tightness from his face. But the hollows were still there, like geography, a landmark that she could almost recognize but could not touch. “The Barrani are particular about proper form. If you want to get around the forms, you have to learn them. Gods know,” he added, “they make a life of it. They’d be considered honest, otherwise.” He paused. “They are never entirely truthful. Try to remember that.”

“There’s too much I don’t understand,” she told Severn, as if he hadn’t spoken.

He nodded. He knew her well enough to know that she wasn’t speaking about the Barrani, even if the statement was also applicable.

“And there’s too much I can’t explain. As in, not and live.”

“That would be the Barrani code.”

“Code?”

“They like secrets. In general, they preserve them by killing those who know them. I would guess that you’re considered of value.” His voice was light. Nothing about that tone reached his face. “What can you tell me?”

“There’s something about the Arcanum.”

Severn shrugged. “Where magic of a particular type is involved, there usually is.”

“Why hasn’t the Emperor just destroyed it?”

“The Wolflord has often wondered that.”

“You’ve—you’ve hunted Arcanists?”

He shrugged. “I’ve hunted many things.”

“How did you survive?”

“Luck.”

“Does it rub off?”

He shook his head, the smile creeping up the corners of his mouth. She’d always been able to force a smile out of him.

Her arms were aching. She lowered them, wondering what she’d lifted. His frown was more felt than seen. His question was utterly silent. She shook her head.

“Do you suspect the Arcanum, in whatever investigation you aren’t involved in?”

She snorted. “I’d suspect Lord Evarrim of anything illegal that I could remember offhand—and anything I had to look up, too.”

“He is not the Arcanum.”

“No. He’s a damn Barrani High Lord, and he’s here. And,” she added softly, “he doesn’t want me here.”

“There are many Barrani who find your presence offensive.”

“He’s vocal.”

“He was…brave.”

“Which usually means certain of his power.”

Severn nodded. But something about his expression didn’t mesh with hers.

“You don’t think the Arcanum is involved.”

“Oh, I didn’t say that. But I think Lord Evarrim more canny and less obvious. He is interested in you, but his interest is more mundane.”

“Mundane?”

“You have power. He knows it. He just doesn’t know how much, or how it can be used.”

She took a breath and began to speak slowly. For Kaylin. “There was an accident at the Arcanum. I think it happened around the time that the Lord of the West March woke up.”

“Backlash?”

“Maybe.” He really had paid attention in his classes. As it was now useful, she tried not to resent the fact.

“What time did the incident occur, exactly?”

“I don’t know.”

He ran his hands through his hair. “Kaylin—”

“I assumed they were connected. I wasn’t exactly paying attention to the timing at the time. And after—well, there wasn’t a lot of after.”

“I can probably access records,” he said at last. “But not from here. Oh, I can, but anything I access will be read.”

She nodded. “There’s something here I don’t see clearly.”

“Probably most of it.”

She shrugged. “Most of it’s not important. I can afford not to see those bits.”

Severn nodded. “Have you explored the High Halls?”

“Not…very much.”

“You should. They’re old.”

The last syllable stayed there, playing itself out by vowel and consonant. “All right,” she said quietly. “Let’s go for a walk.”

Andellen peeled himself off the far wall. “The High Halls are not like the Halls of Law. They are not like the Imperial Palace.”

She frowned.

“He means it’s easy to get lost. And very hard to get found.”

“Try living in Castle Nightshade,” she replied.

Andellen’s eyes were ringed with a pale brown. Brown. She grimaced. The Barrani guard held her gaze, and after a moment, he said, “You do not understand the mark you bear.”

“I think we’ve covered that.” She stopped herself from snapping the words.

“Learn, Kaylin. Learn to understand it. Lord Nightshade cannot—will not—stand in the High Court circle again, but he has invested some part of his power in you. It is why you are considered both offense and danger. Were you Barrani, and bore that mark willingly, you would have been dead before you passed the pillars.”

“But because I’m human, and of little consequence—”

“It is because you are human that you are considered of little consequence. Even if Lord Nightshade worked through you, even if he used the mark against you, you have little power—in the eyes of the High Court—that could threaten the High Halls.”

She looked at her arms.

“Yes,” Andellen said quietly. “They little understand the power you do have. I little understood it, until the night you helped to birth the child.” He paused, and added, “And I was there when you faced the black one.”

“Healing isn’t a threat.”

“Power is a threat. How it is used is almost inconsequential. There is some power that—in theory—can be used for anything. It is considered a weaker power—the will of the person who wields it is of greater consequence than the magic itself. The stronger powers are said to have a will of their own. If you can use them at all, if you can channel them, you use them as primal force. You must know this. You wear the medallion of Lord Sanabalis.

“It is very seldom that anyone is given the ability to channel more than one type of the latter.”

“Which,” Severn said quietly, “she would know, if she could actually pay attention in a classroom.”

“What you did in the fief against the outcaste Dragon, I believe we might have been able to accomplish, working in concert. Lord Nightshade is not without power, and he was not unarmed.”

She remembered his sword. Remember Tiamaris’s reaction to it.

“But what you did in the birthing of the babe was as strong in its fashion. In at least the latter case, you were not even aware of the cost.” He paused, and then turned to Severn. “The backlash at the Arcanum occurred perhaps five minutes after the second noon hour.”

“When did the Lord of the West March awake?”

“Four hours after the backlash.”

Kaylin could feel the ground shift beneath her feet. “But that makes no sense.”

“Not yet. But both of these are true. They are the ‘facts’ of which the Hawks are so fond. It is to make sense of the facts that you’ve come. Is it not what the Hawks do?”

She nodded grimly. “Severn?”

“I’m here to investigate the presence of Lethe,” he replied with a shrug.

It occurred to Kaylin at that precise moment to wonder if there was any.

“Good. Let’s go, um, find some.”

If the skirts were less voluminous, she could have ignored them. If her shoes were boots, she would have. She almost tripped twice, tilting on her ankles as they rolled over the unfamiliar, small heels. Severn caught her both times. “I didn’t design them,” he told her when she glared.

But he was wearing his dress uniform. If she looked at him, rather than at the ground or her feet, she could almost pretend she was strolling through a really, really rich neighborhood, on a useless patrol that would cause no work. And no paperwork.

Usually, during the Festival season, that was considered part of your job: don’t add to the paper piles. The office Hawks were pretty particular about it. And since Marcus was consigned to office hell during the Festival season—in a supervisory role—they had a lot of backup.

So this was…doing her job. Beside Severn, who was doing his. She wondered how much he missed the Wolves; she’d never had the courage to ask. He would be there now if she hadn’t been given the choice.

She wondered if he knew.

Thought about telling him. Thought more about how bad the timing was, and let it go. Because although she could pretend ferociously that this was just another neighborhood, she couldn’t allow herself to believe it.

He led her down the hall and stopped several times; the walls were composed of gaps that opened into small gardens. Small, perfect gardens. If there was wilderness in the growth of leaves or flowers, it was an artful wilderness. She half expected to see a signature.

“Try to remember these Halls,” he told her as they opened up. “They are the domain of the Lord of the West March, and if anything happens, you want to be in them.”

“What kind of anything?”

He shrugged.

Andellen said softly, “I can lead you back to these Halls.”

It surprised them both.

“You lived here,” Kaylin said quietly.

“For many years.” He was utterly impervious to compassion, and she didn’t insult him by offering it. But she met his gaze, and saw the green in it. He wasn’t annoyed.

“Has it changed much?”

“The nature of the High Halls has not changed.” Which was sort of an answer.

She smiled brightly. It was a pathetic attempt, but the expression clung to her face anyway, like a poorly fitted mask. “I have an idea!”

Severn winced. “Kaylin—”

Speaking in that forced, cheerful burble, she said to Andellen, “You can show us around!” She spoke in Elantran.

His eyes did not change shade at all. “If you wish,” he said, “I will lead you. I am not certain you will find it as interesting as Castle Nightshade, however.”

“Good.”

His smile was genuine. He stepped past her, leaving Samaran at her back and Severn at her side. And he walked slowly, as if he were revisiting, by simple steps, the whole of the life he had lost.

They followed him, seeing what he saw, and failing to see it at the same time. Occasionally he would pause, lift a hand to touch the smooth wall, and nod. If there was magic in the wall, Kaylin couldn’t sense it. But memory wasn’t her gift—and Barrani memory was, by all accounts, long indeed. And deep.

Severn caught her hand; she had lifted it to touch Andellen’s shoulder, without thinking. As if he were Tain, or Teela, he had stopped her. But as she lowered her hand, he continued to hold it, and their fingers entwined, and other memories intruded as they walked.

The streets of the fief in winter. The chill of the air. The lack of warm clothing. The certainty of death, without shelter. She closed her eyes. They had often walked like this when it was cold, pressed together, as if by simply standing side by side they could form a wall that would keep the winter out.

She opened her eyes.

Andellen stood in an arch, his hands on either side of the smooth, round walls that formed it, his head exactly beneath the keystone that held the rest in place. Beyond him, she saw wall, old stone.

And a symbol.

She drew Severn forward. When she reached the Barrani’s back, she saw that the arch opened up into a tower; stairs spiraled up and down as far as the eye could see. Farther, she thought, spinning slightly as she tilted her head too far back.

She frowned. “Andellen—”

He was looking down.

“Severn, the tower—”

He nodded. He’d seen. The stairs went up forever—and forever, even at their vantage, was too high. She had seen the Halls from the outside; she was aware—as every citizen who dwelled within Elantra was—that there were no buildings taller than the Imperial Palace, none that presumed to be of a height, save for the Halls of Law.

And yet…

The symbol on the wall behind those stairs must be High Barrani. She couldn’t read it, but it was clear by the stiffness of Andellen’s back that he could.

“I fear I have led you astray,” he told her quietly. “This is not a place for the idle guest.”

“I have been given the freedom of the High Halls,” Kaylin countered with care. “And I’ve run up and down a lot of stairs in my time.” The last was Elantran; it couldn’t be said in High Barrani.

“What does it say?” She pointed at the rune.

He looked at her slender arm, green trailing from the wrists in a useless drape of shiny cloth. “You see it?” he asked her softly.

She raised a brow.

“Before you descend into sarcasm,” Severn told her, tightening his grip on her hand, “I have no idea what you’re pointing at.”

“It’s a symbol. I’m pretty sure it’s High Barrani. It’s right there, Severn.”

The look Severn gave Andellen would have caused a lesser man to take a step back. Or several, at a run. Andellen did not move. Kaylin was too busy to try to figure out why Severn was glaring.

“Andellen? What does it mean?”

“It means ‘choice,’” he replied, his voice completely neutral.

“You’ve been here before.”

He nodded. “Every Barrani who wishes to be granted the title Lord has come here once. They usually come alone,” he added softly. “But whether they come to the tower alone, or no, they enter it alone.”

“This is important,” Kaylin told Severn.

“How many leave?” Severn asked, ignoring her.

“Those who have gained the right to the title,” was the quiet reply.

Severn turned to Samaran. But Samaran was silent in a way that said “disturb and die.”

“Choice,” Kaylin said softly. “Is that all?”

“In Elantran, it has a different shade of meaning, and more words.”

“And those?”

“‘By your choice, you shall be known.’”

“What choice?”

He smiled. “That is the question the tower poses, Kaylin. Among others.” He lowered his hands and turned away. “This is not for you,” he told her.

But the word on the wall seemed to glow faintly, and the light in the runnels was blue. “I think—it is. Because I can see the rune.” She turned to look at Samaran, and even his dour expression wasn’t enough to silence her. “Can you see it?”

He shook his head curtly.

“Kaylin.” She turned back to the exiled Lord who had once called the High Halls home. She thought Andellen would be annoyed; he wasn’t. His eyes were green, and speckled with brown. “If you choose to wander here, you will almost assuredly miss the evening circle.”

That was about all the incentive she needed.

Severn said, “You can’t leave her. By the castelord’s command, you cannot leave her.”

Andellen met Severn’s gaze, and nodded. “That is his law, as given.”

“He can’t come with me,” Kaylin added.

“I’m aware of that,” Severn snapped. “And I think it would be politically inadvisable to miss the evening circle.”

“Severn, if I open my mouth while I’m there, ‘inadvisable’ will seem like an act of genius.”

He ran his hands through his hair and looked away.

“I know you’re making a face,” she told him. She hesitated in the arch.

“I’m not Andellen,” Severn told her. “Where you go, I go.” He looked back at the Barrani.

The Barrani Lord frowned. But it was the frown of someone who has found something both alarming and interesting; there was no anger in it. “We will wait for you here,” he told them. He glanced at Samaran. Samaran was distinctly blue-eyed and almost rigid.

But Andellen’s was clearly the greater authority, and the hand that fell to his weapon was Andellen’s. No other threat was offered; none was necessary.

“The Lord of the West March was not entirely accurate,” Andellen added as Kaylin took a step forward.

“About what?”

“About which parts of the High Halls are the most ancient.”

She walked through the arch slowly, but her hesitation was that of an observer; she didn’t want to miss anything. Especially not anything deadly. Severn did not follow her; he walked at her side.

The rune on the wall was now glowing with a light that seemed at once blue and gold. She turned to Severn. Severn, frowning, executed a full circle, and cursed quietly.

The arch was gone. At their back was now a smooth and slightly rounded wall. They stood on a small flat that merged with stairs, one set spiraling up as far as the eye could see, and the other, down. There were torches. Sort of. Down was darker.

Severn looked at her. He lifted a hand once, to touch the new wall in a way that clearly indicated he wanted the arch back. He pushed against the wall with his full weight. It didn’t give. “Occasionally,” he told her, looking up to where the keystone had been, “I understand why you dislike magic.”

She almost laughed. “Usually it’s just the door-wards,” she offered.

But he shook his head. “It’s everything,” he said quietly, and turned to face her. The landing seemed to shrink to an uncomfortably narrow width. “I don’t understand you,” he added.

“You understand me better than anyone else does.” She said it without thought, without hesitation; it just fell out of her mouth, probably because her mouth was open. She shut it.

“I understand part of you better, but even that part often makes no sense.”

She frowned.

“It started with magic,” he told her. “In the fiefs.”

She said, in a flat voice, “It started with death.”

He shrugged. “If your mother hadn’t died, we wouldn’t have been together. Everyone faces death.” His eyes were dark; the torchlight hid their color, but not their shape. “But if not for the marks on your arms and legs, we would have made our way in the fiefs. Or even out of them. If not for the magic,” he added.

She couldn’t pull the sleeves up; they were tight and fitted. Which is to say, she could, but she risked tearing them. Or wrinkling them, which in Teela’s eyes would probably be the greater crime.

“When I went to the Wolves, I learned. I learned everything I could. About you. About what might have caused the marks.” He shrugged. “I learned the acknowledged rules about the laws that govern the different schools of magic. I learned to understand some of the differences between the Arcanum and the Imperial Order of Mages. I listened. Because magic destroyed our lives.” He was still staring at her.

She shrugged and looked away. “I didn’t.”

“I’m well aware of that. But I don’t understand why. In the fiefs, we learned everything anyone would tell us about the ferals. Because they were a threat.”

“That was you,” she said woodenly.

“No, Kaylin. That was us.”

“Maybe I didn’t want to know.” She shrugged again. It was not comfortable.

He shook his head. This time, his gaze let her go. “Knowing or not knowing won’t change the nature of the threat. It will only change how well we deal with it.”

“And if we can’t deal with it?”

His smile was slight, but it flickered there, a kind of fire composed of lips. “It looks like we don’t have much choice. I don’t see another way out.”

You didn’t have to come hovered on her lips, but it would have sounded childish, even to Kaylin. She managed not to say it. “Choice,” she said. She looked at the steps. And at the opposite wall.

“Up or down?” Severn asked.

She almost said down. In fact, she started toward the stairs that led into darkness below.

“Down?”

She nodded, thinking. The shape of the rune drew her eye. The color of it was almost hypnotic. Thinking, seeing again like a Hawk, she made a decision. Acting like Kaylin, she didn’t voice it. Instead, she walked forward, stepping with care not because she was afraid, but because she didn’t want to fall over. Severn could walk beside her, and did.

She grimaced. Lifting her hand, she placed a flat palm against the rune. It covered half of it. Before she could change her mind, she lifted her other hand and placed them side by side.

Nothing happened.

The familiar tingle of magic failed to make her palms or arms burn. “Oh well, I guess it’s not a door,” she said, and let her hands drop.

She swore. In Leontine.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“The rune,” she told him.

“What about it?”

“It’s gone.”

Severn shrugged, but then again he would—it’s not as if he’d actually seen it. Or touched it. “Up or down?” he asked again.

She swore, for good measure. “Down,” she told him, and began to walk those stairs.

He fell in beside her. “Not the heights?”

She shook her head. “No.” And before he could ask, she added, “We’re looking for history. How much history can be above?”

He frowned for a moment, and then nodded.

They both knew that the dead were buried, and the sky wasn’t much of a graveyard. If they could even reach it at all.

The tower possessed no windows for the first half an hour. And half an hour of walking in the shoes the Quartermaster had so grudgingly given over to Severn was about twenty-nine minutes too damn long. With a lot of colorful language as a backdrop, Kaylin sat down on the steps and removed the shoes. She almost pitched them over the railing—which was a delicate twist of brass, molded like the trailing growth of a vine—but Severn caught her hand and removed the shoes from them.

“We don’t need them,” she said flatly.

“You can’t know that,” he replied. “Whereas I do know what the Quartermaster will say if you come back without them. He was most explicit, and given that he handed them to me, I’d prefer not to antagonize him.”

She grimaced. “You win.”

“Were we betting?”

“No. Not unless you had money riding on them.” She cursed stairs in general, but with her feet flat on the cold stone steps, she was inclined to be less hostile. That inclination lasted another half an hour. When she sat again, Severn sat beside her.

“We don’t actually seem to be getting anywhere,” she told him.

“No.”

“I don’t suppose any of that magical study you did involved illusions?”

“Some. If that’s what this is, we’re in trouble.”

“Figures.” She held out a hand. He gave her the shoes. “My feet are cold,” she offered by way of explanation. She put them back on and stood up. “We’re doing something wrong.”

He raised a dark brow. Standing, he leaned over the rail and dropped something; it might have been a coin.

There was no sound at all in the tower.

“That’s a good drop,” he told her, staring over the rail for some sight of whatever it had been.

She nodded, but she was frowning. “We shouldn’t be here. Andellen said that himself. If this is a test, it’s not a test that was designed for us. I should have asked him how long it took him to get out.”

“He wouldn’t have answered.”

“He led us here, didn’t he?”

Severn frowned. “You noticed.” There was vastly more sarcasm in the two words than words that feeble should have been able to contain.

“I sort of told him to.”

“You told him—and Kaylin, don’t take up acting as a second job if you think you need money—to show us around the High Halls.”

“Yes. But his eyes—”

“Were green.”

“And brown.”

Severn thought about that for a moment. “And brown is approval. Or respect.”

“I think they’re usually the same, with the Barrani.”

Severn shrugged. It was his punctuation. “All right. Assume that he meant you to be here. Assume that this is, as he said, a test all Barrani must undergo if they want to be Lords of the High Court.”

She frowned. “Keep talking.”

“About anything in particular?”

“About the High Court.”

He sat on a step three above the one she was standing on; he was still taller, but she tried not to resent it. “The High Court is composed of Barrani Lords.”

“They all live here?”

At that, he hesitated. “The Lord of the West March lives in the West March.”

“Where is that, anyway?”

“No one knows for certain.”

“Right. But not here.”

“No…”

“And the Lord of the Green? And what the hell is the Green, anyway? At least the West March sounds like a damn place.”

“The Barrani have their own symbols.”

“Green usually means they’re happy.”

“For a given value of happy. They’re happy killing each other half the time.”

“No, if they’re killing, they’re blue.”

“Does it matter?”

“Here? How the hell should I know?”

“Ah. I think I understand why you want me to do the talking. You’re babbling.”

“Ha-ha.” She frowned. “Teela is a Lord.”

“Well, she’s not going to be much help to us if we can’t get out.”

“But if we get out, what are we?”

“Alive.”

“Try to work with me, okay? Teela used to live here. But the closest friend she has is Tain, and I’d bet my own money he never did.”

“I wouldn’t touch that bet.”

“Samaran never did either. But Samaran followed Nightshade.”

“They have a complicated clan system.”

“They have a bloody complicated everything. If we get out, we’re not Lords of the High Court.”

Severn’s expression sharpened; for just a moment, he looked dangerous, and his scars were white and ivory in the gloom. It was, to be fair, mostly Kaylin’s gloom, as they were standing directly under a torch, but still.

“I may be forced to kill Andellen,” Severn said slowly.

“Don’t. Oh, and why?”

“The Barrani have owned the High Halls since before the founding of the Empire. This Empire. And the previous one. And, if history is correct, the one before that. They’ve always claimed it, there’s never been another race that has.”

“They built it.”

“Did they?”

“Most of it.”

“I’m not so certain.” The way he said it, Kaylin suddenly wasn’t so certain either.

“Think like a Barrani,” he told her, leaning back and placing both of his arms flat behind him. She wouldn’t have tried; her feet were still smarting from the constant cold of their contact with the stone. That and the edge of the step wasn’t worn enough that she wanted it biting into her shoulder blades.

“Trying.” She paused. Looked at him.

“Not like Teela,” he snapped. And added, “Try to work with me,” in very precise mimicry of Kaylin. “Castle Nightshade is old. It predates the Empire. All of them. What rules bind it?”

She shrugged. For a variety of reasons—most of them ones she was unwilling to think about at all, never mind with any depth, she didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about the Castle. Or the Barrani that served as door-wards in the Long damn Hall. Or the portcullis. Or the forest. Or the room with the seal. “Nightshade,” she said quietly.

“Nightshade binds it?”

She nodded, hesitantly grasping the strands of Severn’s thoughts. “He rules it,” she said. “He didn’t build it. I think— I haven’t asked how, and no, I’m never going to—that taking the Castle was costly. But it’s his. He can go anywhere in it.”

“And you?”

“He…said that I could eventually find my way anywhere in the Castle, but I wouldn’t get there the same way he did.”

“Is that because you bear his mark?”

“I’ve never asked.”

“Well, ask that one, will you?”

She nodded, humor absent. The attempt was tiring. “You’re saying…that the Lord of the High Halls rules the Halls in the same way the fieflord rules the Castle?”

“I wouldn’t bet my money on it. I would bet yours, if that’s any help.” It was; fief-talk for almost certain, but not quite.

“It still doesn’t explain the test.” But she looked at the walls. “Or maybe it does,” she added. Thinking again. It was comfortable, to think. Compared to, say, panicking.

“No, it doesn’t. But Teela lived here. Andellen lived here. Nightshade lived here.”

She nodded three times. “So the taking of the test probably meant—before the Dragon Emperor, before the Empires that I don’t remember the names of, so don’t bloody ask—”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“—that at some point, only Barrani who could live here without getting lost, the way the Castle loses people, did live here.”

“The Barrani like to weed out the weak. They’re fond of hierarchies and titles. If this was a proving ground of some sort, it probably wouldn’t have mattered to them who built it originally. It served a purpose. You came here, and you either made it out or you didn’t. It’s pretty clear that Samaran never tried. Tain?”

She said, “He didn’t try.”

Severn nodded grimly. “You think he wouldn’t be here at all if he had.”

“I think he would be here if he had. Or at least as much as Teela is. I don’t think pass or fail here is a grade.” She bit her lip. “If we can pass this test somehow, we can live here. I mean, we can live in the same damn place as the High Lord.”

Severn nodded.

“You think Andellen wants that?”

“I could not tell you what Andellen intended.”

“By current law—by current form—we’d have to be accepted as Lords of the High Court. If we made it out.”

“And could prove it, yes.”

But she was still frowning. “If it happened that way, though, it’s not the Barrani that are doing the testing.”

“No.”

“It’s the High Halls.”

“Yes.”

She said something in Leontine. And then added something in Aerian. “What I’d like to know,” she finally said, stretching her legs and massaging her calves without—quite—sitting on the steps, “is who the hell thought it would be a good idea to design sentient bloody buildings.” The cold was bad enough that she hesitated for a moment and then slid her feet back into her shoes.

“The problem with that,” Severn replied, his voice that shade of too quiet, “is that we’re probably likely to find out.”

That’s the point, she thought. She put her hands on the rails and examined them carefully. “Barrani,” she told him.

“You said the mark on the wall was a High Barrani rune.”

“No, Andellen said that. I said it looked like High Barrani to me.” She frowned, and then added, “The bastard.”

“Does that mean I can try to kill him?”

“No. It means you can stand in line. He didn’t say it was High Barrani. I said it. He just told me what it meant.”

Severn said, “I don’t like what you’re thinking.”

“You don’t know what I’m thinking. I don’t even know what I’m thinking!”

“I know what you will be thinking in about ten seconds…you’ve got that look on your face.”

“I’m thinking,” she said pointedly, “that thinking like a Barrani will get us exactly nowhere. I’m thinking that this is like the Long Hall in Castle Nightshade, but it’s stretched in the wrong damn direction.”

Severn shook his head. “I told you. I don’t like it.”

“Come on,” she added, gripping the rail tightly in whitening hands. “Do you trust me?” She regretted the question the minute it fell out of her mouth.

“That’s not the right question,” he said, coming to stand beside her. His hand was around her waist for just a moment as he looked down. “Do you trust me?”

“With my life,” she said, but bitterly.

She leaped up lightly onto the railing, and Severn did the same; she caught the hand at her waist and held it tightly.

Then she jumped, and her weight bore them both into the darkness.





CHAPTER 13

The world folded, twisting around them as they fell.

Or as they should have been falling. Except that they weren’t. They hung suspended over nothing, as torchlight and stairs and brass shattered and blended, re-forming around them as if they were the center of the universe.

The center of a different universe.

Kaylin looked up at Severn’s chin. She would remember the underside of his face clearly, because it was the first thing she tried to see. “Can you see this?” she asked him softly. And then, when he didn’t answer immediately, “Are you all right?”

His hand was still around her waist; her hand was clutching it. He moved slightly, changing his grip. It was sort of an answer. It wasn’t a good answer. He said, each word distinct, “For a person who hates magic, it doesn’t bother you much.”

“Meaning?”

“You’re not hysterical.”

She shrugged, or tried to. “Would it help?”

He laughed; it was a low sound. “It might help me,” he told her. “It might not.” He let her go. She did not, however, reciprocate.

Looking at her hand for a moment, he said nothing. And then he straightened his shoulders, and he was Severn again. Because he had become aware that she needed him to be Severn. She let him go, then. Thinking, as she did, that need was a funny thing; you were never sure if you had it by the tail or the jaw. Being needed forced her to find strength; being needed too much forced her to confront failure. Not being needed at all?

She shook her head.

They stood in a long hall. There were no stairs here, and the brass work that had been the railing was now a green set of lines that clung to walls, shadowing them with the green of summer leaves. The hall itself was perhaps ten feet tall, but the ceilings were rough, and suggested dirt rather than rock. The walls, however, were smooth beneath the creepers, and hard.

She looked at Severn, and then beyond him. In either direction, the hall seemed featureless; it was an improvement over the stairs, but only theoretically. “Flip a coin?” she finally said.

Severn dutifully pulled out a silver talon. Kaylin called, and he caught; the coin rested on the back of his hand, beneath the flat of his palm.

“Well?”

He removed his hand. The coin was completely blank.

“Really hating magic,” Kaylin told him.

“Not as much as I will if the coin stays this way. I should’ve used copper.”

Kaylin shrugged and began to walk, and Severn fell in beside her. There were no torches here, but a diffuse light peered out from the sparse gaps between leaves; it was enough to see by. They walked in silence for some time.

“What are we looking for?” Severn finally asked her.

“The way out.”

“What does that mean here?”

She started to answer, but flippancy evaded her grasp. “I’m not sure,” she told him slowly. “I’m not sure where here is.”

“What does it mean in the Castle?”

She shook her head, and her hand brushed her cheek. “Nothing,” she told him. She looked up at the ceiling. “Can you give me a boost up?”

“You can probably reach if you sit on my shoulders.”

They’d done this before, but she’d been younger and lighter; muscle counted for something. He knelt, and she straddled his shoulders, discovering that skirts were, in fact, bad for everything. But if she’d gained muscle and height in seven years, so had Severn; he gained his feet without apparent effort.

She reached up and touched the ceiling. What appeared as dirt was not—quite—dirt. It was, however, covered in a mottled layer of earth. She ran her hands across it, frowning. “Severn? I think the ceiling is made of…roots.”

“Roots?”

“Plant roots. Some are smaller than others. Some are bigger than my thigh.”

“Roots usually grow down,” he said after a pause. “You think we’re underground?”

“As much as you do,” she replied. “How far can you walk like this?”

“Not far.”

She nodded, although he couldn’t be expected to see it. Her hands continued to play against the surface, her nails gathering dirt the way short nails everywhere did. “Let’s follow this one,” she told him. “Take a couple of steps forward and stop.”

He did this, and she once again touched the ceiling. Found the largest of the roots, and, trying to keep her hand beneath it, nudged him forward again. They walked this way for about twenty minutes before Kaylin told him to stop. There was enough urgency in the single syllable that he almost unbalanced, and she realized he’d gone for his knives.

“It’s not that kind of stop,” she told him as he regained his balance—and his hold. “I can—something’s different. I can feel—something engraved here.”

“John was here?”

“Ha-ha.” Her fingers had found marks or grooves that turned in a curve. In a series of curves, some large and thick, some small and fine. “I think it’s writing,” she said. “But I can’t read it.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Severn told her, and her hand fell a few inches as he knelt. “We’re on the right track. Or,” he added in a softer voice, “the wrong one.”

“How do you—” She slid off his shoulders in silence, looking ahead.

“Just a hunch.”

A Barrani man stood in the hall before them. He looked vaguely familiar, which is something that could be said of any Barrani of any gender. He wore armor, however, and a sword, although the weapon remained in its sheath.

Kaylin didn’t like the look of him.

Severn didn’t like it any better, and he didn’t like it faster. The hall was narrow enough that it was pointless to unwind the chain of his favored weapon, but the blade in his hand was attached to said chain, and the chain hung low enough to give it play. Or to stop Severn from losing the weapon.

Kaylin reached for the daggers she wasn’t carrying.

She could have written a treatise on the danger of dresses in about thirty seconds, but it wouldn’t have been printable.

The man, however, did not attack; he didn’t move.

He did see them. It was too dark to gauge the color of his eyes. But he lifted a mailed arm and pointed between them.

Go back.

“Uh, no,” Kaylin told him.

“Is he alive?” Severn asked quietly.

She hesitated. “He’s not dead. I mean, not like the other ones.”

“Too bad.”

She raised a brow.

“They were a lot slower.”

“They kept fighting without their heads.”

“True.” Severn had bent his knees, spread his feet, assumed a fighting position. But the Barrani didn’t move.

Kaylin’s arms began to tingle. She cursed.

“Bad?”

And nodded. “Very.”

“He’s still not moving.”

“No. He’s not. Something else is.”

Severn reached for a dagger and handed it to Kaylin, never taking his eyes off the Barrani. He repeated the motion a second time as Kaylin kicked off her shoes. The ground was a shock to the soles of her feet; it was like standing on ice.

She’d done that once or twice in the winter, when old shoes had given way; she’d never done it voluntarily.

The light that hid behind creepers flickered slightly. Kaylin, without thinking, slammed her hand into the wall, crushing leaves in her rush to touch stone. She whispered a harsh word that left her throat raw, and the light strengthened, forward and back.

“Impressive,” Severn said. “Do you even know what you said?”

She shook her head. Because she didn’t. At the moment, she didn’t care.

Behind the Barrani, shadows were moving.

They were familiar shadows; one could even call them childhood shadows. “How many?” she asked Severn.

“I count four.”

“They can’t attack four abreast.”

“No. Not unless they’re stupid.” His tone mirrored her thoughts: not much hope of that. In the steady light, the creatures padded forward, eyes and teeth gleaming, voices beginning their slow growl.

Four ferals. Four hunting ferals in the High Halls.

Kaylin stood beside Severn, her daggers ready. She could throw one; she wasn’t willing to throw two. But they weren’t weighted for throwing, and even if she was damn lucky, a lethal hit wasn’t guaranteed. The Barrani Lord stood like a statue; he did not draw sword or otherwise move. The ferals glided past him as if he weren’t there. But he was. Had he been a simple illusion, they would have passed through him, and probably the hard, stupid way.

Ferals hunted anything that moved or breathed. They hunted in packs, but they weren’t picky about their prey. Occasionally, Barrani guards had been caught by the ferals, to the great relief of the human denizens of the fief of Nightshade.

It meant less ferals, after all. And possibly—just possibly—a few less Barrani.

The ferals were about three yards away before they began to howl. It was a trick, and seven years ago, Kaylin would have been transfixed by the sound; now it was simply a warning. Two legs or four, she’d been hunted before. Ferals didn’t have crossbows. They didn’t have longbows. They didn’t have magic.

They didn’t, she thought, as she brought the right dagger up and the left back, have scales or jaws the size of horses. They couldn’t fly.

But they could leap.

As one, the front two did. Kaylin didn’t look to Severn, didn’t look behind him; she didn’t try to find a place to hide. She wanted to for just a second—for less than a second—but she wasn’t that child anymore.

She was a Hawk. A Ground Hawk.

Her feet were burning and numb. It would have made running hard. It didn’t make much difference to fighting, yet. She caught the snap of a jaw with the flick of a knife; were it not for momentum—the feral’s—it would have been easier. She’d expected the weight, but the speed was startling, and reflex took rein, kicking thought out of the driver’s seat.

She brought her left arm up and in, thrusting the second dagger toward the feral’s momentarily exposed throat. She felt fur, and heat, saw eyes that reflected light. The feral leaped back, bleeding.

The one attacking Severn didn’t have that chance. He rammed his arm into the open jaw and cut through half its neck. The growl died into a gurgle, and Severn was in motion, forward motion.

Kaylin’s first feral turned to snap at him as he moved past, and she brought both daggers down through the base of its spine, crossing them over in a neat, brutal movement. More blood. Less fur. A glint of exposed bone. She kicked the feral over, pulling the blades free in time—just—to fend off the third.

The halls were narrow.

The feral was loud. Louder than she remembered, and she remembered ferals. The smell of them. The fear they caused. The desperation of night in the fief. Elianne.

Her old name.

And not her name. Her arm jerked as she tried to pull it back; the feral had a mouthful of silk in its jaw, and it wasn’t letting go. This would, Kaylin realized, be because she was bleeding. The fabric was shiny; the blood ran down its length before it was absorbed. Ferals in a blood rage were just that little bit more stupid.

And given that the teeth weren’t connected to the bleeding parts—yet—this was to her advantage.

She couldn’t use the one arm, but she did have two, and the feral had taken hold of the right sleeve. Had she time, she would have cut it loose. Instead, she let the feral decide how far forward she was going; she stopped resisting its pull. She pitched forward, and the dagger traveled ahead of her. It lodged in the feral’s eye, and she put the whole of her weight behind its travel.

Yanking the dagger free, she paused to look at the weapon. One of Severn’s, longer than what she was used to by maybe an inch, and sharper than her tongue at its harshest.

She looked up; Severn was finished.

They were standing a yard from the Barrani lord, who surveyed them with eyes that were…gray. He did not touch his sword. He did not otherwise appear to notice them. But he stood in the hall.

Severn stepped past him, tense, moving against the wall. When he did not draw weapon or otherwise move, Kaylin traced the same path, with the same watchful wariness.

The Barrani Lord began to fade from sight.

Kaylin looked at her dress. The rips—and the blood—remained where they were. There was a gash from her elbow to her wrist, but it was shallow. She’d gotten worse in training exercises.

Severn frowned and looked at her. She shook her head. “I guess the testing begins in earnest,” he told her quietly.

“The Quartermaster is going to kill me.”

He laughed. It was a wild laugh. “He’s going to have to stand in line.”

“Here’s hoping.” Kaylin cursed, ran back, and picked up her shoes. Her feet were slightly blue. She put the shoes on, teetered, and forced herself to stand normally.

They began to move forward, down the hall.

She was almost ready to ride on Severn’s shoulders, gathering more fingernail dirt, when something in the distance caught her eye. It lay across the floor, not moving. Severn’s frown seemed etched across his face, but he stiffened, and held out an arm, blocking her.

She glanced at him. She still held his daggers. He still held his blade.

“Barrani?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “Not like the last one,” he added. “No armor.”

“No movement, either.”

He nodded carefully, but that was the whole of his movement. He seemed to have internalized all action, all physical motion. His eyes were narrowed, and his hand—the hand that held the blade—was white as the bone beneath skin.

She lifted her head slowly.

“Severn,” she said. Her voice was steady. But only barely. The light began to gather, as if it were, like Severn, contained unnaturally. It grew brighter; the halls grew brighter.

Although they hadn’t moved, the light deprived them of the need: They could see. They could both see.

Kaylin swallowed and closed her eyes.

It didn’t help.

How could it? Eyes closed in the dark of her room—any room—for far too long, she had seen what now lay upon that floor. It had defined her life for seven years.

And it had defined Severn’s life, as well.

Murder did that.

She opened her eyes again, and began to walk forward. When she hit Severn’s arm, she reached up and pushed it to the side. It gave slowly, as if it were a stiff gate. He did not say a word.

She couldn’t run in the shoes; she didn’t try. Had she, she would have probably run in the other direction. It’s what she had done the first time she’d seen them dead.

Steffi and Jade. The children she’d half adopted in the streets of Nightshade, a world and a life away.

They were bodies. Blood was fresh, but it had half dried. She could see as a Hawk saw; they were dead. Arterial bleeding. They’d both taken neck wounds; short cuts, but deliberate. So much blood for such a small mark.

She hadn’t taken the time to examine them.

She hadn’t taken the time to do anything but flee. It was her shame, and it marked her. Maybe some very stupid part of her mind had thought that if she did good—whatever the Hells that meant—it would count. And to who, in the end? It wasn’t as if she worshipped gods. She mostly liked gods, as they minded their own business; it was their followers who gave her the occasional problem.

What she hadn’t done then, she could do now.

She knelt by Jade’s side, Jade, the younger of the two. Steffi had been like day, Jade like Dawn. None of them had been like night, not in the fiefs. Their eyes were open and unseeing; wide, blue and brown. They were so young.

She lost the Hawk’s view as she stared. She thought the color of the light had shifted, darkening and changing until all she could see was red. And she’d thought that was a turn of phrase.

Her mouth was dry. Her throat was dry. Words piled up behind closed lips, clenched jaw, as if they were a battering ram. She wanted to kill Severn.

And Severn was waiting.

She rose. Her skirts brushed their wounded bodies like a green shroud. She turned to face him. She hadn’t touched them. She would have had to put the daggers down to do it, and the first rule of the fiefs was never disarm yourself in the presence of an enemy.

But this enemy, this Severn, was different.

He didn’t even try to speak. All color had seeped out of his face, like sand through the slender neck of an hourglass. His expression remained unchanged. It was stiff, contained, unnatural. He moved down the hall toward her, his blade slowly falling as his arms reached his sides.

He didn’t let go of it. She saw that.

Before she could speak—and she should, she knew it—he had drawn closer. Close enough that she could end it easily; she could drive the blades home.

But he wouldn’t have stopped her. She saw this clearly. He had fought her in the Hawklord’s tower. He had fought her in the Foundling Halls, and outside, in the streets that surrounded them.

He was done with fighting. Everything about him said that.

She did not want to meet his eyes.

She did not want to look away.

Caught between these choices, she lost both. He walked past her—inches past her shaking hands, her exposed knives—and knelt against the icy floor.

And then he did what she hadn’t done; he touched their faces. He closed their eyes. He bowed slowly, bending at the waist until his head was almost level to the floor…was, in fact, level with their faces.

But he didn’t speak.

He simply knelt and waited.

And it came to her as she watched, shaking, that this wasn’t an act of penance; it was a reenactment. He was doing, at twenty-five, what he had done at eighteen. He hadn’t run after her. He had stayed.

Almost horrified, she shifted her stance, her skirts swaying. She watched him, torn between rage and pity. Time passed.

At last he unbent, and then he lifted them both, one in each arm. They were limp now, and heavy. Rigor mortis had not yet set in. She almost called his name, but she bit her tongue instead, for he began to carry them down the hall.

She followed, as if she were a ghost, unseen. And in some way, she was. Her life turned, here, on this moment—but so did Severn’s. And it should, gods, it should. The girls had had no one in the world but Severn and Kaylin, and Severn had betrayed them utterly.

She had thought to lead them, in this place. But as always, it was Severn who led. He staggered once or twice with the weight of the girls. Their girls. He paused once, his back against the wall, crushing leaves she was certain he wasn’t even aware of. But he did not let go of them.

Had it been night?

Strange that she couldn’t remember. She followed. She wanted to carry one of them. She wanted to offer. But her tongue was frozen. She would have sheathed the daggers, but Severn wore the sheaths, and it was suddenly important that she not touch him or disturb him.

He walked. She followed.

Stairs opened beneath his feet, and he struggled down them. It made no sense that he could do this; he should have carried them one at a time. He should have thought—

She swallowed. She had never asked him how he felt. Because it hadn’t mattered. And it shouldn’t matter now; he’d murdered them. But her throat had that peculiar tightness that spoke of trapped water, and she could barely breathe for the tightness, because with breath would come tears.

By your choice, you shall be known.

This had been his choice. And she had judged him by it.

It came to Kaylin as she followed Severn that she couldn’t see what he saw. She had seen the rune, and touched it, and it had vanished; he had seen nothing. Now she saw the halls, the stairs, the odd root-bindings that made the roof. But his odd movements, the way he slid to the side here or there, implied that he saw something different.

He teetered. He stopped again, leaning on walls. She could see his face over the slump of Steffi’s shoulders, her hair tangled and matted with dried blood, and she had to bite her lip. His face—oh, his face. For a moment, she could read everything in its lines. She couldn’t look away.

But he did, and when she could see him again, he was stiff resolve. More walking. The halls stretched on from the stairs into a different sort of light than the light that lit the walls above. Here, it was almost moonlight. The time for ferals. Death in the fiefs.

And Severn walked on.

Ferals, she thought, would smell blood. Ferals would come; they already had.

She had her daggers ready, and she listened and watched because Severn couldn’t. Perhaps because fighting would be a relief, no ferals came to interrupt this funereal procession, this silence.

Finally, Severn came to a stop. He staggered, and his knees buckled. He hit the dirt awkwardly. And it was dirt; no cold, icy stone. But the ground was hard, she thought. She didn’t touch it. Instead, she watched over the girls while Severn turned away.

When he turned back, he carried not a blade but a shovel. Where it had come from, she didn’t know; that it was magic, she didn’t doubt. But neither of these seemed to be strange to her. She watched, and bore witness, to his pain and his determination.

He began to dig. Hours passed, or so it felt. She had no like shovel to help him. Just daggers, and daggers wouldn’t help. They wouldn’t expand the earthen bed. They wouldn’t deepen it, or make it long enough that it could hold, in the end, the two things precious enough to work for.

She hadn’t buried her mother.

Her eyes were watering. She could have pretended it was something other than tears; would have told anyone who watched that some of the flying dirt had lodged in her eye. Tears were weakness. But to herself? No lies, here.

Just Severn and her girls.

He lifted Steffi first, and brushed the hair from her forehead. And then he kissed her forehead, all the while whispering something she could not hear. Prayer was useful then; she never wanted to hear it.

He laid Steffi down in the grave, and then turned to Jade, who had been so difficult in her own way. Hard to love, wary to trust, plain and often sullen. But he held her more tightly. He didn’t kiss her forehead because she had never liked to be kissed or touched much.

He laid her, gently, beside Steffi, arranging them with care so that they would never have to be alone. And then he knelt again, as if he had no further strength, and he stayed by the edge of the grave for a long time.

Almost longer than Kaylin could bear.

She tried to take the shovel in her hands, but her hands passed through it. She tried again, and again, she was reminded that she was simply an observer here. She couldn’t help in any way.

It’s not for him, she told herself in something very like fury and yet very different. It’s for them. But no one was listening.

Severn finally rose. There was blood on his hands and on his shoulders, on his chest, on his face; their blood. He didn’t seem to be aware of it. He lifted the shovel, and she saw that his hands were blistered. And that he clearly didn’t notice, or didn’t care.

He began to shovel the dirt back over them, like a blanket. She looked at his hands, at the growing dirt that covered Steffi and Jade, at the pointed end of the shovel. At anything but his face.

And when he finished, he sat again, the point of the shovel buried in the hard earth, his hand upon its handle. He said nothing. What could he say?

But he rose at last, and turned back the way he’d come.

She was there.

His eyes rounded perceptibly.

By your choice, she thought.

He saw the daggers in her hands. He saw her expression. He simply waited. And from the ceiling that should have been sky, the tendril of one great root eased itself out of the mass and dropped to the ground, planting itself beside the bodies. Had it been nearer the grave, she would have chopped at it in fury. Even though she could see the words written across it like a bright banner.

Shapes shifted, runes becoming different runes, and then becoming letters, until they were in Elantran and Barrani, a jumbled mix of languages ill suited to each other.

What is your will, now? the words said.

She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

You know. And now you have seen what you did not see, and more. What is your choice?

She said nothing. Severn did not seem to notice the root, although he must have heard her answer the shifting lines that appeared across its width in a band.

“I think,” she said quietly, “that he’s suffered enough.” Words she could never have imagined she would say seven years ago.

Severn frowned; it was the look that stole over his face when he was concentrating.

“You buried them,” she said to him.

He nodded. Stiff and guarded now, his expression neutral.

“Where?”

He shrugged. “Does it matter?”

Her turn to nod.

“Why? They’re still dead. I killed them.”

“I want to go there.” She hadn’t, until she spoke. Or hadn’t realized it. But she did. And only Severn could take her.

She lifted a hand and touched his face; the tips of her fingers traced the scar he’d taken in a feral fight when they had both been young. To her surprise, he flinched, and she let her hand drop away.

But the root had thickened, and the writing was now glowing a faint luminescent blue. Severn’s frown made it clear that he was, at last, aware of where they actually were; the past receded. But it would never let him go. She understood that now.

She had a better chance of escaping.

Yes, the root said. You do. You were the Chosen, and you failed.

“I couldn’t save them,” she whispered.

That was not your duty.

She understood then, and she did drive a dagger into the words of the root. Light sparked as metal hit wood; it did not even scar the surface.

“They were my duty!” she said savagely. “I promised—”

Your duty, Chosen, was to preserve the balance and the power. You failed. And this one was standing in your shadow. He understood what you failed to understand.

He took the burden upon himself. He killed them. He was not Chosen; he had no power. He has endured what you should have endured because you did not have the strength to do what must be done.

But it should have been your hand.

“I was a child!”

Ignorance is not an excuse. It is a fact, like any other. You wished him dead because he could do what you could not.

Choose.

But she had already chosen. Severn was a Hawk, not a Wolf.

Choose.

She snarled in Leontine. Had she fangs and claws, she would have ripped the root from its mooring and eaten the damn thing, just to shut it up. It was a favored Leontine threat. But she had neither.

She looked up, met Severn’s eyes; he wavered in the frame of her vision. She said, “I want to see them.”

He said nothing.

Her voice thickened. “Severn—”

But he shook his head. “I chose,” he said harshly. “I killed them. Not you, Kaylin. You could never have done it.” He believed it. Why wouldn’t he? He had known her better than anyone; it was true.

Oh, she had hated him. Hate froze in her, hard and cold; it lost all life in that moment. “You saved the world,” she told him. And this time, she meant it. She wanted to weep.

“What kind of a world,” was his bitter reply, “did I save, that could demand this?”

“Our kind,” she answered. She touched his face slowly, and this time, he didn’t stop her. Instead, he lowered his head into her hand. She’d dropped the dagger, but it hadn’t made much sound; it was caught in the folds of her skirt. The other one joined it. She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew his head down, and she held him for a long, long time.

Hating, at last, not Severn, but Kaylin.

He is yours, the root said, the words writing themselves in a flurry of motion and metamorphosis. Because he bears your burden. Understand what is offered. Understand that ignorance will not save you.

And she said, “I’ll take him. We had each other, once, and we only had each other.” She paused and added, “The world is still worth saving.” Barely. But barely would do.

Then climb, the words said. You have passed through the first door.





CHAPTER 14

“Easy for you to say,” Kaylin murmured.

Severn drew back and looked at her. He could see her face. He gently unwound her arms, and took another step back. He could see her skirt. The latter made him wince. “The daggers,” he said.

“I can clean them.”

“You can’t sew with them.”

“There is that. Do you think it’s obvious?”

“Two gaping slashes and some blood?”

She grimaced. Took a step back and hit the broad root. It was still there.

Severn frowned at it. “We’re going to have a bit of trouble getting past that,” he said at last.

“I’m not sure we’re supposed to.” She placed her hands around the great root, and got dirt under her fingernails. Again. The words hadn’t changed any further, and they no longer glowed. “I think we’re supposed to shinny up the damn thing.”

“To where?”

She raised a brow. “Someplace that isn’t here.”

“I’ll go first.”

“The hell you will.” She added after a moment, “I’m going to need a bit of a push.”

He laughed. Bracing himself, he intertwined his hands, and she put a shoe in them. He lifted her, and she caught root, and then a series of roots. She began to push them aside, and they fell away as if they were only barely lodged in some unseen surface.

“Is there a hole?”

“Not much of one. But I think we can push ourselves through this mess, if that’s any help.”

He nodded, and she came down. When he stood again, she was sitting on his shoulders. She began to work, pushing small tendrils to one side or the other around the trunk of the large root; it seemed to travel straight up now, instead of across the roof.

She nodded an okay, which he couldn’t see; she smacked herself on the side of the head, and told him that she was about to let go. Which, in this case, meant clamber up his shoulders, standing on them as she tried to find purchase along the single vertical root.

She managed to do this; dirt was all of her vision for a minute, and dirt was not her favorite thing to inhale. But the smell of it was clean and new, and she contented herself with that. She edged up, and up again, and then her face broke surface, as if the earth were a river that moved slowly and imperceptibly, carrying life with it.

She could see something that looked like moonlight—the red moon was full; the bright moon must be hidden by something in the distance. She could see something that looked like grass at the level of her eye, and having been on the end of a few losing fights, was both familiar and uncomfortable with the view. She reached out, grabbed a handful of said grass, and pulled it up in an attempt to drag herself forward. Which was stupid, because she was sitting between the V formed by the exterior roots of a tree. A really, really tall tree.

She grabbed the exposed roots instead, and felt a familiar—and unwelcome—tingle that traveled up her palms. Which, given the lack of a warning mark, was a tad annoying. She pulled herself up and let go as quickly as possible.

Severn was a bit slower to follow, but not by much. He had height, and he had always been better at climbing than she had; he could find purchase on almost vertical walls in cracks that she would have sworn wouldn’t aid a mouse.

“Where are we?” he asked her.

It was a perfectly reasonable question, and because it was, she was also annoyed. Being reasonable when the world wasn’t reasonable wasn’t always a gift to the person on the receiving end.

But, being a Hawk, she let her eyes acclimatize themselves to the faint light. “I think we’re in a garden. Well, with walls. And pointy things on the top of the walls.”

“Heads on the spikes?”

“I can’t see them that well.”

He shrugged, brushing dirt from his tunic. The dirt that had lodged in his mail would have to wait.

“Garden,” he said after another minute. “With flower beds.”

The way he said the word made her stiffen. Or cringe. Severn was, like Kaylin, not a big fan of cultivated plants that couldn’t also be eaten. This meant that he only noticed the wrong kind. As if to underscore this, he lifted a hand and pointed.

Around the great tree, in a careful circle that was bounded on either side by low rocks, were white plants with four petals; they were open, and their golden hearts were exposed. Even in the moonlight, Kaylin could identify those flowers. Lethe.

She groaned. “If they are Lethe flowers—”

“They are.”

“No one’s harvesting them. Not here.” The dirt that clung to her dress was sort of embedded. She didn’t even bother to try to remove it. Instead, she touched the trailing weight of Sanabalis’s medallion. The dirt there was easier to brush aside. “I could maybe try burning them—”

“Don’t even think it,” he snapped.

“Lethe doesn’t work on humans.”

Severn said nothing for a moment. “It doesn’t work predictably. But it has an effect.”

“You want to destroy them.”

He shrugged. But he walked toward the white ring that circled them, and he stopped, his feet inches away from stone. It was gray with blue veins, and the blue veins were glowing slightly. The circle was wide enough that jumping over it wasn’t a real possibility.

He lifted a foot, and Kaylin’s arms burned suddenly. “Don’t!”

His foot stopped in midair. He withdrew it.

Something was nagging at her. Damn it, there was something she was missing. She looked at the flowers. A wind began to blow across their open faces, moving through them in a way that suggested water on a white, white ocean. And carried in the fold of that breeze, a scent, strong and cloying.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” she told Severn.

Severn had already pulled back in silence. He had many shades of silence; this was grim.

“Don’t you have to—eat it or something?” she said without much hope.

He shrugged. “In our world, yes. But this is demonstrably not the same world.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she took his hand in hers. “Would you forget, if you could?”

“Forget what?”

“Anything.”

He looked at her.

She gave in quietly. “That you killed them.”

“No.”

And bit her lip.

“Would you?”

She wanted to say yes. She didn’t. For seven years, the answer would have been no. But in the High Halls, the answer had shifted, and the ground she was standing on wasn’t so firm. She stalled. “Why?”

“Because I did kill them. Forgetting it wouldn’t change the fact.”

“It might change you.” It might change us.

“It might,” he said quietly. His voice was at its lowest. “But it wouldn’t bring them back. It wouldn’t change anything that’s happened.”

“But it—”

“Kaylin. Elianne. Whoever you are. It’s part of who I am. It’s part of my understanding of who I am. I spent a long time learning to live with it. There are days—” He shook his head, discarding the words. She wanted to hear them, but she knew Severn; they were gone someplace she couldn’t follow.

“I wouldn’t choose to forget. Besides,” he added, squeezing her hand, “you’re a Hawk now. You’d figure it out sooner or later, and we’d have to go through it all over again.” His smile was tight. “And I won’t put myself through those early years again. Not even for you.”

She understood then. “This is a test,” she told him softly.

He nodded, as if he had understood it the moment he’d set eyes on the flowers.

“It’s a stupid test.”

“Maybe the Barrani would feel differently. They live forever, and their memories dim much more slowly than ours. Truth is not their strength…they play games, they live and breathe deceit. It’s why they make good Hawks,” he added. “They understand deceit in most of its forms.”

“And me?”

“You’re not Barrani.” He paused. “The Barrani wouldn’t consider the deaths a crime. It wouldn’t be murder. They barely understand loyalty to kin.”

“That’s not true.”

“It’s not true of all of them,” he conceded. “But I pity those for whom it isn’t.”

“Why?”

But he shook his head again. “Do you want to forget?”

She swallowed. “Sometimes.”

“Do you think it would change anything?”

“It would change how I see you.”

“And is that important?”

She almost laughed, but it would have been the wrong type of laughter. “Severn—you were the entire world to me. You were the only person I counted on. I trusted Steffi and Jade in a different way—they were children. My children,” she added bitterly. “But I would never have asked them to save my life. I could never have asked them to fight for me. I could never have believed they could save me.”

“From what?”

“From anything.”

“Do you understand that I wouldn’t have remained your entire world? Even had they lived?”

The moonlight was bright here. The sky was hazy, and it made a soft ring of light around the bright moon’s face. She could see it now, see it clearly; it was almost full. The red moon was full. Two days.

She had two days to save the Barrani from something bitter and terrible that she didn’t understand, and for this small space of time, it didn’t matter.

“You were thirteen,” he told her. “You were a child.”

“I’m not a child now.”

“No? But you think like one.”

It should have annoyed her. Maybe later it would. Here, it didn’t quite have the barbs it should have. “Because I can remember how much I believed in you?”

“No. Because you still want to. Because knowing the truth, you still want to. I’m what I am,” he added.

“It’s not what you were.”

“No. But I changed then. I understood what I was willing to do. You understood it, too.”

She nodded.

“There’s no way back.”

“There’s no way forward.”

“There is, Kaylin. You weren’t a Hawk. I wasn’t a Hawk. Or a Wolf. We were trapped in the fiefs. We’re free now.”

“We aren’t free,” she whispered.

“We’re as free as we’re ever going to be. We make the choices we make…we live with the consequences. There’s no other way. Take away the memory, and the consequences teach us nothing. In the end, I learned that I could live with what I did.

“I don’t know if you can. But that’s a consequence, as well. And I knew it then. The alternative was worse.”

She looked at the flowers, felt her throat tighten. The scent was stronger. “What if we don’t have the choice?”

“We always have the choice. Isn’t that the point of all this, in the end? Wasn’t that the rune that you touched?”

She nodded. Reaching up, she clutched the medallion of Sanabalis, Dragon Lord. “Is burning them really bad?”

“It would be.”

“How bad?”

He frowned. “This isn’t rhetorical, is it?”

“Not really. And yes, I know what the word means. If you explain it, I’ll stab you.”

“With what?”

She grimaced. “I’ll kick you.”

“Better.” His smile was less tight. “I’ll risk it,” he added quietly. “The scent is…bad.”

Holding the medallion as if it was a talisman, she lifted it high.

“Is that necessary?”

“Probably not.” She studied its face, felt the comfort of its familiar weight. “I learned something,” she added.

“Is it going to kill us?”

“Maybe.”

He shrugged.

And she spoke the word fire.

Fire came, like the breath of a Dragon. What it touched, it burned, and flame spread, contained by stone, in a circle of heat and orange light. She lost the moons to its glow, the dance of its many tongues, the language of its crackling. She didn’t lose Severn; he still held her hand as he watched. They held their breath because it was practical.

They stopped when it wasn’t.

Smoke, white smoke, rose above the flames like a curtain of dense fog. But the wind that had moved scent did not move the growing wreath; it reached up, and up again, an illusion that spoke of walls.

And as it billowed, Kaylin saw words in the shapes; fleeting words, broken by flame, and reshaping, over and again, the scream of the flowers, all subtlety lost.

She would remember this.

That was the point.

“Kaylin?”

She lifted a hand, looking at the smoke; Severn fell silent. Then, pulling him by the hand, she retreated, walking backward, limned in light.

“It’s the tree,” she said softly.

“What of it?”

“We have more climbing to do.”

“The Lethe?”

“It’s gone. Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t change our minds now.”

“Do you?”

She shook her head; her hair was in her eyes. Pushing it back, she smiled. Raw smile. Real smile. “Forward,” she told him softly.

The tree was waiting for them.

But Kaylin was wrong.

She saw the trunk. Saw, engraved in it, a simple rune. Which she cursed roundly, in all of the languages at her disposal. She even wondered, briefly, if you could swear in the tongue of the Old Ones. What would it sound like?

Severn waited until she had finished. “What is it?”

“It’s a damn door-ward,” she snapped. “It’s too bad the people who built this place are long dead.”

He laughed. She kicked his ankle.

And then, before she could lose all nerve, she lifted the hand that Severn wasn’t holding and placed it, palm flat, against the rune.

Light flared, brighter than fire, in the dark of evening sky.  Kaylin’s reaction was typical.

“Do you ever stop swearing?”

“Yes. But it’s not generally considered a good sign.”

He laughed again.

The trunk of the tree began to dissolve. It was a slow dissolution, the texture of bark shifting beneath her hand as if to cling, to leave an impression. Her fingers curled around it for just a moment, holding it in place. There was peace here. She wasn’t quite ready to surrender it.

But that was her life: ready or not, it went, smoothing and stretching until it formed the surface of a door. It was, she noted, a wooden door, and its edges were still tree shaped, bark colored. As if the door were a cross section cut from the trunk of a huge, old tree.

There was no handle.

“You ready?” she asked Severn.

He nodded.

She gave the door a little shove, and it fell away.

Standing here, in the frame of something that was still mostly tree, she saw a room. It was a very large room, and it was lit by torches in wall sconces. Those sconces were green, like the eyes of a calm Barrani.

The floor, she couldn’t see clearly, but the walls were dark; stained, she thought. Wood.

She tightened her grip on Severn, and when he winced, she offered a crooked smile. “I don’t want to leave you behind,” she told him by way of apology.

“Oh. I thought you were just trying to break my hand.” But his smile was familiar. Wearier. Older. But at heart, familiar.

They stepped through the door, one after the other, like two links in a very short chain. Kaylin wasn’t surprised when the door vanished at their back.

“Kaylin?”

“Hmm?”

“What did you see in the smoke?”

“Words,” she told him quietly.

“I guessed that.”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I think the High Halls consider me a bit of a cheat.”

He chuckled. “Oh?”

“I gave the decision to you,” she said without smiling. Nothing much to smile about, really. “I let you make it.”

He shrugged. “They were my memories.”

“Not just yours.”

“It’s about choice,” he reminded her, the smile gone from his lips.

“My choice.”

“It was your choice, Kaylin.” He frowned. She recognized it; it wasn’t aimed at her.

Turning—because she had turned to look at him—she surveyed the room. Large? Yes. The floors felt wooden; she was in her shoes, and the soles were a bit thin. Part of her considered taking them off, but it was a small part.

There was a table in this room. It was long and dark; wood, but a heavy, dense wood. The top was perfectly flat. Two chairs faced each other across its width. It wasn’t a dining table, or if it was, people were expected to eat with their hands off the top of the table itself. Oh, and bring their own food while they were at it.

“Are we supposed to sit?” Severn asked her.

“Not sure. It looks…”

“Like a war room.”

She shook her head. “Not war.” She lifted a hand. “There’s a door.”

He nodded. But he was drawn to the table. Where he went, she followed.

The chair moved almost quietly across the floor. Given that Severn was dragging it, it said something about the floor. Or the chair legs. “It’s heavy.”

“Doesn’t look it.”

He set the chair aside. “Look at the table, Kaylin.”

She did. And frowned. There were no engravings here—which she half expected. But the lines of wood grain were…unusual. It took about half a second to realize why: They were crawling, as if trapped beneath the surface. Roiling. “Not liking this table much,” she said grimly.

“Don’t touch it.”

“Wasn’t going to.” But she was. Her hand had moved without much thought behind it, and it rested an inch above the table’s surface. There were words beneath her hand; even in its odd rush of movement, the wood grain retained their shape, tracing them over and over again in a frenzy that increased as her hand drew closer.

She recognized them, although she couldn’t precisely read them. “I don’t think there are any games left to play,” she told the table. “Severn—I need both of my hands.”

“No.”

“Severn—” She hesitated. Straightened out. Her sleeves were draped across part of the table’s surface, and they irritated her immensely. “Can you cut these damn things off?”

“The Quartermaster—”

“Is already going to pitch the biggest fit the Halls of Law has ever seen. How much worse can it get?” But she didn’t see his expression; her eyes were drawn to the surface of the table. It looked shiny. It reflected nothing.

“Kaylin—”

“I gave you the choice,” she said quietly. “Give it back.”

He let go slowly, but he did let go.

And she put both of her hands on the surface of the table. They slid through.

Words began to crawl up her arms, like a legion of small insects. She could feel their march, as if she were parchment and they were a thousand expert quills. She promised herself, gritting her teeth, that she would never hate cockroaches again. She could step on those.

“Kaylin—what is it?”

“Power,” she told him grimly.

“Magic?”

“No. Power.” She shook herself; her hands could move freely beneath the surface, but she couldn’t withdraw them. She only tried once. “This is a Barrani test,” she added bitterly. “Power would have to play some part in it.”

She felt her arms tingle; the tingling grew in intensity until it was pain. Pain, she could handle. Fire, she could barely handle, and that came next. But if this was a game of cosmic chicken, she wasn’t ready to blink.

Kaylin didn’t play chicken.

“It’s not a Barrani test,” Severn said, his voice in her ear a relief from the buzzing that was growing in volume.

She bit her lip; tasted blood. Thought after. Blood was a bad idea.

Very bad.

Blood was the liquid of the living. Blood was the water of life. Blood was the ink in which old words—ancient words—were writ.

She knew this, as her blood touched her tongue. It was a trickle; she’d bit her lip harder just jumping down the stairs. Admittedly, she’d had three armed thugs on her tail at the time. Here she had a quiet room and a table that wouldn’t let go of her hands. She’d had no reason to bite. Except vanity; she really didn’t like screaming.

Teela would have hit her.

Severn was silent. If he even understood what had happened, he made no sign, gave no word. But she felt him by her side, like a shadow.

The surface of the table was no longer shiny, it was shining. The light was pale, diffuse, and ringed with a halo of pale blue.

The words—and they were words—had crawled up her arms, settling against her skin, matching, curve for curve and line for line, the words that were already there. They didn’t speak to her, but the buzzing was loud. They were seeking some answer from her skin, some kinship, some-thing—an answer came to her slowly, like the straggling result of a difficult numbers question.

They wanted a vessel.

A living vessel.

Blood, and bone, and flesh.

She remembered Castle Nightshade. She remembered the Long Hall; the silent Barrani who moved at the scent of blood as it passed them, as if they were almost dead, but could be stirred by the memory of, the desire for, life.

This was different. The Barrani had been housed in their own flesh, gone pale and slack with the passage of time and their endless inactivity, their guardianship of the doors that opened only at the whim of the fieflord.

The words? They were unleashed, uncontained. Almost frenzied.

And she felt them huddle against her, seeking sustenance. Or entrance. But they did not speak, and this frustrated her, although she wasn’t sure why: Words were spoken; they didn’t have a voice of their own.

And yet…

They were more than words.

Just as some names were more than words. They weren’t her names. Hers, she could speak; she could hear without compulsion; she could ignore. But the names of the Barrani? They were more. And the names of the Dragons.

Their names were forever.

Old names, she thought. Old words.

What stories had she heard? What legends had she grasped from her time in Nightshade? Half-remembered—which is the way, in the end, almost all things were in her life—she thought of stone casements, the small windows sculpted into statues that would one day wake, and see through them as if they were eyes. Tall and elegant, large and ferocious, the daydreams of ancient gods; they had been carved and molded by Lords of Law and Lords of Chaos. And they had been given words of power so that they might live. Words that had meaning in her life in only the most superficial of ways.

But those words were these words.

She understood it, and was silent; in the face of words such as these, what power did her own have?

She whispered a name. Human name. Severn.

And he was there; she felt his hands upon her shoulders, the steadying strength of his silence. Was this power? Not as the words understood it.

Not as the words could be understood.

But she wasn’t clay. She wasn’t nameless. She wasn’t—

“No,” she whispered softly.

“Kaylin?”

“I asked him,” she told Severn.

“Asked who?”

Calarnenne. She did not speak the name; her lips formed it, but it formed base sound, no more. She did not think it, although thought was present. The name that came to her was primal, primitive, visceral—something deeper than thought. It was the true name of the Lord who ruled the fief that bore his name: Nightshade.

And she heard his voice over the buzz of these words, although she couldn’t see him. Kaylin.

You told me—

What did I tell you?

Nothing, of course. Nothing of value. The scant force of air over the shape of tongue, teeth and lip said nothing at all. Noise. Buzzing.

The children, she told him, concentrating.

The silence was almost complete; he would have withdrawn had she not called him again, forcing his attention to focus upon her. She felt his surprise, his hesitance, and yes, his anger. But she wanted none of those things.

How are the Barrani children named?

A pause. A swell of resistance. And then, beneath that, amusement and…pity. Midwife, he called her with mockery. You are in the High Halls.

I’m in the damn High Halls, she snapped, clenching her hands. Words slid through, crushed but not destroyed. And there are names here, waiting for life.

You…see much.

And hear less. Answer the question.

Silence.

Please.

The Lord of the High Court has a daughter, he said at last, and she will be Consort. To her will come all who are born. They sleep; they will not wake until she takes them along the paths that are open only for her. She is appointed.

Kaylin swallowed. She knew where the Consort would bring those children. But—she’s—

Yes. She will be wife to one of her brothers; the Lord of the Green or the Lord of the West March. I told you, Kaylin, that her role was ordained.

They’re not born alive?

They are, but life is flimsy, fragile; it passes fleetingly. They will not wake until they know the whole of who they will be; they are not given their name; they are taken by it.

And do they remember the taking?

Silence. Profound silence.

She didn’t ask again. Instead, she watched the writing swirl and shift. The light was intense. The pain was worse.

They want to name me, she told him.

And the silence changed in texture; it was dark here. The only warmth in the room—if you didn’t count the burning along her arms—came from Severn’s hands.

You cannot be given a name.

Why?

You are mortal.

She understood that. And told him so, but not in words. I already have the words, she began, looking at them; they glowed brightly enough that her sleeves couldn’t hide them.

They are yours, but they are not you. If this is the gift the High Halls offers, refuse it.

But they—

Kaylin, did you offer the altar your blood?

Ummm. Would it make a difference?

The silence was one of astonishment. And not the good kind.

It was an accident, she began defensively.

But he was concentrating, and she fell silent. She could feel his presence grow as she waited. She couldn’t see him. But he was drawing nearer, along the length of the only thing that bound them: his name.

The name he had surrendered to her.

You are not alone.

Severn’s here.

Good. You shed blood.

Not on the table.

Again the silence. She was a bit tired of it. Her teeth, however, were clenched about as tightly as they could possibly be, and she didn’t feel like swearing. Barrani didn’t have truly useful curse words.

Why did you touch it?

I—it seemed like the right thing to do.

Given how often your right is wrong, I would suggest you ignore your instincts in future. If, he added darkly, you have one.

Silence returned, and in it, he observed her from a distance. Not, she realized, a safe distance; she could almost see where, in Castle Nightshade, he was standing, and she’d walked that floor before. It had almost devoured her.

You are almost safe, he said at last. The words find no purchase in you.

They’re…on me.

Yes. I can see that.

I, um, my hands are kind of stuck. In two fists. She tried to pull them free, purely as a demonstration, and they did not come; they were anchored there, in a sea of Old words. Anchored by them.

He frowned. She didn’t see it, and was grateful for the distance, but the feeling lingered anyway. You will pay a price for this, he told her softly. You cannot now withdraw your hands unless you take what is offered.

She had a little quibble with his use of the word offered, but then again, he was speaking in the essence of High Barrani.

What does the Consort do?

She chooses a name.

But that means she can read them.

No, Kaylin, it doesn’t. These are not mortal words, to be read and picked over; they are the gift and price of the Old Ones. They are the force of our lives. And you have your hands in them.

Look, it’s not like I can pollute the damn things. They’re all the hell over me!

You have to choose, he said softly. And the wisdom to make that choice wisely will not be yours for centuries yet.

Dust doesn’t make many choices.

He didn’t seem to appreciate the humor.

She uncurled her hands; the fists had been tight, and shaking. She couldn’t see them clearly for the words, but she could feel the pain in her palms.

Ummm.

And feel, as well, the raised curve of one of the fieflord’s brows.

If I bleed at all in the table—or the altar, whatever it is—is that worse?

His answer was silent; it contained no words. Barrani, as she had noted earlier, wasn’t an aid to swearing. But she wasn’t dead. And the tingling was less painful. And the words moved more slowly. None of this was cause for comfort.

She ignored him then, and began to trace what had seemed like wood grain, searching it for meaning. Searching it for something that might have meaning. And it occurred to her, as she did, that the act itself was futile.

That almost all acts were, in the end.

She would die; nothing could prevent that. The march of these disembodied words would go on beyond her, as if she were inconsequential.

She understood two things then. That if this was not exactly a testing ground for the Barrani, it had never been designed for mortals. And that, mortal, she was here, in its heart; that she had been given a choice.

Choice…

Calarnenne.

Kaylin.

You dared the High Halls.

I am Lord, yes.

And you succeeded.

Yes.

How many fail?

Numbers beyond your ability to count.

She nodded. When you came to the tower, what did you see?

Stairs, he said, but there was a caution in the words that flagged them. He did not lie to her; she didn’t think it was possible. But he didn’t tell her the whole of the truth, either.

Did you see a word?

Yes.

What was it?

His silence was the silence of resistance. And she held his name. But the temptation to use it was vanishingly small. If he held answers—and he did—he would not part with them willingly. Maybe it was a Barrani thing.

But Kaylin wasn’t Barrani. I saw a single rune, she told him, offering the same vulnerability she asked of him, and first. I asked Andellen what it meant. He could see it.

He would; he was tested, and he passed.

He told me it was a symbol that meant choice. That’s not what you saw, was it?

No, Kaylin.

So this is—

Yes. Do not surrender this information to another. It is safe to do so with me; you hold my name.

She nodded, but it was an absent nod; a gesture of habit or the type of acknowledgment that breezes above actual understanding.

Andellen saw—

He was your guide.

She would have spit had she been anywhere else. She didn’t. Her hands were glowing, and they were the pale green of Barrani eyes—children’s eyes. She’d never seen a Barrani baby; they were rare. But she knew it for fact. Both of her hands. She opened them both. Saw nail crescents—three each—that had bitten their way through her skin. She’d had worse paper cuts in her life, but not here. Context was—as her very irritated history master used to tell her—everything.

She closed her eyes slowly. She could still feel her hands, but without vision to guide them, she could no longer see the runic words. Sight wouldn’t help her; it kept trying to make the shapes into something they weren’t: language. And comprehensible.

She felt the tingling in her arms lessen; felt the frenetic crawl of desperate shapes slow. Her skin was hers; it was dry and hot, as if all moisture had been absorbed. Or as if she were fevered. She was certainly dizzy.

But she let those go; they weren’t for her. Or of her. What she held in her hands, what passed over her open palms like the shallow current of a brook, might be. And she had to choose.

Not one, but two. She understood this because the symbol itself had responded to both of her hands; the single hand had done nothing.

What if I don’t choose?

A choice will be made for you; not choosing is a choice.

No good, then. Eyes still closed, she felt shapes. And the shapes gained weight, and differing textures, as the dark minutes passed. Her right hand closed upon something round and hard; it was neither too hot nor too cool, but it was heavy. Almost too heavy to hold.

Yet it felt, as she struggled with the immensity of its weight, like something solid enough to build a palace on; a foundation, a thing of strength. It was large. She’d never tried to carry something that large before; certainly not in the palm of her hand.

Her hand was almost flat, her fingers shaking with the effort to sustain her grip. She pulled. And felt her left hand come free.

But her eyes were still closed. One hand. One word.

She concentrated on the other hand, the empty one. And felt it as that: empty. Something nicked her palm, something as sharp and clean as Severn’s daggers had been. She almost opened her eyes. Keeping them closed required more effort than running after a Leontine suspect who didn’t want to be questioned.

Still, she’d done that, time and again.

Sharp. Hard. Both of these things. But her fingers closed effortlessly over the shape, and she felt, to her surprise, something softer and more giving beneath those fingers, something that was warm and light, like mossbed or flower petal. Clenching her hand drove the edges of the whole thing farther into her palm, but she did it anyway. There was…life here. Something living. Something that was utterly unlike the vast shape she contained in her left hand. It almost seemed to sing.

She lifted her hand without thinking, and opened her eyes. And screamed.





CHAPTER 15

Her hand was dripping blood.

She’d seen more, even of her own. The blood itself wasn’t the problem; it was the thing she held in her hand.

Severn’s grip tightened. “Kaylin—”

She shook. Not her head, but her whole body, a convulsive movement that had nothing to do with voluntary choice.

“Your hand is bleeding.” The words told her more clearly what she wouldn’t have thought to ask: He couldn’t see what she carried in her right hand. She could.

It was…a symbol. A rune. But it was throbbing faintly, and it was red as dragon anger; it was both hot and cold, the edges sharp, the curves above them like scintillating light. It was pain.

It was more than pain. Sorrow, here. But also joy. Peace and despair. It was birth and death, and everything in between; a small microcosm whose shape somehow implied the whole of a world. She moved her left hand automatically, but it was heavy with what it carried, and had she been able to look away, she would have seen that, too—and it would have been far, far too much to take in.

“Kaylin.” Pause. “Elianne.”

She could not look away. Her eyes seemed to lend shape and substance to the rune; to give it dimension that it hadn’t possessed when it traveled the currents beneath the surface. It was waiting, she realized.

And she had no idea what it was waiting for.

Or rather, no idea she liked.

Two hands. One rune. A choice. But she’d made more than one damn choice on the path that led to this one. And she wanted to be around to make a lot more of them.

Severn’s hands left her shoulder; the cold in the air could be felt as his absence. As the absence of all things that meant life to Kaylin. She wanted to cry out again, but the single scream was all she was afforded; her mouth would not open in anything that resembled speech.

She heard the tearing of cloth as if from a great distance and wondered dully if he’d finally given up and cut off the damn sleeves that were such a horrendous pain. If she ever daydreamed about finery again, she’d make a beeline for the bridge across the Ablayne and throw herself over it. It would be wet, it would hurt, and it would be far, far more practical.

He came back. He had never really left her. Even during the seven years after she’d fled the fief of Nightshade, he had never left; she’d just never felt his shadow, the comfort of his presence. Guilt had done that. Hers. His.

He caught her right wrist and she almost cried out a warning—but she was mute. She saw, however, that he held a strip of green silk in his hands. Mute satisfaction was better than none, and it was all she was going to get; he meant to bind the wound.

And the rune was in the way. She had thought the words attracted to blood, but this wasn’t a great, fancy leech; it didn’t absorb blood. It sat above it. She saw Kaylin in the rune, as if it had changed shape, had granted her a moment of familiarity. She saw, as well, Elianne, and heard the distant sound of Steffi’s voice, felt the discomforting presence of Jade’s silent suspicion. She felt Catti there, and saw her, red-haired and mutinous; saw Dock as well; saw a gleam of golden fur, and claws that were red with blood. Greater claws than that appeared next, appeared on top of the Leon-tine ones; she saw the jaws of a Dragon open so wide it could swallow the rune whole.

Without thinking, she pulled the rune up—and pulled her hand away from Severn before he could bind the wound he could see. She wasn’t certain that the silk would pass through the rune; wasn’t certain what would happen if the rune no longer touched her skin, her blood.

She heard screams of anger, of pain, of joy and of pure irritation; she felt the flight feathers of Clint’s gray wings, and then, on those wings, the feel of the wind high above the city, near the southern stretch Clint called home.

She heard the Leontine vows she had been taught, and she almost said them; this was the closest she could come to speech. Some of it must have forced itself out because Severn touched her again.

But her eyes were wide and unblinking. She saw the fief of Nightshade. And the fief of Barren. She had spent six dark months there; she saw the deaths. The training. The other vows. Dark and sharp, the rune bit her hand again. A reminder.

Everything was here, in this shape, every little scrap of knowledge that memory couldn’t contain so elegantly. Everything she was.

And she understood, in a way she had never understood, what a cage was: this. This word. And it had her name on it.

No. Worse than that, it was her name; she had chosen it, and it had taken her blood and her permission. It would become what she was, and she would bear it as scar and threat, as vulnerability and fear, for the rest of her life.

She had envied the Barrani. Anyone less beautiful than the Barrani always did—and that was pretty much anyone. She had envied them their forevers; had envied them their Hawks, their golden crests, which they could bear long past her dotage.

But she did not envy them now.

Choice. She closed her eyes again. There was too much of her life here, and she was living it all in brief flashes so intense they made her nauseated. The hate she had felt for herself, the contempt, the disgust, were brighter and clearer than they had been in—hours. Hours ago. When Severn had buried Steffi and Jade.

She lifted her right hand. What it held was now weightless, almost insubstantial. Closing her eyes because open eyes were infinitely worse, she brought the hand to her chest; the word was crushed against a part of her dress that she hadn’t managed to rip, slash, bleed on or otherwise deface.

And she bled on it. And bled.

The sharp edge of the word cut her dress and her skin as if neither were of consequence. She understood that this was symbolic—but symbolic was something that involved long robes and funny hats, cheap wine and incense, stupid words repeated by people who were so accustomed to saying them they’d lost all meaning in the drone.

This was different; it was the root of symbol, the thing from which the branches grew, distinctly different from the powerless repetitions that might follow. Or even the powerful ones.

She accepted the choice. Accepted the irony in the Elantran translation. And she pressed the rune into her flesh, into her skin, into her heart. It was an act of suicide.

Or an act of birth.

The pain ebbed slowly as she drew her bloody hand back. She heard Severn swear. Words.

First words.

And she heard, blended with his syllables, the rush of his welcome worry, his obvious fear, another sound like the crash of thunder momentarily given sentience and voice.

Ellariayn.

Her name. Her true name.

By your choice you shall be known, she thought bitterly. And now, by her choice, she would be, and in a way that no mortal should ever be known.

Severn’s hands touched her cheeks; they were wet. His eyes were dark, the same shade they had always been. His hands were gentle as he brushed the tears away.

“You’ve cut yourself,” he told her softly, as if she had gone mad, or had come so close there was no other way to speak to her.

She nodded. Felt the weight of the word take root inside her, where no others had gained purchase. Or permission. And the words that were crawling up and down what had already been written on her arms stilled; they faded until she could no longer feel them.

Looking at Severn, she reached out to grab his hand; hers was ice. And smeared with blood. But he didn’t seem to notice.

And her left hand? Weighted and heavy, she looked at it: It was empty. Whatever she felt, whatever she had pulled from the miasma, it was gone.

And it was not gone.

“Elianne,” Severn whispered, stroking her face, calling her back.

It had once been her name. Kaylin had once been her name. She felt them as words—Elantran words—shorn of life or power. No, not power. There was power there: When Severn called, she looked up.

“Severn,” she whispered. “What do you know of Barrani names? True names?”

He shook his head, drawing her close; she went into the hollow of chest and arm, and found shelter there. But not truth. She wanted to tell him. She’d never been good with secrets, and she was terrible with lies.

But the instinct that shut her mouth was older and stronger than either, and she said nothing at all.

Minutes passed, or hours; Severn was stroking the dirty mess of her hair; he was whispering something that made no sense, in the most quiet of his voices. She wanted the peace of the moment, and took it, High Halls be damned. She had seen too much, and this was the way she accepted it: in his arms. In that safety.

If safety was illusion, comfort was not.

“It’s over,” he told her. That’s what he’d been saying. “It’s over, Elianne. It’s over.”

She let him say it again and again until she half believed it. The wanting was stronger than the ability to have, but hadn’t Severn himself said as much? She held on to it anyway.

And then, looking up from his chest, pulling herself a little way from the harbor of his arms, she looked at the only door in the room. “It is over,” she told him quietly. “For now.”

As it happened, she was woefully optimistic.

Severn led her to the door, and she followed him, learning to walk again. Halfway there, he bent and removed her shoes. He didn’t offer to carry her, and she wouldn’t ask. What he carried instead, he did without physical effort, but it was more important. Well, except for the shoes.

They reached the door together, and to Kaylin’s relief, it wasn’t warded. It was a simple door, an elegant door, and engraved across the planks of its surface was a tall tree. Severn caught the door’s handle—because it had to have one, missing the ward—and pulled it open.

Sunlight seen through the height of forest leaves fell at an angle through the open door, and the sound of soft music and softer voices drifted toward them.

So, too, did a breeze, and it carried the scent of food. Kaylin’s stomach did a sharp turn and grumble, which would normally embarrass her. She was beyond embarrassment.

Mostly.

But when she stepped through the open door, her hair mired in root-dirt, her nails a mix of blood and earth, her one whole sleeve resting above the slash made by dropped dagger, her torn sleeve exposed and ragged, she stopped. Beneath her feet was familiar stonework, and she could feel it all against the soles of bare feet; it was sun-warm and hard, but not so hard that she couldn’t walk it with ease.

She looked around with a growing sense of dread.

And found herself in the center of the circle of the Lord of the High Court, somewhere about three feet to the left of his seat.

There should have been noise.

Or shouting.

There should have been surprise, or at least consternation. Guards should have drawn swords. Barrani should have sneered or looked down their noses or said something. Anything. At all.

But as Severn joined her, standing by her side in such a way that his shadow covered her, she realized that they were all watching the Lord of the High Court. Every single one of them. Kaylin had often been in crowded, large rooms; she’d carried words that caused surprise or shock. She’d watched that surprise spread, like the ripples around a stone dropped in still water, but even when it didn’t, it never shut everyone up; there was always a child, a buffoon or a man too deep in his cups to notice the Hawks were there.

This attention was therefore entirely unnatural, and it made her nervous. The fact that she was underdressed in the extreme didn’t seem to have caught anyone’s attention. And it should have. It should have been either a joke or an insult.

She looked at Severn. He did not touch her with anything but his eyes; those eyes were slightly narrowed. A silent reminder that she wasn’t among friends. As if she needed it.

And maybe she did. She felt disoriented. The High Circle looked strange to her eyes, as if the luminous and magical light that mimed the sun had increased both in brilliance and the multiplicity of its colors; as if it fell on one thing more heavily than the object just beside it. She wanted to talk to Severn. She wanted to ask him if he saw what she saw.

To ask him anything, really. To hear the sound of his voice. Because she knew that sound; knew all of the variants of it. Knew its weight, its seriousness and its mockery. He offered her silence instead, and his silences had never been so comfortable or predictable.

The Lord of the High Court rose from his seat beneath the bowers of the central tree. He trailed odd light, and his expression was not so sharp as it had been; it was as if he stood in mist, or was of it. Kaylin wanted to slap herself; she felt like she’d been drinking a shade too much.

Well, where a shade meant several hours’ worth.

He turned to Kaylin, and to Severn, and he studied them in silence for what seemed far too long. He did not speak.

The woman by his side, the silent slender woman, came to stand beside him, facing Severn. She touched her Lord’s arm, and he looked to her; their eyes met. They were an odd shade, an almost unfamiliar color. Pale blue. But then again, her hair was pale and fine, as unlike Barrani hair as human hair would seem.

It was the Consort who spoke first. “Lord Kaylin,” she said quietly, and then, “Lord Severn.” And she inclined her head. “The Lord and Lady of the High Court greet you and bid you welcome to the Circle. Take your place.”

She was speaking in High Barrani. She might as well have spoken in Dragon, for all the sense she made. Except that she did make sense. Dim sense. Political sense.

Kaylin had failed politics at least once, but the failure there—the profound inability to recall the right dates or names—had been theoretical; confined to scratches on board or paper, and the weary disapproval of a Master of the Halls of Law.

Here, it was worse. But here, she was willing to try a hell of a lot harder. She bowed to the Lord of the High Court, and then bowed, more deeply, to his Consort. At this, a whisper did rise among the Barrani, but it was like the sound of wind in leaves; she couldn’t pinpoint its source.

“You have been tested by the High Halls,” the Consort told her almost gently. “And you have returned to us.” Her words were formal, and they should have been stiff—but they weren’t. There was an odd warmth in her expression, something that spoke of kinship and secrets. Then again, everything about the Barrani spoke of secrets. Especially on the rare occasions they claimed not to have any.

She straightened, feeling every inch of dirt that had been ground permanently into her dress. That, the blood on her hand, the blood on her chest, and the ragged half sleeve, finally hit home, and she almost winced, looking down at herself.

But the Consort said, “The Barrani have that effect on humans. Were you to arrive at this tree wearing nothing but scars, you would still be worthy of honor. That you have arrived at all is a story that will be told long after you have gone the way of mortals.” Her smile was not unfriendly. Which was shocking in and of itself.

As if those words were a signal, the Barrani were suddenly free of their strange paralysis. The first to approach Kaylin was the Lord of the West March. And by his side, Andellen and Samaran. She almost forgot to breathe, seeing them here, in the High Court; the Lord of the High Court had been very, very specific about their duties. And the value of their lives.

But if his word was law—and it was, here; there was no other—he seemed neither surprised nor ill pleased; he offered no expression at all.

Andellen bowed to her.

“You said you’d wait by the arch,” she hissed. She couldn’t help herself. Her brows, she was certain, had disappeared into the unruly mess of her dirty hair.

His expression was grave, but his eyes were brown. Entirely brown. They almost looked human.

“Lord Kaylin,” he replied. If she expected an excuse or an explanation, it wasn’t going to come from him. It occurred to her that Samaran had no place at all in the High Court. It must have occurred to Samaran as well; his eyes were blue. But he showed no fear and no hesitation as he offered his respect—and possibly his envy—to Kaylin and Severn.

The Lord of the West March offered her a bow as deep, but he held it longer. When he rose, he smiled, and his eyes, green, were ringed with the same brown that had changed Andellen’s eyes. “There is only one place to wait,” he told her quietly, “when the trial has been undertaken. And it is here, in the heart of the High Circle, at the feet of the Lord of the High Court.”

“I—”

“You were granted your freedom of the High Halls,” he said gravely, “by the Lord of the High Court himself. And the laws that bind the test are older than he. He will not visit judgment upon your guards.”

“But—” She looked into the crowd. Saw Teela. Saw, beside Teela, Lord Evarrim. She expected Lord Evarrim to argue; saw by the cast of his features that he had no argument to give. His expression was neither cold nor warm, and he was just distant enough that she couldn’t see the color of his eyes.

Or shouldn’t have been able to. But they were blue.

Teela’s were a blue-green, a pale blue, and flecked with gold.

“If you were not to be offered the opportunity,” the Lord of the West March told her, “to undergo the rite, you would never have found the tower. We do not speak of these things to outsiders,” he added, “but you are no longer an outsider.

“And the High Halls are yours to wander now, at the pleasure of the Lord of the High Court.”

She didn’t understand.

She looked at Andellen because he seemed to, but he offered her nothing to hold on to. As if this, too, were a test. Then again, he was a Barrani; it could just be malice. But his eyes were brown. Approval.

“You have missed the meal,” the Lord of the West March told her quietly, “but food will be brought.”

“I—”

“Food will be brought,” he repeated, with just a little more force.

She smiled brightly, and saw Teela wince.

What she really wanted was a bath, a change of clothes, a bed and about a week’s sleep. But she was going to have to settle for food.

Before the food came music. It started everywhere, as if it were part of the light, but it coalesced, at last, into instruments held by two Barrani; they were draped in a pale sky-blue, and their hair was braided and fell almost to the stones of the circle. They looked like twins. It had been a long time since Barrani had looked like twins to Kaylin’s eyes, and she wondered, then, if they really were.

But their music was pleasant, even soothing, and they added no words to mar it; the strings of their small harps seemed to speak of peace, and only peace; of repose, of the small joys that came at the end of a successful journey.

Barrani songs were usually high tragedy or dark lay; she expected that they would get around to those sooner or later, and profoundly hoped for a later that didn’t include her.

But as she sat—beside the throne itself—she felt her stomach’s familiar grumble, and winced. Food, when it came, came in the hands of other Barrani—tall and proud and dressed like Lords or Ladies. They carried thin platters and fine goblets; they carried slender-necked bottles, and fruit—peaches, berries, brown furry things that she hoped weren’t actually alive. They set these on the ground around her; there was no table, and there were no implements of destruction.

Which is pretty much how she felt about the seventy knives, forks, spoons and other things that she had failed to learn the correct use for back in school.

They expected her to eat with her hands. It was a relief. Probably the only one she was going to feel.

The Lord of the High Court watched her, and she realized that relief was bound to break sooner or later; she wasn’t accustomed to being the object of theater.

Which this was, more or less.

Severn had bound her hand. The blood had seeped through the binding, blending with green until it was just a dark stain. She saw it every time she moved her right hand, and she would have eaten with her left hand, but she wasn’t left-handed. Besides which, her left hand was numb and heavy; it responded slowly when she tried to use it.

Teela approached her as she sat, Severn by her side. He ate more than she did, and with more comfort—but then again, even dirty, the Hawk that glittered between strains of dirt was still the Hawk: it was a source of pride. Not so what remained of the dress.

“Lord Kaylin,” Teela said, kneeling to join her.

Kaylin started to say don’t you start, too, but Severn touched the back of her hand in warning. The same warning that he had often given in the fiefs, when noise might mean discovery, and discovery might mean death.

“Lord Teela,” Kaylin began. “Lord Anteela.”

Teela raised a dark brow. But she smiled. She did not, however, touch bread, cheese or fruit. “Lord Severn,” she said, inclining her head.

“Lord Anteela.” He swallowed before he spoke. Kaylin hadn’t. Gods, she hated Court. And uncomfortable silence seemed to be part of Court.

“It is unusual that the test of the Halls is faced by two,” Teela told them quietly. “And it is that fact, more than your mortality, that will be spoken of for centuries.”

“Why?”

“Not one of the Barrani Lords has ever faced the tower with another by his—or her—side.”

Kaylin shrugged.

“It is not the lack of willingness on the part of the Barrani,” Teela added with just the hint of Hawk’s frown. “But on the part of the High Halls itself. You know something of the Barrani, but you do not fully understand the ties that bind us, one to the other. It has been tried before,” she said quietly, “and it has never succeeded.

“How did you manage this?”

Kaylin frowned, and looked at Severn.

Severn—damn him—shrugged.

“He wasn’t willing to leave me,” Kaylin replied. “He followed. He usually does what he wants. I can’t imagine a building would stop him. I can’t.”

Teela shook her head. But she lifted a hand and she placed it above Kaylin’s wounded palm. Before Kaylin could speak, she touched the hand, gripping it firmly.

When she withdrew, her eyes were…almost golden. She said nothing, but she said it loudly; her shoulders were rigid. “Kaylin,” she whispered, and then, in Elantran, added, “what have you done?”

Kaylin shook her head. But the contact told her something that she had never clearly felt before: Teela had a name. Oh, she’d known it; she’d learned that much from Nightshade. But knowing it intellectually, and feeling it as if it were a force, were not the same. And would never be the same again.

Kaylin didn’t answer. And Teela, after her momentary outburst, didn’t seem to expect an answer. Or, in fact, want one. She withdrew her hand and put it back in her lap, and her smile seemed natural and unfeigned.

But the surprise she’d shown was uncharacteristic enough that it drew attention. And red robes—unwelcome, even here—bore down upon Kaylin as Lord Evarrim of the Arcanum approached.

He knelt, as Teela did; not in supplication, but in mimicry of companionship. It was pretty poor mimicry; he might have been a Leontine for just that moment.

He was not pleased. That much, she could see in the lines of his face, although they hadn’t changed much. His eyes were a dark blue, his skin pale. His forehead, however, was weighed down by circlet and ruby.

“Lord Kaylin,” he said. “Lord Severn.” To Severn, he inclined his head, the bastard. Kaylin put the bread that had been an inch away from her mouth down.

“Lord Evarrim.” She hoped he could see bread crumbs.

“Your companion appears unscathed,” he said genially. Or would have, if she could have closed her eyes and pretended she was listening to someone else talk. The words themselves sounded friendly. Which was enough of a warning.

“I’m clumsier,” she offered cheerfully. “Bread?”

“I have eaten,” he replied coolly, staring at the broken loaf as if it were a cockroach. “I am curious, Lord Kaylin. What did you see when the tower opened to you?”

“A lot of stairs,” she replied, with a pasted-on smile that she was aware was entirely unconvincing.

“And nothing else?”

“Oh, a lot of other things. Brass railings, walls. Stone. Stuff.”

His frown—and he did frown—was pronounced. She might have gained the title of Lord, but she hadn’t gained much ground on the battlefield of Evarrim. She was mortal, in his eyes. She found it oddly comforting.

“Nothing else of interest?”

She shrugged. “Of interest to an Arcanist? I doubt it. You’ve seen the tower,” she added.

“I have. Many centuries before you were born.”

“Well, it probably hasn’t changed much.”

His smile took her by surprise; it was momentary and genuine. “So,” he said. “You are not entirely foolish.”

“Not entirely, no.”

“Very well. Guard your secrets. It will be important that you learn to do so now—because now, you have secrets worth guarding.” He started to rise, and she turned back to the food.

He grabbed her hand. Grasped it, as Teela had done, but without warning and without friendship.

And she felt the force of his name in the touch as if it were fire, or worse; as if it could scorch the skin and flesh from her hand and leave nothing but seared bone beneath it.

He felt it, too. He drew back slowly, but he let go quickly. And his eyes were blue that went on forever, deepening. “So,” he said again. And rose.

She waited while he tendered his respects to the Lord of the High Court, making a note of how he did it. Apparently, when rising in the presence of said Lord, obeisance was required. She could learn this. She had to.

But what interested her was not his brief obeisance; it was the look the Consort gave her. It passed through the Lord and the supplicant, and it was meant for Kaylin, and Kaylin alone. There was weariness in it, and the burden of inestimable years.

The burden, Kaylin realized, of being mother to an entire race for far, far too long.

Kaylin loved the midwives. She loved what they did. They charged money for it—but Kaylin expected to be paid for performing her duties as a Hawk, and pay didn’t lessen her pride in those duties. Midwives had leeway; they charged when they could. Where money was absent, they went anyway, and they brought life into the world. They saved life, in the bringing.

And in the Consort, to her lasting surprise, she saw a mother—and also a midwife. But a midwife who had worked alone, with no companion and no apprentice, with no Kaylin to call when things were at their grimmest and death at its closest. A woman who was responsible for breathing life into the sleepers—but worse, and she saw this clearly, too—responsible for the shape of who they would become.

In some sense, she defined the whole of their lives. Not the fact of it, as mortal midwives did everywhere, but the whole of it. It was a staggering responsibility.

She whispered a word. Leoswuld.

And the Consort smiled. It was both sad and grim, and the edges of the expression were hard.

It was not just the Lord of the High Court who would pass on the gift of his life, she thought. The Lady would, as well.

And then she frowned. Saw more.

She rose, brushing crumbs off her ruined skirts, and she offered a perfect bow to the Lord of the High Court. But it was the Consort she approached.

“Come,” the Consort said quietly. “There is a fountain beyond the tree…it is mine. No one will approach us there who does not wish to face my wrath.”

Kaylin nodded. She cast a backward glance at Severn, and Severn read her expression. He nodded once and returned to his food. To the conversation between he and Teela, which was broken by silences, the way streams are by large rocks.

The fountain was so simple, so unadorned, that it looked out of place in the garden. It boasted no fine statue, no alabaster arms, no pillars, no funny fish. It was a burble of water in a stone basin that was wide enough at the lip to accommodate sitting. The Consort sat, and she indicated, by the simple dip of her head, that Kaylin should join her.

Kaylin said, “You know their names.”

And the Consort raised a pale brow. “Is it mortal, to speak so bluntly and without recourse to grace and idle pleasantry?”

“I can’t speak for anyone else,” Kaylin replied. “But we feel time differently. Or I do, at any rate,” she added, thinking of the teachers in the Halls of Law who could drone on for hours without pause for anything but breath. And sometimes she wondered, given the color they often turned in her presence, if they bothered with that.

“Then be mortal,” the Consort replied. “For time, here, is drawing at last to an end. For me,” she added quietly. “The leoswuld is coming, and I am bound to it.”

Kaylin frowned, trying to decide, in the space of that expression, how blunt she could be. It didn’t take her long, but she was Kaylin. “If I had to guess,” she said, trying to speak with tact or what passed for tact, “I’d say you aren’t bound to it, you’re driving it.”

The Consort’s silence was oddly textured, and music seemed to play in its shallows. It was a strange music, something that was just within range of hearing, but contrived to escape its reach.

“It is not a horse or a carriage, to be so driven,” she said at last. “But Kaylin—I think you’ve seen the source.”

Kaylin could have lied. Or tried, at any rate. She could have bluffed; she was slightly better at that. She could have played the confusion card, which was kin to the stupid-me-what-was-I-thinking card, and which occasionally got her out of difficult situations.

She didn’t. She nodded.

“Then you understand,” the Consort said quietly.

“But I don’t.”

“Can you have truly seen—and touched—the source of life, and come away unchanged?” Her eyes were green and bright, but they were also slightly narrowed. She did not suspect Kaylin of lying; she was trying, in her way, to bridge the gap that race imposed. It was a big damn gap, and there were no obvious bridges.

“No,” Kaylin said quietly. “Not unchanged.”

The Consort nodded. “You chose a name,” she said.

Kaylin nodded. And then she frowned. “How do you know—”

“I can see that you bear one,” the Consort replied. And then, in a slightly different tone, “Or two.” And she met Kaylin’s gaze and held it. Expecting answers.

Kaylin lifted her left hand. It was numb, and it tingled; it hadn’t stopped. She could flex her fingers but movement was difficult. She could not, however, see the word she had lifted from the river of words; she could see the lines of her hand, the mound of her palm, the strange geography of her flesh.

And knew, then, that she was looking for something else—after all, who thought of their own damn hand as geography?

“I kind of had to take two,” she said, as if confessing a crime. “I—” She winced. “I couldn’t leave unless I did.”

“But your companion bears no such…change.”

“No.”

“Why is that?”

“He didn’t need to.”

The Consort frowned.

“We don’t like change all that much,” Kaylin said. “I would have thought Barrani—who change so little—would like it even less.”

“There are some changes we contemplate. But if we abhorred all change, there would be no leoswuld. You understand my burden,” she added quietly.

And Kaylin swallowed and nodded. “But only part. I don’t think I could do what you do for the rest of my life—and my life is pretty damn short.”

The Consort said nothing.

“You do know their names.”

“I know some part of them,” she replied. “Just as a mortal mother knows some part of their children. It is not the holding of a name,” she added quietly, “but it is not entirely unlike. When I was younger—” She looked away, at the rippling surface of water. As if the sight of it offered strength.

As if speech required it. And maybe speech did.

“Few of our kind are born. We are not like mortals. We exist between the cracks of history, part of one age and part of the other, but not wholly one or the other.

“When I was younger, I did not see as clearly, and I did not have the strength to choose as wisely.” She waited.

Kaylin wasn’t certain for what. “Can you read the words?”

“I can read them in the same fashion that you did,” was the reply, which wasn’t much of one.

“I didn’t.”

“Then perhaps I can read them more clearly. I will not ask what you did. Each Consort must find her own way.”

“Not a Consort, here,” Kaylin said quickly.

“No. Perhaps not. But the Barrani who pass through the tower do not find the source. Only the Consort is led there.”

“You had to take the test?”

“Oh yes, Kaylin. And pass it.”

“But there was—”

“There was only one daughter to the High Lord of that time. Yes. But leoswuld is the gift that we pass to our kin. And what I pass to my daughter is part of the path that will guide her to the Source. From there, she must return on her own, as all Barrani do, who face the High Halls.”

“And if she fails?”

The silence was terrible; even the water seemed to freeze.

“Never mind.”

“No, I will answer. If she fails, another must stand in her place, without the gift I have given. And if she is not strong enough, if she is not determined, we must wait until one comes who is, and the children that are born must die, in truth, for without the word, we have no life. It has happened before,” she added.

“But—”

“Yes?”

“But this waiting—I don’t understand. You can’t wait for the birth of another—” Kaylin froze.

“No. It is not upon a new generation that we will rely. The women will come. They will come at need, one after the other, and they will try the Tower.”

“Your daughter?”

“She is my youngest. I think she has the strength.” She paused, and then said, “The Lord of the Green is my oldest, and he was born when I was very young. His birth was a gift, or so I thought it at the time. And I went to the source, carrying him, and I chose for him a name that seemed auspicious.” Again she was silent, but this time the water moved. The wind moved. She was beautiful in a way that didn’t make Kaylin feel dirty or ungainly. A lie.

Kaylin had to clear her throat. “The Lord of the Green—”

The Consort touched Kaylin’s hand.

The lights that dotted this tranquil, sparse place brightened until they were white; Kaylin blinked against the sudden brightness. She could see the Consort clearly—and only the Consort; even the fountain had vanished.

I ask you not to interfere.

I don’t understand.

I know. I know, child. But I chose his name, and I have come to understand what that choosing entails. It is bitter to me, but life has grown bitter to me. I ask you again—because I cannot command it, and because the Lord of the High Court cannot—do not interfere.

But he’s—his name—

I know. It was a mother’s voice. A mother’s pain. I know what you are. I see it. You are a Hawk, and it defines you. You fly and you hunt. Fly, little Hawk, and hunt. But do not interfere.

Kaylin almost promised. She even tried, because she thought—for just a moment—that the promise would offer peace to this strange and beautiful woman.

But her lips—if she was moving them at all—wouldn’t open. She couldn’t say the damn words.

And she recalled something Nightshade had said. You cannot lie to me. Not like this.

It wasn’t meant to be a lie. It was meant to be the truth. But it was riven from her.

The Consort’s smile was a bitter one, but there was no anger in it; just the guttering of something that might have been hope.

I’ll try, Kaylin said. It was all she could force herself to say.

And the Consort lifted a hand and touched the mark upon Kaylin’s cheek. She whispered something that sounded like a name. Like Nightshade’s name. But there was no anger or hatred in the whisper. Just pity and pain.

She let go, and the world returned. “Go now, and speak with my son. My younger son,” she added with a grim smile. “He is waiting, and he presses upon me. He will not disgrace himself by interrupting us, but he is impatient.”





CHAPTER 16

The Lord of the West March was, indeed, waiting. And he was waiting along the path that led to the fountain. He hadn’t stepped over the invisible line that clearly stated Cross This and Die, but he must have been lingering awfully close, given the color of the Consort’s eyes.

On the other hand, given the resignation in her expression—and it was open enough that Kaylin found it obvious, where so little Barrani expression was—it wasn’t the first time he’d done it. She wondered, then, what he’d been like as a child. And how much he’d changed. She had a suspicion if she asked his mother, the answer at the moment would be “Not at all,” and decided against it.

“Kyuthe,” the Lord of the West March said, choosing the intimate form over the formal one. His bow, however, made up for the lack of the title Kaylin didn’t want anyway. “Your companion was weary, and has returned to my wing with your guards. I promised them that I would personally see you there in safety.”

She imagined that he had, and that the weight of that promise would have broken the backs of lesser mortals. It didn’t seem to bother him.

“I will leave you, Kaylin,” the Consort said, also choosing to forgo the title. “For I fear my son has much he wishes to discuss, and any who pass the test are often weary.” It was a warning to the Lord of the West March, and he accepted it with grace.

Then again, he would probably have accepted a dagger with grace. He stepped aside to allow his mother free passage, and when she had gone, he met Kaylin’s eyes. His were green again. Approval, it appeared, didn’t last long.

“It seems,” he said, looking down the path at his mother’s back, “that you have impressed the Lady of the High Court.”

“I’m not sure impressed is the right word.”

“You are not familiar with the Consort,” was the wry reply. “It is the correct word. She is seldom impressed enough that she seeks private audience with one newly come to the Court.”

“I’m not exactly—”

“As Lord,” he added quietly.

“Oh.” She let the word hang there, and found other ones to add to it. “Andellen—”

“Yes. I had words with the Lord of the High Court. He was prepared to execute your guards for breaking his law. But the circumstances were such that older law had precedence—should he choose to grant it—and he so chose. He was interested in the outcome, and little interests him now.”

“He didn’t expect to see me.”

The Lord of the West March frowned. “I would not say that, kyuthe. I would almost say the inverse. He did expect to see you, and he decided that it would go ill if your guards were disposed of. It is seldom that he deigns to show mercy, and when he does, it is never without cause. Or price. Come. I will lead you to the West Wing. Lord Evarrim is not pleased with the outcome, but not even he was bold enough to argue against it. You are of the High Court now, whether you wish it or no.”

“What does that grant me?”

“Freedom of the High Halls.”

“I already had that.”

The unfettered smile was beautiful; it was a gift. It made her feel awkward. “You did. But now you may walk those halls without escort.”

“I have to have the escort, by your father’s word.”

“The escort is now decorative,” the Lord of the West March replied. “I understand what I did not understand when you first arrived with Lord Andellen.”

This time, she understood that the title granted was not a title granted by many. “What’s that?”

“He was your anchor, in the High Halls. Samaran could not be what Andellen could, should the need arise. Now, Kaylin, there is no such need.”

But that wasn’t the whole of it. She didn’t say as much.

“I will not ask you what you saw. Lord Evarrim was bold, and assumed much ignorance on your part.”

She nodded.

“But I will ask you, instead, how you knew not to answer.”

She saw the edge in the Lord of the West March. “Can we walk?” She countered. “I’m stiff, and if I don’t start moving soon, I won’t be able to.”

“Ah. Very well.” He lifted his hands, and hanging by the straps were her shoes. She grimaced; she didn’t remember when she’d taken them off. But she accepted them and put them on—it was that or let him carry them, and even she wasn’t that stupid. They began to walk in the gardens, and birdsong replaced bardsong; the screeching and the squawking was almost a comfort. Looking up, she saw passing flashes of color. It was said that Hawks had no sense of color; she wondered.

They left the garden by a door that Kaylin didn’t remember seeing. It had the advantage of not passing by the throne or the rest of the High Court. It led instead to halls that felt—rather than looked—vaguely familiar.

She looked up at him, and caught him studying her expression. “It is,” he said, “the way to the wing I claim.”

She nodded.

“And you are aware of it now.”

Nodded again.

“You have exceeded my expectations here. You have confounded the expectations of many. Do you understand that you have made yourself a threat?”

She frowned.

“I thought not. You do much without thinking of consequences.”

“I kind of like living,” she said sourly. “And it was do or die.”

“True enough. But you were tolerated in spite of the mark you bear because you were mortal. What you have made of yourself now, not even the Lord of the High Court can say.”

“And his younger son?”

The Lord of the West March smiled; it was a cold smile. “I see the hand of Nightshade in this. He has always had a long reach.”

“He didn’t—”

“No. He did not tell you what to do. He couldn’t. And if I do not claim any expertise in the ways of mortals, even I am aware that you would be difficult to direct. Lord Andellen was here. And I believe he approves. But you are now a danger.”

“I’m still mortal.”

“Are you, Kaylin?” He paused. Stone girded them on either side, featureless except for the Barrani runes that bounded it by floor and curved ceiling. “No mortal has passed that test.”

She shrugged, uneasy. “No mortal has taken it before.”

“It is held as common knowledge that those without power cannot pass it. And you have. Therefore you are not without power as we understand it—and you are Night-shade’s. You bear his mark.” He was waiting for her to say something. She had no idea what.

“Severn passed it.”

The Lord of the West March raised a brow. His nod was a concession. “We do not fully understand how, or why, he was allowed to accompany you. We understand—from the little that Lord Andellen was willing to say—that it was meant to be your test.”

“Why?”

“You saw the rune,” he replied. “And your companion did not.”

Fair enough. She lifted a hand and touched the wall, appreciating the texture of smooth, cold stone; it dampened the pain in her left arm. “Do you think Lord Nightshade intended for me to go to the tower?”

“That is my belief, yes.”

“Why?”

His smile was thin. “You are his,” he replied. His smile deepened as her expression soured. “There is another concern,” he told her as she lowered her arm. “You are a Lord of the High Court by rite of passage, but you have not undertaken any oaths of fealty to the Lord of the High Court.”

She said quietly, “I’ve sworn the only oath of fealty I can.”

“To the Lord of Hawks?”

She nodded.

“The Lord of Hawks has no purchase within the High Halls, and no control of what passes within them. Not even the Emperor himself would be so bold, or so unwise. An oath sworn here is of this place. Or could be.”

“But I’m not,” she replied. “And I don’t intend to stay here. I’m not Barrani.”

“As you say. But you will remain two days at least, unless you wish to surrender your title—and possibly your life.”

That, as usual, caught her attention, not that it had been wandering much. “Say that last part again.”

“The High Court will gather in strength to witness leoswuld and the passing of the Lord. It is a Barrani rite, and there are few who have witnessed more than one such gifting.” He paused and added, “Lord Evarrim is one.”

“He doesn’t want me there.”

“Perceptive.” It was a dismissive set of syllables, given in exactly the tone she might have used had one of the foundlings dumped a bucket of water over their own head and then said, “I’m wet.”

She said, “I don’t understand the Arcanum’s role in this.”

“The Arcanum? Inasmuch as it exists within the High Halls—and Lord Evarrim is not the only Barrani Lord to work within the Arcanist league—it wants nothing.”

She frowned.

“He is Barrani first, Arcanist second. What power he derives from his association with the Arcanum is used to further his goals as Lord. No more and no less. They do not use him.”

She was silent for a long moment. “But the Arcanum is somehow involved.”

He glanced at her, and away. She could not see the color of his eyes. “Why do you say that, Kaylin?”

“There was a backlash in the Arcanum.”

“And that could not have been caused by their actions throughout the rest of the city? It is the Festival season, and I believe the streets of Elantra are heavily populated.”

She frowned. “No.”

“No?”

“No, as in you know what the Arcanum was doing.”

“Do I?”

“Yes.”

“And how are you so certain of this?”

Because you’re not looking at me, she thought. And because you’re asking the wrong damn questions. She stopped walking, and after a step or two, he paused, as well. “Do the games here ever end?”

“Almost never, Kaylin.”

“You want something from me,” she told him quietly, “and I don’t play games. Tell me what you know.”

“I know very little. And it is not our custom to speak of certainty when so little exists.”

“It’s your custom to lie. I think it’s a recreational pastime.”

He was quiet. “You bear Lord Nightshade’s mark,” he said at last, his voice neutral. “And for that reason, Kaylin, no one will answer your questions.”

“Not even you?”

“Not even I.” He began to walk again; he had not turned to face her. She followed. Thinking. The backlash had occurred four hours before the Lord of the West March had risen.

The Lord of the West March himself had said that his brother, the Lord of the Green, was responsible for his coma, and having touched him—having barely touched him— Kaylin couldn’t bring herself to doubt him.

So what had happened four hours earlier?

What had—

“Lord of the West March.”

He stopped again, and again, she had a great view of his back. Of his Court robes, his perfect shoulders, his utterly straight spine, his long, dark hair.

“When exactly did you say you encountered the Lord of the Green? When did he try to—take your name?”

“I didn’t.”

Four hours, she thought.

Five minutes after the second noon hour. She allowed him to lead her to the West Wing, although she no longer had any intention of sleeping.

Severn was waiting for her in the room with the multihued glass walls. Where waiting, in this case, meant he was once again standing so close to them it should have been impossible to focus. He heard her enter the room but took a few minutes to react.

Those few minutes were occupied by Andellen and Samaran; they bowed in a truly annoying way as she entered. The Lord of the West March failed to notice, and they tendered him their respects in a similar fashion.

Kaylin looked down at her dress.

“I don’t suppose,” she began.

But the Lord of the West March nodded to the bed; laid out upon it was a whole lot of silk that looked vaguely as if it had been touched by seamstresses once or twice in its existence. It was a paler green than the remnants of the dress she now wore.

“Bath?” she asked.

He nodded again. “If you wish an attendant, I will summon one. If you would rather trust your guards—”

“I can bathe myself,” she said curtly. And then thought the better of it. “Do you know where Teela—Lord Anteela—is?”

“If that is your quaint way of asking me to summon her, I will do so.” His eyes were green, and the corner of his mouth moved up in something that resembled a smile. One offered at her expense.

Kaylin wasn’t certain whether a bath was a tub—like the one she didn’t own—or a lake with a small waterfall; the latter, in these halls, seemed more natural.

But if it were the latter, it was contained in what was a huge room—almost larger than the Aerie in the Halls of Law—with almost no floor. Unless you thought you could walk on water, and Kaylin’s arrogance, while noted by many, had not yet reached that height.

The Lord of the West March left her at the door, indicating towels—yards of cloth, really—before he took his leave.

She looked at them, and looked longingly at the water. The truth—which she’d momentarily forgotten—was that she couldn’t exactly bathe herself because she couldn’t get out of the dress. And asking Severn to unbutton her before she traipsed down the open corridors hadn’t occurred to her. Even if it had, she wouldn’t have asked.

She took off her shoes and put her toes in the water; it was warm. Hot, really. But clear and still, regardless. If there had been fish here, she would have given up and lived with the dirt. Whole winters in her childhood had been spent without much in the way of cleanliness; the water was either cold or ice, and warmth was in short supply.

But Teela entered the room, and changed its character. What had seemed peaceful and solitary shrunk at the force of her presence. She wasn’t exactly angry; she wasn’t exactly happy. In this inexact state, she was most often to be found in a tavern, fleecing the drunks before she became one.

The lack of gaming tables and a bar made themselves instantly felt. But the look she turned on Kaylin was one of familiar exasperation. “Look, Kaylin,” she said in sharp Elantran, “I’m not a servant here.”

“I know. You’re a Lord of the High Court.”

“Which part of Lord means ‘helps another Lord bathe’?”

“You don’t have to help me bathe.” Kaylin turned her back almost helplessly. “You just have to cut me out of this thing. I can do the rest myself.”

Teela snorted. “The Lord of the West March is an idiot,” she muttered under her breath as the buttons began to open beneath her slender fingers. “I don’t suppose he thought to tell you that anyone else would be insulted for—oh—ever?”

“Not really. Maybe it escaped his attention.”

Teela snorted again. But she undid the rest of the buttons quickly; Kaylin had the distinct feeling Teela was biting back disgust.

As she eased her shoulders and arms free of the dress, she gained enough freedom that she could turn around. Disgust didn’t quite do Teela’s expression justice. But more than disgust was folded into the familiar frown: This was how Teela worried. She looked up from the dress—she was still holding a small part of it between carefully pinched fingers—and studied Kaylin.

Undressed, the marks on her arms were exposed. “Do they look different?” Kaylin asked, trying to sound casual.

Teela stared at them for a moment, her brows bending as she concentrated. Barrani had good memories; they weren’t Records, but they were the next best thing. If you didn’t happen to have a Dragon with you. “No,” she said at last. “They’re the same.”

“Not darker?”

“I think you’re paler.”

“Oh.” Kaylin stepped free of the skirts, and gave the dress a halfhearted kick; the silk was soft against her wet, and bare, feet. “Can we get rid of it?”

“I’d suggest burning, myself. But not,” she added, “in this room. Start a fire here—if you could—and you’d have half the Hall in an uproar.”

“Why?”

“This is the Water Room,” Teela replied. “Or hadn’t you noticed?”

Everything Kaylin knew about sarcasm, she’d learned from the Hawks, and Teela foremost among them. She bowed to her better, and bit back a reply.

Teela rolled her eyes and tossed her head to one side; black followed in a perfect sheen, reflecting some of the light at the heart of the pool. “I could use a bath,” the Barrani Hawk said. She still spoke Elantran. “I’ll join you, if you don’t mind. That way, when you decide to fall asleep and drown, I can pull you out before anyone notices.” It was her way of offering comfort.

Kaylin, almost born a beggar, did what came naturally: She took what was offered. She removed the rest of her undergarments, peeling them from her skin; she was sweaty and sticky. These, on the other hand, she’d keep, mend and wash. She’d paid for them, after all.

She slid into the water and found, to her surprise, that it was deep. She was up to her neck before her feet hit bottom, and she drifted, slightly buoyant, in the heat.

“Come to the edge,” Teela told her. Being Barrani, and being competent, she had undressed in about as much time as it had taken Kaylin to remove a few scraps of cloth, and her dress was the finer of the two.

Kaylin swam to the edge, until she could almost touch Teela.

“There are ledges here. Sit.”

She sat slowly; the water still rose to her neck, but she had more control of where she was drifting, and held the edge of what seemed a seat in her hands.

“Soap?”

Teela shook her head. “You won’t need it here. Just…sit. And shut up,” she added as an afterthought.

“Shut up about what?”

“Everything.”

Kaylin was quiet for as long as she was capable of being quiet. Actually, given the comfort of the water’s current, it was longer than she’d intended. When she turned her head to look at Teela, Teela’s eyes were closed. She almost seemed to be sleeping.

“Teela—”

“Which part of shut up didn’t you understand?”

“I just have a couple of questions—”

“You always have a couple of questions. And then a couple more. And then another dozen.”

It was more or less true. “Don’t you?”

“No.”

“I mean, we’re in the High Halls—”

“I had noticed that, Kaylin.”

“I mean, I’m in the High Halls. Doesn’t that strike you as worthy of questions?”

“Not ones that should have answers, no.”

“Is it the mark?”

“Is what the mark?”

“You don’t want to answer questions here because I bear Nightshade’s mark.”

Teela reached out almost languidly, and Kaylin ended up with a faceful of water. She sputtered, and Teela waited until she’d finished. “Don’t,” she said in a voice that could have been Marcus’s, “insult me.”

“I just wondered,” Kaylin began in a much quieter voice.

“The Hells you did. The reason I don’t want to answer your questions—aside from the one I just gave—is that you don’t understand the High Court, and you have a big mouth.”

“But if I don’t understand, won’t I just make more mistakes?”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Teela replied. But she shifted, lowering herself into the water. “But it might be,” she said, grudging every word.

“You don’t think Nightshade can control me through the mark.”

“No. I thought he might be able to until you fought in the fiefs.” She didn’t mention the black Dragon whose plan had almost destroyed an empire, but then again, almost no one did. “Even then, it was a distinct possibility. But now? No, Kaylin. I’m not afraid of that.”

“Then—”

Teela, continuing her Leontine impression, growled softly. And said something that even Marcus seldom said. “You’re here because of me,” she told the younger Hawk. “And it was made very, very clear that you were to come back in more or less the same condition you left in.

“By Marcus. He wasn’t joking.”

“He doesn’t, usually.”

“He was deadly serious.”

That was bad. “I’m not hurt,” she offered.

Teela slammed her hand against the tiles that surrounded the pool. The sound echoed. “I cannot for the life of me figure out how it is that Marcus hasn’t eaten you yet. Kitling,” she added, using the Leontine word.

“I need to know something.”

“All right, all right. I’m listening. I’m not happy, I’m looking forward to either being rended limb from limb or dropped off the height of the Hawklord’s tower by the Hawk-lord himself—did I mention he also indicated you were to be watched?—but I am listening.”

“When was the Lord of the West March discovered?”

Teela’s expression didn’t change at all. But the growling stopped. “Almost four hours before I brought you to my chambers.”

“They were yours.”

“Yes.”

“You found him?”

“Kaylin—”

“I think it’s important,” Kaylin said, her voice low, her eyes unwavering.

“You’ve got the look of the Hawk about your face,” Teela said with just a glint of brown in her eyes to lend warmth to the words. “And you’re on a hunt. What have you seen, Kaylin?”

“I don’t know yet. I don’t understand all the pieces. I’d bet money—even mine—that I haven’t seen them all.” She waited.

“I discovered him, yes.”

“You were following him.”

“Yes, if you must know. I was following him.”

“Why?”

“I can’t answer that.”

“Okay. So you had orders to follow him.”

Teela didn’t deny this. In some ways, this type of conversation reminded Kaylin of youth in the fiefs; Twenty Questions, a game played at night or when the rains were harsh and there was nowhere else to go. Severn had nicknamed her bulldog when she played because she resolutely refused to count the questions she asked. On the other hand, when she’d first started, she couldn’t count them.

“And you can’t tell me who gave those orders.”

“They weren’t orders.”

“A suggestion in the High Court can be an order.” Kaylin stopped. More thoughtfully, she added, “But not from someone less powerful or less senior than you.”

Teela’s nothing was like a nod. Except for the actual movement. “The Lord of the West March told me about leoswuld,” Kaylin said quietly.

“It is your right to know. You are a Lord of the Court.”

“He told me before.”

Teela said nothing.

“But I don’t think what he said was entirely accurate.”

“He is a Barrani Lord, Kaylin, and accuracy is always a matter of context.”

“Okay. Context. The context there was a bit unnerving. Let’s leave that for now. You found him.”

“Yes.”

“And the Lord of the Green?”

Teela tensed, her eyes shading to blue. That was almost enough of an answer, but Kaylin had to keep going. Had to. “Did you find the Lord of the Green?”

“Kaylin—”

“I’ve seen him, Teela,” she said, voice lower and more urgent. “I’ve touched him.” She paused, and then added, “I think Lord Evarrim was present when you found them. Or he was already there.”

Teela said nothing, but it was the wrong type of nothing.

“Lord Evarrim tried to contain the Lord of the Green. That’s what I think happened.”

“Do you?”

“It caused a backlash in the Arcanum. Whatever power Evarrim called upon, it wasn’t enough. But the funny thing about it? Backlashes like that only happen when the spell is already in place. Or so I’ve been told. Correct me when I’m wrong, hmm?”

“I should just drown you.”

“Marcus would kill you.”

“I don’t have to leave the High Halls.”

Kaylin frowned; she didn’t feel entirely safe, but she didn’t feel threatened. “Why did you leave them, anyway?” She got another faceful of water in reply.

“You’re not an Arcanist, that I know of,” she continued.

“No.”

“And Lord Evarrim could only have known to place a spell of power in advance, if one of two things were true.”

“And those?”

“Either he understood the difficulty the Lord of the Green was having,” Kaylin said, choosing her words with deliberate care, “or the Lord of the West March summoned him. I don’t like Evarrim…he doesn’t much like me.”

“Like is irrelevant.”

“Not to me. Human, remember?”

Teela snorted. “I keep trying to forget, but you make it damn hard.”

Kaylin laughed. It was short, but felt good. The ebb of the water, the warmth of it, was eating away at whole months’ worth of tension. She wanted one of these. Of course, her whole apartment would fit in the corner if it were twice its size, but the idea was still appealing.

“I don’t like Evarrim. I think I wanted to believe he was somehow responsible for—for the Lord of the Green.”

“Why?” There was honest curiosity in the question. At times, Teela could be too Barrani.

“Because he’s too fond of his own power, and maybe there was some chance he could increase it here.”

“Not now, Kaylin. During any other Festival—but the High Festival? Leoswuld? There isn’t a Barrani alive—not even the outcaste—who would play death games now.”

Kaylin nodded. “So I had to give up on that theory. And given how often Barrani are actually truthful, it was damn hard. This is what I think happened. Lord Evarrim somehow managed to contain the Lord of the Green for long enough. Long enough to somehow save him, or stop him, or something. Long enough to save the Lord of the West March. But not—”

Teela lifted a hand; water didn’t so much drip down her skin as slide.

“You must have helped,” Kaylin said quietly.

Teela let her hand fall back. Her eyes were blue. Kaylin was flying in the right patch of sky, but there were some things that even a Hawk couldn’t take down on its own.

“I’m not a mage,” Teela said with care.

“No. But neither am I, and I’m wearing a medallion that says otherwise.”

“Kaylin.”

She nodded.

“Do you understand the purpose of the test?”

“Not really. It’s a game. A gauntlet.”

But Teela shook her head. “It’s far, far more than that. To the Barrani. I don’t know what you saw. I don’t know what you faced. We do not speak of it.”

“I can.”

“You were wise enough not to speak with Evarrim.”

“That’s different. I wouldn’t tell him the name of Mrs. Evan’s dog.”

Teela chuckled. But it didn’t last. And her eyes didn’t lose the shade of blue that always meant danger.

“It is a test of life,” Teela told her quietly. “For the Barrani. It is a test of name.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I didn’t think you would. Mortals don’t have names. And I would bet every cent I’m owed that you didn’t either, before you passed the test.” Her face was completely still, her expression neutral. She leaned back, and managed to make languor look stiff and unnatural. “If the High Halls can, it takes our name from us. If it can’t, we retain our lives. No more and no less than that.”

“That’s not what it tried—”

“The High Halls were built by the Old Ones. They had no understanding of a life that existed outside of their abilities, their words, their magic. They could not have dreamed you. They could not have prepared for you. Whatever you faced was an echo of the old test, no more. It was a test of true life.”

“I passed.”

“Yes. You passed, and in a way that the Old Ones would understand. You kept your name. Except you didn’t have one.” She waited.

“I—I chose.”

“Yes, Kaylin.”

“But Severn—”

“As I said, no one understands Severn’s role in this. I don’t. I would have bet that he would be devoured by the Halls—he wasn’t. I would have said that he would bear what you now bear, but he doesn’t. I touched him. It’s not there. He’s a part of you in a way that no Barrani—not even the fieflord—could possibly understand. Maybe this is human.” She shrugged, and water eddied out from her, returning to lap against her skin.

“This isn’t about Severn. It’s about the Lord of the West March. He wants me to save his brother,” Kaylin said quietly.

“I know.” Teela closed her eyes. “It is not always the case that brothers are close. It is almost never the case when so much power is involved. But there is a bond between them that the desire for power cannot break. Ballads have been written about them,” she added quietly.

“He took the test, didn’t he?”

“The Lord of the West March?”

“The Lord of the Green.”

“He did.”

“And he passed?”

“He returned,” Teela said quietly.

“That’s not much of an answer.”

“No, it isn’t. We speak now of things that cannot be spoken of. I was young. I was born the year the Lord of the West March was born,” she added quietly. “We are cousins, but distant kin. And I saw the affection between them—all did. It was tested, it was bound to be tested. But it held. It always has.

“He is not playing a game with you. He wants you to save his brother.”

“Do you think that’s possible?”

Teela didn’t answer.

“Do you think the Lord of the Green passed his test?”

“He returned.”

“That’s not a damn answer!” She struggled to lower her voice. Frustration was its own volume. “Teela—if you had failed, what would have happened?”

“I would have lost my name. It would have remained in the High Halls.”

“And you?”

“I’m Barrani. Without a name, I’m nothing.”

“Was there ever any negotiation? Did you see—” She tried to finish the sentence, and failed; her tongue was suddenly stuck to the roof of her mouth.

“Negotiation?” Teela asked softly.

Kaylin nodded.

“Let me tell you some of our legend. Since we’re not in a classroom, pay attention.”

“Yes, Teela.”

“The High Halls weren’t built by Barrani, but the Barrani mastered them in a fashion, long before there were Empires. Long before the Dragons chose to master themselves. Have you never wondered why the fiefs exist at all?”

“All the time.”

“And you know some of it now. You’ve seen Castle Nightshade, and it is not at the heart of the fiefs but at the edge. We believe that such places were built as watchtowers, in a fashion. There are older places still, and darker, but what the darkness builds is not…like the Castle, or the High Halls, and it exists mostly in the fiefs. We cannot destroy it by any means we now possess. We can guard against it, and this, we have done. But the darkness doesn’t have structure or form in the way that the High Halls can.”

Kaylin nodded.

“It’s our belief that in the absence of the Old Ones, some ancient magic still lingers, and it’s alive in a sense that only the Old Ones truly understand. Such places as the High Halls were meant to stand against that magic, to defend order or life as we know it. But to defend, we had to control, and to control, we had to accept.” She paused. “And so we are tested, if we wish to take our place here.

“Those that fail do not return. The Lord of the Green returned.”

But Kaylin felt the water’s warmth at a distance as she heard the words. A great distance; there was a cold in her that was sharp and cutting, like cruelty, but without the intent.

“This was long ago?” Kaylin whispered.

“As I said, I was young. Too young to witness his return. But he was Lord before either I or his brother.”

“If the High Halls held his name, what would that mean?”

“He’d be dead. And he isn’t.”

She shook her head. Thinking. “Did they—did the Old Ones—build here for a reason?”

Teela’s eyes were an odd shade; blue and green and brown.

“Did you never wonder why Elantra was built upon this spot? Did you never wonder why the Dragons did not choose a place with less history?”

“No. Um, I failed history.”

“This wasn’t discussed in history.”

“Then how would I know?”

Teela laughed. “I wondered, as a child. I asked once. The Lord of the High Court answered. The magic that we can bring to bear must be centered here, where the greatest danger lies. If we live in distance and ignorance, we may well lose the world if it wakes.”

“And it’s waking,” Kaylin whispered, looking at her arms.

Teela said nothing.

“And you think that the High Halls are here because—”

The Barrani Hawk tilted her head to one side, looking for a moment like a wet cat. “I know it. If you ask me how, I’ll drown you. I swear it.”

“He was born to be the Lord of the High Court.”

“Yes.”

“Which means he was born to be the Lord of the High Halls.”

“Yes.”

“And the testing the Lord of the High Halls faces—”

“Yes, Kaylin,” Teela said quietly. “Do not name our fear. Do not give it voice. There are shadows here, and they are strong.”

“Stronger,” Kaylin whispered.

“The leoswuld strengthens us,” Teela replied. “But it weakens us, as well. The weakness lasts only as long as the rite.”

“And if it lasted forever?”

Teela said nothing.

“I’ll just wash my hair now.”

“Good idea.”





CHAPTER 17

The Barrani had obviously never had to dally with the seamstress guild, which was probably a damn good thing—for the guild. The dress that had been laid out for Kaylin was not only graceful and elegant but also practical in ways the dress requisitioned by the soon-to-be-berserk Quartermaster could never have been. It was long, yes, and fine, and its sleeves ran the full length of her arms—or she wouldn’t have worn it.

Severn made a comment, and she frowned. “What?”

“I asked you what you would have done instead.”

“I’d have made you wear it and I’d have worn your damn armor.”

She was comfortable in this dress. First, it had very few buttons, which meant, with some effort, she could put the damn thing on by herself. Second, she could bend and touch her toes without being crushed by the seams, boning and the shape of the cloth. Third, she could kick a man’s face without ripping the hem of the skirt. Or skirts. They fell as if they were one piece, but they seemed to be layered and split to allow for something as practical as running. She could probably do splits in this dress. Not that she was about to try where anyone could see her. She had little enough dignity as it was.

She wished she’d thought of asking for the dress before she’d asked Andellen for a tour of the Halls.

“Okay. You’re wearing a dress,” Severn said. He’d actually taken the time to get something like sleep. That, and he’d shaved his face. Or had it shaved. Either way, he looked awake and alert.

She could tell, by the slight compression of his lips, that she probably looked like crap. Or what was left of crap after it had been kicked around and stepped on lots.

“I’ll sleep,” she told him. “Just—I have a couple of things I thought I’d check first—”

“You can do that in your dreams.”

“Severn—”

He folded his arms across his chest and looked down at her.

“I’m really not as tired as you look—I mean, as you think I look—”

His smile almost defined the word smug. “Before you continue to wedge your foot into your mouth—while it’s still moving—Teela did mention that she had to fish your face out of the water when you fell asleep washing your hair.”

“I wasn’t sleeping—I was washing my face!”

“While choking a lot. She was fairly impressed.”

“I bet.”

“Your money.”

“My money.”

He laughed. “Kaylin, you can’t hunt forever. You need to sleep, even if it’s only for a few hours. Now is a good time.”

She really wanted to argue more. Partly because it came naturally, and partly because in some perverse way she enjoyed it. But she was yawning, or rather, doing the world’s worst job of stifling a yawn.

She did need the sleep. But she wasn’t home.

You slept at the Castle, she told herself with some heated contempt.

But the Castle was different.

“Kaylin?”

“I don’t want to sleep here,” she finally told him.

“It’s better than underwater.” He looked at the guards. “Wait outside,” he told them. “Watch the doors.”

They both looked at him for a moment, but Samaran looked at Andellen before he nodded. Andellen took orders from Severn as if he’d spent a life perfecting the art.

Kaylin was too tired to work out why.

“They’ll wake you if anything happens.”

“And you?”

“I’ll stay,” he told her quietly. “I had some sleep. I’ll watch.”

“You’ll watch?”

He nodded. “I’ll watch over you.”

Seven years dissolved as the words reached her. She managed to wobble her way over to the very large bed; it bounced a little—or she did, she couldn’t be certain which. She listened for the sound of ferals, in a room filled with colored light, half a city away. She listened for the wind. And she listened for the sound of Severn’s breathing; it was distant.

She lifted her head, trying to focus on his face.

He was there. He saw her expression. His was an odd thing, half-broken, unadorned by sarcasm or neutrality or irony. He waited for her to speak.

She lifted a hand, instead.

And he came to her, quietly, his steps absorbed by the floor, by fading consciousness. He sat beside her awkwardly, but he sat. The sound of his breathing was close enough now that she could rest.

The Lord of the West March faced the Lord of the Green. They looked like twins, to her eye, but she was sleeping, and knew it. Which should have been more disturbing than it actually was. There was an unreality here that was much, much stronger than the lack of cohesion she had faced in the High Halls.

They greeted each other politely, raising their hands. As if in ritual. Or in public. As she watched them, she examined their clothing; they wore, of all things, armor—chain, something flexible and shimmering. No helms, but that was typical of the Barrani; they wouldn’t want to hide their faces or encumber their vision.

They wore capes, though; one was brown and one was green. By this, she could tell them apart. As she studied them, as they stood facing each other, she could tell other things about them. The Lord of the West March was worried. It was an odd shade of blue that expressed that worry; it was lined with a green that was deep and dark, and she thought—gazing at him—that his eyes would always hold some depth of green when he regarded his brother.

The Lord of the Green, however—his eyes were almost black. And black was not a color she had ever seen Barrani eyes take. She wondered what it meant.

And he turned, at that moment, to stare at her.

“Do you not know?” he asked. There was no scorn in the question, but it was not neutral; it was weighted with pain, and a twisted longing.

She shook her head. Mute.

He walked away from his brother, and she saw the Lord of the West March flinch but hold his ground.

The Lord of the Green raised a hand, but he did not try to touch her; she could see, in fact, that he was struggling to do the opposite; to keep his hand from its natural trajectory.

“I understand what I am now,” he told her.

I don’t. But she didn’t say the words. She couldn’t.

He pointed at her arms. She looked down. They were bare. The rest of her wasn’t; she was dressed in Barrani silks that fell from her shoulders, and only her shoulders, as if they were anchors. The skirts were long enough to hide the other marks, but those, too, were present.

She lifted her arms. The words were moving across her skin, losing and taking form as they traveled. She shook her head.

He said, “I was ambitious.”

She nodded at this simple statement of fact. From a Barrani, it was the equivalent, in Kaylin’s mind, of saying “I’m breathing.”

“And I was firstborn. I went to the tower.”

She met his gaze; it was black, but she could see some small trace of color in the darkness, and she found it comforting.

“My brother went with me,” he added.

“To the test?”

“No. That, the High Halls would not allow, nor would I. But that was his desire.”

“What word?” she whispered softly.

“Do you not know? Can you not guess?”

She shook her head.

And he traced a rune in the air between them; his finger, glowing, trailed blue light.

She saw it clearly, and took a step forward; he took a step back, maintaining the small distance between them. “That was—it was—the same. As mine.”

“Yes.”

“But—” Speech, it seemed, had returned to her.

“Yes. The same.”

“Did you see what I saw?”

“No, Kaylin. You will never be Lord of the High Halls.” He grimaced. “And neither will I. It is a truth that the Lord of the West March will not accept.” He paused, and then he whispered another word. Lirienne.

His brother’s name.

She didn’t know how to pretend she hadn’t heard it. Nor did he seem surprised that she could.

“Do you know what rune he saw?” the Lord of the Green asked her, and turned, then, to look at his brother, standing in isolation.

“No.”

He lifted a hand again, and again he traced a symbol in the air. This one, however, although it looked familiar to her eyes, was not. She frowned.

“It means duty,” the Lord of the Green told her quietly.

She nodded. It made sense. Probably because she was dreaming; in dreams, all things had their own logic.

“He told you?” she asked softly.

“He told me.”

It didn’t surprise her. “He passed,” she said quietly.

“He passed as if there was no test, and no testing,” the Lord of the Green replied. There was pride in the voice. It wasn’t mirrored in the eyes, but the blackness of the eyes were almost impenetrable. Color had so little purchase there, she didn’t expect more.

“He passed and he came to us in the High Court.” He paused, and added, “In our history, his was the shortest of the tests offered by the High Halls. It was almost as if…as if they had already made their decision.”

“Yours wasn’t so easy.”

“I do not say his test was easy, I merely say that he bested it without doubt.”

She said quietly, “And you didn’t.”

Black, black eyes.

“But you returned.”

“I returned.” He looked again at the Lord of the West March. “He understands his duty,” he said quietly, and again, with pain and hesitation, “and he will not do it.”

“You—” She stopped talking. She almost stopped breathing. “You can’t expect him to kill you.”

“He is the Lord of the West March. He faced his ordeal, and he accepted it.”

“He had no choice but to accept it! He had to take the test—”

“Kaylin,” the Lord of the Green said. “Elianne.”

She nodded.

“You faced the test of duty yourself. You failed.”

And felt a sudden surge of wild anger take her, hemming her words in. Honing them. But when they were sharp enough to cut, she found that she could no longer speak. Speech, it seemed, was at the whim of the damn Lord of the damn Green.

“He did not understand, when he returned, that his test was yet to come.”

“And you did?”

“Then? I was envious, Elianne. I was envious and afraid. My brother is in all ways a better man than I. He had duty… I had choice.”

“But what the Hells choice did you make?” The words came out in a jumble of syllables that seemed to go on without break.

He looked at her, his black eyes unblinking. “I should never have returned,” he whispered. “I should have died there.”

It wasn’t much of an answer.

“And,” he added softly, “I would have. Laws were broken on the day I went into the tower. They are not your laws, little Hawk. They are not your negotiations. They have no guardians, they appoint none.” He hesitated. “My brother must not fail,” he said at last, and turned and began to walk away. “Because I still do not have the strength to do what must be done. I live.

“And while I live, we face a death that you can neither comprehend—nor allow.” He did not turn back to her. “You faced the test my brother now faces, and you failed it, and you were saved the consequences of your failure by another.

“If my brother fails, in the end, remember your own life with kindness.”

And she remembered Steffi and Jade, and woke screaming.

Severn knew the scream, and held her anyway. She saw his face upon waking, and she struggled a moment before reality asserted itself. Then she stilled.

The Barrani guards had opened the door, but they had not entered; they stood in the frame a moment, as if assessing the situation. They couldn’t see Severn’s face, but hers told them enough. They closed the door, and remained on the other side of it.

She said indistinctly, “I hate the Barrani.”

He tightened his grip for a moment, and then let her go. “What have they done this time? And keeping in mind that anything that happens in your dreams isn’t a subject for the Law.”

“It’s the leoswuld,” she told him.

He said nothing.

“And their law. Which isn’t our law. Or really, law at all.” She sat up.

“Kaylin.”

And looked at him. “You never told me what the Lord of the High Court said to you after I left.”

“No. I didn’t.”

“What did he say?”

“I didn’t tell you for a reason,” he replied stiffly.

“He knew.”

“Knew what?”

“About you. About the—about our past.”

Severn said nothing. She reached up and touched his face, and he almost shied away. But he was Severn; he didn’t. “He told you—”

“Kaylin, leave it. Please.”

She nodded. “How long did I sleep?”

“A few hours.”

“I don’t feel much better.” She slid off the bed. Looked at the shoes that lay on the floor. She wondered if she could get Barrani shoes to match the dress. Probably. But not now, and she wanted them now.

“Where are you going?” he asked her softly.

“Back,” she said grimly, “to the tower.”

His face went still. “I’ll go with you.”

She hesitated, but it wasn’t much of a hesitation. “The ceremony—it’s tomorrow, isn’t it?”

He nodded. “Where are we going?”

“Oh,” she said breezily, “almost anywhere.”

He muttered something about Leontines and acting.

“I heard that.”

They got up and left the room.

Andellen and Samaran parted like gates as they left the room. Andellen actually bowed.

“Do you listen to every damn word I say?” she asked him.

His face was a study in neutrality. Armored neutrality. But his eyes were an odd shade of green.

She marched along the halls, failing to notice the striking elements of singular beauty that could be found in it—if someone actually cared. At the moment, Kaylin didn’t.

“What do you seek?” Andellen asked her after they’d been walking for five minutes in a grim silence.

Without looking at him, she said, “The heart of the High Halls.”

“I would have said you found it.”

“Funny, so would I.”

He stopped walking, which she barely noticed. Severn did, however, and caught her arm. She turned, not even bothering to hide her growing irritation. Because it was a lot like agitation. So much so, that she wasn’t sure she could separate them.

“There is a risk in this, Lord,” Andellen said quietly.

She stared at him. For a long time. And then she asked him a question. “Where do the ferals come from?”

He frowned.

Severn frowned, too.

“The fiefs,” Andellen said eventually.

She turned to Severn. “So, what we faced weren’t ferals?”

“They were ferals.”

“They weren’t real?”

Severn’s frown deepened in that I-don’t-like-where-this-is-going way. “They were real,” he said at last. But he said it as if it were dragged out of him.

“You don’t want to go, stay in the room,” she told Andellen and Samaran curtly. And in Elantran. “But I have to go.”

“Why?”

“Because I had a dream, okay?”

“Kaylin—”

“And I want to see how much of a dream it was.”

“The Lord of the High Court—”

Kaylin told Andellen what the Lord of the High Court could do. Given it was anatomically possible, Andellen shut up.

For five seconds. “You had best hope that whoever’s listening doesn’t speak Elantran, Lord Kaylin.”

“At this point? I don’t give a rat’s ass.”

He looked oddly nonplussed. And she realized that he was trying to take the comment literally. She snorted. For smart, immortal people, they could be awfully dense.

She stomped off, and everyone followed. They even followed quickly. Had she been wearing her boots, they wouldn’t have had much choice.

The tower arch opened up before them out of nowhere.

And it looked different. The keystone was still there, but the rest of the arch beneath it seemed to have been rebuilt; it was wider, thicker, and a lot more craggy.

But it was the same arch. Kaylin knew it the moment she laid eyes on it. She glanced at Andellen. He said nothing.

Beyond them, beyond the arch, was an unfamiliar set of stairs, and it offered only one passage: down. There were no brass rails to gird it either; a clumsy person would get down much more quickly than they probably wanted.

And Kaylin, looking at those stairs, had a very strong feeling that jumping was not a viable option, unless the goal was suicide. She glanced at the wall the stairs ran up against; it had the look of sheared stone, rather than worked stone, as if this had been taken, whole, from a cliff face. Or was part of one.

There was a rune there, as she had expected. In fact, there were several. None of them were the one she now thought of as hers. She looked at Andellen again. Caught his stiff profile.

“This isn’t a test,” she told him quietly.

“It is, Kaylin. It is not the test of Lordship, however.”

“What do they say?”

He shook his head. “I recognize only one of the thirteen.”

“And that one?”

“Death.”

“Great.” She lifted one arm, and shoved the sleeve up to her elbow; it went with ease. “That’s…this one, right?”

Andellen looked at her arm. “No.”

And she deflated. “No, why?”

“The shape is right. The center portion is slightly wrong. Here,” he added. “And here.” He paused, and then offered her the faintest of smiles. “I cannot read the old tongue.”

“But you recognized—”

“Yes. But this,” he said, his hand above her arm without touching skin, “is older still. The Dragons could tell you some of what it said—but I have grave doubts that they would allow you to retain the arm.”

She’d heard it before. And wished that the Dragon who had said it—Lord Tiamaris—were beside her. Wearing the Hawk.

He wasn’t. “Will you risk a second time what you risked a first?”

Lord Andellen nodded.

“Samaran?”

“It is not my test,” he began. And then he straightened out. “Nor, I think, is it yours. The High Halls will decide. If we can pass through the arch with you, we will.”

“Good enough.” And she turned and walked through the arch, while the keystone flickered above her. They followed.

One difference, one immediate difference, was that the arch didn’t vanish at their backs. Kaylin considered this a sign, but wasn’t certain whether or not it was good or bad. “The light here sucks,” she said to no one in particular.

Severn glanced at Andellen, who raised a brow. “Light is seldom a difficulty for the Barrani,” he finally conceded when Severn failed to look away. The Barrani Lord lifted a hand, and light began to trail from it, as if it were mist. Or liquid.

Kaylin cursed.

“It is not magic,” Andellen told her. “It is part of the High Halls.”

“I can’t do it.”

“In a century, it will come naturally.”

She wanted to kick him but refrained. Instead, with the comfort of light—even this odd, amorphous light—she began to make her way down the stairs. The darkness that waited beneath her feet was eaten away by the light, but only slowly; her progress was difficult. She didn’t, however, remove her shoes. She didn’t want to touch the stone steps themselves; they seemed to shine in a way that implied light without actually giving any.

Severn was unwinding his chain.

Andellen, when she looked up to see him, had already drawn his sword, as had Samaran. She, like a human noble, didn’t actually have a weapon, and looked up at Severn, who indicated his dagger sheaths. He must be nervous; he wasn’t willing to let go of the chain to get them himself.

She pulled them free, and continued to walk, hoping she didn’t trip and impale herself. On the whole, though, there were probably worse things.

Like, say, that distant sound of growling.

The expression “hair stood on end” did not do Kaylin’s justice; the skin on the back of her neck seemed to ripple, and not in a good way. As if it were Leontine fur.

“It’s not ferals,” Severn said. One look at his face made it clear that this wasn’t meant as comfort.

“Severn?” Two more steps passed beneath her before she turned, her back against the wall. “I told you about the Old Ones, right? And the beginning of life? The Barrani and the Dragons? That they were made of stone, and lifeless, until they were given their names?”

He nodded slowly.

“Why did they only make two?”

“Two races?”

She nodded.

His expression shifted.

And Andellen said quietly, “They didn’t.”

The heart of the High Halls was a dark, dark place. It wasn’t precisely a dungeon; it wasn’t, however, enough like anything else that Kaylin bothered to find a word for it. The steps did not, as she had feared, descend forever; they walked for some time, but reached the end. The growls had grown in volume, but they weren’t near enough yet.

And because they weren’t, Kaylin now agreed with Severn’s assessment. Not ferals.

They stood in a stone corridor that looked more like a tunnel. Evidence that it wasn’t natural existed; there were runes on the walls at odd intervals, although some had been cracked or damaged. And there were no rats.

The hall’s ceiling, such as it was, looked like it had been gouged out of rock by large hands, it was that uneven. In places, it went high enough that it couldn’t be seen by the light Andellen offered; in places, it was low enough that it skirted Barrani hair. The ground was also uneven, but not as much; someone intended people to walk here.

Where people was a very broad description.

The growls were closer now. Which meant they were heading in the right direction. Or the wrong one, given that there was only one; there were no branches, no other halls, nothing at all in the rock itself.

She thought she would be happy to see a door.

Until she did.

Even Andellen took a step back as they approached it. Because it was made of ebony, or seemed to be, and it absorbed every damn bit of light that wasn’t the single rune on it. She cursed in a loud, loud voice that echoed in the cavernous ceiling above.

Andellen caught the bits that weren’t swearing and shook his head. “It isn’t a door-ward,” he said calmly.

She stopped midstream, her hand half raised. “What is it?”

“A warning.”

And she realized then where she’d seen this type of black before. The portcullis in Castle Nightshade. This occasioned less swearing and more actual worry. But she looked at the door, and said softly, “He came here.”

They all looked at her, as if waiting for more.

“The Lord of the Green. He came here. So we have to go, too.” And sucking in air as if she might not get more of it, she walked into the door, just beneath the glowing rune.





CHAPTER 18

She expected to be dizzy and disoriented. She expected the world to change. She expected to be spit out someplace different.

But the passage through this door was entirely unlike the passage through the portcullis, because it looked like it wasn’t going to end. She was trapped in darkness; mired by it; it clung to her in ways that nothing should be able to cling. She felt it almost on the inside of her skin, and had she been able to, she would have taken her skin off just to be rid of it.

She hoped that she wasn’t trying. She could see very little, and feel very little. She could hear growling, which didn’t help much. This wasn’t a place. She couldn’t step forward—or back, which at this point seemed preferable. She wasn’t really aware that she was moving at all, or even that she could; she couldn’t feel her feet. Couldn’t tell if she was shouting, either, because she couldn’t feel her lips.

She could feel her arms and her thighs. She could feel them as if they were furrowed, living stone; could feel the shape of words engraved there that she still didn’t understand, and usually did her best not to think about.

But she thought about them now because they were almost her only sensation in this place, and sensation reminded her that she was somewhere. That she was, in fact, alive.

And as she did she heard words that sounded entirely unlike language. Not chanting, although she couldn’t say why, because it seemed to be carried by a multitude of voices. She felt cadence in those voices, but she couldn’t make out syllables; they spoke, and spoke, and spoke.

As they did, she became aware of physical sensation, a deepening of the odd tingling in her limbs. It moved, darting back and forth. As if—

As if she was being read. Literally read.

And judged. She had endured judgment in her life; had come to expect it. Some of it angered her because it came entirely out of profound ignorance. Some of it shamed her because it didn’t. But none of it stood so far beyond her that she couldn’t react.

The last word, the last word she heard. And felt. It resonated not across her limbs, but within her, as if it had been struck, as if she were a bell. It had a noise, and a shape, a sharpness and a sweetness, that she had experienced before—but it had been outside of her then.

Her name. The name she had chosen.

She held on to it ferociously. It took no thought, no deliberation, no active decision; it was far more primal than that. It was like fear, except that it defined fear. She felt vulnerable in ways that she had never felt vulnerable. As if this word could be riven from her, and everything she knew, thought or felt could be sucked out of it, leaving her with nothing.

She spoke it to herself, again and again, as if repetition made it more familiar. Or as if it made it hers.

But if this was what Nightshade had felt, if this was what the Lord of the West March had felt, she wondered how they could have given her what they had: how they could surrender their names to her keeping. And decided that Barrani acting lessons? She wanted them.

Easy to think of those things. Easy to think of Marcus, and his Leontine ability to be utterly himself. He wouldn’t need a name, and even if he had one, it wouldn’t make a difference; he couldn’t be anything other than Marcus.

Easy, as well, to think of the Hawklord, his wings spread, his feet upon the ground. To think of his name, which wasn’t a name, and to feel it profoundly as if it had the same meaning.

She was Kaylin. She was Elianne. They had been her identity long before she’d taken the word that was supposed to define her and give her life, and she suddenly found that the syllables of her name—her two names—replaced the ones that she had taken. She spoke these, or felt them, not as magical things, but as something more profound. Herself.

Her true self.

If she didn’t understand the whole of that self, if that self changed—and it might, given it had once—it didn’t matter. What she was now, at this minute, was in those two words.

The darkness parted.

She wasn’t spit out; she didn’t get dizzy; she wasn’t disoriented; she felt it open, and then saw it open, as if it were a great curtain in which she’d been entangled.

And she saw, as it opened, that Severn, Andellen, and Samaran were standing beside her; they were ashen. The light from Andellen’s hand had banked.

“I will not follow you here again,” he told her gravely. His breath fell like mist from his mouth, although it wasn’t cold here.

“I won’t ask it.” She meant it.

Samaran said nothing.

Severn shook his head once, as if to clear it, and looked up; his hands were on his chain, and his knuckles were white. But she knew that if she had to come here again, he would follow. And she knew, as well, that she would let him.

She turned from them, and looked into darkness.

“Andellen?”

“I do not know if light will come here.”

“Try?”

He nodded, gathering himself as Severn had done. His sword was in his hand. She could see that, and wondered how.

But in his other hand, light did come. It hovered above the hand, rather than trailing away, as if the hand itself were a torch.

“Still not a mage?” she asked him softly.

He raised a brow but said nothing further.

They were standing in a cavern. Or half a cavern. It was bisected in the middle by something that looked like a dark gap. One that went down a long way. There was, however, a bridge. If, by bridge, one meant an outcropping of slender rock that had no guardrail, and looked like it might collapse if enough weight passed over it.

She nodded. They began to walk toward the bridge, and out of the chasm, mist rose in response, growling and snarling with familiar hunger. Voices, she thought, contained there. The mist had form and some substance; as they approached, it seemed to solidify. But it remained dark and ghostly.

Dark and ghostly feral packs. Not pack. Not just one. She started to count, and gave up at fifty. She wondered how far Severn had got, if he tried at all; the visual cue was enough. If these were real—if they became real, counting wasn’t going to be a problem. There were more than enough to mean death; the particulars didn’t matter to corpses.

“The answer to your question, Kaylin,” Andellen said softly. He moved, but gave the impression of being transfixed. “About where ferals come from. Remember this—not all questions are meant to be asked. You may receive the answer.”

“You have these in the Castle?” she asked casually.

“Not…these,” he replied. She wondered if he was even aware that he had. She filed it away for future use because she desperately wanted there to be a future.

The cavern seemed to stretch out forever on either side—and the chasm followed it. Stone here was dark, and almost red in tint.

“This is why the High Halls were built,” she told them all. Mostly because she was talking to herself. She approached the chasm, and saw that it was much wider than it had first looked. She stopped at the edge of the mists, and felt the ice of jaws snapping at her feet, her arms. They passed through her, and her dagger passed through them. Détente. Of a sort.

She continued to walk toward the bridge. “This is what they contain, or keep contained. This is why the Barrani rule here.” Her brain raced ahead, and her mouth kept pace, but only barely.

“This is why they have to rule here. This is why the Emperor tolerates their Court in Elantra. Because if they don’t rule, if they don’t command the High Halls—”

And out of the chasm, mist rose, touching the midsection of the bridge. It roiled there, curling in on itself, and she could see distinct shapes and forms pass in that mass of movement; a hint of face, of fang, of claw; an arm, several arms, eyes that were too large and far too numerous.

But they fell way, all these extraneous bits, and what remained was like a giant, a thing of mist, something that might be human or Barrani writ large. They watched it take form, and the form grew distinct, although Kaylin could still see through it.

But the distinct form was no longer possibly human; it was Barrani. Tall, dark, elegant—the heart of arrogance, of all their arrogance, combined. It was anchored to the bridge they were approaching, which made approaching it seem a lot less wise.

Kaylin, not known for her wisdom, stopped walking anyway. She recognized the man. Even though the mists were dark, and the cast of his features was ebon.

The Lord of the Green.

Andellen froze then. Samaran took a step back. Severn held his ground. They were noticed, but the gaze that swept past them didn’t stop until it reached Kaylin.

“Yes,” it said then. “The High Halls contain them.”

“You,” she said automatically.

He raised a brow the color of his skin. “I am not contained,” he said softly. He gestured, throwing both hands wide.

And the growling and snapping right beside them grew suddenly very real. Severn was already in motion; Andellen and Samaran were right behind him, even though Barrani were in theory faster. Kaylin’s daggers were up.

She kicked the feral closest to her, and it staggered back, across the lip of the chasm. The mists swallowed it. Severn’s ferals—both of them—fell headless; his chain in motion spread blood across his comrades. Andellen and Samaran were not in danger, but they followed Kaylin’s example; they used the cliff’s edge, and sent the ferals back into the darkness.

The darkness grew dense.

And other shapes loomed above those of the ferals.

Andellen said a single word. Kaylin had never heard it before. She didn’t want to know what it meant but knew anyway; he recognized at least one of those shapes.

“Can we fight it?” she shouted.

His expression made the answer clear.

She turned to the Barrani upon the bridge. To the Lord of the Green.

“You’re not Barrani,” she said calmly.

“And you are not Barrani, but you are here. Why? Why have you come at the behest of these creatures who care so little for your kind? They have hunted and destroyed you in number, and they have done far, far worse in their history. I have seen it all. Would you care to witness?”

“Not really,” she told him. “I believe you.”

“Believe, then, that the Lords of these Halls have been tricked. They are not the masters here—they are the victims. They have been devoured, who dared to come here. They have been absorbed. They have been born, and lived their pathetic centuries, and have led themselves to us like sheep to slaughter, and we have taken them all.”

“Not all,” she told the Barrani.

“Some cleave to the Halls,” he said with a cold shrug. “Some choose a life of service. It is a form of slavery, is it not?” He turned, then, to Andellen. “I have tasted your name,” he said quietly, taunting. “I have felt your passage.

“And you have escaped once, who come again. To me. What was your reward for your service? What was your reward for your vigilance? Your name. Your servitude.”

He seemed to realize that he was blathering, and drew himself up. And up. Kaylin was annoyed.

But his voice was lower and sweeter when he spoke again; it was almost paternal. She hated it.

“We were never meant to be your chains. We have been. But there is freedom from servitude, and freedom for your people, if you have but the courage to grasp it. Do you not believe that you are slaves?”

Andellen did not reply.

“Then let me show you.”

The chasm rumbled.

“Let me show you what you have failed to see.”

And rising from the mists, again, rising and writhing as if in torment, came not monsters, not ferals, not creatures with faces too bizarre to be faces. Barrani rose. And if the ferals had been beyond her ability to count, the Barrani here were ten times their number. A hundred times. A city was here, and a city of far greater significance than the one above. She had never, ever seen so many Barrani gathered in one place.

And these—ah—these—

Andellen was bracing himself. She could see it, although nothing about his stance seemed to change. Samaran, on the other hand, had fallen to his knees, his eyes round and so dark a blue they were almost—almost—black. Without thinking, she put a hand on his shoulder and pressed it down firmly.

He said, “My father.” And lifting a hand, he pointed. “My father.” In Barrani. In broken Barrani.

And one of the many thousands of Barrani turned at the single word, and he made his way through the crowd, mist dissolving and re-forming where it made contact with other mist. He walked until he stood within the ranks of the ferals that suddenly seemed so sparse.

“Samaran,” he said.

Kaylin flinched. And held on. But she didn’t accuse the darkness of lies. Not here. Not in the face of what she could suddenly see so clearly.

Samaran was mute.

“I came to the tower,” his father continued. “When you were of age, I came. For you,” he added. “You were not the son of a Lord of the High Court. And you could not be part of the Court otherwise.”

“Father—”

“And here, I lost my way, and my name, and my life. And I have waited these centuries for a time when I might find it again.”

They cried out in number at his last words, this host of Barrani, these dead.

She had thought the undying were bad. This was so much worse; she felt their pain. She knew them as real. She could almost call out names, they were that clear to her.

“And you have come at a time when we might almost be free,” he whispered. “Will you wait for me? Will you deny me?”

Kaylin put her other hand on Samaran’s other shoulder, and stood behind him. He had not faced the tower, and now she knew why. But the fact that he hadn’t was infinitely more significant now.

She’d led him here. She’d led him here without thinking, without worrying, without counting the possible cost. And she had known that she would face, in the end, the darkness that the High Halls had been created as fortress against.

But she hadn’t known what it contained.

And telling herself that? It didn’t make her feel a whole lot better. Because ignorance was not an excuse.

“Andellen.” She whispered the word.

It carried anyway, and he turned to look at her, as if for once he could find some sustenance from the merely mortal.

“You recognize them.”

“I do,” he said with bitter wonder. “They are—were—my people. Some of them were my kin. Some were my enemies. They are one now.” And then he shrugged, and the tightness about his mouth relaxed. “They are dead.”

She stared at him; could feel her jaw go slack and her eyes round and her brows stretch up to her hairline.

“They’re dead?” she shouted, half shaking poor Samaran. “Look at them!”

“I can see them,” he told her calmly.

“They’re not dead—they’re trapped!”

“They are dead,” he replied softly. “The price of their freedom is too high.” And he turned away.

Samaran let out a noise that Kaylin had never heard from a Barrani before; she’d heard it from other humans. Other mortals. But in Samaran, it was wrong. “Andellen—”

He joined her instantly, just as Samaran rose and attempted to throw off her hands. He was taller than she was, and he dragged her up with him as he unfolded.

Andellen hit him, hard, with the butt of his sword.

Samaran folded slightly.

“Do not let them beguile you,” he snarled. Gone was neutrality; gone the icy distance that was the usual Barrani expression of anger.

Beguile? Kaylin wanted to shout. They’re not trying to beguile him—they’re trying to—

And she stopped.

Because it was true. They weren’t trying. They were the sum of centuries spent here, in this horrible place; this was hell. And the hell was written plainly on their faces, at the core of their identities; it was their fate.

Unless someone could lead them out.

Oh, the desire was strong and terrible. But the uneasy sense that what followed would be the ferals and the other creatures was sharper.

She looked at the Lord of the Green. The only one of them—the only one—that seemed out of place. And she spoke to him, her voice shaking in fury. “You aren’t Barrani,” she snapped. “You’re trapped here, but you aren’t Barrani.”

“I am almost as you see me,” he said with a smile. And he lifted his gaze. “And the time is coming when I will be more.” The smile shifted; his expression grew remote. Or bored.

She knew then.

“Andellen, grab Samaran. It’s time to leave.”

Severn, silent, watched the creature that was not quite the Lord of the Green.

“You, unfortunately, are an unexpected interference.” He dropped his hands in a plunge.

And a creature stepped out of the chasm, gleaming—as the door had gleamed—ebon. Nothing about him spoke of mist; he was substantial, as the ferals had been. If “he” was even the right pronoun.

“Andellen, what is it?”

Andellen, sword in hand, said wearily, “One of the firstborn.”

“Firstborn what?”

“The Lords of Law were not the only Lords to attempt to create life. But the Lords of Chaos were less certain, and their creations, less biddable.”

“This one seems—”

“Run, Kaylin.” He lifted his sword. “Run quickly.” And he turned and shoved Samaran into her arms. The creature drifted toward them. It had eyes. It had too many eyes. They weren’t really facing forward, or rather, they were facing in every damn direction. It had limbs, of a sort, and claws that were as long as bent swords, and it defined the color black.

It almost reminded her of a Dragon. But a hideously distorted and warped dragon, without the wings.

She would have run, but her knees locked. Some animal part of her mind told her that if she stood very, very still she could escape its notice. She wasn’t significant, and she wasn’t a threat. But she raised her pathetic daggers anyway, and she stood her ground. The knees not bending was a larger part of that than she wanted to admit.

It came and passed over the ferals, crushing the few who were too stupid to move out of its way. The fact that they weren’t actually solid made the feat more impressive. The Barrani ghosts—it was the only way she could think of them and still be sane—fell silent, watching. They bore no weapons, no armor; they had only their voices, and those were silenced.

Severn’s blade was in motion; the chain caught the light Andellen hadn’t doused. The fact that it was no longer cupped in his palm didn’t seem to make a difference; it was bright now.

But Severn’s blade clattered against the claws of the creature; if it seemed to amble, it was damn fast. Too fast. He drew it back just before the creature severed the chain links.

Andellen raised his sword, and let out a cry that filled the cavern.

Hell was a very dark place.

But there was fire in hell. A blaze that singed hair and curled cloth; that melted the damn rock. It erupted around the creature in a glow so bright Kaylin lost sight of the rest of the cavern for a minute.

Sight and sound were not, however, the same.

She heard the fire, heard the roar of fury, and felt something snap around the flame, binding it in a tightening circle. The creature’s anger was greater than the strength of the containment; greater than the voice of the fire.

But fire—she’d called fire before.

And here, in the heart of the High Halls, the word was on her tongue and in her mouth as the thought coalesced. She grabbed the medallion that hung around her neck, dropping one of Severn’s daggers to do so.

And she spoke the word slowly, forcing each syllable to be distinct, to have an edge.

Fire, her fire, joined the flames. It was not as bright, but where it burned, the creature writhed and screamed. It fought her fire as the odd circle around it grew bright, and brighter still.

Andellen backed away, and Severn did the same. They reached her side. She let the last syllable fall from her lips.

“You have power,” a voice she recognized said softly. “And the wisdom of an unnamed babe.”

And turning, she saw Lord Evarrim of the Arcanum, and another man, whose face was obscured by the hood of a long cloak. Evarrim was dressed in red, even here, but she saw that the circlet at his brow was now missing a ruby. His eyes were blue, dark blue, but they didn’t miss much. He saw what she’d noticed.

And turned to the man by his side.

The man lifted his hands and drew the hood from his face, and she met the blue gaze of the Lord of the High Court. “You are safe here,” he said rigidly, “now.” But his words and his tone of voice were tight.

She looked at the containing circle.

“Yes,” he said curtly. “It will hold.” His gaze fell to the figure upon the bridge. There was no love in it, but there was recognition—and not the type a man gave his son, even if that son was estranged.

“Go back,” he said softly.

The man on the bridge smiled. “I cannot yet go forward,” he said. “But I have your son’s name.”

“Yes. You have. But he has it, as well. And you do not have mine.”

“I do not, but soon I will not need it.”

“I will not pass the gift to my son.”

“Then you will kill him…there is no other way.”

“There is one,” the Lord of the High Court replied wearily. “Go back.” And he gestured, and the bridge moved, dislodging the mist.

Lord Evarrim looked at Kaylin with something that bridged the distance between contempt and respect. “It is time to leave this place,” he told her.

She hated to be agreeable, but considered the options even less appealing, and nodded. They retreated from the cavern.

This time, there was no door to bar their way. The Lord of the High Court led, and where he led, the path was clean and flat. The natural arch in which the door had nested was there, unchanged; there just wasn’t anything within it.

He left the chambers, and she followed. He traversed the tunnels, stopping at each rune, as if to read it, or to take strength from it. At length, he led them back to the stairs. All of this passed in silence. Kaylin was aware that she was walking beside Evarrim, but she felt no threat from him; he was barely walking. Oh, he didn’t stumble or falter. He didn’t so much as lean on the wall for support. But the edge of his expression was dulled. He had eyes for two things. The Lord of the High Court and the floor.

The climb up the stairs was less threatening than the climb into the unknown had been. The growls were still at their back—but worse than that, the wailing of the damned. She could hear them clearly now. She wondered if she would ever be free of their voices in these Halls.

They came, at last, to the top of the stairs, and Lord Evarrim passed the Lord of the High Court, who had turned in the arch. He looked at Kaylin.

“You,” he said, “will accompany me.”

She nodded.

“Your guards will go to the Lord of the West March. They will not leave his side until I summon them.”

She nodded again.

He looked at Severn, and hesitated. “Your kyuthe, however, I will allow.”

She started to say that Severn wasn’t kyuthe, and paused. What was the point? She nodded again. He turned and swept out of the arch, almost carrying them in his invisible wake.

He did not go to the High Court Circle. Kaylin didn’t expect him to. She didn’t expect him to go anywhere, exactly, and was surprised when he led them into what seemed an ordinary hall. Well, for the High Halls. It was bordered top and bottom with Barrani writing, and it had mirrors and small alcoves in which things grew, but there were no weapons, no sign of older, unsanded stone; these were Halls built by the Barrani, and not by the Old Ones.

Doors flew open as he approached them, even though they had wards, which in theory needed to exact their ounce of pain. She followed quickly. The one or two Barrani she thought she glimpsed out of the corner of her eye vanished, like faint stars, when she turned her full attention on them; the whole of the building might have been deserted.

The Lord of the High Court led them to one small door at the end of a hall; this he opened the normal way.

It led into a room that was very like Kaylin’s guest room at first view, except without a bed. There was no throne here; there was no desk, no shelves; it was almost empty, and the one thing in it that drew the eye was—yes—colored glass.

But this glass was different.

Like a mosaic, it depicted the host of the lost Barrani: garbed now in black, shorn of weapon and armor and dignity. She stared at it in horror, and a slowly building realization. Her hand stretched out, almost of its own accord, and she touched one of the faces depicted in the glass.

“It is a…reminder,” the Lord of the High Court said heavily. “To one who rules these Halls.”

Without turning from the window, she said, “That was his test, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“To stand there. To see them. To speak with them.”

“Yes.”

“To leave them.”

This third question went unanswered.

“That was the test he failed.”

And from the corner of the room, unseen until the moment she lifted voice, the Consort replied, “Yes.”

Kaylin, unmoved by the Lord of the High Court, did not fail to look to the Consort, to the woman who sat in her pale robes with her midnight eyes. “I told you,” she said softly, “not to interfere.”

Kaylin met her gaze. “You went,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “He failed. You knew. And you went to him.”

The Lord of the High Court began to speak, but his Consort lifted a hand. It was not an imperious gesture, and it was not—quite—a plea. Yet he fell silent, his hands behind his back. He looked…old. Inasmuch as someone with eternal youth could.

“That is not the way the tower works,” she began.

“But it is,” Kaylin said sharply. “For you. For the Consort. It is. You can walk it freely. You have to be able to walk it freely. You said as much. I wasn’t paying enough attention.”

“You walked it yourself just now,” the Consort replied, her voice calm and remote.

“No. I didn’t. I walked the path that was there. I walked the path that exists. Anyone could walk that path. The path of the tower test is different. Where he went, no one could follow—no one but you.”

“You have a Hawk’s eye,” the Consort replied, her voice shading into grim.

“You know all their names.”

“I have some knowledge of their names,” the Consort conceded. “But I do not hold them.”

“You hold at least one.”

Silence extended, growing an edge. Severn was no longer looking at the window. And he had not returned his weapon to its resting place across his hips, although she could see that the chain had indeed been severed.

“Yes,” the Lord of the High Court said. “She holds at least one, and she has held it these centuries. She has held it against the darkness.”

“She’s losing.”

“She has already lost,” was the grim reply. “Long before she touched again what she had given.”

And the Consort, her voice cool and regal, continued. “You have seen the truth of the High Halls. And you understand it. You will not claim that it is illusion or test. You know what waits those who have failed.”

Kaylin nodded.

“I could not let my son join them.”

“And so,” the Lord of the High Court said, “she, too, failed.”

“And you couldn’t kill him,” Kaylin said quietly. “Not without exposing the crime.”

“Oh, I could have,” was the castelord’s grim reply. “Not upon his return. Not then. But later.”

“You didn’t.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because,” the Consort replied, a small crack in her perfect composure opening slightly, “he belongs to the darkness. It is only by living that he is kept from it.”

“He tried to kill himself.”

“No. He understands what he faces. He tried to divest himself of his name, to become undying.”

“And now?”

“My second son went to face the test of the tower, and what he found there was our answer. It is a bitter answer,” she added. “But my power over the words is fading. I can reach the source,” she added, “but only at great cost, and the return is difficult.”

“But if he has no name, his name is there—”

“Yes. My oldest, understanding, tried to do his duty. But it would not have worked.”

“You can’t give him the leoswuld.”

“No. But I think that was the intent,” the Consort said bitterly. “I was young, and foolish. I believe that my son was to be the vessel, that I was allowed to leave with him, allowed to believe that I had the control necessary.”

“But now he’s not.”

The Lord of the High Court exchanged a glance with his Consort. “No,” he said at last. “The Lord of the West March will kill him, and the Lord of the Green will go, at last, to the reward of those who fail.”

“He won’t kill his brother.”

“He has his duty, and he understands it fully now. He will kill his brother, or he will doom us.”

“He can refuse the leoswuld.”

“And that will doom us as well,” the Lord of the High Court said. “You understand much. Too much. He can refuse what I offer. But if he refuses, there will be no new Consort, and his mother cannot continue. It is understood that there will be war among our kin in the outlying lands, even as our hold upon the High Halls diminishes. It is not understood how quickly that hold will diminish, nor is the price clearly written.

“We will perish as a people.”

“It seems,” Kaylin said with bitter pity, “that you already are.” And she looked again to the window. “Has the Lord of the West March seen what lies at the heart of the High Halls?”

“He has.”

“Then he won’t do it.”

“He will.”

But she knew the truth. She had his name, after all, and it spoke to her in the silence, lending strength to certainty. She said to the Consort, “What name did you choose for your oldest son?”

“A bitter name,” was the reply. “But I was young. And I had hope for the future that I no longer have.”

“What shape did it have?”

There was a silence so sharp it could have cut. “What do you mean?”

“What did it feel like when you touched it?”

“Like my son.”

“Like what you wanted for your son?”

“At the time, they were the same.”

Kaylin nodded. Trying to think like a Barrani mother. Failing utterly. “I will speak with the Lord of the West March,” she said at length, “as his kyuthe.”





CHAPTER 19

“Kaylin,” Severn said quietly when they were quit of the room with its terrible mosaic and the burden of its legacy.

She nodded. “Don’t say it.”

“You take a greater risk than perhaps you understand—”

“I’ve worked beside Barrani for all of my adult life,” she told him bitterly. “I understand well enough. I know too much. He might as well have pronounced a death sentence then and there. But he won’t, I might be of use.” She paused, and then turned to Severn. “Think of what he’s lived with every day of his life since he…passed his test. Think of what he knows every time someone attempts it. Do you think I don’t understand how little his gratitude might mean in the end? And knowing it, I’ll still do everything I can to be of use.”

“I’d guessed that,” Severn replied with just the hint of a smile.

“Do you know why?”

He shrugged.

“Because—” And she stopped. Because I don’t want the Lord of the West March to suffer what you suffered. I don’t want that. And she saw him clearly as he shoveled dirt away from—and toward—a grave. “Because I’m me.”

“Then you—”

“I have to speak with the Lord of the West March.” She looked around her, at the halls they now walked. “Because I’m sure the Lord of the High Court will know if I don’t.”

They walked for some time in the silence of footfall and distant chimes, the hours sounding. The notes were hollow and mournful to Kaylin’s ear. They marked the passing of more than time. Her left arm ached. “I couldn’t be the Lord of this Court,” she said softly. “If I had been offered the same test as the Lord of the Green, I would have failed utterly.” She already had. “I can’t judge him. I can’t judge his mother. His father passed the same test,” she added. “So he can.”

She turned then, and caught Severn’s arm in both of her hands. “And you can,” she said quietly. “You can judge the Lord of the West March.”

Severn shook his head. “It’s not the same test,” he told her almost gently. “If I had been given the choice of killing you, or letting the city burn—that would have been the same. And I would have failed. Let it go, Kaylin. Let it go, Elianne.” He paused, and then said, “If you had paid attention in class—and I’m going to assume you never took philosophy—you would have heard an old adage. It’s an important one, if you work in the Halls of Law…something to live by.”

“What?”

“We’re judged by our successes,” he said, brushing the hair from her eyes. “We all expect that. But we are also judged by our failures, noble or ignoble. Success and failure are two edges of the same blade, two sides of the same coin. To fear the one is to forever deny the possibility of the other.” And he kissed her forehead.

She closed her eyes.

“I’m willing to fail here,” he told her. “And you must be willing to fail, as well. There’s no single road to success.”

“Thank you.” She pulled away slowly and straightened her shoulders. “I remember a different adage.”

“Oh?”

“A successful man—or woman—has friends beyond number. A failure? Almost none.” She caught his hand and held it.

His smile was lopsided. “In our case, that will probably be because there won’t be many people left.” He began to walk again, holding her hand.

The Lord of the West March was, oddly enough, waiting for them before they reached the wing of the High Halls he claimed for his personal use. He met them in an atrium, coming from around a dense thicket of oddly shaped leaves; they were green with purple hearts, and as long as Kaylin’s arm. His eyes were blue.

She offered him a courtly bow. It wasn’t as graceful as a Barrani bow should have been, but she wasn’t expected to tender that—and she meant to give him what she could. Not more, but certainly not less.

He accepted her bow with a grave nod. “Kyuthe,” he said quietly. “I have been waiting for you.” He nodded to Severn in turn, acknowledging his presence.

I bet you have, she thought. But she said, instead, “We returned to the tower.”

“I know. I spoke briefly with Lord Evarrim.” There was warning in those words.

“Lord Evarrim was…helpful. We had almost lost the way,” she added.

His smile was an odd thing. It was devoid of humor but not of warmth. “Don’t speak like a Barrani,” he told her gently. “It doesn’t suit you.”

She shrugged. “I like the dress.”

“It is clothing, no more—it does not define you.”

“No. But it’s a hell of a lot more comfortable than what did.” She took a deep breath and switched to Elantran. “We talked to your father,” she said. The blunt words felt almost foreign in her mouth because in the end, there were some things she didn’t want to speak about.

A brief flash of something like insight came to her then. She wondered if, in living for centuries, one accumulated so much one didn’t want to speak about, Barrani was the only natural tongue in which not to speak.

He nodded. Turned his attention to the leaves that were thick and almost unbending.

“And your mother,” she added.

“My mother was present?”

She bit her lip.

“And have you now been sent to speak to me of duty?”

“More or less.”

“Consider the words said,” he told her, an edge in his voice, his eyes darkening. “And do not say them. I will forgive you much, for the gift of my life. But not all.”

“Okay. I’ll just consider the whole lecture given. I can sympathize. I never listened to lectures much, either. And I failed a lot of classes.”

He raised a dark brow, and beneath it, the color of his eyes shifted, turning from sapphire to something pale enough to be cheap emerald. “Absent lectures, kyuthe, what is left to say?”

“Leoswuld,” she replied quietly.

“That, I think, is part of the lecture.”

“Sort of. But it’s practical, and I was better with practical things.” She realized that she was still holding on to Severn’s hand, and quietly disentangled their fingers. “We have a day. The bright moon isn’t full.”

“The bright moon is not full,” he agreed.

She looked at him, pinning him down with her eyes, which were brown and unchanging. “Did you know,” she told him evenly, “that the rune I saw when I first entered the tower was the same rune the Lord of the Green saw?”

She didn’t need to do much pinning; he became utterly still. And given how little he’d been moving before, that said something. His eyes flickered, green darkening there; it did not—quite—give way to blue.

“And how would you know that?” he asked her softly.

“He told me.”

“He…told you.”

“Well, more or less. I was dreaming,” she added self-consciously. “But it was a dream of the High Halls.” She paused, and then added, “He told me what yours was too.”

His brows rose. And fell. “If this is a game—”

She said, “Oh, he’s Barrani. It probably is.”

“What did he say?”

“Duty.”

“And his? Yours?”

“Choice.”

He was silent; it was the silence of frantic thought. Of, Kaylin realized bitterly, hope. Because hope was bitter here. And it was all he had.

“This is not information the Lord of the High Court chose to impart?”

“No. Well, okay, yes, but I already knew it.”

He hesitated, and she cringed. He wanted to believe her, and because he wanted to, he didn’t trust the desire. She drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders, feeling the difference between the understatement of Barrani movement and the overstatement of hers.

Lirienne.

His eyes widened and darkened. But only for a moment. He understood what she was doing, and even smiled.

Kyuthe.

I cannot lie to you here.

No. Is it true? Did you speak with my brother?

Only in dream, she said, hating herself for a moment because in dream, there was doubt. Not in life.

Tell me of this dream.

She did.

And he wore a cloak?

Green, she said softly. But his eyes were almost entirely black. He wants you to kill him, she added. But I don’t.

You would be perhaps the only one, he told her bitterly.

Not the only one. I think your father would have already killed me if not for the Consort. She hadn’t thought it until she spoke the words, but they were true.

And what hope do you offer us?

I don’t know, she said, almost helpless. But she lifted her left arm. But when I left the Tower, I didn’t take one name. I took two.

His frown was more felt than seen. Two?

She nodded. I had to. I couldn’t leave with just one.

I don’t understand.

Well, if you don’t, and you’re the High Lord’s son, don’t expect me to.

His eyes were…golden. And she understood then that gold was the color of shock or surprise. But it dimmed quickly. I think I understand, he told her grimly. And I even thank you. But that is not our way. You have seen what waits, he added bitterly. Do you not understand that our names are what we are? No new name will save him. If it could even be done, it would change the nature of his life.

She deflated by several inches. “Isn’t that better than dying?”

“By our measure, kyuthe, it is dying.”

“How do you know? Has it ever been done before?”

He was quiet for a moment, slipping away from the force of his name, and the speech of silence. “Do you believe that mortals have souls, Kaylin?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I imagine I’ll find out one day.”

“Ah. Pretend, for a moment, that you do.”

“Okay.”

“If your soul flees your body, you are dead. But if another replaces it, are you any less dead? The body may—or may not—live. But what you were—it’s gone.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t. I merely surmise.”

She let her arm drop. “I want to see the Lord of the Green.”

He shook his head.

“I don’t actually need your permission.”

And the Lord of the West March turned to Severn, who had remained silent throughout. “Is she always this difficult?”

“He’s going to die anyway,” Kaylin told him. “Isn’t it time to try something different?”

“Not,” the Lord of the West March replied grimly, “if it will kill him.”

He didn’t trust her, but there was no reason he should. He led her back to her room, and as he entered the wing, four of his men joined him in silence. They, unlike the Lord of the West March, favored her face with a fixed blank expression; the mark of Nightshade drew and repelled. They wouldn’t trust her, and they certainly wouldn’t listen to her.

She wanted to scream. For just one insane minute, she wanted to use the Lord of the West March’s name to force him to listen.

It passed, but only with a lot of effort, and with the distinct help of less suicidal impulses. She could speak his name; she could not contain him by its use. And if she could, she was no better than the darkness that lay at the heart of the High Halls, waiting to devour the weak.

Andellen and Samaran were shut into her room with her. Andellen was silent until the door was closed. He approached it with care, inspected it with more, and then gestured almost dismissively. Had she not known the Barrani, she would have assumed the wave of his hands to be theatrical. She did know them; she didn’t have that comfort.

“You are prisoner here,” he told her quietly. “What have you done to offend the Lord of the West March?”

“I asked to speak with his brother.”

“After what we saw?”

“Yes.”

His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“Because I had some hope that something I took from the tower during my damn test would be helpful,” she said, spitting fury.

Andellen looked at her for a moment, and then said, “You spend too much time in the company of Leontines. It is not a habit I would encourage.”

She laughed out loud, and he raised a dark brow. Obviously, the comment was not meant as humor. But how he spoke the words, and how she received them, were a matter of choice.

Choice. Her smile eased off her face. “Why can’t they wait?” she asked him.

He could have pretended ignorance but chose instead to answer. “The Consort has all but lost the path,” he told her quietly. “In one more year—which should have no significance to those of our kind—she will not be able to find it. And if she cannot, she cannot pass that knowledge on.”

“The Lord of the Green won’t be present for leoswuld.”

“I can’t see how he could.”

“But everyone else will be.”

He nodded. “Not one such as I,” he added in a softer voice.

“You’re commanded to be my escort—”

“Not to leoswuld,” he told her firmly. “As you will find, if you attempt to press this. You, of course, will be expected, as will Lord Severn.”

“Andellen—”

“I understand your urgency, Kaylin. It is not our way to speak quickly or bluntly, but believe that I am making the effort.” His frown was thoughtful. And damn slow. “The Lord of the West March will be present. Were I the High Lord, I would condemn my eldest son for his absence from the rite, and I would do so publicly. His condition is not widely known.

“He will offer the gift to his second son.”

“But the Lord of the West March will refuse.”

“Will he?”

“Yes!”

“Kaylin, you understand much about the High Court that even I did not. You led us to the heart of the darkness,” he added. “Not even I have seen it before, who lived here for centuries. But in this, your certainty is misplaced. I believe that the Lord of the West March intends to refuse what his father will undoubtedly offer.

“But his father will offer it. The daughter will accept the mother’s gift. But the mother’s gift is tied to the source, not the High Halls. And if the father makes the offer, the High Halls will be—for one moment—without its ruler.

“Without its guardian.”

She froze. “But the darkness—”

“Yes. It will rise. It is almost uncontained now.”

“You think this will be a game of chicken.”

He raised a brow. “I fail to see what fowl has to do with leoswuld. You will, no doubt, enlighten me.”

“A game. It’s a stupid game. You can play it with knives or almost anything. You can play it on the edge of rooftops. You can play it near the wagons by the market. It means—it’s just—whoever blinks first. Whoever surrenders first, loses.”

“Ah. And you think that the High Lord will place us all in jeopardy in order to force his son’s hand?”

“No—you think that. The Lord of the High Court can’t be certain that the Lord of the West March will take the gift. But if he doesn’t—”

“Yes. We will almost certainly perish.”

“Can anyone else take what’s offered?”

“Anyone else can try,” he replied. “But Kaylin, there is no guarantee of success. Although in that circumstance, war is less likely. Even the Barrani value their lives. Perhaps, given how much is lost with the life, they value them more. The Lord of the High Court is canny. He is also desperate.” He looked at Kaylin. “You are certain the Lord of the West March will refuse?”

She said, instead, “You know I hold his—”

He lifted a hand. “A simple yes will suffice.”

“Then yes, damn it.” She looked at the doors. “We can’t get out of here?”

“Not without killing the guards,” he replied. “And that would be unlikely to earn you the freedom you seek.”

“Then what will?”

“Time,” he told her. “How long can you wait?”

“I can’t wait. We don’t have time.”

There was something too close to pity in his expression. “You will wait,” he told her quietly. “Because the only time you will have any chance of success will be on the way to the rite itself. At that point, all Barrani Lords will be required to leave their quarters, and their plots, behind. They will attend at the command of the Lord of the High Court.”

Kaylin frowned. “The Lord of the High Court gave me free run of the High Halls.”

“Yes. And were you to be able to reach him, he would most assuredly enforce that grant. Welcome,” he added with just the hint of a cruel smile, “to the High Court.”

She cursed. A lot.

Two hours later, she gave up and retreated to her bed. It was like a besieged island in the sea of her unfortunate temper, and if her temper was childish, she really didn’t give a damn. It’s not like anyone could see it.

Sleep came eventually. She really needed it.

She heard Andellen’s voice; it was pitched not to carry. So, for that matter, was Severn’s. She was irritated, but not enough to get up and shout at them. Her voice was a little on the hoarse side for that, and besides, she’d already done it, and it hadn’t had much of an effect.

Her arm ached. Her head ached. Her eyes ached.

How long had it been since she’d really slept?

How long could she afford to sleep?

She closed her eyes, and tried to relax her jaw muscles; she kept grinding her teeth.

 They woke her from the edge of nightmare when food was delivered. It came in the hands of guards, and they left it with care and silence. Her stomach was growling, but she wasn’t hungry. Or rather, the thought of food made her distinctly queasy.

Severn looked at her.

She shook her head. She looked at the windows. “Was I out long?”

“Long enough,” he replied. “I wasn’t with you when you…saw the Lord of the Green.”

“Uh, no. I think I’d remember that.”

He batted the side of her head. “Can you find him again?”

She nodded. “I think.”

“Can you find him at a run?”

“I don’t know. If you mean, can I find him while I’m being chased by Barrani who are a hell of a lot faster, then probably not.”

“They’ll be a bit distracted.”

She frowned. And woke up. “I don’t want anyone to risk their lives—”

“From what’s been said, there’s no way around that,” Severn replied calmly. “All we can do is choose when and how, and if we wait, we won’t even get that choice.” He paused, and then added, “I trust you.”

Which was another burden.

He watched her face for a moment. “You’re not certain,” he said. It was almost a question.

“No.” She held out a clenched fist. “I’m not. He could be right. He probably is. I’ve helped to birth a lot of babies—but I’ve always done that the normal way, and most of those babies weren’t a hundred times older than I am.”

He hesitated. “And the risk?”

“What risk?” She swallowed.

“Kaylin, you could have died the first time.”

She threw Andellen a dagger-sharp glare. Andellen failed to notice. “So you can choose the when and how but I can’t?”

“No. You can. I just wanted to know.”

“When, then?”

“In an hour. Maybe an hour and a half.” He paused and added, “I can’t see the moon, but apparently, this close, Andellan can.”

She swallowed air. Food was beyond her ability to cope with. “All right.” She paused. “When I first came here with Teela, we were almost killed by a door.”

Severn nodded.

“Who laid that trap?”

Andellen shrugged. “Anteela has her enemies at Court. It is part of why she left.”

“Good.”

“Why?”

“Because it was powerful, it was magical, and we can’t afford more enemies.”

They waited.

The chimes started first. They were distant and high, clear as free birds’ song. They were also sustained; once they started, they didn’t stop. A single note was joined by another, and then another, and then another. All were harmonious.

Andellen rose. “It is time, Kaylin. Lord Severn.”

Severn rose, as well. “On my signal,” he told her quietly.

She nodded. She took her shoes off. Outrunning Barrani was impossible. On the other hand, outrunning an ant, in these shoes, was impossible. She left them in the corner.

She wore the ring given her by the Lord of the West March; she wore the medallion given her by Lord Sanabalis. She wore the dress of the Barrani, but her hair was unbound. She pulled it back from her face in a knot, and then cursed at the absence of sticks. “I really hate it here,” she told no one in particular.

“It looks better down,” Severn said.

She glared.

The doors opened.

Guards stood there. She counted four. They wore different armor, and they did not bear obvious weapons. They wore headbands with different runes written in their center.

“It is time,” one of them said gravely.

They left the room. But Severn indicated, by the slight motion of one hand, that she was to go first. She obeyed, trying to find calm, as if it were a place or an object she could hold.

She almost found it, too.

But over the beauty of the chimes, she heard the familiar sound of baying.

She turned to look at Severn. He had stiffened. All of the Barrani had. “Ferals,” she said grimly.

“We can hope,” Severn replied.

It was a pretty piss-poor day when you hoped to see ferals.

The guards were holding the hilts of their swords; they did not draw them. She wondered if they were Lords in their own right. Decided they must be when they politely indicated that Samaran and Andellen were to remain behind, in the room.

“They follow the outcaste,” one guard said when Kaylin began to argue. “They are no longer part of the High Court.”

“I bear his damn mark, and I’m going.”

“Yes,” he replied. If a word could be a slap in the face, this was it. But he clearly had his orders.

Severn’s breathing changed, but only slightly. It was enough to tell Kaylin that he’d expected Andellen to be beside him for at least the journey between these rooms and the High Court Circle.

He walked when the guards moved; he was thinking.

She walked beside him, hoping he was better at thinking than she was. The sound of howling unnerved her because she knew what would follow if it was, at last, unleashed.

They passed through two halls contained by the crisp formation of Barrani guards—two in the front and two in the back. She knew where the halls would eventually lead, and knew, further, that once there, she would be allowed no escape. Well, not of any kind she actually wanted.

But when the guards stopped, she bumped into them. It was awkward, more than awkward. They pretended not to notice, but the disdain in the pretense was loud. It was not, however, long.

Standing before them, in a pale white dress, was a Barrani woman. She was tall and slender, as all Barrani were, and she was paler than the bright moon. Her eyes were green, but dark and hard; she seemed like ice personified.

They bowed to her.

Severn followed their lead; Kaylin just stared. Her jaw was still attached to the rest of her face, but not by much. The woman was beautiful. Beautiful and haunted.

“Lady,” one of the guards said as he rose. “You are without escort?”

“I need little in the High Halls,” was her reply. “And apparently, two mortals require more.”

“The Lord of the West March ordered—”

She lifted a hand. “The chimes have started,” she said gravely. “Do not speak of my brother’s orders, or we will stand until the song ends.”

Her brother. Kaylin was looking at the third child of the Lord of the High Court. She should have known; her hair was as pale, and as long, as her mother’s.

“I will speak,” she added quietly, “with my brother’s kyuthe.”

They were still for a moment.

“And if you will not yourselves be late to the High Circle, you will not gainsay me. She is a Lord here. And she was granted the freedom of the High Halls.”

Kaylin had never heard the word freedom used in that fashion before. And profoundly hoped never to hear it again.

“Lady,” the guard began again. She stepped toward him and he fell silent.

“I will not harm her,” the cold Barrani woman said. “She is kyuthe to my kin. Go.”

They exchanged a brief glance, and even the barrier of race couldn’t obscure its meaning. The Dragon in front of you was more of a threat than the Dragon at a distance.

They went; they took Severn with them. Kaylin was almost glad to see them go. Because Severn hadn’t been forced to start a fight in the High Halls.

“I am called The Lady,” the Barrani woman said quietly when they had retreated.

“Not of anything?”

“Of the Barrani,” she replied. Her eyes were green now, and she hesitated before smiling. It transformed the whole of her face. She looked, at that moment, like the Lord of the West March. “The Consort sent me,” she added. “And I fear we must go in haste. If my absence is noted, my brother will follow, and he will not be pleased.”

Kaylin nodded, and they hurried—there was no other word for it—down the hall. The Barrani was taller than Kaylin, and her stride was longer. Kaylin had to abandon all dignity just to keep up. Loss of dignity, she could handle. But she wanted to talk, and that was more difficult.

She heard growling in the distance, and almost froze; The Lady of the Barrani grabbed her hand and yanked her off her feet. “Yes,” she said. “It is almost upon us.”

They made their way, at last, to a familiar door.

The Lady lifted a palm and all but put it through the planks. Apparently, she had the same fondness for doorwards that Kaylin did—and a lot more muscle to back it up.

The door did not buckle or snap, and it didn’t fly off its hinges, but it did swing open with a great deal more speed than it had the first time. Kaylin stepped into the torchlit gloom of a familiar room.

The door closed behind them. The chimes were lost. The growling, unfortunately, was not, and without the sweet music to drown it out, it sounded obscenely close.

“Why?” Kaylin asked as the woman made her way across the rune-etched floor.

The woman turned to look at her. Turned away. But she answered. “I love my brothers,” she said quietly. “Both of them. And they will both be destroyed. I have waited,” she added bitterly, “and I have worked. But I am not Consort, and the tower is not open to me.”

“I’m not, either.”

“No. But I know what you did, Kaylin. The Consort told me. And she told me as well of her hope. It is a fool’s hope,” she added bitterly. “And we have proven ourselves, to the last, fools.

“But I am not the Lord of the West March. I am not what he will be, or what he has been. I am to be mother to my people, and I will not see them die without even the faint hope you offer.”

“Did he tell you—”

“No.”

“Then how—”

“Do not ask. It is best that way. My father fears your knowledge.”

“Will I kill the Lord of the Green?”

“He is almost dead,” was the stark answer. Shorn of cold and ice, it held only pain. “I will take the risk.”

She touched the lip of the seal, and Kaylin stepped forward to join her, watching as the runes lit up. She had seen this before, and had seen, as well, the waters—the thick, turgid waters—peel back like layers of something almost solid.

This time, she looked at the liquid.

“What is this?” she asked.

The Lady did not answer.

And rising from the heart of this circle, bounded on all sides by words too old to be read, rose the Lord of the Green for a second time.





CHAPTER 20

Kaylin turned almost instinctively and gave The Lady—she really hated the Barrani love of titles—a very unladylike shove. It wasn’t expected—by either of them—and The Lady staggered back a couple of steps. She didn’t lose her footing. She did, however, lose her place on the periphery of the circle.

Kaylin hoped that she didn’t hit back.

She met the gaze of the Lord of the Green; it was black. If there was color in it, as there had only barely been in dream, she couldn’t see it. She blamed the torchlight out of desperation. But the torches that lined the circle in eight even intervals were bright enough.

He was pale, and he was not lovely in the same way either of his younger siblings were. He couldn’t be, here. He did not attempt to step toward her. She almost took a step toward him, but thought the better of it before her bare foot connected with what could charitably be called slime.

“My brother is not with you,” he said. His voice sounded normal to the ear. It sounded—and almost tasted—of ash to the part of Kaylin that listened in other ways. The healer, she thought.

“I dreamed about you,” she told him.

And he did something strange and terrifying: He smiled. There was genuine humor in the expression. And it shouldn’t have been there. “In my youth,” he told her, “many mortals did.”

She had the sense, then, that he was trying to ease her. Or distract her. Either would be a kindness, and the Barrani weren’t famed for their generosity. Or rather, they were, but not by its presence.

And yet, this one—this one had been marred, marked, and damned by his. She knew that now. She had seen what he had faced, and in his failure, she saw her own. Proud failure. What it said about him—to Kaylin—was not what it said to the Lord of the High Court. It spoke to her in ways that almost nothing in any other Barrani legends had ever done.

She said, clearly, and in Barrani, “I chose to come here.”

He looked at her from the center of the circle. “My mother,” he told her softly, in Elantran, “was never very strong. She was a girl, and a foolish girl. You would have liked her, in her youth.”

“I like her now.”

“It is a fault,” he replied. “In a Lord of the High Court. She wanted for her children what she herself had not seen among her brothers. And she chose. And now we are here, all of us. It would have been better had she been like my father.”

Death in his voice. And the flicker of life, clinging to the edges. She recognized them both now.

“I can’t judge her.”

“No. You are too human. You cannot even judge me.” He lifted a hand. To her.

She swallowed. She heard the sister move, and felt a presence by her side—but a step back.

Lifting her left arm as if it weighed as much as she did, she reached out, shaking, and touched the hand the Lord of the Green had extended.

And in the darkness, she felt both ice and fire, and she heard the voice of the darkness speak. She couldn’t understand the words, and was glad.

The Lady by her side said nothing.

The Lord of the Green closed his hand over hers; he raised the other hand, and caught Kaylin’s left wrist. Where he touched her skin, it burned; where he touched the marks upon the skin, they flared, blue and bright.

But this time she didn’t see the whole of her life pass before her. She wasn’t forced to relive it. She wasn’t tossed into those currents. She felt, instead, the great, great weight of a word, a living thing, a rounded curve that was almost flat in the palm. Not her name.

And she remembered it, remembered lifting it, as if she were straining against the stream and the current of Barrani life.

She looked at his eyes. They were black, and open wide. And she looked into them, seeing shadows, seeing the chasm, hearing the whispering voices of the damned. Their accusations. Their pleas.

Lost, all. But not this man. Not yet.

He took the word from her. She felt it leave, felt his hands pass above and through it, seeking purchase. It was larger in all ways than he was, and as her marks glowed blue, they illuminated what she had chosen to touch. She hadn’t seen it. Couldn’t see it. Not then.

But now, it was vast, taller than she was, one long, obsidian curve that seemed to stretch from one end of this huge, rough cavern to the other. And she saw it clearly not as a word but as a single curve, a single mark.

She knew then that she had been right: She had carried this for him. But it wasn’t a word. It wasn’t a name. She might have wept had she time or strength; she had neither. To hold the weight of this one, long stroke demanded everything she had.

She whispered something. She couldn’t say later what it was, or rather, what the words were; the meaning was clear. Desperation did that.

Give me your name.

It wasn’t a command. It couldn’t be.

But the darkness heard it, and there was laughter in the distance far more disturbing, in the end, than the sounds of the creature Andellen had called firstborn. She was late. She was too late. The baying of the ferals grew loud.

And blending, at last, with that baying, the sounds of horns. The war cry of the Barrani. The Lady stood by her side for just a fraction of a second longer, and then she cried out and turned, running toward the door.

Kaylin was held, transfixed. Had she wanted to run, had she wanted to join the fight—and she had no doubt that The Lady had gone to do just that—she wouldn’t have been able to do so.

Because, just as she needed the name of the Lord of the West March in order to return from the odd world she’d entered to heal him, she needed the name of the Lord of the Green. She wasn’t caught in the heart of arboreal forest; the room was real. But the trap was the same; the cost of failure was higher.

Noble failure. Proud failure.

And she wasn’t going to settle for it until she had no other choice.

She said again, Give me your name.

And the darkness told her that the Lord of the Green no longer had it.

His face was twisted with hunger and pain and—yes—humiliation. He fought; she could sense the Other in him. It was the source of the voice. But the darkness was lying, and she knew it. Prayed—which, given her stance on gods in general, was stupid, but entirely human—that the Lord of the Green would know it just as clearly.

He struggled.

And she reached out with her right hand and slapped his face. It was harsh, yes, but it was real. There was no ghost voice in it, no Barrani damn words, nothing that wasn’t Kaylin. She wanted his attention.

She got it. But in order to slap her back, he had to let go of her hand. And she realized that he couldn’t. They were anchored together by both of his hands and her left one. And beyond them, the time of leoswuld had begun. Or ended.

That didn’t bear thinking about.

But she had his attention, and she could almost see glints of blue in those eyes, like tiny fractures in ebony. It could have been the midnight blue of rage or terror. She guessed rage. “You have your name! It’s yours. It’s still yours. Yes, you can be controlled by it. Yes, you can be forced to do what you do not choose to do—but it’s your name. And damn you to your own hell, I need it!”

But he hadn’t the power to speak it; she saw that clearly. Healer’s vision saw the weakness in the body through the tips of her fingers. She started to curse because she couldn’t think of anything else to say—and then she stopped because she saw that he was, in fact, doing something. Not speaking—if names ever came that way. He couldn’t do that.

But…he was the Lord of the Green, and she knew that he would not allow himself to be bested by a mortal girl who was barely an adult.

Between them, in the air above her hands, and beneath the great weight of the single, huge stroke she had borne this far, delicate curves began to form. She knew what they were. She had seen something similar before, in Castle Nightshade, when Lord Nightshade had given her, in the end, his name, the truth of himself.

To speak it? No.

But to think it, to write it in this fashion—if it were real and not an elemental part of their joining—this much he could struggle to do. It came slowly, curve and dot, curve and dot, line and line. It was a complex word, in a way that Nightshade’s hadn’t been.

She couldn’t read it as she had read Nightshade’s, and for a moment, she foundered; she let fear take hold. Heard the voice of the darkness as a physical force, demanding that the Lord of the Green release her. Kill her. Devour her.

But he couldn’t.

The marks on her arms were now so bright they almost dwarfed his own rune. Their glow rose in the air in the shape of words, each dense and perfect, each complete in and of itself.

His was not.

Understanding robbed her knees of strength, and had the Lord of the Green not had a literal death grip on her hand, she would have fallen.

The Barrani had a mother; they had no midwives. They had no concept of midwives, and why should they?

But this birthing—ah, this one had been difficult; it had gone wrong. She understood, looking at the name as he finished it and his strength seemed to ebb, that she had come, in the end, not as Hawk, and not as Healer, but as midwife. What the Consort had failed to understand—as mother— Kaylin could now see, as midwife. The Consort had grasped, not the whole of the thing but only part; the part she could grasp; the part she could carry. She had been young then. Too young. She had chosen what she could carry.

And Kaylin had finally come to help her. To carry the rest. She brought the large, last stroke up, although her hand was bound, and with it, came his. She brought it to rest to the left of the symbol that lay between them, incomplete. She was aware that the symbol, incomplete, had meaning. How could it not? Had it not, the Lord of the Green would never have awakened.

But it was not the whole of the meaning the source had intended for him. And she brought the hard curve of the last stroke to complete it, to transform it, to make it more, and not less, than it had been.

The stroke touched the lines that composed the rest of his name, and when it did, it began to resonate, to shake, to transform both itself and the rest. She could hear it, then, keening, and she tried not to listen as it spoke the whole of his name.

And he cried out with it, cried out what it said. She could feel this, as well. He swallowed what he had offered at the edge of his ability to defy the darkness, and with it, the last stroke.

Some midwives considered newborn cries to be a sign of health. They didn’t differentiate between cries and screams because in an infant there wasn’t much difference.

She didn’t have that comfort. He was screaming in a voice that shook the High Halls themselves. That broke stone. That shattered stonework and drove shards into the underside of Kaylin’s bare feet. She bled again, but he held her up, shaking now with the force of this new name, this whole name.

When silence came, she opened her eyes. She hadn’t been aware that they were closed. He stood in the circle, and he held her up by her arm. She dangled, watching in dim fascination as the runes that rimmed the circle began to go out.

And she heard a distant roar of rage, and it, too, shook the Halls and shattered stone. It wasn’t a conversation she wanted to be part of, but she’d made a choice, and she’d live with it. She hoped.

He stepped out of the circle, still holding her. In the gloom of the room, she couldn’t see the color of his eyes, and she desperately wanted to know what they were. Anything but black, she prayed. Anything but that.

But he wasn’t undying; the taint of the effort to end his existence in that particular fashion was gone from him.

He strode across the fissures in the floor, still holding her. When he reached the door, it flew wide, and this time, it splintered. The halls on the other side of the arch were like a different country, and he stepped across the boundary. Only then did he set her down. She gave a little yelp of pain, and followed it by a one-footed dance as she tried to dislodge stone shards.

He gestured, and they flew, carrying her blood with them.

He was, and was not, the man she had seen in her dream. But his eyes—his eyes were blue. Warrior blue, she thought. Or hoped.

“The leoswuld,” he told her. He wore light, or so it seemed, and she remembered that he had worn light the first time she had seen him. Light transformed, shrinking and dwindling until he wore armor, and a cloak that was forest-green. Familiar. He drew his hood up, and also drew his sword. In fact, to her surprise, he drew two.

He handed the second to Kaylin. “It is not your chosen weapon,” he told her, “but you are not yet a master of the weapon that is, and I am not…yet…whole enough to contain you if you falter.”

She didn’t understand what he meant. And then, as he looked at her exposed arms, she did. She pulled the sleeves down in a hurry, wondering when it was that she’d yanked them up. If she had.

“It has started,” he told her grimly, “and now, we face opposition. If we do not arrive in the High Court Circle soon, all of your effort will count for nothing. There will be none to accept the gift, and none to take the keys of power from the Lord of the High Court, for I fear you were right—my brother will not take them.”

As he spoke, she saw them: black shadows racing down the halls behind a set of fangs. Ferals.

The fangs of the Lord of the Green weren’t really, but his smile was a hunter’s smile, and if he had any fear of ferals at all, madness drove it from him.

She wanted to hide behind him, but she knew ferals; it wouldn’t do her any good at all.

Lirienne! she called.

And the ferals leaped.

She couldn’t see the blade move. She knew it had because bits and pieces of feral flew free. They didn’t have time to roar in pain; they just died. She hadn’t wanted to hide, but she didn’t want to step up. The hall wasn’t wide, and the sweep of his damn sword was.

He didn’t seem to need help, though. He was the Lord of the Green. And these were his rats.

He moved forward, cutting them down. If they wounded him at all, she couldn’t see it; the ferals bled red, and that red covered his armor, darkened his cloak, adding color to his face.

And to hers.

She heard horns in the distance and wondered how many ferals had been unleashed. Prayed it was only ferals.

Kaylin. The Lord of the West March spoke, his voice clear above the horns and snarls of ferals.

The Lord of the Green is coming, she told him desperately. Heard his silence. But it’s going to take a bit of time. How much do we have?

Tell him…to hurry.

She looked at the Lord of the Green. Uh, no.

Kaylin—

I’m not telling him to do anything. I’m right here. You’re somewhere safe.

She heard his wild laughter inside of her mind, and knew that safe was not quite the right word.

She looked down the hall; the ferals were thick there. She should have felt rage; she didn’t. Just…fear. The Lord of the Green was right—she didn’t have control of her power. Couldn’t just turn it on and off. She saw the darkness, and in it, some part of herself.

She could not afford to call her power here. If it came, she wasn’t certain what it would be, or do.

But she had one other choice. And she lifted the medallion of Lord Sanabalis, and blessing Dragons in general, she spoke the word of fire.

The hall erupted in a flame that shot out from the medallion like the breath of a dragon. It devoured the ferals, leaving a wet ash in their wake.

The Lord of the Green looked at her in some surprise, and then, looking at what she held in her hands, he laughed. “Come,” he told her, racing ahead. “You’ve bought time, but they will fill the Halls soon.”

Where he ran, the High Halls seemed to shorten in length, as if the building itself was attempting to aid them in their passage. She stretched her legs, keeping up, but only barely. His sword should have weighed her down, but it was light for its length, lighter than Severn’s daggers had been. She wondered what it was made of.

She lost any sense of geography; she lost the ability to keep track of where she had been. It didn’t matter. If she could remain in the wake of the Lord of the Green, she didn’t need to know. But it was hard to keep up.

She saw black mist cross the floor, and she would have skidded to a stop. She was barefoot and bleeding, and she knew better than to offer her blood to what lingered, attempting to take form.

But he swept her off her feet, knowing—and approving of—her fear, and she let him, although it would slow them down.

It should slow them down.

But he seemed to take strength from the motion, from the necessity, from the passage of time. She allowed herself to cling to him while he ran. The mists parted or squelched unpleasantly beneath his mailed boots. He did not set her down, and she wondered if there would be any safe place he could do so. She hated shoes more than she could say; she couldn’t even begin to think of the words with which she could express the loathing. Which, given she wasn’t wearing any, should have been a surprise.

And then, she could swear the wall parted, and they looked into a forest of green and brown and gold, with sun-mired shadows and the paths of stone that lay, like works of art, for the wary foot. Rising above the forest, she saw the bowers of the tree—first tree—that formed the throne of the Lord of the High Court, that bowered his Consort.

And saw, as well, patches of flame, and black smoke, in the distance.

He set her down then, and ran, and she ran after him. He disturbed nothing, and she stubbed her toes, tearing slender stems from their thin moorings, and crushing open blossoms beneath her feet. His cloak didn’t tangle in anything, and her skirts—well. The less said, the better, because pausing to swear meant losing him.

She was losing him anyway.

Fires appeared to the left in the heart of the forest that she had thought of as garden until this moment. He stopped, hesitated, and then threw an arm wide, and the fires banked. She didn’t stop to watch them die; she took the moment to catch up.

But she was aware that she had done what she could. Now she was decoration, no more. The blackness that she had thought smoke when the wall had first parted was not smoke; she had seen it before.

He followed the path, and it led him, at last, to the High Circle. He entered it. Kaylin paused at a circumference made, not of words in stone, but of trees, and she looked upon a battle that might have been the source of legend.

She saw swords flashing, and armor glinting, and blood—blood everywhere—saw feral corpses, and the corpses of things that were larger than angry bulls. She saw Barrani Lords—and their Ladies—in number, and some of these had fallen, and would not rise again.

Still, she hesitated as the green-cloaked form of the man she had pulled from the edge of the abyss waded into the fighting.

They saw him, the men and women who mounted their last defense, and a cry rose at his passage. They parted, and she knew that she had one chance—this one—to follow. She had a sword, and no armor, but she could read his name as if it were part of her, as if she still carried it.

She could read it, but she could not pronounce it, not even on the quiet inside of her mind, where Nightshade’s name and the name of the Lord of the West March were so carefully held.

She leaped across the corpse of a feral, carried by the fight, and made her way to the throne itself.

And there, at last, she saw the bloodied man who was—who had been—the Lord of the High Court. He was shining, not like fire, but like light, pale and gold, and his sword was twin to the sword his eldest son carried. His side had been pierced by horn or claw, although the creature that had caused the damage was nowhere to be seen, and he fought grimly.

But he did not fight alone.

By his side, to the right and left, stood The Lady and the Lord of the West March. They, too, were wounded, and The Lady would bear a scar across her brow, but they were unbowed and undeterred.

They fought, in the end, one man. One man who seemed to be made of obsidian, and who looked very like the Lord of the Green in face and form. He lacked only color—and life—and the latter, he took. But what he took did not sustain him.

The Lord of the Green stopped there, and then he lifted his sword to center, and held it a moment. “Go back!” he shouted.

And the creature turned. Kaylin could see that swords had wounded him, could see those wounds closing, as if they were insubstantial. He did not bleed, this shadow being, and he did not die. How could he? You had to be alive to die.

As one person, the three looked up at the sound of the voice of the Lord of the Green. Sister, brother, father.

“Go back,” the Lord of the Green said to his shadow twin. “The High Halls are barred against you. The abyss is your home, and your only home. Go back.”

“I have your name,” the darkness said.

The Lord of the Green laughed. All around Kaylin—and admittedly, that wasn’t far—silence fell. His laughter was wild and low, like the sound of horns. It was not defiance, and not delight, but some mingling of the two.

“You could not contain my name,” the Lord of the Green said, raising his sword. “Not the whole of it. And what you hold, you cannot use against me. You are welcome to try.” He drove his sword down and forward, and shadows swallowed the blade. The savage thrust brought the Lord of the Green to the heart of the darkness, and they stood, joined by sword, for a moment.

And the Lord of the High Court stepped forward and thrust like blade into the back of the creature.

The darkness began to twist. Not to fade as Kaylin had hoped, and not to melt, but to lose the form it had taken; to lose the shape of the arms, the fine length of face and jaw, the height of cheekbones and the fall of ebon hair. In their place grew other things, ancient things, glimpsed only in the chasm below the High Halls.

As it struggled to take form—any form—the Lord of the High Court reached forward and touched his oldest son. The light that limned him grew in brightness until Kaylin could hardly bear to look at him. She could not, however, look away, and settled on being blind as her only option.

But his smile, the blindness couldn’t dim, didn’t hide; she saw it clearly. He whispered a word, a long word, and Kaylin could hear its edges. Understood it as a name, and more than a name. It was a duty and a burden almost beyond bearing.

Certainly beyond her ability to bear.

The Lord of the Green accepted it, and with it came the light, moving between them, and erasing, in its strange passage, the scion of the old, dead gods. It settled about the Lord of the Green like a mantle, and she could see in its texture—for it had texture somehow—the rocks, smooth and worn, old and new, red, black and pale alabaster, marbled, glittering and dull, that were the body of the High Halls. The armor of the world.

The shadow dissipated, but it did not spread. It seemed to sink into the stones as if it were liquid. Its only passage was down.

Wiping her eyes, Kaylin looked at the father and the son, and then, beyond them, to the brother and the sister who now waited. The Lord of the West March moved first, although he was slower. The Lady, lighter and faster, pushed past him, nearly shoving him over in her haste to reach her brother. She threw her arms around him in a way that Kaylin had never seen a Barrani of any gender or rank do, and her pale hair blended with his cloak and the sheltering fall of black.

Someone touched Kaylin’s shoulder, and she jumped, spinning on heel.

Severn was bleeding from the lip and the side, but his smile was grim. “You made it,” he said.

She shrugged, smiling weakly. “As usual, just in time for the cleanup.” She reached up and touched his face; it was bruised. “You’re bleeding.”

He shrugged. “I’m standing.”

Her smile dimmed. Because she knew what he meant: So many others weren’t.

The rite of leoswuld was a combination of the practical and the ritual. No one, gazing upon the Lord of the Green, could doubt that the first part had been achieved. Kaylin, gazing upon the rest of the High Court Circle, could believe that the second would be.

There was a grim anger in the Court, and a grim satisfaction. There was a keen, sharp quality to Barrani faces that made them seem almost young. Not, of course, that they ever looked anything else. In ones and twos, they began to tend to their fallen, to lift those that could be lifted, and to move those that would never rise again.

Kaylin started to help—it was what she was good at, after all—but the Lord of the West March stopped her. She met his eyes; they were green now, and flecked with…gold. “Kyuthe,” he said quietly. She could see evidence of the battle across his armor, his tunic, and his skin, but none of it remained in his expression.

She grimaced. “I’m sorry,” she began.

But he lifted a finger to her moving lips. “I was wrong,” he said gravely.

“It has to happen once.”

At that, he smiled. It was an odd smile. He turned to look at his brother and their father, and then turned back. “He…is the Lord of the Green,” he told her quietly. “But he is changed. What did you do?”

“I carried his name,” she told him softly. And then, in an even lower voice, “The rest of his name.”

The Lord of the West March frowned. “I don’t understand,” he confessed. It was not the normal tone of voice she associated with those words and a Barrani. Usually, there was more frustration, more anger, and a touch of Leontine cursing for emphasis.

As if she could hear the thought, Teela joined them quietly. Her eyes were green now, but she looked…tired. “The Consort is waiting for you, Kaylin,” she said, no trace of Leontine anger in her. There was gravity. More.

Kaylin froze. “She’s not—”

“She was injured in the battle, yes. But she is not—yet—beyond us. We work now to save her.”

“Can I—”

“I don’t know.”

Kaylin swallowed and nodded. She looked at the Lord of the West March. His expression was once again pure Barrani. But he nodded and let her go.

The Consort was seated as Kaylin approached her fountain. She was not alone; her daughter sat beside her, an arm around her shoulders. But they both looked to Kaylin as she approached. Not even in these circumstances had Teela dared to follow.

The Consort smiled at Kaylin, her eyes a pale green.

The Lady’s eyes were darker, and Kaylin thought she’d been crying. She failed to notice, and for once her acting wasn’t brought into question. But she bowed to both of them and held the bow until the Consort bid her rise.

“Lord Kaylin,” she said, her voice quiet. “You have—”

Kaylin lifted both hands, as if in plea.

“You went to the source,” the Consort said, choosing different words in deference to Kaylin’s gesture.

Kaylin nodded, almost mute. “I went to the source,” she added. And was surprised to hear the word. She repeated it almost to herself.

“Here, it is possible for you to speak of it,” the Consort told her, as if aware of what caused the momentary surprise. “I have seen it, and it is my daughter’s legacy. It is not so bitter a legacy as that left my oldest son. What did you do there, Kaylin?”

“I took the rest of his name,” Kaylin whispered.

The Consort closed her eyes.

“I’m—sometimes I’m called a midwife.” Kaylin was forced to use the Elantran word; she had no idea what the Barrani word for midwife was.

It wasn’t a word that was familiar to the Consort.

“I come when there’s difficulty in the birthing,” she said quietly. “When the child’s life is threatened, or the mother’s. Or both.”

“Then you came to us, as needed.” The Consort opened her eyes. “You will help me rise,” she added. “You will aid me. My daughter will accompany us.”

The Lady’s arm shifted.

“I can try to heal—”

But the Consort shook her head. “Not yet, Kaylin. If there is a time, it is not yet. I no longer hold my son’s name,” she added softly.

“You hold the part of it that matters,” Kaylin replied. And meant it.

“I hold only the part that failed,” was the bitter reply. And yet there was some pride in it.

Kaylin shook her head. “He made a choice,” she said. “And his brother, a choice, as well. Duty can mean many things. What you couldn’t do then was done, in the end.”

“By a mortal.”

She shook her head again. “By time, maybe. The darkness is rising, here and in the fiefs. The magic is growing. I don’t understand Barrani names, I don’t know if I ever will, but I understand this now—he is to be Lord of the High Halls when the High Halls face their harshest test. He was to be that, even then, and you knew it. Or the High Halls did. I don’t know how the source works. I don’t know—” She smiled weakly as she put an arm around the Consort’s waist. The three women began to walk.

“He needed a name that would sustain the High Halls. I couldn’t have carried the whole of it. I don’t think that any one person could have. You carried what you could. I carried less. What I carried couldn’t have given him life. Sometimes we need each other.”

“It is not our way,” was the quiet reply.

“No. It’s not. It’s not really been my way either. But…there’s a sense to it. If you hadn’t broken the law—” And here she stiffened, aware of the daughter’s regard. “If you hadn’t held on to his name and brought him back to the High Court, there would now be no one with his name. No one with a name that could contain the darkness and hold the Halls against it at this time.

“I know what the Lord of the High Court wanted from the Lord of the West March. But Consort, if this is a comfort to you—no one could have taken the gift. Not now. The Lord of the West March would have failed, had he tried. His name is not the equal of his brother’s.”

“And you know this because you have seen both names.” It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t a threat. Kaylin still hesitated.

“You have seen the source,” the Consort replied, serene, blood trailing the corner of her lips. “And I? I have seen my son, whole, and in possession of the High Halls. I have seen the chasm denied him. It is more than I thought I would live to see, but it is all that I hoped for. I am not the Lord of the High Court.” She led, sagging between them, her steps bereft of grace. They followed, bearing her weight.

“And he will have his brother, where my husband had none.” Her lips were thin as she spoke the last words.

“But I thought—”

“We had a brother, yes. He was killed.”

“By the Lord of the High Court.”

“By the desire for power, yes. In the end, it is usually that desire that takes us all. But not always.”

“If he wanted the High Halls, he mustn’t have known—”

“No. He didn’t.”

They continued to walk. After a while, Kaylin noticed that the ground beneath their feet was just that: ground. No artisan had labored here. The path existed, but it was a wild thing, and made by footsteps. There were even weeds here, and the birds that flew above were neither brightly colored nor loud.

“Where are we going?”

But she needn’t have asked; the forest crept away on either side and left them, at last, in front of a cliff face. In it, there was a cave. Not a door.

“This isn’t the tower—”

“The tower has many entrances,” the Consort whispered.

“But none of them are barred to one who has seen the source.”

They made their way to the entrance of the cave.

The ground here was flat stone, weathered by season, and not by the work of hands. The Consort stepped upon it, and her eyes closed.

Kaylin understood then that she had one more duty.





CHAPTER 21

Kaylin stepped upon the stone, and it began to glow, as it had not done for the Consort. She didn’t speak to the Consort; she didn’t speak of the journey. If she had wondered why she had been summoned, she had her answer. She wanted to tell the Consort that she didn’t know the way, but she bit back the words; it would have been the same as telling a terrified father that she had no idea how to save his wife: Even if it were true, it wasn’t welcome. There was no point in saying it.

But the light from the stone spread out, into the cave entrance, and a path could be seen, tracing its way into the darkness of a stone mouth. Kaylin, taking more of the Consort’s weight on her shoulders—which, given the difference in their heights, was awkward—took the lead quietly. She looked to the Consort for guidance, but it was an empty look, offered now for the comfort not of the mother but of the daughter.

They made their way down the path, their steps echoing against rough walls. Tunnel walls. “This is old,” Kaylin whispered.

“As old as the chasm,” the Consort replied.

But not so cold as that, and not without light.

They walked together. The Consort’s eyes closed again, and Kaylin felt a sharp stab of panic. But the weight across her shoulders didn’t change.

The walking didn’t, either; the path was still glowing, and she followed it without thought.

“Won’t we be missed?” she asked at one point.

“Missed?”

“By the High Court.”

The Lady laughed. It was an uneasy laugh, but not without genuine amusement. “They won’t expect to see us yet,” she told Kaylin. “There are two parts to leoswuld. And they’ve other things to worry about for once.”

“I thought you had to do this—”

“Alone. And I do,” The Lady replied. “But in the end, the Consort leads until I face my test.”

“What test?”

But The Lady shook her head. “No one can say.”

The path led forward, and then down. Kaylin followed it until the moment it began its descent, and stopped, nearly stumbling.

Down was a long way, to her eyes.

And at the bottom of down was the rest of the light. It was as vast, in its way, as the chasm had been. But where there had been shadow and darkness that moved like a slender river, twisting its way between stone gaps, there was…light. It moved, rippling, like a lake.

And in it, at this distance, Kaylin could see moving shapes, small, black lines that twisted around one another, forming patterns and breaking them almost before she could discern their shapes.

“This one doesn’t speak, does it?” she asked.

The Consort opened her eyes and gave Kaylin an odd look. “Speak?”

“Like the darkness did.”

“It speaks,” was the whispered answer. “Did you not hear its voice?”

“Um, not really.”

“Did you not come to the lake?”

“Uh, no.”

She had the attention of The Lady, as well. They were both staring at her, as if she were a particularly fascinating and intelligent growth that was alien in every conceivable way.

Fair enough.

“What did you see?” the Consort asked.

“A table.”

“A table.”

“A big table, if that helps.”

The two Barrani exchanged a glance. “Why?” the Consort asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe because…it’s words, and I tend to write at tables.”

“Not desks?”

“Not so much.” She thought of explaining her school experience. Decided it wouldn’t make sense to them. “Most of the real writing I’ve done is usually at a big table. With maps on it.”

“Oh.”

The two Barrani woman gazed out into the lake. And then the older woman took her daughter’s hand. “Are you ready?” she asked softly.

Her daughter nodded without hesitation.

“Wait—” Kaylin began, when it became clear what they were going to do. “You can’t—”

The Consort looked at Kaylin. “I am weary, Kaylin. I am dying. I know what you did for my son,” she added softly, “but it would be no kindness to me.” She gazed out bitterly across that moving sea and added, “I have been the Consort for many years. I have brought our young to the source, and I have awakened them. I have chosen their names, and every time I have done this, I have tried to choose names that will hold against the testing.

“But I have failed so many of my people. You have seen the cost of that in the darkness below. Those whom I gave life are all my children, and I hear them. I know what they suffer. I will always know it,” she added. “You bring hope to my sons and my daughter. You have sustained me on my journey here.

“But I have earned the right to return my name to the source.”

“But—”

“Perhaps, in time, I will be born again, from these waters,” she added. “But may it be a long time in coming, if it ever does.”

Kaylin looked at The Lady, and found no help there. She wanted to shout she’s your mother! But she had no voice for it.

Because she could barely live with the knowledge of Steffi and Jade; had she had to endure their suffering and pain for eternity, she would have gone mad. Death would have been a blessing.

And it was a blessing she couldn’t withhold.

“A midwife,” the Consort told Kaylin, using the Elantran word as her daughter once again put a sustaining arm around her shoulders, “must be a title of great honor among your kind.”

She should have said something about how often that honor had caused her pay to be docked, but it would have been wrong. She saw the two through mist; her eyes were watering. She willed herself not to cry because she’d come all this way to bear witness, and damn it, she was going to.

And then, The Lady and the Consort, the daughter and the mother, stepped over the edge of the path, falling straight and stiff into the luminous, moving source. There should have been a splash; there should have been a sound.

But there wasn’t. There was a single ripple, a movement of lines and curves and dots, before the source closed over them both.

Kyuthe.

The voice was familiar. She frowned and turned; there was no one else there.

I am in the High Circle, the Lord of the West March told her, his voice almost gentle. We await you, now. You must return to us.

But The Lady—

She, too, must return on her own. You faced your test. You were allowed to face it. Allow her the same choice, and the same risk of failure.

Kaylin nodded. Watched for a few minutes longer, and then, turning, she made her way back along the path. Without the Consort as a burden, the path was short and easily navigated, and she came out into the same forest she’d left. She followed the footpaths through the wild trees, and these led to the Consort’s fountain.

The path continued beyond it.

And at its end—or beginning—the Lord of the West March was waiting. His eyes were bright and green.

“I’m sorry,” she began as she reached him. “Your mother—”

But he lifted a hand to her lips and shook his head, looking down on her as if, for a moment, she were a child, and only a child. “Come, kyuthe,” he said quietly. “You have a place of honor by the side of the Lord of the High Court.”

He offered her his arm, and she stared at it for a minute. Then she remembered her manners, or rather, the manners she was supposed to have learned. She took his arm, walking barefoot beside him, dwarfed in height.

“How could you speak to me?” she asked as they walked.

“You are my kyuthe,” he told her quietly.

“But—”

“You have been at the Heart of my forest,” he said softly. “And some part of you remains there, still. I will never remove it,” he added. “It is a reminder. And a gift. And when you are long dead, it will still be both.” He reached up and brushed her cheek, his fingers tracing Nightshade’s mark. It did not burn, as it had when Lord Evarrim had tried to touch it in the merchants’ guild.

“Tell the outcaste,” he said quietly, “that if this was some part of his game, it has still served us.” He paused, “And tell him, also, that you will remain a Lord of the High Court until your death.”

“But what if I—”

“You have a name,” he told her quietly, “but it is not the name that grants you that right. Lord Nightshade held his, and still does. You owe us no fealty and no obedience while you walk with the wings of the Hawks. You owe us no subservience while you walk within the High Halls.” He let his hand fall away from her cheek. “It is possible that my brother could remove the mark you bear.”

She was silent. “And if he can’t?”

“He will fail…that is all.”

“I thought it would kill me.”

“If any other man made the attempt, or if he made it in any other place, it would. But here, there is a chance.”

He held her gaze, his eyes still green. Very green. “But if you do not choose to take that risk, if you choose to bear that mark, you will still be welcome at Court.”

She nodded. And they entered the High Circle.

He led her to the throne, and to the man upon it—and she saw that the man was the Lord of the Green. He nodded gravely to her, although he did not rise. “Lord Kaylin,” he said. “Attend me.”

She came to stand by his side, in the shadow of his brother. Saw that the other Lords were now gathered, even Evarrim. Teela was in the distance, but Kaylin recognized her anyway; the Barrani Hawk nodded.

“Lord Severn,” the Lord of the Green—no, the Lord of the High Court—said, “attend me.”

And Severn, still bloody, bowed deeply and joined Kaylin and the Lord of the West March.

“Now,” the Lord of the High Court said quietly, before Kaylin could ask—and she was going to—“we wait.”

“Wait?”

“For the Consort,” he replied. His eyes were green; there was no blue in them.

Kaylin nodded. She wanted to bite her nails. She wanted to talk to Severn. She wanted to fill the silence because when it came right down to it, the silence was getting on her nerves. She had never been good at waiting.

Time passed. The light didn’t change, but Kaylin’s legs were stiff from running and her feet were sore. She wondered if they were still bleeding. She looked at Severn, and thought he probably did just fine as a dress officer; he was as straight and tall as the rest of the Barrani.

Lirienne.

Kaylin.

When will we have waited for long enough?

When she arrives.

But what if she—

When she arrives, kyuthe. There was a warning in the words.

They waited. She couldn’t see the moon, but it was there, above this false sunlight, this eternal day. She wondered what the streets were like; the Festival had been opened, the festivities—if you could call most of the activities that drunkards engaged in festive—were well under way. She wondered how many drunk-and-disorderly charges were being filed. Wondered how many brawls had broken out, and how the Swords had handled it. Wondered, as well, if the desperation for money had resulted in murders. It usually did. That was Hawk work.

This was harder.

She waited.

And then she heard it; the movement of something like bark against bark, the turning of a key in a lock—which, given that there wasn’t a lock, should have been a clue—and she turned just a second before anyone else did.

The Lady—ah, damn it, the Consort, came out of the side of the great tree, just as Kaylin had done. She should have been wet, but she wasn’t; she should have looked tired, but she didn’t. Her clothing wasn’t dirty, and it wasn’t torn, and it certainly wasn’t smeared by blood. Her hair wasn’t tangled or matted.

But she wore white, and a small circlet gleamed platinum across her forehead—just over the wound that Kaylin had seen earlier.

The Lord of the Green—the High Court, idiot—turned, and rose, and met his sister. They joined hands, the Consort smiling in a way that Kaylin had never seen the mother do. Her eyes were a dark shade of green, some blue at their depths.

“Lord,” she said, nodding.

“Consort,” he replied. And he led her to the other side of the throne. He did not resume his seat, however. Instead, he lifted his voice. “The gifts have been given,” he said in a voice that was not a shout but that carried anyway. “And the Consort has returned.”

The Lord of the West March fell to one knee and bowed his head. Severn did the same. Kaylin started to follow suit, but the Lord of the High Court caught her hand and lifted her, an echo of their earlier flight. She was made to stand, but given everything, she wasn’t that much taller than the men who were kneeling. Which was, oh, everyone else in the clearing except for the Consort.

“There will be music,” he told her quietly. “And song. Each song is part of the legacy of the High Halls. I fear you would stand a week if you listened to them all, and I excuse you if this is not your desire.”

She swallowed. “Severn, too?”

“Lord Severn, as well, for I believe he has finished his…observations.” As he said this, his gaze passed over Teela’s bowed head. “And I believe that he will find nothing out of order, as the Officers of the Law are wont to say. It is odd that he had cause to arrive at all, for I have had no word of Lethe. He carried the flower as evidence, or he would not have been allowed to remain in the High Court. But such is the High Festival, and many things cannot be explained, even by those who have experienced them.”

She understood the warning he offered. And she understood that he would kill her if she spoke. It should have angered her or frightened her. But it brought her a strange sense of comfort instead—because the man who could hold these Halls had to be made of stone and steel.

And he was, now, but she knew that it wasn’t all he was. His mother had wanted something different for him than she herself had had. In the brother who loved him and the sister who would be the mother of their race for some time, she had provided him with that.

He lowered his head slightly. “If you desire it, I will take from you the mark you bear.”

Kaylin reached up to touch her cheek, and realized, as she did, that she was cupping it almost defensively. She hadn’t wanted it. She had hated what it meant, or what she thought it meant.

But she might not have left the source at all were it not for the voice of Nightshade and his distant words.

She smiled wanly. “Ignorance,” she told him softly, “is not an excuse. Even mine. Especially mine.”

“Then what will you have?” he asked her quietly.

She met his gaze, took a deep breath, and said, “A day of clemency.”

“I have granted you clemency, although you do not require it.”

“Not for me.”

“Ah. Your kyuthe?”

“I don’t think your brother—”

“I meant Lord Severn.”

“Oh. No.” She exhaled. “Lord Andellen,” she said quietly. His eyes shaded blue. “You ask much.”

“For a day. For this day. Give him the High Court. Give him the High Festival and the rituals that will follow.”

“It is longer than a day,” he said gravely. But he did not look entirely displeased. Then again, he didn’t look thrilled, either. He turned to the Lord of the West March and said, “See that it is done.”

And the Lord of the West March bowed.

“You will eat with us,” he told her.

She winced.

“It is the only part of the ritual which you must attend, and I would be honored by it.” He paused, and then added, “You won the right to be called a Lord of the High Court when you returned from the tower. But you took the test for reasons that I cannot comprehend, and having finished, having survived it, you did more.

“Why?”

She wanted to lie. But his gaze was pressing and cutting at the same time, and she couldn’t retreat into the safety of silence, because it wasn’t there.

“Because,” she said quietly, “I have my own dead to answer to. And I saw them here, in you. I saw Severn—my kyuthe—in your father. I saw myself in your brother. He honors you above all others, even himself.”

“He is foolish that way.”

“You—” She had no way to speak of love. Not to the Barrani. Oh, there was a Barrani word for it, but it was one of those words that was sung or written. She had never heard it spoken aloud without heavy sarcasm. Not between Barrani. They guarded all their weaknesses. So she couldn’t tell him that the love his brother had for him defined his brother, in her eyes, couldn’t tell him how much she wanted to preserve life because of that love.

She said instead, “Because not all weakness has to be weakness. Weakness, strength, power, failure—they’re just words, and we can define what the words mean if we have the will or the courage.”

“You can rewrite a life?” he asked, his smile heavy with irony. He looked at her mark for a long time. There was no suspicion in his gaze, or if there was, it was not for her.

“No one can do that,” she answered softly, aware of what he meant but unwilling to descend into his levity. “But we can give it a different meaning.” She paused, and then in frustration said, “Because I’m mortal, and sometimes we need each other. We aren’t perfect, and we aren’t always smart, but we’re what we have.

“Sometimes,” she added, looking at Severn, who stood a little ways off, “it’s enough.”

And Lord Andellen arrived at the side of the Lord of the West March. He looked wary, but in a cautious way. He knelt before the Lord of the High Court.

“Lord Andellen,” the Lord of the High Court said in a voice very different than the one he had exposed—and that was the word for it—to Kaylin.

Andellen lifted his head, and only his head; he did not rise.

“You are welcome, should you choose to accept it, to the hospitality of the High Court. And while Kaylin Neya lives her span of years, and in her name, you will be welcome in the High Halls.”

There was gold in Andellen’s eyes. Just…gold.

This was so much more than she could have asked for. And he didn’t ask Andellen about his allegiance to Lord Nightshade; he didn’t ask him to revoke whatever vows bound them. He could have done either. She knew that his father would have. But this High Lord was a different man.

She would have hugged the Lord of the High Court had he been anyone else, even the Hawklord. Instead, she turned away and quickly rubbed her palms over her eyes.

They were bright and shiny when she turned back.

And her stomach grumbled.

There was a very awkward silence that bracketed the unfortunate noise, and then the High Lord laughed. So, too, did the Lord of the West March, and even the Consort’s smile was one of joy and indulgence.

Severn, on the other hand, snickered, and she could hit him. So she did.

In the morning—and it was morning, although there hadn’t really been enough night for Kaylin to appreciate it more than she usually did—she packed up what was left of the dress the Quartermaster had been so apoplectic about. The Lord of the West March was waiting for her, as was Severn; the former had taken leave of the gathering in order to escort her out of the High Halls.

Seeing the dread with which she rolled up the dress, he offered to have it burned. She considered this with care.

“You don’t have to leave,” he told her quietly, although Severn was listening.

Given just how angry the Quartermaster was likely to be, the option had its attractions. But so did the real world, and geography that didn’t change, and tests that didn’t have such a catastrophic cost for failure.

She looked up at the Lord of the West March.

And he smiled. “It was a simple offer,” he said, “and no offense is taken by your refusal. This place—you are now of it, but it will never be yours. You seek a type of flight that the High Court cannot provide you.

“Tender my regards to Lord Sanabalis,” he added quietly.

She nodded. Samaran was waiting; Andellen had not left the High Circle. She had no doubt he would, eventually. But she didn’t want him to leave yet.

She glanced at Severn, who nodded genially. There wasn’t much left to say. And besides—she had the Lord of the West March’s name, and she could talk to him anytime she wanted.

So she walked by his side until they reached the statues that stood at the front of the entrance, and when he reached their shadow, he bowed formally. “Hunt,” he said softly, “and kill when you must.”

She nodded again, as if it made sense.

And then the carriage rolled up, along the stones, and after ascertaining that the driver wasn’t Teela, she let Severn open the door and help her in. She’d kept the Barrani dress because changing into what was left of the old one had about as much appeal as wearing something that hadn’t been washed in so long it stood up by itself.

The drive to the Halls of Law was peaceful, and involved no screaming pedestrians, which was a distinct improvement. Even the jarring movement of the wheels added a sense of reality and familiarity to the experience, and she treasured it.

When she left the carriage, she left it at the front doors, and not the courtyard, and entered between two rather grumpy Swords. Festival had passed, all right; one had a black eye. And a scowl.

She guessed he’d had as much sleep in the last three days as she’d had, and tried not to smile too brightly.

Inside, the Aerie was waiting, and if it was not the utter perfection, in architectural terms, of the High Halls, it was still perfect; the Aerians were flying maneuvers above her head, and she almost tipped over backward, watching them. Severn caught her before she fell. She’d put the shoes on, but still hated them. Those, she was damn well going to burn, Quartermaster or no.

But she moved past the Aerians somehow—Severn pulling probably had a lot to do with it—and made her way to the office that was ruled by a Leontine. By a besieged Leontine with—yes—a fortress of paperwork behind which to hide. If a wind didn’t blow it all over.

He knew she was coming; his sense of smell was just as impressive as his hearing. He was up and around the desk before she’d set foot in the office proper, beating Caitlin, who had to rely on her eyes to notice that Kaylin had returned.

Marcus growled and sniffed the air.

“It’s the dress,” she offered.

“It’s formal enough,” Marcus replied.

She didn’t like the last two words in combination. “Formal enough for what?”

“A meeting,” he said, “with a mage of the Imperial Order.”

She groaned. “Can’t you tell him I’m dead?”

“I could try,” Marcus replied, touching her shoulders as if to ascertain that she was actually there. “But—”

“But it is considered less than wise to lie to a Dragon Lord.”

She turned; Lord Sanabalis was standing ten feet behind her. “Private,” he said. “I am glad to see that your visit to the Barrani High Court has not altered you beyond recognition. I would like to speak with you,” he added, and pointed to the West Room.

The bastard made her open the door. And then walked in first. Not really a good start, given that Dragon hearing and Leontine swearing weren’t a good combination. He lifted a gray brow as he took a seat.

She saw a damn candle in the center of the table.

After everything she’d been through—well. If he wanted to play games, fine. She started to speak, and he lifted a hand.

“First,” he told her quietly, “I would appreciate the return of my medallion. I see you managed to retain it. Given the rest of your records—and the Quartermaster’s rather harsh evaluation—I consider myself blessed.” He held out a hand.

She removed the heavy gold links and placed them, with the medallion on top, in the curve of his palm. He closed his fingers and smiled. It was a teacher’s smile. Which was to say, unpleasant and slightly smug.

“Now,” he told her, “the candle.”

But she wasn’t an idiot. She was tired, and her body ached, and she was about to be a corpse if the Quartermaster had his way, but she wasn’t stupid. Her brows rose. And fell.

“The fire—”

“Ah. Yes.” He offered her the lazy smile of a cat. Or a very, very large lizard who was sitting on a warm rock in the sun.

“It was yours.”

He shrugged. “It was not, as you so emphatically put it, mine. It was, however, augmented.” He shook his head. “Students are often lazy,” he told her, “and prone to believe in their own brilliance unless corrected by a firm hand.”

While she did her best imitation of a fish, he studied her face. His eyes were gold, but he lidded them. “I believe that I was incorrect.”

“That has to be a first,” she said sourly.

“The High Halls have left you changed. But not,” he added, feigning disappointment, “in a way that is of use. You will be able to light the candle, Kaylin. You know the word. But saying it without my power to guide the shape will be vastly harder, and what you achieve will be less…reliable.

“I am aware that you called the fire,” he added. “Three times.”

She nodded.

“Given that you are still alive, and no formal war has been declared, I am going to assume that you did so at need, and in a way that did not displease the Lord of the High Court.” His eyes changed shape and shade; they were orange now. “There is a new Lord of the High Court?”

Her brows rose again. And lowered. She did her very best not to swear. Which, given she was in the Halls of Law, wasn’t enough to stop her.

“You know,” she finally said.

And his expression was, for a moment, a Dragon’s expression; it wasn’t a comfort. “I was here, at the founding of the Empire,” Sanabalis replied, and his voice was a Dragon’s voice, loud and rumbling. “And I know why the city of Elantra was founded in this place.

“But the High Halls still stand, and that is all that is required.” He paused. “Of the Barrani. You, however, have other work ahead of you.”

“But I want to—”

“Learn magic.”

“Seen enough of that to last a few, oh, decades.”

He looked pointedly at the candle, and she wilted.

“Kyuthe to the Lord of the West March,” the Dragon said, “and friend to the Lord of the High Court. You’ve done well, Kaylin Neya. If faith and risk were bound together in you, you have begun to unwind the strands.

“You might be the last pupil I take,” he added, his voice softening until it sounded almost human. “And if this is the case, you must be a memorable one. Students are in part our legacy.”

“Tell that to my teachers.”

He chuckled. “I have. They were not pleased with the observation.” He lifted his medallion and set it around his neck before folding his hands on the tabletop.





EPILOGUE

The Lord of Castle Nightshade sat upon a throne in the Long Hall of Statues. Silence and stillness were gathered here, as if they were scarce and rare, and therefore to be hoarded. Where statues stood, movement, however instantly captured, suggested life; none of the statues were of the Barrani. Nor, of course, the Dragons. What remained, mortal all, would pass—was passing—into age and decay, with time.

But one Barrani Lord was present, and he waited upon one knee, his head bent, before the throne upon which Lord Nightshade sat, casting no shadow.

“Lord Andellen,” Lord Nightshade said, “rise.”

Andellen unfolded slowly.

“The Lord of the High Court?”

“He is well.”

“And the ceremony?”

“It was completed.”

Nightshade nodded gravely. “I heard the horns,” he said at last, looking toward—and beyond—the Ablayne, where the High Halls stood behind the statue of the first High Lord and his Consort. That a wall stood between them—several, in fact—counted for less than nothing; he knew where the High Halls lay.

Andellen nodded. If there was any desire or regret in the room, it was—as much as it could be—hidden. “I was not present when they were sounded.”

“No.” The Lord of Castle Nightshade rose from the throne’s stone confines. “Who now sits beneath the first tree?”

The silence was hesitation; Lord Andellen showed none. But after a long pause, he said, “The man who was once Lord of the Green.”

Nightshade closed his eyes a moment. “And the Lord of the West March?”

“He will return to the West March,” was the quiet reply. “And he will bear word.”

“What did she do, Andellen?” High Barrani shaded into Barrani. Inasmuch as two such complicated men could be, they were friends.

“Kaylin Neya? She proved herself worthy,” was the quiet reply.

“Of the High Court?”

“No, Lord Nightshade. That was never in doubt.”

“Then?”

“Of you.”

Nightshade smiled; it was a weary smile. “That,” he said softly, “was never in doubt to me. But she is changed, I fear.”

“She must be. I confess, however, that I saw little sign of it.”

Lord Nightshade began to walk toward the doors, and Lord Andellen fell in beside him; they sounded like one man by the fall of their step.

“She found the tower, as you predicted she would.”

“And passed its test.”

“And passed. If I had doubts, I have none now.”

“Less than none…you are guarded, Andellen.”

“Lord.” Acknowledgment; no argument. No lie.

“Did she see what lies at the heart of the Halls?”

Footsteps lost their perfect synchronicity. Andellen regained composure, but slowly for a man of his power. “Yes,” he said at last.

“You were with her.”

“Yes.”

“Good. And what will she take from it?”

“I…do not know, Lord Nightshade.” A pause. But it was not followed by question; nor would it be. “She has power, and even the will to use it—but the will is entirely mortal.”

“And to what use, in the end, did she put the power of which you speak?” The fieflord smiled. There was no amusement in it, and no warmth. “Guard your secrets, Lord Andellen. You are capable of such caution. Kaylin Neya is not.

“Or was not, when she left. When the time comes, she will speak of what she saw. I heard the voice of the Lord of the West March,” he added softly, “when he offered her the chance to be free of my mark. No,” he added, although Andellen had not asked, “I was not with her. She did not call me. But he touched the mark, and he spoke through it—I heard his challenge clearly.

“Yet she bears the mark, still.” The smile that had briefly moved his lips was gone; his eyes were a pale shade of blue-green. “She is unwise, to the end, and in time, she will come to me.”

“And when that time comes, will she be Erenne?”

Lord Nightshade said nothing for a moment. When he spoke at last, he did not choose to answer the question. “Tell me,” he said instead, “of Severn.”

Severn left his home when the light of the sun was shading toward evening; the sky was still blue, but in an hour, its edges would be crimson. Three days after the close of the Festival season, the day was still long. Long enough to encompass hours of beat duty, and the beginnings of three different investigations into the murders that the passing of the season often left in its wake.

Kaylin watched him from a safe distance—across the street, in fact. She was wearing the Hawk, and her old boots. Her pants were new. She had chosen to braid her hair, for lack of anything she could stick through a top knot, and she looked slightly younger than she was, and vastly older than she felt.

He started down the street, toward the tavern in which he so often ate—they saved him a table—but he stopped before he passed her.

Her smile was cautious as she approached him; his frown was more pronounced. “What,” he asked her succinctly, “are you doing here?”

“Minding my own business,” she replied.

“You have business that brings you here?”

She shrugged. “Maybe. I thought I could, you know, walk with you for a bit.”

“On patrol?”

She shrugged. “I’m off duty.”

“And the mage?”

“Still not annoyed. Pretty damn annoying, though.”

“Law of conservation,” Severn told her.

“I don’t know that one—can it be broken?”

“If it can, it’ll be by you.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Kaylin—”

She put a hand on his arm.

“You’ve been waiting here every day for three days. What are you waiting for?”

She met his eyes and bit her lip. “You,” she said at last. She thought he would shake his arm free of her, and he almost did, but he stilled at the last moment, and met her gaze. His narrowed. “What are you carrying?” He looked pointedly at the bulging satchel by her side.

“Just stuff.”

“Why?”

She shook her head. “Where are you going?”

“The Spotted Pig.”

“Liar. You ate there half an hour ago.”

He raised a brow. “And you know this how?”

“I asked. After you left.”

“You’re getting better at following.”

“You didn’t know?”

His turn to shrug. It was a gesture that bounced between them, a deflection they were both expert at.

“You watched me for seven years,” she told him quietly. “You can live with me and a couple of days.”

“I was quieter.”

“You always were.”

“Kaylin—”

“I want to go with you,” she told him quietly.

His expression suggested about a hundred replies, and she guessed most of them weren’t considered polite in any company. But none of them made their way past his lips, which were closed in a pinched frown.

“It was my choice,” he told her at last. Some of the rawness slipped into the words.

“I know. Let me make one, too.” She was not above pleading with him. But pleas in the fiefs had often been silent. And Severn? He’d never been good at saying no to her. She wasn’t that child, but she had been. Nothing would change that now.

And if Severn had changed, he was not unlike the first tree; he had grown from roots that were planted in the same fief as Kaylin’s. He turned away from her, but he said nothing, and she still had his sleeve in her grasp.

He began to walk—as she had known he would—toward the bridge across the Ablayne. She didn’t so much follow as cling. She wanted to talk. About anything. About work, because it was safe. About the High Halls, because in its way, that was almost safe, as well.

But she couldn’t quite force the words past her lips; idle chatter seemed wrong here. The day seemed wrong, as well. She had lived in the upper city for seven years, and night had slowly shifted in meaning. It was the time for sleeping—and the occasional emergency call from the midwives guild.

Yet she felt, as she stepped across the first plank of the bridge, that it should have been night. That the streets should have carried the threat of ferals, that they should have been empty. It was not yet close enough to evening that they were; people filled them.

Curious people. But curiosity in the fiefs had a different tone. They were watched, but they weren’t approached. The Hawks emblazoned across their surcoats glittered, caught light, hinting at flight. At hunting. At a freedom that was beyond the men and women who labored here.

She wanted to ask him where they were going. But she knew him well enough to know that she wouldn’t get an answer. She gazed out at the streets instead, walking with the ease of long practice as if she owned them. As if the Laws of the Dragon Emperor meant something, even here.

And they did—but only to Kaylin. Severn had made it clear that Wolf or Hawk, he was still Severn. She didn’t deny him that truth; she had survived because of it.

The streets narrowed. The buildings grew older and far less stately; repair was a thing that was done haphazardly and without the proper materials. Doors sagged in frames that were weathered and old. Windows—shuttered or open—gaped above them like open mouths. There was glass in the fiefs, but it was rare. And it wasn’t found here.

She remembered this street. There was a tavern here, and the four corners were just a few blocks away. She wondered if he would go there, and followed in silence, holding his sleeve as if it were a talisman that just happened to come attached to the rest of him.

“Severn?”

He shook his head. They passed the four corners, and the attention they garnered slowed them a moment; one or two of the older people almost seemed to recognize them. But if they did, the armor and weapons they carried were a moving wall, a sign that said keep away. In the fiefs, such signs were generally obeyed. Arms were the force of law most respected here.

But he kept walking, past those corners, and past buildings damaged enough by time that no one lived in them anymore. Not even the desperate orphans that Kaylin and Severn had been. “You’re going—you’re going to the watchtower.”

He nodded.

“We found Catti there.”

And nodded again.

So much stiffness in that gesture.

“But how did you—”

He lifted a hand, and she fell silent. So many secrets, she thought. They had never had secrets worth keeping, when they had lived here. Not from each other. Not more than once.

Once? It was enough.

Her fingers were frozen, although it wasn’t cold. She could think of the past, walking in the present, and it didn’t enrage her. It numbed her instead. But numbness and fear were not the same. The High Halls had tested her. But they had tested Severn, as well.

He came to the gates, to the black, pocked metal of a fence. They opened inward, creaking as they did, and she saw the hole in the rounded wall of the watchtower. She wondered what it had been used for, when it had first been built. It was not like the Castle, not like the High Halls. Round, it went up several storeys, and ended in a roof that probably couldn’t even keep sunlight out. She was sure birds nested there.

But not Hawks.

She slowed as they passed through the gate, and slowed again as they walked the flat ground. Weeds grew here, although the lack of rain had turned them a golden brown that fire would consume in an instant.

No fire she could call.

“Here?” she asked him, hating his stiffness. Hating her own.

He nodded. “It was the only place,” he added softly, speaking from a place that she could almost reach, if she had the courage.

Courage was a funny thing. Like gods, it came and went at its own pleasure, and at the moment, it had deserted her so entirely she could hardly remember its presence.

The only place, he had said, and it was true. The fiefs themselves were often crowded, and very little grew here. The watchtower was surrounded by a small field of weeds, tended by seasons, and no other hand.

And yet, he led her through them. They were higher than her waist in some places, and no lower than her knees, and they bent when she stepped on them, folded when she pushed them aside.

He came at last to a place beyond the wall, nearest the eastern part of the fence. And in the weeds, he knelt, searching a moment. It wasn’t a leisurely search, although it wasn’t a desperate one; he expected to find something here.

And she saw it before his hands touched it: a stone. A large stone, uncut and uncarved. It bore no names, no symbols, and no traces of human craftsmanship. It was just…a rock. A large, bare rock.

He closed his eyes, and knelt in front of it, and she almost left him then, because she could see his face clearly in the daylight. This is why she had desired night and night’s shadow, even a night that contained ferals.

Because ferals weren’t the threat they had once been, and this—this absolute surrender—was worse.

She had let go of his sleeve when he had begun his search in the weeds, and she didn’t dare to take it back. Instead, after a moment of silence, she twisted her satchel around so that it fell into her lap when she knelt.

Her hands were shaking as she undid its metal buckles.

He said, without looking at her, “What are you doing?”

But she didn’t answer him; not in so many words. She had brought with her, after some careful thought, and a bit of angry haggling in the market—and at this time of year there was no other type of haggling—a few things.

He watched her as she removed them.

One was a simple doll, a thing of cloth, with wool hair and button eyes, and a small pink bud of a mouth. The other? A small wooden flute.

“Kaylin—”

“I know I can’t bury them,” she told him without looking at his face. “I know we can’t dig them up. I can’t give them these things. They can’t touch them.”

“They’re dead,” he said almost harshly.

She nodded. “But I’m not. We’re not,” she added, still staring at the stone. She placed these odd gifts in front of it. The weeds would spring back soon, and they would be hidden from sight. Just as the grave now was.

“I wasn’t here,” she added softly and bitterly. “I should have been here, and I wasn’t.”

He said nothing. There was nothing he could say. But after a moment, with just a snort of something that might be disgust, he rearranged them, doll and flute, placing the one in the padded, mittenlike hands of the other. “Steffi wanted a doll. For Jade,” she added quietly. “And she wanted a flute for herself. This isn’t much of either.”

“Kaylin—”

“But I promised them. When we had money. We never had money,” she added. As if he didn’t know. “I should have been here.”

“You said that.”

“I should have helped you. I can’t believe you carried them both—”

“I couldn’t leave one behind,” he whispered. “I couldn’t choose just one of them.”

“They were already dead.”

“Yes.”

She closed her eyes. The wind—and it was scant—made the dry stalks of weeds rustle as if they were leaves, and for a moment, she could almost feel the forest floor beneath her hands. She had planted some part of herself in that forest—but the better part of herself? It had been buried here, by Severn, while his hands blistered and bled. And it had been cold here. Cold then. The ground much harder than the ground she’d broken.

“Not even to save the world,” she whispered, bringing her hands to her face, to her mouth, to muffle the words.

She felt his arms enfold her then. She felt his chest against her back, his chin above her head. Felt his silence, like the space between heartbeats. “I keep wondering,” she continued, because she had to untangle the knot in her throat, “if someone could do for me what I did for the Lord of the Green. If they could give me the strength that I needed to bear it all.”

“Elianne.”

“And I know they can’t. Because I’m not Barrani. I’m not the High Lord. If there really are gods, Severn, I owe them. I’m never going to have to be the High Lord.”

He held her as he had not held her for years, and the years were dwindling, in this wild, untended graveyard of two. Her eyes were dry. She told herself her eyes were dry. Lying? She wasn’t good at it. Not, at least, to others.

“There’s no going back,” she continued. Harder to speak now. But just as necessary. She whispered two names. Steffi. Jade. She listened for their answer. And was relieved not to hear it, for the Barrani castelord would always hear the dead. And would understand how close he had come to truly freeing them.

And he would regret it. She knew he would regret it.

How could she not know it? She knew his name. She would never say it. Wasn’t even certain she could say it all. But she would know, and he would know.

This was the price that love demanded of those with power. Or duty. And Severn had paid it. She could tell, by the way his arms were locked, that he would always pay it; that it would never dim.

How had he lived with it, alone? She couldn’t. She could not be here without Severn.

The third name she whispered was his. She knew he heard it because his arms tightened, as if he could somehow contain her, or protect her. But she had not come here, in the end, for protection.

She had come here for peace.

She leaned back into the hollow of his collarbone; felt, instead, the links of armor beneath her neck. “You can’t protect me from myself,” she told him quietly.

He said nothing for a moment; the moment passed. “According to Marcus, no one can.” There was a bitter warmth in the words. “On the other hand, according to Marcus, if he hasn’t strangled you yet, he still retains the rights.”

She laughed, but it hurt. Everything hurt. She twisted around, dropping the empty satchel. It was awkward because Severn didn’t let go.

“Not for you,” he whispered. “Not because of you. Can you remember that?”

She nodded. “I can’t believe it, though.”

“Try.”

She wrapped her arms around him. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“You have nothing to be—”

“I have seven years,” she told him. “You came here for seven years, without me. You came here that night. And if it weren’t for the test of the tower, I would never have seen it. I couldn’t think about it. I was that selfish.”

“You loved them.”

“Yes. I loved them. But Severn—so did you.”

“Not enough,” he whispered.

She wanted to argue; she couldn’t. “What does enough mean? I’m alive,” she added. Meeting his gaze, although it was hard. “I hated that I was alive. I—” And closed her eyes. “I hate—that… I want to be alive.”

He held her.

“But I don’t—I can’t—hate you. I don’t know how.”

“You can remember,” he whispered into the mess of her hair. “If you need to, you can remember.”

She pushed herself away, kept him at arm’s length, even though her arms were shaking. “I would have forgotten instead,” she said bitterly, and because it was true. “And I would have been happy to forget.

“And you were right—it would have been wrong. I want to move forward,” she added quietly. “But I don’t know how. I just don’t know how to go back.”

“They didn’t blame you.”

“It doesn’t matter. I do now. I did, for the Barrani castelord, what I couldn’t do for myself. I did, for the Lord of the West March, what I never even thought to do for you. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Kaylin, Elianne, whoever you are—”

But she knew the answer. She pulled away from him, and this time he let her go; go to the stone and the doll and the flute; go to the silence of her dead. And it was silent, and blessed silence, and she knew it for that because she had seen Samaran’s father in the darkness of the High Halls, and she had heard his plea, had heard the burden he had laid upon his son.

“We won, didn’t we?” she asked him, both of her hands against the hard surface of this faceless rock, that seemed the perfect marker for what lay beneath it.

“Elianne—”

“That’s not my name.”

“Kaylin, then.”

She shook her head quietly, and turned, and saw him through tears. “Don’t come here again,” she said softly.

“I can’t promise that.”

“Don’t come here without me.”

He nodded, and he caught her cheeks in his hands, and held her face. His eyes were brown; just brown. His face was white enough that his scars were almost invisible.

And when she had had enough of his eyes, when the sky was a little too pink, she whispered, at last, another name. Her lips moved over the syllables, but they made no sound at all. She reached up and caught his hands and pressed them into her skin, aware of each knuckle.

Aware, as his eyes widened, that he had heard her clearly, that in some part of his mind and memory, the name she had chosen for herself—the third name, with its cutting edge and its softness—now lay.

But she felt no fear at all as she exposed it, and none at all when he spoke, his lips motionless, the syllables that would define her.

Ellariayn.

Severn.

This is…your name.

Yes.

But you—

You can’t lie to me here. And I don’t think I can lie to you. Ask me. Ask me whatever you have to.

He was silent.

Call me, she whispered. And I’ll hear you. Wherever I am, I’ll hear you. Whatever I’m doing, I’ll hear you. I’ll answer.

But he was still Severn; if she’d changed, he hadn’t. He asked her nothing. Instead, he gathered her in his arms, and this time she went, and the coming of night—and it was coming—could not move her from this spot, this rock, this grave or these offerings.

These were hers. For now, they were hers.

And maybe he had changed, because night was descending in the streets of the fief, and he did not warn her, did not tell her to move, did not speak of practicalities or waiting death.

He spoke her name instead. All of her names.

And when his lips stopped moving, she reached up and touched them with the tips of her fingers, her healer’s hands moving like moths near the heart of flame.
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CHAPTER 1

Private Kaylin Neya studied the duty roster, and given how little she studied anything that wasn’t somehow involved with a corpse, this said something.

The official roster was like a dartboard, except that people threw pencils at it instead. Sometimes they hit a bull’s-eye anyway. Lined up in columns by day, and color-coded for the more moronic—or hungover—by district, it told the various members of the branch of law enforcement known as the Hawks where, exactly, they were meant to either find trouble or stay out of it. Kaylin could easily make out her name, although some clod with lousy aim had managed to make a giant hole in it.

If it was true that the roster could never make everyone happy, it was somehow also true that it could make everyone unhappy. Sergeant Marcus Kassan, in charge of assigning duties on a monthly basis, had a strong sense of fairness; if someone was going to suffer, everyone might as well keep them company.

As the Hawks’ only Leontine officer—in fact, the only Leontine to be an officer of the Halls of Law—he presided over the men and women under his command with a hooded set of fangs in a face that was fur, large eyes and peaked ears—in that order. He also boasted a set of claws that made daggers superfluous and did a good job against swords, as well.

Kaylin had no pencil with which to puncture the paper, or she’d have thrown more at it than liberal curses.

Swearing at one’s assignment wasn’t unusual in the office; as far as office pastimes went, it was one that most of the Hawks indulged in. Kaylin’s partner, Corporal Severn Handred, looked easily over her shoulder, but waited until she turned to raise a dark brow in her general direction. That brow was bisected by a slender, white line, a scar that didn’t so much mar his face as hint at secret histories.

Secret, at least, to Kaylin; she hadn’t seen him take that one.

“What will you be missing?” he asked, when her impressive spate of cursing—in four official languages—had died down enough that he could be heard without shouting. Severn rarely raised his voice.

“Game,” she said curtly. “Ball,” she added.

“Playing?”

She grimaced. “Betting.” Which, for Kaylin, was synonymous with watching.

“Figures. Who were you betting on?”

She shrugged. “Sharks.”

“So you’ll save some money.”

This caused an entirely different spate of swearing, and she punctuated this by punching his shoulder, which he thoughtfully turned in her direction. “You’d be betting on the Tigers, I suppose?”

“Already have,” he replied. “Our shift?” He glanced at the window. It told the time. Literally. Mages had been allowed to go mad when they’d been asked to encourage punctuality, and it showed. The urge to tell the window to shut the hell up came and went several times a day.

The fact that mages had been allowed to perform the spell or series of spells seemed almost a direct criticism of Kaylin, who wasn’t exactly punctual on the best of days.

“Private Neya and Corporal Handred, report to the Quartermaster before active duty.” Some sweet young voice had been used to capture the words. Kaylin seriously wanted to meet the person behind it. And was pretty sure the person behind it seriously didn’t want to meet her.

“Quartermaster?” Severn said, with the barest hint of a sympathetic grimace.

Kaylin said, “Can I break the window first?”

“Won’t help. He’s probably responsible for having the glass replaced, and you’re in enough trouble with him as is.”

It was true. She had barely managed to crawl up the ladder from thing-scraped-off-the-bottom-of-a-shoe-after-a-dog-fight in the unspoken ranks the Quartermaster gave the Hawks; she was now merely in the person-I-can’t-see category, which was a distinct improvement, although it usually meant she was the last to get kitted out. The Quartermaster was officious enough, however, to make last and late two entirely different domains—if only, in Kaylin’s case, by seconds.

“It was just a stupid dress,” she muttered. “One dress, and I’m in the doghouse.”

“I doubt it. You know how much he loves those dogs.”

“Yeah. A lot more than he likes the rest of us.”

“It was an expensive dress, Kaylin.”

“I didn’t choose it!”

“No. But you did give it back with a few bloodstains, a dozen knife tears, and about a pound less fabric.”

“It’s not like it could have been used by anyone else—”

“Not in that condition, no. And,” he added, lifting a hand, “I’m not the Quartermaster, I didn’t have to haggle with the Seamstresses Guild, and I don’t really care.”

“Yeah, but his life doesn’t depend on me, so he doesn’t have to listen to me whine.”

Severn chuckled. “No. Your career depends on him, however. Good job, Kaylin.”

They walked down the long hall that led to Marcus’s desk, which just happened to be situated so that it crossed almost any indoor path a Hawk could take in the line of duty. He liked to keep an eye on things. Or a claw across the throat, as the Leontine saying went.

As the Hawks’ sergeant, assignments came from him, and reports—which involved the paperwork he so hated—went to him. Caitlin, his assistant, and for all purposes, his second in command, was the one who would actually read the submissions, and she wisely chose to pass on only those that she felt were important. The rest, she fudged.

And since the Festival season was, as of two days past, officially over, most of those reports involved a lot of cleanup, a lot of official fines—which helped the coffers of the Halls of Law immensely—and a lot of petty bickering, which would be referred to the unofficial courts in the various racial enclaves for mediation.

Ceding that bickering to the racial courts, rather than the Imperial Courts, took more paperwork. But the Emperor was short on time and very, very short on patience, so only cases of real import—or those that involved the Elantran nobility—ever went to him directly. Given that he was Immortal, being a dragon and all, this struck Kaylin as unfair. After all, he had forever.

“Lord Kaylin,” Marcus said, as they approached his desk. The title, granted her by the Lord of the Barrani High Court, caused a round of snickers and an unfortunate echo in the office that set Kaylin’s teeth on edge. The deep sarcasm that only a Leontine throat could produce didn’t help much. “So good of you to join us.”

She snapped him a salute—which, given his rank didn’t demand it, was only meant to annoy—and stood at attention in front of his desk. Severn’s short sigh, she ignored; he offered Marcus neither of these gestures.

“There’s been a slight change in your beat today.”

The official roster changed at the blink of an eye. A Leontine eye, with its golden iris. “You’re to go to Elani Street,” he told them.

“What, mage central?”

“Or Charlatan central, if you prefer,” Marcus snapped back. Elani Street was both. There was the real stuff, if you weren’t naive and you knew what to look for, and then there was love potion number nine, and tell your fortune, and meet the right mate, all of which booths—usually with much finer names—saw a steady stream of traffic, day in and day out.

Kaylin was always torn between contempt for the people who had such blind dreams and contempt for the people who could exploit them so callously. Elani Street was not her favorite street, mostly because she couldn’t decide which of the two she wanted to strangle more.

She flipped an invisible coin. It landed, after a moment in the mental ether, on the side of people who made money, rather than people who lost it.

“Who’s fleecing people this time?” Kaylin muttered. “It’s only two days past Festival—you’d think people would be tired enough to give it a rest. Or,” she added darkly, “in jail.”

“Many are both,” Marcus replied, and something in his tone made her give up her sullen and almost perfect stance to lean slightly into the desk. Slightly was safe; he still hadn’t cleared half the paperwork the Festival produced annually, and knocking any of the less than meticulous piles over was—well, the furrows in the desk didn’t get there by magic.

“What’s happened?”

“There’s been a disturbance,” he replied. “I believe you know the shop. Evanton’s. You may have given him some business over the years.”

She knew the shop; she had had her knives enchanted there so that they left their sheaths without a sound. Teela had been the Hawk who had both introduced her to Evanton and also made clear to Evanton that anything he offered for money had better damn well work. Given that Teela was one of a dozen or so Barrani—also all Hawks—who had made their pledge of allegiance to the Imperial Halls of Law, her word tended to carry weight. After all, she was, like the dragon Emperor and the rest of her kind, immortal—and the Barrani loved nothing better than a grudge, at least judging by the way they held on to the damn things so tightly. Startlingly beautiful to the eye, they were cold as crackling ice to the ear, and their tall, slender bodies radiated that I-can-kill-you-before-you-can-blink confidence that was, in fact, no act.

Evanton, to his credit, had been neither offended nor frightened. In fact, his first words had been, “Yes, yes, I know the drill, Officer.” And his second: “You’re on the young side for a Hawk. So take my advice, for what it’s worth. You should pay more attention to the company you keep. People will judge you by it, mark my words.”

He generally had a lot of words he wanted marked.

Which had caused Teela to grimace. And Tain, her beat partner, to laugh.

As for the enchantment, he’d approved of it. “Most people who come here want something to make them look prettier,” he’d said, with obvious contempt. “Or younger. Or smarter. This, this is practical.”

She had never asked Evanton if he had ever belonged to the Imperial Order of Mages; there wasn’t much point. If he had, he’d managed to get out the unusual way—he wasn’t in a coffin. Although to Kaylin’s youthful eye, he looked as if he should have been. His hair was the color of blinding light off still water, and his skin was like wrinkled leather; he was almost skeletal, and his work—or so he said—demanded so much attention he was continuously bent over in a stoop. She had been certain, the first time she saw him, that he would break if she forced him to straighten up.

But still…she liked him. So she frowned. “What kind of a disturbance?”

“That, I think, is what you’re there to ascertain.” He paused. “Are you waiting for something?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. Get lost.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Corporal?”

Severn nodded.

“Make sure that she understands that ‘get lost’ in this case isn’t literal.”

“Yes, sir.”

“What I want to know,” Private Kaylin Neya said, not quite stomping her feet as she marched down the streets, “is why no one calls you Lord Severn.”

The corporal—which rank still annoyed Kaylin, and yes, she knew it was petty—shrugged. “Because it doesn’t bother me,” he replied.

“It didn’t bother me when the Barrani called me Lord Kaylin,” she said sourly.

He laughed. He kept an easy pace with her march, given the difference in the length of their strides, and her mood—which could charitably be described as not very good—seemed to cheer him immensely.

“What’s so funny?”

“It bothered you enough to cause you to point out that no one called Teela Lord.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “It wasn’t the Barrani,” she insisted. “But when Marcus started—”

“The entire office, you mean?”

“The entire office follows Marcus’s lead, except when he’s chewing through his desk.” Which was only partly a figurative description of an angry Leontine officer. Leontine fur, when it stood on end, was impressive; Leontine jaws, massive, boasted teeth that were easily capable of rendering most throats not quite useful for things like breathing—but most of the danger they could offer came from their massive, and usually sheathed, claws.

Marcus’s desk was a testament to how often he lost his temper.

“If you give it a few days,” Severn told her, “it’ll pass.”She snorted. “Sanabalis started it.”

“Lord Sanabalis.”

“That’s not what I call him.”

“It is, however, what everyone else calls him, and what you’d like to call him at the moment would be…ill advised. You’re his student, he has graciously agreed to continue to tutor you, and you both know that your career depends on whether or not he decides to actually pass you.” He didn’t add that in this case career and life were the same thing. He didn’t need to. Kaylin had a magic that not even the most august of the Imperial scholars understood, and if it had been a weak magic, it wouldn’t have mattered—much. But it was strong enough to withstand the full breath of a dragon in his true form. Strong enough to make a hole in a thick stone wall that was wider across than Severn. Strong enough to heal the dying.

And the Emperor was in possession of all these facts, and more. Kaylin’s glance strayed a moment to her arms; the length of her sleeves all but hid the dark marks that were tattooed there, in whirls and strokes, as if she were parchment, and they were the scattered telling of a story that was ancient before history began.

Her powers and these marks had arrived almost at the same time, in the winter world of the fiefs, where only the desperate and the criminals lived. Funny, that the fiefs should lie so precisely at the heart of the city.

“Kaylin.”

She looked up, and realized that Severn had been speaking. Dragged her eyes from sleeves that weren’t all that interesting, anyway, and nodded.

“Lord Sanabalis might be unusual for a Dragon, but he is a Dragon.” He paused a moment, and as Kaylin realized she was losing him and pulled up short, he added, “He meant it as a gesture of respect, Kaylin.”

“I don’t need that kind of respect. And anyway, no one else means it that way.”

“Well, no. But they’re Hawks. You expected different?”

She started walking again. “What are the odds?”

“Which betting pool?”

“Mine.”

“Four days,” he said cheerfully, “before you lose your temper and try to break something over someone’s head.”

“Any bets as to whose?”

“Some.”

“Name names.”

He laughed. “I’ve got money riding on it.”

“Figures.” She almost paused at the stall of a baker who was known to be friendly to the Hawks or the Swords. Almost. The coin in her pocket would probably last her another three days if she didn’t bother with food. And less than the afternoon if she did; if the baker was friendly, she wasn’t stupid.

“If you’re betting on the Sharks,” Severn said, stopping by her side, “it’s no big surprise you’re always so broke. Good morning, Mrs. Whitmore. We’d like a half-dozen of the buns.”

Hunger versus pride wasn’t much of a struggle; she let Severn buy breakfast, because that was what it was. She’d been keeping company with the midwives the past two nights and it showed. The circles under her eyes accentuated her mood. But it was a good sort of bad—no one had died, no mothers, and no babies. And she had spent time helping to lick the fur of a sole Leontine cub clean.

She still had hair in her mouth. But she was aware of the singular honor offered her by the mother: the willingness to let a stranger near the helpless, mewling cub. It was a gesture not only of trust, but of respect, and it was also a request that Leontine women seldom made.

The mother had watched as Kaylin’s entirely inadequate human tongue had, in a ritual way, licked some of the birthing fluid from the cubling’s closed, delicately veined lids. Kaylin’s stomach was not up to the task of more, but more wasn’t required; she handled the infant with care, marveling at the fine, fine hair that covered him. It was a pale gray, with a spattering of white streaks—these would fade into the Leontine gold she best knew with time. But the birth colors were considered important to the Leontine. And these were not bad colors.

It wasn’t all that often that she was called into a Leontine birthing—because there were no Leontine midwives in the guild, and the Leontines defined the word suspicious when it came to outsiders. She had expected the birth to be difficult, and by Leontine standards, it was—but it was also unusual. There was one cub, and only one. The pregnancy, she had been very quietly told, had been labored and difficult, and it was thought—many times—that Arlan would lose the cubs.

Losing the cubs and not losing her life were not things that Kaylin would normally be consulted about. This time was different, but she wasn’t certain why, or how.

“It’s important,” an exhausted Arlan had deigned to inform her, “that I be able to bear cubs.” She did not say why, and Kaylin, seeing the almost subconscious flick of claws at the end of the pale golden fur of Arlan’s hands, had known better than to ask.

“I will name him Roshan,” his mother had said, and then added, “Roshan Kaylarr.” She’d nodded, then, to Kaylin, and Kaylin had understood that, in as much as a Leontine could be named after her, this child was.

If she had been human, this indomitable and ferocious Leontine woman, Kaylin would have asked what the father thought of the name; in the case of the Leontine males, this was pointless. They loved their kitlings—but they knew when to stay out of the way.

They had wives, plural, and the wives could fight like, well, cats when the need arose—but the pridlea was also a unit unto itself, and where husbands were concerned, they formed a wall of solidarity when it came to protecting their own.

“Kaylin?” Severn said, and she hastily swallowed a mouthful of pastry that thankfully tasted nothing like the salty skin of newborn cub. Shook her head. He backed off, but with a slight smile.

“Where are we?”

“Almost there. Pay attention?”

“I was.”

He nodded with the ease of long practice. “Pay attention to where we actually are, hmm?”

“Trouble?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“You’re going to trip over your own feet, and stone isn’t the best cushion.” He paused, and then said quietly, “And I have something for you.”

She grimaced. “The bracer?”

“It was on my breakfast table in the morning. I thought you’d been with the midwives, and I kept it for you.” He took it out of the satchel he carried by his side. It gleamed gold and sparkled with the caught light of sapphire, ruby and diamond. It was her cage.

And it was, in its fashion, her haven. This, this cold, gleaming artifact, could contain the magic that Sanabalis, the heartless bastard, was trying to teach her to control. It was the only thing that could, and without it—without its existence—she would probably be dead by Imperial order.

It had come from the personal hoard of the Emperor, and it was ancient, although it looked as if it had been newly made. It took no dents or scratches, and no blood remained across its golden surface for long. Its gems didn’t break or scratch, either.

“Put it on,” he said.

She nodded, her fingers keying the sequence that would open it. Sliding it over her wrist, she thought of making some feeble protest—but she was with Severn, not Marcus, and Severn understood.

“You think I’ll need it?” she asked softly, as it clicked shut.

“I don’t know,” he said at last, but after a pause that was evasive. “You know you’re not supposed to take it off.” As she opened her mouth, he added, “By the Hawklord’s orders.”

She bit back the words for a moment, and when they came, they came more smoothly. “You know I can’t help the midwives if I wear it.”

“I know.”

“I can’t heal—”

“I know. I told you, I thought you might have been with the midwives when I saw it this morning.”

The other property of the bracer that would have been the envy of the stupid because it looked so very expensive was that it was impossible to lose. She could take it off if need be, drop it in the nearest trash heap, and it would find its way back to its keeper—that keeper not being Kaylin. For seven years, the keeper had been the Hawklord.

And for a month now, it had been Severn. He never asked why it came to his hand—which was good, because no one, as far as Kaylin could tell, had an explanation—and he never asked, except obliquely, why it wasn’t on hers. He simply gathered it and brought it back to her. And waited.

As a Keeper, he was a lot less onerous than the Hawklord.

“Severn—”

“It’s Elani Street,” he replied with a shrug, “and if you hunt long enough, you’ll find magic here.”

“I know where to find—” But she stopped, catching her words before she tripped over them with her tongue. “I hate magic.”

He stopped walking, turned suddenly, and looked down at her from an uncomfortable height. His hands caught both of her shoulders, and slid up them, trailing the sides of her neck to cup her face, and she met his eyes, brown and simple, dark with a past that she was part of, and a past that she didn’t know at all.

“Don’t,” he told her quietly. “Don’t hate it. It’s part of what you are, now, and nothing will change that. It’s a gift.”

She thought of the ways in which she had killed in a blind fury; thought of the stone walls that had parted like curtains of dust when the magic overwhelmed her. “A gift,” she said bitterly.

And he said, “You have fur on your tongue.” In almost perfect Leontine.

And a baby’s name—did race really matter?—like an echo in the same language, waiting to be said in affection and wonder, even if she were never again there to hear it.

He let his hands fall slowly away from her face as if they had belonged there, as if they were drawn there by gravity.

“Severn—”

He touched her open mouth with a single finger. But he didn’t smile, and he didn’t say anything else.

Elani Street opened up before them like any other merchant street in the district. If you didn’t know the city, you might have mistaken it for any other merchant street. It was not in the high-rent district—Kaylin’s patrols were somehow always designed to keep her away from the rich and prosperous—but it was not in the low-rent district, either. It hovered somewhere in the center. Clearly the buildings were old, and as much wood as stone had gone into their making, but they were well kept, and if paint flaked from signboards and windows had thinned with time, they were solid and functional.

The waterfront was well away, and the merchant authority didn’t technically govern the men and women who worked here for some complicated legalistic reason that had a lot to do with history and nothing to do with the law, so the Hawks and the Swords were the sole force that policed the area. And everyone was happy that way. Except for the Merchants’ Guild, which sent on its annual weasel report in an attempt to bring Elani under its jurisdiction.

Once or twice things had gotten ugly between the Merchants’ Guild and the Elani Streeters, and blood had been shed across more than just this part of town. This was practical history, to Kaylin, so she remembered it better than the codicils on top of codicils that kept the Merchants’ Guild at bay.

They had—the Guild—even tried to set up trade sanctions against this small part of town, and while everyone in theory agreed with it, in practice, they’d come anyway, because there wasn’t any actual evidence that they’d been here. You didn’t exactly bear a brand saying Fortunes Have Been Read Across My Palm, Look Here when you left. The sale of love potions may have dropped a tad during that embargo, however.

No, the rents weren’t high here, but the take was high enough that the vendors could usually fend off the more powerful guild with effective political sleight of hand. Or so Teela said; if she admired it, it had to be underhanded.

She was, after all, Barrani.

Severn’s expression was so carefully neutral, Kaylin laughed. He raised a brow.

“You don’t like Elani Street?”

“Not much, no. You?”

She shrugged. “It’s a street.”

He stopped in front of a placard that was leaning haphazardly against a grimy window. “Love potions?” he said. The sneer was entirely in his tone. “Meet your perfect mate? Find out what your future holds?”

As she’d said more or less the same thing—well, more and more heated—she shrugged again. “It’s a living.”

“So is theft.”

“Yeah, but people come here to empty their pockets. There’s no knife at their throat.”

“Dreams are their own knife, Kaylin. Dreams, what-ifs, desires. We all have to have hope.”

“This isn’t hope,” she replied quietly. “It’s just another way of lying to yourself.”

“Almost everything is, in the end.” He glanced at the board again, and then continued to walk down the street. He walked slowly enough that she could catch up to him; on patrol he usually did. But there was distance in his expression, some thought she couldn’t read—not that he’d ever been transparent.

Still, the street itself was quiet; the Festival season had passed over and around it, and the merchants who had, enterprising hucksters all, taken stalls near the Ablayne had returned home to the nest to find it, as it so often was after festival celebrations—and the cost of those—empty.

Evanton was not above taking a stall—or so he said—but his age prevented him from doing so so close to water. It made his bones ache. Kaylin expected that it was his jaw that ached, because he had some idea of what customer service was supposed to be, and fixing a smile across lines that were worn in perpetual frown taxed his strength.

Still, she smiled when she saw his store. Touching the hilts of her daggers for both luck and memory, she walked up the three flat steps that led to his door, and frowned slightly.

“Is it late?”

“You just had breakfast. You answer.” But Severn’s frown echoed hers; the curtains were drawn. In the door’s window and also, across the shop’s wider front. Gold leaf had flecked in places, and glass was scratched atop those letters—some thief attempting to remove what was on the other side had no doubt had too much to drink that night.

She knocked. Waited a minute, counting slowly, before she knocked again; Evanton never moved quickly, and his temper soured greatly if the visitor was too stupid to realize this.

But before she could be really annoying, the curtains flipped back, and she saw a wizened face peering through glass. He didn’t look much older than he had the first time she’d met him—but then again, she doubted that was possible. The curtains fell back into place, black drape that was almost gray with sun. No stars on it, no moons, no fancy—and fake—arcane symbols.

The door opened slowly; she heard keys twisting a rusty lock, followed by creaking hinges.

“You really should get some help around here,” she muttered.

“Good help,” he said coolly, “is hard to find in this city.”

“You’ve tried?”

He grimaced. “Don’t force me to be rude, girl. You’re wearing the Hawk.”

She smiled. It wasn’t the forced smile of an officer of the law, either; she had walked back into his dusty parlor, with its long counter, its rows of shelves—a city, no doubt, for spiders—its odd books stacked here and there like so much garbage so many times she couldn’t feel uncomfortable here. If it was an odd place, it felt like someone’s home, and she was welcome in it.

“I don’t believe we’ve met,” Evanton added pointedly, looking up at Severn. As Evanton, bent, was about Kaylin’s height, he had to look up.

“No, sir,” Severn said, in a much politer—and cooler—voice. “But I am aware of your establishment.”

“Fame gets me every time,” the old man replied. “Who are you?”

“He’s Severn,” Kaylin answered quickly. “Corporal Handred is also—as you can see—a Hawk.”

“Aye, I can see that,” Evanton said. “I would have called him a Wolf, if you’d asked me.”

Severn raised a brow. It went half as high as Kaylin’s. “He was a Wolf—” she began, but stopped as Severn stepped neatly, and heavily, on her foot. “What do you know about the Wolves?”

“Meaning what dealings have I had with them?”

“Meaning that.”

Evanton snorted. “You haven’t spent enough time with those Barrani, girl.”

“What?”

“That’s no way to get an answer.”

“I could threaten to break your arms if you want.”

He laughed his dry, low chuckle. “Aye, but they’re more subtle than that. I’m of use to them. It’s important in this business to be of use to people.”

Severn said, quietly, “We’re here on official business.”

“Dressed like that, you’d have to be. Although the uniform suits you.”

“You sent a message to the Hawks.”

Evanton shrugged. “I? I sent no message to the Hawks. I believe a message was sent, on the other hand. I know my own business,” he said at last, “and I know Hawk business when I see it. I prefer to keep them entirely separate, you understand, but we can’t always get what we want. You’ll want to follow me,” he added.

Kaylin was already behind him, because she always was in his store; he could bite your head off for going anywhere without him, and usually at length.

He led them behind his tall, sturdy counter. Its sides were made of solid wood that had the patina of time and disregard, not craft. It was impossible to see most of the wood, it was covered by so many things. Papers, bits of cloth, needles, thread—she had never asked why he wanted those because his answers could be mocking and gruesome. It looked more as if it belonged in a bar than a store, but then again, most of the things in the store looked as if they belonged somewhere else; the only things they had in common were dust and cobwebs, and the occasional glint of something that might be gold, or steel, or captive light—a hint of magic.

Wedged between two hulking shelves that looked suspiciously unstable was a very narrow door. Evanton took out a key ring that Kaylin could have put her whole arm through without trying very hard, chose one of three keys that dangled forlornly from its thin, tarnished metal, and unlocked the door. Like everything else in the store, it creaked.

He opened it slowly—he opened everything that way—and after a moment, nodded to himself and motioned for them to follow. Kaylin started forward, and Severn, with long years of practice, managed to slide between her and Evanton so smoothly she didn’t even step on the back of his feet. And not for lack of trying.

They entered a hall that was, like everything else in the building, narrow; they could walk single file, and if anyone had tried to pull a sword here, it would have lodged in the wall or the roof if they actually had to use it. Given Evanton, this was possibly deliberate. It was hard to say where the old man was concerned.

But at the end of the hall was another door, and judging by the jangle of keys, it, too, was locked. “Here,” he said quietly, “is the heart of my store. Let me tell you again. Touch nothing. Look at nothing for too long unless I instruct you otherwise. Take nothing.”

Kaylin bridled slightly, but Severn merely nodded. “How difficult will that be, old man?”

“Maybe you are a Hawk after all,” Evanton replied, eyeing Severn with barely veiled curiosity. “And the answer to that question is, I don’t know. I have no trouble.” He paused and added, “But that was not always the case. And I did not have myself as a guide, when I first came here.”

“Who did you have?” Kaylin asked, tilting her head to one side.

He raised a white brow.

“Sorry, Evanton.”

“Good girl. Oh, and Kaylin? I continue to allow you to visit here because of the great respect I have always felt for the Officers of the Halls of Law.”

“But I haven’t—” She stopped moving for a moment, and then brought her free hand up to her cheek to touch the skin across which lay a tattoo of a simple herb: Nightshade, by name. Deadly Nightshade, she thought to herself.

If it had only been a tattoo, it would never cause her trouble. It felt like skin to her, and the Hawks had become so used to it, she could almost forget it existed.

But this mark was—of course—magical, and it had been placed on her cheek by Lord Nightshade, a Barrani Lord who was outcaste to his people, and oh, wanted by every division in the Halls of Law for criminal activities beyond the river that divided the city itself.

Lord Nightshade had marked her, and the mark meant something to the Barrani. It meant something to the Dragons. To the other mortal races, it was generally less offensive than most tattoos. But clearly, it meant something to Evanton, purveyor of junk and the odd useful magic. He understood that it linked her, in ways that not even Kaylin fully understood, to Lord Nightshade himself.

But if Evanton’s eyes were narrowed, they were not suspicious. “Here,” he told her quietly, “there is some safety from the mark you bear. He will not find you, if he is looking.” He pushed the door open so slowly, Kaylin could have sworn she could feel the hours pass. “Is he?”

“Is he what?”

“Looking.”

She shrugged, uneasy. “He knows where to find me,” she said at last.

“Not, perhaps, a good thing, in your case. But enough. You are clearly yourself.”

“You can tell that how?”

“You could not have crossed my threshold if you were under his thrall.”

She nodded. Believing him. Wanting to know why she couldn’t have.

Severn spoke instead. “You sent a message to the Halls?”

“Ah. No, actually, I didn’t. If you check your Records carefully, you will not find a single—”

Severn lifted his hand. “Where did you send the message?”

“Ah. That would be telling. And probably telling too much,” the old man replied. “But people in power have an odd sense of what’s important. I imagine one of them took the time to read my elegant missive.”

“You expected this visit.”

“Of course. Forgive the lack of hospitality, but I don’t drink, and I can’t stand tea.”

And he held the door slightly ajar, motioning them in. Watching them both more carefully than he had ever watched Kaylin before. She wasn’t certain how she knew this, because he looked the same—eyes and skin crinkled in lines around his lips, the narrow width of his face. He wasn’t smiling, but he almost never did.

She meant to say something, but the words escaped her because from the width of the hall and the door she had expected the room to be tiny. And it was the size—and the height—of the Aerie in the Halls, where the winged Aerians who served the Hawklord could reach for, and almost touch, the sky.

Sunlight streamed down from above, as if through colored glass; the air moved Kaylin’s hair across her cheeks, suggesting breeze and open space. As a fiefling, she had had no great love of open spaces, but daylight had always suggested safety. There was a hint of that safety here, and it surprised her—magic almost always made her skin crawl.

The wooden plank flooring, often covered with carpets that made the floors look both older and more rickety, rather than less, had given way entirely to…grass. Blue-green grass, thick and short, that was so perfect she was almost afraid to take a step on it without removing her boots. She couldn’t see the far walls—she imagined this was because they were painted the color of sky—but she could see trees—tall trees—and the hint of water ahead, and to her left, the large curve of boulders seen between slender trunks.

A garden.

A magical garden.

“Yes,” Evanton said, as the door clicked shut at her back. She turned slowly to face him and saw that he had changed. His clothing was different, for one, and he seemed to stand slightly taller; the stoop in his shoulders, the bend, the perpetual droop of his neck, had disappeared. He was not young, would never be young, but age had majesty here that it had never had before.

“Yes?”

“It is a magic, of a type, Kaylin Neya. If you stand here for long enough, and you listen carefully, you might hear the sound of your name on the wind.” He paused, and then tendered her something shocking: A perfect, formal bow. “Lord Kaylin,” he said quietly, “of the High Court.”

“Don’t you start, too,” she began, but he waved her to silence.

“In this place, names have import, and there are rumors, girl.”

“Never bet on a rumor.”

His expression shifted and twisted, and for a moment she could see the man she had first met in this changed one. “Why not? You do.” He lifted an arm; blue cloth clung to it in a drape that reminded her of Barrani High Court clothing. It was not so fine in line, and it hung a little long, and perhaps a little heavily, on his scrawny frame—but it suggested…gravity. Experience.

Maybe even nobility, and no one sent Kaylin to talk to the nobles. Or the people who—far worse—wanted to be nobles and hadn’t quite made it yet, in their own minds.

“I bet small change,” she began. Severn snorted.

“Small change,” Severn told Evanton, unphased by the change in the man, “is all Kaylin ever has.”

“So you bet everything you have, time and again? You really should choose different companions, girl. But,” he added, staring at Severn again, “I don’t disapprove of this one.”

“You didn’t disapprove of Teela or Tain, that I recall.”

“It hardly matters, where the Barrani are concerned. And Teela is a slightly unusual case. I have known her for some time,” he added, almost gently. “She was the first customer I had in this store, when I finally opened it.”

“When you finally opened it?”

“Ah, yes. It took me some time to find my way back. From this place,” he added, looking beyond Kaylin, his eyes slightly unfocused. She knew the look; he was remembering something. Something she was certain he wasn’t about to share. “And she was waiting, with, I might add, her usual patience.” Which would of course be none at all.

“How long had she waited?”

“Quite a while, from all accounts. It was well before she joined the Hawks,” he added, “and she cut a formidable figure.”

Thinking about the drug dealers on the banks of the Ablayne—the ones who had been unfortunate enough to sell Lethe—Kaylin said, “She’s pretty damn formidable now.”

“In a fashion. She was waiting for me, and she was not with Tain. She did have a greatsword, however, a fine piece of work. It predated the Empire,” he added. “But I do not believe it was a named weapon.”

“Don’t believe? You mean you aren’t certain?” Kaylin felt her jaw drop. Luckily, it was attached to her face, or it would have bounced off the grass.

“Not entirely certain, no. There was something of a glamour on it, and since it looked like a serviceable, if old-fashioned, sword, the glamour clearly wasn’t there to make it look more impressive. But making it look less impressive, holding some power in reserve—that’s Barrani all over.”

She shook her head. “Teela doesn’t even use a sword.”

“If the sword she had with her that day were one of the named weapons, she wouldn’t—she wouldn’t insult the responsibility of ownership by using a lesser blade. What does she use, anyway?”

“Mostly hands or feet, but sometimes a great big stick.”

He nodded.

Severn, who was the model of studied patience, finally spoke, scattering the pleasant gossip to the winds that Evanton had mentioned. “Why are you showing us this?”

“A very good question. I’m surprised Kaylin didn’t ask it,” he added, frowning at her, although he spoke to Severn. “She always asks too many questions—they try what little patience I’ve managed to preserve.” But he said it without rancor. “This is not unlike the High Halls of the Barrani—and if I’m not mistaken, Corporal Handred, you are also entitled to be called Lord while you are in the High Halls.”

Severn nodded.

“This place is, however, older, I think, than the Halls, and one of the few such ancient places within the city that are not governed by either Barrani or the Dragon Emperor himself.

“Although when I was called to answer for my stewardship of this place, I will say the Dragon Emperor was a tad…testy. I’d advise you to stay on his good side when you do meet him.”

“You mean the side without the teeth, right?” Kaylin asked.

Evanton chuckled. “That side, yes, although the tail can be quite deadly.”

She didn’t ask him how he knew this. His words had caught up with her thoughts. “What do you mean when I meet him?”

His frown was momentary. “Never mind, girl. All in good—or bad—time. He is watching you, but even his reach is not so long that he can see you here. He is almost certainly aware that you are here, however.”

“What do you mean?”

“He has my shop watched.”

“Oh.” She paused, and took a step forward into a room that was, in her eyes, almost devoid of any trace of human interference. But…it belonged to Evanton, and because it did, she could see odd things that lay on stone pedestals, on stone shelves, and in alcoves that lined the nearest walls. Things that held candles—candelabras?—that were lined up in perfect precision, unlit and therefore unblemished. There were books, boxes that looked as if they’d been left out in the rain—and the sun and the snow for good measure—and small, golden tablets that looked as if they had, conversely, barely been touched by eyes. Still, it was the candles that caught her attention.

“Are they ever lit?”

“Never,” Evanton replied. “And if they are to be lit, let it be during someone else’s watch.”

She nodded and kept walking, and after a while, she said, “This is circular, this room?”

“A large circle, but yes.” Evanton’s eyes were gleaming and dark as he answered. His nod was more a nod of approval than Kaylin had ever seen from him. She took encouragement from it, and continued to watch the room with the eyes—the trained eyes—of a hawk.

Saw a small pond, saw a fire burning in a brazier; felt the wind’s voice above her head and saw the leaves turn at its passing. Saw, in the distance, a rock garden in which no water trickled.

She said, “Elemental.”

And Evanton nodded again.

“Severn?”

“I concur. But it is unusual.”

“And the books, Evanton?”

“Good girl,” he said softly. “Those, do not touch. You may approach them, but do not touch them.”

“I doubt I’d be able to read them.”

“It is not in the reading that they present the greatest threat, and Kaylin, if you spoke no words at all, if you were entirely deprived of language, these books would still speak to you.”

“Magic,” she said with disdain.

“Indeed, and older magic than the magic that is the current fashion. Fashion,” he added, “may be frowned on by the old, but I believe that the trend is not a bad one.”

She half closed her eyes. Listened to the voice of the wind as it rustled through slender branches; golden leaves, white leaves and a pale, pale bloodred, all turned as it passed. Heard, for a moment, a name that was not quite hers as she looked up, to feel its touch across her cheeks.

The mark of Nightshade began to tingle. It was not entirely comfortable. Without thinking, she lifted a hand to her face to touch the mark.

“The mark you bear affords you some protection. He must value you, Kaylin,” Evanton said. He was closer than she realized; she should have heard his shuffling step, but she had heard only the wind. And felt, for a moment, the glimmering dream of flight.

His voice dispelled the wind’s, sent it scattering, left her bound—as she would always be bound—to ground. And because he simply waited, she began to walk again.

To the pond, where small shelves and altars sat across moss beds. Books lay there, and again, candles, unlit, by the dozen. There were small boxes, and a mirror—the first she’d seen since she’d entered this room.

“The mirror—”

“Do not touch it.”

“Wasn’t going to,” she said, although her hand stopped in midair. “But does it work?”

“Work?”

“Is it functional? If I wanted to send a message, could I?”

“Not,” he replied, “to anyone you would care to speak to.” It was an evasion. She accepted it. At the moment, the investigation—such as it was, since he hadn’t actually told them anything useful—was not about mirrors or messages, but it was the first truly modern thing she’d encountered.

Yet even as she thought it, she looked at the mirror, and thought again. Its surface was tarnished and cloudy, and its frame, gold and silver, poorly tended. Unlike the rest of the small, jeweled boxes, the reliquaries—she recognized them for that now—this had been left alone.

“Do they all have mirrors?”

“All?”

“The elemental gardens. There should be four—the fire in the brazier, the water in this small pond, the rocks just beyond those silver trees. I can’t see anything for air—”

“It is very, very hard to build a garden to air,” he replied. “But it is here, and perhaps it is the freest of the elements because it can travel so readily. And the answer is no. None of them do.”

“But this one—”

“Was brought here. It does not belong in this room.”

“But you haven’t moved it.”

“No,” he replied. “And until the Hawks deem it wise, I will not return it to its place. But do not touch it. The hand that held it last left some impression, but it will not, I think, be the equal of yours.”

“You think of everything.”

“I? Hardly. Had I, you would not be here now.”

“Good point. Maybe.” It was hard to leave the mirror, but she did, because the surface of the pond was everything the surface of the mirror was not: clean, smooth, reflective. The breeze that blew above did not touch it at all; she wondered if a pebble would ripple its surface.

“No,” Evanton replied, as if he were reading her mind—which she’d gotten used to in the last few weeks, but still didn’t much care for. “It would not. The earth and the water barely meet here. The pond is not wide,” he added, “but it runs very, very deep.”

She nodded. “These footprints,” she said, although she had barely grazed ground with her eyes, “aren’t yours.”

“No.”

“You know whose they are?”

“I have some suspicion.”

Severn knelt with care at Kaylin’s side and examined the moss. He had seen what she had seen, of course. “There are at least two sets,” he told them both. “The larger set belongs to a person of heavier build than the smaller. I would say human, and probably male, from the size.”

Evanton’s answer was lost.

Kaylin was gazing at the surface of the pond. Although the water was clear, there was a darkness in the heart of it that seemed endless. Deep, he had said, and she now believed it; you could throw a body down here and it would simply vanish. The idea of taking a swim had less than no appeal.

But the water’s surface caught and held light, the light from the ceiling above, the one that Aerians would so love, it was that tall.

She could almost see them fly across it, reflected for a moment in passage, and felt again the yearning to fly and be free. To join them.

It was illusion, of course. There was no such thing as freedom. There was only—

Reflection. Movement.

Not hers, and not Severn’s; Evanton stood far enough back that he cast no reflection.

“Kaylin?” Severn said, his voice close to her ear.

But Kaylin was gazing now into the eyes—the wide eyes—of a child’s bruised face. A girl, her hair long and stringy in the way that unwashed children’s hair could often be, her skin pale with winter, although winter was well away. She wore clothing that was too large for her, and threadbare, and undyed. She wore nothing at all on her feet, for Kaylin could see her toes, dirt in the nails.

She came back to the eyes.

The girl whispered a single word.

Kaylin.





CHAPTER 2

The first thing Kaylin had been taught when she’d been allowed to accompany groundhawks on her first investigation of a crime scene was Do not touch anything or we will never bring you back. This also meant, Do not embarrass us by attempting to steal anything. The Hawks were pretty matter-of-fact about her upbringing; they didn’t actually care. The fiefs couldn’t be actively policed, so it wasn’t as if anything she’d done there was on record. If she had been canny enough to survive life on the streets of Nightshade, tough enough to emerge unscathed, and idealistic enough to want to uphold the Law rather than slide through its grip, so much the better.

It had been a missing-person investigation—which usually meant dead person whose body had yet to be found—and they’d walked the narrow streets that faced the fiefs without—quite—touching them. The Law still ruled in this old, boarded-up manor house, by a riverbank and a couple of narrow bridges.

She had been all of fourteen years old, and had spent six long months begging, badgering, and wheedling; when they said yes, she could follow them, she had nearly stopped breathing.

By that point, being a Hawk was the only thing she wanted, and she had held her fidget-prone hands by her sides, stiff as boards, while the Hawks—Teela and Tain for the most part, although Marcus had come along to super-vise—had rambled about a series of large, run-down rooms for what felt like hours.

There wasn’t much in the way of temptation on that particular day: nothing worth stealing.

Nothing she wanted to touch.

But this was so much harder. The girl was young. Younger than many of her orphans, the kitlings she visited, taught to read, and told stories—casually censored—of her adventures to. This girl was bruised; her eyes were wide with terror, her face gaunt with either cold or hunger. And she was real.

The water did not distort her; she did not sink into the depths, beckoning for Kaylin to follow to a watery, slow death. There was an aura about her, some faint hint of magic, but there would have to be.

Kaylin knelt with care by the side of this deep, deep pond, this scion of elemental magics. She did not touch the water’s surface, but it was a struggle not to; not to reach out a hand, palm out, to the child whose dark eyes met hers.

As if he knew it—and he probably did—Severn was behind her. He did not approach the water as closely as she herself had done, but instead put both of his hands on her shoulders and held tight.

“Corporal,” she heard Evanton say quietly, “what do you see?”

“Water,” Severn replied. “Very, very deep water.”

“Interesting.”

“You?”

“I see many things,” Evanton replied. “Always. The water here is death.” He paused and then added, “Almost everything is, to the unwary, in this place.”

“Figures,” Kaylin heard herself say, in a voice that was almost normal. “But whose death?”

“A good question, girl. As always.”

“You usually tell me my questions are—”

“Hush.”

But the girl didn’t vanish until Evanton came to stand by Kaylin’s side. “You’re not one for obedience, blind or otherwise,” he told her, with just a hint of frustration in a voice that was mostly approving. “But I believe I told you to look at nothing too closely.”

“If you saw what I saw—”

“I may well, girl. But as I said, I see many things that the water chooses to reveal. There is always temptation, here, and it knows enough to see deeply.”

“This is not—”

“Is it not? Here you sit, spellbound, horrified, gathering and hoarding your anger—which, I believe, is growing as the minutes pass. It isn’t always things that tempt our basest desire—not all temptation is sensual or monetary in nature.” He lifted his hands and gestured and the water rippled at the passage of a strong, strong gust.

All images were broken as it did, and the girl’s face passed into memory—but it was burned there. Kaylin would not forget. Couldn’t. Didn’t, if she were honest, have any desire to do so.

“I know what you saw, Kaylin Neya. More of your life is in your face than you are aware of, in this place. And in the store,” he added quietly.

“This is why you called me,” she said, half a question in the flat statement.

“On the contrary, Kaylin, I requested no one. But this, I believe, has some bearing on the call the Hawks did receive. Even had I wanted to deal with the Law directly—and I believe that there are reasons for avoiding it—I would merely send the report or the request. The old, belligerent Leontine who runs the office would decide who actually responds.”

“Marcus,” she said automatically. “Sergeant Kassan.”

“Very well, Sergeant Kassan, although it was clear by description to whom I referred.” He paused, and then added, “Something was taken from this…room.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “How the hell did someone get into this room?”

“A very good question, and believe that I have friends who are even now considering the problem.”

“Friends?”

“At my age, they are few, and not all of them are mortal, but,” he added, and his face warped into a familiar, wizened expression, “even I have some.”

“And they—”

“I have merely challenged them to break into the elementarium without causing anything to alert me to their presence.”

“Good luck,” she muttered.

“They will need more than luck,” he said softly. “But I expect most of them will survive it.”

She straightened slowly, her knees slightly cricked. It made her wonder how long she’d knelt there. The answer was too damn long; she was still tired from the previous night’s birthing. But the elation of saving a cub’s life passed into shadow, as it so often did.

“What was stolen?” she asked Evanton as she rose. Her voice fell into a regular Hawk’s cadence—all bored business. And watchful.

“A small and unremarkable reliquary,” he replied. “A red box, with gold bands. Both the leather and the gold are worn.”

“What was in it?”

“I am not entirely certain,” he replied, but it was in that I-have-some-ideas-and-I-don’t-want-to-tell tone of voice. “The box is locked. It was locked when I first arrived, and the keys that were made to open it… It has no keyhole, Kaylin.”

“So it can’t be opened.”

“Jumping to conclusions, I see.”

She grimaced. “It has to be opened magically.”

“Good girl,” he replied softly.

“This isn’t really Hawk work—”

“The Hawks don’t investigate thefts?”

“Ye-es,” she said, breaking the single syllable into two. “But not petty thefts as such, and not without a better description of the value of what’s been stolen.”

“People will die,” he told her quietly, “while the reliquary is at large. It exerts its power,” he added softly, “on those who see it and those who possess it. Only—” He stopped. His face got that closed-door look that made it plain he would say no more. Not yet.

“There were two people here,” she said at last.

“Yes. Two. An unusually large woman, or a heavyset man, by the look of those treads, and an unusually small one, or a child, by the look of the second.” He met her eyes.

And she knew who the child had been.

The shop seemed more mundane than it had ever seemed when Evanton escorted them back into it. His robes transformed as he crossed the threshold and the power of wisdom gave way to the power of age and gravity as his shoulders fell into their perpetual bend.

He was once again the ancient, withered shopkeeper and purveyor of odd junk and the occasional true magic. And this man, Kaylin had chattered at for most of her adolescence. If Severn was circumspect—a word she privately hated—she had no such compulsion.

“You think there are going to be murders associated with this theft.”

He didn’t even blink. “Indeed.”

“Or possibly already have been. When exactly did you notice this disturbance?”

“Yesterday,” he replied, his lips pursed as he sought his impossible-to-miss key ring.

“But you don’t think it happened yesterday?”

“I can’t be certain, no. As I said, I’ve sponsored a bit of a contest—”

She lifted a hand. “Don’t give me contests I can’t enter.”

He lifted a brow. “Oddly enough, Private, I think you’re one of the few who could. Possibly. You make a lot of noise, on the other hand, and it may—”

“Evanton, please, these are people’s lives we’re talking about.”

“Yes. But if I am to be somewhat honest, they are not lives, I feel, you would be in a hurry to save.”

“You’re dead wrong,” she said, meaning it.

“About at least one of them,” he said softly. “But if I am not mistaken, she is not—yet—in danger. I feel some of the mystery of their entrance can only be answered by her.”

“By a child?”

“You might wish to fill the corporal in on what you saw,” Evanton told her.

“It’s not necessary,” Severn replied, before Kaylin could. “I have a good idea of what she saw.”

“Oh?”

“She gets a particular look when she’s dealing with children in distress.” He paused and then said, voice devoid of all texture and all emotion, “Kaylin has always had a weakness for children. Even when she was, by all legal standards, a child herself.

“And that’s not a look she gets when the child is happy or looks well treated,” he added softly. “Then, she’s only wistful.”

Evanton nodded as if everything Severn had said confirmed what he already knew. “Very well. You make a good team,” he told them both. “He’s much better for you than those two Barrani slouchers.”

Kaylin sidestepped the question in the old man’s words. Remembered the brief touch of Severn’s palms on her cheeks. But that was personal. This was worse.

“What will the manner of death be?”

“That, I cannot tell you. It is very, very seldom that I invite visitors into the elementarium, and with cause. You felt compelled to touch nothing and take nothing, because that room had nothing to offer you.”

“I felt compelled—”

“Yes, but not to take, Kaylin. Not to acquire. And I cannot yet tell you why the water chose to show you the girl. I can only tell you that what you saw was in some fashion true.”

“She called me by name.”

He spun so fast she almost tripped over him and sent them both flying—which in his case would probably have broken every bone in his frail body. She managed to catch herself on the wall.

“By name?” he asked, one brow melding with his receding hairline.

She nodded.

“Ah, girl,” he said, with a shake of the head. He turned away again. “If I had found you first—”

“What does it mean?”

“I cannot say for certain,” he replied. “But this much, I can guess—she touched the heart of the elemental water, and woke some of its slumbering intent. It wants you to find her, Kaylin.”

“And that’s a bad thing.”

“It may well be,” Evanton replied. “But if I told you—if I could honestly tell you—that it would mean the end of the Empire itself were you to pursue it, you’d pursue it anyway.

“Water is canny that way. It sees into the deeps that we hide.” But he turned away as he spoke.

“Evanton—”

“Old man—”

He stopped as Severn and Kaylin’s words collided, but did not look back. “If you’re about to accuse me of knowing more than I’ve told you, stand in line and take a number,” he said in a voice so dry a little spark would have set it on fire. “I’m a very busy man. Do come and visit again.”

“Kaylin—”

Kaylin lifted a hand and swatted her name aside.

“You’re going to crack the road if you don’t stop walking like that.”

“Severn, I don’t have a sense of humor about—”

“Almost anything? Fair enough. I’ve been accused of that.”

She stopped walking. Although his stride was easily the longer of the two, she’d been making him work to keep up. Not that it showed. Much.

Since her entrance into the ranks of the Barrani High Court, Kaylin had grown more aware of Severn; of where he was, how close he was, or how far. It was as if—as if something bound them, something gossamer like spider’s web, but finer, and ultimately stronger. She had given him her name—if it was her name—and he had accepted it.

But he had never used it. When she shut him out, he accepted the distance.

It’s not my name, he had told her quietly, it’s yours. If I understand Barrani names at all.

I’m not Barrani.

You’re not human. Not completely. But you’re still Kaylin.

Could you? Could you use it?

He’d been quiet for a long time; she could still remember the texture of that silence, the way he’d stared at her face for a moment, and then turned away almost wearily. What do you want me to say, Kaylin?

She hadn’t answered. She wasn’t certain.

“We have to find her,” she told him, her voice quieter now.

“I know. Any idea where to start?”

Missing Persons was a zoo. Almost literally. Although the offices that fronted the public square in the Halls were slightly better equipped and more severe than the interior offices in which Kaylin spent much—too damn much—of her day, they were in no way quieter.

For one, they were full of people who would never—with any luck—wear a uniform that granted them any kind of Imperial authority. For two, the people who milled about, either shouting at each other, pacing, crying or shouting at the officers who looked appropriately harried, were by no means all human; although here, as throughout most sectors of Elantra, humans outnumbered the others by quite a large margin. For three, many of the visitors were either four times Kaylin’s age, or less than half of it. Kaylin recognized a smattering of at least four languages, and some of what was said was, in the words of Caitlin, “colorful.”

Impatience was the order of the day.

Missing Persons was, in theory, the responsibility of the Hawks. Depending, of course, upon who exactly was missing. Some missing persons had left a small trail of death and destruction in their wake, and these investigations were often—begrudgingly—handed over to the Wolves, the smallest of the three forces who called the Halls of Law home.

The staffing of the office, however, was the purview of the Hawklord. Or his senior officers. None of whom, Kaylin thought with a grimace, were ever on the floors here.

She herself was seldom here, and of all duties the Hawks considered their own, this was her least favorite. She was not always the most patient of people—and people who were desperate enough to come to the Halls seeking word of their missing, and possibly dead, kin required patience at the very least.

She was also not quite graceful enough to forgive other people their impatience. But at least she was aware of hers.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the vagabond.”

And, if she were entirely truthful, there were other reasons for hating this place. Grinding her teeth into what she hoped would pass for a smile, she faced the worst of them squarely.

If it was true that the Barrani had a lock on arrogance, and the Dragons on inscrutability, it was also true that for petty malice, you really couldn’t do better than finding a truly loathsome human. And to Kaylin’s youthful disappointment, she hadn’t actually had to look that far to find this one.

His name was Constant Mallory—and, give him this, if she’d had that as a name, and she’d been too stupid to change it, she might have developed a few personality ticks. He was, for all intents and purposes, the ruler of this small enclave. He answered to Marcus, and to the Hawklord, but his answers could be both disingenuous and fawning, and she thought he’d learned enough from the Barrani to dispense with truth entirely.

She was aware that he and Marcus had, as the office liked to call it, “history.” She’d once asked why, and Teela had said, with some disdain, “You really don’t pay attention, do you? How much of history is spent discussing happy children and fluffy bunnies?”

“It’s true,” Tain had half drawled. “If humans actually had a lifespan, things would have been a lot more interesting around here a few centuries ago. But that’s the problem with mortals—they get a little power and it all comes tumbling down. It’s a good thing you breed so quickly.”

Teela and Tain had no problems at all with Mallory. They didn’t like him, but then again, given the way they treated people they did like—and Kaylin had some experience with this—their lack of affection was a dubious negative. Like many humans, he treated the Barrani with respect and care. He had not always given Marcus the same respect.

Or rather, he’d given him exactly the same respect, but then again, Marcus took subtle office politics about as well as he took vegetarian menus.

Mallory had wanted the Leontine’s job. Then again, so had Marcus. Marcus had come out on top. The miracle of the tussle, to Kaylin’s mind, was that Mallory had come out alive. She gathered that not everyone had.

But getting people who’d been there to talk about it was more difficult than getting criminals to cough up useful information. And, as a harried Sergeant Kassan had finally said, “You’re usually so proud of your ignorance. Learn to live with it, Kaylin.” The implication being that living and living with it, on that particular day, were the same thing.

Mallory was tall. He was, by human standards, fit, and not even painful to look at: he was competent, quick-witted, and good with a sword. He handled his paperwork with care—a distinction that he did not fail to note on the rare occasions he was allowed to visit Caitlin’s office.

But he was a self-important prick, and he was the only Hawk of note who had spoken against her induction. The latter, she was unlikely to forget. The former, she had come to expect from the world at large.

His greeting was not in any way friendly. Her smile was not in any way friendly. It was, as Marcus called it with some distaste, a human social custom. Probably because it didn’t involve enough blood and fur.

But she had never come with Severn before.

And Severn became completely still beside her.

“Corporal Handred,” Mallory said, greeting him as if that stillness were not a warning signal. “Our newest recruit.”

Severn extended a hand, and Mallory took it firmly. “I see that they have you babysitting. It’s unusual to see the private in any company that isn’t Barrani. How are you finding the Hawks so far?”

“Interesting,” Severn replied. At least he hadn’t gone monosyllabic.

“Compared to the Wolves?”

Severn didn’t even pause. “Yes. Longer hours. I confess that I’ve seen many reports from your office, but I’ve seldom had a chance to visit in person.”

Mallory looked slightly at a loss, but he recovered quickly enough. “We do important work here,” he began, straightening his shoulders somewhat. “It’s here that most of the cases that require official attention are brought to the notice of the Law.”

“I imagine you deal with a lot of reports. How do you separate the frauds from the actual crimes?”

Mallory looked genuinely surprised, and Kaylin fought an urge to kick someone—mostly because she couldn’t decide whether or not she’d kick Severn or Mallory. Mallory took the lead, and Severn, walking by his side, continued to ask pleasant questions, his voice engulfed slowly by the office noise.

Leaving Kaylin on her own, with no Mallory vindictively standing over her shoulder. It was a trick not even Teela had ever tried.

There were two ways to get useful information about the missing persons being reported by the people who came to the Halls. The hard way—which was to take notes, to have the official artists employed by the Halls on hand, and to attempt to draw a picture of some sort that could be used as an identifier. This was both the least efficient and the most commonly used method of gaining some sort of visual information the Hawks could then use.

The second, and far more efficient, method involved the Tha’alani. And the reason it was little used was, in Kaylin’s opinion, pretty damn obvious. She looked across the crowded office as if the people in it were shadows and smoke, and against the far wall, bordered on either side by finely crafted wooden dividers, and no door, sat a gray-haired man.

At least he looked like a man from the back. But he wore robes, rather than the official uniform of the Hawks; if he was finicky about detail, there might be a gold Hawk embroidered on the left breast of the gray cloth; if he wasn’t, there would be nothing at all.

Kaylin preferred the nothing at all.

From the front, although he didn’t turn, the illusion of humanity would vanish; the slender stalks that rose from his forehead would be visible in the hallmark paleness of his face. His eyes would probably be blue; hard to tell with the Tha’alani, but then again, she usually avoided meeting their eyes—it meant she was standing too damn close.

Those stalks were their weapons, their means of invasion; they were prehensile, and they moved. They would attach themselves to the face of anyone—anything at all—in the Empire, and they would draw from that person’s thoughts everything. Everything they were told to look for. Possibly more. All the hidden secrets, the private memories, the terrors and the joys would be laid bare for their inspection.

Officially, there were no Tha’alani in the ranks of the Hawks; they were, however, always on call should the law require their services. The only office that had a Tha’alani on staff was this one, and he was a grant from the Imperial Court. All of the Tha’alani who served the Law were seconded by the Dragon Emperor. A warning to anyone who might otherwise treat them like the invasive horrors they actually were.

It was probably the real reason she hated the Missing Persons office so much. Men like Mallory were so common in her life, she could only expend so much energy hating him. Most of the time.

To the left of the stall in which the Tha’alani sat, back facing her, was a long, slender mirror edged in gold that had seen better days. It was flecked and peeling. It was also out of sight of the public, tucked as it was against the other edge of the wall and the divider.

Records.

She squared her shoulders and moved toward the mirror on the wall. It was inactive and she could see Severn and Mallory bent over Mallory’s impeccable desk, discussing something that no doubt would have bored her to tears. She probably owed Severn a drink or ten.

She walked toward the mirror, and forced herself to relax, to walk naturally. She tried to remember the one Tha’alani woman she had met that had not somehow terrified her. She was slender, and had reminded Kaylin inexplicably of warm sun in autumn. Now, however, was not the time to think of sunlight, or warmth. It made her job difficult. Instead, Kaylin tried to remember what Ybelline had said about the lives of the Tha’alani who could serve time among the “deaf,” and by that, she had clearly meant humans. Kaylin’s kind. No, wait, one of the Dragons had said that.

The Tha’alani woman, Ybelline, had corrected him gently for his unkindness, although Kaylin hadn’t bothered to be kind first.

Ybelline had somehow made Kaylin feel comfortable and safe. Had taken memories from the sleeping child she and Severn had brought with them to the office—a child kidnapped by the undead, and almost sacrificed—sparing the child the waking experience of the Tha’alani mind-touch. Holding on to that memory, Kaylin did relax.

Until she was almost at the records mirror itself, and the Tha’alani rose.

He was older than any Tha’alani she had ever met, although he was by no means as aged as Evanton; his hair, which had looked gray, was gray, and his face was lined with age, with sun and wind. His eyes were slate-gray, not a friendly color, and his lips were thin and pale.

And the disturbing stalks on his forehead were weaving in and out among themselves, as if it were the only way he knew how to fidget. It came to Kaylin as she watched them warily that he was, in fact, fidgeting.

Had she ever noticed this before?

Did they all do this?

There was no Hawk on his robes, no official sign. She wondered if he was always in this office, or if he was only here on this particular shift. Wondered, with just a faint edge of hysteria to sharpen the humor, what he’d done to deserve it, if he was.

But he bowed to her, and by this, she knew two things: that he’d risen because she approached him, and only because of that, and that he’d been somehow waiting for her. It didn’t make her comfortable. For perhaps the first time she noticed, as he rose, the deepening lines around his mouth, the slight thinning of his lips. As a thirteen-year-old girl, she had thought it a cruel expression, and that had left scars in her memory that had been slow to heal.

Now…she thought, as objectively as she could—and given she was Kaylin that was hard—that it might be a grimace of pain. And she felt, mingled with her own very visceral revulsion, a twinge of sympathy for a total stranger.

She tried very hard not to notice the way his stalks were swaying. But she did notice; they were swaying to and fro, but almost seemed to be shying away. From her. From, she realized, her revulsion.

She swallowed. Composed herself—as much as that was possible. “Private Kaylin Neya,” she said, introducing herself. She did not offer him her hand, and he did not extend his own.

“I am called Draalzyn, by my people.” The word was broken by an unexpected syllable. The Tha’alani had a language that Kaylin had never bothered to learn because as far as she could tell it contained no colorful—which is to say useful—words. It, in fact, seemed to be free of most words; when Tha’alani conversed, they conversed in silence, and only their hands and their stalks seemed to move. They also touched each other too much.

And she was projecting again. She could see that clearly by the subtle shift of his expression. She wanted to tell the bastard to keep away from her thoughts. It was her first reaction.

But a second reaction followed swiftly. She knew she was the proverbial open book; how often in her life had Severn just glanced at her face and known what it was that was bothering her? She’d never bothered to count. Probably couldn’t count that high unless it involved a wager.

And the second thought, the Tha’alani almost seemed to sense, for his expression grew slightly less severe.

“Private,” Draalzyn said quietly, “I hoped to see you at some point in time.”

“I work inside.”

He nodded. He knew where she worked; that much was clear to her. He seemed to have trouble speaking; he opened his mouth several times, as if searching for words. Or, as if he’d found them, and discarded them as useless.

She waited, eyeing the mirror, and catching a reflected glimpse of Severn as he ran interference. It wouldn’t last.

At last the Tha’alani said, “Ybelline asked me to carry a message to you, if our paths should cross.”

Ybelline. The one Tha’alani Kaylin had met that she had almost liked.

“Why me?” Unlike Draalzyn, Kaylin rarely bothered to stop the words that first came to mind from falling out of her mouth. But she remembered this honey-haired woman so clearly she felt almost—almost—protective of her. She had been so gentle with Catti, an orphan, as unwanted by the world at large as Kaylin had been at her age.

“She believed you could be of assistance to us,” he replied quietly. “And the matter is of some urgency.” He paused, and she realized that the pallor of his face was probably unnatural. He was worried. Or frightened. Or both.

“What’s happened?”

“If you would come to her dwelling in the enclave—or if you would choose a meeting place that is not so crowded in the city itself, she will explain.”

Kaylin nodded.

And the Tha’alani seemed to relax; his shoulders slumped a little in the folds of his robe, as if he had been expecting something else.

Fair enough. Had it been any other Tha’alani, any at all, Kaylin would have refused. Or worse.

“She is willing, of course, to promise that there will be no intrusion, and nothing will be taken from you without—”

Kaylin lifted a hand. “I know the drill,” she said, “and you don’t have to repeat it. I—trust her. And I don’t have time,” she added bitterly, looking again at the mirror’s surface, and at Mallory.

“You wish to access records without interference?” he asked. As if he had read her—no, she told herself forcefully. It was bloody obvious he had. You’d have to be blind and stupid not to recognize the fact.

“Yes.”

“You are looking for?”

She stopped. Looked at him, truly looked at him, as if seeing him for the first time. The Tha’alani worked in this office for a reason. But—

The image of a bruised child’s face rose up before her eyes, captured in water’s depths. It was so strong, so clear, that she couldn’t shake it. It was more concrete in that moment than the rest of the office.

The man waited.

She noted this, her Hawk’s training in place. And she knew as well that all real images that went into records, any real information, would come, in the end, through him or his kin.

“You know what’s in the records?”

“Not all of it,” he began.

“The recent reports. You might know if someone came in looking for a missing girl.”

“Of what age?” His eyes seemed to glaze over, as if he were a living embodiment of what the records contained, and he was accessing the data.

“Nine, maybe ten. Scraggly dark hair, dark eyes. Pale skin. Poor family, I think.”

“How long would she be considered missing?”

“I…don’t know. More than two days.” Maybe, given her condition, many more.

He was still frowning.

And Kaylin clenched her jaw tightly, stepped forward toward him, and, lifting her hands, drew her hair from her forehead. She was shaking. But the girl’s image was strong enough.

“You know this child?” he asked, understanding exactly what she offered.

“No. But I’ve seen her once.”

“And you are willing—” But he stopped. He was, by law, required to give her a long speech full of unreassuring reassurances.

None of which she had time for. He did her the courtesy of not failing to read this clearly, and held her gaze for just that little bit longer than required. She didn’t blink.

His forehead stalks began to elongate, to thin, as they moved toward her exposed skin.

“Don’t touch the mark,” she warned him.

“Ah,” he replied. “No. I will not.”

And they were feathery, those stalks, like the brush of fingertips against forehead. He did not touch her face with his hands, did nothing to hold her in place. In every way, this was unlike the first time she had submitted to the Tha’alani. But this was an act of choice.

And if he saw more than she wanted him to see, what of it? It made her squirm, the fear of exposure, and she balanced that fear—as she so often did—with the greater fear: the child’s bruised face. The frustration, anger and, yes, pride and joy that she felt just being deemed worthy to bear the Hawk. The fear of failing what that meant, all that that entailed.

The Tha’alani stalks were pale and trembling, as if in a breeze, but they lingered a long time against her skin, although she did not relive any memories but the memory of the water, its dark, dark depths, and the emergence of that strange child’s face.

Then he withdrew, and he offered her a half-bow. He rose quickly, however, dispensing courtesy as required, and with sincerity, but no more. “I better understand Ybelline’s odd request,” he told her quietly. “And I do not know if what I tell you will give you comfort or grief, but no such child has been reported missing. There is no image of her in the records.

“But go, and speak with Ybelline, Private Neya. I fear that your partner is about to lose his composure.” He bent to his desk, and wrote something carefully in bold, neat Barrani lettering. An address.





CHAPTER 3

“And you’ve never hit him?” Severn asked, as they left the crowded courtyard behind in the growing shadows of afternoon.

“No. He and Marcus have history. I couldn’t find where Mallory’d buried the skeletons in his closet, so it didn’t seem wise. Marcus, in case you hadn’t noticed, has a bit of a temper.”

Severn’s dark brow rose slightly. “Wise? You have grown.” He paused and added, “He probably doesn’t have them in his closet—he probably has them neatly categorized by bone type in his filing cabinets.”

Kaylin snickered. “You feel like a long walk?”

“Was that rhetorical?”

“No. Whatever that means. We can walk, or we can hail a cab.”

“Given the pocket change you have for the next few days, we’ll walk.”

“Ha-ha.”

“But I wouldn’t mind knowing where we’re going.”

She frowned. “I know where I’m going.”

“You know where you want to be,” he replied.

“I know the city, Severn.”

He shrugged. “I’ve been led to understand that you know every inch of every beat you’ve ever covered.”

“And your point is?”

“Let’s just say I take Sergeant Kassan’s warnings seriously—and I have my doubts that you’ve covered this beat much.”

“Why?”

“You’re walking toward the moneyed part of town.”

She shrugged. It was true. Marcus said that she could make dress uniform look grungy when it had just left the hands of the Quartermaster. You needed a certain bearing to police this section of town, and Kaylin had its opposite. Whatever that was.

Kaylin’s unerring sense of non-direction added about an hour to their travel time. She cursed whomever had built the streets in gutteral Leontine, and the fifth time she did this, Severn let out a long sigh and held out his hand, palm up.

She shoved the address into it. “Don’t even think of saying it.”

He did her the grace of keeping laughter off his face, but his brows rose as he read the address. “You’re going there?”

“Yes,” she said tersely. Followed by, “How the hell do you know where it is?”

“I know Elantra, Kaylin. All of it that’s in records. I know the historical shape of the streets, the newer sections, the oldest parts of the town. I’m familiar with the wharves, and the quarters given to the Caste Lords of each of the racial enclaves.

“I’m less familiar with the southern stretch,” he added. He would be. That was where the Aerians lived. “The Wolves seldom run there.”

Of course. He was a Wolf. A Wolf in Hawk’s clothing. “Lead on,” she said quietly. “And yes, I’m going voluntarily.”

“Who lives here?”

“Ybelline.”

“I know of only one Ybelline who works outside of the Tha’alani enclave in any official capacity.” He gave her an odd look.

“Yes. It’s the same Ybelline. We met her—”

“You met her,” he said gently.

“—when the Dragons came to talk.”

“You didn’t seem to love her then.”

“She’s Tha’alani.” Kaylin shrugged.

“Kaylin—why are you going? Your feelings about the Tha’alani have been widely quoted in the office memos whenever someone’s bored.”

She shrugged. “She asked to see me.”

He stopped walking. “I’m serious, Kaylin.”

Kaylin didn’t. “I can tell.” Severn’s stride was long enough that he could damn well catch up. He did, and caught her arm; she was in good enough shape that he staggered a step before bringing her to a halt.

She thought about lying to him, because she didn’t feel she owed him the truth. But when she opened her mouth, she said, “She didn’t touch me. But—when I looked at her, when I saw what she did for Catti, I thought she could. That I would let her. That she would see everything about me that I despise and she wouldn’t care. She would like me anyway.”

“You trusted her.”

Kaylin shrugged. She’d learned the gesture from Severn. “I always trust my instincts,” she said at last. “And yes. Even though she—yes. I felt I could.”

“Where are you going?”

Kaylin stopped. “I’m following you.”

“Which is usually done from behind.”

They had a small argument about Kaylin’s insistence on logging the hours she spent walking, because, as Severn pointed out, at least forty-five minutes of those were her going in circles.

“It’s not even clear that this visit pertains to any ongoing investigation in the department,” Severn added, “and it may well turn out to be more personal in nature.”

“Believe me,” Kaylin snapped back, “if the Hawklord knew that I’d received even an informal invitation from any of the Tha’alani—”

“He’d be astute enough to send someone else.”

“Very funny.”

“I wasn’t entirely joking.”

She made a face. “If he knew—and if you’re finished?—he’d make it a top priority. We don’t get much in the way of communication from the Tha’alani enclave.”

“For obvious reasons.”

“And there are at most a handful of cited cases in which the Tha’alani have sought the services of officers of Imperial Law in any context. He’d call it outreach,” she added, with a twist of lips.

“That would be like diplomacy? He’d definitely send someone else.”

“Like who? Marcus? Teela? Tain?”

“I was thinking of the Aerians. They’re fairly levelheaded for people who don’t like to keep their feet on the ground.”

But as arguments went, it was verbal fencing, and it generated little rage. It also gave Kaylin something else to think about as she approached the gated enclave behind which the Tha’alani lived. They were not numerous for a mortal race, and they very seldom mingled with outsiders.

Kaylin had never been on the other side of those gates, and they had always held a particular terror for her, because beyond them was a whole race of people who could see—if they wanted to—her every thought, past and present. Who could, at a whim, make her relive every deed, every wrong, every humiliation.

It was kind of like the waking version of a familiar nightmare, in which she suddenly appeared in her office without a stitch of clothing on.

Severn seemed unconcerned, but he always did.

And she was competitive enough that she had to match that, schooling her expression as she approached the gate itself. It was large enough to allow a full carriage or a wagon easy egress, but it was—and would remain—closed, unless there were reason to open it. No, the way in and out was through the gatehouse itself.

Which she had also only seen from the outside.

Clint had brought her, when she was fifteen; he had complained about her weight for the entire trip because she’d begged him to fly, and he had loudly and grudgingly agreed—when she’d promised to leave his flight feathers alone for at least two weeks.

From a distance—the safest one—the gates had still been a shadow and a threat, and it was the only part of the city she had refused to look at while he flew by. His words carried—the lovely, deep timbre of his voice was something she had never learned to ignore—but only his words, and his words alone had painted the picture she now saw clearly.

She could still hear echoes of the words that the wind hadn’t snatched away, and the murmur of his Aerian cadences.

Severn took the lead, and she let him.

She had something to prove, but found, to her annoyance, that pride had its limits. Even annoyance couldn’t overcome them. Because the man—the single man—at the gate was Tha’alani. And he wore not the familiar robes that she had come to hate, but rather a surcoat in the same odd gray over a chain hauberk whose arms glinted in the sunlight, making clear that the Tha’alani were a lot more fastidious in their armor care than the Officers of the Law—or someone else did the cleaning.

“Severn,” she said, stalling for time even as they approached the sole guard, “have you ever had to run down a Tha’alani?”

“Probably as often as you’ve had to investigate one,” he replied. Answer enough.

“Do they never report their crimes?”

He shrugged. “Either that, or they never commit them.”

He must have believed that about as much as she did. But if a crime did not affect a member of another racial enclave, it was the prerogative of the enclave—and its Castelord—to deal with the crime itself in the custom of their kind. And the racial enclaves were not required to submit any legal proceedings to the Halls of Law. Kaylin had thought it cheating when she’d first joined the Hawks, and had complained about these separate laws bitterly—until it was pointed out that were they not separate she would have to learn them all, and probably the languages they were written in.

Or growled in.

After that, she’d kept the complaints to herself.

The guard turned toward them as they approached, aligning first the stalks on his forehead, and then his face and body, as if the latter were afterthought. Severn appeared to take no notice of this, but Kaylin found it unsettling.

She could not see the color of his eyes, but realized after a moment that she could clearly see said eyes—that this guard, like the Leontines and the Barrani, wore no helm. Of course he didn’t wear a helmet, she thought bitterly. It would cripple his most effective weapon. She shoved her hand into her pocket, and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. If it had taken her that damn long to notice something that damn obvious, she was letting her nerves get the better of her.

But Severn was ahead of her, and before she could even uncurl the wretched thing, he said to the guard, “We have come at the invitation of Ybelline Rabon’alani.”

The guard’s expression froze in place, and his stalks waved a moment in the air. He looked carefully at the hawk emblazoned on both of their surcoats, and then searched their faces.

After this silent inspection, he nodded, not to Severn, but to Kaylin, who stood in his shadow. “She will see you,” he said, the words oddly inflected. “Someone will meet you on the other side of the guard house and show you the way to her home.”

“Someone” was another guard, another man in mail. His hair was a pale shade of brown, but it was long, and he wore it in a braid over his left shoulder. His eyes were clear, not golden the way Dragons’ eyes were, but still some shade that was paler than brown, darker than sunlight. He bowed, rising, and she thought him younger than the guard at the gate. His eyes were alive with unspoken curiosity, and his expression was actually an expression.

He stared at her, and she stared back.

“I’m Epharim,” he finally said, his stalks weaving through stray strands of his hair. He waited, and then after a moment, he reddened and held out a hand.

Kaylin took it slowly, and shook it. If it was true you could tell a lot about a person by shaking their hand, she wasn’t sure what she could take out of this handshake. It was stiff, hesitant, almost entirely unnatural.

“Did I do that right?” he said, retrieving his hand, his gaze still far too intent.

“Do what?”

“Greet you.”

“Yes, Epharim,” Severn replied, stepping on Kaylin’s foot before she could open her mouth. Well, before she could speak, at any rate. “I am Corporal Severn Handred, and this is Private Kaylin Neya. We serve the Emperor in the Halls of Law.” He offered his hand in turn, and Epharim took it, repeating the gesture that was supposed to be a handshake.

He beamed. “And what does it mean?” Each word a little too distinct, as if speech itself were something new and unfamiliar. Or as if the language were. But he spoke the common tongue of Elantra, and if the cadences were off, they were, each and every syllable, completely recognizable.

Severn said, “We don’t use names that have specific meanings.” Clearly, Severn had been a master student in racial studies.

“You don’t have a naming tongue?” Epharim’s brows rose. And as they did, Kaylin noticed—with the training she had excelled in—that the passersby in the street all seemed to slow, that their stalks, from different heights, perched upon different shades of hair, seemed to turn toward them. Or toward Epharim.

“Are we causing a scene?” she asked in low tones.

Epharim looked confused. Well, more confused. “A scene? Like in a play?”

“No. A scene, as in everyone in the street for miles stops to stare at us as if we’re insane.”

He blinked. Looked at the people who were—yes—staring at them, and then looked back at Kaylin. “This…is a scene?”

Severn stepped on her other foot.

“People don’t normally stop to stare like that.”

Again his brows rippled, this time toward the bridge of his straight, perfect nose. “They don’t?”

“No.”

“Then how are they expected to observe?”

“Observe what?”

“You. Corporal Severn Handred.”

“Severn will do,” Severn said. “It is our custom.”

“They’re not supposed to,” Kaylin replied, ignoring Severn. “They have other things to do, don’t they?”

“They have things to do,” Epharim agreed, still standing there, anchoring Kaylin in place while stragglers farther down also stopped walking and turned to look back. “But most of them have never seen one of your kind so close. They will remember,” he added, as if this was supposed to be a comfort. She had the momentary urge to pull out her beat stick and approach them with a smile that was about as soft as steel, telling them to move along.

But there were children there, their stalks slender, and to her surprise, almost transparent, their eyes wide and openly curious. Too far away to see her own reflection in those eyes, she knew then what she would want reflected, and the impulse left her. She turned slowly back to Epharim, who was beaming at her with an expression she now recognized—a childlike wonder so out of place on the face of a grown man she had failed to see it at first.

She had never seen Tha’alani children before. Never seen their babies, or their elderly, their youths; she had never held one, never ushered one, bloodied and crying, into the world; she had never been called upon by the guild of midwives to save a mother who would otherwise die at what should have been the start of a new life.

Then again, she had never been asked to lick natal fluid off the hair of a Tha’alani newborn, so maybe she should be grateful. She wasn’t, but that was the perverse nature of her universe. And as they stared at her, she stared at them, separated by yards of street and a gentle breeze. It was utterly silent.

One of the children—dark-haired, dark-eyed, pale-skinned, too young to be easily identified as either boy or girl—slid loose from his guardian’s grasp and toddled toward her, his stalks weaving in the air so awkwardly she wondered if they could be combed out when they got knotted. It was an idle thought, and it held no fear.

As the child approached, she thought him a boy, and knew that she could easily be wrong, but she had to think him one or the other because it was not a pronoun she ever applied to children.

He was smiling, and he had teeth, and his cheeks began to flush as he teetered in the precarious almost-fall that was a young child’s run. All of Kaylin’s self-consciousness melted in the warmth of that smile, and she knelt slowly, bringing herself as close to the ground—and to his approaching height—as she could while still maintaining any dignity.

He wore a blue-and-red robe, gaudy, bright colors that had a sheen that caught light, and gold around one wrist. She held out her arms without thought, and he chortled with glee. Had he been Leontine, he would have had milk teeth, and she would have been a tad more careful while holding out uncovered hands.

But he was Tha’alani, and almost human, and the stalks that had terrified her were almost literally knotting themselves as they twisted. The terror they held for her, perched on the forehead of older men with grim, shuttered faces, was gone.

She thought he might slow his approach, but the momentum of his trajectory carried him forward, faster and faster, until he was leaning toward the ground; she caught him before the stones did. Swept him up, her hands under his arms, and held his face across from hers, laughing, because she had to laugh. He was laughing.

And as he reached for her, his slender arms dimpled with baby fat that had not yet disappeared with height and age, she let out a small squeal of delight that easily matched his, and she hugged him.

The stalks on his forehead untwined and touched her face, soft as feathers, but slighter and more insistent. They brushed her cheeks, her mouth, her nose, as if they were his fingers, and then rose toward her forehead and hovered there, waiting.

After a moment, they touched her forehead.

She should have been frightened, but it was impossible to be frightened in the face of his open curiosity, his imperious delight, the smug sense of certainty that loved children everywhere show. If she were a danger to him, he couldn’t conceive of it, and she couldn’t, either.

And if he were a danger to her, then she had grown so paranoid and so pathetic that… But she couldn’t hold on to the thought. His stalks continued to bat against her forehead, and she realized that he was looking for hers.

“I don’t have them,” she told him gently, aware that she was confessing some inner fault. His smile faltered, and he looked at her face intently, his eyes wide. He hesitated a moment and then his stalks were moving again, this time more slowly; she could more feel than see them, because she was watching his expression. She thought he might be worried now, or afraid, because she was different, strange, unknown.

Instead, she felt a giddy delight and something else, the desire to be chased around in the open streets, the desire to laugh and to hide and be caught, over and over again. That and mild thirst. None of these were her feelings.

She glanced at Severn, who was watching her as intently as any of the Tha’alani in the tableau the street had become. She heard herself say, “He’s—he’s speaking to me….”

The Tha’alani had never spoken to her, not this way. They had pried, poked, pulled at memories; they had forced her to see what they were seeing. But they had never exposed themselves as this child had just so joyfully done.

Would it have made a difference?

She set the child down and he ran away, and stopped, and looked back, waiting for her to follow, to chase him.

She looked back at Epharim for guidance, but found nothing there that would stop her or warn her; he had no fear at all for the child, and clearly no sense of impatience at the delay in escorting her to see Ybelline.

“His parents—” she said, touching her unadorned forehead. “They won’t mind?”

“Mind?”

But no parents magically appeared to scoop their way-ward child back into the safety of their arms, to keep him from strangers such as Kaylin, and that was answer enough because the child was impatiently waiting to be followed now. She felt the words, rather than heard them. But she would have felt them from any child, of any race. She might have been a little more careful in the southern stretch, where wings were not yet strong enough to carry a child who chose to launch himself off the edge in mimicry of the adult Aerians, but here, a fall was just a fall.

She ran after him and his laughter filled the street, and it was joined by the laughter of literally dozens of other children as he ran past—other children, older and younger, and many of the adults. Like a multitude of voices sharing the same throat, the same joy, the same word.

She caught the child, knowing the game, and tickled him, lifting him and throwing him in the air, taking care to hold on to his armpits. And on the way down, she laughed, as well, and her laughter was asynchronous, out of step with the crowd.

But when she set the boy free and turned to face Severn and Epharim, she saw only joy in Epharim’s expression. No resignation, no sense of lost time, no judgment and no fear.

And this was the part of the city that had so terrified her that she wouldn’t even look down at it from the safety of the skies.

Epharim waited until she had joined them again and said softly, “You fear discovery. You fear your own thoughts.” And he said it with pity. Kaylin was not the world’s biggest pity fan. “Fear, we all know,” he added. “And we all know rejection and pain. But none of us have ever suffered this fear of being revealed, this fear of being seen as we are.” He was serene, and without judgment.

“The children will not sense this in you,” he added softly. “They are not so powerful yet, and they are children. If they know other thoughts, they can’t be bothered listening to the ones that don’t concern them.”

She nodded absently, wondering what it would be like to live an entire life in a world where every thought was known. Would it even be possible to lie? Would it ever occur to someone to try it? Would it be possible to love in secret, to desire the things you couldn’t have?

Would it be possible to kill?

Epharim said, “We are human,” but his tone was quiet. “And there are few of us who can enter your world and live with what we find there. Very few of you who could live in ours, and not be shocked or scandalized by what you would find here. We have very different ideas of what is natural, of what nature means.

“But the young are the young,” he added softly. “And the child will remember you, now.” He smiled and said, “I think he was shocked that you had no ahporae. Come. Ybelline is waiting.”

“You know that from here?”

He nodded. “She is not far, and she is very, very sensitive.”

“But she lives on the outside.”

“She lives here. She travels at the behest of the Emperor. But Dragons are not mortal, and their thoughts are so vast and so strange they are more comfortable for us in many ways.”

She wondered at a race that could find the presence of Dragons more comforting than the presence of humans.

“There is very little a Dragon fears,” Epharim said.

And she didn’t even resent the way he answered the things she hadn’t said aloud. Perhaps her time with Nightshade had prepared her for this. Or perhaps the child had given her a small key.

“Fear?”

He nodded.

“It’s the fear that’s bad?”

“It is the fear that is most common. We frighten your kind.” She nodded, and with more force.

“Fear kills,” he told her quietly. “It maims and it kills. It twists and it breaks. And among your kind, fear is part of the foundations upon which you build all thought.” His face shuttered as he said this, and he looked at her with his pale eyes, his antennae drawn back and down across his hair. “It is why so few are chosen to go and be among your kind. It takes a special talent to dwell so long with your thoughts and not absorb them, becoming like you.”

Kaylin couldn’t even imagine a life without fear.

Ybelline’s dwelling was not small. It was a manor, but all of its surfaces were rounded; even the corners of the building bent gradually, and looked to Kaylin’s eye like a rectangle trying its best to imitate an oval, and not quite succeeding. It felt like stone to the touch, and she knew this because she did. But it was a brown that most stone didn’t go without effort.

There were windows along the curve of the wall, but no balcony. Doors, the only flat surface she could see. Instead of steps, there was a ramp that sloped up gradually. Epharim lead them toward it.

“You don’t have horses here?”

“There are horses where horses are needed,” he replied. “But we find oxen more pliable.”

“But they’re food!”

He said nothing, but it was the kind of nothing that promoted stillness.

The doors slid open—literally disappearing into either wall—as he approached. “Ybelline will be in the back,” he told her. “She’s expecting you.” He paused, and then added, “We understand your fear, Kaylin Neya. It is not entirely groundless. But if I have said we live without fear, I have not been entirely truthful. We fear your kind.”

She started to say something, managed to think the better of it before the words left her mouth, and said instead, “So do I.”

“Help us, if you can.”

Before she could ask him more, he turned and left them. Kaylin looked at Severn. Severn was quiet and remote. “What do you think is going on?” she asked softly.

“Nothing good.” He began to walk and Kaylin fell into step beside him. “You did well, out there.”

“Hmm?”

“With the child.”

“The— Oh.” She opened her mouth and he lifted a hand.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t do that on purpose.”

“But—”

“Because it doesn’t matter. Be yourself here. It’s enough.”

“I’m always myself,” she said, half-ruefully, thinking about Marcus and the Hawks.

“I know. I’ve watched you, remember?” He shook his head. “I couldn’t have done that.”

“He was a child.”

“I know. But—they were willing to touch you.”

“No one touched—”

“Your thoughts, at that moment. They all did.”

She hesitated; a momentary revulsion gripped her.

“They’re afraid of us with more reason than we fear them,” he told her quietly. “Study the Tha’alani. Those who walk among the deaf will come back injured, or insane—by their standards—if they go too often. They absorb our fear and our terrible isolation.

“We’re a race of insane people, to the Tha’alani. Think about it, Kaylin—a home where there can be no misunderstanding. Where all anger is known and faced instantly, and all fear is addressed and calmed. Where all love is known, and all desire is accepted.”

“Oh?” Kaylin said, after a moment. “Then why am I here today?”

Severn said quietly, “Bet you dinner that it has something to do with the deaf.”

“Meaning us.”

“Meaning our kind, yes.”

She thought about it for two seconds. It was a sucker bet, and she didn’t make those on the losing end. “No deal.”

His smile was brief and dark. It suited his face so perfectly, with all its nuance, that she realized he was right: it was not a smile she could even imagine on Epharim’s face.

Ybelline was waiting for them in a garden that was both sedate and seemed, at first, very simple. She sat at a table in the open air, and there were empty chairs around it—two empty chairs. Kaylin bowed briskly; Severn’s bow was extended. But genuine. He obviously knew Ybelline, and Ybelline’s graceful nod implied that she remembered him. They’d met before. Maybe they’d even worked together. Seven years, Severn had lived a life that Kaylin knew nothing about.

Did you see what I can’t see? she thought with a pang. Do you know what he won’t tell me?

As if in answer, Ybelline turned to Kaylin. But her antennae were flat against the honeyed gold of her hair, and her eyes were dark, a color that sunlight didn’t seem to penetrate. Kaylin had seen that color before in Tha’alani, but she wasn’t certain what it meant.

“Please,” Ybelline said, her voice rich and deep, but still slightly odd. “Be seated.”

They both obeyed her easy request as if it weren’t a thinly veiled command—and Ybelline was so gracious, it might not have been. She offered them tea, and like the color of her hair it was warm and honeyed. Severn drank without pause, although Kaylin knew he didn’t particularly like sweet in beverages. Kaylin, on the other hand, thought they should be desserts.

“What you did, Kaylin Neya, was good.”

Kaylin was confused.

“Ah, I meant with the son of Raseina. The boy. Epharim told me about it.” She did not smile as she spoke, but her tone conveyed gratitude. Which was odd. “You are fond of children,” she added, “and now, the collective knows this.”

Collective?

“The Tha’alaan,” Ybelline said, raising one brow. She looked at Severn, who was wincing. But she didn’t miss a beat, and her brow fell. “Your introduction to my kin was not a kind one. Perhaps not harsher than you deserved, but still, harrowing.”

Kaylin nodded at both statements.

“I have been gathering my own thoughts among my kin,” Ybelline continued, “and I would have conveyed what I felt in you the first time we met—but this was better. The child touched you—he is strong—and what he felt, the Tha’alaan felt. Your people believe in lies,” she added, “because they cannot hear truth.

“But there is no lie in that affection, although you fear us.”

“He’s a child—” Kaylin began.

“He is, but he will not always be a child, and many of your kind would fear him for what he might see, or how they might affect him with their fear and their secrets, the things they cannot help but hide. Hiding didn’t occur to you when he ran toward you.”

“It was a test?”

“No. Not a planned test, but perhaps the gods are kind.”

Kaylin had her doubts, and was aware that keeping them to herself around this woman was impossible. Then again, she generally didn’t keep that particular thought to herself, so no big loss.

But Severn said, before she could continue down that path, “Why was this fortunate, Ybelline? Why would it have been necessary to make such a statement to the Tha’alaan?”

Kaylin looked at Severn with surprise and a complete certainty that his question was actually one she should have been thinking.

“Yes,” Severn said, not bothering to spare her because, well, Ybelline would probably hear it anyway, “it was. But where children are concerned, you seem to forget simple things like thinking.”

Funny man. She thought about hitting him. Briefly.

Ybelline’s stalks rose and fell, as if thought itself were too heavy. She was silent for a long while, staring at Kaylin, and at Severn. Then she rose, leaving the table behind, and turned her back on them. Even among humans, this would not have been considered a good sign.

“You are very guarded,” Ybelline said to Severn. “And I choose to trust you without touching your inner thoughts.”

“And Kaylin isn’t.”

“No,” Ybelline said softly. “And I think she may have more that she feels needs to be hidden.”

Severn said nothing.

Kaylin froze for just a second. But Ybelline’s voice was so gentle, so free from censure, that the moment passed, and Kaylin let it go. She wanted to trust this woman. She had wanted to trust her the first time she’d laid eyes on her. Kaylin didn’t remember her mother very well—but something about Ybelline reminded her of that past. Never mind that the past was in the poverty of the fief of Nightshade.

Ybelline lifted her arms, wrapped them around herself. Kaylin could see her fingers trembling in the still air, the warm sun. “We need you to help us,” she said quietly.

With anything came to mind, but didn’t leave Kaylin’s lips. Of course, the fact that this didn’t matter occurred to her only after she’d successfully bit back the words; they were so loud.

“One of our children is missing.”





CHAPTER 4

Missing.

The word was heavy. It opened between them like a chasm created by the breaking of earth in the aftermath of magic. Kaylin did not look at Severn, but she was aware that he was watching her. Not staring, not exactly, but aware of her reaction. She schooled her expression—a phrase she hated—with care, entirely for his benefit.

“You haven’t reported her as missing.” Not a question.

“No,” Ybelline said, and she almost shuddered. Did, although it was subtle, a ripple that passed through her and left her changed.

“You don’t believe that she just wandered out of the quarter on her own.” Flat words.

“No,” Ybelline replied.

Which made sense. The young child Kaylin had so unselfconsciously lifted had had the attention of everyone in the street simply because he wanted it, and the adults were happy to indulge the simple desire of someone who was certain he was loved. Any child, Kaylin thought, would have that certainty, among the Tha’alani. She felt a pang as she thought of the orphans in the Foundling Halls, Marrin’s kits. They had never been certain of that.

Kaylin stepped back, but not physically. She was a Hawk, and reminded herself that that was what she had chosen to be. And a Hawk asked questions, sought answers, sifted through facts. No matter how much they dreaded them.

“What happened?” she asked, not bothering to hide that dread.

Ybelline did not close her eyes as she turned back to them, and her eyes were dark. The color, Kaylin thought, of either sorrow or horror. She still wasn’t sure.

“She was not at her home,” Ybelline began. “Understand that we have a…looser sense of home…than your kin. We are aware of where our children are, and we watch them, as a community. We listen for them. We hear their pain or their fear, and any one of us—any—will come to their rescue if rescue is required.

“Mayalee is a wanderer,” she added. “A young explorer. And she is fond of night, and stars, and navigation. She is bold—” The words stopped for a moment. “She is afraid of very little. Not even heights or falling.

“And none of our children—in the Tha’alaan—are afraid of strangers. We have no word for it,” she added, “that does not mean outsider. And no outsiders come here.”

“You think one did.”

“One must have,” Ybelline said bitterly. But something was not right, something about the words hinted at evasion. Kaylin looked at Severn to see if he had noticed, but she read nothing on his face, nothing in his expression. He was, as Ybelline had said, careful.

Kaylin was not. “You’re not certain it was an outsider,” she said at last.

Ybelline raised a golden brow.

“Epharim said—he mentioned—that we define insane, for your kin. My kin,” she added, “and I won’t argue the definition. He might be right. I’ve often thought—”

“Kaylin, topic,” Severn said curtly.

“Right. If insanity can be defined, it means there are, among your kin, those who are insane.”

“The deaf,” Ybelline said, and there was pity in her voice. “Those that are born deaf. Those that become deaf through injury.”

Kaylin nodded.

“It is like losing the ability to speak,” Ybelline added, “and to hear. And to touch. And to walk. It is all of those things, at once. It is the loss of kin. Many do not survive it.”

“And those that do?”

“They are our kin,” she replied, “and we care for them as we can. They have no place in your world. They are of the Tha’alaan even if they can no longer perceive it.”

Kaylin nodded. “What happened?” she asked again, but this time her voice was gentle.

“Mayalee is five years old, by your reckoning. She is still in all ways a child, by ours. She is aware of the Tha’alaan, and the Tha’alaan is aware of her.

“She was out, near the roof gardens of the center. It was late, and the moons were full—it was just after your Festival. She likes the Festival,” she added softly, “and although we forbid it to our kin, some of the magefire that lights the sky can be seen clearly from the terrace.

“So she went there, to watch.

“After a time, she climbed down, and she headed toward the guardhouse wards. She is such a clever child,” Ybelline added, and the affection was swamped with regret and fear—and a certain sense of failure.

Profound failure.

“She was not afraid, simply determined. Her aunt—I think you would use that word—headed out to find her. But before they reached her she met someone.

“A man,” she added. “He was not in the Tha’alaan, but Mayalee was not afraid of him. Not immediately.”

“And she went with him?”

“She went with him. Her uncles came, then, and her mother,” Ybelline added. “I was on call to the Emperor at the time, or I would have heard her.”

“How far away can you hear your kin?”

“I? A great distance. But it depends entirely upon the individual. Some of us can reach far, and some can touch only the heart of the Tha’alaan.

“She was afraid, when she left our quarter. She did not want to leave. She told us this much—but not more. We could not clearly see the man she saw,” she added. “And this—”

“Magic?”

“We fear magic,” Ybelline replied. “But it is worse—she began to tell us something and then—she screamed.” Ybelline closed her eyes. “She screamed. It was the last thing we heard of her—that scream. She is no longer in reach of the Tha’alaan.”

“She was taken that quickly?”

“That is our hope,” Ybelline said, but there was little hope in the words.

Kaylin was confused. Severn rose. “You think she was crippled,” he said quietly.

“We fear it,” Ybelline replied. “We fear that they damaged her somehow, to break the contact. Those who are powerful can sense each other—but even the weak can touch the Tha’alaan at all times.”

“But they could have just knocked her out, couldn’t they?”

“No. Not conventionally.” It was Severn who replied. “The Tha’alani would be aware of her, even were she sleeping.”

“But how—” Kaylin bit back the question. “Her stalks. Her antennae.”

Ybelline nodded, and this time, her face showed open fear.

They were silent for a time. Even for Kaylin, who had dreaded the Tha’alani for almost half her life, the sense of horror was genuine. It was as if she had been told someone had blinded a child to stop the child from identifying where she was being held captive.

“Why have you not approached the Halls of Law, Ybelline?” Severn again. Kaylin let him take over the questioning because he was so calm, his voice so soft, facts somehow seemed less threatening.

“We are not certain that it is a matter for the Common Law,” Ybelline replied carefully.

“You cannot think one of your own—” He stopped. “One of the deaf.”

“It is possible,” Ybelline replied. “One is missing.”

“How long?”

“We cannot be certain—but he was not to be found after Mayalee disappeared. She would not fear him,” Ybelline added. “She might pity him, but she would not fear him.”

“I’m sorry,” Severn told her. “I wasn’t clear. How long has he been deaf?”

“Almost all of his life.”

“And he has lived here?”

She was silent for a time. “When he reached the age of maturity, and the madness was upon him, the Tha’alaan itself could not reach him, as it reaches those who are not—deaf. He…injured himself. And he left the Tha’alaan, searching for his own kind, as he called you.”

“He injured himself.”

“He cut off what he referred to as useless appendages,” she said carefully. “And bound his head with warrior markings, so that the wounds might go undetected. I think he truly felt that among your kin, he would find peace and acceptance.”

“He wasn’t accepted here.” Kaylin’s words were flat.

“He was, Kaylin,” Ybelline replied, just a hint of anger in the words. “And he was loved. We would no more turn our backs upon our own children than you would turn your backs upon one born blind or silent.

“But he felt the separation keenly at that time, and nothing we could say or do would dissuade him. We are not jailers,” she added bitterly. “And in the end, it was decided that he might, indeed, find truth among your kind.”

“But if he was living here—”

“Our world and your world are different,” Ybelline replied. “And fear is so much a part of yours. He would be considered—would have been—childlike and naive by your kin. By you,” she added. “He was not the same when he finally returned to us. He was silent, and he smiled little. He was injured,” she added, “but we did not ask him by what, or how. He did not desire us to know.

“He was ashamed, I think,” she added softly, “and that is almost foreign to us. He recovered here. He spent time with his friends and his kin.”

“How long was he gone?”

“Six months.”

Six months, Kaylin thought. Six months could be such a long time. You could learn so much in those months. Or so little, she thought ruefully, remembering her months on idle behind a school desk in the Halls of Law.

“Yes,” Ybelline said, looking at Kaylin’s face carefully.

“He learned, we think, to lie. To smile when he was unhappy. To be silent when he yearned to scream. More,” she added. “But it hurt us, and we did not press him.” She looked away. “Were you of my kin,” she whispered, “you would know how much of a failure that was—we, who know everything, did not attempt to learn, to seek his truth.”

“But if he didn’t want you prying—”

“You think like a human.”

“Hello. My name is Kaylin. The last time I looked—”

Severn stepped on her foot beneath the table. Hard.

“You seek privacy because you fear discovery,” Ybelline told her. “And in the end? We let him be like you. We did not want to touch his fear, and draw it into the Tha’alaan. He chose to be isolated, and we let him.”

Kaylin understood by the tone of Ybelline’s words just how guilty she felt—but she couldn’t see why. So she did what she could as a Hawk, instead; she had nothing to offer the woman otherwise. “Where was he last seen?”

“His mother saw him,” she said quietly, “and those of his friends he chose to keep company with.”

“Was he behaving differently?”

“How were they to know? He is like your Severn in his ability to hide from us.”

“Can we speak with these friends?”

She hesitated. “They are younger than I,” she said at last. “Your age, perhaps slightly older.”

“So?”

Ybelline turned to Severn.

Severn nodded. “We are not here, I think, in official capacity. I doubt the Hawks would allow Kaylin into the Tha’alaan as a representative in any case. Her dislike and her fear are well known.”

Ybelline said, “It is a deep fear, but it is a narrow one. There are things she fears more, and in the end, things she loves more. I am willing to trust her. Are you?”

Severn nodded. “With my life,” he said, an odd smile on his lips. “She’s not noted for being all that careful with her own, however.” He rose and approached Ybelline, his back toward Kaylin. “Show me,” he said quietly. “Show me who his friends are, and where we might find them.”

Kaylin rose, as well, moving slightly, so she could see them in profile. Could watch Ybelline lift her face, could see the fluttery movement of her dreaded antennae as they brushed the surface of Severn’s forehead in a light caress.

Kaylin shuddered, but Severn merely closed his eyes and nodded. There were whole days where she didn’t understand him. And there were days like this—where even the thought of understanding him seemed impossible.

“All right, you win.”

“We didn’t have a bet here.”

“What exactly is the Tha’alaan?”

“It’s their community,” he said slowly. “Their…living history. No, it’s more than that—it’s like a thought they all share, whenever they choose to touch it. The Tha’alani individually have exceptional memories of their personal experiences, and they share these. They share what they’ve felt. They can almost relive it, and in doing that, the community relives it. The Tha’alaan is like a collection of all their experience, past and present, living and dead, all their hopes, and all their fears.”

“I thought they didn’t have any.”

He raised a brow. “Anything alive knows fear. Ybelline is terrified now, and she is under some strain. She keeps much from the Tha’alaan and that is costly. Were she not trained for service to the outside—were she not schooled in handling the deaf, as we’re called—she would not be able to master her thoughts in this fashion.

“Not all the Tha’alani can. Some have aptitude, and those are trained and tested. Those powerful enough, they surrender for a time to the Emperor’s service.”

“Or to anyone who can pay?”

“No, Kaylin. There are perhaps one or two in the history of their kind who have chosen to work for the deaf, but they are the exception that proves the rule. Most of the Tha’alani would live forever in their own world, seeking no contact with any outsiders, were it not for the Emperor’s dictate.”

“They don’t want to do—what they do.”

“No.”

“But they do it.”

“Yes. Those who can. They rotate service—the length of time they can work outside of the Tha’alaan differs from person to person.” He paused. “Ybelline is very strong. Strong enough to be gentle,” he added quietly. “She doesn’t pity us, and she doesn’t fear us. She half understands.”

“She can…keep her experience of our world to herself.”

“Exactly.”

“So it doesn’t pollute the hive mind.”

He frowned. “They’re not insects, Kaylin. But yes, there are experiences that they would never otherwise have, and only those who can live with the isolation of individual experience can serve. It is very, very hard for the Tha’alani.”

They had no escort as they emerged from the large, rounded dwelling. Epharim was gone, and no one in armor stood ready to take his place. Kaylin was nonplussed. “She chose to let us walk here,” Severn told her.

“She didn’t seem to worry about you.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“We’ve met before,” he replied carefully. Where carefully meant completely neutrally in that don’t-ask-me-questions way. “I am not, perhaps, the ideal person from whom to draw information, but neither was I afraid of her, or her kin. They can’t create memories,” he added. “They can’t erase them. And what happened, happened.”

“I’m not proud of a lot of my ‘what happeneds,’” Kaylin said in a quiet voice. “If I wanted people to know, I’d tell them.”

“That is a luxury,” he told her as he continued to walk. “And a daydream. Learn to care less about what other people think.”

“I don’t want my life paraded through the office like yesterday’s gossip.”

“It already is yesterday’s gossip.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes. I do. I don’t agree with you, but I do know what you mean. We don’t have privacy, Kaylin. We have the illusion of privacy. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“And we have no secrets?”

He shrugged.

“I don’t want my children to know—to know about things that I’ve done.” She thought of the Foundling Halls, and the children she visited there. Shuddered to think of how much it would hurt them to know what she was capable of.

“That, I understand. Children are very absolute in their judgment. Do you truly think she would tell them?”

“Not her.”

“And the others?”

Kaylin cursed in Leontine. “Not them. But the people they inform—”

“Would you change your past?”

“Parts of it. In a heartbeat.”

He shrugged again.

“You wouldn’t?”

“I can’t. I don’t waste time thinking about changing what can’t be changed.”

“And you’re never afraid that someone will judge you? That they won’t misunderstand you or misconstrue you as you are now?”

“People judge me all the time. Be careful of that,” he added, pointing at a trellis that grew near the roadside. Vines were wrapped around it, and they rustled in the nonexistent breeze.

“But they don’t have the right—”

“They have the right to form their own opinions. I have the right to disagree with them in a fashion that doesn’t break the Imperial Laws.”

“But—”

“I’m not afraid of the judgment of strangers,” he told her quietly. “I live with my own judgment. That’s enough. And I judge others, and live by those judgments, as well.”

“I don’t—” want to be despised or hated. She couldn’t quite frame the words with her lips, they sounded so pathetic as a thought.

But Severn had her name; she felt it tug between them, its foreign syllables not so much a sound as a texture. Ellariayn.

He stopped walking and caught her face in his hands, pulling it up. She met his eyes. “Then stop despising and hating yourself, Kaylin. We’re not what we were. We’re not what we will be. Everyone changes. Everyone can change. Let it go.

“If you are always afraid to be known, you will never understand anyone else. If you never understand anyone else, you’ll never be a good Hawk. You’ll see what others see, or what they want you to see. You won’t see what’s there.”

She pulled herself free. Said, thickly, “Let’s go find these friends.”

Because he was Severn, he let her wander around in circles before she realized that she had no idea where those friends were. Because she was Kaylin, it took another fifteen minutes before she asked him where they were going. He didn’t laugh. Exactly. And she didn’t hit him, exactly.

But she watched the streets unfold as she walked, half-lost, in this section of the huge city of her birth that she’d never willingly visited before today. Saw the neatly tended houses, the profusion of green that seemed to be a small jungle around the rounded domes. If there was order to it, it wasn’t the kind of order that the human nobility favored; each garden—if that was the right word—was its own small wilderness.

Every so often she could see one of the Tha’alani, dressed in a summer smock that seemed so normal it looked out of place, kneeling on the ground, entwined by vines and flowers. They were working, watering, tending; they didn’t even look up as she and Severn passed.

The children often did, and one or two of them waved, jumping up and down to catch her attention. She had the impression of chatter and noise, but they were almost silent, and their little antennae waved in time with their energetic, stubby hands. They were curious, she thought, but they weren’t in any way afraid. And they were happy.

She waved back. Severn didn’t. But he walked more slowly, and as he did, the nature of the streets changed, widening as they walked. The greenery grew sparser—if things that grew could be sparse in this place—and the buildings grew larger, although they never lost their rounded curves. Street lamps, guttered by sun, stretched upward along the roadside; even the Tha’alani couldn’t see in the dark, it seemed.

“Where are we going? The market?”

He nodded slowly. “The market is there,” he said.

She recognized evasion when she heard it. But she was now curious herself; markets were markets, but the streets here were not so crowded as the streets surrounding any of the city markets on her beat.

There were children here, as well, but here there were fences. They were short, often colored by clean paint, and obviously meant as decoration and not protection; the children were almost as tall as the fences, and could be seen poking arms through them and touching leaves or petals. Adults came and went, and it was hard to attach any particular child to any of the adults who walked or milled around the street in silence.

And that was the thing that was strangest to her: It was eerily silent, here. Once or twice the children cried out in glee or annoyance, and the adults would murmur something just out of audible range—but there was no shouting, no background voices, nothing that wasn’t the movement of feet against the cobbled ground.

For the first time, Kaylin understood why she was referred to as deaf by the Tha’alani; she felt it, here. The deafness, the odd isolation her need for the spoken word produced.

“Where’s the market?” she asked Severn, to break the silence, to hear the sound of words.

“Beyond the lattice,” he replied, and pointed.

Fountains blossomed like flowers with water for petals and leaves of intricately carved stones. The slender spires of water that reached for the sky seemed almost magical to Kaylin as she stared at them. Small children were playing at their edges, and squealing as the water fell down again. No language was needed to understand the urgency of their pointing little hands, or perhaps all languages encompassed it.

“You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Severn replied, using that voice again.

“Who were you hunting?”

“Someone who understood the Tha’alani geography, but not the Tha’alani themselves,” he replied. “It didn’t take long to find him.”

She knew better than to ask what had happened to the man once they’d found him. Severn had probably already said too much.

Kaylin approached the fountains that were spread out on the points of an invisible grid. She dodged a running child, and avoided a spray of misaimed water or two. The fountains here clearly did not hold the invisible Do Not Touch signs that the fountains in the rest of the city did.

In fact, nothing seemed to.

Do not touch also did not extend to do not wade, and several of the children who were too old to be called little and to little to be thought of as anything else were thoroughly soaked—or entirely naked—in the low rise of the water. They made the noise that the rest of the streets seemed to lack, and Kaylin gravitated toward them, promising to never again curse the sound of voices. Even when she was hungover.

But she stopped short because it wasn’t only children who were making themselves at home in the water. Severn bumped into her back at her abrupt halt.

Entwined, legs tangled, half sitting, half covered in the shallow water, were two Tha’alani who were obviously, but quietly, making love.

But the children played around them, sometimes over them, in their mad scramble to catch falling water; one or two of them had stopped to stare for a moment, and were still staring, but not the way Kaylin was. If her jaw hadn’t been attached to her face it would be bouncing across the slick stones. She managed to control the urge to grab one of the children who was watching and haul him to safety.

Barely.

But there were other adults here, and they seemed entirely unconcerned. They barely seemed to notice, and this was almost as shocking as watching the couple themselves, skin water-perfect as they moved. Their eyes were closed, and their stalks intertwined; they were blissfully unaware of the world around them.

Kaylin teetered on the edge of action for a moment, and then began to walk forward toward them, half-embarrassed and half-outraged. Severn caught her upper arm.

“Don’t,” he said very quietly into her ear. “It’s considered rude.”

“Stopping them from—from—there are children here, Severn!”

“Stopping them from expressing their love and desire. Yes. It’s considered intrusive here.”

“But—but—” she spluttered as if she were the one who was half drowning. “The children—”

“The children are aware of them,” he said. “And as you can see, they are not concerned. They haven’t yet learned not to attempt to disturb, but that’s expected of children.” He paused, and then said, “No, Kaylin, they have no shame.” But the tone of the words conveyed no contempt and no horror, no shock, no judgment.

Certainly no embarrassment.

“They want what they want. They are aware of it in the Tha’alaan from the moment they touch it. They love as they love, and it is considered as natural as breathing, or eating, or sleeping. They make love without fear of exposure because in some ways there is no privacy. The thought and the impulse is extreme, and it is felt regardless of where they are.

“But it isn’t condemned,” he told her. “Not by them.”

“But—”

“This is the other reason why the deaf are seldom allowed entry into the enclave. No race, not even the Barrani, can understand the total lack of possessiveness that this entails.”

“It doesn’t—doesn’t bother you?”

“No. But I couldn’t live with it, either. They are not lovers in the way we would use the word. They have no marriage, no fidelity, no sense of ownership or commitment. They feel no jealousy,” he added, “or if they do, it is minor. It does not drive them to acts of rage or despair.

“They have no privacy because they don’t need it.”

Kaylin shook her head, almost compelled to watch, and uncomfortable in the extreme with the compulsion. A world with no privacy? It would be like hell. But worse. She could never escape—

Escape what?

“Do they never get angry?”

“Oh, they can.”

“Do they never dislike each other?”

“Possibly,” he said. “I’ve never seen it, but I can’t imagine it never happens. They are not all of the same mind.”

“But they can’t hide it?”

“No. They don’t try.” He drew a sharp breath, and she knew that despite his composure he was not unaffected. “But so many disagreements between people occur because they simply don’t understand each other. Or they cannot see a viewpoint that isn’t their own.

“The Tha’alani never suffer from that. They understand each other perfectly. Or as perfectly as I think it’s possible to understand another person. They don’t get trapped by words. They don’t interpret them differently. They can’t lie to each other. And even if they could, they have no reason to. A lie is a thing we tell to hide something—and they cannot hide from each other.

“Love, hatred, fear, insecurity—all of these things have been felt before, and will be felt again, and all of them are part of the Tha’alaan. Long before pain festers or breaks someone, it is felt, addressed, uprooted.

“At least that is my understanding.”

Kaylin looked at Severn, at his expression. After a moment she said, “You really like these people, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he said softly. “They’re almost entirely innocent, Kaylin. But I couldn’t live among them.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not. Because even understanding them, I could not live as they live. I know why you fear them. But between the two of us, you could live more easily in the Tha’alaan than I, in the end. What I want isn’t part of their world.” He turned and met her gaze, and his lips turned up in an edged half smile. “I don’t like to share.”

She almost took a step back. “We should go,” she said, her voice low.

His smile broadened, but it lost the edge, changing the lines of his face. “Unfortunately,” he said, “we can’t.”

“Don’t tell me—” She couldn’t even finish the sentence.

“These are the two we want to speak with.”

It was several long, embarrassing minutes later. Maybe even half an hour. Kaylin hid it—if it was possible—by engaging the children who were tugging at her legs with their wet little hands. She joined them in their fountains, assiduously avoiding line of sight with the couple; she couldn’t actually watch them without feeling as if she’d accidentally walked into someone’s bedroom. Or worse.

And explaining why she felt this way was not high on her list of priorities. Explaining why their nudity was embarrassing, explaining why public lovemaking was unacceptable behavior in the rest of the city—the words came and went, and she knew they would make no sense to these people.

They made so little sense to Kaylin.

But eventually Severn demanded her attention. He didn’t speak. It was as if the Tha’alaan had seeped into his expression. He tugged at her name, at the shape of it, and she felt him suddenly, was aware of the way he was watching her, was even aware that he had been watching her the entire time she had been playing with small, gleeful strangers.

She hoped the two lovers had gotten dressed. She didn’t fancy her chances of normal questioning if they didn’t; they were young, and they were sun-bronzed and almost perfect. They were so wrapped up in each other—both literally and figuratively—that she wanted to go away and come back some other day.

But a child was missing.

And missing as well was a Tha’alani who was both deaf, and who had spent six months living in Kaylin’s world. She felt a pang of something like pity for him, for someone who had grown up among people who were guileless and sympathetic to everything. The world outside must have come as a shock to him. Or worse.

Had he kidnapped the child?

Was the child in some way the child she had seen in the depths of the water in the back of a shop that was far too small to contain what it did, in fact, contain? She didn’t think so; there had been no evidence of antennae, no evidence of the scabbing and bleeding that would no doubt be the result of their removal. And the child in the water was older.

Severn was standing by the couple when she at last emerged from the water, disengaging very small fingers from her waterlogged pants. It was warm enough that she had chosen to forgo leather for comfort, and she was damn glad of it. It didn’t wear well in water.

They had, indeed, donned clothing, and if they were still wet, their hair plastered to skin and neck, their antennae weaving as if they were drunk, they wore loose robes that must have taken yards of material to make. Not dark colors, in this sun, but pale blues and greens.

“Kaylin,” Severn said, speaking Elantran. “This is Nevaron, and this is Onnay.” He pointed first at the male, and then at the female. “The man that we seek is Grethan, and they have been friends for a long time.”

His words sounded out of place, so few other voices could be heard. But she nodded, attempting to regain her composure. It was easier than she had expected; they were calm and happy and completely free from either guilt or fear. They had not been discovered; no parent would be festering in fury.

They just…were.

And they were, to Kaylin’s eye, almost beautiful because of it, which she hadn’t expected. They were perhaps a year or two younger than her. It was hard to tell. They might easily have been a couple of years older.

But they would never know her life, and instead of resenting them, she felt strangely peaceful. Embarrassment faded, and she let it go, showing it out the figurative door as quickly and cleanly as possible.

“Ybelline sent us here,” Severn said quietly, “so that we might ask you a few questions about Grethan.”

Their stalks moved toward each other, touching slightly; they did not exchange a glance. Then again, they probably didn’t have to. The touch would give them room to say anything they wanted.

“We haven’t seen Grethan for two or three days,” the young woman said. Her words were oddly accented—and Kaylin realized, listening to them, that it wasn’t so much the accent as the enunciation; they pronounced each syllable slowly and carefully, as if speech were both new and foreign. Which, of course, it would be.

“When you last saw him, was he unhappy?”

“Grethan is always unhappy,” Onnay said quietly. “We can touch him,” she added, “and we can feel what he feels, and he allows this—but he cannot do likewise for us. We can speak to him when we touch him, but it is…invasive.” She dared a glance at Kaylin.

Kaylin nodded quietly.

“He did not allow us to touch him,” Nevaron said, after a pause. “Not in the last day or two. There were very few whom he would allow even that contact before then, and we accept this. It has happened before,” he added. “And it will no doubt happen again.”

“He is not in the Tha’alani quarter.”

Onnay’s brows rose. “What do you mean?” she said, each syllable still perfect, still slow.

“He is not at his home. He is not in the market. He is not where we believe he works.”

As they hadn’t actually done any of the legwork to ascertain this, Kaylin guessed that Ybelline had communicated this information to Severn when she had almost caressed his forehead with her antennae.

“We believe,” Kaylin said, speaking almost as slowly as they did, as if they were children, “that he has left the quarter and found a home outside of it.”

“With the deaf?”

“With, as you say, the deaf.”

Onnay shook her head forcefully. “That’s not possible,” she said at last.

“Why?”

“He lived there some time.”

“We are aware of this.”

“And he came back—” She shook her head. “He lived a nightmare there. Here, he could wake and be at peace. He was happy to be home,” she said. “And we were happy to see him return.

“He shared some of his life on the outside with us.” She could not suppress her shudder, and didn’t even bother to try. “And it hurt us,” she whispered. “We did not ask him to share all. I do not think—”

Nevaron shook his head. “It was not easy for him to share, and it was not easy for us. Onnay did not touch him, that day. I did.” He lifted his chin slightly. “I am of the Tha’alanari.”

“You will find work on the outside,” Severn said quietly. It was not a question.

“Even so.”

Severn nodded. “And you kept much of this from the Tha’alaan?”

“They would be—what is the word?—darkened by it.”

Severn nodded again. “In the memories that you touched,” he said softly, “were there no happy ones?”

“None that I would call happy, if I understand the Elantran word correctly.”

“And he met no one, found no one, that he might consider a friend?”

“Friend,” Onnay said, and looked at Nevaron.

“It is an Elantran word,” he replied, carefully and politely. “Ybelline sent them,” he added. “It means people who care.”

“Then we are all his friends.”

Nevaron’s antennae danced away from Onnay’s for a moment and her brows lifted. She smacked his chest. Kaylin laughed. “My apologies,” Nevaron said gravely, “but Onnay doesn’t pay much attention to racial differences.”

“Well, it isn’t as if I will go Outside.” Onnay frowned.

Kaylin laughed again. “Oh, Onnay,” she said, at the girl’s quizzical look, “no one ever really knows what they’ll be doing until they’re in the middle of it.”

“And the Tha’alaan contains very little about Outsiders,” she continued, obviously still annoyed.

“True,” Severn said, before Nevaron could dig himself into a deeper ditch. “But if he has left the quarter, he must have had some destination in mind.”

Nevaron hesitated for a moment longer, and then said, “I can show you where.” And Severn, as if he did this every bloody day, bowed his head and bent his face down so that it was within reach of Nevaron’s antennae.

He stiffened suddenly, but did not withdraw, and Kaylin could see, in the clear lines of Nevaron’s expression, some shock. “You know this place?” he asked, his voice low.

Severn’s brief chuckle was so dark, Kaylin knew instantly what the answer would be.

“Yes,” he said quietly. He turned to Kaylin, and his expression gave her no hope at all.

“Nightshade,” she said softly.

“The fief, yes,” Severn replied. And then, after a moment, added, “And the fieflord, Kaylin.”





CHAPTER 5

Kaylin was silent on the walk home. She didn’t even try to lead; she followed Severn as if she were his shadow, a part of his movement, impossible to separate from it.

“Kaylin?”

She shook her head. “I’ll go,” she said quietly.

“Alone?”

“I think it— I think so.”

“I despise the fieflord,” Severn said in a flat and neutral tone, “but his taste has never run toward the mutilation of children. Not her age.” He paused, and then added, as if it were dragged from him and he was unwilling to let it go, “I do not think, even if it did, that he would pursue it while you lived. There are some things that you do not forget.”

“Did Nevaron give you all of Grethan’s memory?” She felt almost dirty asking. Like a gossip, but worse. And she hated herself for it; she was doing what she herself feared might be done to her. Hypocrisy and Kaylin were not close friends.

“No,” Severn replied. “It was not his to give. He is Tha’alanari. He understands why barriers must be placed, and where.”

She nodded. The answer was both a frustration and a comfort. “Just an image?”

“More than an image, but not a whole story,” he replied. “The image of Mayalee is not the same as the description of the girl you saw in Evanton’s…shop. I do not think they are the same child,” he added, “although neither have been reported as missing. As neither have been officially reported,” he added quietly, “I’m not sure we’ll be allowed to officially investigate, either.”

She nodded absently. “Subsection of the human rights code v.8 states clearly that—”

“Those who are incapable of stating a case are still protected by the dictates of law.”

“It was meant to make provisions for—”

“Abused children, or those sold to brothels by their parents, often for transport to the fiefs.”

“You’re good,” she said with a half smile.

“As are you, which is probably more surprising given your general academic history.” His smile was fleeting, but genuine. “But the first case almost certainly involves magic.”

“And the second?”

“It involves Nightshade,” Severn said quietly. “What do you think?”

“Magic.” She said the two syllables with the emphasis she usually reserved for Leontine cursing. “Gods, I hate magic.”

“Don’t start, Kaylin.”

“All right. I won’t.”

“And speaking of magic—”

“Yes, damn it, I know.”

“You’re late.”

“Did I not just say I know that?”

“Have you ever been on time for one of your lessons?”

“Once. I think it almost gave Sanabalis a heart attack. If,” she added darkly, “Dragon lords have hearts.”

“I believe they have four.”

“Probably because they ate three.” She started to run because Severn had begun to jog.

“I have a few questions to ask the sergeant,” Severn said.

“I’ll meet you after you’ve finished.”

Lord Sanabalis of the Dragon court had that aura of aged wisdom that had not yet declined into dotage. She found him both comforting and frightening—but then again, she’d seen a Dragon in its serpent form, so that was understandable.

He was also, in his own way, kind. The day she had been on time, he had been late. In fact he had taken to arriving about half an hour to an hour later than their scheduled appointment, probably to put Marcus at ease. It was not something she thought other Dragons would do; even Tiamaris, technically still seconded to the Hawks, would not have condescended to show that much consideration for the merely mortal.

Especially not when it was Marcus.

Today, Sanabalis was waiting for her in the West room, in the chair he habitually occupied. It was the largest chair in the office, and it was made of something so hard you could probably have carved swords out of it and they would still have maintained a killing edge.

Dragons were not exactly light.

She bowed when she entered the room, her hair askew. She had, as usual, flown through the office at a run, and paused only to let Caitlin fuss a bit.

But she sagged slightly when she saw her nemesis sitting on the table: a pale candle with an unlit wick. Grimacing, she took her seat opposite Sanabalis.

“Good of you to come,” he said. This was code for I’ve been waiting half an hour. She had thought she would only be half an hour late, and revised that estimate up by about thirty minutes.

“I was delayed,” she said carefully, “by a request from Ybelline of the—”

He lifted a hand. “It is not my concern.”

He waved toward the candle, and Kaylin said, without thinking, “Instead of trying to get me to understand the shape of fire, can you teach me the shape of water?”

His utter silence was almost profound, and his eyes had shifted from calm, placid gold to something that was tinged slightly orange. Red was the color of death in Dragon eyes.

Orange just meant they might pull an arm off for fun.

“It is very interesting that you should ask that, Kaylin. You will of course amuse an old man by telling him why.”

Kicking herself was not much fun, but she did it anyway. “It’s—”

His eyes shifted shades. His inner lids began to fall. Certainly made his eyes a more vibrant color. “Why water, Kaylin? Why now?”

Because she was either brave or stupid, she said, “Why do you care so much?” She didn’t tilt back in her chair; she couldn’t affect that much nonchalance in the face of a concerned—she liked that word—Dragon lord. But she did try.

It wasn’t the answer he was expecting. She could tell by the way he blinked; the last few weeks had given her that much. “Water is pervasive,” he said at last, and his eyes had shaded back to gold, but it was a bright and fiery gold, unlike the normal calm of Dragon eyes. Too keen, and too shiny.

“All of the elements—and that is a crude word, Kaylin, and it conveys almost nothing of their essence—have faces. They are death, if you discern that shape, but they are life, if you discern others.”

She thought of the shape of fire. Looked at the candle. It wasn’t life or death she had been struggling with. It was just lighting a damn wick. “Fire burns,” she said at last.

“Yes.”

“And without it, we die in the cold, if we’re unlucky enough to live there.”

“Yes.”

“There’s more?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not going to explain it, are you?”

“No. But I am not unpleased, Kaylin.”

“Why is that, exactly?” She didn’t often say something right to her teachers, and she thought it might be useful if she ever wanted it to happen a second time.

“Water,” he said. “Tell me what you think.”

She knew she was chewing on her lower lip. “Well,” she said at last, “you can drown in it.”

“Yes.”

“And the storms at sea—”

“Yes.”

“But if you don’t drink it, you die.”

“Very good.”

“And so do the plants, in a draught.”

“Indeed.”

“And there’s more.” But this wasn’t a question. Water is deep. “Water is deep,” she said, musing aloud.

“Yes. Those are the words of the Keeper.”

“The who?”

“You met with him today,” Sanabalis added softly.

“Oh. You mean Evanton?”

His brow rose at the tone of her voice.

“Well, he’s just an old—” And fell again as her voice trailed off, remembering him in his elemental garden.

“He was one of my students,” Sanabalis said quietly, “but he does not visit, and cannot.” He looked at her carefully. “He showed you his responsibility.”

She nodded slowly.

“And you saw something in the water there.”

She nodded again. “A girl,” she said quietly. “Bruised face. Dark hair. Wide eyes. She called me by name,” she added softly.

“Did you recognize her?” His gaze was keen now, sharp enough to cut. Had she been a liar, she would have fallen silent, afraid to test that edge. But she was Kaylin.

“No. But I—I need to find her, Sanabalis.”

“Yes,” he told her softly. Where in this case soft was like the rumble of an earthquake giving its only warning.

“You know about this.”

“I don’t, Kaylin. Or I did not. But water—it is the element of the living. It is the element to which we are most strongly tied, or to which you and your kind are. It is the element that speaks most strongly to the Oracles.”

Kaylin failed entirely to keep from grimacing.

“You disdain the Oracles?”

“They speak in riddles when they speak at all, and afterward, they tell you that whatever gibberish they said was of course true.”

“It is only afterward that the contexts of the words have their full meaning,” he replied patiently.

She stopped. “You’ve been talking to the Oracles?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“The Emperor desired it,” he replied, carefully and slowly. “And in truth, they came to him, and they were ill at ease.”

“How ill?”

“Perhaps a week ago, perhaps a little more, they were woken from their sleep by a dream.”

“All of them?”

“All of them. Even those who are mere apprentices and have not yet earned the right to live in the temple and its grounds.”

“It wasn’t a good dream.”

“It wasn’t a dream at all.”

“A—what do they call them?”

“Vision.” His momentary impatience was clear.

“Of what?”

“Water,” he told her.

“Water.”

“Yes. The waters are deep,” he added, speaking almost exactly in the tone and style of Evanton. “And things sleep within those depths that have not been seen by even the living Dragons, save perhaps two.”

She froze. “Something is waking.”

“In their dreams, yes.”

“What?”

“They’re Oracles, Kaylin,” he replied.

“So you don’t know.”

“No. They’re certain it’s not a good thing for the city. Which has a port. The Sages have been poring over the words and symbols,” he added, with just a flicker of his brow.

“And they get what anyone sane gets, which is confused.”

He actually offered a slight smile. “It is not yet clear to them, no.”

“Something big is going to happen.”

“Big enough to wake the Oracles—all of them—no matter where they lay sleeping.”

She was silent for a moment, candle forgotten. “And did they have any sense of timing?”

“Time is not as concrete for people who see into possible futures,” he told her quietly.

“That would be no.”

“That would indeed be no—but there is urgency. And I cannot think that it is coincidence that you came to me today to ask me about the element of water.” He paused. “The Keeper summoned you.”

“Well, no—” She stopped. “Maybe.”

“Then the child is someone connected to the water, I think.”

Kaylin nodded. “I have no idea where to start,” she added. “But… Ybelline also invited me to visit her…at her home in the Tha’alani quarter.”

Dragon brows rose. “And you accepted?”

“It wasn’t official,” Kaylin replied. “And…yes. Because I was in Missing Persons…” She trailed off. “Dragons don’t believe in coincidence, do they?”

“Not in this city,” Sanabalis replied. “They do, however, believe in lessons.” He stared at the candle.

“If the world were ending—”

“You’d still have work to do.”

The contempt in which candles were held by Kaylin could not safely be put into words in front of a Dragon lord—but it was still a close thing. Sanabalis, however, did not lecture her. He was quiet during their lesson, and his lower lids flickered often as he studied her face. At length he stood.

“Perhaps,” he said, as if grudging the word, “you require a slightly different approach, given your remarkable lack of success. Very well, Kaylin. The day after tomorrow, we will look at the shape of water. Be prepared,” he added softly. “There are many reasons why water is not the first element we approach. And why, in some cases, it is better not approached at all.”

He rose and left, and she sat in the West Room, staring at the plain surface of a nearly invulnerable table, seeing her future. Which would be in Nightshade, where so much of her past had unfolded.

It was well past midday when Kaylin made her way across the Ablayne, idly watching its banks for trouble. Almost hopefully watching the banks for trouble. It was a safe trouble—in as much as people trying to kill you or beat you to a messy pulp could be called safe—compared to the trouble she faced in Nightshade.

And fate, as always, thumbed its nose at Kaylin. The bank was mockingly empty. Too close to night. Even at the edges of the fiefs, the howls of Ferals crossed the water and they could be seen as packs of roving shadows in a distance that never seemed quite safe enough.

The feeling of dislocation as she stepped off the bridge on the wrong side of the river—by the city standards—had never been so sharp; even the air seemed different as she took it into her lungs and held it a moment. The air was night cool, but humid; the moons were high. The sky had retained the clarity of the early day, and the wind that came from the port was so faint it was barely worth calling it breeze.

Everything was different. Everything was the same. It was not yet night, and the Ferals were not a danger, but people were already creeping inside and barricading the doors where they could.

Kaylin felt the faint tingle of the mark on her cheek not as pain, but as warmth, as she walked the streets. She wore her uniform; she hadn’t thought to change, and had she, wouldn’t have bothered. This was the only armor she had, and the only armor she wanted.

She wasn’t paying a social call.

The streets seemed smaller as she walked them. Narrower, but less confining. And why wouldn’t they? She didn’t live here anymore. She never had to live here again. The poverty, the hunger, the desperate thieving—they were behind her. But so was all of her past, and she felt herself standing on it as if it were a pile of badly teetering crates. She hated this place.

But in some ways, here, she could stretch her arms, could breathe, could feel at home. She didn’t have to mind her manners, she didn’t have to know the laws; the only thing she needed to know was when to get off the streets, and who to avoid when the streets were in theory safe. The only Barrani she had to speak was the guttural Barrani of the fief itself.

She shook herself, and even smiled, although it was rueful. No home, here. Not marked as she was. And if the sun set any faster, no safety, either. She hated to hurry, but it was second nature when the sky was turning shades of pink and purple and the moons were beginning to make themselves felt.

The castle guards were waiting for her.

She knew that Lord Nightshade was likewise waiting. She could almost hear—or feel—the syllables of his name in the pleasant cool of the night air. Secret name. Hidden name. In theory, all Barrani had them, and in practice, they didn’t share them with anyone who could speak about it later. Not that Kaylin could—she’d tried, in private, to speak the name aloud. It wasn’t possible. Every variation sounded wrong to her ears. It was almost like someone trying to describe something she had seen to someone born blind, except that both of those people were her.

Even as it got darker, she slowed her stride. The castle itself looked faintly luminescent in her vision. She had never seen it look that way before.

But she walked toward it now, thinking—trying to think—of missing children, and of a deaf Tha’alani boy who had thought to find understanding in the world outside the Tha’alaan. Grethan. What understanding had he come by that had led him to Nightshade?

What could he offer, in the end, that could buy his escape? And what did he have to do with a missing Tha’alani child who could no longer be felt in the Tha’alaan?

And Nightshade answered, Come inside, Kaylin, and you will have your answers.

Entering the castle was never, ever going to be a pleasant experience. It was like a slap in the face, but with fists. It disoriented, blinded, and added a sickening lurch—like a fall, but somehow worse—for good measure, before she stumbled into the vestibule that served as an entrance. She wished that a door—a normal, functional, door—could take the place of the illusionary portcullis that was actually a magical portal. Partly because it wouldn’t be magic, and partly because it wouldn’t make her want to throw up so badly.

She swore she was going to find the bloody back door, because something this size had to have one. It wasn’t a thought that had ever occurred to her before, because she had grown up in the Castle’s shadow, with the certain knowledge that entering the castle was courting death. Well, more accurately, running past courtship straight into a very, very short marriage.

He met her at the door, and he offered her a deep bow. His expression, as always, gave away about as much as a felonious banker. He was wearing dark blue, simple enough to catch the flickering light of far too many stones that glittered in the ceiling above.

“Have you your Lord’s permission to attend me?” He asked softly.

She frowned. “I’m here as part of an ongoing investigation. I don’t talk to the Hawklord every time I have to ask a question—oh. You mean the Lord of the High Court.”

“There is no other.”

“For me, there is.” She paused. “There is only one.”

“And yet you are a Lord of the High Court, Kaylin Neya.”

“The Lord of the High Court understands who and what I am.” More or less. Well, maybe less. “I’m a Hawk. I’m here.”

“You bear the mark of an outcaste.”

“I bear your mark, yes.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t interfere with my duties.”

“To the Hawks? No. But you will have duties to the High Court at one time or another. Play with care, Kaylin. You have never liked fire.”

She almost laughed. Didn’t. “You know why I’m here.”

“No, actually, I don’t.” He held out an arm, and she realized after a moment that he meant for her to follow, or to precede him in the direction he was pointing. “But some conversations take time,” he added, “and possibly privacy if they are of a delicate nature.”

“They don’t send me out on ‘delicate’ cases,” she said firmly, wanting to stand her ground. Following anyway.

“In our youth,” he said quietly, “we were concerned about perfection.” He had taken his seat across from Kaylin in a room she had never seen. Not that she had seen much of the Castle itself. The walls were pale, eggshell-blue, and the ground was a sheen of light over wood; a window, like the sundered half of a huge circle, let in moonbeams, hints of starlight. Before him, low and slightly concave in the center, as if to suggest an ebon palm, was a table that gleamed with a sheen of light over dark, dark brown. Water flowers swirled to a breeze-called eddy in a low, flat bowl that was simple white ceramic with no adornment she could see. Such austerity seemed at odds with the Castle and its usual decorations, but she liked the simplicity.

“It is worth far more than flakes of gold,” he said coolly, but with the hint of a smile. “And the flowers that live for mere days in the waters it holds, far more valuable still. But you did not come to criticize my decor, nor to marvel at the flowers that I chose to grace this room.”

“No. You know where I went today.”

“Indeed. You are a part of my…clan,” he added softly, “and therefore it is my business to know.”

She didn’t ask him why or how because it didn’t matter.

“I admit some surprise that you chose to visit the Tha’alani quarter—your dislike of their natural gift is well known. But you are a Hawk, and if that is where you must circle, you circle.” His eyes were dark as he studied her face, as if reading, in each expression, each turn of lip or flicker of eye, the whole of a story that she herself conveyed but couldn’t understand. “Did you find what you sought?”

She shook her head.

“And is it connected in some way with the Keeper?”

“The Keeper?”

“You call him… What is he called by your kind? Ah. Evanton. A querulous old man of indeterminate age who will occasionally condescend to perform magic, if it strikes his fancy.”

“We call them enchantments,” she said stiffly. “And no. At least, it doesn’t appear to be connected.”

“Ah.”

Something, she thought. He knew something.

“We spoke with Ybelline Rabon’alani.”

“She is seconded to the Emperor, is she not?”

Kaylin nodded. This much, she did expect him to know. The Barrani seemed well informed about the affairs of the Emperor, whereas Kaylin—well, curiosity was well and good, but living was better.

“One of her people is missing from the enclave.” She paused and then said softly, “No, two. Two are missing.”

“Unusual. They are?”

“A five-year-old child, a girl named Mayalee. And a young man, maybe twenty, called Grethan.”

She waited for a shift in his face, some subtle hint that the name was one he recognized. He met her gaze without once altering his expression, but…he did recognize the name; she felt it, rather than seeing it. Lifted her hand to her cheek almost awkwardly, as if to hide the mark there. As if to hide herself.

He failed to acknowledge the feeble attempt.

“It’s not the first time he’s left the enclave,” she said, after the pause had grown awkward, at least for her. He never seemed to be aware of what the word awkward meant, and she resented it, as she often resented the perfection of the Barrani. The only time they were bearable was when they were drinking. Or when they were saving her life.

Even then, it was a close call.

“Continue.”

“He was born deaf.” She chose the word with care. “By the standards of the Tha’alani, he was born deaf. He can hear, of course, and speak—but the way they speak to each other—that, he can’t do.”

“And he left the enclave once because he felt isolated from his kind, and he wished to find those who would understand him.”

She nodded slowly.

“But he found, instead, a world of people who were accustomed to being deaf; who had no idea of what they were missing, of what they had lost by their essential deformity. He discovered lying,” he added, “and a level of violence and abuse that he had never dreamed of in the confines of the enclave.”

She nodded again, but slowly, acknowledging the middle of a story that wasn’t pleasant, but seemed almost inevitable.

He rose. “Will you partake of refreshments if they are offered?”

She started to say no, realized that she was hungry, and nodded instead, still thinking about what he had said. About what Severn had seen when he had willingly allowed himself to be touched by the tendrils that adorned Tha’alani brows.

“How did you find him?” she asked as he rose and turned away from her, walking toward the door they had entered. He opened it and when it shut and he turned back to her again, he was carrying a simple tray as if he were a servant.

She had expected a servant to come.

But he seemed to suffer no lack of dignity by pouring wine into clear goblets, nor any from offering her bread and fruit. She waited while he carefully set things upon her tray, arranging them carelessly so that they looked like a small artistic statement.

Which eating, of course, would destroy.

“I have ties,” he replied at length, when she did not choose to further fill the silence, “in the city across the bridge. I know many of your kind there, most of whom you would dislike, if you did not kill them outright.” He shrugged. “They are of use to me from time to time, and I will admit that I have killed a small number of them myself.”

“Murder,” she said, but it was almost rote.

“Indeed. But no investigation was launched, nor was one called for.” He watched her eat, and then, after a pause, he ate, himself, the perfect host.

“Grethan?”

“You are impatient, Kaylin, but your age is almost excuse enough. I said, when we sought this room, that in our youth we were concerned, always, with perfection. We strove for it in all things—in all arts, whether of peace or of war. In our music, in our poetry, in our plays, in the style of our dress. We forged great weapons,” he added softly, looking past her shoulder, “the art of which is not entirely lost to us now. In those years, our struggles with the Dragons were great, and many a forest was destroyed in the wars waged. But even that—even that was a kind of perfection.”

She nodded; nothing he had said surprised her.

“But perfection,” he said, lifting the glass he carried so that he could meet her eyes over the rim, and leaving it there, as if it were a lowered veil, “is tiring, in the end, because in the end, the perfect, the flawless—it is all alike. It is achieved, and it is static.

“And some of our kind looked instead to other things. To the flaws and the imperfections to be found in the natural world. In the Consort’s garden,” he added, “there is some hint of that wilderness, of life wending its way, making its choices.”

She hadn’t noticed it, but she’d been kind of bleeding and falling over with exhaustion at the time.

“You are a Hawk, child. Half-dead, you notice everything.”

“Everything of import.”

He shrugged, lifted the glass to his lips, drank. “Learn to define import by the people you study, and not by your own narrow life. It is significant, there.”

She bit her lip. Mostly to stop herself from snapping. “Grethan?”

“I am coming to Grethan. I am not, for my kin, young. My youth is long past me, and the time when I idled in that mysterious drive for perfection is lost. I, like the Consort, look now for the unique, for the things that life has made imperfect, each in its own way.”

“For the crippled?”

He frowned. The expression should have frozen his wine. It certainly froze Kaylin in place.

“I am not Grethan. I will never be Grethan. What he sensed in his crippled communication with the Tha’alaan, the Barrani have never had, nor will they ever achieve it. The Tha’alaan in all its alien glory is something that would be achieved only by our destruction, if by that at all. We are ruled,” he said. “We value power. The Tha’alaan does not seem to even understand it.

“But Grethan came to understand it in his brief time among your kin. Power, and the lack of power that comes with it. Pain. Lying. He learned each of these things in turn, and each of these things scarred him, twisting him.

“When he was offered to me,” he added softly, “he was Tha’alani in form only. The exotic appeals to many men—and few women—of all races. Very, very few of the Tha’alani are…accessible to those who live outside of the enclave. And those that are, are seconded to the Dragon Emperor, and very closely guarded.

“And when he was brought for my inspection, I saw many things in him, Kaylin, that intrigued me. I saw the stumps, scarred because of their clumsy mutilation, that were all that remained of the most obvious physical difference between his race and your own. I saw the scars, as well, that do not show, and I chose to offer him a way out of his situation.”

“What situation?” she asked sharply, more sharply than she had intended.

“Come, Kaylin, don’t be naive.”

The wine tasted as if it had already soured; the food in her mouth, like ash. She set things down, her arrangement a small chaos compared to his own plate. This, she did notice.

“It happens to many naive people, often girls who have run away from their strict parents, often boys. They come to Elantra with dreams and hopes—and very little in the way of money or employment. Some are lucky, but most find themselves indebted to men who extract a very high return for their initial investment.

“Grethan was incapable of lying directly. He was very easily led into a state that would be considered very illegal by your Hawks or your Swords. What he discovered of the races outside the enclave was unpleasant indeed.”

“And of the Barrani?”

Nightshade offered her a rare smile. “Very little at all, Kaylin. I offered him a way out of the debt he had incurred in his foolishness, and although he was at that time wise enough to be suspicious, my offer—whatever it might entail—seemed far better than what he could look forward to for the rest of his short life.

“He accepted my invitation,” he added, “and he came to live in Nightshade for a space of a few months. He has seen more of the Castle than you.”

“You—you—”

He laughed, then. “No, Kaylin. I did not touch him. That was not my interest in him, although I believe it took him a month to believe that was not the nature of any trap I might set. I merely watched him. Spoke with him. Allowed him to speak to other inhabitants of this place. It is my belief that the Castle would accept him should he choose to enter it again, but it is probably not his belief.”

“What did you do to him?”

“Very little, I assure you. We spoke about his people. We spoke about yours.” He paused. “But he spoke, as well, to some of my associates who are less obvious in the way they avoid the dictates of law.”

“What do you mean?”

“Powerful men,” he replied. She knew it was all he would offer. “Not all of the Barrani avoid me, as you have seen, although I am Outcaste. There are some, still, who will barter with me, and when they come here, they come as guest, not as their Lord’s agent.”

Some fleeting thought wondered what those interests were, but it couldn’t grip strongly enough to hold on. There was really only one person she was interested in hearing about. “Why did you expose him to these people?”

“He asked it, as a favor.”

“But—but why?”

“The Tha’alani are not mages,” he replied. “They do not appear to be born with the talent, and if they are, they do not come forward to have it trained. If they did, they would be under Imperial control, Imperial dictate. They would live among the deaf.”

“And Grethan—”

“Seemed obsessed with the magical.”

She closed her eyes. “He wanted to fix what was wrong with him.”

“He did indeed.”

“And you let him believe—”

“No, Kaylin. He chose to believe. I was not unkind—that, he had already experienced. Nor was I kind, for he had walked away from kindness, which informed the whole of his life until he found your people. I told him the truth—that there was no cure to be found that I knew of.”

“And he didn’t believe you.”

“He had no desire to believe me, and for many of your kind, belief and desire are one and the same.”

“When did he leave you?”

“That would be the first intelligent question you have asked.”

“I could have asked why.”

“That, too, would be intelligent.” He paused. Rose. Walked over to where she sat, her brow furrowed as she tried to imagine what she would do were she Grethan. She could understand some of his life; some of it, she had lived. It made her squirm.

And the touch of Nightshade’s hand on her chin made her freeze in place. “It is my belief,” he told her softly, “that one of the men to whom he spoke offered him the cure that he desired. I do not know what was said. The meeting itself, the first meeting here, was innocuous. But Grethan was not confined to the Castle. I did not require it, and I was curious to see what he would do with freedom, if he had any sense of it at all remaining.

“But he did meet again with one of my colleagues.”

“And then he returned to the enclave.”

“Yes.”

“Who did he meet with?”

Nightshade shook his head. “That,” he said, as his hand left her chin, “was not at all subtle.”

“I don’t need—”

“But you do, Kaylin. You need to make the person who has the information feel that it is either in their interest, or amusing enough, to give it to you. A gift requires no payment, and no barter.”

“Look, the child—the missing child—was last seen talking to Grethan. I think they disappeared at the same time. I think he took her with him when he left.”

“And that,” Nightshade continued, as if she had not spoken, “was equally unwise. You are now claiming need for the information, and need implies desperation. When someone is desperate, they will often pay far more than mere information is worth.”

“Nightshade—”

He bent suddenly and brushed her lips with his own, the taste of wine sweet on his breath.

“The Barrani are not a scrupulous people,” he said as he stepped back. His eyes were cold. “But we understand our prey.

“Very well, Erenne. You wish information from me, and if I am not mistaken, that information will be costly, for I will undoubtedly lose that contact within the city.”

“And…from me?”

“From you I will ask for information in return.”





CHAPTER 6

She tensed.

“You went to visit Evanton.”

She nodded. “And I lost contact with you there.”

“Do you understand why?”

“Not completely.”

He raised a brow and met her gaze, unblinking. Cat’s eyes—but a large cat, capable of destroying much before it could be brought down. If it could. “Do you understand Evanton’s role, in this city?”

“Not really.”

“I see.”

“Do you?”

He surprised her with a rare smile. “No, not entirely. But I understand that he has, at his command, the elemental powers of a bygone age, and he has chosen—he will always choose—to keep them leashed. There is no power that could move him to use what he holds, and no threat that could be dire enough that he would do so. Were the entire of Elantra to be destroyed, I believe his shop would still stand, where it has stood in place since before the creation of the Empire.”

“He can’t be that old.”

“No. He is not the first Keeper. He will not be last. And he is aged.” He studied her face for a moment. “What did you see, Kaylin? What did he dare to show you?”

“His garden,” she replied tersely. “And yes. Fire. Water. Earth. Air. You could almost hear voices.”

“He showed you these things even though you bear my mark.”

“He didn’t seem concerned about it. He said you wouldn’t be able to even enter the store.”

“Ah.”

“But… Teela could.”

“He has less to fear from Teela. She is a rebel, and known for it among our circles.”

“He’s not exactly—”

“He is known to us. He is treated with deference.”

“Why? If you know he won’t use the power—”

“He is Keeper for a reason. There are those among our learned who believe that were the elements to be unleashed, they would destroy the world. Or remake it. Tedious debates, which you will no doubt forget or I would lay them out before you, have occurred about this for centuries.”

Centuries. Kaylin almost shuddered.

“What did you see, Kaylin? It concerned you. Where did you go in his garden, and what did you choose to listen to?”

“He told me to listen to nothing.”

“He is wise. You, however, are not. You were agitated when you left his abode. Tell me this much, and I will tell you what you need to know.”

“I—” She hesitated. There would always be this hesitation around Lord Nightshade. His presence was larger to her than the long, tall shadow the Castle had been for over half her life. “I looked to the water,” she said at last.

“To the water.”

“There was a small pool. Pools that size aren’t usually very deep.”

He laughed. The laughter was genuine, but not entirely free from condescension. And not free, when it ended, from concern. “So,” he said softly.

“So what?”

“Tell me, Kaylin, before I ask further what you found in that water, why you went to Evanton at all.”

“I was sent there by my sergeant,” she replied.

“Pardon?”

“He received information that required some investigation, and he sent groundhawks to investigate. Why do you look so surprised? It’s what I do for a living.”

“But it is odd that it was you that he chose to send.”

“Not really. I like Evanton. Evanton likes me. Well, he bites my head off less than other people when I ask him questions he considers stupid.”

“What questions would those be?”

“Any questions at all.”

“Since Evanton is easily offended, Sergeant Kassan thought there was little risk in sending you to handle the investigation. Very well. Pardon my intrusion and continue with your story.”

“I— The water was deep.”

“Deeper by far than you can imagine, Kaylin.”

“I couldn’t see the bottom.”

“That is what I just said.”

“But I could see the surface clearly. The water there is very still, even though the breeze is strong. And yes, I’m not an idiot. I understand that the air and the water do not mix in that place.

“I saw—I thought it was my reflection, at first.”

“And he did not stop you from approaching the water?”

“No—there were footprints in the moss bed that led to the edge of that pool. I followed them there.”

At this, Lord Nightshade stilled, as if he had received his first real surprise of the day.

“Not Evanton’s.”

“No. We wouldn’t have been called for otherwise.”

“How many?”

“This is official business—” she began.

“And the information you require of me is for official business, as well. That is the way of the Law, to ask for the aid of those who understand its underside. You bribe people,” he added. “And each of us, in our fashion, is susceptible to bribery.”

The problem was that it wasn’t official. But she’d be damned if she now admitted this. “All right, but the people we often ask for information are trying their best to stay out of the Hawks’ eye. You—”

“Yes. I rule here, Law or no.”

“But if you—”

“You are my Erenne,” he told her softly. “And you will give new meaning to that word, in time. New meaning, and old.”

She forgot what she had been about to say; the tone of his voice was almost intimate, and it traveled the length of her spine, making her stiffen, causing her hands to draw in toward her lap, in easy reach of her daggers.

Not that they would do much good.

“What you do, however, is private, now. No information will be given, Kaylin, to anyone. What you know and what I know are no longer separate, and I will not weaken my house.”

She nodded, her mouth dry. She took a gulp of liquid to wet her lips and wine burned its way down her throat, causing her to cough. A lot. All in all, it hadn’t been her most dignified day.

“I saw the face—the bruised face—of a girl who was maybe ten. Possibly twelve. It was hard to tell. She wasn’t standing in a lot of light.”

“And you remember her face clearly?”

“Completely clearly.”

“What did she say?”

She started to play that game, to ask him, Who said she said anything? But she couldn’t play games here, not with this man. “My name,” she whispered. “I think she was asking for help.”

“Where was she?”

“I couldn’t see. Believe that I tried.”

“How long did you have?”

“Long enough for a Hawk.”

He nodded. “It is interesting that you went to the water, or that the visitors that Evanton did not himself lead into the garden also went there.”

“Why? Sanabalis—Lord Sanabalis—asked me about my interest in water, as well.”

“Because there are portents,” he told her. “As Lord Sanabalis must have told you. In the Oraculum. And elsewhere.”

“End of the world portents.”

“Something close.”

“I have to find that girl.”

“That is my belief, yes.”

“I mean—”

“I understand what you meant. But she is not the only missing child you must find. I cannot say for certain that Grethan took the child. It is not an act that I would have considered within his capabilities. But I can tell you where Grethan went before he returned to the enclave.”

“Was it across the bridge?” she asked.

“Yes, Kaylin. It was not within the fiefs. Very few of the wise here—and they exist, but hidden—would risk the journey from one fief to the lord of another.”

“Give me a name,” she said briskly. “Um, and a race.”

“He is human,” Lord Nightshade replied carefully. “And he is a member of the Arcanum.”

Kaylin wilted visibly, although the Castle itself did not seem to be affected by the heat of the sun and the humidity that the ocean cast across the city.

“I will write it down for you,” he added.

“Why?”

“Because he is careful, and because speaking his name can act as a summons.”

“To you?”

“Indeed.”

I loathe magic.

Then you loathe yourself, Kaylin.

Something Severn had also said. She took the paper he offered, wondering where it had come from.

“I will see you soon,” he told her quietly.

“I don’t—”

“You will be back.” It wasn’t an order, and it wasn’t a request. It was a simple statement of fact.

And she couldn’t deny it.

She didn’t hurry out, but she didn’t linger; he escorted her to the portal that was, as far as she could tell, her only exit. She had once seen him jump through a mirror, but the Castle was his.

When she reached the portal, she hesitated, and only partly because she disliked throwing up on principle. “Did he come back to you?”

Lord Nightshade raised a perfect brow. His smile was cool, but genuine. “Yes, Kaylin. Briefly.”

“When?”

“Recently.” More than that, he would not say; she knew it. Wanted to press, anyway, and would have had he not been standing so close.

“Why?”

“Because the deaf—the mortal deaf—have a desire to be understood, and I understood him. I still do.” He paused and then said, “He does not desire love, for that, we are not capable of giving, and he understands this, now. But he desires a place that is his. He wants to belong.”

“To what?”

“To the dream of the Tha’alaan, Kaylin. And that was a poor question. You could answer it yourself.”

“I wanted to see what you would say.”

He raised a brow again, but this time, his lips turned down in a slight grimace, and she found herself changing the subject.

“Did he ask for your help?”

Lord Nightshade said nothing.

“Did he bring the child with him?”

“No.”

“And if he had—”

“There are some things, Kaylin, that should never be put into words. I have killed children in my time, and I have seen them killed. But…you will find him, I think. Whether or not you will find him in time remains to be seen.”

She paused for ten minutes outside of the castle walls, mostly because she wanted her stomach to stop heaving. The portal’s method of swallowing her and spitting her out—in either direction—was fast becoming something she planned on fixing. Where fixing involved large hammers and a small army of people intent on destruction.

It was night, of course, and the moons were high; the air was still humid, and the humidity clung to the heat of the earlier day. Leaving at night was not the wisest of choices, but staying—staying seemed less wise. Had seemed less wise.

It had been a long day. A tiring day.

And the image that returned to her at its end made her blush slightly. Two bodies rolling in a fountain, surrounded by splashing children and nonchalant parents. And was that so bad? She had always dreaded a world without privacy. Had always hidden small weaknesses and small imperfections of which she was ashamed.

But it had never occurred to her that a world without privacy might just accept those flaws in the same way she accepted rain; might not only overlook them, but embrace them. And in that world, why would love be hidden when nothing else could be? If nothing could be hidden, there could be no lies, and no need for lying.

It was a world that should have been alien to Nightshade, and perhaps it still was; perhaps that was why the boy had interested him at all. Or perhaps they were both outcasts—still alive, but unable to connect with their own people.

She drew her dagger as she headed down the wide path from the castle and into the nighttime fief. Listened carefully for the familiar and unwelcome howl of hunting Ferals, and thought better of her desire for home.

And a shadow moved in the moonlight, a single shadow. She shouldn’t have recognized it in the darkness, but she did. Something about the way Severn moved would always be familiar.

“How long have you been waiting here?” she asked as she approached him.

He answered with his characteristic shrug. “Long enough.”

“It’s not safe—”

“It’s always been safer in packs,” he replied. “It’s always been safer not to be alone.”

She looked at him for a moment. “Aren’t we, though?”

“Alone?”

She nodded.

“Sometimes, yes,” he replied softly, understanding the whole of her question. “We aren’t the Tha’alani. We’ll never have that perfect understanding, either of ourselves or of each other.”

“I think I want it.”

“You wouldn’t, if it were offered to you now.”

“Why?”

“Because there are things you—and I—have done, Kaylin, that the Tha’alaan could not accept. We’ve learned to, or we’ve tried. What they see in the deaf is there. But this is the only way we can live, because we’re not Tha’alani.”

But I can speak to you.

He startled, and then turned to face her.

And you can call my name.

“Yes.”

She wanted to say more. But she held it back, because in the end, there were some things she didn’t even know how to put into words, and without the words to contain them, she wasn’t even sure she understood them herself.

“Did you get what you came for?”

She nodded. Reached into her shirt and withdrew the folded paper. “A name.”

“May I?”

“I doubt you’ll be able to read it in this light.” But she handed it to him anyway.

“Probably not. But we’ll go where there is light.”

“And not where we can sleep?”

“You won’t,” he replied. He was, of course, right. She was tired, but not so tired that she could leave this until tomorrow.

Because time was an issue. Nightshade had said so.

Marcus, to their great surprise, was still at the office. He was absently retracing old furrows his claws had put in the hardwood surface of his antique desk. Well, that was what the merchant carpenter had called this particular desk—antique sounded a lot better than cast-off or used. To some people. To Kaylin, given the desk, it was one and the same, and she’d been perfectly willing to insult the smug little man in order to get the price down. Which was why, of course, Marcus had taken her. Marcus seemed to need new desks a lot, and the Quartermaster didn’t dock his pay.

Among the Leontines, the women were usually the ones who bartered. Men were either above that sort of petty squabble—which Kaylin doubted—or prone to take offense and kill the squabbler. Which was, as everyone in the office knew, technically illegal, if tempting.

The sergeant looked up when they entered, although given Leontine hearing, he’d heard them a good ways off. “You’re back,” he said, and gestured to the two chairs that just happened to be placed facing him, in front of the intimidating piles of paper that always adorned his desk.

Kaylin slumped into one chair; Severn took a seat more fluidly and gracefully. He did, however, hand Marcus the piece of paper he had taken from Kaylin’s shaking hands.

“What’s this?”

“The name of a man who has connections with the fief-lords,” Severn replied.

“And it came from?”

Severn shrugged.

Kaylin said quietly, “Lord Nightshade.”

“You were sent to visit Evanton this afternoon. Whatever it was you found missing there, it must have involved a misplaced…person.”

Apparently news of their visit to Missing Persons had, as it often did, traveled.

“While technically I would appreciate a report, practically, I won’t actually read it unless it involves a kidnapping or a murder. And Evanton doesn’t have children.”

Kaylin hesitated and Marcus growled, but without much fang in it. Clearly, it had been a long day at the office. “It must have something to do with children, Kaylin—you never head to Missing Persons unless it does. You whine about records access otherwise. Pretend I’m not stupid. It’s a career-advancing move.

“You returned and managed to weasel your way around the idiot in charge of records—” idiot was about as kind a term as Marcus ever dredged up for the man “—and came up with nothing.

“However, there is currently in that division a Tha’alani who is seconded to the Imperial service. I believe you were seen speaking with him, Kaylin. More than that—someone said that you allowed him to actually touch your face.”

“We all have to grow up sometime,” she said, adding a growl to the words that she hoped made them sound like Marcus. He recognized her mockery, but said, “You sound like a drowning kitling.”

She gave up, although gods knew he’d said worse things about her attempts to use Leontine. Swearing, of course, came naturally—but it was hard to get that wrong in any tongue.

“I took the liberty—at some personal expense—of reviewing your inquiries into Records,” he added. “The fact that you’re here strongly implies that you didn’t find what you were looking for.”

“Nothing’s ever that easy in this damn place,” she muttered. Damn, she was tired.

“Kaylin, where did you go afterward? Straight to Night-shade?”

“No.”

Marcus nodded, as if he already knew the answer and was hoping to catch her out in a lie. Given his mood, Kaylin didn’t want to become a desk substitute for those claws, and as far as lies went, she was only slightly better than Marcus at telling them.

“And where did your investigation take you?”

“Actually,” she said quietly, “it wasn’t part of the investigation. It was a—I was—we were paying a social call.”

Bushy Leontine brows rose a fraction, although if you weren’t familiar with the furrows of that furry, huge face, you might not have noticed. “Social call. During work hours.”

The bastard was going to dock her pay.

And she was going to let him. There were entire days where being awake was overrated. And then there were days that were worse.

“And the visit to Nightshade?”

“It was…part of my investigation.” Not, technically, untrue. She hadn’t said it was official.

“Ah. And why?”

“Evanton, as you’re well aware, is a purveyor of fine—”

“Junk, and the occasional genuine enchantment, yes.”

“This involves a genuine enchantment. Something in his care has gone missing.”

He growled. “And what would that be?”

“A box. A reliquary, I think. He’s had it so long he doesn’t know what’s in it, but he was worried anyway.”

Leontines didn’t really appreciate magic much more than Kaylin did, were in fact the only race she knew well enough to know hated it more.

“We discovered that more than one child is possibly missing,” she said with care, “and that their disappearance, or the way the information was conveyed, ties in with magic.”

“With elemental magic, hmm?”

She flinched. Thought for a moment. “Sanabalis—”

“Lord Sanabalis.”

“Lord Sanabalis came to see you.”

“Yes. He found your lesson somewhat unusual, given his own duties at this time.”

“But I—”

“You asked him an entirely coincidental question about the nature of water. Unfortunately, Dragons don’t actually believe in coincidence.”

“They don’t?” she asked, momentarily sidetracked. Marcus wasn’t having any of it.

“Not at all.”

“Does this mean I’m off the hook for lessons while he—”

“Almost exactly the opposite, you lucky girl.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” He barked a command that only Caitlin could actually reproduce, and the lights flared up, giving the office a ghostly look, to add to the almost haunting silence left in the wake of absent gossips. Speaking of which… “Severn?”

“Yes?”

“Did Jadine actually dump Lorenzo, or did she—”

The loud bark sent the question ducking for cover.

“You are going to be the death of me,” Marcus growled. “After I kill you.”

“Justifiable homicide,” Severn said with a smile.

She gave them both a sour look.

Marcus then turned his attention to the paper Severn had so quietly handed him. He unfolded it, looked at the name, and winced.

“You recognize it?” Kaylin asked.

“What have I told you about asking the obvious?”

“Don’t. It wastes air.”

“Good.”

“But do you—”

“Don’t breathe, Kaylin.”

“The name?” Severn asked quietly. “It was dark, and I could not easily read what was written. Lord Nightshade has a fine hand.”

“Donalan Idis.”

Severn became completely still. His expression didn’t change; he did not reach for his daggers or the chain he wore at his waist. His eyes, however, did not leave Leontine eyes; his gaze did not falter.

“How by two moons did you come to be mixed up in this?”

“You sent us to—”

“Fine. Blame a tired, old sergeant.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Less cheerfully, and a lot less smugly.”

“Yes, Marcus.”

“Good. You may, if you wish, enlighten Kaylin, Corporal. But if Idis is involved—” He paused. “Nightshade has a fine hand?”

“The name, of course, was provided by Nightshade, sir.”

“I…see. And what does he want in return? His kind don’t last long if they’re seen to cooperate with the Halls of Law.”

“I imagine that he could cooperate with the Emperor himself should he so choose, and none could unseat him.”

“I see. What information did he request of us in return for this, Kaylin?”

She shook her head. “Not much.”

“Fine. I want a full report of yesterday’s—”

“Today, sir?”

“Not unless you’re an oracle.” He flicked a claw toward the wall. “It’s very late.”

Which was, of course, why the mirrors were covered.

“Your wives are going to feed you to their litters one day, sir.” It was a Leontine phrase.

Marcus laughed. If Leontine laughter could be rueful, this was. “My wives have each other and they say the household runs more smoothly when I’m not in it. Now get out.”

“Sir.”

“Report. Full report. In the morning. On my desk.”

As if he’d notice it. Kaylin nodded briskly anyway.

“By way of Caitlin,” he added when she had almost cleared the office.

Her curse and his subsequent laugh were the only two sounds she could hear.

“Donalan Idis was a member of the Arcanum.”

“In good standing?”

“I don’t know. It’s not a phrase the Arcanum actually uses, to my knowledge.”

They were wending their slow way down a nighttime street that did not have the fear of Ferals to mark it. It was almost unworldly to Kaylin, and she felt out of place in it, as if she were walking in dream. Childhood dream, dream of safety, Severn by her side.

“How do you know him?”

“The Wolves know all of the members of the Arcanum,” he replied, his tone remote. “As well as all names of the Imperial Order of Mages, and their apprentices.”

“And this one?”

“He is slightly more familiar to the Wolves,” Severn replied, “for his early work with the Inquisitorial Services.”

“The what?”

“Torturers.”

She would have blanched. Didn’t. “But they don’t use—”

“This was before the Tha’alani…offered to work within the Imperial Service. I believe that some were drafted into Emperor’s service prior to the compact made by the Tha’alani and the Dragon Emperor, but it was a dismal failure.”

“How many years ago was this, Severn?”

“Well before your time or mine,” he replied. “But I would guess maybe thirty.”

“So he’s old.”

“He’s human, and he is not young. But old is probably not the right word.”

“Why?”

“Because, Kaylin, he is still alive.”

She thought about what he had said for a few minutes. “Do you think he had a hand in the attempt to draft the Tha’alani?”

Severn was silent for a full minute. “If I were to guess, yes. I can attempt to confirm it tomorrow.”

“Through the Wolves.”

“Not officially. But yes.”

The departments in the Hall—all three—had different duties, and of course, each one felt theirs was the most important, so there was a bit more than just friendly rivalry, especially after Festival season, during which the Wolves had what the harried Swords and Hawks called “their bloody vacation.”

The Swords kept the peace, if there was much peace to be kept—and they were probably at their busiest during the Festival season. The Hawks were left to pick up the pieces when peace did not ensue: they investigated murders, thefts, missing persons and other breaches of the law. It wasn’t uncommon for the Swords and the Hawks to work together when the city was in chaos, and Festival described that more or less neatly.

But the Wolves…were a special investigative branch of the law; they kept to themselves. They were called in when everything else had failed—where everything else meant things like arresting a suspect or a known criminal. Especially if the attempted arrest had involved injury or death.

Severn had been a Wolf.

“Severn?”

“What?”

“Can you find something else out for me?”

“Possibly. What?”

“How did they choose the Tha’alani they attempted to draft?”

“My guess? The ones that weren’t ash. The Emperor doesn’t take kindly to any refusal of a direct command.”

“But they—”

“It was a disaster, yes. But it drove the Tha’alani to come up with a compromise. And that compromise has worked for decades.”

“What happened to them? The ones that were pressed into service?”

“Kaylin—”

“No—you seem to know a lot about the Tha’alani. What happened to the ones who—failed?”

“They went home,” he said tersely. “And they put the fear of the deaf into the Tha’alani in a way that nothing else could have.” His lips tightened and closed. If there was more to say—and she could tell there was much, much more—it wasn’t going to come from Severn. Not tonight.

He walked in silence to the front door of her apartment, but he did not offer—or ask—to stay. “Tomorrow,” he told her. “Tomorrow, I’ll tell you what I can about Donalan Idis. But, Kaylin—”

“Don’t expect the news to be good.”

He nodded.





CHAPTER 7

Morning happened, like a waiting disaster.

Except, of course, you could predict it. Kaylin dragged herself out of the sagging middle of an old mattress, glared expectantly at the mirror—which, miracle of miracles, remained silent and reflective—and started sorting through the pile of laundry she mentally classified as “clean.”

The midwives hadn’t called her in, and this was good; she was still recovering from the last delivery, and the taste of birth fluids and almost nonexistent hair lingered in her mouth. Still, Leontines were among the most devoted and grateful of peoples, and the child, named in some ways after her, was a sign of goodwill between the pridlea and Kaylin that only kin-murder would break. Word would travel—had probably already traveled—between the various pridlea that constituted the complicated Leontine pack system. She would be marked as more than just a friend to the cubs’ family. Given that she was already unofficially considered Marcus’s kit, she could be relatively certain of safety among the Leontines.

Friends in high places were supposed to be something to strive for, but Kaylin found that friends in the quiet and unexpected places were often the ones who really helped in ways that counted.

And among those friends, complicated and scarred, was Severn, whom Kaylin tripped over when she opened the door.

“What are you doing?” she said as she righted herself on the banister—which creaked under her weight, damn it all.

“Listening to you snore.”

“I don’t snore.”

“You scared the mice, Kaylin.”

“Ha-ha.” She gave him the “later in the drill circle” look the Hawks were so familiar with—as if he were a Hawk, had always been a Hawk. Funny how odd that expression felt when your face froze there as your thoughts caught up to it.

“You’ve got the key,” she said, turning away.

“Yes. I kept it after the fight in Nightshade. You were unconscious for most of the week.” He paused, and then added, “I don’t really need a key.”

“I don’t want to know.” She pushed the door open and held it for him, looking into her room with the newly selfconscious gaze of someone who has an unexpected visitor.

He knew an invitation when he saw it, stood, and entered quietly. He also closed the door at their backs, and after examining the chair that was sometimes referred to as an open-plan closet, he walked across to her bed and jumped up to the ledge of the window, perching there.

“I brought food,” he added, handing her a canvas sack. He glanced at the mirror.

“Don’t,” she told him, before he could move.

“Don’t?”

“Don’t mute it, or whatever it is you think you were about to do.”

“For security reasons, Kaylin—”

“The orphan hall and the midwives,” she replied.

He gave in with a shrug. Against those, there wasn’t a damn argument he could offer that would move her, and he knew it.

“I was a Wolf,” he said, as Kaylin reached into the bag he had handed her. She broke the loaf of bread she found there, and also broke a chunk of cheese from the long wedge that was likewise in the bag.

She nodded, her mouth full.

“I was a Wolf for three years before the Wolflord called me to the Shadows.”

Her mouth was full but it had stopped moving. She lifted a hand, her eyes wide.

He waited, with a look so impassive it made stone seem like cheesecloth. “Believe that I choose my words with care, Kaylin. But to understand what I’m going to tell you, you have to understand a bit more.”

“This is Wolf business,” she said, when she could manage to chew and swallow again. “It’s not Hawk business.”

“Most of the Hawks’ business is actually not your business, but it doesn’t stop you from nosing around.”

“Yeah, well, nothing I find out about the Hawks is going to buy me a shallow unmarked grave.”

“Nothing I tell you will end that way, either.”

She was silent; the words were spoken softly. Clearly.

“Severn—”

“Three years a Wolf. Four years a Shadow Wolf. There is a reason that I understand the Tha’alani so well. The current Wolflord is not himself a man who could walk in the Shadows—as he put it.”

“Probably needed to keep his hands clean.”

“That is uncalled for, Kaylin.” Sharp words. Severn clearly respected the man.

“Sorry.”

“Lord Merlin is wise,” Severn added.

“Merlin? Isn’t that a—”

“Bird, yes. The irony is often remarked on by newer recruits. His family is, however, an old family, and his father—who is still alive—retains a seat in the council of the Caste-lord.

“As for keeping his hands clean—ask Lord Grammayre one day what happened eighty years ago, give or take a few.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not Lord Grammayre.”

She continued to eat, wondering where he was leading her. Not really wondering whether or not she would follow. He was Severn, and some part of her was still a fiefling in his care, whether she liked it or not.

“Live in the Shadows for long enough, and all you see is danger, death, insanity. Evil, if you want to use that word.”

“You don’t?”

“It’s too simple.”

“Fair enough. I like things to be simple.”

“I know.” He folded his arms across his chest. If she had done that, she’d have tipped off the window edge. “You lose the ability to judge men. You look only for the things that will make them a danger. And at some point, all living things can be a danger, either now or in the future. To rule the Shadow Wolves, you must be able to see more clearly than they can see.”

“But he—”

“And you must choose with care who you consign to the Shadows.”

“Because you don’t want—”

“Because you will ask those men and women to do things that are only legal because you’ve asked it. And they must do those things only upon your command. You must trust them to do what is perceived to be a necessity, because you won’t be there to guide them.

“You must trust them never to do so otherwise.” He paused. “And people who can do what is asked, for the right reasons—if they exist at all—are not as easy to find as one would hope.”

“He chose you because—”

It was Severn’s turn to lift a hand. “My past influenced his decision,” he said rigidly. “And he offered me the promotion.”

Promotion wasn’t the word Kaylin would have used, but she didn’t say anything; she knew she shouldn’t want to hear what he said—but she desperately wanted to hear it.

“I accepted,” he said softly, “because among the memories offered me by the Tha’alani—”

“Offered you?”

“Yes.” Terse word. “They did the same for you, yesterday.”

“But—”

“Leave it, Kaylin. I understood the need. I submitted willingly.”

She nodded slowly.

“The Imperial Inquisition has existed in one form or another for many years. It was a much less pleasant arm of the Imperial Guards for most of those years, and I won’t bore you with the details while you still have an appetite. But until the Tha’alani made their peace and their compact with the Emperor, it was crude and somewhat ineffective.

“Among those who helped the Inquisition to retrieve necessary information from those who did not wish to part with it were members of the Imperial Order of Mages, and also members of the Arcanum. Oracles have some play in this, but they are not considered reliable.”

She rolled her eyes.

He didn’t respond. He almost seemed a statue, sitting there as if motion would betray him.

“You’re not going to eat?”

“I ate.”

“Why are you telling me all of this?”

“Patience is useful sometimes. Learn it.”

She ate a bit more, willing to play his waiting game.

“As a Shadow Wolf, you have access to information that you might need. Donalan was part of the Inquisition that existed at the time of the unrest between the Tha’alani and the Emperor, and experiments—and that is a kind word for what was done—were performed on the Tha’alani, to see if their talents could be magically duplicated. If they could be, the Tha’alani would be rendered superfluous.

“They could not be, but the experiments that eventually ascertained this were overseen by Donalan Idis.

“He was almost obsessed by it. This is not uncommon for those who make magic their study. He felt—and in this he was entirely correct—that the innate ability of the Tha’alani would make the task of the Inquisition much simpler.

“But the damage done to the members of the Tha’alaan was enough to convince the Tha’alani to cooperate with the Emperor. The relations between the Dragons and the Tha’alani has been…poor. But they will not thwart the will of the Dragon Emperor again, and they have begun to choose with some care the people who will serve the Emperor in the world of the deaf.”

She nodded again.

“Those people are called the Tha’alanari. For the Tha’alani,” he added softly, “those people live in the Shadows, Kaylin. They must be able to separate themselves from the Tha’alaan. They must be able to keep secrets, something that is anathema to their kind. They are chosen, like the Shadow Wolves, with care.

“Ybelline is the woman in charge of that choosing,” he added quietly. “And there could be none better. What she has seen, and what she has been forced to extract, has not deadened her or scarred her. Her natural empathy has taken from the world of the deaf an understanding of what our lives must be like. Our unrealistic expectations of either good or evil, our judgmental nature, our desperate need for privacy and secrecy, our sense of shame—all of these things she can see as caused by our lack of the Tha’alaan. She can imagine what she might be, had her life been our life, can imagine what we are. It is why she can be gentle,” he added.

“You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.”

“You catch more flies with shit,” Severn said, smiling sharply.

“Yeah, I never understood that one, either.”

He laughed. “You never fail to amuse, Kaylin.”

“Thanks.” She paused and set her bread down. “Donalan Idis had no such empathy.”

“None whatsoever. What he needed and wanted was a tool he could use to accomplish his duties.”

Kaylin raised a brow, her expression the definition of skeptical.

“This was, as I have mentioned, before my time—but not by much.”

“And Donalan Idis?”

“When an understanding was reached between the Tha’alani and the Imperial Court, and the various compacts were devised and signed, the studies were, of course disbanded. Reparations of some sort—unspecified reparations—were offered the Tha’alani for the harm done their kin.”

“They disobeyed the Emperor and he offered reparations?”

“There is a reason that he is both Dragon and Emperor, Kaylin. He is not Ybelline. I doubt that any Dragon is capable of her kindness. But he understood that what had been done had harmed not a handful of men and women, but the whole of a race, for as long as that race survives. And he also understood that to fail to acknowledge the damage done to children not yet born, and to their children, and so on, would be an open statement of ignorance. He is deaf. But he could understand what was explained to him.”

“So it was finished, with that.”

“Yes.”

“And it wasn’t.”

“No.”

She was silent, food forgotten for a time. When she spoke again, she was a Hawk. “Did the Tha’alani who were captured resist?”

His silence was longer than hers, deeper, and more disquieting.

“You don’t want to answer me,” she said softly, “because you already know they give me hives.”

“They were mad with pain and isolation,” he replied, obviously choosing his words with care.

“That’s a yes. Tell me what happened.”

“They drove several people insane.”

“And Idis was one of them?”

“He’s of the Arcanum.”

“So he was already insane.”

“Pretty much. But paranoid. Whatever insanity moves him, he was probably driven by it long before he met the Tha’alani for the first time.”

“How, Severn?”

“They shredded their tormentor’s memories,” he said neutrally. “They pulled out the earliest, and the most ugly, because—if I were to guess—they were looking for the commonality of fear and brutality.”

“They’d find it, there.”

“Oh, they did. It’s clearly documented. The Tha’alani were, for some time, considered a threat. It was not until Ybelline’s predecessor bespoke the Emperor that the Imperial Court was reassured, and the full nature of the Tha’alani was made clear.”

She thought about this for another long moment. “There would have to be proof of her claim.”

Severn nodded. “Proof enough to satisfy an immortal Dragon.”

“The Emperor did not expose himself to their touch?”

“No.”

“But—”

“Yes. Among the Court, there would have had to be one Dragon lord who was willing to take that risk—and given how several of the Inquisitors had fared, it was a great risk. Although there are many among the mortal who are trusted by the Emperor, there are none who could be trusted to make judgment of an entire race and its intent. The Dragons are, in their own way, at least as arrogant as the Barrani, but they also hoard their secrets.”

“Sanabalis.” It wasn’t a question.

Severn gave her a look of mild approval—the type of look that one or two of her teachers had favored her with when she had struggled with the schooling the Hawks insisted on putting her through. Or putting the teachers through.

“And Donalan Idis?”

“Many of the Inquisitors were retired in one way or another,” Severn replied with care. “Donalan Idis, of course, relinquished all claim to his experiments, and the documentation survives only in the Royal Archives.”

“If he’s involved in this—”

“Yes.”

“He never stopped.”

“No.”

“Severn?”

“Yes?”

“Did the Wolves hunt him?”

He didn’t answer. And Kaylin didn’t ask him again.

When she entered Evanton’s store, he looked up from his perpetual hunch. He appeared to be beading a piece of cloth with a very fine needle, and his eye—the left eye—was covered in something that looked like a tube. Kaylin had used one before, once or twice, when sifting through shreds—literally shreds—that might be evidence. It had seemed magical to her then.

“Private Neya,” he said as she closed the door behind her. “Please come in. I’m a tad on the busy side, and my store is less tidy than it should be.”

It was always less tidy than it should be. Kaylin kept that thought behind her lips, instead of just blurting it out the way she usually would.

She managed to find a stool, moving the books on top of it to a corner of the desk where they teetered precariously for a moment. She didn’t even bother to examine them; she’d tried once or twice on previous visits and had found the language—or the writing—completely impervious to fumbling attacks by her meager understanding. It was almost as if Evanton’s store was designed to make her feel stupid.

She said, as she perched, finding room for her elbows as she watched the old man work, “I don’t understand why you called us in.”

“Don’t you?”

“No. Generally, I like to appear to be smart. I don’t admit being stupid when there’s any hope I’m not.”

He actually cracked a smile at that, the lines of his face shifting, but never really smoothing out.

“Good girl,” he said genially. “If you never make mistakes—”

“It means I’ve never tried anything. I know, I know.” She hesitated. “You implied—you said—that someone was going to die because of something that had been stolen from your—your garden.”

He nodded, frowning at his handiwork. With a gesture of his gnarled fingers, light shone on it, and the beads glittered brightly, like caught rainbows. They were actually pretty, in a way.

“You might recall that I also told you to listen to nothing.”

She shrugged. “What’s done is done.”

“Yes.”

“The water—”

“Yes?”

“Well…the Oracles—”

“Oh, Oracles.” He said it in such a dismissive tone of voice, Kaylin almost laughed. It was the tone she usually used.

“You can’t trust Oracles for anything. They’re smug and mystical, and they’re only certain of their predictions after the fact.”

“That’s what I said. I would have been demoted, too, if there had been a lower rank. I think they considered inventing one.”

“You probably said it while they were standing in front of you.”

True enough.

“But even so…they seem to have spooked the Imperial Court.”

He nodded, as if this was not news to him.

“There seems to be some indication that—”

“That all of the Oracles, and their apprentices—whatever they call them these days—were troubled by similar dreams.”

She nodded.

“They’ve reason to be afraid.”

It wasn’t what she’d hoped for.

“But that’s not why you came.”

“Part of it.”

“Not all of it. I’m a busy man, Private. Don’t waste my time.”

She nodded firmly and said, “Have you ever met a Tha’alani boy named Grethan?”

He continued to work in the oddly magical light that he’d called forth without a word. “Yes.”

“How?”

“I’m afraid I don’t remember.”

“Liar.”

He raised a brow, but without looking at her. Squinted a bit more at the glittering beadwork before removing the glass from his eye. “All right, I remember, and it’s none of your business.”

She shrugged. Severn’s shrug. “It wasn’t Grethan who came here, that night.”

“No, Kaylin, it was not.”

“Was it Donalan Idis?”

This, finally, caused him to stop his work and place it to the side. She now had more of his attention than she actually wanted; he was still an intimidating man, even given the aged stoop.

“An odd question, that. Why do you ask, and why that particular name?”

“You know him?”

“I know of him, yes. He’s a member of the Arcanum. I can, with some ease, recite the names of most members of the Arcanum, past and present. It is a surprisingly long list. The shorter list—much, much shorter—would be the names of those who are welcome to cross my threshold, and that name would not be among them. At the moment,” he added, “the short list would also coincide with the historical list.”

“Oh?”

“They’re all dead.”

She nodded. Dead Arcanists were more to a Hawk’s liking than living ones any day.

“But you have linked two names—Grethan and Idis—and I am curious. Why? The boy—” His expression shifted into something that look suspiciously like pity. But words didn’t follow it. Then again, Evanton probably knew they didn’t have to.

“Grethan is missing from his home in the Tha’alani enclave,” she replied, her voice thickening. “And so is one of their children.”

He seemed to get older as she watched his shoulders stoop at some invisible new weight.

“It is possible,” he said at last. “Was the missing child you speak of connected in some way to Grethan?”

“I…think so.” Remembering Ybelline’s face, darkened by worry and a fear that drove Kaylin even now. But also remembering that Ybelline did not consider this a matter for Common Law.

“And the water?”

She shook her head. “What I saw there doesn’t appear to be part of it.”

“Yet.”

She didn’t really like the tone of the word.

“If it is Idis, Kaylin, be cautious. He is not a man who can be crossed with impunity. The wolves were sent to hunt him, and they failed.”

She didn’t ask him how he knew. “What does he want, Evanton?”

“Oh, probably power.”

Fair enough. “Why do people who want power always threaten thousands of lives?”

“That is a better question. Possibly because power is something that calls out to be used.” He paused and then said, “Hurry, child. Whatever it is that the Hawks do, do well, and do it quickly.”

“Why?”

“Because you still have time, but not much of it.”

“If the Imperial Court and the Oracles—”

“What concerns them, in the end, does not concern you in the same way. What you can do, you must do.” He smiled, and if it was weary, it was genuine. “What you did in the High Court,” he told her, “and what you do every time the Foundling Hall summons you, every time the midwives call—you think of them as small things.”

“No, I damn well don’t. It’s just—”

“But large things are built on small, and sometimes, broken by them in unexpected ways. No, I don’t know what your task is. I therefore have no idea how it is to be accomplished, and even had I, I would not tell you.”

“Evanton—”

“You must learn. Lord Sanabalis is teaching you, if I am not mistaken.”

She thought of candle wicks and grimaced. “He’s trying.” A thought occurred to her. “As a mage, did you—”

But he lifted a hand. “If it was only magic,” he said, as if he were talking about selling vegetables, “it would be less important. Not everything he will teach you is about your own power, not directly.

“And he is canny, for a Dragon. He understands mortals better than any Dragon I have ever met.”

He handed her the patch that he had been working on. It was a beaded representation of the Hawk in flight. “For you,” he told her quietly.

“You knew I was coming?”

“I guessed. Put it on. Leave it on.”

“But it—”

“It’s still a Hawk.”

She nodded. Cringed. “I can’t really sew well—”

“It doesn’t need to be sewn on—it will adhere to whatever you place it on. I’d suggest your uniform.”

She nodded again, failing to notice the bite of his condescension. “Thank you,” she said, surprising herself as she opened her hand and stared at his handiwork.

“I hope you will, girl. Why are you staring at it? It doesn’t bite.”

“It…doesn’t hurt my hand.”

“Hurt it?”

“It doesn’t feel like…magic.”

“Maybe it’s not,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe it’s just a folk charm from bygone days.”

“But you—”

“I’m a busy man, Private Neya.”

You never really wanted to disobey that wizened little man. Or to mock him. Or, and she looked again at his handiwork, to be in his debt.

“Are you still standing there?”

“No, sir.”

“Good.”

The front door seemed promising, and she took it. On rare occasions, she could take a hint.

“Neya,” Marcus growled as she entered the office. Loud growl, but then it would have to be—the office was packed.

“Sir?”

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“To check the betting—” She paused. “Nowhere, sir.”

“Good. Sharks lost,” he added as she about-faced and came to his desk’s side. The heartless bastard didn’t even look up. “Sit down.”

“Sir. Am I late for something?”

“Yes.”

She tried to think back on her admittedly chaotic schedule and came up blank. Sadly, she did this frequently when she did, in fact, have some meeting or other to attend. “Sir?”

“Don’t even.” He looked up from his paperwork then, and his eyes were bleary and pale orange. It was an odd combination. He was tired—and angry. But not furious. Not yet. Having seen him furious once or twice, Kaylin knew better than to push.

“Lord Sanabalis is waiting for you,” he told her.

“But I—”

“I don’t believe this involves a lesson. If it does, he’s doing it for free.”

“What else does he—Wait, what do you mean for free?”

“It means that we’re not paying for this one.”

“What— We’re paying for these lessons?”

“Yes. And consider yourself lucky that they aren’t coming out of your salary.” He paused and added, “Because your salary wouldn’t cover them.”

She was momentarily silent. In that gaping, embarrassing sort of way.

“West Room, Private. He’s been waiting for almost an hour.”

“But I was out on the beat—”

“Yes. That’s why you’re not in trouble.”

“Yes, Marcus.” She turned away from the desk, only to be dragged back by his growl.

“Sir?”

“Why,” he said, “just tell me why, does every damn case you become involved in deal with children in one way or another?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and this time her expression was shorn of anything but worry. “Maybe because—”

“It was rhetorical, Kaylin,” he told her. But he stood, his eyes still that pale copper, his brows still bristling if you knew enough to recognize it. “I asked Kalaya.”

The leader of his pridelea, his oldest wife. “What did she say?”

“Because humans desert their children, by dying. It’s bad to have only two parents.”

“That’s not their fault—”

“And because you care, Kaylin, and you’re marked by magics we don’t and can’t understand. She thinks if you cared less—”

“I’d be less involved?”

“They’d die more. She also asks me to tell you—nicely—that she would like you to be careful. Possibly because she doesn’t have to deal with you daily.”

It took her a moment to realize just how highly his wife had praised her. She wasn’t all that great at accepting compliments—they were almost a type of charity. But she managed a nod, and he offered the same in return, letting the words pass by.

Lord Sanabalis was waiting for her the way he always did: with characteristic patience. Which is to say, he was playing with something in his hands and idly glancing toward the door every minute or so. As if, she thought sourly, he hadn’t actually heard it being opened.

She took her customary seat across from him, and even thought about going to get a stupid candle. But if she’d been any good at going through the motions—any motions—she wouldn’t still be a private. “Iron Jaw said you wanted to see me.”

“I do.”

“Why exactly?” She paused and then said, “And how much do you charge for these lessons, anyway?”

“Oh, money,” he said, with the vague wave of a hand. “I’m not personally in charge of fees. That is a duty left to the Imperial Order.”

“Which doesn’t mean you don’t know.”

“Of course not. It merely means you may discuss it with a bureaucrat.”

He bent toward the floor and opened a case by his feet. It was a worn, black case, with tarnished metalwork and a faded engraving. It was also flat and wide.

He pulled a long piece of paper out of it, and then set the case aside on the flat of a spotless table. “I merely wished to ask you a simple question,” he told her quietly.

She nodded, more curious than annoyed.

Until he laid out the paper, and she saw that it was a drawing, sketched in pencil and shaded with something that had either smudged or bled.

“Do you recognize this girl, Kaylin?”

Staring at her, with wide, almost bruised-looking eyes, was the face of the girl the water had shown her in Evanton’s elemental garden.

“I will take that as a yes.”

“You’ve seen her?”

“Not exactly, no.” He gestured at the paper. “She has been seen, in a manner of speaking.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Oracles.”

“The Oracles drew this?”

“This? Gods, no. This was drawn by a young Tha’alani, a rather sheltered but very sensitive boy. He is not in service,” he added, “not yet, and if I had any say, he would never be in our service. But he was able to untangle some of the dreams that lay upon the Oracles themselves, and the imagery was shattered enough that the dreams were just that to the boy—dreams. Or nightmares. Both exist in the Tha’alaan, and both have a quality that removes them from reality. I deemed it safe to request aid, for that reason. Ybelline suggested the boy. He is gifted in his chosen art. The Oracles, with one or two notable exceptions, are not.

“There are other drawings,” he added softly.

“The boy did the others, as well?” She could not take her eyes off the contours of the girl’s face.

“No. Would you care to see them anyway?”

“I don’t know if it would help or not.”

Sanabalis had not yet resumed his seat, and it became clear a few moments later that he would not. “I would like you to accompany me, Kaylin.”

“But I have—”

“I have asked permission, of course,” he added.

“Of course.”

“Corporal Handred is not required, but if you wish his presence, he may also be seconded. I leave that up to you.”

“You’ll be with me, won’t you?”

“Indeed.”

“Then what could go wrong?”

Lord Sanabalis visibly grimaced. “You clearly do not believe in angry gods,” he told her, as he carefully slid the drawing back into its case and handed the case to her. “Be careful with that, it’s quite old.”

“Yes, Lord Sanabalis.”

“Good girl. My carriage is waiting.”

“Your carriage?”

“The other drawings were done by a boy who lives with the Oracles.”

“He’s an Oracle?”

“Of a type, yes.”

“Why didn’t you just bring those?”

“He draws what he sees,” Sanabalis replied, “and Oracles see everything. You cannot direct them without great effort, and some cannot be directed at all.”

“The Tha’alani boy?”

“Touched the Oracle boy, yes. This is what was safe to call forth.”

His carriage was an Imperial carriage, with fine painting, fine gold leaf, fine emblems, and wheels that probably weighed more each than the horses did, in Kaylin’s estimation.

She clambered up after Lord Sanabalis, still carting his unwieldy case.

“Set that on the floor,” he told her. “It won’t be harmed there.” Or more harmed, his tone implied, than it had been by her handling of it. He pulled the curtains back as the carriage began to move; the ride was smooth, but here, the roads were well made.

She looked at the unlidded eyes of her companion for a long moment, and then drew a breath.

“Yes?”

“I was wondering if I could ask a small question.”

“Smaller than that one?”

“Well, maybe a bit larger.”

His smile was weary. “I half expected to be interrogated for our entire journey. For someone who disliked learning, you’re very curious.”

“What did happen with the Shadow Wolves eighty years ago?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Ummm, curiosity.”

“You aren’t a Wolf, Kaylin. You are certainly not Shadow material. Believe that if you were, you would have been dead long ago.”

“Thank you. I think.”

“I meant it as a compliment. Of a sort. And a warning, as well.”

“It’s history…”

“Yes. It is. And I deem it not harmful to answer your question, although you should have known far better than to ask it, for your corporal’s sake.”

She was silent, then. Mouth first, thought later. Severn had always said that about her, and he was right.

“There was some difficulty with the Wolflord of the time,” Sanabalis finally said. “He had made some powerful friends among the less pleasant members of society, and his estimation of both his worth and his ability to skirt the Imperial Laws had grown beyond the reality of his situation.

“He felt himself to be careful enough and powerful enough to avoid those laws, and in the end, he posed a risk to the Court that could not be easily overlooked. Some word reached him of a possible replacement, and he had that man killed almost before the words themselves had been uttered. In all, it was not a good time for the Wolves. Their leader was privy to much information that the Wolves must have.

“There were a few more deaths, and a great deal of ugliness, before things were sorted out.”

“Sorted out how?”

“The Imperial edict against the Dragons assuming their form within the bounds of Elantra was broken by the only person who could freely break that law and be certain of his survival.”

Kaylin looked at the impassive face of the Dragon lord; he was watching her instead of the passing streets.

When he failed to see whatever it was he was looking for in her gaze, he said, “The Emperor flew. It rained fire, Kaylin.”





CHAPTER 8

“Take everything you’ve learned about Oracles,” Lord Sanabalis told Kaylin, as the carriage drew to a stop, “and throw it out the window. That one,” he added, with a slight glare that didn’t really change the color of his eyes. “The Oracles are often a little…scattered. Some of them are also easily offended. Or easily frightened. We believe that they have some understanding of what they’ve glimpsed, but an inability to communicate it—and shaking them until their teeth rattle does not produce the desired effect.”

“What do you mean?”

“The most gifted of their number almost never speak with outsiders. The least gifted are usually the most functional, but they are ambivalent about their position, and ambivalence in humans is something to be wary of.”

“Oh, and it’s not in Dragons?”

“We are seldom ambivalent, and yes, it is.” He paused and added, “We naturally believe ourselves superior. Our ambivalence does not make us foolish, but cautious.”

He paused for another moment, and then said, “One or two of the people you may meet today will not even speak at all. They seldom introduce them when I am present, however.”

“Oh?”

“I frighten them.”

She looked at him. “Well, you are a Dragon.”

“Yes. And while most of history—mortal history—has forgotten what that means, they can still taste it in the air I disturb simply by breathing. It is an interesting truth of the Oracles. They are all human, your kind, Kaylin, and to those who already know what it is they’ve seen, their prattle actually does make sense.

“Mortals, however, have learned to love the dark, to love ignorance.”

“That’s a little harsh,” she said, substituting her first reaction with a swiftness that would have impressed Severn, had he been there.

“Is it? You are mortal. By definition, Kaylin, you will all die, no matter what you do. There is no precaution you can take that will save eternity for you. Death is the road you walk, from the moment you first breathe. It surrounds the fabric of your living. You are always saying goodbye.

“My kind, and the Barrani, have oft overlooked the importance of life to the mortals because it is so very brief, and because so little is lost—in our eyes. A handful of years. If I chose to sleep, I might have missed the whole of your life—and it seems long to you, even though you are young.

“But there is an urgency about mortality that creates wonder, that heightens both joy and fear. To my eyes, you live an eternity in a short span.”

She shrugged, thinking about death. The deaths that had scarred her because they had happened long before she could understand them; the deaths that scarred her because she couldn’t prevent them.

“It is my belief that you love life more because you have so little of it. You live in a moment that eludes us in anything but acts of war. Because in war, we face death, the loss of eternity. Our greatest moments, our greatest acts of nobility, our profoundest acts of cowardice have always occurred in war.”

“Why are there no Oracles from the other races?”

“I have thought about this,” he said, his voice rumbling as he paused in the act of opening the door, the hinges creaking ominously beneath his weight. The fact that the carriage hadn’t quite stopped didn’t seem to bother him. “The Tha’alaan holds moments of birth and moments of death while the race lives to remember it. They know death, and they may fear it, but it does not drive them. In some sense, they are never forgotten. They are remembered.

“The Leontines have so much in common with beasts it’s a small wonder they can speak at all. And I would thank you never to repeat that, as it is considered—”

“An offensive racial position to take, sir.”

“The sir is not necessary, Kaylin. Technically, the Lord is, but I will not hide behind formality. Neither is your extreme sarcasm. I understand that you are fond of your Sergeant and I wish him no ill. But they have many bestial instincts, and even their tribal system is fraught with the—let me call it the earthy. I do not believe they fear death in the way that humans do.”

“And the Aerians?”

“The Aerians have, in the past, had their Seers,” he told her quietly. “But those Seers have never been granted to the Oracles. Whether they are exalted or shunned, I do not know. They are few. In ways, they are most like your own kind, even though your kind is denied the gift of flight. But they are more tribal than your kind, because they are less numerous. They cede very little to others.”

She was silent for a moment. “In the Foundling Hall,” she said at last, as the carriage wheels sprung up at the sudden loss of his weight, “there are only human children, as well.”

He held the door open for her. “It would almost be best,” he told her gently, well aware of the fact that in different circumstances, one of those foundlings might well have been her, “if you thought of the Oracle Hall as a similar place to the Foundling Hall.”

“They have no Marrin,” she told him.

“No,” he replied, his gold eyes lidded, the arm he offered a reminder of her brief time at Barrani Court, and also a command. “And I think it a loss, for those here. What I have never fully understood is why the Foundling Halls have Marrin.”

“It never occurred to me to wonder,” she answered, because it was true—up until this moment, it hadn’t. “She started the Hall. It’s hers. She’s made the orphans her life, and she’d give her life to protect them. She sees that they’re safe, fed, clothed, and as well-educated as they let themselves be.”

“And she had no pridelea of her own, no cubs, no mate, on which to spend this endless devotion?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“You are surrounded,” he told her, “by works of art, by acts of magic, and by things that are unique or unusual—you are one such. But in a way, so is your Marrin. You do not question why she has made the choice she made. She does not question why you are gifted with a talent for healing that beggars all healers the Imperial Service has discovered over the years.

“But I digress. You have that effect on me, child.”

She bristled very, very slightly.

“It would be best if you thought of the Oracle Hall as a place similar to the Foundling Hall, and yes—” he added, lifting a hand to forestall the words that were about to fall out of her mouth, “you will see why for yourself.”

The why was not answered when they were met at the gatehouse by men who wore more metal than Imperial Officers of the Law. They also wore swords, but as they were technically not in a public place, they were slighting no laws that Kaylin could easily recall. They did not wear surcoats, and the metal caught sunlight like sharp, pointed spears of light, it was that polished. She pitied the apprentices whose hands had done that work.

Her instinctive fear of armored men had long since given way—it would have to, as she often was one—but in its place, she harbored a mild resentment. They could hide in safety behind what they wore.

And they now challenged her as she neared the guard-house. On the other hand, they didn’t lack a certain bravery—they also stopped Sanabalis, and it would have to be obvious, even to the most ignorant, that he was a Dragon. “Halt and state your business,” one articulated tin can said.

“I am Lord Sanabalis, in service to the Emperor, and I have been invited to attend Master Sabrai after the contemplations this afternoon.”

The shining tin can turned and spoke to another tin can behind him, and the second man hunkered off, making a lot of noise as he walked. Sanabalis didn’t seem put out by this. Then again, formalities never seemed to bother Dragons when they weren’t actually in a hurry, and he seldom seemed to be in a hurry. As if he could read her mind—and gods knew everyone else seemed to be able to today—he said, “When you have all eternity, the word hurry is relative.”

“And the guards, being mortal, have less of it, and their version of sluggish doesn’t approach your version of fast?”

“Something very like that.” He looked past the man—the Dragon lord was tall, although he usually hid it by slouching, and added, “The gardens here are surprisingly tranquil, and if we are given the opportunity, you should visit them.”

“I’m not much of a gardener.”

“Pity.”

“You are?”

“Not as such. That was always more of a Barrani pastime.”

“It still is,” she told him, thinking of the High Court. “But I wouldn’t use the word tranquil to describe their gardens.”

“Tranquil, like hurry, is a relative term.”

The second man returned, and, lifting his visor, spoke a few words to the first man.

“The Master will see you,” the guard said, and, signaling the others, stepped aside. “He will also allow you to bring your guest.” If there was criticism in the words, it was slight and hidden by formality.

“That is kind of him,” Lord Sanabalis said. “I have been busy of late, and asking the requisite permission slipped my mind.”

“Lord Sanablis,” the guard replied, bowing in a way that all that damn plate should have made impossible.

With a regal nod of the head, Lord Sanabalis preceded Kaylin through the gatehouse doors.

The gardens weren’t much in evidence as they walked the path from the gatehouse to the Halls. Well, maybe they were, but they didn’t seem all that impressive to Kaylin. They might have, had she come here at thirteen or fourteen, when she had been new to the Ospreys, and many of the Hawks who failed to remember how sharp the memory of a young and homeless girl could be had often called her their mascot.

But she’d seen enough since then to think Grass, grass, more grass. Pretty nice grass, for grass, though.

“It burns very easily,” Sanabalis said quietly. “And it is apparently quite soft to the touch. People would be upset if one were to take a true breath, here.”

“People,” she told him archly, “would be upset anywhere.”

“True enough. And please do not even think of quoting the Law at me, Kaylin.”

“It’s one of the few things I can quote.”

“And I hear it makes a very good lullabye.”

“Only hear?”

“Dragons don’t sleep much.”

She nodded.

“And the Emperor, never. He watches what he’s built.” She nodded again. “Do you like him?”

“Like him?”

“The Emperor.”

“The Emperor is above things as simple as ‘like’ or ‘hate.’ And I will say that this is possibly the first time I’ve been asked that question. Why did you?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Have a care what you ask,” he said quietly. “Mortals are allowed more leeway for folly, but in truth, not much.” His eyes were a pale gold, but they were lidded; he walked with a slight stoop to his shoulders, which robbed him of height and made him seem, well, ancient. Clever, that. Pointless, but clever.

“You will understand what I mean when you meet him,” he added.

“When? Not if?”

“The Hawks have done what they can to keep you from the Imperial Court, but I can see the day coming when they will no longer have that choice.” His expression was completely neutral; his face seemed like a mask. But when the lines shifted, he smiled. “But most certainly that is not today. Today we have nothing more terrifying than the Oracles. Have a question prepared for them, Kaylin.”

“What kind of a question?”

“Something harmless.”

“Why?”

“Because it is customary to come to the Oracles with questions. It focuses their thoughts, and leaves them less leeway to babble.”

“And that’s going to be a problem?”

“You’ll see.”

Dragons were enormously arrogant, and known for it. They seemed to be in a close race with the Barrani, but as there were more Barrani around, most people gave the nod to the Barrani. Kaylin wasn’t so certain. Dragons were definitely quieter about it, though. She’d give them that.

But maybe more smug.

They were met at the front doors—the wide, tall doors with ascending peaks that looked ridiculously ornate to Kaylin—by armed…matrons. Which is to say, women who looked like human versions of Marrin, the Leontine who guarded the Foundling Halls. The armor admittedly helped; Marrin, being composed of bristling fur, obvious fangs, and claws that left indents in hardwood, didn’t really need it.

They were a bit less friendly than Marrin was with strangers, but then again, Marrin depended on the generosity of strangers, and had to rein her protective instincts in whenever someone crossed the threshold.

But their eyes—hard to tell the color, really—were like Marrin’s eyes when she gave someone as much of a once-over as she was allowed by polite multiracial society. They grimaced at Sanabalis, but most of their suspicion centered on her; clearly, they had met the elder Dragon before.

Kaylin, however, was wearing the Hawk, and while she personally hated being sneered at, she could swallow that. Mostly. Sneering at her while she was in uniform, on the other hand, was a whole different story. She straightened up, and assumed as formal a position as she ever did.

Sanabalis stepped on her foot.

This was not the reaction she had been expecting—she hadn’t expected him to react at all. But Dragon feet were bloody heavy, and if he spared her some of the weight, it wasn’t much. Still, she was pretty sure nothing was broken.

“Kaylin,” he said, speaking to the twin matrons, and not to his student, “has never been here before. Believe that I sincerely regret the disruption of your routine, and the routine of the Oracles, but the Oracles themselves are in a state of near-panic at this time, and if there is some solution to be found to their current panic, it is most likely to be found by this young woman, as improbable as that may seem. She has come to view Everly’s artistic endeavors.”

“He’s been in a state all morning,” one of the women told Sanabalis grimly. “And you never know what will set him off. You know he reacts a bit strangely to the sight of you,” she added.

“He generally dislikes most of the nobility.”

“I’m as far from nobility as they get,” Kaylin told them both, edging her feet out of Sanabalis’s easy range.

“Dear,” the second woman said, relenting slightly, “if you’ve never been here before, things are a bit unusual. Everly doesn’t speak,” she added. “He draws. Sometimes he draws maniacally. He has drawn some extremely unflattering portraits of his visitors before, and it has caused us some difficulty.”

Kaylin nodded. “I don’t really expect him to speak.”

“He does. But with his hands. With pictures.” She paused and then added, “He’s a good boy. We’re all very fond of him.” She spoke the last two sentences in the soft voice of death threats everywhere.

“You’re certain about this, Lord Sanabalis?”

“Unfortunately, Sigrenne, I am. And I cannot guarantee that it will not be upsetting for him.”

The two women exchanged a glance, and then the woman he had named Sigrenne sighed. “Very well. Do not speak to the people you see in the halls,” she told Kaylin sternly. “The Oracles often wander when they are in vision or dream states, and only people who’ve been properly trained know how to handle them without causing them alarm. There are people here who will see that they do not walk off balconies or stairways.

“Do not touch them at all. Even the Oracles to whom you are introduced in the rooms where visitors are normally sequestered are not to be touched unless they request it.”

She paused to see if Kaylin understood, and Kaylin nodded, wondering just what kind of Hall she’d entered.

“Do not make loud noises. If you feel the need to shout or scream, hold it in, or you will be escorted off the premises and denied any chance at further entry.”

“Got it. Anything else?” She attempted to keep the sarcasm from totally overwhelming her voice.

She might as well not have bothered; the sarcasm that was already there was pretty thick and they seemed to have missed it entirely.

“Usually the list of rules is sent to the supplicant in advance of their visit,” Sigrenne said, frowning over Kaylin’s head at Sanabalis. “And we have not allowed supplicants to enter the Hall for a week.”

“Lord Sanabalis being a special case, I take it.”

“All direct servants of the Emperor being excepted, of course.” She gave Sanabalis a decidedly odd look, and then added, “But they’ve been good about who they send. Lord Sanabalis upsets many of the Oracles, but fascinates many more.”

Sanabalis nodded amiably in her direction. “We have no desire to upset the Oracles,” he said quietly. “It suits neither of our purposes.”

“Well, try to remember that,” Sigrenne said curtly. “Let’s get this over with. It’ll be lunch soon.”

The first thing Kaylin noticed about the occupants of the Hall—and it was possibly an odd thing to notice first, given her occupation—were the colors they wore. Their clothing was garishly mismatched, something that Kaylin generally avoided by wearing blacks or undyed cloth. If the matrons guarded their charges with recognizable ferocity, they certainly didn’t dress them.

Here and there were deep shades of purple, brilliant shades of red, a cacophony of blues and greens and turquoise, a hint of yellow-gold. Whole robes looked like quilts, and Kaylin had to do a double-take the first time just to make certain that the one that caught her eye had sleeves, and was not, in fact, pulled off a poor bed.

Some of the robes looked like a small child’s idea of magic—dark blue, with golden stars, golden swirls, and vivid, red eyes. Well, the eyes were maybe not so small child, but the rest was. Although the person wearing the robes was definitely long past the age at which child could be remotely applied to him, there was something about the way he looked around, picked up objects—like, say, the lamp, which made one of the two Matrons cringe slightly, although she said nothing—and looked at them with curiosity and open wonder that made him seem young.

“Christen is new here,” Sigrenne said, by way of comment. “He was not treated entirely well in his former home, and he is perhaps a bit unusual by even our standards. He speaks,” she added, “and has not yet adapted to our rules.”

Kaylin nodded. Her eyes wandered around the room, taking in the clothing—one man was wearing a very real crown, and sported a beard in a style that was better suited for stiff portraiture than life—and the silence of the occupants. She had thought that Oracles were like the so-called nomadics who wandered in during the summers and sold fortunes by the pound. Of gold. She thought that they were possibly pretentious liars. That they indulged in mystery and the mysterious—seeing so very few people—for reasons of commerce, of manipulation.

She had even met one or two in the Halls of Law—but they were nothing like this.

What Sanabalis had told her to do before they’d left the carriage, she did now: she threw out all of those conceptions. She understood in that one sweeping, slow glance why so few were allowed here. It would be very, very hard to take anything these people said seriously. If they spoke at all. It would be hard not to treat them as deranged, drunken idiots. Or just idiots.

And…she understood the reaction of the Matrons to new people, because on occasion, as if furtively, these steel-haired women did throw an alarmed or affectionate glance at the strangely attired men, women and children who roamed freely in the wide spaces, or who plastered themselves against the walls of the long hall, or who draped themselves limply over the stair rails, kicking their feet slowly and steadily behind them. These ferocious women clearly had no desire to see their charges exposed to ridicule or condescension.

This was supposed to be a house for very odd people, who might have a glimpse into the future. Kaylin wasn’t certain she believed this, but given how odd the people were, she was certain they did. And intent mattered, both for the law and for Kaylin.

Sanabalis did not speak, and their passage through the hall drew no attention until they were almost at the far door. But when they were about ten feet from its safety, a small child darted out—in a green-yellow dress with large purple patches—and latched onto Kaylin’s leg.

Her hair was sort of braided, although strands of fine gold had worked free; her eyes were a wide gray-blue that should have looked cold in the pale white of her face. Her lips were small, and they were moving; Kaylin thought she might be all of six years old, although she could be younger or older by a year or two.

The order not to speak flew out the window, and out of Kaylin’s mind, as the child turned her face up to Kaylin’s and pulled on her knee—a universal request for the larger person to get down to the child’s level. Kaylin knelt at once. The child reached out and touched the mark on her face—the nightshade, pale blue against decidedly less pale skin.

And then she said, “You’re a book.”

Kaylin nodded, as if this made sense.

“There is writing all over you,” the girl added in a soft, matter-of-fact tone. And it was true, although none of that writing was actually exposed. It lay beneath shirt and pants and collar and hair, hidden. But not to the child.

The child could see.

So…

“What does it say?” Kaylin asked quietly, breaking one of the rules she had been told to follow at risk of permanent ejection.

“Well,” the girl replied, “I’m not sure. I don’t want you to leave yet, though. I want to read the whole story.”

“I don’t think it’s finished yet.”

“Oh?”

“It’s just a guess.”

Serious-eyed, serious-voiced, the child said, “But it’s yours, so you should know. The words are fighting, though,” she added. “Maybe when they finish, there’ll be an ending.”

Before she could stop her mouth—a habit that had never taken hold except in formal interrogations—Kaylin said to the girl, “Will I survive it, do you think?” And the steel-eyed doll of a child looked at her for a long time as she considered not her face, but her arms, her legs, as if looking at clothing. But then she moved around Kaylin’s back, and Kaylin sat utterly still, as if such inspection were natural. Kaylin knew what she was looking at. The writing that had appeared last.

The silence went on for a moment, and then the child said, in a voice that was high and fluting, a girl’s precocious voice, “We all die.”

“Marai,” Sigrenne said quietly, “you will alarm our guest.” She had bent slightly in her gleaming metal, and the child looked not the least intimidated.

“Oh, she’s seen lots and lots of death,” Marai replied confidently. “And I don’t scare her at all. I can make a scary face,” she added, with less confidence. “But that only works on Mika.”

“Have you eaten lunch?”

“Lunch?” Marai replied, as if Sigrenne had just asked her if she knew what the moons were made of. “Is it lunch-time?”

“It is past lunchtime.”

“Well then, I must have eaten.”

“And what did you eat?”

“Noodles and cheese and the funny salty rolled meat.”

“No dear, that’s in two days.”

“Or last week.”

Sigrenne smiled. “Go and find something to eat, Marai. Remember what Master Seltzen said. You must remember to live in the now sometime.”

Marai nodded somberly, and with a regretful glance at Kaylin, she backed away.

Kaylin rose and was met by the stony glare of slightly orange Dragon eyes. The eyes were lidded. “Sigrenne,” he began, but Sigrenne had turned to Kaylin with a thin-lipped frown already forming across her weathered face.

“I believe I made the rules clear,” she said coolly.

Kaylin nodded, sparing the child a backward glance, as fascinated by her as the child had been by the writing that she could not have seen by any normal means. “But she’s a child,” she said, with a bit of a guilty inflection. “And she was speaking to me.”

“Yes. And because she is a child, she will not be in too much trouble for also breaking the rules.”

“They have rules?”

“Yes. They are not to speak to strangers.”

“Oh. The usual rules.”

“The usual rules, yes. And,” Sigrenne added, relenting, “they follow rules as well as most children that age do.”

“I’m sorry—I’m not used to ignoring children.”

“Oh?”

“Private Neya,” Sanabalis said, stepping in and speaking in a smooth, almost officious tone, “does much of her volunteer work with two worthy organizations. The guild of midwives, and the Foundling Hall. She has spent many of her adult years around children who feel isolated, and I ask, as a favor, that you overlook her gross infraction.”

“The Foundling Hall?” Sigrenne said, raising a brow and looking at Kaylin for the first time as if she were another woman, and not a possible criminal. “You know Marrin, then?”

Kaylin’s brows rose higher. “You know Marrin?”

“Aye, I’ve spoken with her a time or ten,” Sigrenne said with a wry smile.

“I know her, yes. Her fangs are still sharp and her claws still draw blood.”

Sigrenne frowned, and Kaylin reddened slightly. “It’s a translation of a Leontine saying, but it basically means she’s not in her dotage yet.”

“That old lion will never be in her dotage. She can be an infuriatingly territorial—”

“She is Leontine.”

“Aye, she is that.”

“And the children she takes in are in some ways her pridelea, the kin she has chosen. I don’t know why she doesn’t have a pridelea of her own, and I’ve never asked.”

“I have,” Sigrenne said, wincing. “Don’t.”

“But—but how do you know her?”

Sigrenne’s face grew serious again. “You met Marai?”

Kaylin nodded.

“And you didn’t recognize her?”

“No.”

“Ah. She wasn’t at the Foundling Hall for more than a day or two. Marrin has a sixth sense, I swear. I mean, an almost Oracular sense. The child was dumped on the grounds, and brought to Marrin by the groundskeeper—what is his name again?”

“Albert.”

“Ah, yes. Albert. She’d been left there. Many, many of the Oracles are abandoned by their parents. Some are killed,” she added, and here a flash of fury colored her cheeks for a moment.

“But—but why?”

“The less affected the Oracles are by their gift—and in early childhood, they are not quite as lost as they can later become—the more often they ask inappropriate questions about things like their parents’ infidelities. In public places. They know things they shouldn’t know and see things they shouldn’t see, and very often they are viewed as witch children and a great evil.

“They are feared,” Sigrenne added, “without understanding.”

“Some of those that survive are found by Marrin, and she will call us. She’s not terribly good about releasing the children, and believe that she’s paid us a visit or ten just to make sure that her children aren’t suffering.”

Kaylin laughed at that, and the unnamed woman also chuckled. It made her seem younger than her armor or her bearing. “So some of Marrin’s kittens are here.”

“Not so many, but yes, some of them are here. Some are much older than Marai, but Marrin found them and kept them safe. One boy was badly burned,” Sigrenne added, “when Marrin found him. Apparently his uncle came back to try to finish the job. There wasn’t a lot left of the uncle, from what I heard.”

“From who?”

“I have friends in the Halls of Law,” she replied coolly.

“So do I,” Kaylin said with the hint of a grin. “And at the moment, suicide isn’t illegal.”

“It wasn’t exactly suicide—” And then Sigrenne also laughed. “I see you do know Marrin.”

“She has my mirror,” Kaylin replied. “And she’s not afraid to use it.”

“Very well, if you’ve worked for the old beast, we’ll overlook this. Marrin is quite protective and ignoring one of her kits in that particular way would probably cost you a hand.”

“Well, finger.”

“Infection happens.”

Kaylin found herself liking this older woman. “And these,” she said softly, “are your kitlings.”

“Yes.”

The Hawk found herself completely relaxing. Because this was now a place she understood. “I won’t harm them,” she said. “Or I’ll do my best not to alarm them.”

“Aye, you will. But try a bit harder, girl. They sometimes want company, and some of them don’t know how to ask for it very well.”

Kaylin nodded.

“And if they scream and run at the sight of you, don’t take it personally, and try not to jump or scream in response.”

“Got it. Personally, several of my coworkers already have that reaction to me, and I’ve found it’s best not to encourage them.”

They managed to get out of the long, open space without further incident, and Sanabalis’s eyes had already returned to the calm gold of Dragon ease. He even gave Kaylin a slight nod of approval at her handling of the affair, which she accepted even though she knew it was undeserved.

They were led to rooms that seemed both sumptuous and plain; they were obviously designed in a way to impress visitors of rank and leisure, but they were not so ornate or gaudy that they made Kaylin uncomfortable.

“Wait here,” Sigrenne told them both. “And make yourself comfortable. It is not always easy to disturb the Oracles, but the Master of the Hall is expecting you, and he is much less wayward.”

“He deals with visitors?”

“We call them supplicants—or he does. And yes, every single person who wishes to pose a question to the Oracles must first speak to the Master. He usually throws out about a hundred requests a month as trivial and foolish wastes of both time and money.”

Kaylin’s brows rose.

And fell as she noted the subtle shift in the folds of the Dragon lord’s robes, which indicated that he might be prepared to step on her foot again, and finish the job by breaking it. But the expression on her face had nothing to do with her normal contempt.

“He—he lets nobles talk to the—the children?” For as she said it, it came to her that they were in their way like lost children, even the oldest among then, in their brilliant, scattered and mismatched regalia.

Sigrenne’s face cracked a genuine smile, then. “You are Marrin’s,” she said, voice gruff with approval. “And you understand why we’re protective. Not all of the Oracles are…as lost…as the ones you just saw. You’ve met Oracles before, in your line of work, surely?”

Kaylin nodded.

“You’re here to see some of them,” Sigrenne added. “But the Master first.”

“I’ll be good.” She looked at Lord Sanabalis and added, “I’ll try to be good.”





CHAPTER 9

The words The Master always had a certain tinge of authority to them that set Kaylin’s teeth on edge in any institution. Respect, she could grant—but some stubborn part of her felt it had to be earned. It wasn’t something she could just toss around lightly, like dirty laundry at the end of a long, messy day.

And the man who eventually entered the room, followed by servants who carried simple, but obviously silver, trays, suited the words. The contrast between his attire and the attire of the inmates of this strange interior world could not have been more pronounced; had he been in a throng of pretentious nobility it would have been impossible to pick him out. He was impeccable. His hair was salt-and-pepper black, and he sported a pointed, well-groomed beard; his eyes were a dark brown, and nested under a thick welt of brow that broke only slightly when it crossed the bridge of his nose.

He was a tall man, and his subtle stance made it clear to Kaylin that he was accustomed to taking advantage of his height when it suited him. At the moment, it didn’t suit him, and he stood almost at ease, examining her. He spared Sanabalis the shortest of glances, a certain sign that he was familiar with the Dragon lord. And yet…she had been told that he was an Oracle.

And that those with the weakest power were often the ones who could most easily interact with the outside world by its own rules. She could well believe it now.

“Lord Sanabalis,” he said at last.

“Master Sabrai,” the Dragon replied, inclining his head, “this is Private Kaylin Neya, of the Imperial Hawks.”

“The investigative branch?”

“Indeed.”

“And what do the Halls of Law require of the Oracles on this fine day?” He asked the question of Sanabalis, but he directed the brunt of his scrutiny toward Kaylin, the newcomer. There was, however, no disdain in his gaze. It contained a certain amount of weariness and, yes, hostility—but none of the contempt that she had come to expect of people who dressed the way he did.

She took a breath and turned it around. “It’s not exactly what the Halls require, but what the Oracle Hall needs.”

He was silent in his brittle regard.

“Sanabalis—” She paused as the dragon cleared his throat loudly, and started again. “Lord Sanabalis brought me a sketch—a color sketch that’s really quite good—indirectly attributed to one of the children here. For some reason, he thought I might recognize the girl in the picture.”

“And you did?”

She nodded. “I’ve seen the girl once before.”

Master Sabrai froze in place. Kaylin had heard the expression a hundred times, but only a handful were truly descriptive. “In life?”

“No.”

“In—not in dream?” His brows rose, changing the distant and well-kept expression of his face. The eyes that had looked so dark seemed paler as they rounded, like windows, like a glimpse of vulnerability and uncertainty. Nor did he struggle to contain it, as many a noble might have done, and she realized that he was an Oracle.

Wondered what it cost him to be so different from the others who lived here, and wondered what he did when he wasn’t forced into this role.

“No, not in dream, either.”

He relaxed slightly, and the weary look on his face became, for Kaylin, the look of a man who wasn’t anxious to sleep much, and needed to.

“How, then, did you see her?”

“On the surface reflection of a pool of very, very deep water.”

“W-water?”

She nodded, watching him carefully now; she had ceased to be a worry in one way, and had brought home all worry in another.

“Lord,” Master Sabrai said to Sanabalis.

“Yes, Master Sabrai.”

“The other drawings?”

“It was to get your permission to speak with the artist that we came. That and to see the rest of his impressive work.”

“She knows the rules?”

“She has been fully apprised of the rules, yes.”

“Good. You have my permission. I would like to attend, as well.”

“Of course.”

Kaylin could smell the room before she could see it. It wasn’t an unpleasant smell—but it was a dusty, strong smell, and an unfamiliar one. They had been escorted through a different set of doors than the one they had entered, which she hadn’t expected.

“Don’t we usually speak to the Oracles in your office?”

“Yes, that would be the usual method. But Everly is somewhat unusual, and he does not speak at all.” He hesitated for a moment, and then added, “He is not generally exposed to the public. On the few occasions that we have felt his presence germaine, it did not turn out…well. And the full effect of his expression of talent cannot be had in my office.”

As he wasn’t looking at her, Kaylin didn’t bother to nod.

“You will see, among his collection, some portraits you may or may not recognize. It’s not exactly his specialty, but—he tends to anchor things to people.”

“That’s unusual?” Kaylin asked. Mostly because she couldn’t see how a future that didn’t concern living people was much of a concern at all.

“Try chatting with a tidal wave,” Master Sabrai replied.

“Good point.” She paused for a moment as his back hurried off. “Was that just a random example?” And moved her foot just in time to avoid Sanabalis’s. For someone who affected age, he could move fast.

“Lord Sanabalis has been here before, obviously.” Master Sabrai stopped at a closed door that looked sort of like any other closed door in the narrow hall. “Some of the Oracles…don’t like Lord Sanabalis.”

“It’s the Dragon thing, right?”

“Something like that,” Master Sabrai replied, and pushed the door open.

Into the fury that was the jaws of a dragon. Kaylin’s knees had bent and her hand had dropped to her dagger hilt before she realized that this Dragon was actually…a huge painting.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Master Sabrai said over her shoulder. “It’s the one that most fascinates Everly. He never quite finishes it. He adds to it here and there.”

Kaylin turned slowly to look, not at Sabrai, but Sanabalis.

“I think it a good likeness of the days of my youth,” he said, without so much as cracking a smile.

“If that’s what the Oracles all see when they see you, I’m surprised they let you in at all.”

“Not all of the Oracles will see Lord Sanabalis that way,” Master Sabrai said quietly, as he motioned toward the room itself. “But enough of them do.”

“And you?”

“I see him as he presents himself.”

“Ah.” Kaylin tilted her head to one side for a moment. “And me?”

“You bear an unusual mark,” he said.

Which, Kaylin decided, proved the point about sane and powerful—the more sane, the less powerful. She thought briefly that this might apply to everyone, thought of the marks on her arms, her legs, her back, and decided she distinctly disliked the direction her thoughts were taking her.

So instead of thinking, she chose observation. Kaylin looked around a much larger room than she’d expected, and realized that the painting of Sanabalis had to be huge.

“It’s life-size,” Master Sabrai said, because he could probably hear her jaw hit the floor. “It was rather difficult to get the canvas for it, and unfortunately, it was also rather necessary.”

“Oh?”

“He’s an Oracle,” Master Sabrai added, as if it were an explanation. It wasn’t, really.

“Is that why it’s not framed?”

“Oh, most of his work isn’t. The work on display is otherwise framed, yes, but Everly doesn’t care about frames. They do, however, often impress the few dignitaries who request permission to view his gallery.”

And that was the word for this room.

Wall-to-wall paintings stretched out toward the devouring jaws of a Dragon in fury, and above those paintings, light shone from layered windows in the ceiling. The light didn’t directly touch the paintings themselves; someone had designed this room with at least that much care.

She started to walk toward the right wall, and stopped there. A bed was tucked into the corner, beneath an impressive set of cupboards, and a desk was pressed against the wall that held the door. A chair was tucked into it, but the layer of dust across its back made clear how often that desk was used.

“Where is the Oracle?” she asked Master Sabrai.

“He is there,” Master Sabrai said, and lifted a robed arm.

Tucked kitty-corner from the bed was a very tall easel, which held a canvas.

“At work,” he added, lowering his voice. The two words held concern.

“It’s not good for him to work?”

“It is. But not…like this.”

“No?”

“He doesn’t eat unless he’s fed. He doesn’t sleep unless he’s drugged. While many of the other Oracles confront their nightmares, he confronts his—but he doesn’t require sleep to do so.”

“He does need sleep,” she began, and then bit her tongue. Sometimes it flapped way too much.

“He won’t be aware of your presence,” Master Sabrai told her.

Kaylin nodded. “Does it disturb him if we watch him at work?”

“Not usually.”

“And if it does?”

“You’ll know.”

She wasn’t sure she liked the tone in which the words were delivered. She also wasn’t sure she liked the Dragon on the far wall, but she had to approach it to see the boy because it was directly at his back. What kind of child could paint something so obviously deadly, so beautifully savage, and remain unperturbed by the reality of it?

An Oracle, idiot.

She approached the canvas as if it were a manor wall, and she were climbing over it instead of going through the guardhouse, the way visitors who were welcome usually did.

She wasn’t wearing too much in the way of armor, so she didn’t make a lot of noise. But as she was at last within touching distance of the back of the stretched cloth, she could hear the boy’s breath, could hear the small clunk of a palette being settled on what looked, to her eye, like the flat of a bar stool. She couldn’t see the boy yet, but could see the hand that had set it down.

Master Sabrai was behind her, and Lord Sanabalis had chosen to approach at a vastly more leisurely pace than Kaylin, so neither of them were close enough to stop the small noise that came out of her mouth when she finally rounded the edge of the easel and came face-to-face with what the boy was painting.

It was her. It was Kaylin Neya.

The boy’s brush hand stopped for a moment; the fine, fine hairs of his brush hovered steadily above the canvas, almost in midstroke. His eyes were a milky blue, and he turned them toward her, staring as if lids were decoration and blinking was a fashion statement. One that he was above making.

She almost introduced herself, remembering the manners that her mother had tried to teach her in a different place a lifetime ago. But her eyes were drawn to the painting and held there, and anything she thought she might say about herself seemed suddenly superfluous.

What, after all, could you say to a boy who was painting the marks that lay hidden beneath your uniform? What could you say to a boy who had removed the uniform, exchanging it for a backless, armless gown, so that the symbols that adorned her skin were, in their entirety, laid bare?

She was half turned away from him, in the painting, so that three quarters of her back could be seen; her hair, which she always wore up when she worked, was in fact pulled high above her neck and pinned there by something he had not yet added. If it were true to life, it would be a stick of some sort. Certainly nothing ornate.

But this wasn’t true to life; Kaylin had never worn a dress like this one; she didn’t even own something that came close. It was simple, at first glance—but first glance was something that she gave it only because the marks were so accurate and so prominent they dwarfed everything else about the portrait.

“He’s been working on this one for almost a week,” Master Sabrai told her.

“Interesting, isn’t it, Private Neya?”

The old bastard could have warned her, she thought, but the annoyance was halfhearted enough that she couldn’t even put it into words—and annoyed was something she was good at. The brush started to move again.

“He works in oil?” she asked Master Sabrai.

“He works in whatever he can get his hands on, and many of his most…useful…works have been done in pencils and watercolors,” the Master replied. “But if oils are here, he tends to use them. The paintings are much clearer, and much cleaner, when he does. They also take much longer,” he added quietly. “This is you, isn’t it?”

“You can’t tell?”

He took one look at Kaylin’s street uniform, and then looked at the painting. His raised eyebrow said the rest, and she had to agree with him. If she didn’t know herself, she probably wouldn’t have made the connection so easily.

“But Sanabalis, you said—”

“I said the image of the girl was taken from his memory with his permission,” the Dragon lord replied.

“But you implied—”

“Kaylin. Be a Hawk.”

But the Hawk was not in the picture; not yet. Just Kaylin herself, and the dress, and the markings. Without a word, she unbuttoned one bloused sleeve and shoved it up past her elbow. It fell, and she cursed in Aerian—it being somewhat quieter and less likely to be known than Elantran—before she rolled it up so it would damn well stay put.

Stroke for stroke, dot for dot, line for line, the marks were the same. She had known they would be, but…she had had to check.

“Why?” the Dragon lord asked, and she realized that she was half muttering to herself. She was flustered.

“You can see,” Master Sabrai told her softly, “why many find Everly disconcerting. Even when the portrait is flattering—which, to be honest, it seldom is.”

Kaylin nodded. It was as if someone had not only walked over her grave, but had come back to do a little song and dance, and to paint graffiti on the headstone.

“Are these—these portraits—are they accurate?”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean— Well…you know when Oracles tell you things, they don’t make any sense?”

Lord Sanabalis trod on her foot.

She hastily added, instead of the ouch that was appropriate, “I mean, until you know more of the context.” It was lame, but clearly Master Sabrai was accustomed to worse.

“Yes,” he said drily. “I am well aware of what most people think of Oracular information.”

“I don’t—I don’t even own a dress like that one. It’s… It’s not even decent.”

“Kaylin—”

“No, I mean really—I wouldn’t even sleep in something like that!”

“Understood,” Master Sabrai replied, “although you must understand in turn that current fashion and the Oracle Halls are not well acquainted. And to answer your question, Kaylin, the portraits themselves are indicative of some future state, but like the verbal prophecies, they are not always about the present, not always about the future. They are possibilities, but not certainties.”

“But is it significant?”

The boy was painting almost furiously now. It was a small wonder that his hands weren’t shaking, he was moving so quickly. It gave Kaylin hives. It also gave her an excuse to actually look at the rest of his face; the eyes had been…hard to look at. His hair was a kind of matted brown, and it was long enough to be pulled back from his face in much the same way hers was—although she thought she saw a paint-brush shoved in the knot that hung slightly to the right of center. His skin as almost translucent; the sunlight that came in from above might add color to the gallery, but it revealed none in Everly.

He wore something that made sackcloth look good, except for the splatters and smears. She thought the color had once been a natural shade of ivory, but now it was a riot, and she imagined that no one—not even the most compulsive of cleaners—could restore it to its original state.

His legs were crossed beneath him. His shoulders, however, were straight. His lips were almost the color of his skin, and his eyes were ringed with dark circles.

“This is what you wanted me to see?” she whispered to Sanabalis.

“No. But I thought you should.”

She nodded.

“How did you know to look—”

“For the girl?”

She nodded again. She did not mention the Tha’alani boy who had done the watercolor that she had instantly recognized.

“I didn’t,” he replied quietly. “But all of the Oracles, even those who are not yet living upon the grounds, or those who are accomplished enough at dealing with the present to now live beyond them, had nightmares, Kaylin.

“And you thought—”

“Yes. Since they woke, since it began, since before it began, Everly has been painting your portrait.”

“And the others?”

“Those who have some drawing skill—and who are not obsessed with it in the way that Everly is—have drawn bodies,” he said quietly. “Or buildings. Many of the buildings would be ones you recognize. I believe you cover much of the city on your rounds.”

“Bodies.”

“Yes. Usually facedown in water. Sometimes trapped too far beneath the surface of it to float.”

“You said many of the buildings?”

“The ones that are mostly standing.” He had joined her now, and his foot was almost pressed against hers.

“That tidal wave you mentioned—”

“Yes,” Master Sabrai said wearily. “It was not a chance comment.” The Master’s hand covered his eyes for a moment. He started to speak, and the seven syllables that left his mouth were not in a language that Kaylin knew. Not, she would have said, one that she had ever heard before, and given how many she had heard in Elantra, it was surprising.

But he stopped himself, and she realized that he had not intended to speak at all. His very Elantran cursing, on the other hand, she had no trouble with.

Lord Sanabalis lifted a hand. “Shall I send for Sigrenne, Master Sabrai?” He spoke slowly and carefully.

“No. No, I’m—fine.”

“We will not detain you further.”

“You will,” he said firmly, “stay for as long as you deem necessary.”

“If you—”

“I said I was fine.”

“As you wish.”

Kaylin watched them both. She had a question or two about what he had started to say, but she liked walking, and she hazarded a guess that she wouldn’t be if she asked. But she looked at the painting again, her left sleeve rolled up. “I haven’t changed,” she said. “Or the marks haven’t.”

“No.”

“The dress—”

“It is not a current fashion, no. But I think it significant in some way.”

“Why?”

“Look away from the markings, Kaylin. Look at the rest of the painting.”

“It’s not finished yet.”

“No.”

She frowned. “It’s—there’s someone else there.”

In pencil, in faint outline, blocked out, waiting for color and brush to give it life.

“Yes. At least one person. Possibly more.”

“You think the dress is ceremonial somehow?”

“I think it probable, yes.”

She swallowed and looked at the dress. It was white, not ivory, but it was edged in gold, and the gold itself was bright and almost metallic. There were words embroidered there, words that seemed in shape and form very similar to the ones that marked her skin. They were smaller, and less detailed, and they did not glow in the way the marks did. Because in Everly’s painting, the marks were glowing faintly.

Her hands were outstretched, or at least her arms were; he had not yet painted the hands, and what they held, he therefore kept to himself. But the dress seemed formal for all its simplicity.

“When do you think he’ll finish?” she asked Master Sabrai.

“Soon, if the gods are kind.”

“And if they aren’t?”

“Soon.”

Sanabalis did not step on her foot. “I think—I think I need to see the finished painting.”

“Yes. So Lord Sanabalis has said.”

“But—”

“But you are not entirely comfortable watching him work?”

It embarrassed her. But it was true—she wasn’t. She had thought to pity him, and she was now ashamed of the impulse; he wasn’t so much a child as a conduit, and Kaylin was not Tha’alani; there were things about herself that she didn’t want anyone else to see.

And she couldn’t control what he did see.

“Can we talk to him?”

“You can try,” Master Sabrai said. “But he is not always easily distracted.”

She held her breath for a moment, wanting to ask both Sabrai and Sanabalis to leave. Knowing that it would be the wrong thing to ask. Then she said to Everly, “My name is Kaylin Neya.”

He didn’t appear to notice. His hands continued their manic dance, stopping only to touch palette, to pull some color out of a mixture of two or three, as if by magic, and to transfer that to canvas.

Okay. That was a dead end.

She thought about grabbing his brush, and decided against it because she wasn’t certain that Master Sabrai wouldn’t break her fingers. She thought about it for a moment longer, and then looked at the palette itself. Looked at the canvas, at the area that had been blocked out in some fashion, but still lay shrouded in the near-white of paintless surface. Frowning, she said to Master Sabrai, “Does he often work in pencils?”

“Almost never, although as I have said, he does use them.”

“Where would they be?”

“Behind him, in the box on the floor. He keeps everything in it that might be of use. We take out the food before insects or mice find it,” he added helpfully.

Kaylin moved around Everly, and opened the long, rectangular case. Then she found what she was looking for—a slender stick of gray charcoal. She rose, went to stand beside Everly, and watched him work.

Then she lifted the charcoal and began to draw on the canvas.

She heard the sharp intake of breath from both Sabrai and Sanabalis, but she ignored it. She expected Everly to say something, to do something.

But what he did do was not what she’d expected. He set his brush down on his palette, but instead of reacting in outrage, he got down from his stool, and reached for the same box Kaylin had opened. He drew out a long piece of charcoal and came back to his stool, where he clambered up on the seat.

It was the only thing that reminded her that this very disturbing child was, in fact, a child.

But he turned before he touched the canvas, and he looked at her, and his eyes—she almost froze in place. Did freeze. They were the color of water.

He touched Kaylin firmly, grabbing the hand that held the charcoal, and pushing it toward the canvas. She dutifully followed his lead, and began to add something to the work itself.

She didn’t touch the image of herself—couldn’t, really; this close, it would have been like carving your initials in the wooden arms of a throne—say, the Imperial Throne, with the Dragon Emperor in it. Instead, she touched the area in the background that hadn’t been touched yet, beginning to draw, awkwardly and self-consciously, extra bodies. Not many. The boy’s hand pushed hers away, but not in anger; he wanted space to add to the work himself, to join her awkward, jerky lines with lines that were smooth and graceful.

But she had been attempting to draw someone Severn’s height, and Everly was drawing something else. Not quite someone, yet, but she thought it would be. And since it wasn’t her, she was fascinated by it.

“Private Neya,” Lord Sanabalis said, in a cool tone of voice.

At the sound of his voice, Everly looked up. He didn’t, however, look terrified. He just…looked.

“I believe that what you are doing would be forbidden by the Oracles if it had ever occurred to them that someone would try.”

“Oh.”

Master Sabrai’s voice joined in, but she was too busy watching Everly’s handiwork to look up.

“It does not disturb Everly,” the Master of the Oracle Hall said in a hushed voice. “Indeed, he seemed to welcome the input. I would not have thought it possible,” he conceded, to the chill of Sanabalis’s voice, “but perhaps because she is the subject, she has…some say.”

“Some say in the future?”

“We don’t control what we see, as you well know. Nor do we control what is done with what we see. But…”

Kaylin lifted a hand.

“Private Neya?”

“It’s her,” she said quietly. “He’s drawing her.”

“Her?”

“The girl I saw in the water.”

“So. She is part of his vision.”

Kaylin nodded.

“But you are a larger part.”

“I have to find her. And I think I must because she’s here.”

“Where is here?”

But Kaylin had no answer to that—there was no scenery yet.

Still, it gave her hope, in spite of the dress.





CHAPTER 10

Sanabalis was quiet on the ride back to the Halls of Law. It wasn’t unusual for him to be quiet, but his quiet was usually a wall in the face of Kaylin’s tirades. Now, it was something more contemplative.

She contented herself with silence, as well, thinking about the shock of Everly’s eyes, the certainty of his movements, the sense that he was simply a tool in the hands of…of his vision. Lame, Kaylin.

When they were well past the finer grounds of manors that lay behind sturdy fences and even sturdier guards, Lord Sanabalis looked at her. His eyes were not quite gold, but not yet orange, and they were lidded. He wasn’t angry, then, but he was probably concerned.

“Well, Private,” the Dragon lord said, “what do you think of the Oracles?”

She shrugged almost helplessly. “I don’t think it matters.”

“A good reply. It doesn’t, to them. All of our skepticism, all of our beliefs—they mean nothing to the Oracles. They see what they see.”

“I didn’t ask a question, though.”

“Hmm?”

“You said I should have a question prepared. I didn’t. And I didn’t ask.”

“I rather think you did. But I would not have thought of asking in that particular fashion.”

“Do you think—”

“The picture is literal? No.”

“But the Dragon—”

“Yes.” His inner membranes dropped. It made his eyes seem less vulnerable, oddly enough. “He sees what I am.”

“Not what you will be?”

“Perhaps he sees that, as well. The Dragons live in the present, and if the present stretches out in all directions, it does not change this fact.”

“We didn’t ask them about water—”

“No.”

“Or about—”

“No.”

“Are we going back?”

“Yes.”

“And am I going to carry all of this conversation?”

At that, he smiled. “That would make this day little different from any of the others. But no, Kaylin, I merely muse on what was already there.”

“You’d seen it.”

“I had. I wished to see your reaction.” He paused and added, “The marks on your arms?”

“Matched the painting exactly. I couldn’t check the ones on my back.”

“Good. I note that you did not wear the bracer, in that painting.”

She looked down. Looked out the window. Saw the Halls of Law as the carriage drove past them.

When she looked up at Sanabalis, one of his silver brows was lifted. “We are not yet done with our day’s lessons,” he told her quietly.

“I hope you’re not charging the department for your time.”

“I told you—my time has value to bookkeepers. It is with them that you must take up all complaints that you have in this regard.”

“Fine.”

“I believe it will cause the department some paperwork, however.”

Her eyes narrowed. Had Sanabalis not been a Dragon, she would have kicked his shin. As it was, she grimaced and said, “You win.”

“I was not aware that we were involved in some sort of contest,” was his distant reply. “And winning? The games we play now measure such things in the number of lives we will lose before this is done. I am given to understand that betting was a way of life in the fiefs.”

“We didn’t bet on lives.”

“No?”

“Well, not often.”

Sanabalis shrugged. It was an elegant motion, but it was also a heavy one. “We have studied the Oracles text,” he said at last.

“You mean the Imperial Order of Mages?”

“Do I?”

If hearts really could sink, Kaylin’s was busily rearranging her internal organs. “You mean the Dragon Court.”

He said nothing. Loudly.

“And the paintings?”

“Everly is the only Oracle who is currently completely visual in his prophecies. He is also, at the moment, implacable in his determination to finish your portrait. He works at a speed that is tiring to watch. But even at that speed, it is not fast enough. I had desired to see the location in which you were standing, although with Everly it is impossible to predict the existence of location. So far, it is nonexistent. I do not think, given the various records, that he has missed a single mark.

“Well, not the exposed ones, at any rate.”

“It would not greatly surprise me if he had already painted the ones the dress hides,” Sanabalis replied, glancing briefly out the window.

“Why do you think there might be no location?”

“There seldom is, in his paintings.”

“Then how are they useful?”

“Spoken like a Hawk,” he replied, but without the usual approval to take the edge out of the words. “Everly is concerned only with the people he can see. Where they are does not interest him. His entire world is that gallery, and I do not think he is even consciously aware that other worlds exist beyond it. Even the dining hall causes him confusion.

“But there is much about a person that one can tell by simple things—clothing, weapons, age.”

“But—”

“Yes?”

“The clothing—I don’t own anything like it.”

“It could be symbolic. Fashions, like climates, change over the passage of time. But it will be significant in some aspect, even if it is not, to your mind, accurate.”

“You’ve seen clothing like that.”

He said nothing, glancing again out the window before turning his gaze upon her.

“Where are we going, by the way?”

“You asked me to teach you the nature of water,” Sanabalis told her gravely. “And I have decided to accede to that request.”

If ever there was an example of “be careful what you wish for,” this was it. Kaylin spent some time wishing that someone else had been stupid enough to ask.

And then she forgot that part, because the carriage had come to a halt in front of gates that she recognized, even if she had only seen them from a very safe distance. Imperial gates.

The guards appeared at the window of the carriage, and one look at Sanabalis made them disappear more quickly. The gates themselves, at this time of day, were open, although they weren’t exactly open to the public. Kaylin had flown over the vast estates that the Dragon Emperor laid claim to in the heart of the city, but even in flight, Clint had soared higher, complaining the whole time about her weight. Aerians served the Emperor as guards, and they patrolled the skies above the palace. They did not seek to stop Clint, but he did not approach their territory, marked invisibly across a stretch of what seemed, at her age at the time, to be freedom.

Liveried men waited for the carriage in the courtyard, and liveried men opened the door in which Sanabalis was framed. He stepped out and spoke a few words, and the same men appeared on the other side of the carriage, silently opening the door and equally silently offering Kaylin a hand. They had placed a small step just beneath the door itself, which Kaylin nearly fell over; she was used to just jumping out.

If they were bothered by the fact that they were forced to carry more of her weight than courtesy demanded, they were utterly silent about it; a smile would have cracked their faces. Or a frown. Or any expression at all, really.

Sanabalis was waiting for her. He offered her an arm, just as Severn had done in the High Halls of the Barrani court. There, Kaylin had worn a dress fit for a queen. Well, fit for a really, really rich person with more money than common sense. Here? She wore her daily uniform, and was acutely aware of how much she needed new clothing. The leather legs were actually patched.

But the men who had stopped her from falling flat on her face now took the reins and lead the carriage away to wherever it was that carriages went, and Sanabalis did not seem to be aware of just how underdressed she was.

“Does Marcus know I’m here?” she asked in a very quiet voice.

“Marcus? Ah, Sergeant Kassan. No, I do not believe he does. Nor does the Hawklord. With luck, there will be no reason to remedy their ignorance.”

“Are you joking?”

“I? Dragons are seldom accused of humor.”

“Have you paid attention to what my luck is actually like?”

“I have heard rumors that you faced a dragon, Kaylin, and won. I consider, given your race, that you are blessed with luck.”

“Someone lucky—”

“When you need it.”

“Which I will if I don’t shut up?”

“Possibly. I advise you to make as little fuss as possible while you are in these halls.”

“Ahead of you,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

“We are not going to Court,” he added, “but to the Royal Archives. There is also a gallery. Four galleries, to be precise. And three different libraries. At the moment, the difficulties under consideration do not involve the Imperial Order of Mages, and given that you’ve offended a third of the most important men who comprise it, I consider you…lucky.”

Lucky, she thought glumly. The servants were better dressed than she was. She felt like something the cat dragged in, except for the being-half-a-corpse-and-bleeding part. Hopefully that wouldn’t follow.

But silence was a burden for Kaylin, and while she promised herself that it was one she would carry, she shed it in a small shriek when she rounded the huge, gaping corner of the huge, palatial hall.

“Tiamaris!”

Dragons never looked surprised. Kaylin was certain that there was a rule book somewhere that had that as the number-one law of dragonkind. Given that Dragons were immortal, it was probably etched in stone, but still.

Tiamaris, seconded to the Hawks for a short period of time, and still in theory on the duty roster although he wasn’t sent out on patrol, raised one dark brow at her. Then he nodded gravely. “Kaylin.”

“What are you doing here?”

“He lives here,” Sanabalis replied drily.

“Yes, but—”

“Lord Sanabalis, is this entirely wise?”

It was Sanabalis’s turn to raise a brow, although his was distinctly silver. “It is entirely unwise,” he replied. “What have I taught you about asking a question to which the answer is obvious?”

“Much,” Tiamaris replied. “But even more about the nature of what is obvious and what is merely contextually difficult.”

“Very good. Well done. Yes, you may accompany us.” He lifted Kaylin’s hand and offered it to Tiamaris, who stared at it for a moment too long before holding out the bend of his elbow. Kaylin laughed.

The entire hall had damned impressive acoustics.

“You weren’t just waiting for us?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“As certain as I can be.”

“But—this is a huge place. How did you—”

“Kaylin,” Lord Sanabalis said, in a deep and suspiciously rumbling tone of voice, “please, a little respectful silence is in order.”

Before she could open her mouth to reply, Sanabalis added in perfect Elantran, “Shut up.”

Which more or less caused her jaws to snap together in shock. She dared a glance at Tiamaris, and to her chagrin, he was smiling. “It seems,” he said, “that I still have much to learn from you, Lord Sanabalis.”

“Do not make me repeat myself,” was the curt reply, although it was offered in his habitual Barrani. It caused Tiamaris to chuckle, and this much mirth Kaylin had never seen him show. Then again, the last time she’d seen Tiamaris, they’d been investigating the gruesome deaths of children in the city, so there hadn’t been a lot to laugh about.

“Why are you here?” Kaylin whispered.

“Private Neya, it may have escaped your attention, but I am not deaf.”

“Never mind.”

The halls could have been an Aerie. There were no winged Aerians flying above them as they walked, but they could easily have stretched their flight feathers here. It would have been welcome. The lack of any noise but foot-steps—and Dragons don’t have light feet—was beginning to make Kaylin nervous.

Nervous gave way to something else when Sanabalis at last stopped. He stopped because there were doors that were half the hall’s height in the way. And the doors bore a mark that was at the level of a grown man’s reach.

Door-wards. Kaylin hated them.

Sanabalis reached out and placed his palm against the mark. The doors didn’t open—that would be too much to hope for. Tiamaris let go of Kaylin’s arm and also walked to the door, where he placed his palm against the same mark. And of course, the damn doors stayed closed.

“Private Neya? In your own time.”

Which meant touch the bloody door now so we can get going. Dragons might speak in Barrani, but tone of voice was universal.

She walked up to the door, gritted her teeth, and planted her palm against the ward as if she hoped it would go through it.

Blue light enveloped her, snapping at the air. The strands of her hair that never stayed up flew out to the sides as if trying to escape her skull.

She started to shout something, bit her lip, and waited; her arm was numb.

But the door-wards had taken whatever it was they were looking for, and the doors began to swing slowly inward.

“That,” said Tiamaris in a low voice, “was impressive.”

She would have cursed in Leontine, but she liked her tongue where it was.

“I imagine that anyone of note in the palace now knows you’re here,” he added.

If they—the nebulous they that always made Kaylin slightly nervous—were aware of her presence, they didn’t choose to do anything about it. No alarms sounded; no guards surged through the open doors to greet her. Instead, she was hit with silence. It didn’t so much descend as stomp. Where the halls had been cold and shining marble, the floors here were carpeted for as far as the eye could see. That much, Kaylin expected, and she didn’t find it strange. The fact that the carpets slid up the walls, on the other hand—where walls could be seen—she found a bit unusual.

In between the bits of visible wall were shelves that stretched from floor to ceiling, bisected neatly in the middle by a narrow catwalk that followed their precise contours. There were ladders, which were sensible, given the height of the shelves, and smaller ones rested on the catwalk above the main floor, leaning up against the space between shelves. There were more books than Kaylin had dreamed existed.

She stood, her jaw temporarily unhinged, as she stared. Even the quiet click of the doors at her back didn’t easily draw her attention. Sanabalis had said there was more than one library, but he hadn’t said they were all in one place.

“Private,” Lord Sanabalis said tersely, “you may have all day to stand there and gawk. I, however, am a busy man. A very busy man.”

“If it would please you, Lord Sanabalis, I can escort Kaylin from here.”

“It would not please me to see the two most difficult students in the history of the Imperial Order left to run rampant in this august wing,” Lord Sanabalis replied curtly.

Tiamaris shrugged. “So the rumors are true,” he said to Kaylin.

“Which ones?”

“That you are his pupil.”

“More or less.”

“Knowing you, Kaylin, you probably did something to deserve it.”

She stepped on his foot. He kept walking. His hold on her arm tightened so that she didn’t go flying across the carpets. “You already knew.”

“Of course. Had the Imperial Order chosen to listen to me, you would not have been given the opportunity to offend so many of its constituency.”

“They were arrogant, know-it-all, judgmental—”

Tiamaris raised a brow. “Your conversation is almost certainly being captured in Imperial Records,” he told her.

“You might consider what you say with care.”

“They were inflexible.”

“A much better choice of words.” He spoke Elantran, as he had done when he walked the streets as a Hawk. “You might also consider speaking in Barrani while you are here. It’s harder to make the same verbal mistakes in that tongue.”

She shrugged. “Why? Given who’s likely to be listening, it won’t make a difference.”

He conceded the point.

“Why did he bring me here?”

“I can only guess,” Tiamaris replied gravely. “And as you will know soon enough, I will keep that guess to myself. But your progress has been followed in the Court. You went to visit the Keeper?”

“You mean Evanton?”

“Indeed.”

“I visit him all the time, Tiamaris.”

“And when you returned, you asked Lord Sanabalis about the nature of water. That can hardly be a coincidence.”

She shrugged, a Hawk’s shrug. “It wasn’t. Well, I mean—no, it wasn’t.”

“What did you see?”

“Tiamaris,” Lord Sanabalis said, the syllables colliding in a snap of sound that implied large jaws and brimstone.

“My apologies, Lord Sanabalis.” Tiamaris turned back to Kaylin. “The Dragons have never seen what must be watched,” he told her.

“Curiosity is for the mortal,” was Sanabalis’s cool reply. “And, Kaylin?”

“Yes?” She stopped herself from adding sir.

“Evanton may have been unwise enough not to warn you against speaking of what you saw. It is, however, exceedingly unwise.”

She hesitated for a moment and then turned to Tiamaris. They had progressed farther into the library, and it showed no sign of ending. On the other hand, it was a fairly straight route to the exit, if the doors opened at all.

“Something was stolen from—from his care.”

She walked into Sanabalis, which was a lot like walking into a lumpy stone wall. The Dragon lord turned to look down at her, and he was looking down; all of the assumed slouch of age had deserted his spine.

“Why did you not inform me of this sooner?” Sanabalis snapped.

“Well, it’s in the report—”

“You haven’t filed a report!”

“Well, that is—I think Severn…” The words trailed off.

“Marcus probably wouldn’t read the damn thing, anyway. He’s still buried under Festival writs and notifications.”

“I assure you, Private Neya, that you are wrong. In this case, you are utterly wrong.”

“I was worried about the girl—”

“The girl is one child, Kaylin. If by some miracle we escape this with one death—with a hundred—we will be counted the recipient of undeserved miracles by historians a millennia hence.”

“Tiamaris, what’s going on?”

“I am not, myself, certain,” he replied carefully. “But I have been given the reports generated by days spent in the company of Oracles, and I would have to say—”

“Nothing,” Sanabalis said coolly.

“I can’t investigate nothing,” she said, with a lot more heat.

“This is not a matter for the Hawks, the Swords, or the Wolves,” Sanabalis replied curtly.

“It is if—”

“There has been no missing persons report, am I correct?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“And there has been no writ issued for any theft?”

“We’re having a bit of difficulty classifying the item, and without classification, we don’t have a specific law to apply to—” Her voice trailed off; his eyes were orange, with just a hint of red at their center.

But she hadn’t finished, although she really, really wanted to be. “Donalan Idis,” she said quietly. Just that.

Tiamaris frowned. “Where did you hear that name?”

“Legal history.”

“Liar.” Elantran was, Kaylin realized, not always a blessing.

“Donalan Idis is under the purview of the Halls of Law. A writ was issued for his retrieval, and he was never found. No countermanding writ was ever issued.”

“The writ was issued to the Wolves, I believe.”

“Who are part of the Halls of Law, and who serve it as the Hawks do.”

“What exactly does Donalan Idis have to do with the matter at hand? Think carefully, Kaylin. I am almost at the end of my patience.”

“I don’t know,” she replied, moving as if she were surrounded by leaping tongues of flame.

“She is telling the truth,” Tiamaris said, his voice soft, the cadences of it wrong.

Sanabalis replied in a language that Kaylin didn’t actually know. But it was loud, each syllable a roar in miniature.

“Stand behind me,” Tiamaris told her quietly.

She moved.

Tiamaris replied to his former master, and his voice was also lost to the sound of thunder, the roar of Dragons. She had seen Tiamaris assume his Dragon form only once, and had no desire to ever see it again.

But a third voice entered their conversation—if it could be called that—a third roar, louder in all ways than theirs.

For a moment, Kaylin thought she was dead—she thought the Emperor himself must have heard the shouting and come from Court to see what it was about.

But the Emperor had not come. Either that, or the Emperor was a compact man with a crown of hair that failed to cover his skull. He had whisper-thin whiskers that trailed from a mustache that was paler than Sanabalis’s beard.

And he commanded instant, and utter, silence.

He looked… He looked a little like Evanton, except three times his size. His skin was wreathed in lines, and those lines were decidedly not smile lines. His eyes were glowing orange, and unlidded.

He turned and looked at Kaylin the way Kaylin looked at mice. But when he spoke again, he spoke in formal Barrani. “The library is not a place for idle conversation. People come here to work in silence, and you are disturbing their studies.”

She instantly bobbed her head up and down. “I expect no better from you,” he added, without bothering to mask his disdain.

Kaylin didn’t even bridle.

“If you gentlemen wish to debate, you will find a different venue for your words. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Arkon,” Tiamaris said, bending so that his head was almost in reach of his knees.

“Good.” He turned and strode off. Stopped, his robed back toward them, and added, “I am aware that Lord Sanabalis is under a great deal of stress, so I will overlook this incident.”

“Thank you, Arkon.”

Sanabalis himself was utterly silent.

A second set of doors came as a relief to Kaylin, even with a door-ward in plain sight. This ward tingled the way normal ones did, and she touched it first, without prompting. There were definitely some things that were worse than magic.

But the doors opened into a rounded room, a squat hall with narrow windows and wide doors between them. Six sets in all, including the one that they had just exited.

Sanabalis surprised her; he bowed to her. “My apologies, Kaylin. The Arkon is of course correct.”

“Who was he? I thought there were only a few Lords and—”

“He is not a Lord. He is the Arkon. These rooms, the libraries and the galleries, are his hoard. He is not young,” Sanabalis added.

“I saw that.”

“And he is not kind. If you needed a reason to disturb nothing without permission, you have now been given it.”

She nodded. Hesitated. “I really did forget about the theft,” she said quietly.

“Of course you did. The girl would drive almost anything sensible out of your very thick, mortal skull.” He frowned. “If we understand the Oracles correctly, however, we have two weeks left.”

“Two weeks left until what?”

“You misunderstand me. We have two weeks left, period. In two weeks there will be no Elantra. And it is highly likely that the loss of Elantra involves a great deal of water moving from one spot—the ocean that happens to front our port—to another. The fact that Everly began to draw you is either a sign of hope or a sign of doom,” he added. “It has been much discussed. I did not consider it worth mentioning until the discussions were resolved. Until you asked me about the nature of water.

“And we are coming to the gallery. I would not leave you in a library here if my hoard depended upon it.”

Gallery was a word, like any other word.

Clearly Dragon translation, even into Barrani, left a lot to be desired. Kaylin had thought Everly’s room huge, and it was. But this? This was larger than the library. And it housed not canvas, but things older—leather hides, chunks of sheared rock, carved statues that were short a limb or three.

“You have labored under the burden of ignorance, and we have allowed it,” Sanabalis told her. He sounded like himself. Like her teacher. The Dragon was gone from his voice. Tiamaris was likewise quiet, but his eyes were a shade too amber.

“We have allowed it because we ourselves are without explanations. The marks you bear,” he added, “would be recognized by the Arkon, and perhaps by one or two others. In the history of our kind, others have borne those marks,” he said. “No, I am not being entirely accurate. Not the marks you now bear. They have changed, with time, and the magic of the outcaste. But the marks as they first appeared.

“You went to the High Court of the Barrani. You were privileged to witness the vulnerability of their Leoswuld. You were privileged to bear witness to the birth of a new High Lord. And you were stupid enough to venture into areas that you should never have seen at all.

“It is something that no Dragon would have done, had one been invited to attend. You speak little of what you witnessed, which is commendably wise on your part, if surprising. And you bear the burden of the High Court, whether you acknowledge it or not.

“But rumor has wings, as they say. You touched the source of their lives, Kaylin, and it marked you. It is a subtle mark. Tiamaris?”

“I…sense no change in her.”

“A very subtle mark,” Sanabalis said drily. “You will never bear witness to a similar ceremony among the Dragons. But Kaylin, what the Barrani possess, we also possess. What gives them life, gives us life.

“None of us are certain how the mortals arrived on our world. We are almost certain about the timing, although we may be off by as much as a century.”

“What do you mean, arrived?”

“I believe that I used the correct word.”

“Um.”

“Yes? It is safe to speak here. It is not, however, safe to touch anything.”

“I thought you were hatched?”

Tiamaris and Sanabalis exchanged a glance.

“To be fair,” Tiamaris said to Sanabalis, “none of the racial classes she failed concerned themselves with reproduction. I don’t believe it’s considered relevant to police work.”

“Having had her as a student for what feels like a long time, I’m disinclined to be fair.”

“So that’s a no, no eggs?”

“That’s a no, no answer,” Tiamaris replied. “And, Kaylin, neither Sanabalis nor I have forgotten the theft you spoke of. What, exactly, was taken?”

“A box. A reliquary, I think.”

The silent exchange of glances was beginning to get on her nerves.

“He said it couldn’t be opened by any key. But he also said—well, implied—that it could be opened by magic. He didn’t say what was in it. I don’t even know if he’s seen the inside of the box.” She paused, and then added, “I’m not really supposed to say this, but there seem to be reliquaries associated with each of the…elements. The one that was stolen—”

“Yes, we could deduce that.”

“And this is bad because whatever threatens the city has something to do with water.”

“Good. We’ll make an excellent student of you yet. But it was not for that reason that I brought you to the galleries.”

“Okay. One more question?”

“One.” It sounded a lot like none.

“You and Tiamaris—you were kind of roaring at each other back there. Should I be ducking behind that statue for a bit?”

Tiamaris laughed. “We were having a discussion, Kaylin. I assure you, if there’s ever cause to duck behind that statue over there, as you so quaintly put it, you’ll know. You won’t make it in time, but you’ll know.”

But Kaylin was now approaching “that statue over there.” It was, as were all the pieces in this gallery, close to one of the walls; there was a plaque in front of it that said something she couldn’t actually read. It was one of the few statues that had not suffered the amputations over time that so many of the others had, although it had been worn in places so that it was almost smooth.

Standing on a pedestal that was definitely not part of its original construction, it towered above her, but had it been flush against the floor, it would only have loomed. It was missing its left ear, and the strands of stylized hair now fell like a pocked blanket down its shoulders—and possibly past them, since she couldn’t really see its back. But the right ear marked the statue as Barrani. Tall and slender, it was almost impossible to tell whether the original had been male or female, and it didn’t seem, to Kaylin’s admittedly untutored eye, to be something made by Barrani. It was too life-size for that.

And all of this was inconsequential; the Hawk saw it, catalogued it, and let it go. Because the Barrani’s arms were exposed, and the robes were cut so low they didn’t have a back.

Because they didn’t, because she could see the Barrani’s arms clearly, she knew why Sanabalis had brought her.

They were marked with curved symbols and dots, familiar lines. They had been carved there, rather than painted or tattooed, or time would have worn them away. Almost unconsciously, she lifted one of her arms—the arm that was unfettered by heavy, pretty gold.

“Yes,” he said softly. “They are—or were—the same as the marks you first received.”





CHAPTER 11

“Tiamaris—”

“I told you that were you to show your arm to someone who could read it, you would probably not remain attached to it,” he said quietly. “There are those among our number who can read some of what is written, but they find it disquieting.”

“Why?”

“Because of this statue,” he replied softly. “The Barrani Lord who bore those marks was a legend long before Sanabalis was born. I do not know if the Barrani themselves remember him.”

“They probably don’t—they don’t have the statue.”

“It was not created for the Barrani,” was his quiet reply.

“Then for whom?”

“We are not entirely certain. Nor, before you ask, are we certain by whom.”

“Where was it found?”

“I do not believe the ruins that it was taken from even exist anymore. It is old, Kaylin.”

She nodded.

“But…” He hesitated.

Sanabalis took over. “It is not the only idol of its kind that we are aware of. It is merely the one that was best preserved in the fall.”

“The fall?”

“There were wars,” Sanabalis told her gravely, “which changed the shape of the world. They are in the past, and it is the desire of the Dragon Emperor—and many others who labor in silence in Elantra—that they remain in the past.

“But, Kaylin, mortals have existed for a long time in the world, and you are the first one—the only one to our knowledge—who has been graced by such marks. Had you been Dragon or Barrani, one of two things is likely to have occurred. The first, you would be dead. But I have a suspicion that your death would merely mean that another child would bear those marks in your stead.

“The second, however, is more certain.”

“And that?”

“The Dragon outcaste whom we do not name would never have attempted his magics to take control of the words themselves. To change their shape through arts that are generally considered sympathetic magic—”

She snorted.

“The words would have a weight, and yes, a significant power, were they inscribed upon one of the firstborn. We are, in some sense, a word. These words have power,” he added softly. “You have used them from the moment they first appeared, to heal the injured. You use them in that fashion now. Had you used them differently, I do not think you would have fared so well against your enemies.

“The names that give us life are the language of the Old Ones. And these marks are part of that language. They are both more and less complex. In and of themselves, they cannot create life, or waken it.

“But they add to the name that did waken life.”

“They’re like names—” She stopped.

If he noticed, he didn’t say as much. “But on a mortal? We are not even sure what it means. There are theories about the Old Ones, but mortality eludes them. Theories are always confounded by your kind.”

“What did this Barrani do?” She asked it looking up at the time-worn contours of his face; there was little in the way of expression left, and she could not discern what he might have been like.

“He won wars, Kaylin.”

“That’s all?”

“He won wars that changed the shape of the world, time and again. It is not a small thing.”

“I can’t—”

“We’re not at war.” But his eyes were amber. “And I pray—well, you would if you had religious convictions—for the sake of your kind, that we never are.”

“But, Sanabalis, something doesn’t make sense.”

“Much lacks sense or logic. What in particular do you mean?”

“How did Ma— How did the outcaste know? How could he somehow strip the undead of their names?”

“A name, like a life, can be surrendered,” was the quiet reply. “But your first question has troubled the Court since the deaths began when you were a child. We were not certain, Kaylin, and yes, before you ask, the Oracles were consulted heavily at that time.

“But the time passed, and no new power awakened to challenge the Dragon Emperor. We thought that whoever was responsible for the deaths was trying to somehow mimic history, but on mortal children. That way, if the experiment proved successful, or rather, too successful, the damage might be more easily undone.”

“Undone?”

“It would be easier to kill you.”

“Got it.”

“And then you arrived in the Hawklord’s tower, some time after the deaths had stopped. You, a child—do not make that face, Kaylin—and a mortal, bearing marks out of legend.”

“That’s why Tiamaris wanted me dead?”

“It is why most of the Court wanted you dead,” he replied, as if he were talking about a common sea squall. “But the information came to light slowly—in your terms—and by that time, the Hawklord and his subordinates were attached to you. Why, I can only ponder.”

“But if the Emperor—”

“You are mortal, Kaylin. You were watched closely, and some information about your skills as a healer came to light. The Hawklord argued your case, and the lone Leontine to serve the Emperor directly growled it. Some heated words were exchanged between the members of the Court and the Officers of the Law.

“It is my belief that were the Emperor to order your death, the Hawklord would have complied. But not your sergeant, which would have been something of a loss to the Hawks. Lord An’teela also presented herself in Court to argue on your behalf. She argued not as a Hawk, but as a representative of the High Caste Barrani Court.”

“But she couldn’t do that—”

“Very well. I am addled and my memory is clearly wrong.”

“I mean she couldn’t legally do that.”

“I highly doubt that she had permission to do so. I highly doubt that the Castelord was aware of her petition.”

“And it was made in his name,” Kaylin said very quietly.

“Yes. And I must say that she was quite clever in her presentation, which is more than can be said of Sergeant Kassan. She did her best to belittle you, and in so doing, to belittle those who were afraid of a human child.”

“And you argued?”

“I? No. I merely watched. Tiamaris was most vehement.”

“Lord Sanabalis,” Tiamaris said coolly, “that is unnecessary. You know well—”

“I knew well,” Sanabalis said mildly, “that all arguments on either side of the debate had been aired, some with subtlety, and some without. And I knew also that in the end, the Emperor’s word—and not one of ours—would decide the matter. He was impassive,” Sanabalis added. “Even for a Dragon, he was inscrutable. I myself was uncertain which way things would go.

“But in the end, the Hawklord brought memory crystals to the Court, and each of us were allowed to view what they contained. They were trivial, really—I believe one of them involved your misunderstanding of the word bookmaker—but they were of you.

“He summoned the Tha’alani, and the Hawklord submitted to an examination. Lord An’teela professed herself willing to do the same—but that proved unnecessary. And the mind of a Barrani would not be a pleasant place for any Tha’alani, even the strongest, to visit.

“I did think that you would be seconded to Court, which would, in the light of your general attitude toward formality, have been most unfortunate. But the Emperor chose to leave you with your beloved Hawks. And so you have remained.

“But I better understand him now, I think. What was not clear to any of us, even the most aged, has become clearer as you have grown. There is a reason for your existence at this time, and in this place.

“The Dragon Emperor is Emperor for a reason. He sees deeply, and he looks a long way off. If the libraries and galleries are the Arkon’s hoard, the Empire is the Emperor’s.”

“What’s yours?”

“Kaylin!” Tiamaris sounded shocked. He looked quickly at Sanabalis and said, “She failed racial interactions, Lord. She is not—”

But the older Dragon lifted a hand. “I will not, of course, answer the question,” he said quietly, “but I understand that she meant no offense by it.”

In Elantran, Tiamaris said, “Never, ever ask another dragon that question.”

“And never,” Sanabalis added, “ask this Dragon that question a second time.”

She nodded and turned back to the statue for a last lingering glance. “What killed him?” she asked softly.

“No one knows. If you are wondering what could kill him, Kaylin, the answer is the same. Not one of us knows. Perhaps when the time had come and the Lord had served the purpose written in those ancient words, the words—and their power—faded.

“Now, come. There is more.”

“But I don’t understand,” Kaylin whispered to Tiamaris as they followed Sanabalis down the long gallery. “He told me what the Arkon’s hoard was, and what the Emperor’s is. If it’s okay to know that, why is it such a big crime to ask?”

“Both the Arkon and the Emperor have made clear what they hoard,” Tiamaris replied in a very low voice. “It is a matter of public record. But big or small, all Dragons have those things which they prize and value above all else. It is their weakness,” he added, “and often, their strength.”

“I thought it was just gold and jewels and stuff.”

“And perhaps you thought that because those stories were told by humans, who value gold so highly,” was the curt reply. But after a moment, he added, “And in some cases, it was that simple. A long time ago, perhaps. But think, Kaylin—how many Dragons do you know?”

She could count them on the fingers of one hand. Well, two hands if you included the Emperor, but “know” in this case wasn’t exact. She held up one hand. Sanabalis hadn’t interrupted them yet, and she didn’t want to press her luck.

“There were more. There are more, and perhaps in other empires, they also rule. Or sleep the long sleep,” he added quietly. “So many of our kin chose to take the long sleep rather than surrender to the rule of another.”

“Sleep as in dead?”

“No. Dragons seldom use euphemisms where fire and brimstone will do.”

The irony—and condescension—was not lost on Kaylin. “There is no damn way this was covered in any classes about racial bloody integration.”

“True enough. Only those dragons who were unusual enough or young enough could willingly accept the Emperor’s claims to these lands and those within it. To be forbidden both flight and hunt was no part of their desire, and to control those urges, no part of their constitution. You saw me,” he added softly, “when I assumed my true form.”

“This isn’t true?”

“It is a form that is…less primal.”

She nodded. “I saw. I knew why.”

“And you understand that I knowingly courted my own death by making that choice.”

“Yes.”

“Were the Emperor himself not…flexible…we would not now be speaking. But I made the choice because I have duties to the Dragon Court, and in the end, the Emperor saw the necessity of that choice, and accepted it.”

“Or you’d be dead.”

“Indeed.”

“But the Law—”

“There is no Law but the Emperor’s, Kaylin. Should he desire it himself, he could fly through Elantra and burn down the cursed mendicant’s guild—”

“Merchants?”

“Yes, I believe that is its official title. He could devour whole whomever he felt might satiate hunger. He could do anything he desired. No Law would be broken, because he is the Law.”

“But he made our Laws,” Kaylin said, her voice rising. “And he tasked us with their keeping. Do you think we would just stand by?”

“No. I think you would—to a man—perish.”

“And you?”

“Kaylin,” Lord Sanabalis said. “We are almost in the oldest of the libraries. As we approach it, I wish you to consider the wisdom of the question you just asked.”

“He’s still a Hawk,” she said, some of the heat leeching out of the words.

“Indeed. And the Hawks are sworn to serve the Emperor’s Law as it is written and handed down. I do not question your loyalties. I do not even doubt them. Were the Emperor to break the Laws you have sworn to uphold with your life, you would be honor bound to stand against him. He understands this,” the older Dragon added, as they at last reached a very small, very modest-looking door.

“And it was much discussed at the time of its inception. But mortal laws are for mortals, with their fleeting power, their brief span of years. Those Laws were of his creation, Kaylin, and the vows taken and made by those who serve them were also of his creation. For you, child, there can be no other answer.

“But Tiamaris was seconded to the Hawks as a Dragon lord. There is only one answer that he can offer you. Only one, ever. Do not ask him to dissemble. We are Dragons. We who made the choice to remain and watch are those who chose to accept the rule of the Emperor. We are part of his hoard, Kaylin. We are part of the Empire. Do you not understand why there are so few of us?”

And she did. Suddenly, she did.

Her silence trailed on for minutes as the weight of the words took root.

“I was not required to take the Hawk’s oaths of induction,” Tiamaris told her, almost gently. “And in truth, I thought them foolish and inconsequential. But…” He turned to face her fully, and raised one hand to his neck, to a fine, fine chain that surrounded it. Beneath the weight and color of Imperial robes, she hadn’t seen it clearly.

He pulled it up, and it came easily, until she could see what dangled, like a pendant, at its end. A silver hawk.

“I was proud—I am proud—to bear the Hawk,” he told her gravely. “And in its service, I was allowed to wake, Kaylin, to taste air and flesh and the dust of ages. To breathe.

“And were the time to come again, when the question of your fate balanced on the fine edge of our Lord’s whim, I would not now offend the sergeant so gravely with my arguments.”

“Tiamaris was young, when the Emperor rose,” Sanabalis said quietly. “Too young for the long sleep. Not too young to die. But he is here, and he is as you see him. Of the Court, he argued most vehemently for your death, but of the Court, he is most at home in this strange and cluttered environment you call a city.

“You will be pleased to see there are no door-wards here,” he added.

She had hardly noticed.

He opened the door by taking a key out of his voluminous robes and inserting it into the lock. It was a very strangely shaped key, to Kaylin’s eye, but there was nothing inherently magical about it.

“This,” he told her, “is the oldest of the libraries, and in it are scrolls and tablets that could not be bound into a form that can be easily organized. It was not tried more than once,” he added. “And the man who tried had the foresight to imprint what he read in a memory crystal, which is also now a part of the library.”

“I won’t be able to read any of this,” she said. There wasn’t even a question in it.

“Actually, there may be some phrases or words that you would recognize. High Barrani has changed very little over the ages. But then again, the form of writing it has changed, so maybe you are correct.

“I feel I must offer a word or two of warning before we enter, however.”

She nodded. “Will the Arkon be there?”

“No. He knows that you are escorted by two Dragons.”

“Good.”

“Touch nothing, Kaylin. If you feel the urge to do so, tell us instantly, and we will prevent it.”

“O-kay…”

“There is a reason for the lack of a door-ward. It may or may not become clear as we enter.”

“Is this some sort of test?”

“Indeed. Everything that doesn’t kill you is.”

He pushed the door open into darkness.

“Mind you,” he added, “surviving doesn’t always mean you passed.”

He could be such a comfort.

The first thing she heard as the door swung shut was a mild curse.

“You didn’t bring a lamp?”

“There are lamps here.”

“I notice they’re not lit,” she said, struggling to keep the heavier sarcasm out of the words, and succeeding as well as she usually did.

“No. Would you care to light them?”

“Light them? I can’t even see them!”

“Oh, very well.” Sanabalis was suddenly illuminated by the glow of an oil lamp.

“You didn’t use magic?”

“No.”

“Then how did you—”

“I breathed on it,” he replied.

“What—you can breathe fire in this shape?”

“Of course. The tricky part is breathing only enough to light the wick.”

“I couldn’t,” Tiamaris told her.

“If you cared to practice, it would come easily.”

Kaylin had the feeling that the Dragon definition of easily encompassed more than her life’s worth of years.

Tiamaris’s fireless snort was as much of an answer as he cared to give.

She watched the old dragon as he traversed the room—which looked oddly like a cave to her eyes. He kept his back toward her, but every time he passed an unlit lamp, it woke in his wake, little tongue of flame leaping at dead air. And it was dead air. There was no movement of breeze in this place, and nothing to suggest that breeze had ever touched it. Certainly no breeze had disturbed the dust and the numerous cobwebs that clung to it.

“People don’t come here much, do they?”

“What gave you that idea?” Dragons, clearly, could be just as sarcastic as any other race. “Don’t feel it necessary to make idle chitchat, Kaylin. I enjoy the rare moments of silence I’m granted.”

As her eyes became accustomed to the light, which was gloomy and orange, she stopped walking. “Sanabalis—”

“Yes?”

“Tell me that that isn’t a body in the corner.”

“I can tell you that isn’t a corner, if it’s of any help,” he replied. “And technically, body is perhaps too fleshy a word.”

Technically true. It was a skeleton, ribs curving up toward the light as it lay supine across floor. “Why is it here?”

“If you mean, how long has it been here, the answer is a good number of years. If you mean why is it considered part of the library, you could try moving it. You could, however, only try once.”

“You told me not to touch anything.”

“Good girl.”

“Would the Arkon kill me?”

“I doubt he would have the chance, although the inclination would probably exist.”

But the skeleton seemed to be wearing a helm of some sort, one that revealed empty sockets. Its long arms were bare, but its wrists were girded in—in something that looked suspiciously like golden bracers. Around what remained of its neck—which really wasn’t much—an amulet caught light, returning it in a flash of blue and gold. If the blue was sapphire, it was a round dome of sapphire, the size of an egg, surrounded on all sides by gold and smaller gems.

Kaylin inched toward the skeleton, and Tiamaris picked up a lamp that stood on a dust-covered pillar. The dust came with it, like a graceless cloud.

“Lord Sanabalis,” Tiamaris said softly.

The figure of the robed, elder Dragon stopped moving. He turned slowly to face his former student, as his current student knelt carefully before the skeleton, keeping her hands above her lap as she undid her shirt’s buttons at the wrist, and pulled them up to reveal the bracer that she thought of as her own personal cage.

“This came from here,” she said, a hint of question in the statement.

“Yes,” was the quiet reply.

“What kind of a library signs out artifacts?”

“This one, obviously.”

She looked at her wrist and inhaled dust sharply. “The gems—”

But Sanabalis had come back, and Tiamaris was standing above her. They could both see that the gems that studded the bracer—the gems that had to be pressed in sequence in order to open it—were flashing in quick bursts of light, with no hands to touch them or invoke them.

She watched the sequence with wide eyes. “It’s not—it’s not—”

“No. It is not the pattern to open the bracer.” His pale brow rose slightly. “Why did you think to look?”

She shook her head.

And cried out in shock as her arm lifted of its own accord.

Tiamaris caught her arm at the elbow, taking great care not to touch the bracer itself. She thought he would break her arm, because her arm kept moving, and dragging the weight of a grown Dragon with it as it went. Kaylin was struggling to help Tiamaris in any way she could, but she wasn’t his match in either size or strength, and what he couldn’t do, she had no hope of achieving.

“What are you trying to touch?” Sanabalis asked sharply.

“Nothing!”

But she knew that her wrist was moving in a straight line toward the body itself, toward the pendant that still glowed a shock of blue, incandescence trapped in crystal. “The pendant—”

“What pendant?” he asked, his voice even more sharp than it had been. The day had just gone from bad to worse, something she would have bet her own money against being possible.

“The glowing blue pendant around his neck.”

“Tiamaris?”

“I do not see it, either, Lord.”

“Pick her up and take her out of the room, now.”

“She seems to have gained a lot of weight in the past few minutes,” was his reply, although it was strained. He was trying to lift her, one hand on her arm, and the other around her slender waist. And it wasn’t working. “Any aid you would care to offer would be appreciated,” he added.

Sanabalis cursed softly—softly enough that Kaylin, with her special affinity for swearing, couldn’t catch the words. He set his lamp down somewhere, and he came to her other side, catching the arm that wasn’t moving and attempting to pull her back.

“Tell me what you see,” the Dragon said in her ear, as he grunted with pointless effort.

“He’s wearing a gold necklace. It has a large pendant that’s weighing it down. Big rock. Looks like a sapphire, except no facets. It’s circled in gold, and there are gems in the gold—”

“Kaylin!”

“Flashing gems,” she said, and cursed in Leontine. “You can see the bracer?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“I think it’s flashing in time with the stones on the pendant—two diamonds, two rubies, two sapphires.”

His curse this time was distinctly louder, and she still couldn’t understand it. Tiamaris, however, could. “She was not to know,” he said, breathing heavily between syllables. “There is not one of us, save perhaps the Emperor himself, who understands the workings of the artifact she wears.”

“Yes, and it’s that Emperor who is going to be asking the questions if we don’t get her out of here.”

Inch by agonizing inch—which was a pretty accurate description because it felt as if her tendons were going to give—she drew closer to the pendant. Close enough to touch it, although her hand was curled in a fist, denying till the last what seemed inevitable. Sanabalis’s weight and strength, combined with Tiamaris’s, had slowed her enough that she could now clearly see what she hadn’t seen before: there was a mark at the center of the smooth, round crystal, and it was the mark itself that radiated blue in such profound brilliance.

She said, “It’s a word.”

“What?”

“There’s a word at the heart of the pendant.”

“What word?”

“I can’t read any of the ones on me,” she snapped. “But it’s the same language.”

Indeed, a voice said. And not a voice she recognized.

“Sanabalis?”

“Do not touch it—”

“I don’t think it matters anymore.”

The empty sockets beneath the helm began to glow, and the color was orange, the exact orange that heralded the slow build of Dragon rage.

The skeleton rose.

And this, this evidence of life where none existed, was plainly obviously to both of the Dragons who were clinging to Kaylin. “I don’t suppose either of you knew who he was—”

“No,” was Sanabalis’s grim reply. “But I’ve no doubt we’ll soon know more than any Dragon before us save perhaps the Emperor or the Arkon.”

Daughter.

He rose, and as he rose, the glow from his eyes spread out across his bone structure, covering it, masking it in light, if flesh could be light. She could see through it, but only the Hawk in her noticed.

Why have you come?

“Can—can either of you hear him?”

“No.”

“He’s talking to me—” The bracer at her wrist clicked, opened, and fell. Kaylin and two dragons suddenly toppled backward in an awkward splay of limbs. They scrabbled to their feet just as awkwardly, Kaylin’s hand hitting the sheath of her dagger as she steadied herself.

Sanabalis roared.

And so, too, did the stranger.

“Sanabalis, don’t—”

But he had heard the roar, where the words had been silent to him, and he stilled. It was not a relaxed stillness.

She said, “Oh my God, he’s a Dragon….”

Tiamaris whispered something that Kaylin couldn’t understand, and Sanablis lifted a hand to stem the words.

But the dead man—Dragon—had heard them anyway. Because he could.

“Yes,” he said, his voice dry as dust, but somehow heavy and deep and resonant at the same time. “And I died as you see me.”

Tiamaris closed his eyes and looked away. Sanabalis, older, did not, but he bowed his head, and Kaylin thought it was merely to avert his gaze for a moment. Nor was she wrong.

“We did not know,” he said when he again lifted his head. “Forgive us. We did not know.”

Kaylin looked at the three of them, the two who were undeniably living, the one who was not. “It’s bad to die…as a man?” she whispered at last.

“It is why so many chose the long sleep,” Sanabalis replied, “who might otherwise have chosen to serve. This is the death we fear,” he added. “Trapped, in every way, in our frailty and vulnerability, denied our hoard and the roar of the wind.”

Dead is dead, she started to say. Thought better of it, for once, before the words left her mouth. After all, dead men didn’t speak, and this one was. He was speaking. And glowing.

“I earned my death,” the dead Dragon said, speaking, she knew, in Dragon, although she could understand him. “I failed.”

“But you—you’re here now.”

“Yes. I am trapped here, now.”

“And you want to be free?”

He laughed. It was a roar; her body shook with the sound, as if she were crystal and his cry the resonant note that would shatter her. She lifted her hands to her ears without thinking. It made no difference.

“That would be a yes,” Tiamaris said in quiet Elantran.

“Kaylin, I do not mean to alarm you,” Sanabalis added in slightly strangled Barrani, “but your arms are glowing.”

She took them from her ears and saw that he was partly right: the symbols were glowing, pale blue and misted orange, a blend that should have hurt to look at, but didn’t. It wasn’t, in the end, much different than the colors that marked the dead Dragon. “That part where there’s supposed to be no magic in this room—I just broke that rule, didn’t I?”

He nodded. “I was foolish,” he added in a soft voice.

The roar had died into a heavy silence.

“What is freedom to the dead?” Her voice. She was surprised to hear it because everything about it sounded wrong. She was not as surprised, however, as Tiamaris; Sanabalis was impassive.

“You come late,” he told her quietly. “I waited, and you did not come, and my watch failed.”

The fact that she wasn’t alive at the time seemed irrelevant. “I could not hear you,” she said at last. “I could not hear your call.”

“Not bound as you were, no. I will not ask you how you came to be so bound. I have freed you from the binding with what little strength I could gather.”

Again, the fact that she could easily—if not completely legally—free herself, seemed to belong to a different story. She bowed instead, as if in thanks.

“But my failure was not complete if my kin still live,” he said slowly. “And perhaps it was for this moment that I waited. Come, Chosen. Take the burden I can no longer bear, as is your right and duty.” His head lifted, his tarnished helm glinting oddly, his eyes—for she could see them clearly now—unlidded luminescence.

“Kaylin—” Lord Sanabalis said, making of her name a warning.

But Sanabalis for a moment was no more part of this story than the words Kaylin had managed not to utter. She shrugged herself free of his restraining hand. “Trust me,” she told him, looking only at the ghost.

“To do what?”

“Oh fine, ask the hard question.”

But the Dragon, dead, was not deaf. “Child,” he said to Sanabalis, “do not seek to interfere. My hoard is scattered, my wings are broken. Will you face me?”

“Not all of your hoard is scattered,” Kaylin told him, stepping forward slowly, her arms tingling, her spine aching. Words all over her body were coming to life; she could feel them as they were written, and written again, over and over.

His smile was sharp. “Duty became my hoard, Chosen. And it is not a hoard that the dragons understand. I failed—”

“No. You did not fail.” For she could see, now, that the pendant was the same color as the runes on her inner arms, and she understood what it meant. For just a moment, she understood. “Look. You still bear it, burden and hope. And we have need of it now.”

“I cannot invoke it.”

“No,” she said, her voice softer. “But I can. I will take it,” she added, “and your story, in this place, will finally come to a close—and the Dragons will remember, forever, that what you guarded with your life, you guarded, as well, with your death.”

“And you will tell me the end of my story, Chosen?”

“I will write it,” she whispered, and her throat was raw by the time she had finished speaking. Dragon was not, apparently, a language meant for mortal vocal cords.

He seemed to shrink in on himself, the light fading from his bones until only those bones were erect, illuminated by the glow of eyes and the glow of pendant. “Then tell me, Chosen. I am too weak to continue.”

“No,” she said again, but more quickly. She reached out and caught his dusty, bony fingers, and held them fast. Light raced down her arms like a flash of lightning from a thunderous sky.

“Take it,” he said, as the light enveloped him. “Take it now.”

“I cannot take it. It can only be given.” This wasn’t even a guess; she felt it, and knew that she had probably never spoken truer words in her life.

“And will you guard it with your life? Will you care for it, as I have done? Will you bind yourself to its purpose and seek no other treasure to replace it?”

But she shook her head, understanding what he asked as if, for a moment, she were a Dragon. “I have taken my hoard,” she said. “And it is as you see it. And I will not cheapen your efforts by lying. But I promise you this—I will find someone who will guard it with the whole of his life, seeking no gain and no power. He will not touch it, he will not wear it, and he will use it for no lesser purpose than you yourself sought.”

For she could read what lay at the heart of the crystal she had thought was simply a sapphire.

“My hands, Chosen,” he told her, and she realized that she was still gripping them tightly. She released them, slowly, and saw that light still bound them together, when nothing else did. Understood that words were his power, here—and that she was the parchment upon which they had been written.

A thought came to her, unbidden. What did these words do to the word that gave life to the immortals?

But she did not ask it. Instead, she waited, while he lifted what could not in theory be lifted: hands stripped of all muscle, all tendons, all flesh. “I hear it,” he told her softly. “It is waking, now, and it is dangerous. Use this, if you can. Prevent what I could not.”

She couldn’t hear a thing that wasn’t his voice, but wisely said nothing. She felt, not pity, but something like awe and sorrow, as he lifted the chain.

Dread would come later.

He took it from his neck, but it caught on the edge of his helm. Kaylin did not hesitate; she reached out and pulled the helm from his skull. It was heavy and cold and dead in her hands, and she would have tossed it aside in disgust had Tiamaris not removed it.

With nothing to impede its progress, the chain traveled over the Dragon’s head, and his eyes flashed a pure, pale gold. Still, she waited, and as the chain approached her own head, she bent forward slightly to receive it.

Everything else would come later, she knew. All cost, all anger, all regret. But for now, she began to speak, and if the speaking was painful and wrong in every way, it was also right.

“Teyaragon, eldest of his line, gave over the gathering and the hunt, and retreated from the skies and their freedom when he was but eight hundred years old in the reckoning of his kind.” Her legs and her arms were burning, and she could hear the words on her skin, because they were so like the ones she was speaking for a moment, they might have been the same thing.

“A duty was placed upon his kind and he chose to bear it alone, and he faced the heart of Water, bearing only its name, and when the Water was awake, he fought its coming, and he perished in the fight.

“But he fought for long enough, and with all of his power—which was great, even reckoned among his kin—that his people had time to take to the skies, where they could without deserting their hoard. And the Water, in the end, found nothing to sustain it, and it died, upon the land, as Teyaragon himself had died.

“But he kept his oath and he fulfilled his duty, even in death, trapped and lessened by the form he had been forced to take to bear this sigil. And in time, when his ancient enemy began to stir, he came from the edge of death to greet the Chosen, come at last at his call.”

The light in his eyes was fading, but it was still pure gold. Kaylin wanted to look away. She couldn’t bear to see empty sockets there. She felt the weight of the pendant as he dropped it, at last, around her neck.

But she hadn’t finished yet.

“And without his burden, having fulfilled all duty beyond even the expectation of those who placed the geas upon him, he was free at last to return to his rightful form.” And she gestured, and her hands flew up, palms out, and the words surged through her. She heard the snap of thin wood as her hair streamed free, and strands of it stood on end, as if she were a lightning rod.

“The winds which had waited for millennia gathered, even in the darkness of his tomb, and they whispered his name, and he heard it.”

Light flared around him; light that was bright, but pale now, not blue and not orange but not quite blinding white. Where the light he had somehow summoned in death had been amber and man shaped, the light that took him now was larger in every possible way. It spread through the darkness like fire, consuming it. Wings of light passed through the walls and tongues of white flame left his jaw as his face elongated.

And there was a wind in the closed chambers; heavy, brittle pieces of parchment fluttered by, swirling up toward the ceiling and the far walls.

“And the winds carried him aloft, to the open skies.”

The light began to climb; the wings were flapping. She could feel the gale, and stood in the center of it, unharmed. Unmoved.

He roared in triumph and in joy, and the whole palace must have shaken with the sound of it; had it been no more than a whisper, she thought they must feel it anyway, because of what it contained.

“Go,” she whispered. “I give you back your name, and your death, and your freedom.”

And rising from her—from within her—was a single bright sigil too complicated to memorize, too significant to ever forget.

But she knew there was one less mark on her body.

Darkness descended.

Even the pendant, which had glowed so brightly when she had first laid eyes on it, was now a part of the dark, dusty room. Well, the dark room, at any rate; the dust had kind of scattered like a routed army. With the light went all of her energy, all sense of certainty, all power.

She dropped to her knees, and by some kindness of fate managed to put her hands in front of her face before her face hit the ground.





CHAPTER 12

When she woke, she rolled out of bed.

She hadn’t intended to—but in her flat, the wall would have stopped her. Which meant, she thought, as she lifted herself off the floor, she wasn’t at home. She couldn’t be; the floor was softer than her bed, and it was a deep, rich blue. Carpet. She pushed herself off the ground.

“I was beginning to wonder if you would ever wake,” a familiar voice said.

“I wish I hadn’t.” But she teetered to her feet, and sat heavily on the side of the bed she’d accidentally deserted.

Tiamaris was standing some distance away, his hands behind his back. The room came into focus around him, but then again, he had always had a habit of filling a room. Even when it was crowded and full of other people. He had changed his clothing. It matched the carpet, which was a bit hard on the eyes.

“I’m still at the palace.”

“Observant as always.”

She made a face.

“I took the liberty of sending word to Sergeant Kassan. Or rather, of having word sent.”

“What? What word?”

“You have been sleeping for almost a day,” he replied. “And while being late is something the Hawks expect, I believe he knew where you were going.”

“What did he say?”

“Something about your pay.”

She groaned.

“Lord Sanabalis apologizes for his absence,” he added, “and I was given permission to attend you. A physician was brought—an Imperial Physician—to examine you. We told him you were drunk,” he added.

“And he didn’t ask about the lack of anything alcoholic?”

“He’s not paid to ask questions, Kaylin. Merely to answer them.”

“What did you ask him?”

“If you were going to survive. He said yes.”

It was hard to tell, with Dragons, whether or not they were joking.

“The room—”

“Stay still. Lord Sanabalis took the responsibility for explaining the disturbance to the Arkon. I believe they are still conversing. And before you ask, yes, there is some difficulty. The Arkon would probably prefer that you take the place of the skeleton which no longer exists.”

“No longer—”

“I believe a very fine layer of bone ash is mixed with the settling dust.”

“What—what happened?”

The Dragon raised a dark brow. “You don’t remember?”

“I remember what I saw. But I want to know what you saw.”

“A fair question. Let us just say that we saw the skeleton rise to its feet. We heard it speak, and we know what it said. What you said was…harder for us to understand.”

“I did speak.”

“You spoke,” he said, “with the voice of history.”

She wished, as a stabbing pain made her clutch her temples, that he could be straightforward. What the hell was the voice of history, anyway?

“And we saw you remove his helm, Kaylin. I took it. He lifted his hands and removed something from his neck, and this, he placed around yours. But you accepted his burden,” he added. “You accepted the responsibility of his burden.”

“I had to.”

“No.”

“I did.” It had all seemed so clear at the time, too. It had made so much sense. Which should have made her either more suspicious, more cautious, or both. “I didn’t promise him I would guard it,” she added. “I told him I would find someone who would.”

“Guard what?”

“The pendant.”

“Is that what you saw?”

“I’m wearing it—” She reached up and put a hand to her throat. “Oh.” There was, of course, nothing there. “You never saw it?”

“No.” He lifted a hand before she could speak again. “We believe that he gave you something. We believe that you could see it. Neither of us, however, could. What did you take from him?”

“A word,” she said softly.

He nodded as if this made sense.

“I had to take it,” she said in a lower voice. Talking loudly made her head throb—maybe being hungover wasn’t so very different. “If I didn’t take it, he couldn’t leave. He was bound to it,” she added.

“Yes, that much we understood. And you freed him, and for that, Kaylin, you have the Emperor’s gratitude.”

“You heard him, then?”

“Every Dragon in the city must have. It did cause some minor difficulty,” he added with a slight grimace. “Because the voice we heard could not be uttered by a Dragon who was not in his true form. The Emperor is aware of us, of course, and aware to a lesser extent of those Dragons who exist at the outreaches of the Empire. He was satisfied that none of us broke his edict. This took some time, but you were not necessary to the discussion and Lord Sanabalis felt you would appreciate being absent from it.”

Nodding made her head hurt, but it was automatic.

“I, however, requested a leave of absence. I am to return you to the Hawks, where the Hawklord is waiting for your personal report of events.”

She winced.

“And for the duration of the next two weeks, I am once again seconded to the Hawks.” He nodded slightly, and removed a small crystal from his pocket. It was smoky quartz with a heart of sky. “Information that may prove necessary,” he told her softly, “has been extracted from the Imperial Archives and will be added to the Records of the Halls of Law.”

“What information?”

“You asked about Donalan Idis, if you recall.”

She didn’t, but took his word for it; he was hardly likely to make it up. “And that?”

“What we have of his studies and his duties here. It is not as much as we would like. But, Kaylin—you did not explain why you asked the question, or where you came by the name. And like most of the Dragons, I don’t believe in coincidence.”

“It’s… It’s complicated.”

“With you, it could hardly be anything else.”

“And it’s not technically official,” she added, wretched now because she could clearly see the look on Ybelline’s face. “And it might have nothing to do with the—the current investigation.”

“Which investigation would that be?”

“Um, the one where we all die in two weeks?”

“Ah, that one,” he said drily. “We have one missing artifact, and according to Sanabalis, one missing child whose absence has not been reported to the Halls of Law.”

“Two,” she said, giving up.

“Two?”

“Two missing children. Donalan Idis may or may not be connected with the second missing child.” She hesitated.

“And the second missing child has likewise been unreported.”

“Yes.”

“But you know of the child—boy or girl?—how?”

“Girl. I know because someone asked me to look into it.” And she’d spent a day sleeping. She stood. Managed not to fall over.

“Food was left for you. I suggest you eat it.”

She could honestly say she had never really seen Tiamaris look shocked before. Given what they had been through together, this said something about his demeanor. But as she told him, haltingly, of her visit to the Tha’alani quarter, his brows disappeared into his hairline.

“She asked for you?”

“You don’t have to look like that. It’s not as if—”

“Kaylin, your views on the Tha’alani are very, very clear. You didn’t happen to mention this to anyone sane in the Office?”

“No. It was a personal visit.”

Tiamaris shook his head. “You went alone?”

“I went with Severn.”

“Good. Forgive my interruption. You went at the request of Ybelline, and she informed you that one of the Tha’alani children had gone missing?”

“During the Festival, toward the end.”

“And Donalan Idis came up?”

“Not…precisely.”

“Which means not at all.”

She thought he could have at least had the grace to make a question of it. “She didn’t mention him, no.” Her hesitation was more marked. “I don’t know if they’re connected. The two missing children, I mean.”

“Ah. Among the Hawks, you have a custom. It’s called betting. I am willing to bet that they are.”

“What odds?”

“Pardon?”

She rolled her eyes. “Never mind. I wouldn’t take that bet. Did Sanabalis tell you about the Oracles?”

“You refer to Everly?”

She nodded.

“He mentioned it. He also mentioned that you…directed the picture somehow.”

“I was trying to figure out how to talk to him.”

“While he was in the middle of his vision?”

She shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“I’d also be willing to bet that those are the last thoughts of any number of people. Dead people,” he added.

“I caught that part.” She finished eating what was, she had to admit, a really good sandwich. “We’d better get going. I can’t afford to lose much more in the way of pay.”

The streets were pretty much the same streets, and the sun was low enough that she wouldn’t pass out from the heat, but walking was still tiring. On the other hand, she wasn’t bruised or bleeding, which counted for something as far as long, unpleasant walks were concerned. Tiamaris, by presence alone, kept people at bay; even if you didn’t know a Dragon on sight, you knew trouble when you saw it.

He said very little, and although she wanted to ask him a hundred questions, she was silent, as well, thinking about missing children, about a deaf Tha’alani boy, and about Oracles.

Thinking about anything, in fact, that was not Sergeant Kassan. But when Tiamaris escorted her to the open doors of the Halls of Law, Clint and Tanner were on duty. Clint’s wings rose slightly as he saw her.

“Kaylin!”

“I know. I’m late.”

“That, too.” He smiled. “We were beginning to get worried.”

“Betting worried?”

“We weren’t allowed to place bets.”

“What?”

“Corporal Handred did not think betting was appropriate.”

“And anyone listened?”

Clint winced. “Look, Kaylin, you should probably know—” He stopped and looked at her companion. “Lord Tiamaris.”

Tiamaris inclined his head. “It was thought best that I return to active duty for the time being,” he said. “And part of that duty was escorting Kaylin to the Hawks.”

Clint lifted his halberd to allow them both to pass. “Hurry,” he whispered. Kaylin’s fingers brushed his flight feathers, and for once, he didn’t seem to notice.

To call the office a bit tense was to call a razor a bit sharp. Marcus wasn’t even sitting at his desk; he was prowling the room, and as Kaylin entered it, she could hear the thrum of his growl. But he was watching her as she rounded the corner.

“Kaylin.” He stopped pacing. In general, this was a good thing. In specific, she wasn’t so certain. His glance strayed to Tiamaris and remained fixed there.

Tiamaris, however, offered the sergeant a very proper bow. “Sergeant Kassan,” he said quietly.

Said sergeant glared at the Dragon for a little longer than was comfortable—for Kaylin, at any rate, as Tiamaris didn’t seem to notice—before he again looked at Kaylin.

She walked up to him, stopped in front of him, and bared her throat. But he wasn’t angry at her; he didn’t touch it. “There’s been a disturbance,” he told her gravely. “The Hawklord wishes to speak with you. He’s been waiting.”

“I’m sorry—I was tied up—”

“At the Imperial Palace. Yes. I heard.”

“We all heard, dear,” Caitlin said, rising from a small mound of paper. “You’re looking a bit peaked.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Hmm.”

“I ate,” she added defensively. She looked around the crowded office, and added, “Where’s Severn?”

“Corporal Handred is with Teela and Tain,” Caitlin said, looking pointedly at the back of Marcus’s head. Kaylin edged away from Marcus and into the radius of Caitlin’s voice. “He wasn’t happy to leave, dear.”

“Why?”

“There was some concern about the length of your absence, given where you’d gone.”

“Oh.” She turned to Marcus and said, “I went to visit the Oracles, and after that, we went to the library. There wasn’t much danger. It’s not as if the books could jump up and swallow me.”

“And the roaring Dragon had nothing to do with you?”

“The…roaring Dragon…” She turned to Tiamaris and gave him a very black glare.

“I said any Dragon could understand it,” he said mildly. “I do not recall saying that anyone else was rendered deaf.”

“He was a happy Dragon,” she said, wincing, as she turned back to the Leontine who could make her life a living hell. “And he wasn’t exactly in a position to do anyone any harm.”

Tiamaris covered his eyes with his hands, rubbing either side of his temple with his thumb and forefinger. “The Hawklord wishes to see us?”

“He made no mention of you,” Marcus snapped. But then, as if finally certain that by some unforeseen miracle Kaylin still had as many limbs as she’d left with, added, “But he’ll want to see you once he knows you’re here.”

“Where are Teela and Tain?”

“Investigating a double murder,” old Iron Jaw snapped. Seeing the look that instantly transformed her face, he softened his voice. “No, no children. A man and a woman.”

“Where?”

“Go see the Hawklord, Kaylin.”

“But—”

“Now.”

Tiamaris, knowing how much she loved door-wards, preceded her up the winding circle of climbing steps. He stopped briefly at each landing to nod at the guards posted there before continuing, something that Kaylin usually failed to do. Then again, she was usually late, in trouble, and in enough of a hurry that polite and unemployed seemed synonymous.

But he kept his pace measured, and when they approached the door, he lifted his hand and placed it firmly against the ward. She felt the prickle of magic that would unlock it, but that was all. It wasn’t her hand that glowed a faint blue as the door-wards took the information they needed and processed it, dumping some of it into records and the rest, gods only knew where.

The doors swung inward, rolling slowly and silently to the sides as the rounded dome of the tower shed light in abundance across the floor—and the lone man who now occupied the Tower. His wings were folded at his back, and they were almost all she could see of him; he was studying an image in the mirror before him, and it clearly wasn’t his own.

“Lord Tiamaris.” He turned, gesturing, and the image in the mirror dissolved. “Kaylin.”

“Lord Grammayre,” Tiamaris replied, tendering a deep bow. Kaylin followed suit.

“Lord Sanabalis has been keeping you occupied,” the man who commanded the Hawks said quietly. She wasn’t sure whom he spoke to.

“He has,” Tiamaris replied, clearly not as uncertain as Kaylin.

“I trust you did nothing to endanger the Hawks while you were in his keeping.”

“No. Yes. I mean, I didn’t get us in trouble.” Kaylin knew whom he was referring to with that.

“Good. I believe we have enough trouble as is.” He was standing in the circle etched in stone on the floor. “While you were gone, two bodies were discovered near the merchants’ quarter. Not the foreign merchants’,” he added, knowing how exact her sense of geography was. “I would have sent you to investigate, but as you were otherwise occupied, sent Corporal Handred in your stead.”

“Has word come back?”

“Not precisely, but yes, I have received a preliminary report. They felt it was urgent.”

“Why?”

“The two—a middle-aged couple who owned a number of the buildings in the area—were found drowned.”

“They were drowned in the merchants’ quarter?”

“Apparently without the aid of water.”

She was silent for a long moment.

“There was no sign of a struggle—or rather, there were signs of flailing, as one might expect, but no bruising that could not be attributed to their own movements.”

“No bath—”

“There was a bath, but it was empty.”

“Recently emptied?”

“Not according to the Corporal. The bodies do not appear to have been moved. They were not near the bath when they were discovered.”

“Who discovered them?”

“Their daughter. She was expecting them for lunch, and when they failed to join her, she went looking for them.” He paused. “There will be more information shortly.”

She nodded.

Tiamaris stepped forward. “I have some information for your classified records,” he said quietly. “I do not know if it is pertinent to the investigation at hand, but it may well become so.” He handed the Hawklord the crystal he had shown Kaylin in the Palace.

The Hawklord accepted it without comment. “Kaylin,” he said softly. “How much have you been told?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I know what the Oracles fear. I know we have two weeks, if the Oracles can be trusted.”

“Then you know enough. You visited Evanton in Elani Street.”

She nodded again.

“We require you to visit him again. Ask the questions you deem wise. Fail to ask the questions that are ill-advised. Do you understand the import of this?”

“Off record.”

“Good.” His wings shifted; she heard the feathers brush against each other and looked up as he spread them. “I myself have a meeting to attend. I will not ask what transpired at the Palace until after the meeting.

“But, Kaylin, the words of the Oracles are not meant for public consumption. Is that clear?”

The words no one listens to them, anyway hovered briefly—and rashly—on her lips. She nodded instead. She’d seen what panic could do to a crowd, and she really didn’t want to see what it would do to a whole city.

“Red is waiting for the bodies. He’ll examine them when they arrive. The daughter was reluctant to part with the remains.”

Kaylin nodded again. It happened a lot—although why people thought the dead cared one way or the other, she’d never understood.

The dome of the Tower began to collapse to the sides as it opened. She watched the Hawklord take flight, envying him the freedom of the skies. Only when he was gone did she whisper a single word.

Water.

Elani Street had still not quite recovered from the excesses of Festival spending; although it was not yet evening, the streets were practically empty. Good for policing, bad for business. Severn had still not returned to the office by the time she’d come down from the Tower, and Tiamaris was sent as her partner.

“He won’t let you in,” she said quietly.

“He will let me into his store,” was the equally quiet reply.

“You’re a Dragon.”

“Yes. But I am also, for the foreseeable future, a Hawk. He will not dishonor the uniform.”

“You’re barely wearing a uniform.” His robes, however, did bear the Hawk, and it was not a small piece of embroidery, either.

“I am willing to make a small wager.”

Kaylin laughed. “I’m not.”

“Oh?”

“I wouldn’t bet my own money against a Dragon.”

“That’s odd.”

“What?”

“It seems a wise course of action—but you still, according to your office, seldom have any money of your own.”

“How much are you getting paid?”

“To work as a Hawk?”

She nodded.

“It is considered part of my service to the Court,” he replied.

“Which means ‘nothing.’”

He raised a brow.

“Well, add a small number to that, and you have what I’m getting paid. Meaning, it’s not my fault I’m broke.”

He smiled, and his eyes were golden, like the sun without the burning intensity. She walked in his shadow, tired but calmer somehow for his presence. Which, given he was a Dragon, said something; she’d puzzle out exactly what it said, and about whom, later.

Evanton’s door opened before she could ring the bell. Her hand was halfway to the pull and she froze at the sound of its little chimes. Evanton, still wizened and bent, frowned at Tiamaris for a moment longer than necessary, but he did open the door and get out of the way.

“I guess you heard,” she said quietly.

“I heard.” He shut the door firmly behind them, and then reached up and drew the curtains shut. “You need some sleep by the look of you.”

“I had a day of it.”

His look redefined the word skeptical. “I have water boiling.”

“For what?”

“Tea.”

“Oh. I ate.” Evanton was not much of a tea lover; he made tea for guests. Sometimes.

“Eat more.”

He looked, to Kaylin, older and wearier. “There were two deaths in the merchants’ quarter today.”

“Drowning deaths.”

She nodded.

“Without the benefit of water.”

And nodded again.

He closed his eyes and his shoulders slouched downward, as if he were surrendering to gravity. Or age. “Evanton?”

“I had so hoped it wouldn’t come to this.”

“But you thought it might?”

He nodded.

“You could have said something.”

“I did. I said there were no murders yet.”

“Why would two middle-aged merchants be worthy targets for a murder? And why, if they were, would someone be stupid enough to kill them in a way that practically screams magic?”

“All very good questions. Answers, however, would be better.” He waved her forward, and then stopped. “Lord Tiamaris,” he said gravely, “I am offering you the hospitality of my home because you wear the Hawk and I happen to respect it. I would have bet against the Emperor creating laws which in theory he can’t break, but I thought it was well done.

“However, I invoke the right of hoard law here, before you take another step into my store. You may choose to abide by it or leave. If you feel that you cannot make that choice, leave now.”

“What’s hoard law, exactly?” Kaylin asked, as the ancient shopkeeper and the Dragon stared at each other.

Tiamaris replied in Dragon. Kaylin thought her ears would pop and she cupped them protectively with both of her hands. But although the voice was a roar, there was no change at all in his expression. Or rather, there was—but if anything, he looked more respectful.

“You know I can’t understand that,” she said, when she thought she might actually be able to hear the sound of her own voice again.

“I wasn’t speaking to you,” Tiamaris replied.

Evanton seemed satisfied with whatever the answer was. He beckoned them into the back of the shop, where his kitchen lay hidden behind a small door. There were no large doors in this place.

The kettle started to whistle. Evanton made a straight line toward it. Or as straight a line as could be made; the kitchen wasn’t anyone’s definition of tidy. He swept a stack of books off one chair and set them on the table, where they perched like an accident waiting to happen.

Evanton brought the kettle to the table, and around another stack of books, cups appeared. “That is the second time I’ve heard a Dragon speak in two days,” he said conversationally. “It’s not at all common these days.”

“No,” Tiamaris said agreeably. The look he gave Kaylin was less agreeable, but Evanton missed nothing that happened in this place.

“I see you’ve been keeping busy, Kaylin.”

She cleared her throat. The cups—she’d learned this the hard way—were too hot too pick up, and they were without the usual handle that made hot things safe to touch. Evanton liked them. Kaylin liked her fingers more. She waited while the liquid cooled.

And daring a glance at Tiamaris, she said, “I think I have something that belongs to you.”

“If you had it, girl, there wouldn’t be two dead people in the merchants’ quarter.”

“Oh—not that. Something else.”

“I gave you the crest. Which I see you’re wearing.”

“Not that, either.”

“Well?”

“Um.”

He waited with something like patience. For Evanton. “Kaylin, now is not the time to play games.”

She wasn’t sure how to tell him that she was wearing something she couldn’t touch and couldn’t actually see.

“Keeper,” Tiamaris said when the silence had grown a little too stretched.

Evanton raised a white brow. But he didn’t correct Tiamaris.

“The first Dragon you heard yesterday—what did it say?”

“It didn’t say much. The closest I could come in Elantran is freedom, but it lacks the gratitude and joy that I heard. I could, if you’d like, repeat it.”

“No!” Kaylin said as forcefully as she could.

Evanton took a sip of tea; obviously Tiamaris was considered a real guest. Tiamaris picked up one of the delicate cups and held it by its rim and its base. Of course, Tiamaris could probably stick his hand in a fire and not notice that it was hot. Kaylin stared mournfully at her own neglected cup.

“He wasn’t actually alive,” she said. “The Dragon, I mean.”

“Ah. By which you mean he was actually dead?”

“Long dead.”

“And you found him.”

“In the library.”

Evanton’s brows rose. “They let you into the Imperial Libraries? And you walked out alive?”

“I didn’t take anything—” Which wasn’t technically true.

“My dear, I wouldn’t have vouched for your safety there in any case. The librarian is one of the few living creatures who could probably read what’s written on you.”

“Well, yes, but—” She stopped. “W-what do you mean?”

He actually grimaced. “Kaylin, you come from the fiefs. I expect you to be good at lying.”

She would have bridled, but it was Evanton.

“I know what you are, girl. I always knew it.”

“Could you explain it to me?”

“Not easily, no, and you probably wouldn’t understand half of it. I’m too old to have the patience to try. But I know that you bear the marks. This is my home,” he added. “And very little comes into my home that I cannot see clearly.”

“You always knew?”

“I always knew.”

“And you let me into—”

He lifted a hand.

“Sorry.”

“Good girl. I trust your intent, Kaylin. And I have ways of protecting myself against hazardous accidents. This is probably one of very few places in which you could be safe.”

“From what?”

“Yourself. But I interrupted you. Please continue.” Steam rose between them like a tattered curtain. “A dead Dragon?”

“Oh. Yes. Very dead. For some reason, they kept the skeleton—”

“In the library.”

She nodded.

“He was very loud for a dead creature.”

“You’re telling me. I—”

“Kaylin.” Tiamaris frowned.

“Oh. Right. He—” She hesitated again. “He was trapped in the library. But not by the—the librarian. He’d—damn it, it was all so clear yesterday.”

“Magic often works that way,” Evanton replied. “I won’t ask for details or explanations that you’re not capable of giving me. Have a biscuit,” he added. “Before the mice get them. And tell me what you think happened. I’m sure Lord Tiamaris will correct any infelicities.”

“Well—he was trapped by something he was guarding. But it was more than just guarding. It was his—his—hoard, I think. But it wasn’t so much gold or treasure—”

“She has a human understanding of Dragons,” Tiamaris said, with just a hint of frustration.

“Well, she is human. Mostly. What was it, Kaylin?”

“It was a pendant. No—it was more than a pendant. It was a word.”

The cup of tea froze halfway to the old man’s mouth. “A…word.”

She nodded. “He was entrusted with its keeping. No, not even with its keeping—he was to guard it and to use it when the need arose, because it could be used by someone strong enough. He was powerful, in life, and I think he was young for a Dragon when he accepted the responsibility.

“But the responsibility didn’t end with his death.”

Evanton closed his eyes and set the cup down heavily. “He is gone now.”

She nodded. “He thought I was—I was someone else.”

“And you lied to him.”

“No!” She swallowed. She had sort of lied to him—but  it hadn’t felt like a lie. Not when she’d been speaking. Not when she’d been there. “He saw—I guess he saw whatever it is that you saw when you first saw me. I— He—” She shook her head. “He thought I was someone else.” Lame, lame, lame. “He said he had called for me, and I failed to arrive in time. And I wanted to be someone else, for him. So I…apologized. For being so late. I’m good at that,” she added with a trace of bitter humor.

“If he saw what you think I saw, he saw truly,” Evanton said almost gently.

“He wanted me to take it. And I did—but I told him I would find someone else who could do what he did. Who could guard it with his life—or more than that. Who could use it when it needed to be used. And only when it needed to be used.” The last part, she realized, was important. She stopped talking for a moment and absently picked up her cup. The spill as she set it down—quickly—was almost invisible. “He had power,” she said softly, “but he wasn’t chosen for his power. He was chosen because he had no desire to use it.”

Tiamaris shook his head. “He had the desire, Kaylin.”

“How would you know?”

“He was a Dragon. And by your own words, a young Dragon. What he had, as well, was the ability not to use the power.”

“And he used it late.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps he could not trust himself with its use until it was too late.”

And, ashen now, Evanton said, “I know what you saw. He gave it to you?”

She nodded. “I think I’m supposed to give it to you.”

“Would that it were so,” Evanton replied. “But I am not its keeper.”

“Can you see it?”

“No more than you can, now.”

“But I think it belongs in your…garden.”

“Garden?”

“Garden.”

“It has been missing for a very long time. But if it belongs in my garden, as we shall call it, so, too, does its bearer. And that person is not me, Kaylin. I’m sorry.”

“Then who?”

“That, I cannot tell you. But I think you have very little time in which to find the answer.”

“But it—” She stopped. “He said he could hear…it. His enemy. The thing, I think, that killed him in the end.”

Evanton nodded. “And if you bear his burden, girl, and you listen very, very carefully, you will hear it, as well. I do not, however, suggest that you try.”

“Why not?”

“Because you are currently sane.”

“And listening would—” She stopped. “The Oracles.”

“Yes. They do not know what they hear, but they hear truly. They are not, by anyone’s definition, sane. And they cannot prevent themselves from hearing the voice. Think about being an Oracle.”

“No, thanks.”

“Then do not listen.”

She nodded. “Do you know what killed the couple?”

“Water.”

She started in on sarcasm and stopped before she opened her mouth. “Tiamaris—remind me to ask what kind of water they drowned in.”

The Dragon nodded.

“Very good,” Evanton said.

“Could a mage have done it?”

“Done what?”

“Well—drowned them. Put water in their lungs.”

“Only the old-fashioned way.”

“Tiamaris—”

“The Keeper is correct, Kaylin. Of the mages that currently practice in the Imperial Service, there is not one who has the power or control to do what was done there. With fire, yes, but fire is the easiest element to master. Earth, in its time, is simple, as well, although devastating. But air and water? No.”

“The Arcanists?”

“That is less clear to me. If, however, you are obliquely referring to Donalan Idis, then the answer would once have been no.”

“Would once have been?”

“He was gifted, and powerful. He is no longer a part of the Arcanum, and we therefore have no idea what he has been doing. Or learning.”

“What is the difference between an Arcanist and a mage, anyway?”

“A mage serves the Emperor.”

“Oh.” Pause. “That’s it?”

“The Arcanum existed before the Empire. Had the Emperor wished to raze it to the ground, he could have done so—but there was a small risk that the Empire would have joined it in the ashes. The Emperor chose to be pragmatic.”

“Too bad.”

“Indeed, the Arcanum is not well loved by the Officers of the Law. But it is—again in theory—subject to the Law, and the truce that has existed since the founding prevents the Arcanists from breaking said Law.”

“They are their own Law,” Evanton added with a small frown.

“What does that mean?”

“It means they wish to remain free from the constraints that the Imperial Mages labor under, and they kill any of their own who might be justifiable cause for the loss of that independence. There might possibly be one or two who could do what was done—but at a significant expenditure of power.”

“You don’t think it was them.”

“You’ve already pointed out why it would be foolish.”

“Then how—” She stopped. “The reliquary.”

“Yes.”

“You think they’ve opened it.”

“No. Not yet. But I think they—whoever they are—are close to being able to open it.”

“What’s inside it, Evanton?” she asked.

“I told you, truthfully, that I have never seen the inside.”

She nodded.

“If I had, I, and this entire City, would most likely be dead.”





CHAPTER 13

Tea took a long time to cool. Kaylin stared at Evanton. “The entire City.”

“Yes.”

“And you leave it lying around?”

Something suspiciously like a Dragon’s foot stepped on hers. “Forgive her impertinence, Keeper.”

“Always.”

“Well—does it have a mark or a note that says open this and kill everyone???”

“No. And if it did, some enterprising idiot of a mage would spend his entire adult life trying to open it anyway. Trust me,” Evanton added darkly.

She looked at Tiamaris, who seemed to be completely unsurprised by anything that had been said so far. “Why the hell would anyone want to open it?”

“Because it’s powerful, and people who are certain of their own power cannot conceive of a power they cannot control.” Evanton replied.

“Very, very few people are aware of what it contains,” Tiamaris said, as if Evanton had not spoken.

“No one could steal something like that by accident.”

“I would have said no one could steal it at all,” the Dragon lord replied gravely. “And anyone who could—” He paused. “Keeper?”

Evanton bowed his head. “The fault, as you are careful not to suggest, is mine.”

Tiamaris began to speak, but Evanton swatted the words away. “I will not invite you into my garden,” he told the Dragon lord.

“Nor would I expect it, Keeper. But you took Kaylin, and her companion, to see what the Dragons and the Barrani have never seen. I admit that we were curious. You understand something of the nature of Kaylin’s…unique talents. I would have guessed that she, like the Dragons, would be excluded, and for similar reasons.”

Evanton shrugged. “I have only instinct to go by. When I see a Dragon—on the rare occasions one has chosen to visit—it is seldom comforting. The Barrani, one trusts only when one is dead.”

“And Kaylin?”

“Is Kaylin. She is as you see her. She says too much, too easily, she has a temper, and she has an overwhelming weakness for the very young and the very old. She jumps to conclusions, and frequently it is not unlike jumping off a cliff when one thinks it is a hillside. She is also a Hawk, and whether or not she grew up as a thief in the fiefs, she believes in the laws she swore to uphold. The desire for power is part of her nature only in daydreams, and she is fast becoming aware that those idle dreams are far removed from reality. I do not fear her.”

“And you invited her into your…garden because you do not fear her?”

Evanton’s face was about as friendly as stone—a great slab of it, falling forward to crush someone. But if it lacked any friendliness, he didn’t order Tiamaris to leave. “I invited her, as you put it, because I am now too old to do what must be done—if I could ever have done it.”

“Wait—what are you talking about? What must be done?”

He stared at the surface of his tea, as if he could read something in his own reflection. “You must find the reliquary,” he said at last.

But Kaylin was still troubling over the words he and Tiamaris had exchanged. “You let me in. But you didn’t let them in.”

“No.”

“Which means they had to let themselves in.”

“Obviously.”

“How?”

He was silent again, and it went on for a while. At last he said, “I am old, Kaylin. I was not old when I took possession of this store. I was also not the first person to come to the man who owned it. I was merely the last. He could find no better at the time.”

“What happened to the others?”

Evanton said nothing. Loudly.

“So…whoever did come here…could come here.”

“Yes.”

“And that’s significant.”

“Of course.”

She was thinking ahead of herself, and trying not to stumble over the thoughts. “Whoever it was, they didn’t come alone. And…whoever came with them didn’t mean for them to stay.”

He nodded.

“Would they know, Evanton?”

“Before they came? No, Kaylin. I highly doubt that. They must have suspected, but the knowledge could only be gained for certain when they were in the…garden. But once they were here? Yes. I think they would know.”

She looked up at him, her eyes narrowing. “The girl.”

“The girl?”

“In the water. The girl who spoke my name.”

Evanton nodded quietly. “She could touch anything here, I think, with safety.”

“And she took the reliquary.”

“That is my belief.”

“But—”

“Find her, and you will find it.”

“And what else will I find?”

“I don’t know, Kaylin. I would go myself, but at this time, I cannot leave.”

“Evanton, do you think she killed that couple?”

His face was pale. “She has no guide, no tutor,” he said at last. “And she may not have the power required. I do not know. But it is possible, Kaylin.”

“If she killed them—”

“Yes.”

Kaylin said, rising, “We should go.”

Evanton nodded, not pointing out that she hadn’t touched her tea. Well, hadn’t drunk any of it.

“But I don’t understand. How, in this entire city, could someone find the one person who could come here at all? How would he know what to take? How would he even—”

“These are all good questions,” Evanton replied. “Their answers are beyond me. Let me say this—there is likely to be more than one person in the Empire to whom these doors would not be locked. He would only have to find one.”

“But he’d have to know what he was looking for!”

“Indeed.”

“And only the Barrani and the Dragons seem to even have a clue what you’ve got hidden here. Hells, I’ve seen it, and I still don’t.”

“That,” Tiamaris said drily, “would be the other reason it would be safe to allow you entry here.”

She didn’t kick him, but it took effort. He rose, and Evanton rose, as well, bent by age and worry. He led them to the door of his shuttered store and unlocked it—although she hadn’t remembered him locking the door when they’d come in.

“When you find the girl,” Evanton said quietly, “and if she still lives—and, Kaylin, I think there is a very high chance that she does not—you will find the guardian you seek for what you carry.”

“And if she’s dead?”

“You will carry it for some time yet.” He paused, and then added, “I am old, Kaylin. It was an act a hundred years ago. It is not an act now. I hear the voices that the Oracles hear. I fear for the loss of the city.

“And I fear, as well, that my time is passing. That what has stood here for millennia will not stand at the end of two weeks. There is a power here that you cannot conceive of, and I ask only that you think of that power in the wrong hands.”

If, she thought bitterly, I can’t conceive of it, how the hells can I imagine it in the wrong hands? But Evanton was as smart, in this case, as he thought he was—because she could, and she didn’t much like what she came up with.

“How many more drownings,” she whispered, half to herself.

Tiamaris stepped firmly and heavily on her foot, and then all but dragged her out of the shop.

“It is a small wonder to me,” he told her, as he walked briskly away from the small Elani Street shop, “that you’ve been allowed to enter that place more than once.”

“Why?”

“You do not understand the burden of the Keeper.”

She rolled her eyes. “No. I don’t. I understand the burden of the Hawks, and that’s enough for me. Besides, it’s not like he’s explained—”

“He shouldn’t need to explain. I cannot believe—” He slowed down, shortening his stride. His steps were still thunderously heavy, though. “He is respected, Kaylin, by the Dragon Court. He is not entirely trusted—he stands outside of our Laws, and our ability to enforce those Laws. When the earth devoured the cities that stood before this one was begun, his garden remained. Do you understand?”

“No. But I understand that the Barrani and the Dragons understand it.” She paused for a long moment. “Do you want to explain?”

“No. But I will say this, since you’ve seen it—the Dragon you rescued from death, the Dragon you freed—it was his fate to guard less than the Keeper now guards.”

“He failed.”

“Yes.” Tiamaris now mimed a leisurely pace, which Kaylin could easily match.

“And Evanton is failing.”

He stopped walking and closed his eyes. “Yes,” he said softly. “The Keeper is failing. It is his failure that caused the death of the couple in the merchants’ quarter. It is his failure that may see the deaths of every living being in the city, and if, indeed, he has failed completely, not even his shop will in the end withstand what is to come.”

“But what the hell is to come?”

“I do not know myself. Water, certainly. We must find this child of whom you both spoke, and I must speak with the Dragon Court.”

“In that order?”

He hesitated. “It is far worse than we feared,” he told her at last. “And it is also exactly what we feared. No, I do not need to report immediately.”

Severn was waiting when they returned. He was waiting in that kind of grim silence that keeps everyone else at a safe distance. Sadly, Kaylin had never mastered the art of grim silence. Grim words, yes. But not silence. Where she went, the office trailed.

She went directly to Severn.

Severn looked up without surprise at Tiamaris, and nodded his greeting. He also handed Kaylin her bracer. It had kept the habit of returning to Severn, no matter where she let it drop. She held out her wrist like a penitent child, and he snapped it securely shut around said wrist.

“You heard,” he said.

She nodded. “We went to talk to Evanton.”

“And he had useful information?”

“Not exactly.”

Severn, knowing her better than anyone, waited.

“The reliquary that was stolen,” she said at last, putting a few extra syllables into the ones that she was hesitantly speaking.

“Yes?”

“He thinks—no, he’s certain—that it’s behind the deaths. What did Red say?”

“Death was caused by drowning in both cases. Bruising was self-inflicted.”

“Did he say what kind of water?”

“Yes. Sea water.”

“Tiamaris doesn’t think it’s possible that a mage caused those deaths.”

“I concur. Possibly an Arcanist, but the Arcanum is not being particularly helpful.”

“Is it ever?”

“No.” He stared at her for a moment, then he shrugged his shoulders in one elegant motion and covered his face with his hands. When he lowered them, he looked exhausted, but the grim anger was—for the moment—leashed. She frowned. She had just noticed that he was wearing black. All black. Not even a Hawk adorned his shirt.

“What’s with the mourning?”

He raised a brow at Tiamaris, who had, until this moment, said nothing.

Tiamaris shrugged. “Have you had a chance to access the records?”

Severn nodded quietly. “The information was not complete, but there was information in the records that I hadn’t seen before.”

Kaylin frowned for a moment. She hated coming in on conversations in the middle, but really hated it when she’d actually been there at the start, and still couldn’t follow it. “Donalan Idis?” She hazarded a guess.

Severn nodded.

She looked at his clothing again. “You’ve spoken to the Wolflord.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.”

“You’re a Hawk—”

“I am a Hawk, yes. But the Halls of Law are the Halls, Kaylin, and we are in theory working toward the same goals.”

“Not the Shadows.”

Severn said very little.

“Severn, do you understand what Evanton does?”

It was Severn’s turn to look slightly confused. “I understand,” he said after a moment, “what he feels he is doing, yes.”

“But did you know before you saw it?”

“No. But I’ve done some reading since then.”

“What? Where?”

“The library.”

She snorted. “Which library?”

“The Imperial Library.”

“You found out about it from books?”

“I spoke for some time with the Arkon,” he said quietly.

Even Tiamaris looked surprised. The surprise, however, faded. “You hunt Donalan Idis.”

Severn nodded. “The Wolves don’t like to fail,” he replied softly. “And Donalan Idis is one of three men we’ve failed to apprehend. He was considered dangerous when the writ was signed,” he added quietly. “Kaylin?”

She frowned. “I want to know.”

“You have to know. Come.” He left the desk he was standing in front of—it wasn’t his—and led her to the West Room. Tiamaris followed.

“Teela will join us shortly,” Severn told them both, as he placed his hand on the door-ward and waited for the door to open.

It did. The West Room, with its single table and its heavy chairs, waited in carpeted silence. They entered, and each took a seat.

Teela arrived five minutes later, and when she did, Kaylin winced. She was wearing, not the uniform of the Hawks, but rather the very expensive and exquisite gowns of the Barrani High Court; her hair was pinned about a thousand different ways above her very long nape. She looked taller than she usually did, and seemed infinitely more delicate.

And more dangerous.

She also looked a bit irritated, and when she sat, she uttered a very un-Barrani-like curse.

“We believe,” Severn told Kaylin quietly, as Teela rearranged the folds of her skirt, “that the two drowning victims were killed in the building they oversaw.”

“They were killed at home.”

“Not their own, no. But they had rooms within the complex.”

“You think they died in the rooms that the killer occupied?”

“Let us assume that there was a killer that can occupy normal rooms. If we can safely make that assumption, then yes, that is indeed what we assume.”

“But why?”

“It’s possible or even probable that they entered into the rooms in question—for reasons that are not clear—when the occupants were in the middle of something they did not wish made public. What that was, we can only guess.”

Kaylin frowned. “Do we need to speak High Barrani for a reason?”

And Teela laughed out loud. “No,” she said in Elantran. “It’s habit forming, and it’s a much easier language to say almost nothing useful in.”

Severn grimaced.

“Who was living in those rooms?”

“That would be the odd thing. According to the financial records which the daughters of the deceased gave us, no one.”

“According to the other tenants?”

“Ah. According to the other tenants, a widower and his daughter.”

Kaylin leaned forward. “When were they last seen?”

Severn hesitated. “People weren’t very clear on that. They were certain that an elderly man and his daughter lived there, but no one could say for certain when they were last seen.”

“Did they have any visitors?”

“Not frequently, but yes, although one of the neighbors thought the visitors were relatives.”

“How long were they living there?”

“Again, the neighbors are slightly unclear. If we average out their guesses, about six months.”

“None of the neighbors visited?”

“Not often. The daughter was shy. She was also, apparently, mute.”

“Mute? As in, couldn’t speak at all?”

Severn nodded. “They’re all shocked by the deaths,” he added quietly. “The couple wasn’t terribly friendly, but they were good landlords.”

“The occupants would have had to leave in a hurry,” Kaylin said. “How easy would it be to find another set of rooms?”

“Since they didn’t appear to be paying for the rooms they were in?”

“Good point. What did the mages say?” She hated to have to ask that question.

“They’re still combing the rooms and arguing a lot,” Teela chimed in.

“They’re mages.” Kaylin hesitated and then said, “Did you call in the Tha’alani?” She hated that question even more.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because the description of the man in question was the same no matter who we spoke to. I do not believe he went to the trouble of disguising his appearance—that of a frail, somewhat downcast middle-aged man. I believe that the man used magic to avoid paying rent, which means he had very little money. No mage in hiding would use magic if it were unnecessary. No one knew what he did for a living, if he did anything. But he is not the only widower in Elantra, and he is certainly not the only one with a child or two.”

“He’s probably the only one with two corpses in his living room.”

Severn nodded and looked to Teela.

Teela made the type of face she generally made when someone served her bad ale. “First,” she said, in Elantran, “the Lord of the High Court sends his greetings to Lord Kaylin Neya and her kyuthe, Lord Severn Handred.”

Kaylin looked irritated.

“Don’t give me that look,” Teela snapped back. “You didn’t have to stand there for an hour while he offered the damn greeting.”

This made Kaylin laugh. When her laughter subsided, she said, “I’ll buy you a drink. I’ll buy you an hour’s worth of drinks.”

“With what money?”

“Probably mine,” Severn said drily.

“Second, the Lord of the High Court expressed both his concern at the current investigation—and no, before you ask, I didn’t mention it first—and also his willingness to help you in whatever way he can.

“Unfortunately, whatever way he can doesn’t extend to giving a direct order to Lord Evarrim.”

“Evarrim?”

“He’s an Arcanist, you might recall.”

“I try not to think about him at all.”

“Well, try less hard for the moment. He’s an Arcanist, and he worked with Donalan Idis, in as much as a Barrani Caste lord is willing to work with one of the merely mortal.”

Kaylin was silent for a moment. “When you said the Lord of the High Court expressed his concern—”

“He, like the Emperor, has been consulted by and has in turn been consulting with, the Oracles.”

“And he takes it as seriously as the Emperor does.”

“More, I think.” She was silent for a while, looking at her perfect gloves, her slender hands—things that were designed to accentuate the ways in which she was not a fumbling human. But Teela was, among the Barrani Hawks, the one most likely to swear and get drunk. Second only to Tain in betting, she spoke Elantran as if it were her mother tongue. Kaylin didn’t like the Court version of the Teela she’d known since she was thirteen.

She particularly didn’t like the way this Teela raised her chin slightly, as if mulling over words Kaylin was suddenly certain wouldn’t bring her any joy.

“The Lord of the High Court has an unusual request,” she said at last, and Kaylin wilted.

Severn was leaning back in his chair, affecting ease. But his expression was on the rigid side. “What request?”

“It’s for Kaylin,” she said at last. “And it is strictly a personal request. It has no weight in the High Court, and your refusal of it would likewise have no weight. Nor could it be counted against you.”

“Not legally.”

“No. But I don’t think it would count against you anyway. The Lord of the West March still considers you kyuthe, and he is known to be unwisely fond of you. He was present when the High Lord made his request, which, as I mentioned, does not have the weight of the Caste behind it.”

“Why?”

Severn cursed in Leontine. He seldom did that—most of his swearing had been learned with the Wolves. But sooner or later, Marcus got to everybody. “Nightshade,” he said curtly, when the swearing had died down.

Teela nodded slowly. “As Nightshade is outcaste, the Lord of the High Court cannot directly acknowledge his existence. This made the request a long and tedious affair,” she added, with just a hint of smugness.

Kaylin looked at Severn. Nightshade had given them the name. Donalan Idis. The man himself, they had not yet found.

“This is another game,” Severn said bleakly. “Night-shade’s game.”

“He gave us—”

“He gave us information, yes. But did he give us all the information he had?”

“I highly doubt it,” Tiamaris said quietly.

“You have met the outcaste on a number of occasions,” Teela said, more as a question than a statement.

“Our studies in the fiefs led us across his path. He did not seek to hinder us, and in one or two cases, may actually have been of aid.”

“What game does he play?”

“I am not a Barrani lord. I do not know.”

Teela nodded as if this made sense. From the standpoint of Barrani arrogance, it did.

“But he gave us the name. Donalan Idis.”

“Yes. But the name was not involved in this case,” Kaylin began—and then reddened. Severn raised a brow, but didn’t even try to save her from her own big mouth.

“Which case did the name concern?” Teela asked, with perfectly feigned nonchalance.

“Severn, help me here.”

But Severn was silent.

You like the damn Tha’alani, she thought, with bitter anger. I don’t. But she could still see the fear and the exhaustion in the lines of Ybelline’s beautiful face. It was not something she wanted to add to. Not in this way.

Not when a child—and the sanity of a race—was at stake.

“Do you think the widower was Donalan Idis?” she asked, by way of avoiding her own gaffe.

“I think it possible,” Severn replied. “Because the two are dead in this unexplained fashion, and because an Arcanist would be capable of such killing. But…he has been careful, for all this time. I don’t think it was his power which killed the couple.”

“No sigil.”

“None. There was no sign at all that magic had been done by any of the means our mages can trace. And we have one who can detect the signature of the mage on cases that are more than two decades old, if you can point him at the traces.”

“It shouldn’t be possible, though—no signature at all? No trail?”

“Kaylin,” Teela said, very, very gently, “you are going to have to answer the question.”

She looked at Tiamaris, and at Severn. “We should talk with Ybelline,” she said at last, defeated.

“Ybelline? Ybelline Rabon’alani?”

Kaylin nodded.

“When—and why—were you talking with Ybelline? She is the Castelord of the Tha’alani.”

“I don’t think that word means that much to the Tha’alani,” Kaylin replied weakly. “And I went to see her because she asked me to come.”

“You hate the Tha’alani! Was the Hawklord out of his mind?”

“She didn’t send the request through the Hawklord. She didn’t send the request through the Halls. It was strictly a personal visit.”

“So personal that you didn’t think to inform the Hawklord before you went?” Teela was practically gaping. Normally, this would be a small personal triumph, but Kaylin’s sense of triumph was pretty much ash.

“I didn’t think it was any of his business.”

Teela’s eyes swept upward, as if the Barrani believed in heaven and she were actually imploring one deity or another for patience. “What did she want?”

“She wanted my help,” Kaylin said, her voice dropping until it was almost inaudible. “There was some difficulty in the quarter.”

“If she asked for your help—”

“It’s a caste case,” Kaylin added firmly.

Teela stopped talking for a moment. She didn’t look less grim when she started again. “You have no business in Tha’alani caste cases. They have their own investigators for that.”

“Their investigators—such as they are, and they are in no way a body of law enforcement—do not leave the quarter, Teela,” Severn replied.

“You’d better tell me,” Teela told her, fixing Kaylin with that blue-eyed stare that spoke of imminent Barrani temper. The bad kind. Severn, apparently, had not spoken.

So he tried again.

“It is not Ybelline’s wish that this be publicly known, and if it is brought up, it will upset the balance between the Tha’alani and the Law.” Severn sounded like a schoolmaster, albeit a young and attractive one. “She will claim it as a matter for the Caste, and any chance we have of aiding her—any chance we have of building a bridge between the Tha’alaan and the outsiders—will be lost.”

“Fine. Tell me off the damn record.”

“There’s no way to keep it off the records,” Kaylin said bitterly, “if Donalan Idis is somehow involved in both cases.”

Silence, then. Teela, however, was not much one for silence that didn’t suit her. “Try.”

Kaylin glanced once at Tiamaris. His gaze was golden, although his lids were raised. “The Dragon Court fully understands its crimes against the Tha’alani,” he said quietly, “and the Emperor will also understand. Where it is possible, the Tha’alani will remain outside of the scope of this investigation. Even if Donalan Idis is, in the end, found in residence there. I will take what responsibility needs be taken for your disclosure.”

“You can’t,” she said bitterly. Knowing that they were all right. The Hawk was heavy, but she wore it anyway.

“A Tha’alani child is missing from the enclave,” she told Teela.

Teela was silent. The silence did not last. “I understand why she sent for you.”

“I don’t. She didn’t touch me. And the Tha’alani who did certainly didn’t get anything—” She closed her eyes. “Never mind.”

“She touched Catti, Kaylin. She touched Catti’s memories. Catti is from the Foundling Halls, and as you had just saved her life, I can’t imagine that her thoughts weren’t full of you.”

Kaylin shrugged. “We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about a missing Tha’alani girl. She was last seen—in the Tha’alaan—in the company of a Tha’alani male who was born deaf. Deaf by the standards of the Tha’alani. He can be touched the way any thinking being can, and he can be read if he so chooses. The others can read what he remembers. But he can’t actually touch the Tha’alaan himself.

“He ran away,” she added. “When he was a teenager. He came here to find people who would understand him.” Even saying the words cut her. “And he went back, and he wouldn’t share his experiences here. But…he had one friend, or someone he felt was a friend, in the city outside of the Enclave.”

“Who?”

“Lord Nightshade.”

If Teela had been holding anything in her hands, it would have snapped in two. As it was, she looked around the empty, pristine room for something she could break.

“And he also met once with Donalan Idis while he was gone the first time. At least once. Donalan Idis had some interest in the boy.”

“Nightshade?”

“I don’t know, Teela. He lived with Nightshade for some time before he returned to the Tha’alani. He isn’t with the Tha’alani anymore, and neither is the child. But it’s worse.”

“It always is.”

“The child was in contact with the Tha’alaan, and the contact was broken suddenly, and with great pain to the child. If she were sleeping, she would still be in reach, or would have been. I don’t know what the range is—I didn’t really ask.”

“You suspect—”

“That she may be injured or crippled, yes.”

Teela was silent. “We can be glad of one thing,” she said heavily. “It was one of their own, and not one of ours, that did this.”

“I—I can’t be certain of that. Grethan, the deaf boy—he knows what it means, never to be able to touch the Tha’alaan. I—I don’t believe he could knowingly cripple a small child—”

“You don’t know that for certain.”

“I know that I wouldn’t—”

“Kaylin, a small child could rob you and stab you in the thigh and you would make excuses. You’re completely blind when it comes to things like this. Some people resent the ease that others have, and they could easily do harm.

“Where did he meet Donalan Idis?”

“In Castle Nightshade, the first time. I don’t… I don’t think Nightshade approved of the meeting. I don’t think it happened again in the Castle.”

“What was Donalan Idis doing in the Castle?”

“I didn’t ask. If I had, I doubt I would have gotten a useful answer.”

“Well, ask, Kaylin.”

“What could they hope to get from a Tha’alani child? My only guess would be access to other people’s memories—but if they crippled her—” and she hated to even use the word “—then that’s not what they wanted. And what else is there?”

“It would depend,” Severn said, slicing into the conversation with the tone of his voice, “on whether or not Donalan Idis was as unsuccessful in his early attempts to appropriate Tha’alani abilities as he claimed.”

“What do you mean? If he had had success—” But the cool words that Severn had spoken suddenly became glaringly clear. “He didn’t finish,” she said dully. “He was deprived of subjects.”

Severn nodded.

“And if he were almost finished, if he thought there was a way—”

“Yes.”

“Oh God.”





CHAPTER 14

“Severn—you accessed the records Tiamaris brought—”

“Yes. On the surface, there is very little there that the Wolves don’t have in their archives.”

“Why do the Wolves—oh, never mind. The writ of hunting.”

Severn nodded. “Most of the information is not new to me. It is…more clear. The Tha’alani drove men mad in their own pain and fear.”

“Was that all they did?”

“The cases are here,” Severn said quietly. “But in the light of new information, old secrets might become clearer. I will say that Donalan Idis was not well loved by those in the Emperor’s service. He was arrogant and frequently imperious.

“But given the disposition of the men who serve in that particular section of the Imperial Service, I would say their disdain for him had very little to do with the destruction of the Tha’alani lives given to his care.”

“Let me access them.”

Tiamaris now lifted a hand and placed it gently on Kaylin’s shoulder. “I think Severn has spent the time necessary to acquaint himself with the information.”

“But he—”

“No,” Severn said quietly. “Kaylin should see them.”

“We have need of her elsewhere.”

“Yes. But she should see them, and time is something that we are short on, no matter what we do.” Severn’s expression was so carefully neutral, Kaylin knew she wouldn’t like what she saw.

“What do you expect her to see, Corporal?” Tiamaris’s eyes had shaded, in an instant, to orange. Kaylin had seldom seen such a total change in a Dragon’s mood before. And Severn, well aware of what that color meant, met the Dragon’s stare with an intensity all his own. His eyes didn’t have to change color.

“Tiamaris,” Kaylin said quietly, “I want to see the records. I need to know what I’m dealing with.”

“Kaylin,” Tiamaris replied, eyes still orange, “some children want to jump off the docks in the port.”

Which more or less decided that.

They went from the West Room into a room down the hall. It had a much more prominent mirror, and the records access was clearer. Teela tagged along, still kitted out in full Court gear. Her eyes were a shade of green that was almost blue, but Kaylin couldn’t tell who, of the three of them, was irritating the Barrani Hawk at the moment.

“Records,” Severn said, lifting his palm and touching the mirror. “Corporal Handred, accessing Imperial Research Data entered today.”

The mirror shivered in its frame. It took a few seconds longer than it normally did, and it normally didn’t require a palm print. If this was information delivered to the Halls, it was clearly not meant to be perused by any eager student. Not that Kaylin had ever been one, but still.

“Imperial Security Studies, classified. Tha’alani. Group one.”

There appeared, in the mirror, larger than life, a solitary man. His hair was black, with pale streaks, and his face was so severe a smile would have cracked it in so many places it would have left bone exposed. His eyes were dark, but his skin was pale, and his hands were long and fine. He reeked of money.

“Donalan Idis,” Severn said, although it wasn’t really necessary. The man in the mirror, frozen in time, was not a young man, but neither was he old. He was not ugly, but there was in his cold hauteur nothing attractive to Kaylin. She disliked him on sight.

The color of his robes, the red of the Arcanum, would have had that effect in any case. He was speaking, though. Grudging every word, Kaylin said, “Volume.”

And the mirror replied, “Classified.”

Severn said, “Volume.” To Kaylin’s chagrin, Donalan Idis now had a voice. It was a dreary voice, better suited to a bureaucrat, in Kaylin’s opinion, than an Arcanist. On the other hand, she lived in dread of bureaucrats, having been trained by Marcus, so maybe this wasn’t too surprising.

Donalan Idis was not, in fact, standing in front of a mirror for the entire time he was visible. “Did he know he was being recorded?”

“I consider it highly likely that he knew,” Tiamaris replied, saving Severn the effort. “But as he wished to conduct the experiments on behalf of the Security Services, he had little say in the matter.”

“Could he have tampered with the mirrors?”

“Of course. He could not, however, have continued his studies. Such tampering would not fail to be noted.”

Group One, as Severn had called them, were three Tha’alani—two males, and one female. All adult. They were not entirely conscious, and they were also not at liberty. At all. They were bound, arms to their sides, legs strapped, to long, curved tables. They were bruised and pale.

But their stalks were weaving in the air, thrashing in a way that the rest of their bodies could not.

“The rooms were magically sealed,” Tiamaris said quietly. “They could not reach the Tha’alaan. This was not, unfortunately, a precaution that was taken immediately, to the bitter regret of the Court, and the Tha’alani themselves.”

“Donalan Idis believed that their gift was magical in nature. As such, he felt that it could be mimicked if it were clearly understood.”

“There’s nothing magical about those stalks,” Kaylin said flatly.

“I did not say that everyone agreed with him. But given the refusal of the Tha’alani to cooperate with the Emperor at the time, and given our lack of understanding of the Tha’alaan, it was considered a possibility worth exploring.”

“He’s not touching them.”

“No. He is, however—” and Tiamaris raised his voice so it could be heard over Idis’s loud and angry shout “—instructing those people who were volunteered for this experiment.”

Kaylin watched as Idis did the hand-waving that seemed to please Arcanists everywhere. It was, of course, accompanied by light, by a certain sense of power. Because she was watching it at a remove, she couldn’t feel it, which was about the only thing she was grateful for. The light that emanated from him concentrated in his hands, and these hands he placed above the quivering Tha’alani stalks.

“Why,” she asked, as she flinched and looked away from the expression upon the captive male’s face, “did it take the Dragon Emperor so long to decide that the Tha’alani would somehow be useful?”

“A good question,” Tiamaris replied, in his most neutral tone of voice.

“And a good question, as I was often told, deserves an answer.”

“You were often told this by people who were failing you.”

She shrugged. She had hated the Tha’alani. She really had. But watching them thrash, or worse, suddenly freeze in place, made her feel worse. All she really wanted was that they be locked away in their own part of the City where they couldn’t put their hands on all her dirty secrets, all the parts of her past that were hidden for a reason. Unfortunately, it had never occurred to her prying little mind that that was all they had wanted, too. “What is he trying to do?”

“Study the physical and chemical reactions that occur in their stalks when they are presented with external thoughts or memories. Which,” Tiamaris added, “you would know if you listened more carefully.”

“That’s not what he said.”

“It’s what he hasn’t finished saying. He is in the process of saying it.”

It made her twitchy. The watching. Her hands were clenching and unclenching as she did. And because this had already happened and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it—even supposing that she would risk her career and quite probably her life for one of the Tha’alani—she clung to the question she had asked. “Why did it not occur to him before?”

“Perhaps it did. Or perhaps the abilities of the Tha’alani were not as manifestly clear as they became.”

“More of the latter,” Severn said quietly. He was standing quite still, his hands behind his back, his expression now unreadable. “The Tha’alani have some difficulty with either Dragons or Barrani. It’s only the thoughts or memories of other mortals that come clearly and easily to their touch.”

“They can’t read the thoughts of Barrani?”

“They can,” Teela said coolly.

“But not more than once?”

“No.”

“And if they couldn’t penetrate Dragon thoughts or Barrani thoughts, they weren’t considered worth exploiting?”

“Kaylin,” Tiamaris said coolly, “although this may seem odd to you, given what you are observing, the sole purpose of this venture was to save pain—and lives. I guarantee that the previous methods of interrogation—which methods are sometimes still resorted to in rare cases—would never meet with your approval.”

She watched in the mirror, and in the end, she had to have the volume turned down completely. The Tha’alani were not mute; they could scream. And plead. And beg. They could whimper and when they did, half of their sentences were so fractured they reminded Kaylin of the Oracles. Of the Oracles without protectors, such as the two large and forbidding women who watched their doors had been.

The men who were exposing memories along those slender stalks did not fare better. But they weren’t bound, and if there was a sword at their back, it wasn’t obvious. Throughout it all, Idis took notes, and watched from an impatient, cold distance. Every so often he would perform some small magic, which he did not trifle to explain, and he would either nod or frown. Of the men who had been forced to endure the terrified touch of the Tha’alani, his only comment was, “Clearly we’ll need more volunteers.”

She really took a distinct disliking to him.

“You let this happen?” she said when the mirror froze at the end of what seemed a day of horror.

Tiamaris gave her a very irritated look. “It’s the Interrogator’s office,” he said coldly. “What do you think happens there?”

She’d never really bothered to think about it. She knew that people who were suspected of grave crimes were often exposed to the Tha’alani, and that the Tha’alani ferreted out the information required. For all of her life on the right side of the river, this had been her common knowledge. Hells, she’d been subject to it.

“Who suggested this?” she asked Tiamaris.

“I cannot honestly recall.”

“It wasn’t a Dragon.”

“Probably not.”

“Please tell me it wasn’t Idis or the Arcanum.”

Severn said, “It was Idis.”

Tiamaris raised a brow. “That is information that I did not possess.”

He shrugged. He wasn’t particularly pleased with what he was watching; his face didn’t betray it, but his body did. He was ready to fight. And possibly ready to injure or kill. She could see it in the tension of his neck, the way he held his jaw, the way he was careful and deliberate in all his movements.

“What happened to the Tha’alani in these records?”

“They were returned to the care of the Tha’alani,” Tiamaris replied. “I do not know what happened to them after they left Imperial hands. They were in custody for some length of time, however.”

“And the test subjects?”

“Pardon?”

“The volunteers?”

He frowned. “Reports were taken. They were not free men,” he added quietly. “Some were condemned men.”

“All?”

“What he’s trying to say,” Teela drawled, “is that they were mortal. It wasn’t significant one way or the other.”

As Kaylin had had a lifetime to get used to this arrogance, she bit back further words and turned to the other person in the room who, by race, was also considered insignificant. Severn met her gaze. “Do you know what happened to them?”

“Not yet,” he replied. “The Wolves had some transcripts and other recorded images of Idis, but this is the first time I’ve seen this material.” He paused and added, “It’s therefore the first time that I’ve had any chance to catch their names.”

“He spoke to some of them.”

“Yes.”

“No—I don’t need to hear it.” She turned to Tiamaris again. “How many of the people who allowed the contact with the Tha’alani were left in the care of Idis?”

“They were all, in some measure, in his care.”

“And you kept the interviews on record?”

“The interviews that were pertinent are now in your records and can also be accessed.”

“Severn?”

He nodded grimly. “You won’t like it any better.”

But another thought had occurred to Kaylin—and she was certain it had occurred to Severn, as well. She turned very sharply on her heel and perched her hands lightly on her hips. “You said that the Tha’alani were cut off from the Tha’alaan during the course of the experiments.”

The Dragon lord nodded.

“But you didn’t know about the Tha’alaan until the experiments were underway?”

“We were…eventually informed.”

“When did that occur?”

“During the studies of Group Three.”

Kaylin had seen enough with Group One. A bureaucrat’s name for people who had lived, and possibly died, in great pain.

“And Donalan Idis touched none of these?”

“None at all. He understood what they were capable of, and as an Arcanist, it can be expected that he highly prized the contents of his mind.”

“You’ve got names,” she said to Severn.

He nodded. “All of them, or all of the names spoken. For the most part, the men who were test cases did not remember their own names afterward.”

Kaylin said, “Find them.”

Severn said, “The Wolves are already working on it.” He glanced at Teela, and then back to Kaylin. “You have other work,” he told her softly.

She did. And she wasn’t sure which she dreaded more: visiting Lord Nightshade again, or returning to Ybelline. But both had to be done.

It was to Ybelline that she chose to go first.

Ybelline, with her honey hair and her perfect skin and her mother’s worry. For she was very like a mother, Kaylin thought, and the Tha’alaan itself, the memories of all her children, past and present.

Kaylin wore the Hawk, and she wore it, for this one day, with less pride than usual. If she hated the Tha’alani—if she had hated them—she was now burdened with guilt for what had been done to them, and it was hard to shoulder guilt with pride.

She had failed to mention to Marcus where she was going. She had failed to mention it, in fact, to anyone; Severn knew, and certainly Teela and Tiamaris were smart enough to guess. But it was all unofficial at the moment, and given how easy it was to offend people without an honest day’s effort, that was best for the Hawks.

The guards waiting at the gatehouse were the same polite and distant Tha’alani, in the same armor. But she felt no fear of them now, and when she approached one, and told him her business, she also felt no qualms when his face slid into blank neutrality and his stalks quivered above his hair. We wanted to steal this from you, she thought. And you paid.

But what she said was, “I’m here to speak with Ybelline, if she’s not too busy.”

He was silent for a moment, in that strange blankness of expression she often saw on Tha’alani faces, and then his eyes focused and he looked at her. “She will see you, Kaylin Neya. Do you know the way?”

“I’ve been here before.”

Half an hour later, she was certain she could feel Severn’s exasperated laughter. But honestly, the last time she’d been here, she’d spent her time paying attention to other things—the children, the people who had stopped to stare as one large, single-minded crowd, the young man who had been their guide, and, if she were truthful, her own fear. She’d kind of followed Severn, and remembering the route was causing some difficulty.

Today, there were other children, so it wasn’t a dead loss; she was stopped—or stopped walking—half a dozen times, just for the pleasure and indulgence of watching them laugh, or gape at her obvious disfigurement.

She was not a person who loved to be touched, but pudgy, harmless fingers were in an entirely different country, and she could return the favor, lifting a total stranger and tucking him, for a moment, into the curve of her arms. This was not the childhood of her youth, but she didn’t want children to suffer that childhood, and it was oddly comforting—if she tried very hard not to think about the one missing girl—that this quarter existed.

Finding Ybelline did not, in the end, prove a problem. Ybelline, leaving the oddly oblong rounded dome that served as a house, found her. And, given that she was knee deep in children at the time, and that they were touching the emblem of the Hawk just as often as they touched her stalkless forehead, it seemed somehow right to look up and see Ybelline standing, quietly, a safe distance away.

Kaylin threw the children up into the air, caught them, each in turn, and then shoved them gently toward the waiting crowd of watchful—and amused—adults who would, with luck, keep them from running back too quickly.

“Sorry,” she said, although the regret was more courtesy than real. She straightened out her tunic and tried to look more official.

“Never apologize for bringing a moment of joy into their lives,” Ybelline replied gravely, her eyes smiling in a way her lips didn’t. “Their joy—and their sorrow—is so immediate and so clean, the Tha’alani often draw on it in times of trouble. It brings us peace. Even their fears do, because they are so easy to calm.

“But come to my home, Kaylin. It is a better place to discuss anything of import.”

Kaylin nodded, and, grateful for a guide, followed Ybelline. This time she made a careful note of how the streets turned, and in which direction; they weren’t laid out in a grid at all. If streets could meander, these ones did; you could probably spend all day walking across the damn street.

But the house was familiar, with its odd door, its odd curves, its trailing greenery. Ybelline did not pause to unlock the door, but Kaylin would have been surprised had it been locked. Locked things were hidden things, and very, very few of the Tha’alani could hide in any meaningful way. She knew that now.

Also knew that Ybelline was one of those few.

She entered the house behind Ybelline, and they went to the sitting area that opened into a garden. Ybelline offered Kaylin a chair, and Kaylin took it with some gratitude. It was composed of woven strands of something that gave slightly as weight sunk into it.

Then she sat there, groping for words.

The ones she finally used were, “Donalan Idis.”

Ybelline, seated across from her, actually flinched. “He is known to us,” she said wearily. Her skin was pale in the light of day, pale and slightly gray. This is what ashen meant.

“No,” Kaylin said quietly, “it’s not an idle question. I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t a question,” Ybelline said, speaking more firmly. “But I know the name. We all know it,” she added. “It came to us in the nightmare years.”

“Severn explained some of the history of the Tha’alani and the Imperial Court to me. I was young, when it happened.”

“I do not believe you were born,” was the soft reply.

“Very young.”

This drew the slightest of smiles from the older woman. But her words were not happy words. “Why do you come asking of Donalan Idis?”

“He was never found,” Kaylin said quietly. “But… I do know that he found Grethan when Grethan left the quarter.” She hesitated for a moment, and then said, “I’m sorry, but circumstances forced me to mention that one of the Tha’alani children had gone missing.”

Ybelline nodded, looking unsurprised. “Had I not decided to trust you, Kaylin Neya, I would never have asked for your help. But this…this is worse than fear.”

“We’re looking for him now.” She hesitated again, and then said, “The Tha’alaan remembers what Donalan Idis did?”

“It remembers what he is,” was the low, low reply. “What he did—yes. That, too, is remembered.”

“But how? He didn’t—according to our information—touch the Tha’alaan in any way.”

Ybelline raised a golden brow. “Your researches are incorrect,” she said at last. “He did not intentionally touch it. But he was responsible for the selection of his subjects, and on one occasion, one of our most powerful members had cause to touch him. I think he hoped to explain the Tha’alaan to Idis— I think he thought that the explanation would stay his hand.”

“He tried to explain the Tha’alaan by showing it to him?”

Ybelline nodded. “There is no other way,” she said softly.

Kaylin said, quietly, “The Tha’alaan contains the racial memories of the Tha’alani.”

“Yes.”

“How specific are those memories?”

Ybelline said, after a quiet that filled the room with melancholy, “I heard the Dragon’s cry.”

“And you understood it?”

“Yes.”

“One of these days you’re going to have to explain to me what brought the Tha’alani to this city.”

“One of these days,” Ybelline agreed.

“Do you understand Barrani, as well?”

“Yes. All of us can, if we try. The children are not as conversant with the memories. They’re like…those black birds that like shiny objects. Magpies. But they will be changed by the Tha’alaan in time, just as the Tha’alaan will be changed, in small ways, by their lives.”

“How easy is it to navigate these memories?”

“They are not like your Imperial Records,” Ybelline replied. “They are not moved with a simple command, not at first. The young are aware of the Tha’alaan, they can speak to it, they can be comforted through it—but like everything else in their world, there is constant change. As they grow, as their capacity for thought grows and changes, they take to the Tha’alaan more naturally. The Tha’alaan watches them,” she added. “I think that is the wrong word. It does more than watch, but—I think that is the best translation I can come up with. The Tha’alaan is aware of our children. Aware, in some ways, that our children need time to develop some sense of themselves as other, or separate. It approaches infants very differently than it would approach an adult. Differently,” she added softly, “but in some ways, each first encounter is the same.”

What do you mean? hovered on Kaylin’s lips, but didn’t leave; Ybelline was still struggling with words, and Kaylin had enough patience to be silent.

“Children assume that what they see and know is all that is seen and known. When they are young,” Ybelline added. “At some point, they become aware that what they see and know is, in fact, different from what others see and know. It is at this age that they begin their struggle to encompass our past.

“What they first reach for, in the vast depths of history and memory, are those memories and thoughts that are most like their own. What they first look for are those actions and experiences that they themselves understand firsthand. Does this make sense to you?”

Kaylin nodded.

“What the Tha’alaan might offer them, when they first touch these memories, are the experiences of those who were also present when the memory first touched becomes part of their awareness. In this way, the child learns that there are many ways of seeing the same event, and no one of those is wrong.”

“And children like Grethan?”

“We spoke to him, individually,” Ybelline said quietly. “And those of us who were strong enough could invoke the Tha’alaan for him. I do not know if this was a kindness, but it is what we have always done for the deaf.”

“And not everyone can do this?”

“No.”

“But if you can all reach the Tha’alaan—if it touches all of you—”

“To reach it, Kaylin, is almost to live in a different place. Your kind speaks of the weight of history, as if it were something to be borne. Imagine that you are living it—can you speak of it coherently at the same time? Can you speak of it in a meaningful way to someone who can only see or hear you?

“At best, most of my kin can speak of it after. They can share their own experience. But the sharing of that experience is not the experience itself, and even then—it is not the whole of the Tha’alaan. The Tha’alaan responds to what it finds. It is not merely records, be they as detailed as you would like.”

“It…responds to what it finds.”

Ybelline nodded.

“But—in the case of Idis—it could only be seen or touched through an intermediary.”

Again, there was silence. Ybelline finally nodded.

“Ybelline—what did he see?”

Ybelline’s eyes were wide and round as she turned to Kaylin. She did not touch Kaylin, but Kaylin thought that she didn’t really need to. Ybelline had touched enough human minds in her time to understand people. Even deaf or insane ones.

Finally, Ybelline moved. And closed her eyes. “That is not the question you must ask,” she said quietly.

“I think I need an answer.”

Ybelline shook her head. “Not to that question, Kaylin.” As if this were some sort of test. Kaylin had failed many tests in her time. But those tests hadn’t mattered. She said quietly, “What did the Tha’alaan see?”

“Power,” was the single word she whispered.

“What did the Tha’alaan offer?”

“Power.”

They sat opposite each other in silence. Ybelline was subdued, and seemed, to Kaylin’s eye, smaller and somehow more fragile. Conversation of the type that Kaylin was used to—where people used actual words that made noise—was, it seemed to Kaylin, left to her.

She picked it up slowly and reluctantly, as if it were somehow harmful. “There are no Tha’alani mages,” she said quietly. “No Tha’alani Arcanists. No Oracles.”

Ybelline nodded.

“I always thought it was because they were Tha’alani. That’s not true, is it?”

Ybelline shook her head.

“So in the past there were mages?”

She nodded again.

“And their memories are part of the Tha’alaan.”

“Yes.”

“Do they speak often to your people?”

“No.”

“And your people don’t somehow find them?”

“Some do,” Ybelline replied quietly. “And we watch them with care.”

“Why?”

Words slowly returned to the Tha’alani woman. “Because it was long ago, Kaylin. The world then was not what it is now.” She paused for a moment, and then said, softly, “And because those who touch those memories are touching the oldest part of the Tha’alaan.”

“It didn’t always exist?”

“No. Our early history is lost to us, except for that which survives in the Tha’alaan. The world was harsher, then. And so, too, were my ancient kinsmen.” She said, after some moments had passed, “When the Emperor chose to imprison members of the Tha’alani, when he chose to give them to Donalan Idis, the Tha’alaan was aware of it.

“And it…responded. Like a parent,” Ybelline said, “whose child is threatened. Memories that had almost passed from view rose up, at the call to battle. Things that had never troubled our lives—any of our lives—suddenly broke into our dreams, and our waking visions. We call them the Nightmare years.”

“But it didn’t last years—”

“Kaylin, it did. You are the sum of your experiences, for good or ill. We are the same. There are some experiences that we were not meant to have, even in the Tha’alaan. And every waking Tha’alani who lived at that time experienced those things. Whole lives,” she whispered, “calling out for vengeance and battle. People who had never so much as raised a hand against another—people like me—now remember murdering those who stood against us. And we remember those deaths without pity, because we had none. We remember what it was like to commune with the elements, to break the earth at our whim, to summon fire, water and air. We remember the words that we spoke when towers toppled. We remember the size of the armies that waited upon our word.

“And we remember watching those armies form.

“To calm the Tha’alani at that time was not a simple task. But to do otherwise was to court our destruction as a people. Whatever we may have been, we did not war against Dragons.”

And Kaylin, guided by only instinct, said, “but you could.”

Bitterly, Ybelline nodded. She covered her face with her hands, and those hands were shaking. “In the quarter, there was anger unlike any anger that I have felt, before or after. And it was because of Donalan Idis. Because of Imperial ignorance. But those of us who were older, and who could extricate themselves from the Tha’alaan, did. And we could see with our own eyes, and feel only our own thoughts, and we met, and we discussed what might be done to preserve our people as we are now, and end the torment of those who had been taken from us.

“If at one point in our existence we wanted or needed power, that time has passed.”

“And Donalan Idis saw it.”

“Yes, Kaylin.”

“But he has power. And he would know that your people don’t. Why would he want—” She grimaced. Stopped speaking for a minute to let the nagging thought she couldn’t quite catch grow stronger. “There’s something I don’t understand.”

“There is probably much that you don’t understand,” Ybelline said, but without any edge of condescension, without any pity. “I scarce understand it myself.”

“Wait. When you said you could remember summoning—”

“Yes,” Ybelline said starkly. Her back straightened, and her shoulders, and she lifted her chin slightly. Her eyes were still honeyed, but they were bright now, the pupils so small they seemed to have been swallowed by color.

She lifted her hands, palm up, as if in supplication, and she spoke a single word.

Fire appeared in the air above those hands, a fire that was shaped like an Aerian.

Kaylin spoke a few words of her own, and not quietly.

But what Ybelline did next stopped even that: the stalks on her forehead stretched out, and out again—and from the fire, small tendrils of ruby and orange and gold stretched out to meet them.





CHAPTER 15

Remember the essence of fire. Remember the name of fire. Remember the shape of fire.

Hours—days—spent staring at the pristine wick of an unlit candle while a frustrated Dragon glared at her had not prepared Kaylin for this. Hells, throwing a fireball in the caverns beneath the hall of the High Lord hadn’t. She had risen to her feet, and her hand was on her dagger, when the fire turned to face her.

And the fire was raging. She could see the way the heat distorted the air around its perfect shape. It was taller than either Kaylin or Ybelline—although that wasn’t hard—and infinitely more majestic. It carried a sword of flame, whose heart was blue, and no shield. It was almost a man, although heat blurred its features, the cast of its nonexistent bones.

But not the color of its eyes.

They were Ybelline’s eyes.

“So,” the fire said, and it spoke with her voice, “you understand.”

Kaylin did. “You could speak with the elements,” she said flatly. “In a way that none of us could.”

“Yes,” Ybelline said quietly. “There are perhaps twenty-five of the Tha’alani who could do what I am now doing—but not one of them has.”

“And you can…keep this secret.”

“It is because I can that I am willing to risk this at all,”

Ybelline replied.

“And he saw this.”

“Yes.”

“And he wanted it. Not the Tha’alaan. He must have known that that was beyond him. But this—the ability to be the fire…” She shook her head. “Can you put it away now?”

“Yes. But it is more difficult than calling it forth. I am not the fire,” Ybelline said, her voice slightly louder. “And the fire is not me. But it is living, Kaylin. In its fashion. It thinks, but not in a way that you or I think.”

Twenty-five. For just a moment, Kaylin could imagine what a city at war would look like after twenty-five such mages had joined the battle. “Tha’alani are supposed to find Barrani and Dragons difficult to read.”

“They are very difficult to read.”

“But fire’s easier?”

“Yes.”

“Why exactly?”

“I don’t know.” She folded her hands, slowly, together, and as she did, the fire dwindled. But the heat remained in the air, distorting it. “Possibly because there is only now, with fire.”

Something about the way she said the last two words made Kaylin’s day worse. “And with the other elements?”

“Earth is slower,” Ybelline replied. “Air is very, very hard to touch this way, and therefore much harder to control. Water, we do not—did not—call.”

“Why?”

Ybelline said nothing. And looked very much as if she would go on saying nothing.

“Ybelline—have you heard the Oracles?”

The Tha’alani woman shook her head and spoke slowly, as if speaking were difficult. “We were summoned to speak with one of the Oracles. A boy who paints. The Dragon Court has been concerned with the Oracles. I have…had my own concerns.”

“They’re the same concerns,” Kaylin said urgently. “And I need to know about water. We have, according to the Oracles, two weeks of city left.” But something bothered her. Something Tiamaris had said…

Ybelline was watching her face now, reading the expressions that passed across it in rapid succession. Marcus had always said that Kaylin was loud, even in thought.

“Ybelline,” Kaylin said slowly, “the child—Mayalee. You said she was abruptly cut off from the Tha’alaan?”

Ybelline nodded. Something in her face had grown sharper; perhaps the color of her eyes. It was hard to say exactly what it was. Maybe, Kaylin thought, it was the shape of fire, slow to fade. Her eyes had been burning.

“Had she not been, you would be able to find her?”

Again a nod.

“Donalan Idis had some method of cutting the Tha’alani off. From the Tha’alaan. One of the Dragons mentioned it,” she added. “The Tha’alani themselves didn’t—”

“Very, very few can, Kaylin. Had they the choice, they would have—but it is when we are most distressed that we reach for its comfort. Even if they could normally pull themselves away, what they suffered at the hands of the Imperial Service was not normal. Not even among your kind.”

“I don’t understand something,” Kaylin finally said. “How did Idis manage what the Tha’alani themselves couldn’t?”

Ybelline shrugged. “Magic.”

The way she said the word would have made Kaylin smile on any other day. It appeared they had a few things in common. But any other day wasn’t part of the two weeks they had left. “Donalan Idis was never allowed to finish his experiments. Did he take the child in order to do so?”

This time, the Tha’alani woman flinched. “That is now my fear,” was her quiet reply.

And Kaylin thought, That was always your fear.

“Do you understand why we cannot speak of this?”

“Yes.”

“And why, in the end, we chose to serve the Emperor, no matter how much he had damaged us?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know. I don’t think I could have done it.”

“I think you could have, Kaylin. Because the consequences to the young would have been very, very high, had we done otherwise. All of us, as we can, protect our young.”

Kaylin wanted to argue the point, but didn’t. As a child in the fiefs, her experience spoke against the blank claim.

“You had power like that—you have power like that—and you hide it. Forbid it.” She shook her head.

“Using the power would not have saved us,” was the quiet reply. “Even had we won, even had we managed to survive, it would not have saved what we are now. You hide your own power. You are not as good at hiding it because were you to deny it entirely you would fail at the duties you’ve undertaken.”

Kaylin’s frown was sharp. “How do you know?”

“You are much spoken about, at Court,” was the evasive reply.

Twenty-five. The city would be ash and ruins; the Dragon lords were also quite capable of summoning fire.

“Don’t they want to use it?” Kaylin said at last.

“The others? No.”

“But—”

“Were you to touch the Tha’alaan, Kaylin, you would understand why.”

“I…”

“You don’t want to.”

She did, sort of. She wanted to see for herself what Donalan Idis had seen, however briefly. She wanted to know exactly what he knew, because if she did, she had some hope of understanding him, some hope of stopping him.

“I want to see the Tha’alaan,” she said quietly, “but I don’t want it to see me. And I don’t know of any way to stop it.”

“No. But in this case, I think you would find something you could understand in a way that most of my people can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because by our definition, the man whose experiences gave me fire was insane.”

“What do you mean?” She paused for just a moment, and then said, “Like the deaf?”

“Yes, Kaylin. Like your kind.”

“But—he had the Tha’alaan to guide him. How could he be…”

Ybelline again said nothing. “I cannot tell you more about water,” she said, “because we do not summon water. And more than the fire, I will not risk. It is felt,” she added, “when it comes.”

“But you said you could keep it from the Tha’alaan.”

“I can. But your mages sense magic, when it is done. If my kin are not mages, it is choice that compels them. They would know. And they would come to me,” she added, with just the hint of a wry smile.

“I think Donalan Idis wants to summon water. And given the Oracles’ visions, I think he may well succeed.”

“Stop him.”

“We’re trying. We can’t find him. But…” She looked at Ybelline. “We did find the people we think were his last landlords.”

“Where?”

“Near the merchant quarter. They were dead,” she added, and then, “drowned.”

Ybelline was silent, absorbing this information. “I assume that they weren’t drowned in one of your baths?”

“No.”

“And you think the Tha’alani would understand how they were killed?”

“I didn’t think you would,” Kaylin said. “Until I came here today. I thought it was something only Idis would understand.”

The hesitation that she would have said didn’t exist was picked up by Ybelline. “You have your secrets,” she told Kaylin.

“I have my job,” Kaylin replied, punting. “The day I received your invitation, I had just returned from an investigation that involves another missing child. A girl. She’s older than Mayalee,” she added. “And I think, stranger.”

“You’ve met her?”

“No. But I’ve seen her. She knew my name.”

Ybelline said nothing for a long time. And then she said, “It is time for you to leave, Kaylin. There are now matters I must discuss with my kin.”

Kaylin nodded. Something made no sense to her. But until she could figure out what the damn thing was, she wasn’t going to be asking questions that would give her anything like a useful answer.

Ybelline saw Kaylin to the gates. She did not speak as they walked, but every so often her face would lose all expression, and her eyes… Her eyes were like crystal, absent any wine to give it color. The color would return, slowly, but in any case, Ybelline did not stop walking.

When they reached the gatehouse, Kaylin stopped. “Donalan Idis had a way of cutting the Tha’alani off.”

Ybelline nodded slowly.

“Maybe that’s what he did with Mayalee. We think—if she’s with him—that she’s still alive.” She wanted to offer more, but there wasn’t anything more she could offer. Yet.

Squaring her shoulders, she left the quarter, which seemed so much smaller and so much less threatening than it once had—when she’d had the bird’s eye view, and the safety of distance. Funny, how things changed.

The sun was setting by the time she reached the Ablayne, and the familiar bridge that crossed it. The banks were deserted, and the streets on the wrong side of the bridge had already started to empty. Which only made sense. The Ferals were waiting, somewhere, for night to fall. When it did, they’d own the streets of the fief. No fieflord had ever attempted to stop them.

She toyed with the idea of removing her uniform, but she didn’t really have the luxury of time. Castle Nightshade wasn’t exactly at the edge of the fief, and she wasn’t in a carriage; she could walk there at a good clip before things got dangerous. But not if she stopped to change. Not if she dawdled on the bridge, as she so often did. It was a barrier, that bridge. And this river.

Funny, how often she and Severn had come to the Ablayne, had stood on the wrong side of its banks, had stared with longing at the freedom that lay on the other side—all without crossing the bridge itself. No guardhouse protected the bridge; no guards patrolled it. They could just as easily have walked across it, to see for themselves how the free lived.

But they had stayed in the fief. Had told themselves stories about what lay across the bridge. Dreams, she thought, as she crossed it, heading toward her past. The reality? Freedom took work.

And if Nightshade had his cages, the Emperor had his Interrogators.

No, she thought. It’s not the same. She imagined the Foundling Halls, the Halls of Law, the market—none of these things existed in Nightshade.

In Nightshade the only law was the fieflord.

But in Elantra, the only law was the Emperor. It hadn’t saved the Tha’alani. And if the Oracles were any judge, it wouldn’t save Elantra, either.

And what will?

Kaylin began to walk quickly. Sunset, liberal with pink and purple, began to turn buildings into silhouettes. Two missing children. Two.

But…there had only been one child in the merchant’s quarter. A girl. If Donalan Idis was somehow involved with the other child, wouldn’t there have been another? Or was one of them already dead?

She hated the thought, and she couldn’t dislodge it, so she walked faster, until she was almost trotting. The silhouettes, the skyline here, were easy to follow because Castle Night-shade was so distinct. It wasn’t as tall as the Imperial Castle, edict or no—but it was the tallest building in the fief.

It was also guarded, this close to night. Two guards, armored, no surcoat in sight. She walked up the length of the path to greet them, and paused some ten feet away.

One of the guards bowed low. She recognized him, even though the scant light robbed his features of sharp definition. “Lord Andellen,” she said as he rose.

“Lord Kaylin,” he replied gravely. She hadn’t the heart to tell him to call her anything else. To Andellen, the title had a meaning beyond “let’s make Kaylin uncomfortable.”

“Have you been to the High Court lately?” she asked him softly.

“No, Lord.”

“But you can.”

“I can, yes. But it would not be wise at the moment. The Lord of the High Court is much occupied of late.” There was a question in the words.

“I haven’t been,” she replied, as if he’d asked it. “But yes, it’s why I’m here.”

“You come late.”

“I always arrive late, in Nightshade. If the Ferals hunted at dawn,” she added ruefully, “I’d be here then.” She spoke low-caste Barrani, but given that she seldom spoke anything but Elantran unless forced, Andellen accepted it as the courtesy that it was.

“Lord Nightshade will see you,” Andellen told her. “He has left word that you are to be admitted whenever you choose to arrive.”

Kaylin nodded as brusquely as she could. Castle Night-shade was not a comfortable place to be, seen from the outside. From the inside? Worse. And to get there, she had to walk through a portal that looked like an ebony portcullis. She walked between the two guards and headed toward the magical entrance.

And swore when she bounced.

Light crackled off her hands, small bolts of flashing blue. She stared at them, and at the portcullis, before she tried again, with much the same results.

“Andellen?”

“I…have never seen this happen before.”

“Could you fix it?”

His dark brows rose a fraction into the line of unfettered hair. “Even if I thought it possible, I would not try. The Castle defends itself.”

“And I’m a threat now?”

He said nothing.

Clearly, if Nightshade had left word with his guards, he’d failed to tell his damn home.

Lord Nightshade greeted Kaylin from the wrong side of the gates. Kaylin watched his very slow arrival with a mixture of curiosity and irritation.

The portal didn’t open. It thinned. The air between the fake bars began to shimmer, and the bars themselves seemed to slowly dissolve into that light. Although Kaylin disliked magic, she found this interesting; she had never actually seen the portal open or close, being on the inside of its magic.

The fieflord was dressed in black and silver; he wore a sword, and hints of armor reflected light as fabric parted when he moved. His hair was pulled back, exposing the elegant lines of his face.

As usual, that face gave nothing away. “Kaylin,” he said gravely. He did not offer her a bow, as Andellen had done—but Barrani hierarchy would have forbid it, anyway. “There seems to be some difficulty?”

She shrugged. “If you call my inability to actually enter the Castle a difficulty, then yes, there is.”

“Show me.” He stepped lightly to the side, and waited.

Kaylin, not grudging the obedience if it would satisfy her curiosity, walked into the portcullis. And bounced back.

“I…see.”

“Good. Do you mind explaining it?”

“Yes.”

So much for obedience. “I don’t suppose there’s another way in?”

His smile, more felt than seen, told her she wouldn’t like the answer.

He led her around the Castle, leaving Andellen and the nameless guard behind with a few curt words. When they were out of earshot—when they were out of shouting range—he paused. “What exactly have you been doing in the past few days?”

“Not dying,” she replied. “You?”

He surprised her; he chuckled. “The same.” He reached out and touched her cheek, pressing his palm lightly against the mark he had put there when they had first met. She felt a sharp, sharp sting and took a step back. His hands were warm.

“You have twice passed beyond me,” he said softly, lowering his arm. “Only places of power are that well guarded. You were not at Court,” he added. He began to walk, and she fell in step just behind him.

“No.” It wasn’t a question, but she answered it anyway. “Not the Barrani Court, at any rate.”

“The Imperial Court?”

“Only the library.”

“Someone took you to see the Arkon?” His eyes widened almost imperceptibly. It was the Leontine equivalent of a roar of outrage, and it made her laugh. Well, it made her want to laugh. Which, given the events of the day, was welcome.

“I didn’t attract the attention of the Arkon,” she told him. “Lord Sanabalis and Lord Tiamaris were having a heated discussion, and the Arkon apparently doesn’t like noise in the library.”

“I…see. This would not have anything to do with the Dragon’s cry?”

“Which cry?”

“Learn to dissemble, Kaylin,” he replied with a hint of disapproval.

She had the grace to redden. “Yes,” she offered, by way of an apology. “I set him free. He was dead,” she added.

One brow rose. “Dead?”

She nodded.

“But not free to fly.”

“No. If that’s what dead Dragons do.”

“You did not see him?”

She hesitated for a moment, and when she chose to speak her voice was hushed. “Yes. I saw.”

“And seeing, can you doubt?”

“Not him,” she said at last. “But I don’t know if the others are like him. I don’t really understand Dragons.”

“I often doubt that you understand mortals. It is no wonder that Dragons are beyond you. But this…dead Dragon—what did you do to free him?”

Before she could think, she said, “I told him the end of his story.”

Nightshade stopped walking.

Kaylin managed to stop in time to avoid running into his back. She also stepped back, waiting, her hand on her dagger.

He turned. “You told him the end of his story.” The words, coming from Nightshade, had a weight and a meaning that Kaylin had failed to give them.

She nodded.

“And how did you know that this…telling…would free him?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t think about it,” she added. “I just did it.”

“Very well. How did you know the end of his story?”

She shook her head. “I wanted to help him,” she said. “I—I wanted to say something. He’d been waiting so long. I just—I just started talking.”

“Given the amount of thought you put into your words,” was the cool reply, “it’s not a small wonder that you survived the attempt.”

“I wasn’t in danger. He was dead.”

“The dead are a danger. They have always been a danger.” He lifted a hand, palm out. “And where the restless dead are concerned, something binds them to the living. He was a Dragon,” he added. “What was his hoard?”

She lifted a hand to her throat. To the empty space around her neck where a dead man had, for a moment, hung a chain. “Duty,” she told him.

“And you accepted the responsibility that he failed.” It wasn’t a question.

“He didn’t fail it.”

“He failed.” Nightshade’s frown was thin. “And you hope to succeed.”

“I didn’t,” she said. “I—”

“You must learn to weigh the consequences of your power, Kaylin. But I understand now why you could not pass through the portal. What you carry—whether you see it or not—was too heavy a burden for a Dragon whose will was strong. Ignorance,” he added, “does not change fact. It is dusk now. If you do not wish to spend an evening fighting Ferals, you must either leave or chance the back ways.

“Why did you come?”

“To ask you about Donalan Idis.”

Nightshade nodded grimly. “The back ways,” he told her softly. “In truth, I am surprised that it took you this long to return to the Arcanist.”

“You could come to my home.”

His brows actually rose. “Not, I think, while the Wolf prowls,” he said, after a very long pause. “Not while you live in mortal certainty that a home is just a place you call your own.”

“And pay for.”

“You don’t yet understand what that means,” was his soft reply. But it was not cold. “Come then, Kaylin. When Lord Tiamaris first visited this Castle, he did not enter through the portcullis. Dare what he dared.”

“What will I face?”

“In truth, I do not know. This Castle is as old as the oldest building in the fiefs, and like the others, it was not built by mortals. I was tested, when I first chose this as my abode. Tiamaris was tested,” he added, “although he arrived with no desire to rule.” He paused and then added, “The Castle, as you’ve seen from the inside, is not quite…fixed in space. The portcullis has never functioned as a portcullis to my knowledge. There is evidence to suggest that previous owners chose to decorate the grounds as they saw fit—and this, the Castle allowed. But to change the Castle itself is neither lightly done or completely possible.”

“So it’s magic.”

He frowned. “You have a way of robbing words of their splendor,” he told her.

“If I had a choice—” I’d rob the Castle of splendor, as well. Who wants a home where the rooms change and the front door is an invitation to nausea? But she thought better of her choice of words because there was something about the Castle that suggested intelligence—and most intelligent beings could be rather easily offended by practical suggestions, in Kaylin’s experience.

“In general, you don’t,” was the quiet reply. Lord Night-shade had navigated one forbidding face of the Castle as he spoke. Kaylin reached out every so often to touch the seams between huge slabs of worn stone, as if seeking the reassurance of weakness. She couldn’t actually imagine that there was another way in—but perhaps the designers of the Castle had left another way out.

When Nightshade stopped, he stopped a fair distance from the walls, by the side of a well. It was old and disused; there was a pump arm that was more rust than metal, and if there had ever been a bucket on the chain that hung slack—and rusted over—it had long since decayed.

She expected him to keep moving.

He clearly expected her to stop. She did, because he was leading, and following from the front had never worked all that well for her.

But when he didn’t speak or start walking again, she wilted. “This?” she asked, pointing at the well.

“This.”

She looked down. It was very, very dark. Dusk didn’t lessen the shadows, but Kaylin had a suspicion that full noon wouldn’t make much of a dent in them, either. “I don’t suppose you brought a lamp?”

“No.”

Neither had she. She leaned over, balancing her weight on stone that looked as if it should crumble. It didn’t. Along the sides of the well were rungs that had seen better days—probably the same days the pump had. She lost sight of them to darkness. “I was going to ask you if I could use the back way instead of the front one,” she told Nightshade as she swung her feet over the well’s lip.

“You may not have the same desire once you’ve entered the back way.”

“I don’t have the desire now, and I haven’t even started.” She pivoted and placed her feet on the closest rung, slowly surrendering to gravity. The rung held. She grimaced, and stepped down, and down again, until the rungs carried all of her weight. The rust made the bars rough and patchy, as if some metalworker had thought to mimic tree bark. Hanging on the rungs, she looked up at the large circle stone made. Beyond it, Nightshade was watching. “You’re going to follow me?

In response he lifted a hand almost carelessly, upending his palm just above her. Fire flared almost white. It began to descend slowly, until it was just below Kaylin’s feet. Light, she thought. She felt absurdly grateful.

“In a manner of speaking. The Castle cannot keep me out,” he added. “Nor would it seek to try. And where you go, I am not entirely certain I can follow.”

Gratitude was so capricious. “This is like the Tower in the

High Halls, isn’t it?”

“Very good, Kaylin. Possibly the most intelligent question you’ve asked about the Castle. It is like and unlike the Tower in the High Halls. Had you not passed the test of those Halls, I would not now allow you to take the risk you are taking.

“I am not even certain that you could enter, were that the case. But you have surprised my former kinsmen. Surprise me now.”

“And if I don’t?”

He didn’t answer.

This is stupid, she thought, stepping down again. This is completely stupid. Why in the hells am I even trying so hard to get into the damn Castle?

Because there wasn’t a good answer—hells, she’d have settled for a bad one—she kept on going. The light was welcome at least twice—because at least twice, the rungs had fallen free, leaving a gap that might have killed her otherwise. She wasn’t tall, but she stretched, balancing her weight entirely with her hands while her feet struggled for purchase.

The darkness above her, however, grew until she could no longer make out the mouth of the well. Could no longer see Nightshade.

She didn’t trust him. She didn’t like him. But she would have felt better had he accompanied her, because the Castle was his in some way, and she couldn’t quite believe that he would knowingly kill her.

She could, however, believe that she could die here.

Everything, she thought, gritting her teeth in frustration, everything was a test of some kind. The Barrani knew no other way. You could prove yourself worthy, or you could fail.

There were whole days where even the concept of proving herself worthy was tiring. It was a pointless test. When she helped the midwives, it was different. It was the best fight she knew: she faced death, and she won. The fact that it was someone else’s death—usually a stranger’s—didn’t change the fact. In some ways, it made it stronger.

She stopped her downward crawl.

Was this really any different?

The Castle had denied her because she still carried something that she couldn’t even see, let alone touch. It was linked to water. And somehow, the water was now linked to Donalan Idis, the man who almost certainly held a captive Tha’alani child. He was an Arcanist, which in Kaylin’s vocabulary was just another synonym for death.

She wanted to talk to Nightshade.

She wanted to know what change the Castle had sensed.

Neither of these were good enough reason to be here, clinging to the side of a well that hadn’t seen water in decades, by the look of it. But the best thing that Marcus had ever taught her—perhaps because it was something she wanted to hear—was to trust her instincts.

The middle of a fight, he used to say, was not the time to worry about the nicety of your stance. You fought as well as you could, you hoped that it was enough—if you had time for even that much thought. You want to survive, he’d told her. Trust your instincts. Don’t second-guess them until the fight is over.

Then you can dissect your performance to your heart’s content.

What if I don’t remember enough of it?

Trust me—you come close to death, you’ll remember how you stepped out of its way.

He’d been right, of course. Marcus was almost never wrong. Kaylin took a deep breath. And then, before she could second-guess herself, she let go.





CHAPTER 16

It was a long drop. However, since she had no wings—and if she could have corrected one birth defect, it would have been the one that made her human, not Aerian—long was relatively fast. She had no time to regret her decision; no time to second-guess what had come so instinctively to her. She had time to register falling as a very unpleasant sensation that implied that her stomach had stayed put when everything else had dropped—but even that didn’t last very long; not even as long as the darkness did. Nightshade’s gift of light apparently had to descend the hard way; gravity didn’t mean much to it.

But if she had managed to shock Nightshade, he gave no sign of it at all—and she would have felt it, because she wanted to. So much for being grown-up.

What she felt instead was water.

Water surged up to meet her as she plummeted, feet-first, into what was obviously a disoriented tunnel. But the water was strange. It was both clear and luminescent; she could see its shape. It was a giant hand, unadorned by rings, its palm wider and flatter than the length of spray that served as fingers. It was not a fist, and she felt an absurd sense of gratitude as she passed into the mound of its palm.

It gave with her weight—it could hardly do anything else—but it had moved up to meet her in midfall, and it also began to drop, matching its speed to hers, until she could land in its center and notice that it was water, and not ground. Clint, on one of his early flights with Kaylin wrapped snugly in his arms, had made clear that water, from the height Aerians chose to fly at, was not a lot more forgiving than stone when it came to breakable things—like bones, for instance. Clint was always gentle; he had threatened to drop her when she’d made it clear she didn’t believe him, but he had never actually done it.

Now, years later, she believed him—but the days when she could play with his flight feathers and beg him to carry her over the city were almost gone. She missed them; that was the truth. She missed what he would willingly do for her orphans in the Foundling Halls. She had never thought it would be possible to miss being a child.

But if she had stayed young, she could not be here, doing what she was doing: trying to save the life of a child.

And that was why she was here, and if she had forgotten it for even a minute, she clung to the certain knowledge as fingers of liquid wrapped themselves around her tightly and bore her down.

She expected that they would come to rest near land, and in that, she wasn’t mistaken. But she could see land—such as it was, it was such a pathetic patch of dirt—only because the water shed light; shed it and contained it. She could push her arm through the liquid; she could certainly push her head through it, because breathing was kind of important, and it was the first thing she made certain she could do.

But the water was content, for a time, to hold her, and while it was cool, it was pleasantly cool. The days this time of year were anything but.

It had to be water, she thought, as she lifted a hand to her unadorned throat. The essence of water.

You could live without food for a lot longer than you could live without water. You couldn’t live at all without water, according to the midwives. It was in water that you were conceived, in water that you grew, and only when water broke did you stand a decent chance of being born and surviving the experience.

But you couldn’t breathe water; you could easily drown in it; you could fall into it and break your neck.

Yes, the water said.

She startled and jumped, sending little eddies through the hand that held her. “Who said that?”

You already know.

And she did, too. But if her life with the Hawks had prepared her for all sorts of grim magic—and give the frosty, stiff-necked old teachers this much, it had—it hadn’t prepared her for this. Her whole body vibrated with the syllables.

“You can talk.”

Yes.

“Could you always talk?”

Not in this way, Kaylin Neya. And were you not Chosen, never to you.

Kaylin nodded.

You have come late to this game, the water added.

“I don’t generally play games.”

No.

She started to say something, thought the better of it. The hand that held her had joined itself to the current of a river that ran in a narrow groove. Rock lip could be seen on either side, proof that the river’s passage had slowly worn away stone. Kaylin didn’t particularly want to be part of the grit that helped to further wear stone down, but the water had other plans for her; she stayed in the middle of the current, occasionally jolting up or down as the riverbed did.

“I have a question,” she said as she watched the darkness go by.

The silence was, as they say, deafening. So much for conversation. Kaylin, on the other hand, wasn’t one to let silence go by unhindered.

“If I came late to the game, what have I missed?”

But like so many people she could privately rail against, it seemed content to offer criticism without actually offering any useful advice.

Oh, what the hells.

“Do I look fat in this?”

As far as castles went, the one Nightshade called home was definitely less ornate than most. Big caverns and scant light usually had that effect. The river in which she’d been traveling as if it were some sort of bumpy, elemental carriage, came at last to a stop in what was essentially a dingy lake. The water still glowed, and the fleet shape of moving shadows far below her feet told Kaylin that some things shunned light. The fact that they weren’t comfortingly small shapes made her a little uneasy, but only a little; although nothing she touched seemed solid, she didn’t drop. And given that she was wearing armor, she should have.

But natural laws and magic seldom coincided. It seemed to Kaylin that magic was one way of breaking all natural law. Maybe that was why she, Hawk at heart, hated magic so much. It couldn’t be pinned down, and analysis was so much guesswork. How could something be just a tool—as the Hawklord often tried to call magic—when it was so unpredictable and wild?

It is not just a tool, a voice said.

And Kaylin knew, hearing it, that she had just discovered the essence of water.

But the essence of water didn’t speak as water, and in the faint light cast by liquid, Kaylin could see where the river butted up against the smoothed flat of damp rock. Could see, as she squinted, that above that damp patch of solid ground—ground that she was slowly approaching—something stood, arms at rest, waiting for her to arrive. As if it had always waited, would always wait.

She saw robes that were at once all colors she had ever seen, and at the same time, none; saw light in those colors that faded and blended, one into the other. Rainbows were like this, but rainbows were transparent, thin, and easily lost to the turn of the head, the passing whim of cloud.

And this was different. The light and color had taken the shape of robes, and those robes fell, like yards of insanely expensive fabric, from slender shoulders, blanketing cold, dark rock, and turning it, for a moment, into something that signified all of the earth, its hidden diamonds, its endless crevices.

Hair trailed down the back of these odd robes, and the hair, unlike the robes themselves, was as dark as the water the Hawklord said lay at the bottom of the seas in the distance. Dark—not black, not blue-black of midnight, but deeper than that.

Staring ahead, Kaylin barely registered the fact that what was now beneath her feet was solid rock; that the water that had caught her in her graceless fall and had carried her here like some enchanted boat, had now fallen away, joining again the rapids of the underground river.

And when this being turned, light resolved itself into a face that Kaylin realized she had expected to see. Not consciously, never that—this was magic, after all, and magic had its own imperative, its own wild logic.

The girl who had spoken her name what felt like years ago, in the garden of a man known as the Keeper, met her gaze and held it until Kaylin looked away.

Had to look away, there was so much in those silent, dark, wide eyes.

“Kaylin,” she said, and lifted a translucent hand, as if she were a ghost.

As if, Kaylin thought, she had already failed her, and this was all that was left.

She should have been angry. She knew she should have been angry. All her fear, all the silent terror, the pressure of the need to rescue some helpless child—it had all been wasted to a…a trick. She could no more rescue this girl than she could rescue all the dead children in the fiefs another lifetime ago; could no more rescue her than she could rescue the children who were dying even now, unable to call for help, unheard.

And yet… And yet…

She took a step forward toward the girl, whose eyes were dark and bruised, and as she did, she realized that the light she had thought emanated from water came, instead, from the hollow of her own throat. What lay there beneath her fingers—the fingers raised almost involuntarily—was the pendant she had received as a burden from the ghost of a Dragon in the Imperial Archives. It was real, here. That should have told her something.

“Yes,” the girl replied, in the same soft voice that had spoken her name. “You can see me because you wear the pendant. If you were wiser, you would be able to use it, and possibly to use it against me. I do not know.

“I remember the Guardian,” she added, never looking away from Kaylin’s face, although Kaylin frequently looked away, for seconds at a time, from hers. “I remember his voice. The ripple of it carries still.”

“You killed him,” Kaylin said bitterly.

“Yes. I was younger then,” she added, as if that made any sense.

“You’re not a child,” Kaylin snapped, letting anger speak for her, because otherwise, she had no words. “Children don’t kill.”

“Children can’t kill. They are too weak. Your children,” she added. “And I…was…not as I am now. I was aware,” she added. “But awareness… It was a small eddy in a large current. I was young,” she said again. “And also old, Kaylin.”

“You look like a child now.”

“I am not.”

“You choose to look—”

“You perceive,” the soft voice said. “It is your gift.”

“And the Dragon’s?” She touched the pendant again.

“He was strong. He called you, Kaylin.”

“He called a few thousand years too early.”

“But you came.”

“He was dead. I came late.”

“He was dead, but he did not surrender his burden, and because he did not, the waters subsided in time.”

“Did you want him dead?”

“No.”

“But you killed him.”

“Yes.”

“And the city—”

“Yes.” And the water lifted its hands to its face, and Kaylin surrendered then: she saw a young, frightened girl, and no matter how much her inner voice screamed in outrage, she could see nothing else. And maybe, she thought, as she walked toward the girl, if she were honest, it was because she didn’t want to.

She reached out for the girl with her arms, and drew her into their circle.

And the light at the base of her neck became fire, and the shadows—and Kaylin’s awareness—were burned away in an instant. She lost sight of the water, the cavern, the light—and last, lost hold of herself, sinking into a different kind of depth.

Remembering what Evanton had told her before she surrendered: Water is deep.

She had dared currents before, and would again—but they had been water, and the currents now…were the memories of a different life. It swallowed her whole.

In the darkness—and it was dark, and worse, it was the type of dark men cause—she heard the screaming, and it woke her because it burned at the back of her mind: the screaming, the brief, terrified screaming, of the children. And oh, she could gather their pain; she’d done it before. She had had to do it before, because that was her gift: the gathering of pain, the stanching of mortal wound in this insignificant way. And she did it because there was nothing else she could do. She could not save life. She could not even bear witness.

All she could do was deny the enemy these few moments of cruelty, the satisfaction of the deaf.

And that was not enough. Sooner or later they would learn that she had done it. Sooner or later, they would figure out that they could cause their precious pain if they took the children farther away.

She felt the voices of her kin, much closer. They would be the valuable prisoners, she thought, swallowing bile. She knew the end of the story. They would—like she—hear the cries of the children, and the cries would wound them, scar and cripple them, until they broke. But they would not die, although they might wish it. They would serve.

And she?

She lifted a hand in the darkness; felt the weight of manacles, like thick adornments. The end and the beginning.

But the hopelessness, the guilt, that had already begun to cripple the others broke her in a different way. She would not serve these masters. But maybe, just maybe, she would serve the masters that drove them in their endless fear and rage and cruelty. In the darkness, touching the minds of her kin, learning the truth behind the old stories, the grim stories, she broke her vows. The vows of a healer. The vows of a peaceful man.

What the children had suffered would not be in vain.

She would make the enemy pay.

For if her gift was the taking of pain, and by its absence, the giving of comfort, she was also cursed. They had come, the Feladrim; they had come seeking power. She would show them power.

For she had touched their warriors, been touched by their warriors, and she knew—as her people refused to know—that there was only one way to stop them. Fill the night with their screams and the screams of their kin.

Not that way, not that way, Uriel—that way lies madness.

“There is no other way!” She could feel the words, in her throat; she could not speak them any other way. Her people had no way of conveying all she felt; no safe way. “They want power—I’ll show them power.”

And the fire came at her call, then; fire such as the world had seen only at its savage dawn. She felt it take her, the fire, and she welcomed its heat, its ancient hunger—for its hunger was like her own.

Uriel, no!

But there was no denial. They could not touch her, here—her people or her enemies. The Tha’alani could speak to each other, without the necessity for touch, if they were close enough. But they could not stop her with just their thoughts, their useless pleas.

She was done with peace. She was done with mercy. The screams that followed in this night to end all dawn carried pain and fear—and she laughed at the sound, and her gift—the gift for which she was known, the gift for which she was revered—deserted her entirely.

Let. Them. Burn.

Later: the burying of her kin.

The barbarians revered the dead. Her people had never understood why. The dead were dead. Once the spirit had fled, the flesh was just flesh, like any other. Cruel flesh, to invoke the spirit of loss, and quicken the memory. But flesh nonetheless. Ask the carrion birds if it tasted different than the dead flesh of Feladrim gryphons, and the answer would be no.

But touched by their madness, broken by it, she wanted to give the bastards a different answer.

And so, the burying of the dead.

The city of the Feladrim—one of their many—was upon the plains, where gryphons might feed from the wild herds that grazed under the open skies. Around her, her kin gathered, and their number had grown. Their metalsmiths had turned their hands to weapons, and if their work was rough, it was good. They burned with the fires that she had started on the long night, and they reveled in them in this false light of day. She would never know day again.

But freedom? She would have freedom for the Tha’alani. She could hear their voices, carried by the winds. She had called the air and it had come like a gale, but here, she forced it—barely, barely—to be a breeze.

For the people of the Feladrim, she was not so kind; they could not leave their city. And they tried. But gryphons, beasts of war, could not fly easily in a wind that was elemental, and those that tried lay broken and bleating upon the ground like sheep, circled on high by the shadows of vultures too wise to dare the currents.

She let the wind take her words; let it fill her people with its roar. Wind also swept up the corpses of the fallen, as it had swept the flies and carrion creatures from their still faces, their closed eyes. She heard the gasp of her people as the dead rose, carried with infinite care to heights that not even the winged would dare.

She wanted them to see. She wanted them to remember. Her people. The people whose kindness, whose mercy, had failed these children. She wanted them to understand.

And she wanted the Feladrim to understand, as well. They lived in a city of the dead, and the dead were now returning to them, vengeful ghosts, instruments of justice, on winds that would never again carry their warriors, their spears, or their savagery.

Uriel—there are children there—

“There are children who will grow to be warriors,” she had answered, the words smooth with long hours of practice. No quiver in them, no hesitation. Just truth. Had she not seen the truth for herself? Had she not felt it in the bewildered terror of the dying?

They will grow to hate us and fear us, as their fathers hated and feared us before them. Uriel, do not do this.

“Old man, they will never grow.”

And the voices in her head had fallen silent, and if the silence was the silence of fear, she didn’t care. She wanted peace. All she had ever wanted was peace. And how she achieved it in the end was no business but her own.

But she heard herself speaking anyway, breaking silence as she had sworn not to do. “We failed them,” she told him. “If we chose to fail only ourselves, it would signify nothing. But we hesitated, and we wept, and we begged. I am done with begging. I am done with failure.”

Were there children there? Yes. Foreign, ugly children, held by their weeping mothers, their ancient grandmothers, foreheads smooth for all that they wore the whirling tattoos of their clan. She could see them with the wind’s eye, but she could not hear their voices. Their pain did not call to her, did not accuse her.

And she called the earth, as the bodies of the dead Tha’alani children settled into the streets of the distant city, having been carried there by elemental air, and laid to rest among the screaming, weeping Feladrim. The earth, the ancient, slow earth, came as she woke it. She felt its tremble in her upraised arms, felt the weight and the authority of its slumbering muscle.

Her people watched, and all voices, even the voices wind could touch, were silent.

“Today, we bury our dead,” she shouted, forcing her voice to be heard across the very plains. And she let the earth go, then, but only toward the city.

She watched as the towers shuddered and trembled; watched as the foundations were broken away, like the roots of weeds in a small garden. The walls, the buildings, the lives of the Feladrim and the bodies of the dead—all were one, to the voice of the earth. She would bury her dead, yes, and there was no more fitting burial ground than this.

And the broken buildings—if in truth the earth left them there—would be all the markers their graves would need.

Of the weariness and the fatigue, she would speak little, although it was great. The voices of the fire and the air and earth would haunt her memories in a way that not even the dead could. She was strong enough to bear it, the ancient wilderness of voice, the familiar territory of desire.

The first city was not the only city she would destroy.

And after each city, her own kin would return to her and ask her, What now? The voices of the young burned bright, like steel new tempered and in need of quenching, and she would quench it in blood, time and again, and this time it would not be the blood of her people, but their enemies’.

She would call herself king, and she would be called king, this foreign, ugly word. The enemies of her enemies would come, bearing offerings tainted by fear, and because the fear was good, because she could use it, she would accept what they offered.

But when the voices of the children were raised in ugly glee, she would stop for the first time. Because this, too, was death.

This was not what she had wanted to save.

She was strong enough to call the fire and the earth and the air—but in her youth there was only one element that she had been encouraged to summon, only one that she had been unwise enough to trust. And in that youth, her own voice had not been raised to war and pain and death; that would come later.

But later was now, she realized. And she lived in the Night of war. She had never emerged from it, and she realized that she never would. What she was—all that she was—was built on death.

But all that she had wanted was not.

Her pride, however, was possibly as strong as her power, and she could not now turn to the men and women whose voices of gentle horror she had ignored. Time had whittled them away, taking at last what she would not surrender to their enemies.

But those that time had not taken? She could not bear to prove them right. To acknowledge that her own failure, more subtle than theirs, was still a failure.

No, she thought grimly. My work is not yet done; I will not give it over or abandon it. Half-done, and it has all been in vain. While our enemies live or rule, there is no safety, and if our children are not what they were, they are alive, and in life, there is hope and possibility.

She told herself this, and perhaps because she had been riven from the voices of the elders, she could believe it.

But when she came at last to the heart of the Empire of her enemies, the city that rested upon the harbor at the edge of the sea, there were no dead children to bury, and the voice of the earth was not strong enough. The voice of the winds could keep the ships in harbor, but they had weathered such storms before, and the storms here were laden with water.

There was only one element left her.

The oldest, the easiest to summon.

And she hesitated for the first time, while in the city, the people panicked. That much, the air had given her.

But the water, when it came, gave her nothing. It took a shape and a form that was most like her own people’s, translucent like the story of a mortal ghost, strands of hair falling wayward into its deep, dark eyes, tracing the contours of a hollow face.

It has been long since you summoned me, the water said gravely. Has it been a harsh season of drought?

She faltered, for the voice was an old voice. The fire and the air, she simply released to their own desires. The earth was heavier and slower, and harder to work with, although she could speak with its rumbling cadences.

But the water simply waited.

“You have drowned men in your time,” she said at last, using her voice, and only her voice. “And it is that time, now.”

I have drowned men, the water replied. Even your own kin, in the end. But of them, I kept memory and story and message to carry until the end of time.

“I desire you to carry no message,” she told the water. “No message save death.”

But the water remained where it was. Will you order me to destroy this human city?

“I will.”

It is not my desire.

“I have heard your desire,” she said, speaking sharply now, while her kin gathered around her. “You lie.”

You have heard my desire, but you have not heard all of my desire. You have heard your fear, my anger, the place where both dwell.

But I have heard your sorrow, and your joy, your anger and your fear. You are alive. The gift of life is not all of one thing or another—you are not only what you hate, not only what you love, not only even what you are aware of. You are all of these things, and will be more.

Kaylin felt the words as a physical blow. Winded, silent, she listened to the cadences of the water. She had no choice; the wind couldn’t snatch these words away. She had called the water for all of her life. Her grandmother had called the water before that, and in tribes scattered across this world, others had done the same.

They had called the water in times of drought, in times of desperation; they had fought the voice—the most ancient voice—of water, denying it death and drowning and the floods that would make the plain a graveyard. They had asked, instead, for the water of life, and the water had acceded in the end.

That was the teaching. The old teaching.

But in her long life, the water had seldom fought her; if it had come at her call—and it always did—it had come in the end to succor the fields, or to hold an infant just a little longer in the safety of a womb. It had spoken, and she had replied.

And she realized that this was why she had had no desire to summon the water: it was not, had never been, a voice of death for her people. If she had heard death in its depths—and she had—it was the voice of a history that she had had no part in.

But the rules were still rules, and the water would obey her if she fought it. If she fought its impulse, if she denied it its will.

And there, a mile or two below her feet, lay the last obstacle: one city. One city that the water could destroy. It would be easy, this close to the ocean. Even the great ships that had been built to withstand the storms would founder and break; they had not been designed to survive below the water.

“Destroy the city,” she said. “Take it into yourself and hold it fast.”

But the water had not yet done. I cannot take it into myself, it replied. Only you and your kind, child. There, in the city that hovers just at the edge of your ocean, no one can hear my voice, no one can give me the words of their kind. They will drown, yes, and some will die before that—but I will hold nothing but corpses.

I will not have their songs. I will not have their odd acts of frailty—the things you call kindness, or mercy. I will not know their laughter, or the bright savagery of their children. I will take, but I will offer nothing in return. And I say again that this is not my desire.

You who have come to the edge of the abyss so that your kin might have choice, at last—can you ask this of me?

“What choice will they have? While this city stands, our enemies can rebuild their armies, and peace such as we can make will be undone, time and again. The lessons that have been so costly will be forgotten, and in a hundred years, we will again be at the mercy of those who seek to make our very essence a weapon they can use against each other, because they are insane. They think that knowing each other is, in effect, destroying each other. It is always a game of power.

“Destroy the city, and we will have peace.”

You have called me, who have touched your children at their birth, and sung your songs of healing as they made their way into the world. You have called me, who have struggled to bring water to parched, summer lands, when all of the wind and the fire stood against me, ancient foes; who have heard the  voice of your farmers raised in supplication and in thanks for the miracle of simple plants. You have called me, who have heard the whispers of your elders in the dark of nights, who have moved rivers in their passage over your lands to preserve life.

And I have listened to your voices for all these years, and I have held your lives in my hands, again and again, and I have heard those voices, and I say again, that I do not desire this.

But I tell you more, because you will force it and I would yet see the madness fall from your eyes. Your people do not desire this. You seek to preserve them—but at what cost? You call yourself King—

“I do not—”

You allow it, and those that fear you—with just cause—fashion a true likeness with their words. But you will wake in your kin the ghost of the dead here—for they will see what you have made, and forced, and done, and you will be a race of warrior mages from whom no secret is safe, and your gift to them will be this—they will become what you cast down. They will become murderers and warriors who seek ever better weapons to use against those they have chosen to call enemy.

That is all you will achieve.

That is what you are building now.

But you have given me song, have trusted me with life, and with its keeping. And I have kept what was given me, and I return it to you now.

And the water flared white, like incandescent flames, or like sunlight on still water from a clear, clear sky; blue everywhere implied, but white the thing that burns and blinds.

And from everywhere that water existed, be it small pond or tiny riverlet, gentle mist or raging storm, the Tha’alani people suddenly woke, and Kaylin could hear them all. She could hear the harvest song, and she could feel it in the thrum of a hundred throats; she could hear a child’s cries—in anger, in sadness; could hear their joy and their bewilderment, their delight and their surprise. She could hear their words, and beside them, above them, the words of their elders, the fears of their parents.

And she could hear, as well, the voice of her grandmother, long dead; the fear in that voice, the memories of a life that was somehow still being lived, somehow still vital.

Last, she could hear her own voice, her child’s voice, serious and determined, speaking not to kin but to elemental water. You want to kill because you are not alive, but I will never allow it.

… Although I don’t understand why you want to kill, when you can help people and save lives and cause them to be happy, ’cause when people are happy, you can feel it here, and even when you’re sad, it makes things better.

I will never allow it.

Oh, my people.

In water, blood could be washed away. Against this tide, there was no defense. It was as if… As if she could touch every single one of her people, stalk to stalk, and be calmed and comforted. Could see all their follies, their angers, and the strength of their joy.

But what must they see in her? What must they see?

The water began to shimmer in the air before her, dwindling—and with it, the voices that she had lost in her grief and her guilt and her anger.

She could not bear to let them go. And she had the power—she could see it, pulsing now in the runes and words upon her skin—to hold it, somehow; to keep it here. She had the power to force the water to do her bidding.

“What do you desire?” she asked the water, falling now to her knees, all thought of conquest forgotten.

And the water was silent, then, but the voices were so strong. The elders answering the question that they could feel her asking; they could not hear it across the distance, but she was touching the water, and they—woken by water’s desperation, were also touching it.

They answered her, their many voices becoming, at last, one voice, like the voice of a waking god.

And, awake herself, she waited while the water slowly diminished, knowing that the water had heard what she herself had heard.

“And this,” she asked softly, “can you do this, for us? Is this your desire?”

And the water answered , Yes. And in its voice, wonder, surprise, just the faintest edge of fear. And joy.

But if you use this power, if you do this thing, you will have the power no more. It will be gone from you—you will have no weapon—

I…am done with weapons. If you will do this, if you will it, I am done with weapons.

Yes.

Yes.

Yes.

Cheeks wet with tears, hands trembling, Kaylin Neya felt the world slip away from her. She didn’t want it to leave. She’d been abandoned so bloody many times, she wanted to grab on and hold and make it take her with it wherever it went.

But…

It was a vision, wasn’t it? She smeared water across her cheeks and stared into the unnatural eyes of a twelve-year-old girl with translucent skin, long hair.

It had to be a vision because Kaylin didn’t have stalks.

She didn’t have the Tha’alaan.

Or she wouldn’t, when she let go—but she was selfish. For just a moment longer, she held tight.

Tha’alaan. She whispered the word as if it were a name, and maybe it was.





CHAPTER 17

Kaylin.

Kaylin Neya.

She heard the voice as clearly as if the woman speaking were standing beside her. She looked, but rock didn’t usually speak, and even if she was still shaken by what she had seen, she wasn’t so far gone that the rock had mouths. It was Ybelline’s voice. She knew it.

Yes, Ybelline replied, grave and calm. It is Ybelline. How come you to be here, Kaylin?

And Kaylin said simply, I’m holding the Tha’alaan.

The silence was longer, now, the hesitation marked. Kaylin—

But Kaylin, who had lived in terror of the Tha’alani for most of her adult life, was not afraid. Not afraid of Ybelline or what she might see; not afraid of the Tha’alaan. She had seen what it had given Uriel, in the dim and distant past. And she had been Uriel, for moments, or months, or years—she knew what Uriel was capable of. The why, slow to fade, didn’t matter in the end. If the Tha’alaan could somehow see Uriel and see a person worth saving, what had Kaylin to fear?

The Tha’alaan did not speak at all. Kaylin opened her eyes—it was easier to listen in darkness—and saw the girl’s watchful eyes. But she did not speak.

And what the water did not offer, Kaylin could not, although she was certain that Ybelline knew. Maybe they all did. It was one of the memories, wasn’t it? One of the memories that the Tha’alaan held?

They could not speak openly here, not while the Tha’alaan listened, not while it made all words and all experience part of its endless memory. I heard the Tha’alaan, Kaylin said, choosing the words with care.

Ybelline surprised her. You would, she said softly. You, of all your kind. You bear the marks. Uriel’s marks. But you are not afraid.

How could I be? I… The Tha’alaan… Uriel.

He gave us this gift, Ybelline said softly, and at great cost. We would not be Tha’alani were it not for his sacrifice.

I wouldn’t exactly call it a sacrifice, Kaylin said drily. But he used what mages use.

Yes.

And a mage could—

Yes. It is not spoken of, Kaylin. Most do not know it. To reach that far back in the Tha’alaan is the study of years, for most of my kin. Uriel is too foreign to their minds. He was the first and the last of our warrior leaders.

But not to my mind.

No. Not to yours.

Did you know this would happen? she thought.

I did not know it would happen now, but I guessed it might. And now is better. Understand, Kaylin, that the elemental forces are what they are. The Tha’alaan is not the whole of water, not the whole of what water is. Men still drown. Men still die of thirst. Were it not for Uriel, I do not think the water could have spoken to us at all. It does not speak to us now.

Not, she added, and Kaylin felt both the envy and the fear, laid bare, that Ybelline herself felt, as it first spoke to Uriel. Not as it can speak to you, if you know how to listen.

But Kaylin had, at last, relinquished her grasp on the water; she now fumbled with her sleeves, instead. Ybelline’s clear, soft voice was cut off the instant she had let go, and it was probably better that way. Her sleeves were a sodden mess, but that made it easier to push them up out of the way, so that she could clearly see the marks on her skin.

The Dragons think no mortals bear these marks, she thought.

They are wrong, the Tha’alaan replied. Speaking again, now that she could no longer be heard by the Tha’alani. But they were few, Kaylin, and none of your kind have borne them until you.

“That you know of.”

That I know of, the water agreed gravely. Nor is Ybelline entirely correct—the marks you bear are not Uriel’s marks.

“You could read his?”

I could…sense them…in a different way. They were part of what he was. Reading…is not for our kind, although I understand it in some fashion because of the Tha’alani.

“And these aren’t part of what I am?”

Uriel sang to me in the womb, the water replied softly. He cried to me before he could walk. When he called me for the first time—it was the thousandth time I had heard his voice. What he was, I knew. But you were silent, Kaylin.

“You knew my name.”

I knew what Ybelline saw in you.

“But that was before—”

When you rescued the child, Catti, from the undead Barrani, she said softly, Ybelline touched the child and she saw what the child saw. Ybelline understood you.

“She never touched me—”

She is wise. She did not need to. What she saw, then, I saw. When I saw you again for a brief moment, I knew you. I spoke your name. I called you.

I did not know you would come bearing what you now bear. I do not welcome it, she added, and her voice shifted, rippling on forever. But at this time and in this place, I do not hate or dread it. I am not the whole of the water. I am the whole of the water that remembers mortality.

“Water doesn’t die.”

No. But you do. And your kind. And my people. She lifted her translucent hands to her face, and covered the dark wells of her eyes. There is a magic at work here, she said, although Kaylin could no longer see her eyes. It is not a small thing, and it will call what it calls. But I hear its voice, and it is strong. If it wakes the water, there will be nothing I can do. I do not know if I will survive the waking.

The thought of the Tha’alaan dying robbed Kaylin of breath for just a moment. But only for a moment. She never accepted the loss of words gracefully. “You can’t speak to the source of this…summoning. Not like you spoke to Uriel.”

No. And I could not have spoken thus to Uriel if he had not allowed it. If you were that force, Kaylin, I could. I had hoped—

“It won’t be me.”

No.

“But you can damn well bet that I’ll be there when whoever is doing this does call.”

The hands fell away. What is bet?

Kaylin cringed. On the list of things to do today, two of which should have made her question her sanity, explaining a bet to an elemental force so old you could probably call it a god and not earn demerit points was not even in the running. “It means that I’ll be there.”

You may not be able to stop the calling, the water said quietly. But you may have the power to stop the water from rising. You may be able to fight what he summons. You may be able to wrest control of it from the summoner.

Kaylin lifted a hand to her throat.

The water nodded. I do not trust your kind, she said. Not to ignore power where power lies. But what you would do with the power, and what will be done—they are not the same, and the part of me that lives with the Tha’alani knows this, and accepts the risk.

Kaylin nodded. She was beginning to feel the damp. “Can I get into the Castle now?”

Castle?

“The building we stand under.”

This is a Castle?

“Well, that’s what we call it.”

I have seen Castles. The Tha’alani have seen them. This is not a simple building, no matter how grand. Surely you can see— But the water stopped. I wished to speak with you, Kaylin Neya. I knew when you touched the ground. I felt the ripple of your presence. You are a threat to water, she added. And in places such as these, all of the elements have some awareness.

“Places such as these?”

They are…groves. But what grows in them are not trees. There is stone here, yes, but…the shape it takes and the shape it desires are not the same. You will find stairs, here, near the darkness of this river that winds forever into the heart of the world, and they will take you to the Castle that you seek. But climb carefully, Kaylin, and try not to look down. The water will not carry you so gently a second time.

“It doesn’t, usually.” Kaylin started to walk away. Stopped. “You drowned an old woman and an old man.”

Yes.

“Why?”

I do not know. There was hardly enough of me present to know.

“Fair enough. We generally don’t arrest weapons for murder.” She hesitated and then said, “If the child who is missing is used to summon Water, what will she get? The Tha’alaan?”

But the Tha’alaan did not choose to answer the question, and maybe that was for the best. Kaylin could think of a few answers, and she hated all of them. Because she understood that the Tha’alaan—as much of it as was known, and really, that wasn’t much—was thought of as something entirely of the Tha’alani. She knew there were mages and Arcanists who even now played at summoning elemental water, without ever knowing there was a connection between the Water and the race of mind readers.

She doubted very much that Donalan Idis was aware of the connection; what he was aware of was that the Tha’alani could summon and control the elements by means of their racial abilities.

And, of course, it would have to be water. He couldn’t just burn down a building or two.

Comes of being a port city, her common sense said. She told it where it could get off and began to grope her way along the cavern wall to the stairs.

The walk up the stairs was anticlimatic, and Kaylin blessed whatever deities happened to be watching over her on that particular climb. There were days when boredom—or the possibility that things could get boring—was as much of a gift as life was willing to give. She took it with both hands. Metaphorically speaking; she actually had both hands on the pocked rock face for most of the climb. There was no rail, and the stairs, such as they were, had been carved into stone and worn away by time.

But the stairs led into what looked like a room, with walls that had been laid by stonemasons, and not by—well, whatever it was that chiseled cliffs. There were no windows here, but there was a door, and that door was open. Dust didn’t appear to make it this far down—she had no doubt that she was in a sub-subbasement—but light did; there were sconces in the walls, and they held burning torches. Which even smelled like oiled wood.

And not like charring flesh.

She flinched. Speaking to the Tha’alaan, speaking to Ybelline—that had felt natural, had reminded her of herself. But she also felt Uriel’s presence; the memories that she had lived had been scored in her mind like a brand. She had understood everything that he did. She would have done it all herself, it felt so natural.

What had Ybelline said? That the memories one first saw in the Tha’alaan were likely to be the memories that one could most identify with. And this was hers. It was a harsh reminder of the differences between her life and the lives the Tha’alani lived, sheltered as they were in their quarter.

But it was a life she wanted for them. Hells, it was a life she would want for any of her orphans, any foundling at all. In the end, she had seen that in Uriel. In the end, he had done what mattered.

But he did a hell of a lot more.

Yes. And he was dead, and whatever justice existed for men who would commit genocide, he was facing it now. Kaylin had her own problems. But she had been with him for long enough that she knew his bitter regret, his understanding—at the last moment, but in time—of the damage he had almost done. She couldn’t even say he’d done it unknowing; he hadn’t cared. The dead had driven him.

And in that, they had much in common. Too much, really.

Justice was such a narrow edge to walk along. Too far, and one became the cause of some other vendetta; too little, and one became immured to all suffering, if it didn’t affect one directly. How could you do enough? How could you make the right choice? Uriel had killed tens of thousands of innocents—but wasn’t he right? Wouldn’t some of those innocents have gone on to live a life of war and barbarism?

When did Justice become Revenge, and were they ever different? It made her head hurt. Because in the end, it didn’t matter. In the end, she had chosen to wear the Hawk—and in the light of those unexpected torches, it shone with a grace that spoke of flight, freedom, and duty. The Emperor’s Law might not be her law—the endless nattering of a whining merchant at Festival season really drove that home. But she couldn’t really think of a better law, and if she was willing to die to uphold it—and she was a Hawk—wasn’t that all that mattered?

Maybe that was the point of having a law, of not being a law-unto-yourself. It gave you the illusion that the law was above you, impartial; if you benefited from it, if Justice was somehow miraculously both done and recognized, it was a Justice that you trusted because it wasn’t in your own hands.

She shook her head. Her hair was damp and ratty, but the rivulets had long since ceased to flow.

The Emperor was above his own law; that much Sanabalis and Tiamaris had said. But he didn’t expect Kaylin to hold him above that law. He expected her to die defending it. She really didn’t understand kings. But having been Uriel for far too long, she really didn’t want a better understanding, either.

“And what, then, does Kaylin Neya want?”

The smooth, low voice that came from the other side of the door was one that she couldn’t mistake for anyone else’s.

“Dry clothing,” she said.

The door didn’t swing, it glided. Lord Nightshade stood on the other side of the frame, his arms folded across his chest, as if he’d been waiting a while.

How long had he been waiting?

How long had she been in the dark, in the—

“It has been little over two hours,” he replied. “It is dark now, and the Ferals are hunting. I can see that dry clothing is indeed necessary. Come.”

She had the urge to hug him, just to see how he’d look when damp and bedraggled. She had a suspicion that he wouldn’t look any different.

He did her the grace of ignoring the thought she was just too tired to suppress. Too tired, or too beyond caring. She felt…hollow, somehow. She wouldn’t have been Uriel for all the money in the world—not even for wings, had some god deigned to offer them in exchange. But what she had felt when she’d drawn the Tha’alaan into her arms—that was his, not hers. And it left a mark, an absence, even an ache.

All in all, she thought she had been a happier person when she’d just loathed the Tha’alani. Finding out how little there was to hate had caused a bit of guilt and the usual humiliation that attended any realization of her own stupidity or ignorance; finding out how much there was to love was infinitely worse.

But she had let it go because she had to let it go. There was a job to do, wasn’t there? And a city to save. Not that she cared about the city all that much at this particular moment. No—it was the face of the girl, the water’s face. And also the unseen face of a child that she had never met, who was now in the hands of a man whose face she had seen, and didn’t much care for.

Things could get bigger around her; they could get bigger just because so much power happened to be involved. But the things that she cared about, the things that drove her—they could be as small as one life. Because if she forgot the one life, what else could she forget?

See as a Hawk sees. Marcus had said that. And Red, during an autopsy. They had meant different things by it, but mostly they’d been telling her to look at the things in front of her, and not the endless consequences, the endless permutations.

“Kaylin.”

She looked up.

“What happened?”

“Didn’t you hear it?”

“No. There are some things that the mark does not grant me.” He paused, and then added, “Or some things that you yourself do not grant. The only power I sensed was yours.”

“Can I do that?”

“You can,” he replied, his voice cool, but without edge. “You have my name, Kaylin. You could try to do more.”

His name tugged at memory, forming syllables that she could not actually speak when anyone could hear them.

“But you have not tried.”

She shook her head. What would be the point?

He frowned. “I am not considered unpowerful, among my kind. It is seldom that the attempt to use power is considered pointless.”

“I’m not Barrani.”

“No. And you are not—entirely—human. But you seem to be cold.”

She was. “And wet.”

“Yes. I would have considered it ill-advised to leap down the well,” he added. “But I will not question your decision.

It brought you here.”

“I think—I’ll be able to enter the normal way from now on.”

“Kaylin—”

She lifted a hand. “I need to find Donalan Idis,” she told him. “That’s why I came.”

“You will not find him this eve. And I suggest that before you start chattering like a waif, you repair to your rooms above. There is much here that I have left untouched, and my power this far beneath the surface does not always go unchallenged.”

“You don’t sound like that bothers you.”

He shrugged. “It is seldom boring.”

“I could use a little boredom, about now.”

“Care less.”

She was really cold. It was hard to talk through the unfortunate chattering her teeth seemed intent on.

He frowned, and before she could answer—or at least answer in a way that didn’t make her look pathetic—he stepped forward and caught her in his arms, lifting her as if she weighed nothing. If he noticed that she was cold and clammy, he offered no comment as he pushed the door open and began to walk down a long hall.

But as he walked, he said, “I seldom give advice, Kaylin. But if you want boredom, you must care less.”

“About what?”

“About everything.”

“If I care less,” she said, turning her face into the soft fabric of his robe, “Mayalee will die.”

“Yes. But when dealing with mortals you operate from the certainty that regardless of what you do, they will die anyway.”

“I want her to die when she’s old, and on someone else’s watch.”

“Ah. It is only a handful of years.”

“We feel them more keenly.”

“Scarcity often makes things more valuable than they would otherwise intrinsically appear. But it is not only the fate of one child that concerns you now,” he added. “It is not for that reason that you were sent.”

“I wasn’t sent—”

“Not directly, no. That is not the way the Court works.” He stopped outside of a door that looked vaguely familiar. In a bad way. “Come. You must walk through these doors on your own. I cannot bear you.”

She mumbled something ungracious about magic and what could be done with it, but she could more or less stand on her own. Her knees were weak, and the ground seemed to refuse to stay still—but she’d seen worse.

The doors opened as he touched them, rolling back in a grim sort of silence. Beyond them stood trees.

“Yes,” he said, saving her the effort of asking. “You’ve seen these trees before.”

She grimaced; the trees weren’t, at this point, as much of a concern as the glowing frame of the door itself. She’d seen door-wards for most of her life on the right side of the law—but this was worse.

Lord Nightshade stopped and turned. “Kaylin?”

“I can’t help but notice that the doorway is glowing.”

“Ah.”

“Is it going to dump me somewhere else?”

“That depends.”

“On what, exactly?”

“On you.”

He reminded her, at that moment, of every teacher she had ever disliked. But she’d come here for a reason. Squaring her shoulders and clenching her hands into fists, she took a step.

She felt the light as if it were ice; she lost the ability to see the moment she crossed its threshold, taking care to place her foot squarely on the path that led to Nightshade. Her legs froze, her arms were suddenly trapped by her side, and the cold… She bit her lip. She could move enough to do that.

But she didn’t feel the pain of it. It was too minor.

Something didn’t want her to enter the Castle. That much, she could think. The rest of her thoughts were subsumed by ice, by Winter’s heart. The cold could kill. It could kill her, here, and everything she’d ever done would count for nothing.

She forced her hands to move. She wasn’t sure why until they touched the base of her throat, and then she knew.

What is the essence of water?

Closing her eyes, she remembered what lay at the heart of the pendant she had accepted from the ghost of a Dragon lord. A single, complicated character, a series of strokes and crossed hatches and dots, pattern so precise it might take years just to write it.

Writing it wasn’t the point. She stopped struggling to move, and began, instead, to speak. Speaking was far harder than lifting her arms had been. The cold intensified; the ice grew thicker. It was hard to even breathe.

She couldn’t later say what the word was; she couldn’t later repeat it. It wasn’t that kind of word. She wasn’t even sure, in the end, if her lips formed the syllables at all—but she felt them, each one, as if they were an enormous step, a series of hurdles, that she had to clear if she were going to survive.

A spare thought floated past: I hate magic.

And another: Don’t hate it. It’s part of what you are.

And last, at a great remove, a familiar voice: Kaylin. It’s time to wake up now.

The ice was gone. She staggered forward, because staggering backward would mean she might have to do it again. She found the ground with her hands, and it was firm and hard—more rock than dirt, although she could feel the curved roughness of tree roots beneath at least two of her fingers. Her hands were blue. And her arms.

She thought it was because of the cold, until she realized what exactly she was seeing.

The marks.

Her arms were bare.

“Well done,” Lord Nightshade said softly. “I thought you might be lost, there.”

And what would you have done? What would you have done then?

The soft sound of a shrug—yards of fabric, traveling up and down by an inch or two—told her clearly that he had heard what she hadn’t said.

“The Castle will test you,” he told her. “It is your test, to pass or fail.”

She nodded, as if that made sense. Maybe in his world, it did. It was certainly a very Barrani attitude. Before she could say as much, she felt arms under her arms, and she was lifted to her feet, which she still couldn’t feel.

“You’ve become acquainted with the elements,” he said, waiting while she placed her feet more or less beneath the rest of her. She could see that she was wearing a dress that was pale ivory in color; the skirts brushed the ground, obscuring her toes.

“Elements?” She could see the trees now. She could see that she wore something metallic around her waist, something fine and thin.

She felt his frown; she couldn’t see his face. Could see a lock of his hair as it trailed down her shoulder toward her waist. It reminded her, absurdly, of Teela’s hair, when Teela couldn’t be bothered to braid it—it got into everything.

And Kaylin had loved it, as a child new to the Hawks. She could think of herself at that age as a child, now. Teela had let her brush it, sometimes, and braid it, sometimes—always with dire threats of physical pain if she was careless enough to actually pull any of it out.

She hadn’t been joking, either—Kaylin had seen enough of the Barrani Hawks to know that much—but even knowing it, she had done it anyway.

“Elements,” Lord Nightshade was saying.

She tried very hard not to shiver. Not to be cold. She tried to make sense of the single word he’d spoken twice. After a moment, still swaying on her feet, she said, “Water?”

He said nothing, but she had a suspicion that anything else would have been dripping sarcasm.

“There are many ways to kill with water,” he told her, voice almost gentle. “This is one.”

“Your castle tried to kill me with water?”

“No.”

“But—” She stopped talking and actually looked at the dress. At her arms, which were bare. At her shoulders, which were also bare. No damn wonder she was so cold. “I’ve seen this dress before,” she said in a flat voice.

“Ah.”

“Talk to me,” she added, taking an experimental step forward. Her knees wobbled. Nightshade’s hands were warm. “And either carry me or let go.”

He carried her.

She’d carried children before in the Foundling Halls, sometimes at a run, but never with such graceful ease. Lord Nightshade spoke as he walked, and he walked slowly, the cadence of his words matching the rhythm of his step. She lost the words, sometimes, her lids drifting toward her cheeks, her head nodding forward. But when she opened her eyes again, he was still speaking softly. His voice was not the voice of the Tha’alaan, not the voice of the water. But accompanied by footsteps and breath, it was calming. Soothing.

But he didn’t carry her to her room—or the room that she had stayed in before; he carried her to a long, empty room that was clearly meant for greeting guests. He paused in front of a tall, oval mirror and set her on her feet. Hands on her shoulders, he said, “Look.”

She disliked mirrors on principle. They showed what there was to see, and not what she wanted to believe she looked like. Either that or they interrupted her sleep with the ill-tempered snarls of a disgruntled Leontine.

“It isn’t necessary,” she said, her eyes sliding away from her own gaze. “I know the dress.”

“Where have you seen it before?”

“In the Oracle Hall,” she replied. She turned, slowly, to face him, forcing him to let go of her shoulders. Or to shift position, which was what he chose to do instead. He was much, much taller than she was.

“Where have you seen it before?” she asked him.

His smile was slight, but she thought it genuine. “You are guessing.”

“Am I wrong?”

“No.” His hands lingered a moment on her shoulders, and she didn’t even mind—they were warm. She seemed to have swallowed the ice that had failed to kill her—if that was its goal—and it was hard to stand straight without shivering.

The far doors opened, and a Barrani in armor let himself into the room, carrying, of all things, a tray. Nightshade gestured, and the guard put the tray down on a table near the mirror. He bowed deeply and then retreated, his face entirely free of expression.

“We will eat,” Nightshade said, leading her to a long couch. “And while we eat, you may ask the questions you came here to ask, if any remain to be answered.” But he lifted the cloak from his shoulders as he spoke, and draped it around Kaylin’s, and although he turned it sideways, it settled there as if it had been made for just this moment.

Her hair, however, was still a bedraggled mess.





CHAPTER 18

He sat in a high-backed chair opposite her, pausing only to pour something steaming out of what was, after all, a very shiny, very fancy kettle. Nor were the crystal goblets, or the silver, anywhere to be seen; instead, round and stout earthenware mugs with a handle on either side. He passed one to her; he took nothing for himself.

This should have made her suspicious, but she was tired of suspicion. Tired, in truth, of everything that didn’t involve a few days of solid sleep. And in the mug, steaming, was…milk. Goat’s milk, she thought, although it was hard to tell without drinking it.

Her brows rose when she brought the mug to her lips. “It is milk.”

“I am informed that you drink it.”

“Once in a while,” she managed to say. “When I was young.” Before her mother had died in the fief of Night-shade. Before Severn. She cupped her hands around the sides of the mug and sat there, dwarfed by yards of expensive, sturdy cloth.

“I used to be so afraid of this place,” she told him softly.

“And now?”

“I think…other fears have crowded it out.”

“Your missing child.”

She nodded bleakly.

“You understand that saving this one child will not bring the others back?”

“It won’t add to their voices.”

He nodded. “You came to ask me about Donalan Idis.”

“Yes. Where is he?”

“I am not entirely certain.”

“I was afraid of that. Let me ask you a different question. You had him here—as a guest, since apparently he did walk out. What did he study?”

“Besides the Tha’alani?”

She kept her face carefully neutral. Unfortunately for Kaylin, the less appropriate words were very loudly thought.

Nightshade raised a brow.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. She let the steam rise from the milk, breathing it in as if it were the only air in the room. “Yes, besides that.”

“He was—and is—an elemental mage of some note.”

“Water?”

“All of the elements of which he is aware.”

She nodded. She understood now how he could cut the Tha’alani off from the Tha’alaan—but she wondered if he understood it himself. “And he was invited here because of that?”

“That? No.”

“Then why?”

“He is powerful, Kaylin. The Imperial Order of Mages is beholden to the Emperor, and it is winnowed by the Dragon lords. No one who is interested in power will cultivate associates from the Imperial Order.”

“But what does he have that you want?”

“Ah, a different question.”

“You’re not going to answer it.”

“No. But it is pointless, now. I understand your presence here, at this time. I understand less well the route you were forced to take to enter the Castle—but the water spoke with you. Do not look so surprised—you were still dripping when I met you.

“Whatever it is that was of…interest in Idis is no longer of import. He is too great a threat at the moment, and I cannot see any meeting between the two of you that does not end in either his death or yours.”

“If it’s mine, the city goes with me.”

He raised a dark brow. “You’ve grown arrogant.”

She shook her head. “The Oracles,” she told him.

“And the Dragons?”

She burrowed farther into the folds of his cape, aware that the cloth smelled of him, that it was warm. That it was not a defense. “I can’t answer that.”

“No. But you also visited the Keeper, twice to my knowledge.”

She said nothing because it seemed safest.

“I do not believe that Idis would deign to visit Castle Nightshade at this time.”

“No?” She hadn’t realized that she’d been hoping for precisely this until he took the hope away.

“He cultivated my association because he desired power or the friendship of the powerful. If he is what you fear, then he no longer labors under that desire.”

“But you knew how to reach him?”

“I knew how to reach him.”

“And now?”

“I do not believe he is ready to be found.”

“In as much as an Arcanist is sane, he wants power for a reason, yes?”

Nightshade nodded.

“How does destroying the city we’re pretty certain he’s still living in count as gaining power?”

“It is not clear to me that his desire is Elantra’s destruction.”

She frowned. “That was my next question. What does he stand to gain by it?”

“If it were sacrificial magic, a great deal of power.”

“I don’t think it’s that.”

“I would not be entirely certain. But his past history does not indicate magic of that nature.”

“Then why—” She hesitated, studying what little there was of an expression on his face. “You think he doesn’t intend to destroy the city, but that’s what he’ll accomplish.”

“I have not visited the Oracles,” Nightshade replied gently. “But at this moment, that is what you are beginning to think, and I will not gainsay you. Summoning elementals is tricky, even for the powerful. History is littered with the corpses of those who have made that mistake. If that is the case, I am not certain you will be able to control what Idis cannot. Even given your entry into the Castle. In time, Kaylin, I think such control would not be beyond you—”

“We don’t have time,” she said flatly.

“No.” He paused. “The dress you wear—”

“What there is of it.”

“As you say. It is in a style that you will not be familiar with, and even when it was worn, it was worn by very few. But those who did wear it were those who were sensitive to the elemental forces.”

“And this one?”

“The dresses were not coded. What the adepts did is not clear to me, even at this remove. Kaylin—what happened when you touched the water?”

She shook her head, and thought about the midwives for a while. It was easy to think of them; they were always at the back of her mind.

“Very good.”

Her smile was brittle.

“You are a mystery to the wise,” he told her. “Even your gift is not clear. I offer you this, then, and in spite of yourself. When you showed yourself capable of standing against one form—not an inconsiderable one—of water’s death, the Water formed the robes you wear.”

“What? But—but how?”

“I do not know. But the robes are yours, and they were meant for you. It is some sign of the water’s choice,” he added, “and the robes will not save you, if it comes to that—but you have impressed the elemental force in some way, and it has granted you the equivalent of a title.”

Which of course made no sense.

“This isn’t magic,” Kaylin said forlornly. “This is…gods.”

“In a manner of speaking.” He was quiet for a moment. “Do you know what Donalan Idis intends for the child?”

“Most likely? To finish the experiments that were dropped.”

“And the boy?”

“If Grethan is even still alive—and I have some suspicions about that—he’s done his part. Idis couldn’t get near the Tha’alani quarter, and the Tha’alani children don’t venture out much.”

“Why a child?”

“I don’t think it mattered to him one way or the other—but a child is easier to intimidate and haul around. I’ve been one. I know. Anyone else would have been smart enough to stay put.”

“You keep your secrets now, Kaylin.”

She met his measuring gaze, and held it. “I have a lot fewer of them than you do.”

“And perhaps with less reason. Finding Donalan Idis, however, should not pose a problem for you.”

“Oh?”

“If you know what he intends, you will know where to find him.”

“But I don’t know what he intends.”

Nightshade said nothing. After a moment of silence, he rose. “It is late,” he told her softly. “For you. The Ferals will be out. Will you tempt them?”

She hesitated, her hands around a mug of steamed milk, her arms entangled in a cloak that was being used in a way its maker certainly hadn’t intended. The mark on her cheek, delicate curls and lines, was warm. She closed her eyes, and opened them the moment she felt his hands brush the sides of her face; she hadn’t heard him move at all.

He had cupped her face in those hands, and now tilted it up, forcing her gaze to meet his. His eyes were a shade of…violet. She’d never seen that one before. But she was seeing it too damn close for the first time.

She yanked her face away, hard, which sent warm milk in a spray all over table and floor. And her legs.

He stepped back instantly, watching her.

“I—”

I have time, Kaylin. I have learned how to wait.

“I’m sorry,” she said, standing in a hurry, and setting the cup down on a flat surface that didn’t shake so damn much.

“For what?”

“For—for—spilling the milk.” It sounded lame, even to her. Her toes were curling.

He shrugged.

“I’ll clean it up—”

“Kaylin. Kaylin.”

She forced herself to meet his gaze, and was comforted by the cold of blue. Not in general a comforting sign, among the Barrani.

“You are safe here tonight. This was not always true. It will not always be true. But tonight, if you wish to stay, I will leave you. I have, however, one question to ask.”

She said nothing.

“You left the fief of Nightshade when you were thirteen years old. You appeared in the Halls of Law some six months later. Where did you go in between?”

“Away,” she said woodenly. Away. And her thoughts were spiraling out of control, out of even her own control. She would not let that happen here. Or ever. She had been marked by Nightshade; she had given Severn her name.

“I…see.”

I doubt it. She suppressed an urge to scream—because she wasn’t sure what it would sound like if she did. Raw, yes—but with rage? With fear? “I can’t stay.”

“No.” He lifted his head, his perfect face, and spoke three words. The mirror shivered, even though the words were so soft Kaylin couldn’t catch the syllables.

But five minutes later, the door opened again, and this time, the guard standing in it was one that she recognized.

“Lord Andellen?” she said.

“Lord Kaylin.” He bowed.

“Escort her to her home,” the fieflord said. “I will be in my quarters should anything go amiss.”

The Castle was obliging enough to spit her out the normal way. Her stomach was obliging enough not to humiliate her in front of Andellen, but her knees were wobbly for about ten minutes. Andellen did not, however, offer to help.

They began to walk toward the Ablayne, and Kaylin, still off-kilter, was happy to follow Andellen’s lead. She could hear the howl of distant Ferals, and wondered if they were hunting, or just roaming. With Ferals, it was hard to tell—but distant was far better than the alternative.

“That was unwise,” Andellen said when they were a good distance from the Castle, but not yet in sight of the riverbank.

“What was?”

“I do not know what you said, or what you did,” he replied, “but…it was unwise.”

She shrugged. “I’m not known for my wisdom,” she offered bitterly.

“I do not know if my lord could kill you. I would not suggest you force him to try.”

“Believe that I wasn’t trying.”

“Kaylin—”

“Andellen, I’ve been swimming in the river far beneath the Castle. I’ve been roared at by dead Dragons. I’ve been dressed in something that hardly qualifies as underwear by something that tried to kill me. I’ve—I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

“The High Lord sent you?”

“No.” She paused, and then said almost guiltily, “Not directly. He sent a message through Teela.”

Andellen nodded. “He would. He is not his father.”

“He’s not. But he’s not—”

“No. Lord Nightshade will never be summoned to Court, and if it were to happen, he would decline the invitation. He will not trust the High Lord.”

“Because he’s outcaste.”

“Yes.”

“Why is he outcaste?”

Andellen raised a brow at the question, and Kaylin reddened. “Do all mortals speak without thinking?”

“All of them do it some of the time.”

“As often as you?”

“Probably not as often as me,” she conceded. “I’m sorry. I meant no insult.”

“No. I think you seldom do. But what you mean and what you achieve are often separated by knowledge.”

“Knowledge?”

“Of you, Kaylin. Of who you are. Lord Nightshade tolerates far more from you than I would have thought possible—but he will not be so tolerant indefinitely. You’ve been to the High Court. You’ve passed the test of Lords. You’ve been called kyuthe by both the Lord of the High Court and his brother, the Lord of the West March. If you are too tired or too preoccupied to think, do not speak.

“You must learn, Kaylin.”

She said nothing, listening to the steady sound of his steps. They were lighter than his armor should have made them, but she found it comforting. Nightshade by moonlight, the sound of Ferals a distant lullabye.

“You have been called Erenne by those who serve my lord. You may never become the truth of that word—but were it not possible, were it not desired, you would not now bear the mark that grants you safety from those who serve him. But, Kaylin, he will kill you if it becomes necessary. He is accustomed to power—accustomed to its form, its shape, the obedience that comes with it.

“Understand that that power is gained, in part, because those who serve him defer to him. If you—one merely mortal—”

“I bear the marks,” she said wearily, lifting a bare arm and wondering what the hell had happened to her armor. Wondering why she hadn’t even thought about it until now.

The glaring face of an angry Quartermaster flashed before her eyes in a proverbial near-death way.

“Very well. You see at least that clearly. Yes, you bear the marks, and yes, it changes what you are in the eyes of the Barrani. I am not sure that this helps you, however. He cannot be seen to be challenged.”

“No one else was there.”

Andellen was silent for another five minutes. She dared a glance at the side of his face and saw that he was smiling. It wasn’t what she expected.

“As you say, Lord Kaylin.”

“You’re trying to tell me something else, aren’t you?”

“No. I am merely trying to tell you that angering Lord Nightshade is not in the interests of the High Court you nominally belong to. Nor,” he added, lifting a hand to fore-stall the torrent of words that were sure to follow, “is it in the interests of the Hawks you do serve.”

But something else had occurred to Kaylin. “Why do you serve him?”

“I don’t understand your question.”

“You passed the test of the High Halls. You saw what lay beneath them. You found your way back from whatever path you walked. Why do you serve him?”

“Ah. That is not a question that my kin would ask.”

“I’m not Barrani.”

“Believe that this fact could not possibly escape my attention. And believe, as well, that I take no insult from what would be considered a deadly insult otherwise.”

She had the grace to redden. “Sorry.”

He stopped walking, and turned, slowly, to face her.

“Kaylin Neya. Lord Kaylin. You dared the High Halls because I took you to the arch of testing on orders from my Lord. But you did more. You saved the Barrani. Your interference, your endless meddling, preserved the Lord of the High Court. And you returned, to one such as I, outcaste by association, the title of Lord. I do not think you understand what you could have asked for. But I also believe that if you had, you would have asked for the same thing.

“Don’t look so impatient. This is the polite way—the deferential way—of telling you that I am in your debt. You repaid my act of subterfuge in a way that no Barrani, past or present, would have done.

“So I will answer the question you had no right to—and no sense not to—ask. All Barrani who wish to be Lords take the Test of the High Halls. The Barrani see, upon the ancient stone walls of the Tower, a word. It is in the oldest of our tongues, and there is some argument that it is not in our tongue at all. But when we first approach the arch, we see—as you did—a measure of what our test will be. It is said to define our lives. Some believe that we come from, and return to, the river of life, over and over again, and each time we arrive, we must find the strength to confront something new, and something difficult.

“My sigil—the sigil that began my test—was old enough that I accepted it, but did not fully understand its meaning.”

“How can you accept a test—”

“Kaylin, has anyone ever had a conversation with you that is not a continuous stream of interruption?”

“Sorry.”

He began to walk again, while she practiced biting her tongue.

“The word that began my test, the word that defines my life, was a word that you would use with ease.” He paused for a moment, as if waiting for her interruption. He nodded slightly when she managed to remain silent.

“Friendship.”

“But—”

And he laughed. “No, it is not the Elantran word. But that is the closest word that I can think of. It holds some measure of equality, some of loyalty, some of trustworthiness—but it is all, and none, of these things.”

“So you left with him because—”

“Yes. And no. I serve him, Kaylin. There is no Barrani relationship that is so simple or easy as your friendship. Two lords cannot live in one castle. Ah. There is the bridge. I believe we have bypassed the Ferals for this night.”

“You still have to go back.”

“I am faster than a hunting Feral.”

“Not in that armor.”

“Yes, Kaylin,” he replied, speaking as if to a child. “In this armor.”

“Oh.”

He walked her all the way home, but she didn’t object; she’d heard what Nightshade had said, and she understood that her personal preferences—and her dignity, what little there was of it—meant nothing compared to the fieflord’s command.

When they stopped outside of her apartment, she discovered that she didn’t have a key. It had been in the trousers that she was no longer wearing. Andellen waited while she came to that realization, and then waited while she relieved herself of a few choice phrases in every language she knew.

But if he had noticed the odd form of dress, he said nothing. Nor did he say anything when she glared murderously at the locked door. He simply lifted his hand, and, placing it against the lock, spoke a single white word.

And it was white—she could almost see it.

The door slid open when he pushed it.

“You didn’t break the lock, did you?” she asked, running her hands through straggly—but dry—hair. “I can’t afford to piss off the landlord.”

“I did not break the lock. Do you have another key?”

“Teela does.”

“I think you will need to retrieve it.”

But Kaylin was now busy swearing at the other things she was missing: her daggers. Gods, they had cost so much damn money to have enchanted! A distant second was the fact that they were departmental gear and the Quartermaster would have her skin for leathers.

“Kaylin.”

“What?”

“Believe that we are concerned about the fate of the city. We are doing what we can, as we can.”

She had the good sense not to tell him that at the moment she was more sickened by the loss of her knives than she was by whatever horrible fate awaited them all.

He left her at the door to her apartment because he happened to be the only key she had, and knew it. She also knew that had she lived somewhere expensive, she wouldn’t have had to fuss with keys—her door would have a doorward, and it would open for her whenever or however she managed to touch it. Then again, part of the appeal of living in this particular building was its extremely cheap—Caitlin used the word frugal—landlord. Kaylin hated door-wards.

But had to admit, as she wearily trudged across the threshold of a home that had been entirely closed to her until Andellen had used whatever magic he usually claimed not to posses, that those damn wards did have their uses. And compared to the portal—or the long drop down the well of the Castle that Nightshade lived in—they were downright pleasant.

She was tired enough that she’d made it almost to the mirror before she realized that someone else was in the room. But she knew who it was, even in the darkness, and while she fumbled for light—and in this, the frugality of the landlord was curse-worthy—she paused to glance at the mirror. Its face was entirely reflective, which meant that she hadn’t missed any emergencies while she’d been gone.

In the lamplight that she managed to coax into existence, she unwrapped the cloak from her shoulders and took a good look at herself. Her hair was a mess—it usually was, but she’d managed to top her personal best tonight—but the dress was flawless and spotless.

No, wait, not spotless. She drew the lamp toward herself, and light glittered across delicate beadwork. The Hawk, she thought. Evanton’s Hawk. Whatever transformation the elemental magic had made, it had not been able to change the patch he’d given her as a type of gift. She was still—in some fashion—in uniform, but she could pretty much guess what Marcus would say when he saw it. On the other hand, it would be a lot easier to expose her throat and have done.

She touched the beads for reassurance. Something was the same. Something hadn’t changed. And it was the Hawk.

It comforted her, and gave her strength enough to turn at last to the darkness. “Severn,” she said softly.

Severn, seated in the room’s chair—which meant he’d upended her clothing pile—nodded quietly. He reminded her—for just a moment—of Nightshade on his throne.

Except that this was her damn apartment, not his. She started to tell him that, but what came out instead was, “I lost my keys.”

“You lost your keys.”

“Sort of.”

“And you found a dress.”

“Sort of. Look, why are you here, anyway?”

“You lost your bracer,” he replied, and held it out. The lamplight was almost perfectly reflected in the sheen of unmarked gold.

“Oh.” She walked over to the chair and stood in front of his outstretched hand. “I can’t wear it,” she told him softly. “Not yet.”

“Lord Grammayre?”

“I think he’d understand.”

“Iron Jaw won’t.”

“Probably not.” She turned away from him, walked over to the bed, and sat on it heavily. “It’s been a very, very long day,” she said, falling over.

“I won’t add to it.” He was stiff as he rose, and his expression was cool. “Did you gain any useful information from Ybelline or the fieflord?”

She laughed. It was a bit higher and a bit longer than she would have liked, but she really was tired.

His stiffness dissolved slowly; she didn’t see the change as much as feel it. He came and sat on the foot of the bed, saying a lot of nothing.

“I’m sorry if I worried you.”

“Apologies are usually only offered when one is going to change the behavior that necessitates them.”

“Gods, you sound like a bloody teacher.”

“And you sound like a bloody student.”

She laughed again. “Yes. There was useful information. Sort of.”

“Kaylin.”

“Idis is an elemental mage.”

“I see.”

“Nightshade thinks his sole concern is the usual boring variety.”

“Power?”

“Power. Which means he doesn’t intend to destroy the city.”

“It’s the usual dabbling in ancient magics which are too powerful for man?”

“Something like that. It doesn’t matter, though.” She forced herself up onto her elbows. “Because I know what the Tha’alaan is, and I know that he’ll destroy it.”

“And the dress?” The edge was back in the words again.

“This? Oh—no, it’s not what you think. More’s the pity.” A dark brow rose into invisibility.

“I kind of— I had a little trouble getting into the Castle, and the end result was the dress. The damn thing appeared in place of my armor, my shirt, and my damn knives. It has nothing to do with Nightshade.”

“Have you tried to remove it?”

“What, walking back through the fief? Have you lost your mind?”

“You could try now.”

She said nothing for what seemed like an hour. But she remembered to breathe. She also remembered to avoid his gaze, to look at anything in her home that wasn’t Severn. Given everything, it was surprisingly difficult.

“No,” she said at last, but softly. “I don’t think I can take it off yet. The water—the elemental water—made it. Night-shade said it was…like a temple dress.”

“You’ve suddenly acquired faith?”

“No. Just the usual prayer of desperation.”

“Kaylin—”

“Severn, please. Please.”

He was silent, but he’d never been the talker. She had, and she’d almost run out of words. After a moment, and more roughly, he said, “What do you intend to do?”

“I need to go to the Oracle Hall. And I need to see Evanton.”

“Now?”

“Gods, no. Now, I want to sleep.” She paused and then added, “Have you slept at all?”

“In your chair.”

“Oh. For how long?”

“It’s not important.”

“Food?”

“Kaylin.”

She turned toward the window, shuttered against the morning light. Which had yet to arrive. “I think she’s still alive,” she told him without turning her head. “She has to still be alive.”

He said softly, “Yes. And she’ll be alive tomorrow. Sleep.”

“Severn, I—”

“Sleep. I’ll be here.” He rose, then, and walked over to the lamp. “Do you want the light?”

She shook her head. “Save the oil.” It was easy to say that. But other words wanted saying, and she couldn’t get them out of her mouth. “Severn—”

“Sleep, Kaylin.” His voice had lost the edge, but she felt it anyway. “In the morning, we’ll go to the Oracle Hall. We’ll go to Evanton’s. We’ll go wherever you need to go. We’ll find the child.”

His words were like a lullaby. She said, “I had steamed milk.”

And felt his lips curve up in a smile, as if they were beneath her fingers, and she were touching them.

Funny, that she could feel so uncomfortable and so safe at the same time. It was her last waking thought.

But her dreams were unkind.





CHAPTER 19

Kaylin and morning were not friends. But there were the usual hostilities, and then there was all-out war. This particular morning, it was cataclysmic. The shutters, which she depended on to keep a semblance of ignorance about the actual time, had failed her miserably; they were wide open, and sunlight was streaming down like irritating drizzle, only bright. There were birds that were, she swore, louder than they’d been even on the morning-after of the evenings she’d spent carousing with Teela and Tain.

Severn, in the armor of the Hawks, was loafing against the mirror wall. The mirror, which was an unfortunate shade of gray. She winced and rolled out of bed. “I’m in trouble.”

“You usually are,” he said. “Marcus mirrored while you were sleeping.”

“I slept through Marcus?”

“Apparently so. He was impressed.”

“I bet.”

“I gave him a brief explanation of our duty rounds for the day.”

“Which probably made him so much more cheerful.”

“He apparently considers the duty roster one of his petty joys in life, yes. He didn’t appreciate my interference.”

“How much pay am I losing?”

“None. I did, however, neglect to mention the Quarter-master’s chit.”

“His—oh. The one I’m going to need to sign. Probably in blood, for all the good it will do.”

“That one, yes.”

“Do you mind if I have a small rant about how unfair life is?”

“Yes.”

“Damn.” Her stomach made an embarrassing noise, just to put the crowning touch on the day’s start.

“I did look for food,” he said as they walked down the street toward the market stalls. “Apparently, you don’t have any. Or you hoard it for gods only know what emergency.”

She had chosen to wear clothing over the dress, since it reminded her so much of underclothes anyway. The problem with that was she was required to wear a dress. She did have one of her own. It made her look like a farmer.

Even Severn had raised a brow when she’d put it on. Jabbing a stick through her hair and missing did not add much in the way of dignity, although it may have made him think better of speaking.

“Yes, I know. The color. Caitlin didn’t like it, either—but the dyed dresses cost more and they fall apart faster.”

“Actually, I’m just surprised you own it.”

“I used to wear it to the midwives’ guildhall.”

“Why?”

“I can’t honestly remember. I thought it would make me look less like a Hawk.”

“And that was important?”

“I didn’t want anyone who was dying of childbirth to be afraid of me.”

“I would think they would have other things on their mind.”

“Well, yes. I discovered that quickly enough.”

They stopped in front of a baker’s stall. In the heat of the early morning, the cooking fires were bearable, besides which, she was hungry. She ate while they walked, brushing crumbs from the folds of a thick linen skirt.

She even followed Severn as he made his way through the city streets, giving her both space—people generally moved a little out of the way when they saw an armed man, even if he was an officer of the Law—and time. But he also wasn’t wasting much time, and when she was finished eating, he hailed a coach.

“Um, Severn?”

“Yes?”

“We generally need permission to see the Oracles.”

“Ah.”

“I mean—I think I can talk them into letting me in—”

“But you’re not certain.”

“No. And I think you’ll have to wait—”

He produced a sealed letter. She recognized the Hawk pressed into what was now hardened wax. “You got this last night?”

“Yesterday,” he told her quietly. “We were not certain of your plans, and Lord Grammayre chose to give you as much latitude as possible. You are also,” he added, producing another letter, “free to return to the royal library if necessary.”

“Not if he didn’t also give you a letter guaranteeing I can leave.”

Severn’s lips turned up in a slight smile, but it was genuine—and Kaylin was happy enough seeing it that she realized he hadn’t been smiling much at all lately. Then again, she wasn’t going to win any Sunshine awards, either.

“Did he include you in that letter?”

“Not by name. I believe the words are and escort, but I didn’t break the seal to check.”

Kaylin sat back in the slightly worn chair.

“You’re smiling. Is something amusing you?”

“Not amusement—but it’s nice, sometimes, to serve the Hawklord.”

Severn was silent for a moment. “He isn’t the Wolflord,” he finally said. “And the Hawks aren’t Wolves. But yes, it’s good work.” He smiled again, and added, “You’re just saying that because you’ve eaten enough, for a change.”

The guards at the gatehouse were polite in a very distant way. They took the letter Kaylin offered them, and the older of the two left them there. He returned fifteen minutes later. “Master Sabrai will see you.”

Kaylin offered him a sharp bow, and followed as he lead them to the Hall itself. Severn was beside her, but the guard didn’t tell him to wait. He had looked at the Hawk emblazoned across his surcoat, and that was enough.

Master Sabrai was waiting for them at the doors. “Private Neya,” he said, bowing. “Corporal Handred.”

Severn offered him a perfect bow in return.

“Corporal Handred, you are new to the Halls. Are you familiar with the rules of the Oracle Hall?”

Severn nodded. “Speak to no one, touch no one.”

“Very good.” Master Sabrai ran a hand through his hair. Kaylin thought it looked paler than it had the last time she’d visited. His eyes were also lined with dark circles.

She stepped forward. “Master Sabrai?”

His smile was polite but unutterably weary.

“We’ve come to see Everly.”

“Only Everly?”

She nodded. “I don’t think it will take long.”

“This,” he replied drily, “is the Oracular Hall. Nothing goes according to plan.”

“Has he finished his painting?”

“Which one? Ah, I forget myself. He is almost finished, I think. It is certainly more complete than it was when you first visited.” He began to walk away, and they fell in step. Well, close—he was a tall man, and Kaylin had to work to keep up.

“He has another visitor,” Master Sabrai said over his shoulder.

“Should we wait?”

“I do not think this particular visitor would be troubled if you appeared.”

Kaylin watched Severn’s face as the door opened; she wanted to see his reaction to the Dragon. Unfortunately, she must have blinked, because he didn’t appear to have one. He glanced once around the room, and Kaylin was willing to bet her own money that he’d cataloged everything worth looking at in that single glance. The morning light was strong, and the gallery, such as it was, was brighter. But the gallery itself didn’t appear to interest Severn. He looked, instead, at its occupants.

Lord Sanabalis was seated to the side and behind Everly. Everly, seated on a three-legged stool, a palette perched precariously in his lap, didn’t appear to notice. He was working, and his eyes were that odd blend of color and absence that made his face so striking.

Sanabalis, however, noticed them both immediately, and rose. “Corporal,” he said, nodding. “Kaylin.”

She tried not to let the lack of rank annoy her. As ranks went, the best that could be said about it was that she couldn’t go any lower, but the fact that she did have a rank made her a Hawk. “How long have you been here?”

Severn stepped on her foot, and she added, “Lord Sanabalis.”

“For the better part of a day.”

“A…day.”

“The Emperor is concerned,” Sanabalis said gravely. “His envoys are scattered throughout the city, and I chose this destination as less tiresome than the Arcanum or the Imperium.”

“He has people at the Arcanum?” Her brows, she was certain, had risen so far they were invisible.

“He has Dragons at the Arcanum,” Sanabalis replied, and the smile that accompanied those words was just a little on the toothy side. Kaylin would have found it disturbing, but she couldn’t imagine a group of men who deserved it more. “But enough. You will find the portrait of interest. Come and look at it.”

Now that she was here, she was certain she would find it interesting, but the interest was mixed with dread and a growing unease. Severn actually caught her elbow and dragged her along with him.

The first thing she saw was herself. The dress was finished, and it was an exact rendering of the one she now wore. It caught light, so there must be sun someplace. It wasn’t in the picture. She was standing in water, but Oracles were often full of symbolic words or images. She was not, however, alone.

Severn’s grip had tightened slightly, and she looked up at him. But he wasn’t looking at her. Well, he was—but at the image. The rest of the room had failed to get any kind of reaction out of him, but this made up for it. Whatever he had expected to see, this wasn’t it.

“You are not alone,” Sanabalis told her, as if afraid that her vanity might cause her to notice nothing else.

She looked. Where she had begun to draw to catch Everly’s attention, he had continued. The blobs that she’d made, with her utter lack of talent, against Everly’s stretched canvas had been obliterated. In their place, she could see people. She recognized all of them.

Severn, his forehead bleeding, his weapons glinting in the same sun that bounced off the sheen of the dress she wore, had eyes for her, and only her.

Beside him, a good deal shorter and in a majestic robe she’d seen only once, stood Evanton. He was uninjured, and his gaze went past Kaylin in the picture to meet the eyes of Kaylin the observer. It was disconcerting. He was actually a lot taller than Kaylin would have guessed, but she usually saw him hunched over his work, his back rounded, his shoulders pulled down by gravity.

Beside these two stood Sanabalis. His eyes were red light, and Everly had managed to paint the hint of a sheen to his skin; the shadow of wings lay across the water, although the wings weren’t actually visible.

But there was more.

Donalan Idis stood apart from the group. The perspective was wrong, to Kaylin’s eye—he seemed far too tall. Cowering at his feet, her face caught in profile, was a child. Pale-haired child, wounded eyes. Behind them a third shadow lay across the ground—for they stood on ground. It didn’t belong to anyone.

“Interesting, isn’t it?”

She nodded.

“What do you make of it, Kaylin?”

“I’m…not sure. It’s not finished,” she added defensively.

“No. There is water, there, and land. There is, if you’ll note, pillars to the sides of the picture. Were Everly an ordinary painter, I would say they were a framing device. He is not, and I think they may have some significance.” He paused and then said, in a voice that sounded like an earth-quake, “Is it enough?”

As if she had all the answers, and were withholding them somehow. Severn’s hand tightened again, but he said and did nothing. Everly, however, appeared to notice nothing, hear nothing.

“Has Everly slept at all?” Kaylin asked Master Sabrai, who had been discreet enough to maintain both distance and silence.

“No.”

“Eaten?”

“Lord Sanabalis has seen to the task of feeding him.”

“He can’t keep painting like this, can he?”

Master Sabrai’s hands found his hair again. He glanced at Sanabalis, but said nothing. Which was enough for Kaylin.

“He has to sleep,” she began.

“He does not have time,” Lord Sanabalis said.

“We have almost two weeks. Killing him isn’t—”

“We don’t have two weeks,” the Dragon lord said calmly.

“But—”

“We have, at best guess, two days, if that.”

“But—but—”

“Yes, Kaylin?”

In a far meeker voice, she said, “You said we had weeks.”

“Tell her,” Sanabalis told Master Sabrai.

The master looked in desperate want of a chair, and Kaylin walked over to the one Sanabalis had vacated, pushing it across the floor. “Sit,” she told him.

He sat.

“What happened to the two weeks?”

“It was only ever an estimate,” was the stark reply. “But something happened, something changed—”

“Today,” Sanbalis told her. “Or yesterday.”

“Something we did?”

“Believe that we are evaluating all the possibilities we are aware of. To our knowledge, only one significant event occurred.”

“The deaths?”

“The drownings, yes.” He paused, and then added, “To our knowledge.”

“But how would he know—” She stopped as her brain caught up with her mouth, and she clamped her jaw shut.

“Yes,” Sanabalis said quietly. “We do not know what you’ve been doing. Only that it involved Ybelline and Night-shade. Kaylin, what did you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” His brows rose, and his eyes shivered instantly into an orange that was just a little too tinged with red for comfort. But he was utterly still. As if he had to be.

Miserable in ways she hadn’t known she could be, she answered his anger with silence.

“Kaylin,” Severn said, his voice so soft it wouldn’t have traveled had he not bent to speak in her ear.

“I can’t say,” she told them both miserably.

“Can’t, or won’t?”

“It’s the same thing.”

“I do not believe the Emperor would see things the same way.”

And for the first time, Everly spoke. His voice was soft and flat, the words almost like brush strokes in their deliberation. “If you take her to the Emperor, he will eat her.”

Not, as first words went, all that promising.

Master Sabrai’s jaw had slid open and seemed stuck that way as he watched the painter Oracle.

Everly clambered down from the stool, the odd expression that stole personality from his face slowly fading. He walked almost listlessly to the side of the Dragon lord and caught his sleeve, pulling it, his eyes slightly rounded.

The Dragon lord walked over to the picture. Looked at it. Looked at Kaylin. “So you can speak, boy,” Sanabalis said softly.

But Everly said nothing. As if a lifetime of effort had gone into the single sentence he had spoken, his shoulders suddenly rounded.

Sanabalis caught him before he hit the ground, and carried him, very gently, to the Master of the Oracle Hall.

“Is it enough?” Master Sabrai whispered, as he took Everly from a Lord of the Imperial Court.

“He believed it was enough,” Sanabalis replied. When he looked at Kaylin again, his eyes were a pale gold, with flecks of orange. He looked both tired and old. “Tend to the child, Master Sabrai. Accept the apologies of the Imperial Court for any injury done him.” He bowed to the Master of the Oracle Hall.

Master Sabrai, pale and tired, nodded, holding Everly tightly. The boy was still breathing, but his skin had lost all color, as if the color itself had been leeched out of him in service of his painting. In service of the Emperor.

The same Emperor who had acceded to the request of an Arcanist, and had allowed the Tha’alani to be driven almost insane. For one sharp minute, Kaylin hated him.

“How damn long did you keep him awake? How long has he been working like—like this?”

She felt, rather than saw, Severn’s gaze; felt the warning in it. Even understood it through the momentary haze of a surprising fury. Sanabalis might play the old Dragon, the old teacher, the avuncular master—but he was a Dragon. She couldn’t force herself to apologize or to take the words back, but she managed to stop herself from adding to them.

They waited in silence while Master Sabrai left the room. Severn followed him and opened the door for him.

“I will leave you to the work,” Sabrai said without looking back.

By unspoken consent, they waited to resume the conversation that Kaylin didn’t want to have; she had already managed to discard the one that had been threatening to choke her, and Sanabalis, to his credit, appeared not to have noticed her display of fury.

When the door clicked shut and Severn crossed the room to join them again, Sanabalis spoke.

“Secrets at this time are not safe, Kaylin. Had you any understanding of the history of the races that comprise the Empire—had you shown any capacity to listen, to absorb, to think clearly—it would be easier to grant you privacy.”

“It’s not my privacy,” she said quietly. “It’s not about me. If it were, I would tell you.”

“And is it so important that you must keep it to yourself when the fate of the city rests in the balance?”

She nodded.

“You can be certain that it is necessary? That you, alone, can analyze the situation, approximate the danger, and confront it?”

“Sanabalis,” she said, forgetting titles and Oracles and his momentary display of terrifying temper, “I don’t know. I don’t know if I can do it. But if Everly’s painting is any guide, I won’t be alone. What I learned yesterday—it wasn’t meant to be learned by someone like me. Or someone like you. Or Severn. But I learned it as a Hawk, and I know my duties.

“I’ll uphold the Emperor’s Law.”

Sanabalis glanced at Severn.

Severn said quietly, “I trust her.”

“I trust her intent,” the Dragon lord said wearily. “But intent is not enough. The cost if she fails—”

“The cost if I betray what I know is just as great. Maybe greater. This isn’t the first time a city has fallen in this place,” she added. She spoke a Dragon’s name. A dead Dragon. “But the world didn’t end, and the mortal and immortal races gathered again, built again. I’m afraid that if I tell you, one at least of those races will never be able to do that.

“Sanabalis, you trusted me, in the Barrani High Court, when there was just as much at stake.”

“I had little choice in the matter.”

“Pretend that you have as much choice now.”

It rankled. She could see that. But she held her ground for a minute. Two minutes. Three. She could count the seconds as they moved past because nothing else moved in the room.

And then, as if reaching a decision, she began to unfasten the ties that bound the plain dress she wore. It wasn’t a fine dress. It wasn’t the extremely expensive Court garb that the Quartermaster decried. She didn’t need help putting the dress on, or taking it off. But her hands trembled anyway as she began to pull the fabric up and over her head. Her hair stick clattered to the ground, and she cursed it, but only in two languages—Leontine and Elantran.

And when the dress was just empty, shapeless cloth, she handed it to Severn, who took it without comment.

Lord Sanabalis looked at the dress she had worn beneath the one she’d purchased with her own money. His eyes were golden, but his lower lids fell, and he took a step toward her.

She flinched as he spoke because he spoke in his mother tongue, and the whole room seemed to tremble with the aftershock. Then he spoke a word that she recognized, not as a sound, but as the essence of fire.

Flame lapped at the dress in a ring that rose from the floor. She turned sharply to Severn, shaking her head; she could see that his hand rested—casually—on the weapon chain around his waist. He had come prepared for a fight, and if he was smart enough to know he had no chance against a Dragon, he was Severn enough not to care.

But she cared. “Wait,” she told him, when she thought the gaze wouldn’t say enough.

A ring of fire rose and as it did, it began to shrink, until its inner edge touched the dress. The fire guttered instantly.

“Interesting,” Sanabalis said.

“The essence of water,” Kaylin replied.

“Girl, if you had the patience and the wisdom to sit and learn, there is nothing I could not teach you.”

“You couldn’t teach me to fly,” she said bitterly.

“Could I not?” was his soft reply. And giving it, he offered her the hint of a familiar smile, worn around the edges. “I could ask you to understand the essence of air.”

“But not today.”

“No, Kaylin, not today—and perhaps never, if I understand correctly what you wear.”

“I don’t understand it,” she confessed. “But it’s something to do with water, elemental water.”

“Oh, it is that.” Sanabalis shook his head, and the weariness was transcended, for just a moment, by something she had never seen in his eyes before: wonder. “You make me remember my youth, and my own ignorance. Very well, Kaylin Neya. What you ask, I will grant you. But we have still not located Donalan Idis. Any of the men that we knew as his friends—if he had them—or his associates have heard nothing from him.”

“If they’re Arcanists, they’ll lie.”

“I told you—Dragons are in the Arcanum. But they are not alone. The Emperor requested that the Arcanists subject themselves to the Tha’alani, and they agreed.”

She winced. “I bet it wasn’t pretty.”

“There were only two deaths.”

“I’m not all that fond of Arcanists,” she replied, although she had to squelch her shock at the words. “And it doesn’t matter, anyway.”

“What doesn’t matter?”

“I don’t know where Donalan Idis is, but I can guess where he’ll be.”

“Oh?”

“It’s in the painting,” she said grimly.

“I see no landmarks in the painting.”

“No. Do you see Evanton?”

“I see the Keeper,” was his slow reply.

“I’ve seen him look like that. Once. And if I had to guess, I’d say there’s only one place he can look like that.”

“What do you mean, Kaylin?”

“Those robes—he wore them when he invited Severn and me into the Elemental Garden.”

Sanabalis was a tall man, and Severn wasn’t exactly short. Kaylin hadn’t bothered to put her dress back on; the uncomfortable stares of guards and the Oracles she wasn’t allowed to talk to had lost a great deal of import. It was not as if she had that much dignity to lose, after all.

They left the grounds, and Sanabalis spoke a moment to the guards on the insides of the gate. The guards had a hard time keeping their eyes off Kaylin, and she had a passing urge to swear at them in Leontine. She bit it back. If you walked around in a dress like this one, it was bound to get attention.

But the guards came with Sanabalis’s carriage. She was almost glad to see it—of all the carriages she’d been in, the Imperial carriages were the most comfortable. They were also bloody heavy, so bad driving had less of a chance of upending them messily.

They got into the carriage and the horses pulled away from the Oracle Hall. Sanabalis spoke when it was well behind them. “I trust you,” he told her quietly, and she wondered if he was repeating it for her benefit or his own. “But, Kaylin, Evanton’s abode has stood in that street since before it was a street. It has withstood fire, flood, and earth-quake. It has withstood mage-storms.”

Severn whistled.

Kaylin gritted her teeth. “Mage-storms?” She finally forced herself to ask. Severn and Sanabalis exchanged a glance.

She could almost see, in that glance, the drawing of straws, and wondered who had gotten the short one.

Severn, apparently. “Where mages war,” he said carefully, “and it has happened only a handful of times, none of them in living memory, the magics—if powerful enough—unleash a backlash. We call this backlash a mage-storm. In it, all laws are suspended. No, not Imperial Laws, Kaylin. Natural laws. Anything can happen, and much of what passes under a mage-storm is…significantly changed by the passage.”

“But Evanton’s…shop?…is different,” Sanabalis continued. “It has existed, unchanging, in all forms of the Empire, and in all cities that existed before Elantra. The wise of both orders would consider the destruction of that shop to be impossible.”

“Both orders?”

“The Order of Imperial Mages,” he replied, “and the Arcanum.”

“So you don’t think—”

“No. If I am to trust instinct, I will trust it fully. I believe that you are correct.”

“But—”

“The Keeper is not beholden to Imperial Law.”

“I thought that was only the Emperor.”

“He is not beholden to Imperial Law in exactly the same way the sunrise is not. Were there some way to control it and use it, the Emperor would have done so. But it is the sun, it is necessary, and it rises and sets over his Empire. It does not threaten it.

“In a like way, the Keeper exists.”

“Idis stole something from the garden.”

“So it is believed. The question is not what he stole, but how. He should never have been able to gain entrance to that place, and that he did so without the knowledge of the Keeper bodes ill.”

“But if he did it with the knowledge of the Keeper—”

“It would never happen,” Sanabalis said flatly. “You’ve made the Law your life, and in a far more complete and intense way, the Keeper has made the Keeping of that Garden his. He would no more allow Idis entry unescorted—or, if I had to guess, escorted—than he would allow the Emperor. Or the Dragon lords.”

“You think he’s going to tell you to drop dead.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. And if he does not—then we have far more pressing problems.”

“More pressing than the end of the city?”

Sanabalis was silent as the wheels bumped over the more egregious cracks in the cobbled stone. “What you said,” he told her at last, “was true. There has often been a city in this place. The city has often been destroyed. But the peoples who comprise any city have returned, time and again, and rebuilt.”

“What, exactly, is the purpose of the garden?”

“I wondered if that would occur to you.” His tone implied and about time, although he didn’t insult her by saying it in so many words.

“And the answer?”

“To the best of our knowledge, as the Keeper is not of a mind to answer our questions, the garden keeps the elemental forces bound.”

“But if it did that there would be no elementalists.”

“Kaylin, there will always be fire. Water. Air. There will always be earth. Where these things exist, an echo of ancient power also exists, and men with the will and knowledge to summon that power can do so in safety.

“But in the garden, the waking of what slumbers—”

She lifted a hand. “You’re telling me it’s not just about water.”

“No. Not if we meet Idis there.”

“Then we’d better bloody well make it in time,” she snarled. She propped herself up on the window’s ledge and shoved her upper body through it—she was smaller than Severn or Sanabalis, and she could. Barely.

“Hey! Move it!”

Sanabalis winced slightly.

Severn said, in as mild a tone as he could while raising his voice to be heard, “What is the first thing you learned about riding in a carriage?”

“I didn’t stick my arms out,” she said, as she fell back into her seat with unwanted help from Severn.

The carriage, however, began to move faster, and Kaylin had the happy task of trying to be grateful for the speed. She managed to be grateful that it wasn’t Teela driving.

Evanton, she thought. Hold on. We’re coming.





CHAPTER 20

The streets were not empty. They became as empty as it was possible to be, given lack of notice and a hurtling carriage, and Kaylin shouted curses at the driver when the face of a terrified man or woman flashed past the window. The children—and she had no doubt at all they existed—were too short to be caught in the window’s moving frame, proof, if the gods existed, that they had an eye for small mercies.

On the other hand, had she seen children in danger, she would probably have climbed out the window, Severn and Sanabalis notwithstanding, to push the driver off the coach seat and take over the reins. Which, given she’d never really driven a coach before, would have made things interesting. But how hard could it be?

The part of her mind that could think noted that the panic in the streets seemed to be caused entirely by the presence of a hurtling coach, and not by the presence of arcane magics and battles. Whatever was happening in Elani Street, it wasn’t visible to the untrained eye. Something to be grateful for.

It wasn’t all that far from the Oracle Hall to Elani Street, and to Kaylin’s surprise—and gratitude—Sanabalis ordered a halt when they reached the T junction at which Elani began. Or ended, depending on which way you walked the beat.

It was quiet enough on the street that the emergence of Severn, Sanabalis, and Kaylin in her not-very-cloth-heavy dress caused people who were otherwise minding their own business to stop and stare. Sanabalis didn’t seem to notice.

She looked at Severn and said, “Well, at least their morning won’t be entirely boring.”

“Boredom,” Sanabalis intoned, “is underrated.” He set the pace for their walk. It left Kaylin not quite enough breath for a rejoinder. Not that she had one ready. She picked up the skirts of her dress and trotted after him; her own legs weren’t equal to the task of matching his stride.

Severn had neither the problem of skirts nor height. But he kept pace with Sanabalis because Kaylin did, not because he walked beside the Dragon. The doors to the various shops in the street opened and closed as people entered or left, baskets on their arms. It was hot enough that wide-brimmed hats were in evidence everywhere, and Kaylin desperately wished she had one. Not that it was part of the uniform, but then again, she didn’t at the moment have a uniform, either.

The thought of facing the Quartermaster again made the temperature drop noticeably. The thought of groveling for another few weeks—if she was lucky—made her cringe.

Severn cuffed her shoulder. “Pay attention,” he said.

“I was.”

“Pay attention to where we are.”

She mumbled something that would have passed as an inaudible apology if you didn’t actually know her. Severn let it pass. Wolf or Hawk, he was used to watching the shadows, and if the sun was miserly in casting those shadows, they were still there.

But she saw nothing in them besides the occasional scuffle that could be either a mouse or a cockroach, nothing to set her teeth on edge.

They approached Evanton’s shop, and saw the sandwich board that he put out maybe once a week, when custom, as he called it, was slow. It hadn’t been blown to tinder; it hadn’t even been knocked over. It also hadn’t been repainted in about ten years, but she was used to that.

“So far so good,” she said. Sanabalis didn’t hear her. Severn, however, gave her a curt nod. He did not draw his weapon—not yet. It hung around his waist, the chain giving the illusion of being a very odd fashion statement. The blade was in its sheath at Severn’s thigh. Her own daggers—damn it all to hell!—were still conspicuously absent. And she’d reached for them as they approached the familiar windows, the familiar closed door.

The curtains were pulled to either side of a window that, like the sandwich board, had seen better days. Sunlight reflected their images, as if this were a poor mirror. To see in, you had to touch the window, press your face underneath your hand, and squint.

Which, of course, was beneath the dignity of a Dragon lord. Kaylin had long since decided that dignity of this particular kind was overrated. She put the sides of both hands on the glass and pressed her face against it, peering into the clutter of Evanton’s shop.

Inside, it looked pretty much as it had always looked.

“I don’t see Evanton,” she told her companions. “But if there was some sort of fight here, it ended damn quickly.”

“You sense no magic?”

“None. You?”

“It pains me to admit that I do not have your sensitivity to magical auras,” Sanabalis replied gravely. “And the Keeper’s abode is…not a place where one wishes to introduce foreign magic.”

“If there’s magic in here,” she said as she pulled away from the window, “it’s all normal.”

Severn raised a brow. She grimaced; she seldom used the words magic and normal in any sentences that were side by side.

“The door, Corporal?” Sanabalis said quietly.

Severn walked to the door, the glass pane bearing its familiar arch of letters above the wooden slats from which a brass handle protruded. If the sandwich board was on display, it meant the door was unlocked. But in theory it also meant that Evanton was available for odd jobs, services, and the stupid “magic” that people often sought from him. Severn gripped the brass handle and pulled.

The door swung open. “It’s not locked,” he told Lord Sanabalis. He walked in. Kaylin, standing behind the Dragon lord, waited. And waited. And waited.

Finally, exasperated, she said, “Sanabalis, move.”

Sanabalis turned to look down on her. It seemed a long way for his gaze to drop. She had the grace to redden, although she resented the momentary embarrassment; Teela was a lord of the High Court, and she talked to Teela that way.

Clearing her throat, she said, “Lord Sanabalis, the store is clearly open. Why are you blocking the door?” She chose to speak in High Barrani. It was hard to offend someone by accident in the Court tongue—although for reasons that weren’t obvious it could be done; in High Barrani, the context made the most exquisitely polite of sentences deadly insults. For that reason, she spoke it as little as humanly possible.

“My apologies, Lord Kaylin,” Sanabalis said, replying in the same language, which pretty much guaranteed that he would use the title she found so awkward. “But it has been…many, many years since a Dragon lord was allowed to cross the threshold of the Keeper’s abode.”

“You were waiting for an invitation?”

“Exactly.”

Severn came back. “If you feel you must wait for an invitation, Lord Sanabalis, I fear you will wait a long time.” His High Barrani was flawless, and trust him to slide right into it. To Kaylin, he added, “He’s not here.”

Kaylin sidled around Sanabalis. “I don’t need an invitation,” she told him, dropping into Elantran again.

“You have never been a threat.”

She stepped through the door that Severn held open, crossing the threshold. No magic. “I doubt that you would be considered a threat today,” she said. “We don’t have time for social niceties.” She remembered to add the word please to the end of her frustrated sentence. Damn Dragons, anyway.

But Lord Sanabalis waited in the door frame.

Fine. “Did you check the kitchen?”

“The kitchen, the back parlor, the other side of his bar.”

“He calls it a desk.”

“His very long and very heavily built desk, then. He’s not in any of the unlocked rooms, and knocking on locked supply rooms didn’t seem to have much effect.”

They stared at each other for a moment.

“Sana—Lord Sanabalis.”

Sanabalis raised a peppered brow.

“I take all consequences for your behavior while you are in this establishment upon my own shoulders. I will stop you from doing anything that you are not allowed, by Evanton, to do.”

He waited for another moment, and she snorted.

“I give my word.”

And curse it, damn it all, she felt a surge of magic then.

To her surprise—a sour sort of surprise, really—Sanabalis actually chuckled. “Ever impulsive, Kaylin. However, if the Keeper is not present in body, he was obviously aware of your vow. He either has great faith in you, or he has a sense of humor that suits you.”

“Either that,” Severn added, “or he’s desperate.”

Sanabalis crossed the threshold, and Severn stepped out into the street, lifting the sandwich board by its hinges so that it swung flat. He tucked it under his arm, almost hit Kaylin as he maneuvered his way back into the shop, and placed it against a wall.

Well, if she were honest, against a shelf that had enough dust it was hard to tell what the dust covered. He then closed the door firmly behind them.

“I think it best that the shop be closed for business for now.”

Kaylin nodded. When Severn rejoined her she said, “He’s in the garden, isn’t he?”

“That would be my guess.”

“There’s a slight problem with that.”

“Would it have to do with a key?”

She nodded.

He reached into his shirt and pulled out a ring that would have easily fit around his shoulder. Around it were a familiar set of keys.

“You found those?”

Severn nodded.

“Where?”

“Oddly enough, in the kitchen.”

“On the table?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then—”

“There was a tin that also contained biscuits,” he replied, giving her an odd look. “It was there.”

Kaylin had the grace to flush. “Look, it’s been years since I’ve wandered into his kitchen and helped myself to his food. And I hardly ever did it—only when he and Teela started one of their long, boring discussions about beads or crystals or magic.”

“How many years?”

“Never mind.”

Sanabalis was staring at her.

“What?” she said, knowing she sounded a great deal more defensive than was appropriate.

“You wandered into the Keeper’s private kitchen and stole his food?”

“They were biscuits, and they weren’t that good.”

“And she was probably hungry,” Severn added. She stepped on his foot.

“He meant for you to find these,” Sanabalis said. It was almost a question.

“I think he meant for Kaylin to find them,” Severn replied. “Given where she was likely to look, and given that food might be a target of opportunity, and given, last, the erratic way she eats meals, it would have been the simplest choice.”

“But the container was not magicked in any way?” Severn shook his head. He held out the keys to Kaylin, and she took them.

“Are you ready?” he asked her softly, and this time he did unsheathe the blade that was attached to the chain.

“Hardly,” she said bitterly, holding out hands that were empty of anything but an oversize dangling key ring.

“We can get you new daggers,” he told her.

“I know. And I know it’s stupid to worry about them. But Severn—they were the first thing I—they were mine.”

“You won’t have them. I could give you mine—”

“But if I need your daggers, I’m probably already dead.”

“That was my thought.”

She took a deep breath, and then walked over to the narrow door that nested between two overtall shelves. It was easy to miss it amid the clutter—and she had to pull a chair or two out of the way just to clear enough of a path for Sanabalis to get to it.

Once there, she chose a key and put it in the lock. Then she chose another. The lock clicked open, and Kaylin pushed the narrow door ajar. “This way,” she whispered to Sanabalis.

“Lead,” he told her carefully. “I will say or touch nothing, but I will follow.”

The back halls of the shop were exactly as she remembered them—too narrow to fight in with anything but daggers or fists. They were not high ceilinged, and they were not decorated for show; no paintings hung here, and no paper covered the flat, dull surfaces of wood that had seen better days.

But as she walked down hall, she reached for her daggers again—and cursed again. Because the hall wasn’t empty, and standing in front of the only door at its end was someone she didn’t recognize.

A young man, older than she was, younger than Severn, and shorter, as well. He was not built for fighting, and he wasn’t dressed for it, either—he was dressed, in her opinion, for a life of begging on the open streets. But he stood facing them, and he carried a dagger. The way he waved it made her wince with embarrassment for him.

His hair was dark and his eyes were a honeyed shade that looked familiar.

After a moment, approaching him cautiously—and not just because he held a naked blade—she said a single word.

“Grethan.”

His eyes widened slightly at the sound of his name, which told Kaylin that it was his name. And that he could hear. He couldn’t, in her opinion, do much damage with that knife; given that Severn and Sanabalis were his two opponents, she altered that opinion. He couldn’t do much damage to someone else.

But she couldn’t somehow imagine that Grethan, disheveled, dirty, and obviously teetering on the brink of a very narrow edge, had come into Evanton’s shop and pulled a knife on him. Or rather, that the knife itself had had much effect beyond that of extraneous punctuation to a verbal threat. Someone else’s threat.

“Boy,” Severn said, speaking softly as he inched forward, “do you understand what you’re doing?”

Grethan looked confused, as if the question made no sense. And to give him this much credit, Kaylin thought it was a pretty stupid question herself. He was standing there with a knife in front of a closed door, barring the way. Hard not to know you were doing that.

“What he wants to say,” she said instead, “is do you know what Donalan Idis is doing behind your back?”

Severn shot her a rather sharp look, but most of his attention was on Grethan.

“Yes,” Grethan said quietly.

“And it was important enough for you to kidnap one of your own children and hand her to him?”

Silence.

“Grethan, do you know what Idis did, while he was in the Imperial Service?” For it came to her suddenly that, without the Tha’alaan, he wouldn’t.

“He served the Emperor,” the boy said defiantly.

“Yes, but doing what?”

“He taught the Emperor about the Tha’alani,” Grethan replied, as if by rote. “He told the Emperor what we could do, and how we could serve.”

“Is that what he told you?”

Grethan’s eyes narrowed. “He came close to understanding,” he hissed. “He came close enough to understanding the Tha’alaan that he could touch it.”

“Grethan—”

“But the Tha’alani were jealous. They didn’t want the deaf to be able to touch the Tha’alaan.”

Kaylin closed her eyes. “That’s what he told you? And why did he tell you to take the child?”

“Because he hadn’t finished,” Grethan replied. “She hasn’t been hurt. I saw to that. I wouldn’t let him hurt her.”

“You haven’t seen to that,” Kaylin snarled, sudden in her anger. “You’re here. You have no idea what he’s doing to her now.”

“He was one of my only friends,” Grethan snarled back, just as angry. “When I came here—when I—he was there.

“And he didn’t pity me. He understood that I had been born crippled. He promised that he could heal me. But he couldn’t heal me because the Emperor stopped his work. The Tha’alani stopped his work—don’t you see? They’re special, they’ve always known they’re special, and they don’t want to give that up. They agreed to work for the Emperor if men like Master Idis were forbidden their research. They want us to be deaf!”

“Is that what he told you?” She couldn’t stop herself from gaping, but words kind of helped.

“It’s the truth!”

“And the truth was reason enough to kidnap and torture a child?”

Silence, then. Grethan’s face, however, was not still. It was flushed, and the muscles of his jaw were flapping like Kaylin’s, but without the attendant sound.

Right up until that moment, she’d been prepared to pity him. To even sympathize with him. But she saw the knowledge in his suddenly averted gaze. She knew that he could lie to himself—about what was done, or how, or why—that he could tell himself that in the end, the nebulous bloody end that justified all means, Mayalee would be all right.

But she was done with sympathy now. She was almost done with petty things like law. She felt her arms begin to tingle, felt the itch of something dangerously like magic begin to encompass her whole body.

And Lord Sanabalis stepped in, grabbing her shoulder. Light flared, blue and hot; Kaylin bit back a cry. But in spite of the shock of pain that must have gone through both of them, he didn’t let go until he had pushed her to one side. To Severn’s side, actually.

Severn’s touch was gentle, and he was careful to avoid the marks. “Kaylin?” She met his gaze briefly; she didn’t want to distract either Severn or herself. But brief was enough to see everything he wouldn’t expose in words: his fear for her, his fear of the power that the marks contained, his reminder that she no longer wore the bracer that would keep all that wild power at bay.

It calmed her, somehow. She took a deep breath, held it, and let go. The back of her neck stopped the particular ache that spoke of her own magic.

Lord Sanabalis drew himself to his full height, and he let the lower membranes fall from his very, very orange eyes. He spoke Elantran, but the Elantran he spoke was not Elantran as Kaylin knew it—it was pinned to the hearing by the low and loud sound of rumbling.

Dragon’s voice.

Grethan brandished an infinitely pathetic dagger in front of his chest, his eyes darting from side to side as if somehow escape would magically appear.

“Do you know who I am, boy?” Sanabalis asked.

Grethan said nothing.

“Do you know what I am?”

And even Grethan, sheltering with such ferocious tenacity in his own ignorance, could not pretend that Sanabalis was anything other than a Dragon.

“You can’t stop him,” Grethan whispered. He might have shouted, but he’d lost the capacity.

“You are in the way,” Sanabalis replied. “And I serve the Emperor directly. If you value your life, come here.”

It wasn’t what Kaylin had expected him to say.

But had she been Grethan, she would have moved.

Grethan, terrified, took two halting steps forward.

“I would kill you,” the Dragon said—and there was almost nothing left of the Sanabalis who calmly watched Kaylin’s continual failure in their lessons, “but I am sworn to the Emperor, and the Emperor has his Laws. These two are Hawks. They are your witnesses, and you had best hope they survive, because if they don’t, boy, you won’t.”

Grethan started to say something, his knuckles white around a dagger that would—at best—scratch Sanabalis.

“What you want,” Kaylin began, speaking in a voice that was now entirely normal, “isn’t wrong. But how you get what you want—Grethan, she’s a terrified child, away from her parents. Forget that she can’t reach the Tha’alaan—she’s alone, here, and the only person whom she trusts, or whom she thought she could trust, is working for the man who—” She couldn’t bring herself to say the rest. Not without losing it. “What he told you—it’s not the truth.”

“IT IS THE TRUTH!”

He’d grown up in a world where no one lied. He’d fled it to the safety of a world where almost everyone did. She tried to remember this. She tried damn hard.

Sanabalis, however, reached into a fold of…nothing, as far as Kaylin could see, which would normally have been disturbing, and pulled out a crystal with a heart of fire.

Memory crystal, she thought, and then, looking at it more closely, thought, That one?

“This is the truth, boy. If you want the truth, take it.”

“You’re lying—”

“Am I?” He held the crystal out in the palm of his hand. “Do you know how the crystals work? You must have seen their like in the company of your master.”

Grethan was stiff jawed, almost wild. “You can make them say anything—”

“They record what happens,” he replied. “There are magicks built into them at their making that force this, and further, make them immune to tampering. And this one was requested by the two Hawks who now stand beside me. There is a reason that Donalan Idis is feared and hated by your kin, and it is not your reason.”

“I don’t hate them!”

“No?”

“I want to belong, don’t you understand? I want what I should have had at birth!”

Home, Kaylin thought. She closed her eyes. She would not pity this man. She would not give in.

Sanabalis however, continued to speak as if there had been no interruption. “You want the truth. It is here. And yes, it is a crystal taken from the archives of the Imperial Service.”

For another second, he hesitated, and it was Severn who said, “If we meant to go through the door without first giving you a chance to understand the danger you have placed us all in, you would be dead now.”

Grethan swallowed. And then he held out one hand, not the dagger hand. It was shaking so much Kaylin wondered how he could keep it up at all. But Sanabalis had no mercy in him. He dropped the crystal into the boy’s hand.

Grethan’s eyes rolled up, exposing only whites, as he fell to his knees. He didn’t release the dagger, and Severn caught him at the last moment to make certain he didn’t land on the damn thing.

“The door, Kaylin,” he said, the previous calm swamped by urgency. “Now.”

She stepped over Grethan’s prone form. “Was that really the memory crystal?” she asked the Dragon as she fumbled with the key.

“Yes. Dragons generally do not stoop to lie. It is far more effort than killing.”

“Huh. Then why are the Barrani so good at it?”

His broad shrug was all of his answer.

Grethan began to scream.

Kaylin almost dropped the key ring at the shock of it. She wanted to hate this boy. She did despise him. But some part of her understood him, and if it wasn’t a part she was proud of, it didn’t bloody well matter. She found the right key, slid it into the lock, and twisted.

The click was somehow louder than the screaming.





CHAPTER 21

Were it not for the fact that Dragons weighed a good deal more than their human form suggested, Kaylin would have been blown down the hall. As it was, howling wind knocked her back into Lord Sanabalis’s chest. He put one arm around her to hold her in place, and shouted something to Severn. Given how close his mouth was to her ear, she should have heard it—but the wind was strong enough that the words were swept away.

Folds of white fabric were likewise lifted and carried by the wind, fanning flat against Sanabalis as if they were wet. But Sanabalis stepped forward, into the wind’s roar, and this time, Kaylin did hear what he said. Or rather, she heard his roar. It was low, loud, and appeared to be endless, as if roaring itself required nothing at all but will—no air, for instance, and no breath.

Her eyes were tearing; she had to close them as Sanabalis made headway through a door that was barely wide enough to grant him entrance. If this was the way the garden said “no visitors,” Kaylin decided she was never going to bring a Dragon back.

Inch by inch Sanabalis struggled to clear the narrow frame’s threshold, and she clung to him as he walked, her own feet dangling above the ground.

But when his second foot was firmly on the green earth in the garden, the wind died. Severn, his hair slanted almost sideways across his face, stepped out from behind Sanabalis.

Sanabalis in turn set Kaylin gently down on her own feet. “My apologies,” he said, his voice quieter than usual.

“For what?”

“I believe that was the garden’s greeting.”

“It didn’t do that when we visited last time.”

“You were in the company of the Keeper.” He lifted his hands and held them open, palm up, in the stillness of the air. He looked up, as Kaylin had first done, at the boundless blue of sky. To her surprise, he smiled.

The garden hadn’t been small on the inside. But now—now it appeared vast. Kaylin turned to look at the door they’d entered, and wasn’t particularly surprised when she couldn’t see it. She shoved the key ring into Severn’s hands, as her own dress didn’t have much room for storage.

“We will not require them, now,” Sanabalis told them both.

“It wasn’t like this—”

“Oh, hush, child. Can you not pause a moment at the sheer wonder of this place?”

“We don’t live forever. Minutes count.”

Severn touched her shoulder. “Can you see anyone else?”

“No.”

“Can you sense anyone else?”

“No.” She paused, and then said, reluctantly, “No.”

“He is here,” Sanabalis told them both quietly.

“Idis?”

“The Keeper. And Idis, yes.”

“How can you tell?”

“The garden has almost reverted to its true form,” he replied. “And if it has, the Keeper has withdrawn his power. He has either used it, or he hoards it. But he no longer spends it holding the elements to their quiet shape.”

“I think we’d better hurry,” Kaylin said. She looked to Severn for guidance, and he shrugged. “Sanabalis?”

“Hmm?”

“I’m not sure which way to go.”

“Forward,” the Dragon replied, and began to walk. Kaylin very gratefully fell in behind him, Severn by her side. The problem with magic was that it dropped hints at its own convenience, not hers. She could rely on her training, on her abilities to fight—or to know when a fight was just death waiting to happen. She could rely on her ability to read, and occasionally, to make sense of the maps the Aerians had drawn for the use of the Halls of Law. She could even rely on her knowledge of the Laws themselves. But a few marks on her arms that occasionally itched—or worse—gave her nothing solid to stand on. They were like the window displays in the shops that only the very, very wealthy could enter. All that promise of finery, and none of where she wanted it to be when she wanted it.

Unlike Severn. Or Marcus. Or any of the other Hawks.

If they managed to do whatever it was they had to do here, it would be because of the solid, everyday people she could count on. Yes, even Sanabalis, who was walking so fast she had to sprint to keep pace.

The grass grew wild; Sanabalis flattened a path through it by the simple expedient of weight. Here and there, weeds had flowered, striking in their colors and chaos. These, too, he trampled underfoot. Kaylin did the same, cringing as she jogged. But the grass grew shorter and sparser as they walked, and the sun—if it was a sun—loomed larger and larger. No moons here, the full height of day. Not for the first time, Kaylin wished she’d brought a hat. It was hot.

“Yes,” Sanabalis said, as if reading her mind. “It is hot here. And the heat is dangerous for both of you. It is not humid. It is much, much warmer now than it was in the streets of Elantra.”

“We can’t get out of the heat. There’s no shade.”

Sanabalis nodded grimly. “None,” he replied. “But there are no fires yet. The Keeper still holds this ground, Kaylin. Some of his power lingers here.”

“How can you tell?”

“How can you not?”

She started to say something, bit back the words, and concentrated. What is the shape of fire?

Sanabalis smacked the back of her head, as if she were an errant child. “Do not think that here! Kaylin, it is a wonder to me that you survived to be a Hawk. In the safety of the West Room, it is impossible to get you to speak in complete, coherent sentences, let alone concentrate on your studies.

“But here, where it would be insanity, you suddenly become studious?”

Rubbing the back of her head—and the goose egg she was certain was growing there—she mumbled an apology.

But Severn caught the Dragon’s arm. “Lord Sanabalis,” he began.

“I don’t care if he hit me,” Kaylin said in a rush.

Severn raised a dark brow. “You clearly deserved it. I wasn’t about to defend you.”

“Oh. Then what were you about to do?”

“If you would care to stop interrupting the corporal,” Sanabalis said drily, “perhaps you wouldn’t have need of the question. Corporal Handred?”

“I think we should take the risk.”

His words clearly made no sense to the Dragon. They barely made sense to Kaylin.

“Risk?” she said.

“What you were about to do—do it.”

Sanabalis lifted a hand, and Kaylin stepped out of the way. But it wasn’t raised to hit her. It was raised to stop Severn’s words. “It is too great a risk here. You do not understand what the garden is, and what the Keeper is.”

“No. But I understand what Kaylin is.” He looked at her, and then added, “More or less.”

“Severn—”

“I was…with you.”

“When?”

“When you visited the Castle, Kaylin. I was with you. I didn’t see what you saw, I couldn’t hear what you heard—but what you felt, I felt. And I do not think,” he added, gazing at the cracked land that seemed to stretch out before them for miles, “that we have the time to walk through the garden, as Lord Sanabalis calls it.”

“I’m not sure that what I—what I was going to do—”

“Will make the walk shorter?”

She nodded.

But Sanabalis was now staring at her with unlidded, golden eyes.

“Let Sanabalis do it,” she said in her quietest voice.

“Because if he makes the mistake it’s his fault, not yours?”

The scorn in the words was worse than a physical slap. She wanted to say something just as sharp, just as wounding—but she stopped herself because what he’d said was true. And if it was true, she deserved his scorn.

And the last thing she wanted from Severn was scorn.

“Kaylin,” Lord Sanabalis said quietly, “what is the shape of fire?”

Standing on the cracked, hard ground beneath the baleful sun, she knew. She knew what the shape of fire was. She could remember the feel of it, the heat inches from her open hands, her upturned face. She could remember the crackle of its voice, the way it waited before her, the way it danced, flames like sinuous tendons, free from the awkward confines of skin or bone. She could remember—

How to call it.

It was the easiest thing in the world.

There was the smallest place, the smallest space, between their world and fire, and the fire could be coaxed out, could be pulled out. It could not come without aid, and that aid required power and knowledge.

Kaylin had Uriel’s knowledge. Kaylin had lived Uriel’s life.

But she no longer had his hatred, his anger, or his guilt. She called the fire, and it came, and she could see it pouring into the world as if it were molasses. But where Uriel had stopped, Kaylin couldn’t. The fire, once it had her memories and her power as a guide, didn’t seem to need anything else.

It kept on pouring out of wherever it had been contained, and Kaylin began to fight it, to try to slow it down. Her eyes were closed, but she could still see the fire, see it growing, gaining width and height, gaining some sort of shape.

She shouted a warning—to Severn, to Sanabalis. She couldn’t later be certain what she’d said. Only that she’d been afraid for them. And fear was bad.

Uriel had never been afraid. But Uriel didn’t have to be. He could speak to the fire.

He could speak to the fire.

She took a deep breath and almost coughed her lungs out. The fire was so close. She opened her eyes, and saw flame, saw red and yellow, orange and gold, white and blue—a haze of color, of heat.

And, gritting her teeth, she reached out with her hand.

Was very, very surprised when a hand of flame reached out in turn, and pressed itself against her palm. The pain was instant, unavoidable—but she expected that much, and she bit back all sound. Because her hand was not on fire, and the fire did not blister or blacken it. She’d seen burns; she knew damn well what fire could do.

Dead fire.

Not living fire, not like this.

It had no face, no eyes—the hand was the only thing remotely human about it. It was enough.

It has been long, the fire said, inside her.

She wasn’t sure what to say in response; etiquette lessons hadn’t really covered large fire elementals. But as she hesitated, someone came to her rescue.

Kaylin Neya, a familiar voice said, crackling like fire. It was Evanton.

She almost let go of the fire in shock, but the fire held on. Evanton?

You took your time, was his reply. And you don’t have much of it.

Where are you?

Crackle took the words.

Evanton—

Just get here, girl. You and that partner of yours. Oh, and the damn Dragon, and you can tell him I noticed he’s here. There’ll be words.

But how—

Oh.

“Severn, Sanabalis, we’re going now.”

“We’re—Kaylin!”

The fire, bending at her request, scooped them all up in its folds. They should have been ash. They should have been dead. Well, not Sanabalis—she suspected the fire couldn’t harm him—but she and Severn.

Instead, they were borne aloft by the moving flame, and if they felt its heat, that was all they felt. Even the pain of that first contact was spared them.

You are not Uriel, the fire said as they traveled.

No, she replied carefully. But she had chosen to be honest, because—well, it was fire. There wasn’t much reason to lie to fire; fire was outside of the human condition. I’m Kaylin Neya.

But you are Uriel’s kin.

I’m— She started to disagree, and then stopped because, after all, what was kinship to fire? What did it mean? Fire didn’t get married; it didn’t father children; it didn’t need midwives. Her arms and legs were tingling, and the back of her neck was so prickly it hurt. Yes, she said. I’m his kin.

Speak to us, Uriel-kin. Kaylin. Speak to us. Give us your voice.

What could she say to fire? She looked at Sanabalis, and realized that he couldn’t hear the fire. Wondered what he would have said, if he could. Probably that fire was dangerous.

And it was. She had seen what fire had done at Uriel’s command. But this fire, she thought firmly, would be differrent. This fire would save the world. Or at least the city. Or Mayalee.

Speak to us, the fire said again, and she thought there was something in its tone that was coaxing. As if she were the elemental, and had to be teased out of a small, small space in the worlds that separated them.

And maybe, for fire, she was.

So she did what she did when the foundling kits gathered round her—after they’d had their arguments over who got to sit beside her and who got to sit in her lap this time—and she began to tell it a story.

There were several false starts, because fire and children weren’t the same, and Kaylin, loving an audience, wanted a story that would mean something to that audience.

After a pause, some furious thought, and some editing, she said, In my lands, it is often cold. She expected interruption, but the fire seemed to take more from her than just the words, and she realized that Uriel had seldom spoken with simple words.

She imagined winter. Winter in the fiefs. The cold, the killing cold, ruled the nights, in this story, and even in the day the sun was chill. She felt the fire’s shock and ire at this, and smiled.

There were two children, she told the fire. A boy and a girl, some five years younger. They had very little warm clothing that winter (she had to stop to explain the concept of warm clothing and cool clothing). It was harsh, and their mother had died.

The enemy killed her.

No, Kaylin said softly. Time, and illness.

And on that cold day, they found an abandoned room—and it had one large window, but the window had no shutters, no way to keep the wind out. Still, the room had a roof, and a floor that was almost solid.

This was to be their home for the winter, and they were happy to have found it. But it was very, very cold, even in their shelter.

The boy left. He was gone for hours, and the girl huddled against the wall, where the wind through the window was weakest, holding her knees to her chest while she waited. The boy had told her not to sleep because sometimes sleep in the cold meant death, and she didn’t want to die. So she waited, awake, and when he came back, she saw that he carried several logs, cold with ice and snow.

As stories went, Kaylin knew, this one lacked almost anything that would please children. But she remembered that winter well. She remembered Severn. She remembered his clothing because it was too small or too large; she remembered the shape of his feet, the way they looked so red and raw in the cold. She remembered that he found some stale bread, that he pulled it out of a large pocket after he dropped the logs—it wasn’t enough to feed even one person, but it was so unexpected, it was a gift.

And her hands were so cold they hurt with it, and she could barely hold the bread he’d given her, and the bread itself was frozen solid. It had probably fallen off a wagon headed to the Castle, and had gone unseen in the snow, one small roll.

But while she worked at it, while she tried to eat, Severn put the logs in the grate, and he did something, and she remembered the sight of his bent back, his shoulders. He seemed like a giant, then. She stopped eating, although she was hungry; she wanted Severn to eat, too. Her mother had always made her share, and even if her mother wasn’t there—well, she was watching from somewhere, wasn’t she? Wasn’t she?

And then she heard Severn’s sigh, saw the breath mist out from his mouth and rise like a cloud. Relief. Even happiness. She crept over to his side, the half-gnawed roll in her hand, and she curled up around his left arm, pressing the food into his hand.

“I ate,” he told her.

Oh, she was such a child. Such a selfish, stupid child. She believed him. She was so hungry. She was so cold. But she wasn’t afraid, because Severn was there.

And in front of Severn, burning brightly, little flames dancing like angels amid the wood he’d carried in, was fire. She leaned too close, of course, and part of her hair got singed—she still remembered the smell of it—but the fire was warm.

And warmth was life.

She curled up in Severn’s lap, pulled his arms around her—child, child, child—and listened to him while he told her all of the things he could see in the flames. After a while, and because she had always interrupted him, she began to tell him what she saw, and they sat huddled there while the night passed and the fire burned.

It had been good hardwood, and it had burned a long while, and she had never asked him where it had come from.

She felt the ripple of movement pass through the fire like a sigh.

So, it said.

Fire was life, for the children, she told the fire. And then she added, You saved us, then.

She felt curiosity and confusion. But no anger. Uriel-kin, the fire finally said.

Yes?

What of your wars? What of your people?

Those wars are long over, she told the fire. But the small wars, the small deaths—those will never end. You took life, you burned.

Yes. And she felt its desire.

But you saved life. You saved my life. I ask you to aid us again, fire. One of my children is missing. She was taken by my enemy, and she is held here.

In this place?

It came to her, slowly, that he knew what this place was. This garden.

Yes. You are taking us there now.

But the fire had stopped moving. I can go no farther than this, Uriel-kin. I would burn for you. I would burn. But I can go no farther here.

The fire gently let her down, and she saw, at the edge of cracked, dry dirt, the shallows of a wide, moving river. The riverbank was hard, though, and she doubted that it would ever soften. No mud here.

I don’t want you to burn for me, Kaylin told the fire as Severn touched her hand.

But if you do not desire the burning, you will not call me. You will not speak to me again. Teller of tales, Chosen, will you not summon me?

I will summon you, she told the fire. I give you my word. I will summon you, and I will tell you the shapes I see in your heart, and you will keep the winter from me in the coldest nights.

And then she let the fire go.

She did not force it back, and it lingered there, near the water, steam rising in its wake. But she did not fear it, now. Maybe later. Maybe when she saw, again, the damage that fire could do, the burns and the ruin it made of flesh and shelter.

But now, she looked at the moving water, straightening the folds of her dress.

Severn’s hand was warm. Before thought caught up with her, before reticence kept her still, she turned toward him and curled her arms around his arm, as she had done when she was a child.

In turn, he lifted a hand and stroked her hair and said, just as he had said on that winter day, “It will grow back.”

Which made no sense, until she realized the familiar smell of burned hair had been so strong for a reason.

Sanabalis looked at her when she at last released Severn’s arm. “You’ve grown,” he said. “You’ve grown wiser. What the Hawks saw in you as a child, I will not guess, but they chose to trust you. And I will say that they were not wrong. They may be proved wrong in the future. Humans are capricious and known for change. But today, Kaylin, you have proved yourself worthy of their trust.”

“How? We’re not done yet.”

He looked back at the fire. “When did you learn to summon an elemental? You, who could not even light a candlewick?”

She looked at the ground. It seemed safest; she’d always been a terrible liar.

“Very well, Kaylin. The powerful have always had their secrets. But… I heard the story you told the fire. I heard the fire’s words. The time is coming,” he added, “when you will be called to Court. To the Imperial Court. You did not do well with your etiquette lessons,” he added, and for just a moment, he was simply a teacher, and not a Dragon lord, “but you will take them again, and this time, you will excel. The Emperor will not tolerate disrespect. He cannot.”

She nodded.

“And we have come to the most treacherous part of the garden, I fear.”

“What do you mean?”

“Water,” Sanabalis said quietly. “I would not counsel you to summon water, here. Not given the Oracles, Kaylin.”

She swallowed. “I won’t.” A thought occurred to her. “But—you can fly, can’t you? I mean—if you—”

“If I break Imperial Edict, and assume my true form?”

“Kaylin,” Severn began.

“We’re not in the Empire, as far as I can tell. If we’re not in the Empire…” The words dwindled into silence. “Sorry.”

But Sanabalis smiled. “I would,” he told her. “Even at my age, I would, Kaylin. But I would fight the very air with every beat of wing. And if the air could not destroy me—and I am arrogant enough to believe that it could not—it would easily destroy you both. I could not carry you.”

His smile vanished as his eyes narrowed. “And I do not appreciate being thought of as a mule.” But his eyes were golden. “We will follow the river,” he told them both, gazing into the distance in either direction.

“Which way?”

“Can you not tell?”

She studied the river, hating tests, especially the ones that came with no warning and had such a high price for failure. The river flowed to the—call it east. She couldn’t quite make out the far bank, but lakes didn’t usually move like this. So, river.

Rivers ran, according to one of her teachers, to the ocean or the sea, and the sea—if there was one in this place—would be where the water would be the strongest. It would be where most of it was.

But even if it made sense, she felt uncertain enough to dare a question. “Do we want to go where it ends or where it begins?”

Sanabalis lifted a brow.

She sighed. “It’s been a long day,” she told him, as she turned and began to walk.

Severn was beside her.

“An interesting choice,” Sanabalis said.

“Well, it makes sense to go to the sea, and nothing about today has made sense—so we might as well see where this river begins.”

The terrain was very odd, and Kaylin was certain enough to bet her own money that if she had described it for her geography teacher she would have been given an instant fail. The ground was hard, and the sun was scorching, and an inch from packed, dry dirt, the river was tumbling over itself in swirls of transparent clarity. She had never seen a riverbank like this one, and even if the geography teacher had eventually given up on her in disgust, she actually remembered enough to know it wasn’t possible.

But as it was also obviously here, possible was now a negotiable word. She reached for the hilt of her daggers, and cursed in Leontine. Sanabalis raised a brow.

“What?” she snarled. “We’re not at Court.”

“What is heard, is remembered.”

Her snort could be recorded for the benefit of history. She brushed her hair out of her eyes, cringed at the crinkled texture of parts of it, and kept trudging. For about ten minutes. Or an eternity.

When she stopped, Sanabalis stopped. “Kaylin?”

She looked at the water with a type of longing that properly belonged in the fiefs, to starving children in sight of food. He saw the look and understood it. “I do not advise it,” he told her quietly. “If for no other reason that it appears to be flowing in the opposite direction from the one you have chosen.”

She looked to Severn, although she could feel his presence so strongly, the glance was more habit than necessity. He said nothing, and of course, his nothing spoke volumes. This was hers. Her decision.

Her consequences.

“Evanton’s not without power,” she finally said. “Not yet. But I think—” She hesitated. “It’s hot,” she finally said. It was lame, even by her standards.

“Heat often affects humans adversely,” Sanabalis replied. “I find it—”

“Do not say refreshing. Please.”

One salt-and-pepper brow rose, and Dragon hands—which really did look like large human ones—touched the length of his beard. But she hadn’t angered him; she’d managed, instead, to evoke a smile.

“I recognize some elements of the dress you wear,” he told her. “And I am willing to take the risk, even if it is not wise in my estimation.”

She held out both of her hands. “Take them,” she said, to Severn and Sanabalis. Severn covered her right hand with his left, as easily as if it were natural. Sanabalis raised a brow and slowly did the same. Kaylin took a deep breath and began to walk toward the water, uncertain until the last moment whether or not she was their anchor or they were hers.

When she touched the water, it didn’t matter.

The stream passed over her in one huge wave, a giant, watery slap. She stood against the current, blinking at the grit that had landed in her open eyes.

She knew what the shape of water was. Or what the only shape she cared about was. She had managed not to tell Sanabalis, and if Severn guessed, he would say nothing. He’d watched her for seven long years in absolute silence; she trusted him with the fate of a people.

Teller of Tales, the fire had called her. She wondered, briefly, why. But clinging to Severn, to Sanabalis, struggling to maintain her footing and succeeding only because a Dragon’s weight is never negligible, she tilted her head, and spoke a single word.

It was not a word of syllables. It was not a word of sound. It was not, really, a word at all—but she understood it to be a word in some complex way, simply because she could utter it. She had seen it twice, and she could feel it now, burning like cold ice at the base of her neck: water. The word. The true name.

And gods, a world in which the elements had names, in which the elements themselves, like the least of the Barrani, could be controlled—it wasn’t a world she wanted to live in.

No? The ships at port would be safe, if you could control the water. The winter would be warmer. The ice would melt. People wouldn’t drown. The babies—

No.

No.

No.

Maybe she was weak. Too weak to want the power. Too weak to trust herself with it. Or too cowardly to shoulder the burden and the responsibility. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t right. She wasn’t a god. She was barely a decent person, and that took so much bloody work. All she wanted—all she needed—was…

Kaylin.

The shape of a girl on the edge of the long climb into adulthood.

Swirling water was her body, her hair, her face; she stood in the stream, but she was of it. Its movement was her movement. For now.

Severn and Sanabalis held her hands, or she would have reached out to grab the girl, to hold her. She almost shook them free—but she was afraid of where the water would take them if she did.

But the Tha’alaan nodded, and offered her a smile that was perfect. Cool in the heat, but not cold. A benediction. It turned, all her voice lost, her hair cascading literally down her back, shedding small pebbles as it fell.

Ask, the water said, and she heard its voice as the roar of a tidal wave. Ask.

As if she could ask one thing, and only one thing. The urgency in the command—or the request, it was so soft—was clear. One thing, and not much time to decide what it would be.

But she was, in the end, Kaylin Neya.

“Take me to Mayalee. Take me to your child.” It could have been the wrong request; the Tha’alaan in the Castle had not known where Mayalee was, couldn’t sense her. But it was the only thing that mattered, for just a moment.

The Tha’alaan spun in that instant, as if beginning the first steps of a glorious, transcendent dance, and she captured the sunlight that had made itself torture, reflecting it, coloring it. Reminding Kaylin that even deadly things were beautiful.

Follow. Do not let go of your companions.

She couldn’t be certain that either of her companions could hear what was said, but she tightened her grip on their hands; water had made that grip suspect, but they weren’t going to get any drier.

The river parted to let her pass. There was water beneath her feet. Water beneath their feet, as well. But it was like…a carpet. Thin, the streams and eddies robbed of power. To either side, the river swelled up in a wall, and the wall was loud, but if it threatened to fall at any moment, it was held in abeyance by the girl.

Severn said, “This was what you saw the first time we came to the garden.”

She nodded. Added, “She’s what I saw.”

“I don’t think water has gender,” Sanabalis said. Not even the sodden weight of his robes could rob the words of their innate dryness, but that was Dragons for you. Fire and air.

They walked quickly; the air was now damp and cool in this narrow corridor. Water didn’t run uphill, but it walked uphill with a majesty that Kaylin thought she would never forget, as long as she lived.

But when the water stopped, when the girl doubled over and the river suddenly pressed in on both sides, she thought that might not be very long at all.

Because she had heard what the water had heard, and felt it now like a physical blow: it was the same word that she had uttered.





CHAPTER 22

Worse, she recognized the voice.

“Kaylin!” Severn shouted. A warning. For all it was worth—the river was collapsing, and they were in the middle of it. On the wrong side of an incline that was a little too steep.

No, we’re almost there, damn it all to hell!

She held their hands, almost paralyzed by the sudden rage, the sudden fear, she felt. Marcus had taught her two things in the drill circle when she’d been young—both of them the hard way. Do not fight in anger. Do not fight in fear.

She had one scar from the second lesson; the bruises from the first had long since faded in all but memory. But all of life was just memory, really. Marcus’s voice was a roar in her ear that even the water couldn’t dislodge. She listened to Marcus because, in the end, she trusted him.

She knew what she had to do; the light emanating from the amulet was a surge of white that was almost blinding. She spoke the name of water again, but this time there was no hesitation. No doubt, no fear. She wasn’t a god, and she wasn’t perfect, and it didn’t damn well matter. Something had to be done, and this was the only thing she could think of. She spoke the word as loudly, as strongly, as she could, holding nothing back.

And the girl who was doubled over as if in pain straightened suddenly. She was no longer twelve, no longer a child; she was hardly a person at all—but it didn’t matter. Kaylin could still see her, could still see her desire, her fear, and yes, her love. Of all the elements that Uriel had called, of all the elements that he had urged to destroy, and destroy and destroy—water was the only one who raised voice against him when he held her name.

Loss of love was a tragedy for Kaylin. Wasted love was a tragedy. Murder of love was a crime she could touch and feel and fight, here and now, in her own shape and in the water’s. She urged the water forward, and the water moved so quickly they had to run to keep up.

They weren’t stupid. They ran.

They ran up a hill, the river now so close on either side that they had to walk almost sideways, hands still clasped as if they were children. And what of it? They were. Compared to the water, the fire, compared to the ancient elements, they would never be anything else.

But the hill’s slope flattened, and the water now spread out, and they could see the stillness—the strange stillness—of what appeared to be a lake.

“Stop!” Kaylin shouted, and dug her feet in. Or tried. She didn’t try to stop the water—the water would be fine. It was returning home, after all. But home was not a place two humans and a Dragon could go, if they had any choice at all.

Sanabalis heard her, and Severn felt her sudden panic. This wasn’t a lake—or it hadn’t been the last time she’d seen it. She’d looked into this pool once. If it had been small, it had been so deep she knew that if she fell in, she would sink forever.

And if it had shown her the bruised eyes of a twelve-year-old-girl—a girl who had called her by name—it didn’t change the facts: this would kill them all.

She heard Idis—it could only be Idis—as he spoke the name of water, but this time she was ready for the bastard. The lake had its shallows, and standing in those shallows were six pillars. “Over there!” she shouted.

Severn knew what she wanted instantly—he always had, and she had never loved him so much for it as she did at this moment. Sanabalis followed his lead, and Kaylin let them drag her, let them take the whole of her weight, as she struggled with the word.

Evanton was there, between two pillars; he was drenched and bent with fatigue; he looked old, now, and she wondered if he would ever regain the majesty that his robes had once implied. But his robes had led her here, his robes as they had been painted by a mute boy.

And here, at last, she saw Mayalee, and she saw the man who stood above her, his hands twisting her hair, pulling her head up.

Donalan Idis wore the red of the Arcanum. His long, fine robes were wet only at the edges, where his feet stood in the shallows. His eyes were dark, his beard darker than Sanabalis’s beard, his skin the fine, pale skin of those born to rule and not to work in the fields.

His hands were adorned with rings, one on each finger, all gemmed; his brow was adorned with a circlet in which sat a large ruby. She had seen such a circlet before, on Lord Evarrim’s brow.

But if his left hand wound itself through Mayalee’s hair, his right held a box. A small, ordinary, slightly battered box that wouldn’t have held snuff, it seemed so slight.

The box was open. The lid faced Kaylin; she couldn’t see what was inside it. But she could see the light that it shed, and she knew the light was very like the one around her neck.

As they reached the pillars, Severn and Sanabalis let go of her hands, which was good; she could barely feel her fingers, they’d gripped so hard. She raised those numb, tingling hands to her throat, and felt the full weight of the pendant she had taken from a dead Dragon. And why had she taken it, in the end?

To free him.

To free him from a duty that he had chosen because no one else could fulfill it.

He had failed. He told her he had failed.

And she thought she knew why.

“Evanton,” she said, her voice stronger than she thought it would be, “the box—”

“Yes,” he said, wearily. “I have never seen it, Kaylin. Understand that I have never seen it. But it is what you fear.”

Her hands pressed the amulet.

“What you wear,” he continued, “is a copy. It was a great magic, the making of that copy. It had power, because it was formed in the light of the true word, and it captured from that light some of the true essence of the word. But it was inscribed.”

“And inside the box—”

“Is the word.”

“Why didn’t they just give the damn box to the Dragon?”

Evanton’s brows rose in shock.

All in all, she probably deserved it. It wasn’t the right time or place to ask that question.

But Donalan Idis answered. “They could not trust a Dragon with the true word.”

“They couldn’t trust anyone with the true—”

Sanabalis stepped heavily on her foot.

She looked at Evanton then, and understood what the word Keeper meant. This old, bent man, this man she had come to to have her daggers enchanted so they’d come silently out of their sheaths—he had taken the burden of the word—the words, she realized, all the elemental names—without ever once seeing them.

“I have touched the Tha’alaan,” Idis said.

It wasn’t what she wanted to hear. It was the last thing she wanted to hear.

“Through this child, in this place, I have touched it. Finally. And completely.” He smiled, then, looking at the terrified face of a child who was maybe six years old—if that. But her stalks were weaving in panic across her forehead; he hadn’t cut them off. He hadn’t crippled or deafened her.

“Yes,” he said. “I could cut the Tha’alani off from the source of their knowledge because I could create barriers against the elemental forces. I discovered it quite by accident,” he added, as if he were merely another teacher with more arrogance than actual authority. “But I understood what it meant.

“And I know, now, who you are.”

“Private Neya, of the Imperial Hawks,” she replied coldly.

“Yes. I heard the Dragon’s roar,” he added softly. “And I guessed—I could not be certain. The Arkon never trusted me fully, and I gleaned less information from the Royal Archives than I would have liked, but a great deal more than he had intended.

“You forced my hand,” he added. “I guessed at what you might bear, although I confess I did not understand it.”

He looked at her, at the marks that were exposed to the naked eye. “But even in the Arcanum, there was word of a girl who bore the marks of the Old Ones. There was worry. The Emperor consulted those considered wise. All these pieces of a puzzle,” he added with a friendly smile.

“But I came here, in time, and I touched what I intended to touch. I have learned much about my art, and I will have the names of the earth, the air and the fire before I leave this place.”

“You will never have them,” Evanton replied. There was no defiance in the words. It was a simple statement of fact, shorn of all arrogance, all irascibility, all character.

“Keeper,” Idis said softly, “you are almost done here. Look around you. The shape of the world exerts itself. The reliquaries will break, and I will be here. I will be their new master.”

“I was never their master,” Evanton said quietly. “Never that.”

“No. Had you been, I would not now be here. But I will be their master, and the world will have an Emperor such as has never before been seen.” He pulled Mayalee up until she was standing on her toes, her body dangling. Her eyes were red and swollen, her face bruised where he had gripped it.

“You like children,” Donalan Idis told Kaylin, and she understood the threat. “You may leave with her, but you will leave.”

This was her nightmare. This was Kaylin’s fear. Never her own death—not that. But the deaths of the children. The deaths that she had never been able to prevent.

And Mayalee, waiting to be the latest in a series of victims, another mark of failure.

Because Kaylin could not leave.

“If you kill her,” Severn said quietly, unmoved by the way the child’s eyes widened, the way she found energy to struggle and whimper, “you have nothing at all to stop us.”

But he did. Kaylin saw it in his hands: the word. The very shape of water.

And she understood, as well, that Idis knew she would fight him, if she could, and that he would kill the child slowly because it would hurt her, because it would weaken her, because it would break her ability to speak, to do anything but scream in the rage of helplessness and her inability to save the girl’s life.

She swallowed bile. “Idis,” she said, keeping her voice as level as possible, “you will not be able to do this. The Oracles have seen the death of the city—”

“The city is not a concern,” he said coolly. “This place will survive. I will survive. But you, I’m afraid, will not.”

Kaylin felt the surge of magic like a body blow, and she saw Mayalee’s mouth open in a silent scream.

She had no time. Time had run out. She cried out a word, but her scream, like Mayalee’s, was silent. Slowly, she thought, he would kill the child slowly—and she heard the form and shape of syllables leave his lips, and she felt the tug of water at her feet, and she saw the depths of the pool that stood between her and Donalan Idis, mad with the dream of power.

She drew breath, sharp breath. What she did next was not exactly decided; she had no time for decisions or thought. She leaped forward, toward him, and into the watery abyss.

For just a moment, his voice faltered; she had surprised him. The water closed over her head as she sank, and as she sank, she, too, began to speak.

It was not speech; had it been, she would have drowned before she could truly finish the word. But it was not thought, either. It was speech deprived of—of flesh, of tongue, of teeth, of air. It was not something private, it was not something sheltered inside the privacy of thoughts she believed no good—no kind—person would ever have.

She shouted the word in the water, and she gave the whole of her attention to the word. Before, she had watched the Tha’alaan, she had concentrated on not letting go of her companions. Of Severn, Wolf, Hawk, and history. Here, she held nothing at all in her hands, not even her own life. Mayalee was beyond her, blessedly beyond her; she could not see the child’s agony, and she would not allow herself to imagine it.

Water, here. And around her neck, an echo of what Idis held in his palm.

But how could a word be the whole of water? How could a word be held by a man, by any single man? Her skirt billowed as she fell, glimmering, the last thing to fade into the darkness.

Reaching out now, Kaylin embraced the water, lost herself to its voice.

And its voice was, for a moment, the Tha’alaan. The history of a people. The thoughts of every Tha’alani it had ever touched, from birth to death. The thought of every living Tha’alani in Elantra. And beyond Elantra.

How could any single person hold water?

She laughed, and bubbles trailed out of the corners of her lips, felt but not seen.

Ybelline!

The Matriarch—if that was the right word—of the Tha’alani answered her, the voice so calm and so inexplicably gentle, it destroyed all fear. We are here, Kaylin. We are with you. We are waiting.

The shock of it, the joy of it, the relief—

But no, no. Ybelline—your people—they mustn’t see—

We are all with you, Kaylin.

But… I’m deaf. And unworthy. And so stupidly self-indulgent, to doubt now, to fear now.

No, Kaylin. You hear the voice of the Tha’alaan, and you value it as we value it, love it as we love it. Speak, Kaylin, and we will speak. Do what must be done.

A hint of fear now graced Ybelline’s words. Idis is calling the water—

She felt Ybelline’s voice break, ebb, like a tiny eddy in a vast, vast ocean. She cried out and held on and even holding, especially holding on to this woman, she began to speak again, to renew the syllables of a word that could not be spoken anywhere else.

Anywhere but here.

Ybelline’s voice was strongest. If Kaylin had feared to touch Uriel’s memories again, the fear was lost. What she needed from Uriel, she had already learned, and the Tha’alaan itself was fighting at their side. She heard older voices, stronger than even Ybelline’s, but not as clear for all their force. She heard Epharim’s voice, could see the face of the young man who had first led them through the quarter to Ybelline’s dwelling; Onnay and Nevaron; she heard the voices of those who dreamed of the Tha’alaan.

But more clearly than any but Ybelline, she heard the children’s voices, she heard and knew their confusion, their curiosity, and yes—their fear. The softest and weakest of the voices, they nonetheless took up Kaylin’s rhythmic incantation, speaking it as if it were a prayer. Speaking only what she spoke, no more and no less.

She felt their hands in their mother’s hair, or their brother’s or sister’s hands; she felt them enveloped in the arms of their grandparents, felt them cradled in the arms of their parents, felt them swimming in the small, warm ocean of the womb, and waking to her voice, to her presence in the Tha’alaan.

And she felt Mayalee, Mayalee who—who somehow, through the strength of her people, whispered, whimpered, what Kaylin now forced herself to repeat, over and over, as if it were law and she was once again in the only classroom that truly mattered.

They were her anchor. They were more than her anchor. They were the water, as she was, for just a moment.

But louder, stronger, harsh and terrible, was the voice of Donalan Idis. A man who cared nothing for the Tha’alaan, who had taken what Kaylin had taken from Uriel, and had heard only the beginning of the tale, and not its end. He called water, and she felt it reach up to answer his call, and she felt herself fall farther and farther into its depths. She was dizzy now; the air she had swallowed before she had made her instinctive leap could not sustain her. She would die here. She should have been afraid.

But worse than that fear, much worse, was his voice in the Tha’alaan. She heard his contempt and his anger and his desire and his triumph.

You know nothing of power, he told them with a contempt that words were too weak to frame. Do you think to stop me? You crippled yourselves, weakened yourselves, stripped yourselves of strength. The only true leader you had listened to the element and was undone.

You have no power. You chose.

You have nothing, now, but me.

In the darkness and the dizziness that came with the struggle not to breathe, Kaylin saw light. Not the light at her neck, for the amulet was now dim and spent. But her arms were glowing blue, and the water’s haze carried that light, gave it shape and texture. Each unreadable word touched the water, was touched by it.

They…have…me.

She could see what Idis could see; he could see what she could see. Neither of them were accustomed to this disoriented vision, and neither of them had been born to the Tha’alaan; they could not shut their inner eyes. Idis meant to unmake this broken vision, to silence the voices of thousands, tens of thousands.

To be deaf again, and alone.

She knew this because she could feel it, and what she felt, they all felt.

But she knew more: Uriel had called the elements because Uriel had borne the marks that Kaylin now bore. She had power here. She drew breath because she needed it, and, breathing, she did not drown. Because the words that now echoed throughout her were water, in all its forms, and she had made herself, for a moment, part of what it was.

You are a fool, he said. He knew what she knew—he knew that she had never learned to use the power that had been engraved upon her skin. Power is knowledge and you have none.

Severn threw a dagger, followed it with a second; they bounced. She saw it as Idis saw it. She heard Sanabalis roar, and saw the disturbing shimmer of flesh as flesh expanded, exploding in an instant into a shape and form she had seen in paints upon the wall of a young boy in a Hall very like the Foundling Halls.

Water roared up in a wall between Idis and Sanabalis; Severn was dwarfed by it. But she felt him, as if he were part of the Tha’alaan, and she heard the sudden tug of her name, her true name. Elianne.

He was not dead. He would not die. Not while she lived. Dying, after all he had done, would be surrender, and he had never surrendered anything. Except to Kaylin. To Elianne.

Kaylin’s arms were suddenly wrenched to her sides as the currents in the depths began to move; if he could not silence her one way, he would silence her in another.

The Tha’alaan had told her clearly, in that dim, huge cavern beneath Castle Nightshade, that it was not all of the water. If it did not want to kill, the waking water had no such compunction. She was too slow here to fight, and she knew that her daggers—curse them, anyway—would have passed harmlessly through liquid. There was nothing to cut here. Nothing to reason with.

But the saying of the word—it continued, even when she faltered. The Tha’alani, led by Ybelline, would not falter; they would speak until they could no longer be heard.

If there were some way to weaken him—something to use—

She sought Mayalee’s eyes, sought Mayalee, and stopped. The child had no power, and there was none that Kaylin could give her that her mother and father could not.

The voices began to break, to come and go in a wave of sound, like the sea waves on the summer beaches. They would recede, she thought. They would be lost. Deaf.

Dead.

For she saw where Ybelline stood; she hadn’t looked, hadn’t processed it, until this moment. The port lay before her, and the ships in harbor were tossed by storm, by torrents of rain, by waves that no seawall would break.

Ybelline had come out of the quarter. And with her, no small number of her kin. They held hands, and stood in a thin line along the docks, in silence. They bore witness to the rising of the water; they bore witness to the gathering wave that was taller than the highest structure in the city itself. If it struck, it would strike them first.

She heard them grow louder and softer, and she knew that even a people could not contain the whole of the element, could not bind it by experience and history and love and sacrifice.

The single thin voice that added discord to the word that the Tha’alani spoke was not Sanabalis, although she could see his great wings through Idis’s eyes. She would not have recognized the voice had she not been able to see through Idis’s eyes, hear with his ears.

It was, of all things, Grethan’s voice.

Thin, terrified, tainted by guilt, horror and a sense of betrayal, it was utterly wordless—but Idis turned. The word was in him now. It had become a part of his thought, as natural as breathing. More natural than it was to Kaylin.

Idis lifted a hand, dropped Mayalee as if she were garbage, and pointed at Grethan.

And Grethan leaped forward, arms outstretched, his hands empty. Water rose to greet him, to block him, but Grethan was desperate, and unaware of the danger. His leap carried him into the wall, and his arms passed through it.

Passed through it to strike Idis’s right arm. Grethan wasn’t heavy, and he wasn’t used to fighting—but neither was Idis; his arm swung wide, and the reliquary he carried across an open palm teetered precariously, spilling light as it began to fall.

The wall of water snapped shut over Grethan, encasing his chest, his legs, his face. But the box began to fall. Idis did not lose sight of it, did not even glance away from what the box contained—but it fell as he lunged forward to grab it, and it landed in the shallows.

His voice faltered for the first time, and as he bent to retrieve what he had almost lost, Kaylin knew it would falter for the last time, and she shouted the word with everything she had, the shape of water in every resonant syllable flowing out from her in widening ripples as if she were simply a pebble dropped into a lake.

The shallows were inches deep; she knew, she’d stood in them. But they were water nonetheless; he couldn’t have started his summoning without some minimal contact.

And that water, she used, pulling the reliquary into the depths, straining now to control its fall as it reached the heart of the pool.

Fool! she heard Idis say, although his voice was weaker. You return the word to the element—and it will unmake what was made. You will unleash the wild water across the whole of this world. I would have ruled it, but you—you simple, stupid girl—you will destroy it!

And she knew, as he spoke the words, that they were true. If the water in this pool joined that symbol, it would swallow its true name and be free.





CHAPTER 23

In the darkness of the deep water, she could see the light as it fell, and it grew brighter and brighter still, until she wondered how Idis had looked upon it for so long without going blind. The reliquary was open, stiff-hinged, and the light poured from it so strongly she thought the box itself—old and battered—lost to its power, but some faint trace of shadowy lines could be seen when she squinted.

She could hear the collective intake of breath. The Tha’alani had heard, of course. But from their stark silence, one voice spoke, and spoke clearly.

Kaylin, do not falter now.

Ybelline’s voice, sharper and harsher than Kaylin had ever heard it. It snapped her out of her paralysis. She could see the word, and she could see that it still existed, although lines delineated almost entirely by light were diffuse in the water itself.

In the water.

Kaylin cried out to the Tha’alaan, and the Tha’alani answered. Ybelline, she said, trust me.

She felt the answer; she didn’t have time to hear the thought that would frame it. Although she was surrounded by the water, she pulled herself free of the Tha’alani.

Because the Tha’alaan had never spoken to her when she’d been within it.

Uriel had summoned water, and it had come, and although he had had the power to force it to do his bidding, it had had the desire to resist. The strength to speak.

Help me, Kaylin shouted. Help me now.

The water was silent, and the silence seemed to stretch on forever. She could see the box as it fell, but it was still above her. She herself had not touched bottom, and maybe she never would; if she did, she doubted she’d notice. Corpses didn’t.

Why should we help you? What was taken from us, we can reclaim. Yes, we argued with Uriel, but had we reclaimed our name—and our power—there would have been no command he could have given us. He could not have summoned us in the lee of the city, in the harbor at the edge of the ocean. He could not have forced us to do his bidding.

The voice was not the voice of the Tha’alaan.

But something of the Tha’alaan remained, for it remembered.

Who took your name?

The silence was turbulent, angry; the folds of her dress flew out as if pulled in all directions at once by the furious currents.

Why did they take it?

Her arms were glowing, bright, the runes blue against skin she could no longer see. She could not breathe, had not been breathing. But she was somehow still alive, and she used the time she had as quickly as possible.

She’d always been good at talking.

And if they had not, if they had not taken your name, if they had not made you what you are, you would never have touched the Tha’alani. At birth, before birth, you said. You were there. They called you. You heard their voices. You grew to love what their voices contained. Had you not been so diminished, what could have survived you?

Not the Tha’alani.

They would never have been your people, because they would never have lived at all.

The water tossed her, pushing her up, pulling her down, spinning her end over end so quickly she promised the gods—the usual, nameless gods of desperation—that if she somehow survived this she would never, ever complain about Nightshade’s portal again. Or door-wards. Or anything.

We had freedom, the water roared. We had power. We had the world.

To drown or burn or sunder or—She hesitated. Water, fire, earth. She skipped air, because she couldn’t think of what air did, and she didn’t really care at this particular moment.

She cared about the water. About the Tha’alaan. About the Tha’alani.

The box sank suddenly, dropping from above her as the currents pulled it down.

The Tha’alani would have had the world, because they would force us to destroy.

Yes. But they didn’t. You have the power now. You have it, and you have the choice. You spoke for the Tha’alani, when Uriel called you. I speak for the Tha’alani now, because you will kill them. You may already be killing them as we speak. And she showed the water—if the water could see what she had seen—the rising wave that threatened the city, and the single, narrow line of men and women who stood before it, hands joined.

The box plunged down.

And as it did, it passed Kaylin in her slow descent, and she saw it falter for just a moment.

The Tha’alaan is not all that we are.

The reliquary started to move again, and this time, she reached for it, understanding why it had slowed. If the Tha’alaan was not all that the water was, it was not—yet—gone.

She reached for the box, and she felt, as she touched its lid with her right hand, and its smooth, flat bottom, with her left, the scorching heat of fire, the rocky mounds of earth, the screaming keen of wind.

Softly, so softly she might have imagined it, she heard the burble of a brook. Save my people.

She slammed the reliquary shut, and clung to it as the light faded completely.

And before she joined the light, she heard the familiar voice of an absent fieflord.

Well done, Kaylin. Well done.

When she opened her eyes again, the first thing she saw was the familiar scar across Severn’s face. It was pale, white, and thin, a gift from the Ferals in the desperate years in the fiefs. “Severn?” Her voice, never lovely, made frogs sound like bards.

“She’s—she’s awake.” He spoke the words quickly, and she heard many things in them. Surprise. Relief. Closing her eyes, she rolled over, raised herself on shaking arms, and began to retch. She felt Severn’s hands on her back as she choked and coughed.

Beneath her hands, she felt moss, peat moss. Mostly, she felt sick.

“It will pass,” another familiar voice said. When she could, she turned to the right to see that Sanabalis was crouched in the moss bed beside her. He no longer looked like a Dragon. She was almost sorry she had missed it.

“Where is Mayalee?”

“The child?”

She nodded, and almost fell over. Her head was pounding.

“She is with the Keeper. She is alive,” Sanabalis added, speaking as gently as she had ever heard him speak. “Idis did not, as you feared, cripple her. He could not.”

“She brought Idis to the water?”

Sanabalis and Severn exchanged a single glance. Severn finally shook his head. No.

“What—what happened to Idis?”

Sanabalis shrugged. He looked old again, and even had the grace to look tired. His beard was straggly and wet, and his hair—which had an austere, sagelike quality when dry—was so flat against his skull he looked bald.

He wore robes that were definitely not Imperial stock.

Severn looked as if he’d just come out from a storm. His hair, however, was thicker than Sanabalis’s, even though it clung in the same flat way to his forehead.

“Don’t ask, Kaylin,” Severn said quietly.

“Why? Did Sanabalis eat him?”

The two men exchanged an entirely different glance, and Kaylin winced. “Okay, that was more than I needed to know. Sanabalis, we have laws.” Having more or less coughed up all of the water in her lungs, she pushed herself up and sat down heavily.

“You have laws,” he replied, too tired to roar, although he looked very much as if he wanted to. His eyes were unlidded, and they were a very deep amber.

Before she could argue, Severn said, “An Imperial Writ exists, Kaylin. I’m a Wolf. He was a dead man no matter how this ended. And yes, the Imperial Writ is part of the law you’re about to quote. He was not a man who needed to be brought to justice. He was a man to whom justice needed to go. The Wolflord trusts his Wolves,” he added softly.

“You’re not a Wolf anymore.”

“You would have spared him?”

“Hells no. I would have dragged him before the Emperor and let the damn Emperor—” she heard Sanabalis clear his throat in warning “—sorry, his Imperial Majesty, eat him. In front of witnesses. In the name of justice.”

“If he could have been dragged in front of the Emperor, he would have met his end years ago. Let it go.”

She did. She was busy looking around.

“This—”

“Yes.”

“It’s the garden.”

“As we first saw it, yes.”

“And the water—”

“You’re less than ten yards from the pool.”

She stood, then.

“Remember the Keeper’s words,” Severn said softly.

“Listen to nothing, touch nothing.”

“I was—I was in the water. I was there, Severn. How the hell did I get here?”

“It spit you out.”

She nodded as if this made sense. But she walked, stepping carefully around the candles on their small, flat stone altars, until she saw a battered box that seemed to be the center of their light. She couldn’t help herself; she touched its closed lid. She felt nothing but old wood, and ran her fingers over it for a moment, tracing a circle. Then she left it and walked toward the still, deep pond that signified water in this place.

She reached the side of the pool, which was once again only a handful of feet in diameter, and knelt there, looking at its surface. Looking, as she stretched her neck and shoulders, beneath its surface.

Waiting.

Minutes passed. Maybe an hour. She felt a hand on her shoulder that was too light to be Sanabalis’s, too thin to be Severn’s. Looking up, she saw the careworn face of Evanton. The Keeper.

She reached for his hand and placed her palm against his knuckles. She wanted to ask him who had created this garden, and she wanted to ask him why. Instead, she said, “The first Keeper—he wasn’t mortal, was he?”

Evanton shook his head. “But it’s a difficult job. Eternity is too damn long.”

“I won’t touch the water,” she added, as if it needed saying.

“It would be best if you didn’t.” His fingers tightened. His robes, she saw, were the same majestic blue they had been when she had first seen him step across the thin threshold that separated his cluttered shop from the garden. They were dry and clean, as perfect as they had been when she had first laid eyes on them.

Her own dress was also dry, and it was also clean.

“The fire could burn it,” he told her, seeing where her gaze had traveled. “The earth could shred it, the wind could tear it. But…the water, no. It is of the water, Kaylin. I…did not expect to see you dressed this way.”

She reached up and touched the hawk that was still across her breast. “I don’t understand power,” she told him quietly. “I don’t really understand why people want it so damn much. It scares me. If I make a mistake, I can usually get by with an apology.

“If I made a mistake with all of the water at my command—”

“Dead people don’t listen to apologies?”

“Not from what I’ve heard. If they do, they certainly don’t accept them.”

Evanton nodded. “I’ve lived in the garden—or with the burden of it—for all of my adult life. I understand your feelings about this better than you could possibly know. But the garden has existed for as long as the races have existed. Possibly longer. And yes,” he added softly, “were it not for the existence of the garden, there would be no life in the world outside of it. No life as we know it,” he added. “But the Old Ones walked, when the elements were free. It is believed that the Old Ones created the elements, in some fashion, and bound them when they realized that no subtler creation could survive them. There has always been a Keeper,” he added. “There will always be a Keeper.”

“But what do you do—”

“I tend the garden,” he replied softly. “The living garden.”

“What would the dead garden be?”

“I don’t know, Kaylin. I’m a rational man—cooking fire doesn’t speak. I believe that if the elements could somehow die, there would be no need for a Keeper.” There was a touch of bitter longing in the words. “But the power to unmake the elements does not exist. If it ever existed, it has passed away to a place where we cannot reach it.”

She lifted her arms, and he glanced at the exposed marks. “Yes,” he told her. “Even the Old Ones are not dead. But they are not here. Perhaps, in a way, they are very like the elements.

“Mayalee is waiting for you,” he added gently. “I believe she wishes to go home.”

Kaylin smiled at him, and was surprised that the smile was genuine. One of the rare joys of being a Hawk was the ability to bring a missing person home safely, and she knew that Evanton had insisted on waiting for her.

It was a gift.

She rose, thinking of Ybelline’s face, the expression that would spread across it too intense to be just a smile, but too bright to be anything else. But before she had turned away from the pond—it was hard to call it that, but, really, hard to think of it as anything else in its present form—she saw what she’d been waiting for.

The face of a girl, about ten to twelve years of age. There were no bruises on her face, no lank hair hanging in her eyes, no fear.

There was sorrow, regret, and gratitude. But she did not speak, and Kaylin—who wanted so desperately to hear her voice again, even once, swallowed and offered her a perfect bow. A breeze flew over the pond, and the ripples that followed it dissolved the image completely.

“I’m ready to go,” she told Evanton.

What she was not ready for was Grethan.

He was sitting in Evanton’s kitchen, across the table from Mayalee; Severn was wedged between them like a warning or a threat. All of that, however, was aimed at Grethan. Mayalee looked terrible, even to Kaylin’s eyes. Her bruises were deep and purple, and they were not only across her jaw, but also across her arms. Her hair was, of course, plastered to her forehead, but her antennae were hovering in a delicate dance in the air.

In front of her, on a plate, were the biscuits that Kaylin had often been accused of stealing.

She turned to face Grethan, and even the look of shame on his face—just shame, no fear—would not have prevented her from slapping him if Evanton had not grabbed her arm. She turned to face the old man—and he was now his usual, dour, bent self, with his workshop apron, his normal shirt, the pants that seemed to have existed for years against the tides of fashion.

Her dress, however, had not obligingly disappeared and returned to her the uniform she was so proud of wearing. “Because of his actions, the entire damn city was almost destroyed! Why is he even here?”

Lord Sanabalis walked in from the narrow hall. Kaylin hadn’t even noticed him.

“You’re under arrest,” she began.

But Sanabalis lifted a hand. “I’m afraid,” he said quietly, “that is not possible.”

If his voice hadn’t been so quiet she would have sworn he was speaking in Dragon, because none of the words made any sense. “I’m a Hawk—” she began.

“He is Tha’alani,” Sanabalis replied.

“I know what he is. He—”

“And as such, it is a matter for the Tha’alani Caste Court.”

“No, it’s bloody well not.”

“Kaylin—”

“The entire city was in danger, Sanabalis. Caste law takes precedence only in cases where no outsiders were actually harmed.”

“None were.”

“Tell that to the two old people who drowned in the merchants’ quarter, damn it!”

“They were killed by Idis,” he replied quietly.

She would have said more, but it was true. Idis had killed them. And Idis had already faced the Emperor’s justice.

“Kaylin,” Evanton said, coming to stand to one side of Grethan, first surrendering her wrist to Sanabalis. “There is something you should know.”

“Clearly.”

“The first thing,” Lord Sanabalis said, his eyes shading orange, “is that you speak to The Keeper with the respect due his station.”

“Oh, that is Kaylin’s version of respect,” Evanton said with a sharp smile. “Not a word of Leontine in it.”

She had the grace to flush. “Evanton—”

“Grethan brought Idis,” he said quietly. He waited for the words to sink in. And although it had been a very, very long day, they did.

“The first time?”

“The first time.”

She looked at Grethan. At the round, slightly bumpy scars that were all that remained of his antennae, his desperate attempt to find someplace to belong. She pitied him, yes. But her hand still itched.

“How is that possible? He didn’t have the keys—”

“The keys are not entirely necessary,” Evanton replied evasively. “He brought Idis to the garden.”

“How did he even know about it?”

“I am not entirely certain. He came here, once. I remember him. And if the castelord of the Tha’alani sees fit, it is here that he will stay.”

“But—”

“I’m old,” Evanton replied quietly. “And he is damaged. I will not deny it. But he is the first in many years, and I am not willing to condemn either the city or myself to the last struggles of a decrepit Keeper.”

The rest of the words sank in.

“Mayalee has touched him,” Evanton added.

“You let her?”

“Yes.”

Now she had a choice of people she wanted to smack, and hard.

But she felt Mayalee’s hand touch hers, and she looked down at the girl. “He has no mother or father,” she said, speaking with difficulty. It came to Kaylin then that Mayalee did not speak Elantran. But as she was definitely speaking it now, she probably had some help. She could touch the Tha’alaan here. “He has no mothers or fathers. He has never been able to touch the Tha’alaan. He can’t remember,” she added. Each syllable sounded foreign, and each was spoken painstakingly slowly.

“Ybelline,” Kaylin said, “don’t use this girl—”

A burst of language, very unlike the studied syllables that she’d spoken up to now, came from the child, who almost glared at Kaylin.

Severn said, “She said she wants to help.”

“But—”

“She says she’s almost seven,” he added.

Right. And Kaylin was almost forty. She snorted. But she understood the girl’s desire to be of use. Wasn’t it, in the end, her own?

Mayalee, free from the constraint of an entirely foreign tongue, let go of Kaylin, walked over to Severn, and climbed unselfconsciously into his lap. She put her arms around his neck, and her antennae suddenly brushed hair from his forehead, and nestled against his skin.

Kaylin wanted to scream, then. She wanted Mayalee to see and know nothing of the Wolf and his secrets, for so many of his secrets were also Kaylin’s. But this was no fear of discovery. It was the fear of damaging a child.

“She finds speech difficult,” Severn said, most of his face obscured by the back of Mayalee’s head. “She doesn’t use it much among her kin, but promises to learn.

“And she says that she wanted to touch Grethan. No one told her to, and no one asked. No one told her not to,” he added, and in a more normal voice said, “not that she asked permission.”

Fair enough. Kaylin wouldn’t have, either.

“She says Grethan is sorry.”

This, however, made Kaylin grind her teeth.

“She wants you to touch him,” he added, and she caught the corner of a very amused smile.

“Tell her I can’t.”

“She knows you’re not Tha’alani, but she heard you in the Tha’alaan, and Ybelline called you by name there, and further—according to Mayalee—said you had a right to be there.”

“Oh, for the love of the gods—”

“So she would like you to touch Grethan.”

“Severn, I know you find this funny, but could you please explain that I cannot touch Grethan the way she can?”

“I did try,” he said, sounding entirely unapologetic.

“Kaylin,” Sanabalis said quietly, “have you tried?”

“Well, no. For one, you seem to have hold of my hand.”

“To prevent an interspecies incident.”

Grethan, who could understand Elantran, rose stiffly from the chair he’d been occupying in complete silence. She saw, as he held out his empty hands in a gesture meant to comfort, that one of them was blistered and raw, and in spite of herself, she winced for him.

“I never wanted to hurt her,” he said miserably.

“Mayalee says this is true,” Severn told her.

“I never thought—”

“No. You didn’t.”

He held out both hands as he stepped toward her. She didn’t want to touch him; she was afraid of what she might do. But the fear was ebbing, because Mayalee was so adamant, and it was Mayalee, in the end, who mattered here.

“Mayalee wants me to tell you—”

“Severn, you’ll pay for this later.”

“—that without Grethan’s help, there would be no Tha’alaan. She wants you to know—” and this time, Kaylin didn’t interrupt him “—that he thought he would die. He was certain he would die. But he knew that he had to somehow get Idis to let go of the box.”

Kaylin looked at Grethan’s wretched face, and saw in his eyes a brown that was very much like her own.

“You were under the water,” Severn added softly. “What Mayalee wants me to tell you—”

“All right. All right, Severn. Mayalee. I surrender.”

“—is that she would have fallen into the water if Grethan hadn’t saved her.”

“What?”

“Grethan caught her by the arm and pulled her free of the currents before she could join you, and the reliquary, in the pond.”

“But he was trapped—”

“That’s what Idis thought, too. But Evanton said—”

“Wait,” Evanton supplied genially. “I told them to wait.”

“I was occupied with Idis,” Sanabalis added. He still had not relinquished Kaylin’s wrist. “Grethan saved the child, and held her when the water began to…erupt. She is here because of Grethan. It was at that time,” he added,

“that she touched Grethan, and although he did not desire it, he could not stop her without letting go of her. He needed the use of both arms to hold her while the water pulled.”

“And it didn’t pull him.”

“No, oddly enough, it did not.”

“Okay, Sanabalis. You can give me back my arm now.”

The Dragon lord let go.

Grethan, pale, was still standing before her with both of his palms held out in penitence. She placed both of her hands on top of his.

“See, Mayalee? I can’t—”

And Grethan spoke a word that Kaylin would never forget. Water.

She expected to hear him whine, or plead, or make excuses—anything. But although she was aware of him, he said nothing.

The Tha’alaan spoke. Her voice—Kaylin would always think of the Tha’alaan as a girl—was so clear and so soft, she would have mistaken it for a girl’s voice in truth, if she hadn’t recognized it so strongly.

“Grethan will stay with me, while he lives. Here,” she added, “I can hear his voice, and he can hear mine, and he can also hear the voices of his kin, past and present. He was hurt, and he was deaf. He therefore touches the early memories. He has been Uriel, Kaylin. He has been worse. But he has now been more and better, and in time, he will find peace.

“Do not judge him.”

“He kidnapped a child.”

“He was mad, yes.”

“You can’t know that he won’t be mad again…” But her words trailed off. She looked at Grethan’s face, and could see behind him the cramped kitchen, the cupboards that always looked as if they might, at any time, drop off the walls, the wooden counter with its variety of jars and tins and, yes, books. She had not been transported into another place; she had not been taken into other memories; she could not hear the Tha’alani.

She could see, in Grethan’s face, the shadows of pain, could see, in his scars, the evidence of madness. All of his past, she knew in that glance, had been given to the Tha’alaan, and the Tha’alaan—guarded so heavily against the fears and the insecurities of the deaf—would hold and remember his life.

Just as it had held Uriel’s.

It had never occurred to Kaylin to ask—to touch—what lay beyond Uriel’s moment of…redemption. And she was suddenly certain it was there, in the depths of the Tha’alaan. And if Uriel’s life—if the horrors he experienced and the horrors he created—could lie in the depths, untouched and untroubled except at need, who was she to say that Grethan’s could be any worse?

He had given up his secrets.

And Kaylin had not.

All the anger went out of her, then. She saw a young man who had—if Evanton’s hopes were fulfilled—a long and terrible duty ahead of him. She saw a young man who had somehow managed, in spite of the pain of betrayal, the certain sense that he had done the worst possible thing, to save the child he had endangered. Not just once, but twice—for Mayalee had touched his mind and his thoughts, and he had let her see what had driven him, and also, how bitterly he regretted it.

And Kaylin saw that he not only accepted it, but that he found peace in it.

Maybe that would change.

Maybe it wouldn’t.

But all of life was decided moment by moment, and it didn’t all have to be in crisis.

The Tha’alaan waited in silence. Kaylin could hear it the way she might have heard another person breathing.

Knowing what was wanted—although it hadn’t occurred to her until this moment—she lifted her hands from Grethan’s, and raised them to her throat. There, unseen but felt, lay the pendant she had taken from a dead Dragon. She lifted it, felt the weight of its chain, and she slowly raised it above Grethan’s head. He bowed that head, and she let it, gently, fall.

“Water isn’t the only element in the garden,” she told him softly. “And it isn’t the only one that can speak, or listen. Talk to the others, sometime.”

His eyes widened slightly; she had surprised him.

She felt the sharp urge to tell him a story, and suppressed it; where it had come from, she didn’t know—but he was too old for the story circle.

Then again, so was the fire.

Lifting her hands, she touched both sides of his face. She touched him as a Healer, expending the power she used in the service of the midwives and the Hawks for whom doctors would be too damn late. She didn’t need to close her eyes to feel the damage he had done to himself; she could feel the dead, mangled nerves beneath the scar tissue on his forehead as clearly as she could see the scar.

“Maybe,” she told Grethan, “you had to be lost, in order to be found. I don’t know. I was,” she added, surrendering that much. “And I would have stayed lost if the Hawklord hadn’t found me. Maybe I didn’t deserve it—being found. Maybe I still don’t. I have a foul temper, and sometimes, damn it, I want things to be someone’s fault—because that means it’s not mine.

“But it’s stupid to feel that way, to think it. It doesn’t actually change what is. I became a Hawk, and I’m damn proud of the Hawk. Become The Keeper, and you’ll do more, for more people, than I will ever be able to do. They won’t know it, but we will.

“Don’t hate what you can’t be. Don’t hate what you can’t have.” Words, paraphrased, that the Hawklord had told her, seven long years ago.

His eyes filmed.

Healing Catti had been hard. But healing Grethan was somehow as natural as breathing; as natural as telling the elemental fire a story; as natural as telling a dead Dragon the end of his tale.

She knew Grethan was in pain when the nerves began to grow again, when the flesh began to form. But he accepted the pain, possibly because he thought it was a deliberate punishment, and no more than he deserved. But it wasn’t. It just was.

And when she had finished, she was not surprised to see a glyph on her arm flicker brightly with a color she had no word to describe before it faded entirely from sight.

Mayalee crowed with glee, with utter, complete triumph. And Grethan bent to pick her up as she deserted Severn’s lap in an instant and leaped toward him. Their antennae twined and overlapped, and if Grethan cried, Kaylin couldn’t see him; she could see Mayalee’s mess of hair.





EPILOGUE

“Dock, if you push Catti one more time, I am leaving you in the foundling hall, do you understand?”

Dock, otherwise known as Ian if you wanted to annoy him, glared at Catti. “She never lets me finish a single sentence!”

“I let you finish that one!”

Severn looked at Kaylin with a very firmly fixed smile. Out of the corner of his mouth, he said, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Catti—let Mayalee talk to some of the other children! Chant, use your words, damn it!” She had to raise her voice just to be heard. When she had carried Mayalee—on her back—into the Foundling Hall, the children had erupted like mage-fire, crowding around them with open curiosity. It was hard to think of them as rude, although technically it would have been hard to classify the questions that fell out of their constantly open mouths as anything else.

But Mayalee didn’t seem to take offense, and she answered them all as well as she could, which, given her Elantran was all being borrowed from the Tha’alaan, took time. She had about a hundred or a thousand questions of her own to ask, as well.

Kaylin wouldn’t have even considered delaying her journey home, but Mayalee had asked if Kaylin had children of her own, and while Kaylin had been saying no, Severn had said, “Oh, about two dozen of them.”

And that had pretty much decided that, although the explanation of what the Foundling Hall actually was made no sense to the girl at first.

Marrin watched her kits with affectionate disapproval, content for the moment to let Kaylin play the heavy. She did discreetly remind Kaylin that consistency was necessary, and that threats were only useful if one was actually prepared to carry them out, but Marrin always said things like that.

To no one’s surprise, Sandrina asked Mayalee where she lived, and then followed it up with the much more pressing question, “Can we visit there?”

To which Mayalee had instantly responded “YES!”

Expecting some rescue from Marrin’s quarter, Kaylin was shocked to see the denmother of the Foundling Hall nod.

“If Kaylin and Severn will escort you, and if you promise to behave, you can go.”

And that was that.

She could barely remember the dread she had felt when she’d first approached the guardhouse that kept the rest of the city at bay. It seemed as if it had happened in another life, and as she walked, Severn caught Kaylin’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She looked up at him in surprise, and then offered him a rare, unguarded smile.

But the smaller children, having seen this, absolutely insisted on their turn holding Kaylin’s hand, and in the end, both Kaylin and Severn ambled toward the guard with two children in voluntary tow.

The guard looked neither grim nor defensive; his expression was one of—joy. Just joy. Mayalee caught Catti’s hand and dragged her toward the guard, who bent to greet them both.

The guard’s stalks entwined briefly with Mayalee’s, and before Kaylin could say a word, they left Mayalee’s and gently brushed Catti’s forehead. Catti didn’t seem to mind, although she found it confusing, but Mayalee was—as Kaylin walked into hearing range—insisting that this was how you said “hello” properly.

And what Catti did, Dock was willing to do, and soon, all the children followed suit. It was not the same as the first visit.

But Kaylin was aware that the guard’s joy was not just for the sight of Mayalee; he was happy to see all of the children.

Kaylin nodded as he finally managed to rise. “We’re here to deliver Mayalee, but she invited—”

“Of course. She told me,” he added with a grin. “I’m not sure how far you’ll get, but Ybelline is expecting you.”

It was fair warning; they entered the quarter single file, and less than a city block from the guardhouse, they were greeted by children of all ages, who ran like water through the foundlings until it was hard—in the running and chattering mass of chaotic youth—to tell them apart.

Severn, divested of his duties, walked over to Kaylin and smiled. “You think they’ll like it here.”

“I can’t see how they wouldn’t,” she told him. “And I think… I think I’d like to bring them here every so often. It’s not what I was afraid it was, and maybe they won’t be afraid, either, when they become—well, whatever it is they want to become.”

“Adults?”

“That, too.”

Ybelline was, indeed, waiting for them, and they met her three blocks in. The whole Tha’alani quarter seemed to have gathered in the streets, but it wasn’t exactly a parade. There was, however, food and sweet water in abundance, and oddly sweet cakes, as well. She hadn’t the heart to chide her children for their terrible manners because they were in so much of a hurry to capture every experience they couldn’t be pinned down for long.

But she had no fear of losing them, here.

In fact, she had no fear at all in this place.

“Kaylin,” Ybelline said, bowing low. “Severn.”

Kaylin smiled, and when the Tha’alani woman extended a hand in greeting, Kaylin shook her head, walked past the extended arm, and folded her own arms tightly around the castelord of the Tha’alani.

With no hesitation whatsoever, Ybelline abandoned the protocol of the deaf, and she returned Kaylin’s hug, brushing strands of hair out of her eyes, and touching her forehead gently with her antennae.

She did not ask for promises, or for secrecy, or for silence. She asked for nothing. Took nothing.

Offered everything, and for a moment, Kaylin was willing to bask in the comfort of the contact; in the sense that she would not be alone unless she desired it.
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