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AUTHOR NOTE

One of the best things about writing aseriesisthat you don't have to cram everything interesting into just
one story. One of the worst things about writing a seriesis that you write about the same charactersal of
thetime, and you run therisk of boring your readers by covering the same ground way too often.
Authorslivein fear of thisbecause, obvioudy, if anideacan sustain anove for hundreds of pages, we
don't find it boring.

When | started writing about Elantra, | wanted the world to be as open as possible, with alot of
unexplored nooks and crannies. | wanted each book to be more or less self-contained (and the jury’ s ill
out on the success of that one), and | wanted room in which the characters—and their universe—could
grow. Cast in Shadow introduced the racesthat live in the city itsdlf, without going into too much detail.
Cast in Courtlight then went to the Barrani. Cast in Secret took aturn into the Tha alani Quarter, but
while the story was finished, some of the events had some unintended effects on the attitude of the rest of
thecity.

And because | can keep writing about Kaylin and the Hawks, | can aso continue to address some of the
issuesthat arose in Shadow, athough | think of Fury asthe Leontine book. I’'m having alot of fun
exploring Kaylin’ sworld as she hersdf learns more about it, and | hope that comes through on the page.

For Danid, Ross, Jamieand Liam
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CHAPTER 1

Private Kaylin Neyawas on time for work and the world hadn’t ended.

A few peopl€ slives, on the other hand, were in question. The amount of sarcasm Clint could put into
shocked silencewasn'tillegd. Y et. But Kaylin had to grudgingly admit, as she glared her way past his
lowered haberd and into the Halls of Law, the wings he extended were a nice touch.

The Aeriewas dmost empty, but it usudly was at thistime of day; the halls themsdves were suspiciousy
quiet. Then again, maybe the Swords were actualy earning their pay instead of milling around the hdls
looking smug. Even on her bleariest mornings, Kaylin couldn’t have missed the tension and worry that
seemed to permeste the city streets recently, and keeping the peace, such asit wasin a crowded city,
was their job. For achange. The day was dready looking brighter. She glanced up as a shadow passed
her, and saw alone Aerian traversing the space high above; he wasn't practicing maneuvers, and his
wings were extended for asteady glide. She ill envied the Aerianstheir wings, alittle.

She felt asmidgen of sympathy for the Swords but didn’t let it show. Much. It wasn't often that the entire
city had dmost created a new sea coast by the smple expedient of being under most of the surrounding
water. Shewas certain that stories and rumors about the larger-than-Imperid-edict tidal wave that had
amogt destroyed the harbor—for a start—had already been making the rounds, and growing bigger, if
that was even possible, with each telling.

She was waved through—without sarcasm—when she approached the guards that separated the
Hawks' quarters from those of the Wolves or the Swords. The halswere vacant, and even the duty
roster seemed to have gathered no darts.



“Oh, come on, guys,” she said, when the entire office stopped as she entered and approached Marcus' s
desk. “I’m not alwayslate. Don’t you have anything better to do?’

“Have you checked the duty roster, dear?’ Caitlin asked, from the safety of her desk. Not that she was
ever in any danger; if the office had a collective mother, it was Caitlin.

“Oh. No.” Sheturned and, at Marcus s bark of acommand, turned back. Marcus s growl waslow, and
it was short. He must betired. And atired Leontine was generally best kept happy by little displays of
obedience. Or big ones.

The paperwork on hisdesk hadn’t redlly diminished but also, to Kaylin’s admittedly inexpert eye, hadn’t
grown; the emergency that had pulled anumber of his Hawks out of their norma routine had been
resolved; there was no Festiva for dmost another year. She couldn’t quite see what would put himina
mood, but the fact that he was in one was obvious—having facid fur that bristled when you were ticked
off was adead giveaway. Having fangs that were dmost aslong as her fingers—the exposed parts of the
fangs, at any rate—was another.

She cameto stand a safe distance from the side of his desk, and waited. She even waited quietly.

Her reward? He lifted a stack of paper off his desk and dumped it in her hands. “This,” he said curtly, “is
your problem.”

She looked down at what she had assumed were reports—or worse. The paperwork required of the
office was, by al accounts, more arcane than any of the magic it also required. To punctuate this, the
window very sweetly told the entire office what the hour was.

Kaylin redly hated the window. There was money riding on how long it would take someoneto
accidentally bresk it, and money riding on who would have the accident. There weren’t many rulesthat
governed office bets, but one of them was that you couldn’t place money on yoursdlf. Which wasfair
but, in Kaylin's case, prevented her from winning much.

“Well? Areyou going to sand there dl day?’

Kaylin looked down at the first sheet in the stack—and it was alarge stack. “No, Sir.”
“Good. Take note of the roster—your rounds have been changed.”

“Sincewhen?| checked it last night.”

“Sincethen, obvioudy.”

She caught Caitlin’ sfrantic gestures out of the corner of her eye, and nodded. She considered going to
the roster by way of Caitlin’s desk, but since they were in opposite directions and Marcus could watch
you while his back was turned, she decided to actudly go to the roster instead.

Her shoulders did a severe downturn when she saw what had been written beside her name. Even
Severn’sname, at the same location, didn’t bring much cheer. The Imperid Pdace?

“Don’'t makethat face” Tedasad, in her left ear.

Barrani could walk in perfect silence, but it took work, and Tedlawas usudly too damn lazy. Kaylin's
little start did not, however, cause her to drop the bundle of paper. Given Marcus s mood, that was
good.



“What's eating Marcus?’

Tedashrugged, long black hair rising and faling like a perfect curtain. Kaylin tried not to resent the fact
that the Barrani weren't governed by any Hawk regulations when it came to anything they wore.
Regulations were, after al, supposed to be practicd and asfar as Kaylin could tell, Barrani hair never
tangled, never got caught in anything, and never got in the way.

And they were gorgeous and lived forever. If it weren't for the fact that they adored politics—preferably
with blood and death—they’ d be insufferable.

“He slronjaw,” Tedasad. “But he sbeen in that mood since late last night.” Her tone of voice made it
clear that it was serious enough that Kaylin should change the subject now, and Kaylin had known Teda
for so many yearsit wasn't possible to misinterpret.

“Figures. Save acity, get sent to the Imperia Paace.”
“It' smore impressive than being sent to the docks or the Commons.”
“More peopleto offend.”

“True, and some of them are significant.” Tedasmiled. Indl, it wasn't ahappy expression. “Have you
even taken alook a what you' re holding?’

“I just got it, Teda”

“Y ou might want to read it over,” the Hawk replied. “ Severn’ swaiting in the West room. And so isthe
Dragon.”

The Dragon was generally known by the rank and file as Lord Sanabalis. One of Four Dragon Lords that
comprised the Dragon contingent of the Imperia Court, he was aso amember of the Imperia Order of
Mages. He had gracioudy come out of teaching retirement to take on one pupil, that pupil being Kaylin
hersdlf. Shetried to remember to be grateful, and usually succeeded when shewas't actively staring a a
candlewick in avain attempt to get it to catch fire.

Which, cometo think, was most of thetime.

But she knew her lesson schedule more or less by heart now, and none of those lessons tarted at the
beginning of her day. Given her nocturnd activities, and the desire of the Hawks not to annoy the mages,
Marcus had forbidden any lesson that started before lunch. It gave her adecent chance of not missing

ay.

So Sanabaliswasn't here to teach her anything new about candles. She pushed the door open—it was
open, o shedidn’t have to go through her daily ritua of teeth-grinding while waiting for the doorward to
magically identify her—and saw that Severn and Sanabalis were seated across the room’ s only table,
taking quietly.

They stopped when they saw her, and she did between the door and its frame, dropping the stack of
paper on the tabletop.

“Marcusisin amood,” shetold Severn.

“It’ s better than yours.”



“I'mnotina—" She stopped. “'Y ou mean better than mine will be?’

“Pretty much. Take a seat. Lord Sanabalisis hereto inform us of our duties, and to escort usto the man
we |l beading.”

When Severn spoke Barrani, it was generaly abad sign. Lord Sanabdis, on the other hand, amost
aways spokein Barrani.

“We don't haveto talk to the Emperor, do we?’ she said, sinking into the chair dowly. It wasrock hard
and weighed more than shedid.

“No,” Lord Sanabdisreplied. “ Unless something goes gravely, gravely wrong, the Emperor has more
important dutiesto attend.”

“Does this mean there’ s no lesson today?’

“Therewill be, asyou say, no lesson for the course of your duties at the Palace.”
“Wadll, that’ s something. Who are we investigating?’

Severn hesitated.

“Investigating?’ Sanabdisreplied, raisng abrow. “I rather think, if you were sent to investigate someone,
the last place the Hawks would agree to second you would be the Imperia Palace. Asyou should know,
the Imperia Guards ded with any difficultiesthat arise in the Palace. And they do not arise.”

“Yes, Sanabdis” She hegtated. “What are we doing there, then? We re not exactly guard materiad—"
Oneof hisslver browsroseinto histhinning harline.

Fair enough; if the Imperial Guard would be offended at outside investigators, they would probably
completely loseit at outside guards. “ So we' re not there asinvestigators, we' re not there as guards. Are
we there as Hawks?’

“In amanner of speaking.”
Shegrimaced. “ That usualy meansno.”

“Y ou are Hawks or you could not be seconded in this fashion. Y ou are not, however, there as
representatives of the Law.”

The old bastard |ooked like he was enjoying himsdlf. Exactly how he conveyed this, Kaylin wasn't quite
certain—his expresson was neutral enough, and his voice was smooth as glass.

“So what are we there as?’

“As Cultural Resources,” hereplied smoothly.
“Aswha?’

“Cultural Resources.”

“I heard you. What exactly does that mean?’

“Ah. Have you taken a moment to peruse the documents you placed upon the table?’



“ NO_”

“I’d advise you to do so. We are not expected at the Palace until after lunch. | felt, given the
unpredictability of your schedule, that thiswaswisest.”

143 But_n

“Many of the questions you are no doubt impatient to ask will be answered by even the briefest of
perusas”

She wondered if he were a betting man, or Dragon. But given Dragonsin generd, she doubted it.

“If it eases your mind, Private Neya, Sergeant Kassan is required to pay you for the time you spend
seconded to the Palace. He dso,” he continued, lifting ahand to stop her from speaking, “expectsyou to
report in each morning.

“For some reason, heis concerned about the assignment. | can’t imagine why.”

“Act One, Scene One.” Kaylin looked a Severn. “Act One, Scene One?’

“It saplay,” Severn sad, shrugging dightly. Theleft corner of his mouth was turned up in something that
hinted at amusement. “Y ou’ re familiar with plays?’

Kaylin snorted. She read the description of stage materiads—mostly the painted facades of buildingsand
bushes, in different Szes. And, she thought, in odd colors. “Poynter’ sroad?’

Severn nodded. “I1t's—"

“I know where it is—but the buildings don’t look anything like that on Poynter’s.”

“Kaylin—"

“No, Corpora Handred, alow her to speak fredly. It will, in theory, get it out of her system.”
“Y ou want meto read aplay?’

“Not exactly. The play itsdlf is not complete, or not complete to our satisfaction. The author’ s name might
be familiar to you.” Heraised one brow.

“Richard Rennick.” Shelooked at Severn. “ Should we know him?’

“He sthe Imperiad Playwright,” Severntold her quietly. “The position isheld by one Playwright every five
years. There susualy acompetition of some sort—a series of different plays staged for the Emperor. He
apparently won, three years ago.”

Lord Sanabdis said, “ The Emperor fedsthat human arts should be encouraged. Don't look at melike
that, Kaylin. Dragons seldom have an interest in drama.”

“Who' sthejudge of this contest?”’
“The Emperor.”

“So the winner isthe person who appeals most to someone who doesn’'t even like plays?’



“Something very likethat,” hereplied.

“And you want usto...work with this Rennick?’

“yYes”

“Why?

“Perhaps you should read more than three pages.”

She grimaced. “ Sanabdis—"

“Lord Sanabalis,” Severn corrected her.

“Lord Sanabdlis, then. What on earth do | know about plays?’

“Clearly nothing.” He frowned. “ However it is not for your expertisein the dramatic artsthat you have
been seconded.”

“Goon.”
“Itisfor your expertise—such asit is—on the Tha dani.”

It was Kaylin’sturn to frown, but some of the exasperation left her, then. “I’m not an expert,” shetold
him quietly.

“No. But the Tha aani seconded to the Court would possibly be even less comfortable in an advisory
role”

“If they can't—" She stopped. “Why has the Emperor commissioned a play about the Tha dani?’

Lord Sanabaisdidn’t answer. But she met his eyes, they weretheir usud placid gold. Hislower
membranes, however, were up.

“It' s because of—of the water, isn't it?”’
“Thetidd wave”
“That one”

“Yes. | am not aware of how much you saw, or how much you read about after the fact—but the
Tha dani, led by their castelord, |eft their Quarter in larger numbers than the city has ever seen. They
walked to the docks, and they spread out aong the port and the seawall. When the waters began to
shift—and it was dramatic, Kaylin, even to one who has seen asmuch as| have—"

“You weren't there,” shetold him, but the words were soft. *'Y ou were with us.”
“| accessed records when | returned to the Palace.” He was now using histeacher tone of voice.

And | didn't, Kaylin supplied. She glanced at Severn, who nodded very dightly. She cleared her throat.
It was till hard for her to think about the Tha daan, and the Tha dani were the Tha daan in some ways.
“They hoped to save the city, if the watersrose.”

“Yes. But | invite you to think about appearances, Kaylin.”

“Thewave didn’t hit the city.”



“No. It did not. The Oracles, however, were not widely bandied about. For many people—for ailmost dl
of them—thefirg warning of danger wasthe sght of the water itsdlf, risng. The storm beforeit Sgnified
nothing, to them—it was merely wegather.”

She nodded dowly.

“From thelr point of view—from what they could see—the Tha dani went to the waters, and the waters
rose”

She closed her eyes.
“Y ou understand our difficulty.”
Shedid.

“Y ou yoursdlf feared the Tha aani. Y ou do not do so now,” he added. “But you must understand the
fear that people have.”

She nodded quietly.

“The Emperor understandsit aswell. He cannot, of course, explain the whole of what happened—and
given the spargity of reports generated by your officein the wake of events, | am not entirely certain he
could explainit even if that was hisdesire. | am not, however, hereto lecture you on the quaity of your
paperwork. | believeit best that some things remain uncommitted to paper.

“I, however, wasfully debriefed. What | know, he now knows. He will not expose The Keeper, and no
mention of the young Tha dani man will leave the Court for that reason. Nor will the young Tha dani man
face the Emperor’ s Justice, for that reason.”

Thefact that the Emperor couldn’t reach him probably had something to do withit, in Kaylin’ s opinion.
She managed to keep thisto hersdlf. Instead, she returned to the matter at hand. “ So this Richard
Rennick wrote a...play. About the Tha dani.”

“Hewrote a play about the Tha dani’ s attempt to save the city, yes.”
“But dl of it'sgarbage. Because we' re not allowed to tell the truth.”

“Garbage is an unfortunate choice of word. Loseit,” he added, condescending to spesk Elantran. He
must have been serious. There were whole days where he affected complete ignorance of the language
which most of the city actualy spoke.

She picked up the sheaf of dog-eared pages. “ Have you even read this?’
“I have. Itisnoat, | believe, the current version, if that’s of any consegquence.”
“What do you mean?’

“Where we could prevail upon the Tha dani a Court, we did. The effect that this had upon the
playwright was. ..unfortunate.”

“What happened?”’
“Y belline and her companions were given acopy of the play. They read it with some concern.”

“I bet.”



“They returned the play to Mr. Rennick. Luckily Lord Tiamariswas at hand; he intercepted their
corrections.”

“Thiswould be lucky because?’

“They understand the Emperor’ s concerns. Believe that they feel them even more strongly than the
Emperor does. They are not...however...” His hesitation spoke volumes,

Kaylin amost winced. When the silence became awkward, she sighed and looked at Severn.
Severn nodded.

“They don't know how tolie,” she said quietly. “Andthis...dl of it...it must seem likeonebig lieto
them.”

She’ d managed to nudge Sanabdlis s brows toward his receding hairline, which had to count for
something. On the other hand, the fact that his surprise was more due to her comprehension than their
inability probably counted for something too.

“If the truth is supposed to ease peopl€ sfear, Y beline could learn to live with that. But in her world, lies
don't easefear. So | imagine what she handed back to Rennick—or what she tried to hand him—was
pretty much al of the truth she thought it safe to put out there.”

“Indeed.”

“And the Emperor’ sversion of safeto put out thereisn’t the same.”
“Again, astute. We may yet make progressin your life asa student.”
“| think it would be easier than this. What did Rennick say?’

Sanabaisdid wince, at that. “| think it best to ignore that. Sufficeit to say that he did not fed his efforts
to be adequatdly appreciated. Y belline, however, did understand the difficulty, and if you must find a
person to blamefor your current assgnment—"

“ won't blame her.”

“—sahe suggested you. And Corporal Handred. She said she was confident that you would work in the
interests of her people, but with a better understanding of the intended audience for the play itsdf.”

“Meaning my people”

Sanabalis nodded. “Which reminds me of another matter Y belline also mentioned. The Swords have
stationed asmall force adjacent to the Tha adani Quarter,” he added, in amore subdued tone. “And
before you ask, Kaylin, yes, it was entirely necessary.

“Y belline has asked for your aid in the Quarter.”
“For my ad?What the hell happened?’

“However,” he added, lifting ahand in the universal I'm not finished, so shut up gesture, “you areto visit
the Quarter after you report for duty.”



On the off chance that Kaylin decided to reverse the order, Sanabalis chose to accompany her to the
Pdace. Thiswasn't thefirst time he’ d done this, and to befair, if he'd gone ahead, she would have gone
to the Imperia Paace by whichever convoluted route took her to the Tha dani Quarter first. But as she
had to stop by the Quartermaster to get kitted out in appropriate dress uniform—and asthe
Quartermaster was still atouch angry, which wasn't exactly the right word for his state (the right words
couldn’t be used in polite company of any race, dl of the Hawks being multilingua when it cameto
swearing)—she actualy appreciated Sanabais s suspicion, because if the Quartermaster waswilling to
make her wait or suffer, hewas not willing to piss off a Dragon Lord.

Hewas, however, unfailingly polite and friendly when talking to Severn. Severn did not lose expensive
dresses.

She took the uniform from Severn’s hands and headed to the lockers, where she added amuch
cleaner—and longer—surcoat to the clothing she generdly wore. If shewerea Sword, she d aso get a
thin chain hauberk that was shiny and clean, because those |ooked good; Hawks didn't generally have
them as part of their uniform, dress or no, dthough most of the human Hawks did own one.

She had managed to lose her daggers—wherelosein this case meant that something magical had
transformed them into part of avery eaborate yet somehow very skimpy dress—and had bought asingle
replacement. The other dagger was coming out of her pay.

But it wasn't coming out of her hide, for which she should probably be grateful.

Severn straightened her surcoat. It had the usua embroidered Hawk, dead center, but the golden thread
and the beading was s0 perfectly clean it dmost hurt to look at the flight feathers. To this, Kaylin added a
smdll, beadwork patch.

“I don’'t think it'snecessary,” Severntold her. But he didn’t tell her to takeit off, probably because he
knew she wouldn't. The beads survived anything. Which was more, she thought glumly, than could be
said about the rest of the clothing she owned.

Shetook the timeto clean her boots.

Severn caught her arm and said “ There' s nothing to be nervous about.”
Shewinced. “That obvious?’

“You don't generdly care about your boots, no.”

“I jus—Marcus hates it when | go to the Palace. | swear he sits by his damn mirror waiting to hear that
I’ ve been thrown in the dungeons or eaten or something.”

They started to walk down the hall, and Sanabalistook the lead.

“Y ou aren't reporting directly to the Emperor,” Severn replied. “So it’ sunlikely that anyone you offend
will haveyou eaten.”

“You'resure?’

“Unlessthe Emperor’ s decided that you redlly are athreat to his Empire, in which case he could dispense
with the petty part of you actualy annoying some high-ranking officid, and go straight to the egting. HE's
an Emperor. He doesn’'t have to worry about the niceties of the Law.”

She squared her shoulders. Smiled a Severn. “1 know I’ m going to have to learn how to do this—how



to talk with people who' ve never even approached the banks of the Ablayne. But I'm not good &t lying.
I’m not good at talking.”

“Youtak dl thetime” hesad, with just the hint of asmile. Hewas aready moving out of the way before
shehithim.

“| talk to people who know more or lesswhat | know, and who don’'t bloody careif | say thingsnicely
or not. | hate the ideaithat my career isriding on my ability to be someone else sidea of polite.”

“l would didikeit aswdl,” Sanabdis said, with ahint of the same amile Severn had offered. “But if it’ s of
comfort, Kaylin, you will not fed thisway in twenty years.”

She bit her tongue. Hard.
And he nodded in approval.

Thiswas going to be along assgnment.

On the way to the Palace, she read as much of the play as she could. She' d seen some street theater in
her time, but her entire familiarity with plays put on for an audience involved alot of loud children and the
Foundling Halls small stlage. Marrin, the L eontine who guarded and raised the orphansin said Hall, had
put asde one of the large rooms in the former manor for just that purpose. For most of the year it stood
empty, but during Festival season, and at odd intervals throughout the year, the cloths were dragged of f
the various bits and pieces of furniture—and the paintings and candel abras—and the room was opened
to thevigting actors.

Kaylin had been there for dmost dl of the playsthat occurred at any time other than Festiva; Marrin
often called her in to help supervise. She didn’t dways get the play—and some of the Sories, which were
clearly meant to be familiar to small children before they watched the play, were amystery to her—but
the men and women in their funny hats and wigs and makeup were universdly friendly and warm. The
kidsloved plays, they would watch in near sllence—near being as much as anyone sane could hope
for—and laugh or scream &t dl theright lines.

Kaylin serioudy hoped that this play wasn't meant for those children, because they would have been
bored to tears. And bored children were a specid hdll of their own.

As near as she could tell, Mr. Rennick had decided that a budding romance between two Tha alani teens
was agood idea—for reasons that made no sense to Kaylin. Having seen evidence of the Tha dani
concept of romance, Kaylin had no doubt at al that thiswould befirst on thelist of thingsthat Y belline
had attempted to correct. Second on that list would be the disapproving parents. Third on that list would
be the couple attempting to sneak off somewhere together so they could be alone.

She stopped hersdlf from dumping the play out the window, and only partly because the Swords on the
sreetswere in abad enough mood they might stop even an Imperid Carriage and attempt to hand
someone aticket for littering.

“Doesthis ever get to the point?’
“Hmm?’

“I mean, does he even get to the docks and the damn tidal wave?’



“Wadll, yes—but the love story is meant to convey to the audience that the Tha dani are as human aswe
are. And misunderstood love occursin al species.”

“It does?’
“Wadl, in Mr. Rennick’ smind, yes. But | would say that heis not entirely wrong.”
“Oh. What does a Dragon romance look like?" she asked.

Sanabalis snorted. Kaylin swore she saw asmall plume of fire erupt just above his beard. Which seemed
to condtitute his answer on that front, and Kaylin couldn’t offhand recall mention of afemale Dragon at
court. She was certain they must exist somewhere.

Shewondered, briefly, what a Barrani romance looked like, and decided she probably wouldn't be able
to tell the difference between that and one of their nation attempts. Instead, she said, “L ook, the
Tha dani areliketherest of us. Sort of. But thiswhole romance—it’ sjust wrong. | think Y beline would
find the...the possessiveness, the sense of—"

“Ownership?’
“Don’t mock me, Sanabalis. What I’ m trying to say isthat they don't experience love that way.”
“Whichisnat, infact, what you did say.”

“Fine. The point is, they don't. They don’t have the disapproving parents thing, and they definitely don't
snesk off for privacy.”

“Ah. Well, then, how would you structure a play in which it was utterly essentid that the audience
empahize with the Tha dani?’

“Honegtly?’
“Honestly.”

“I’d write about the years in which they were tortured like criminas because they wouldn’t serve the
Emperor by reading other peopl€ smindsfor him. Because they couldn't, without going insane, and
driving everyone they knew and loved insanein the process.”

Sanabdlis s eyes shaded to orange. In Dragon eyes, this meant irritation. Red was anger, and in generd,
if you saw red Dragon eyes, it was probably the last thing you would ever see.

“Kaylin,” Severn sad.

“It would work,” shetold him, an edge to the words. “ People could sympathize with that.”
“I believe it would cast the Emperor in an unflattering light.”

She said nothing. Loudly. But it didn’t last. “I’m sorry, Sanabdis.”

“Generdly one apologizesfor behavior one meansto curb,” hereplied fiffly. But his eyes shaded back
to burnished gold.

“It worked for me,” shetold him quietly. “ Knowing that—knowing what they suffered—it changed the
way | felt about them. Look—I understand why people are afraid of the Tha aani. | know why | was. It
never occurred to me that they wanted to be |eft done. That they never ever wanted to read our minds.



And the experiments conducted on the Tha dani—it changed the way | felt about them. Forever.”

He nodded. Y ou understand, however, why that information could not be part of apublic
entertainment.”

She nodded dowly. “It’sjust that it would work, that’ sdl.” Shelooked at Severn. “Did you ever fear
them?’

“Y es. But my understanding of the Tha dani was different.”

She had the grace to say, “Y ou wanted to understand them.”

“yYes”

“I wanted to hide from them.”

Henodded again. “It’ snaturd. Kaylin, I’ m five years older than you are. Five years ago—"
“It'snot your age,” she said, swatting the words away. Willing to be thistruthful. “It' syou.”

“Perhaps. But | have often found understanding my enemies gives me an edge when confronting them.”
He paused and then added, “ Thefirst Tha dani | met was Y belline hersdlf.”

“You met her firg?’

“I was under consideration for the Shadows,” hetold her. *Y beline could read everything of note, and
gtill remain detached. There are very few others who could. She was summoned. And it isvery, very
hard to fear Ybdline”

Kaylin amiled a this. It wasasmall amile, but it acknowledged the truth: it was hard to fear her. Even
though she could ferret dll truth, all secrets, from ahuman mind. Because in spite of it, one had the sense
that Y belline could know everything and like you anyway.

Maybe that was something they could work with.

CHAPTER 2

Kaylin'sfirg impression of Richard Rennick could be summed up in two words. Oh, god.

Shewasn't fussy about which god, either. She was pretty sure she couldn’t name half of the onesthat
figured in officid religions, and of the half she could name, the spelling or accents would be off. One of
thethingsthat living in the fiefs taught you wasthat it didn’t particularly matter which god you prayed
to—none of them listened, anyway.

Rennick looked like an Arcanist might look if he had been kept from deep for aweek, and kept from the
other amenitiesthat came with degp—Ilike, say, shaving utensls—for a least aslong, if not longer. His
hair made her hair ook tidy. It wasn't long, but it couldn’t be called short either, and it seemed to fray
every which way the light caught it. He didn’'t have abeard, and he didn’'t have much of achin, ather. It
was buried beneath what might, in afew long weeks, be a beard—but messier.

His clothing, on the other hand, was very expensive and had it been on any other person, would have
gone past the border of ostentatious; on him it looked lived in. She thought he might be forty. Or thirty. It
was hard to tell.

What wasn't hard to tell: he was having abad day. And hewasn't averse to sharing.



Hedidn't have manners, either. When Sanabalis entered the room, he looked up from his desk—well,
from the very, very long dining table a which he was seated—and grunted in annoyance.

Thetableitsdf waswhat one would expect in the Palace—it was dark, large, obvioudy well oiled. But
the surface was covered in bits and pieces of paper, some of it crumpled in balsthat had obvioudy been
thrown some distance. Not al of those were on the table; the carpets had their fair share too.

“Mr. Rennick,” Lord Sanabdlis said, bowing. “ Forgive mefor intruding.”
Another grunt. Sanabais didn’'t even blink an eye.

“I would like to introduce you to Corpora Handred and Private Neya. These are the people Ybelline
Rabon’ dani spoke of when we last discussed the importance of your work.”

Helooked up at that, and managed to lose some douch. “I hope you last longer than my previous
assSgants”

“Y ou had other assgtantsfor this?”’

“Oh, not for this project. In generd, the office of Officia Imperial Playwright comeswith assstants.” The
sneer that he put in the words managed to remain off hisface. Barely. “They won't, however, dlow me
to hire my own assstants, and the ones they’ ve sent me must have been dredged from the bottom of the

filing pool.”
Kaylin gave Sanabaliswhat she hoped was asmile. She moved her lipsin theright direction.
“Wedon't intend to interfere in any way,” she began.

“Oh, please. Take anumber and stand in line. If you somehow—by some smal miracle—manage not to
interfere, you'll be the only people in this godsforsaken Palace who haven't tried to tell me how to do my
job.”

Sanabalis offered Kaylin asmile that was at least as genuine as hers had been.

On the other hand, if the Emperor hadn’t eaten Rennick, things obvioudy weren't asforma asdl that,
and Kaylin fdt asurprisngly strong relief; she was dmost happy to have met him. Or would have been, if
it weredl in the past.

“Thisisnot likefiling,” he added, clearly warming up. He even vacated his seet and shoved hishandsinto
pocketsthat lined the seams of hisrobes. “ Thisis not an exact bloody science. Do you have any idea
what they’ ve asked of me?’

She had afairly good ideg, but said, “No.”

Something in her tone caused his eyesto narrow and Severn’ sfoot to stray dightly closer to hers. But
she offered what she hoped was a sympathetic grimace; it was adl shewas up for.

“No, you probably don't. But I'll tell you.”
Of this, no one could bein any doubt.
“They want meto write aplay that makesthe Tha adani human.”

There was certainly asneer in his expression now, and Kaylin had to actively work to keep her hands
from becoming fists. Y ou’ ve said worse, shetold hersdf. You' ve said alot worse.



Y es, she added, but he' s never going to go through what you did to change your bloody mind. Because
she was used to arguing with hersdlf, she then thought, And we' re going to have to do what experience
won't. Oh, god.

“l anwillingto faceachdlenge,” he added. “ Even one as difficult asthis—but the Tha aani themsdves
don’t seem to understand the purpose of the play | did write. They said it wasn't true. | told them |
wanted abigger truth. It wasn't redl, but truth isn't ways arrived at by thered.”

“I can see how that would confuse them,” she offered.

“And now they’ ve sent you. Have you ever even seen one of my plays?’
“I haven't seen aplay that wasn't written for children,” shereplied.
Thisdidn't seem to surprise him. He seemed to expect it.

Severn, however, sad, “1 have.”

“Oh, redly?’ A voice shouldn’t have legally been able to contain that much sarcasm. And, Kaylin
thought, a person shouldn’t be subject to as much sarcasm asthistwice in asingle day. “Which one?’

“Winter,” Severn replied.

Rennick opened his mouth, but for the moment, he seemed to have run out of words. His eyeswidened,
hisjaw closed, and hislipsturned up in agenuine smile. Thirty, Kaylin thought. Or maybe even younger.
“That was my second play—I wrote it before | won the seat.” He paused, and then his eyes narrowed.
“Where did you seeit?’

“It was staged in the Forum,” Severn replied, without missing abeat. “ Constance Dargo directed it. |
believe the actress who played the role of Lament was—"

“Trudy.”
“Gertrude Ellen.”

“That would be Trudy.” His eyes, however, had lost some of their suspicion. “ She could be such abitch.
But she made a number of good points about some of the didogue.”

“The dialogue was changed?’

“Good god, yes. Didogue on the page is always stiffer than spoken didogue—you can't get ared sense
of what it sounds like until actors put it through its paces. The first staging of any play definesthe play.
Wheat did you think of it?’

“I thought it very interesting, especidly given whereit played, and when. It was dso unusud in that it
didn’t feature ardationship asits centra motivation.”

“Starving people seldom have the time to worry about socia niceties.”
Severn glanced a Kaylin.

“But you might be the first person sent mewho’ sactualy familiar with my work,” Rennick said, picking
up the reins where he had dropped them.

“And as one such person, | have no intention of guiding your work. Y ou know it. | don’t.”



“And let metd| you—you don't...Oh.”

“But the Emperor’ sdictates are clear,” Severn continued, into the very welcome silence. “Winter wasa
work that reached out to people who had everything and reminded them, for amoment, of the fate of the
rest of the city. Y ou were chosen to write thisfor areason.”

“| was chosen because they don’t have to pay me more.”

At that, Kaylin did chuckle. Rennick actualy looked in her direction, but the hodtility had ebbed. Sightly.
Asfar as Rennick seemed to be concerned, Dragons didn’t exist, and he didn’t bother to glance at
Sanabdis.

Kaylin did. The Dragon’ s eyes were aplacid gold. Clearly, he had met Rennick before, and for some
reason, he had decided not to kill him then.

“Look,” Rennick added, running his hands through hishair asif hewould liketo pull it dl out by itsroots,
“Winter wasn't meant to be amessage. It wasn't meant to tell the audience anything about the state of
the poor or the starving. | loved Lament—I wanted to tell her story in away that would move people.
TdiaKorvick wasthefirst Lament—I’ [l grant that Trudy did a better job, but Trudy wouldn’t touch my
unknown little play for itsfirst Saging.”

Theideathat Rennick cared about moving anyonein away that didn’t mean out of my sight surprised
Kaylin. Almost as much asthefact that he would admit it.

“Y ou achieved that—but you aso made people think about what her life entailed, and how her life might
have been different.”

“Y es—but that was incidentad. | don’t know how to make people think differently. And the Emperor
appears to want meto...to educate people. With charactersthat are in no way my own cregtions. It's
dishonest,” he added.

Given that hetold liesfor aliving, this struck Kaylin as funny. Sanabdis, however, stepped on her foot.

“Lament wasn't ared person but you made her red. The Tha dani arered in the same way that the rest
of usare—and Lament was human.” Severn frowned dightly, histhinking expression. “Have you been
out in the streets since the sorm?”

Rennick frowned. “Not far, no.”
“People are afraid. Frightened people are often ugly people. The Tha dani—"
“From dl reports, they tried to kill us.”

Kaylindidn't care at that moment if Sanabdis stepped on her foot and brokeit. “ By standing in the way
of thetidal wave? They would have been thefirst people hit by the damn thing!”

Rennick actually looked at her, possibly for thefirst time. After amoment, he said, “Thereisthat.”

“Look, | don’'t know what you' ve heard, and | don’t bloody care—they tried to save the city. And if this
iswhat they get for trying to saveit, they should havejust let it drown.”

“And you know thishow?’

“I wasthere—" She shut her mouth. Loudly. “I’m the cultura expert,” shetold him instead.



“Y ou were there?’

“Shewasnot,” Sanabdis said, speaking in hisdeep rumble. “But sheisafriend of the Tha dani, and as
much as anyone who was not born Tha alani can, she now understands them. Mr. Rennick, | am aware
that you find the current assgnment somewhat stressful—"

“The Imperiad Playwright writes hisown work,” Rennick snapped. “ Thisis—thisis political propaganda.”

“But what you write, and what you stage—provided any of the directors available meet your rather strict
criteria—will influence the city for decadesto come. It is necessary work, even if you find it distasteful.”

“In other words,” Kaylin added swestly, “ The Emperor doesn't care what you think.”

Severn glanced at Kaylin, and his expression cleared. Whatever he had been balancing in the back of his
mind had settled into adecison. “With your leave, Lord Sanabalis, we have duties e sewhere.”

“What?’" Rennick glared at Severn. “Y ou definitely haven't outlasted the previous assgants.”

“Our presence has been requested by the castelord of the Tha dani,” he continued, ignoring
Rennick—which might, to Kaylin’ smind, be the best policy. “And if you think it would be of help to you,
yOou may accompany us.”

Hard to believe that only afew weeks ago, Kaylin would have skirted this Quarter of the town asif it had
the plague. Fear made things big; her mental map of the Tha dani district had been ahuge, gray shadow
that would, luck willing, remain completdly in the dark.

Now, it seemed smdl. It had onelarge gate, and way too few guards—usually one—between it and the
rest of the city. The only people who left the Quarter for much of anything were the Tha alani seconded
to the Imperia Service—and like many, many peoplein Elantra, they hated their jobs. Of course they did
their jobsto prevent the Emperor from turning their race into smal piles of ash, but they didn’'t makethis
abig public complaint.

And they Hill liked the Hawks. Kaylin privately thought that was crazy—in their situation, shewouldn't
have.

Lord Sanabalis had arranged for a carriage, but he had not chosen to accompany them to the Quarter.
Thiswas probably for the best, as a Dragon wandering the streets could make anyone who noticed him
nervous. On the other hand, people were aready nervous, and if they wanted to take it out on something,
Kaylin privatdy had a preference for something that could fight back, athough she conceded that this
wasafief definition of theword “fight.”

Rennick was slent for the most part, which came as abit of a shock. He stuck his head out the window

once or twice when something caught his eye, and he frequently stuck hisarm out asif writing on air, but
Severn said nothing; clearly Rennick was not of a station where babysitting was considered part of their

duties.

But he pulled both arm and head into the carriage when they at last began the drive up Poynter’ s road,
because even Rennick could tell that the bodies on this particular street were on the wrong side of
“tens2” They were like little murders waiting to happen.

“Don’t they have anything better to do?’ she muttered to Severn.



He said nothing.

It was Rennick who said, “Probably not. They don’t want the Tha dani to leave the Quarter, and they’'re
making sure that they don’t. Hey! That man has a crossbow!”

Kaylin had seenit. Thefact that it was ill in his handsimplied that the Swords had far more work than
they should have, and it troubled her. But not enough that she wanted to stop the carriage, get down and
dart afight.

Because it would be afight, and it would probably get messy.
“They refrightened,” she said, surprising hersdlf.

“Funny how frightened people can be damn scary,” Rennick replied. But he looked thoughtful, not
worried.

“How many?’ Kaylin asked Severn.

“A hundred and fifty, maybe. Some of them are in the upper windows aong the street. | imagine that the
Tha aani who serve the Emperor are being heavily escorted.”

“Or given avacation.”

He nodded.

“Has there been any officia word about the incident?” Rennick asked quietly.
Kaylin shrugged.

“You don't know?’

“Right up until one of those idiotsfires his crossbow or swings his—isthat apickax?’ Severn nodded.
“Swingshisax,” she continued, “it's not Hawk business. It's Sword, and the Swords are here.”

And they were. Kaylin had thought they’ d send twenty men out; she was wrong by amost an order of
magnitude. She thought there were maybe two hundred in total—no wonder the Halls of Law were so
damn quiet.

But whilethey lined the street, they hadn't built an officia barricade, they did meet the carriage in the
road, well away from the gatehouse, and they did tell the driver to step down. They aso opened the
doors, and Kaylin made sure she tumbled out firs.

“Private Neya?' said the man who had delivered the curt instructions. He was older than Kaylin by about
fifteen years, and the day seemed to have added about a hundred new wrinkles, and alayer of gray to his
skin, but she recognized him. “Max—Uh, Sergeant,” she added, as he looked pointedly over her soldier.

“Sergeant VVoone. Y ou' re out here?’

Max wasn't retired, exactly, but he spent alot of histime behind a desk. He appeared to like it agreat
deal more than Marcus—but a corpse would have given that impression aswell. And Max looked tired.

“Most of usare, asyou put it, out here. | know why we' re here—what are you doing in afancy box?’

“Oh. Uh, we were sent here.”

“By?



“Lord Sanabdis”

Hewhistled. “To do what?’

“Not to step dl over your toes, relax.”

His chuckle was entirely mirthless. “We |l relax when these people remember they have jobs and family.”

“I’'m thinking they remember the family part,” Kaylin replied. “ People go crazy when they think they’re
protecting their own.”

“Tell meabout it. No, strike that. Don't.”
“When did it get thisbad?’

“There was an incident two days ago.”
“Incident?’

“Itwasmessy,” hereplied, hisvoice entirely neutral. “The Swordliord madeit clear that there will be no
more incidents. The Emperor was not impressed.”

She winced. It wasn't often that she felt sympathy for the Swords. But while she resented the easy lifethe
Swords generaly called work, she liked them better than the people with the crossbows down the strest.

“You know they’ re armed?’ she asked casudlly.

“We are well aware that they’ re armed. And no, thank you, we don’t require help in disarming them.
They' rewaiting for an invitation. Let them wait. At that distance.”

She looked a Severn as Severn exited the carriage. Rennick tumbled out after him. “ Sergeant V oone,”
Severn said, before the sergeant could spesk, “ Richard Rennick. He sthe Imperid Playwright.”

“Thisisnot agood time for Sghtseeing,” the Sword said to Rennick.

Rennick looked him up and down, and then shrugged. “1t wasn't my idea.” But he was subdued, now.
Helifted ahand to hisface, rubbing the scruff on hischin.

“Y ou can cdl the Hawks out,” Kaylin continued. “At least the Aerians—"

“WEe ve got Aerians here. They’re not currently inthe air,” he added. And then he gave her an odd look.
“The Hawks have their own difficulties to worry about. | was sorry to hear the news.”

“What news?’

Hiswhole expression shuttered, not that it was ever dl that open.

“V oone, what news? What' s happened?’

“Y ou came from the Halls?’

“The Halsdon’t usudly have accessto Imperia Carriages. What happened?’

“Noonedied,” hereplied, and histone of voice added yet. “But you might want to check in at the office
before you head home.”



She wanted to push him for more, but Severn shook hishead dightly. “Ybelline.”

There wasno Tha aani guard at the guardhouse. That position was taken up by a dozen Swords. They
wore chain, and they carried unsheathed swords. Y ou’ d have to be crazy to rush the gatehouse.

Kaylin approached it quietly and answered the questions the Swords asked; they were dl perfunctory.

V oone escorted them to the squad and |eft them there, after mentioning her name loudly enough to wake
the dead. She noted dll of thisand tried to squelch her own fear. Severn wasright, of course. They'd
come herefor Ybdline. But the sympathies of V oone made her nervous.

The Swords hadn’t entered the Quarter; they were met by Tha dani guards. Four men in armor. Their
stalks swiveled toward her as she entered.

She saw that they, too, bore unsheathed swords, and it made her...angry. Those weaponsjust looked
wrong in Tha dani hands, shewondered if they even knew how to use them.

But using them wasn't an issue. They bowed to her, dmost as one man. * Y bellineiswaiting for you,” one
told her quietly.

“At her house?’

“Not a her domicile. Demett will take you to her.” The man so identified stepped away from his
companions.

“Whereisshe?’

“At thelonghouse” was his reply—spoken in the gtiff and exact cadence that Tha dani who were unused
to speech used. He obvioudy expected her to know what the longhouse was, and she didn’t bother to
correct him.

She followed him, and it took her amoment to redlize why the streets here felt so wrong—they were
empty. Usudly waking down aTha dani street waslike walking in the Foundling Hall—it was agauntlet
of little attention-seeking children, with their open curiosity and their utter lack of decorum.

Shedidn’t carefor the change. Hell, even the plants were drooping. Rennick walked between Severn
and her, and made certain that there was always at least one body between him and the nearest

Tha aani. Hewasn't overly obvious about it, but it rankled. Even when Kaylin had been terrified of the
Tha dani, shewouldn’t have tried to hide. One, it wouldn’t have done much good and two—well, two,
shedidn’t casudly throw strangersto fates she hersdlf feared.

It was not going to be easy working with Rennick. She spared him a glance every so often, which was
more than any of the Tha dani did. They hadn’t even questioned his presence. It would have been
convenient if they had. He d be on the other side of the gates, where he’ d be margindly less annoying.

The guards walked past the latticework of open—and utterly empty—fountains; past the blush of bright
pink, deep red and shocking blue flower beds that bordered them; past the nest little circular domes that
reminded Kaylin of nothing so much as hills. And if those homes were hills, they were approaching a
smadll fortressthat nestled among them. It was two storiestdl, and the beams that supported the clay face
were dmost aswide as shewas, and certainly taler. It waslarger by far than the building in which

Y belline, the castelord—aword that didn’t suit her a all—choseto live. It was dmost imposing.

It was aso bloody crowded.



It boasted normal doors—rectangular doors, not the strange ones that adorned most of the Tha aani
homes;, these doors weren’'t meant to blend with the structure. They stood out. And they were pulled
wide and pegged open. Which, given the number of people on the other side of them, made
sense—closed doors would have made breathing anything but stale air and sweat almost impossible. As
it was, it wasdicey.

“Thisisthelonghouse” Kaylin sad.
Demett nodded.
“Demett,” she said, asheturned, “what isthe longhouse used for?’

Hisface went that shade of expressionlessthat actualy meant he was talking—but only to the Tha a aan:
to the minds of his people, and the memories of the dead. She waited for it to pass, asif it wereacloud;
it took awhile.

“Wait for Ybelline” hetold her quietly.

Y belline came through the crowd dowly. Y ou could see where she might be moving because her
movement caused the other Tha aani to move, like ahuman wave composed entirely of bodies. The
building was packed. Kaylin thought there might be six or seven hundred people just beyond the open
doors, moreif the children so absent from the streets were aso there.

But Y belline did not come alone; the movement of the crowd, the dow outward push, wouldn't have
been necessary to alow just one person through. The people spilled out into the streets, beyond Kaylin
and Severn. Rennick’ s shoulders curled in, and he brought his hands up once or twice, asif to fend off
any contact.

TheTha dani in turn avoided him.

They would. They knew fear when they saw it, especially Rennick’ s fear—and hisfear was poison to
them. They tried just as hard as he did to avoid any contact, but Kaylin had to admit they were more
polite abot it.

Y belline appeared at last, between the shoulders of about sixteen tightly grouped men and women. She
wore robes, an earth-brown with green edges, her hair was arranged both artlessly and perfectly above
her dender neck. Her eyes were the honey-brown of that hair, but they were ringed with gray circles.
She looked exhausted.

Exhaudtion did not stop her from opening her arms, stepping forward and hugging Kaylin. And nothingin
the world would have stopped Kaylin from returning that hug. Nothing.

“Tell me” shewhispered, her lipsbeside Ybelline s ear. She knew she should have introduced Rennick,
but it had been Severn’ sideato drag him here, and he was therefore, for the moment, Severn’s problem.

The dender stalks, which were the most obviousracid trait of al the Tha aani, brushed strands of
Kaylin’s hair from her forehead, and then settled gently againgt skin. They were so ddlicate, the touch so
light, they could hardly befelt at dl.

But Y belline could be—and more, she could be clearly heard. Could clearly hear. With thismuch
contact, she could, if she wanted to, peruse every memory Kaylin had, including ones she wasn't aware
of hersdlf. All the hidden things could be reveded, every bad or stupid or humiliating thing Kaylin had



ever done.
And Kaylin, knowing this, didn’t care.

But shewasn't prepared for Y belling’ svoice when it came. It wasraw and, at first, there were no
words—just the sense of things that might have become words with enough distance and effort. With too
much distance and effort.

But she saw what Y belline meant her to seein the brief glimpse of sted and blood and the bodies of the
fdlen, dl interposed, dl flashing over and over again in quick succession in front of Kaylin's eyes. Except
that her eyes were closed.

Help me. Just that, two words.

Kaylin rolled up her deeves and, without even looking a her wrist, pressed the gems on the bracer in the
sequence that would open it: white, blue, white, blue, red, red, red. She dropped it on the ground asif it
were garbage—but she could. If she'd tossed it on a garbage heap, it would find its way back to her.
She'd only tried that once. Maybe twice.

Thiswas magic’'s cage. And without it, she was free to do whatever she could. For thisreason it was
technicdly againgt ordersto removeit.

Her handsweretingling. “Ybelling,” shesaid, and then, Ybdline.
Ybdline, you haveto let go of me.

The Tha aani castelord did as Kaylin bid; shelet go, withdrew her arms, her stalks. With them went the
wild taste of fear—Y belline' sfear. She kept it from the Tha daan, and therefore from her people, but
she was exhausted. And Kaylin understood the exhaugtion; it was hard for any Tha dani to live aone, on
theingde of their thoughts, the way humansdid.

The way humans needed to.

The Tha dani who had followed Y belline out of the longhouse had come bearing stretchers. Four
gretchers. Four men. They might once have worn armor—had, Kaylin thought, remembering the brief
flash of images that had emerged from her contact with Y belline.

But they weren't dead. They weren't dead yet.

“Put them down,” Kaylin said, easing her voice into the command that came naturaly when shewas on
the beat. There were no children here; she had time to notice their absence, to be grateful for it. No
more.

The crowd stepped back. The bodies |ay on stretchers. Someone had dressed wounds, had cleaned
burns—burnsl—had done what they could to preserve life. Freed of the congtraints that the ancient
bracer placed on her magic, Kaylin knelt between two of these stretchers and touched two foreheads
with her right and left pams. She was gentle, dthough she didn’t have to be—the men herewerein no
danger of regaining consciousness anytime soon. They had that gray-white pallor that spoke of loss of
blood. She was surprised that they hadn’t succumbed to the wounds they had taken. Many of those
wounds weren’t clean cuts; they had been caused by people who weren’t used to handling wegpons.

Kaylin grimaced. “ Severn?’

She saw his shadow. Knew he was listening.



“Get water,” shetold him. “I'll need it.”
“There are four men—"
“| can do this. Just—water. Food.”

His shadow was till for amoment, but he was silent. Everything they said or did now—every single
thing—would be watched by dl of the Tha aani, no matter where they were, no matter how young or
how old, how strong or how wesk. All of the Tha dani who watched would see, and what they saw
would become part of the Tha daan, the living memory of the entire race; Tha dani children four hundred
years from now could search the Tha' aaan and see the events of this day through the eyes of these
witnesses.

And for oncein her life, Kaylin was determined to make a good impression.

Severn knew; hewasn't anidiot. He knew that humans—her kind, and his—had done this damage. He
knew how important it was to the city that humans be seen to undo it. She didn’t even hear him go.

It was hard.

It was harder than destroying walls that were solid stone, harder than killing aman. Healing dwayswas.
It was harder than saving infants who were trapped in awomb; harder, even, than holding their mothers
when shock and loss of blood threastened their lives.

Harder than saving achild in the Foundling Hall.
But she had donedll of that.

She fdt the shape of their bodies and the beat—erratic and |abored—of their hearts. She heard their
thoughts, not as thoughts, but as memories, dmost insegparable from her own. She felt their injuries, the
broken bones, the old scars from—falling out of atree? She even snorted. These weren't men who got
caught out in bar brawls.

They weren’t men who were accustomed to war of any kind.

She could save them. She could see where infection had taken itstoll, egting into flesh and muscle. Two
men. If she wanted them to live, she couldn’t use any more power than was absolutely necessary. No
miracles, not yet. No obvious miracles.

But the subtle ones were the only onesthat counted.

The bonesthat would knit on their own, sheleft; the ones that wouldn't mend properly, shefixed. She
tried not to see what had caused the breaks, but gave up quickly. That took too much effort, too much
energy.

When shelifted her hands from their faces, she felt the touch of their stalks, clinging briefly to her skin.
Shetold them to deep.

She heard Y belling svoice. Felt Severn’s hands under her arms, shoring her up as she stood and
wobbled. She didn’t brush him off, didn’t try. Shelet him carry some of her weight as she approached
the last two men, their Stretcherslike pale bruises on the ground.

Shefdt grass benesth her knees as she crushed it, folding too quickly to the ground. Righting hersdlf,



which really meant letting Severn pick her up, she reached out to touch them.
Shuddered.

They didn’'t wear helmets. And the most obvious weapon they had—in the eyes of humans, of anyone
outsde—were ther stalks. One man’s were broken. Just... broken. There were no bones in the stalks
themsel ves—but even muscle and tendon could be crushed out of shape, smeared againgt askull that
was a o fractured badly. Bones don't hurt. The stalks—there were nerves there, so many nerves.

Gritting her teeth, she said, “ Y bdline—I think thisisgoing to hurt him. I think he' ll—"

Y belline kndlt in her shadow, knowing which of the two Kaylin meant. She reached out, caught the man’s
bruised hands (two fingers broken), and held them fast. Leaning, she bent over hisface, and her own
stalks, whole, unbruised, reached out to stroke the sides of hisface, his cheeks, hisjaw. “Doiit,” she said
oftly.

Kaylin nodded.

Here, too, she reached out with her power, with the power that had come the day the marks had
appeared on her arms and legs. Words burned on the inside of her thighs, where no one could see them.
They burned up and down the length of her arms, and flared on the back of her neck.

Shedidn’t care.

It svery important that no one know of this, Marcus said, in memory. It'simportant that you do not
revea your power to anyone. Do you understand, Kaylin?

Get stuffed, shetold him.

Hefdl slent, memory closing itswindows. What she had actudly said? More palite, longer, apromise of
SECrecy.

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered, now, but this: healing those horribly damaged stalks.

The man woke when she d knit bone and brain into something like its former shape; she had known he
would. He screamed, once, when she started on his stalks. The scream cut out in the middle, and silence
eradicated its echoes.

The last man shouldn’'t have been dive. He had taken a single clean wound to one side of the heart, and
he had bled so much. Kaylin felt magic in him, around him, when she touched his chest. Shelet it be, and
concentrated, though it was much, much harder now.

But it didn’t matter, for he wasthe last. The three would live, and the fourth—damn it—he' d live too.
Shefdt her lips cracking as she spoke. Her hands were shaking too much to keep steady; shedidn’t
even bother to try.

Just this one, she thought. Just thisone, and I’ 1l be good. I'll be good for months. 1’1l be good
for-bloody-ever. Just this.

“Shel sawake,” someonesaid. A young someone. Either that or avery skinny midget with avery high
voice. Kaylin winced and managed to lift an eyelid. Sheregretted it amost ingtantly. There was just too



much damn light.
“She'sgpeaking!” the child said. Hesaid it loudly.

Kaylin opened her eyes—both of them—and winced again, lifting her handsto her face. Getting up was
amost out of the question.

“You're awake, aren’'t you?’ The child spoke dowly, his Elantran ddliberate.

“I'm awake,” she answered. She could see his eyes—they were brown, and they were wide. His stalks
were flapping in the nonexistent breeze.

“I’'m supposed to tell Ybdlline you' re awake. When you' re awake.”
“She must trust you alot,” Kaylin managed.
The child—boy? Girl 2—beamed. “I’m going to grow up to be castelord!”

“It' savery hard job,” Kaylin replied, wanting him to take his smile and play somewhere else. Feding
bad about it, too. There wasn’'t much you could fedl that couldn’t be made worse by a solid dose of guilt.

“It'san Important job.”

“That too. Aremy friends il here?’
“yeg”

“Good. Um, wheream |7’

“In the home of Y belline Rabon’dani,” Severn said, hisvoice drifting in from an archway that she could
barely see. “It’s...more crowded than it was the last time we were here.”

“I’d noticed.” Shetried to sit up. Gave up hafway through.

“I brought water, and food. Y belline had you carried here when you collapsed.” He glanced at the child
as he made hisway to Kaylin. “I would have waited,” he said, *but Rennick wished to speak with

Y belline—and her advisors, as he cdlsthem—and | thought it best to...trandate. She asked Ellisto
watch over you.”

“Hlis?’

Severn glanced pointedly at the back—well, top, really—of the child's head. “Hejoined us when we
were on the way here, and there wasn't much that could be done to convince him it wasn't safe. You're
known here,” he added, with adight smile. “And Y belline knew you were concerned about the absence
of thechildren.”

Kaylin did not nod. It would have hurt too much. But she did manage afeeble smile. “Wheredid
the—the others go?’

“The Tha dani guardsthat were injured are in the longhouse. Two of them are awake, two of them are
deeping. None of them are now in danger. The Tha dani doctors are quite surprised.”

Shewinced. “It' snot asif they'll tell anyone.”

“It' snot the Tha dani that I’ m worried about.”



“Then who? Oh. Rennick.”

“Ellis, come and hold thiswaterskin for Kaylin. Y ou can feed her anything she'll eat,” he added. He bent
down quickly and kissed her forehead. “Well done, Kaylin,” he said softly. “I don’'t want to leave
Rennick done”

She was stupid; she nodded.

“Oh, and Ellis? She'll tdl you she' sready to get up and walk around long before she' s actualy ready to
get up and wak around.”

Ellislooked abit doubtful, and the waterskin shook in hishands. It looked huge in contrast, like some
headless, stuffed toy. “How will | know when it's okay?’

“When she' sfinished egting dl the food and drinking al the water.”
Severn gave Kaylin the sweetest of amiles.

What she wanted to give him would not endear her to the future would-be castelord, and shetried very
hard to remember this.

CHAPTER 3

Kaylin wanted to deep for aday. Sadly, she wanted that day to be now, and would aso have liked it to
be longer by forty-eight hours than the average day. Ellisdidn’t talk alot; the effort of making Elantran
wordswas obvioudy not trivid. But, mindful of Severn’sdictate, he encouraged her to eat and drink.

Hemust have ether had younger sihblings or spent timein the Tha daan watching other peopl€ s children,
because hisform of coaching left something to be desired. The cooing, Kaylin admitted to hersalf, might
be cute—and even hilarioudy funny—on another day.

Like, say, aday inwhich shedidn't fed like she' d been on the losing end of abar brawl with the
occupants of an entire tavern. But the food did help, asdid the effort of keeping theill humor out of the
words she was speaking to a child. She did not, however, offer to let him touch her forehead with his
gaks. If he wanted to be castelord, he was going to damn well have to learn how to talk the hard way.

And explaining the words that she was thinking to ayoung child of any race—never mind ayoung child
with an entire Quarter’ sworth of parents and grandparents in attendance courtesy of the racid gift of
mindspeaking—was not on her ligt of thingsto do on any day.

When she had finished egting and drinking everything—and Ellis had shaken the waterskin up and down
just to make certain—Ellistried to help her to her feet. She was certain that her knees would recover
from the way she had to fdl in order not to crush him.

But even a her crankiest—and this was pretty much the nadir—she found something about his solemnity
touching. She sumbled beside him as he led her to Y belline because, even if she couldn’t read minds, it
didn’t take mind-reading to know that he considered this babysitting of a Real Adult atask of honor and
importance, and she didn’t want to take it away from him.

She was entirely unprepared for Y belline, because Y belline met her on one side of the arch that Ellis,
talking to her asif shewere asick puppy, was urging her toward. Y belline s hair was down—literdly—in
ahoney-gold cascade that obscured her shoulders. Her eyes were the same color, the same amost gold,



amogt brown. The light that came in—far too brightly—from the open windows and haf-walls seemed
to have stopped there for the sheer pleasure of illuminating the castelord of the Tha dani.

The Tha dani woman who was't classcally beautiful—if there was such athing—was radiant anyway.
She had changed into asmple, cream gown that fell from her shouldersto her ankles unimpeded. All of
this, Kaylintook in at aglance—and even if she’ d wanted to see more, she wouldn’t have been ableto,
because Y belline Rabon’ dani crossed the distance, ignoring Ellis sloud warnings, and enfolded Kaylin
Neya, scruffy and severely under-rested Hawk, in her arms.

It felt like home, to Kaylin. Shelet her forehead lean againgt the taller woman’ s shoulder, and she wanted
to stand that way forever. But that wasn't why she’ d come, and she knew that Severn and Rennick were
waiting somewhere. She hoped that Rennick hadn’t offended anyone. Anyoneese.

“He s been remarkably quiet,” Y belline replied, speaking with the ease of long practice.

“That' s probably bad.”

Y belline was silent for amoment, and when she spoke, her tone was guarded. “ Possibly bad for you.”
“For me? Why?’

“Hewas at the longhouse. | would have refused him entry into the Quarter, but | was...distracted.”

“Y ou had every right to be. The others—"

“They’ll live. They'rewell.” Her voice was soft, and soothing.

“Good. | wanted—"

“Y ou had to be the one to help them. Kravel was beyond us,” Y belline added. “Even had we been able
to heal him in other ways, he would have been lost to the Tha alaan. But they have seen, and they have
understood. Not al of your kind areinsane. Not al of them are so maddened by fear that they mugt, in
turn, befeared.”

“They'll forget,” Kaylinsaid.
“They are not human, Kaylin. They will not forget.”
“Andif they do, you'll remind them?’

Y belline shook her head, and her hair brushed Kaylin' sface as shelifted it. “No. You are not Tha dani.
But you have touched the Tha alaan. What you understand might change in time—»but they will remember
you because they desireit. Not one of them wishes to fear the whole of arace. To fear even the ones
who injured them is burden enough.

“And itismy fault and my responsibility. | have worked among your kind for most of my adult life, and |
didn’t think before | left the Quarter. | didn’t think about how it would look to people who have so little
knowledge. | should have redized—’

“Y ou weretrying to save acity. You had alot on your mind.”

The smile on Ybdlline' sface was wry, but the panic was gone. “Have you had a chance to spesk at
length with Richard Rennick?’

A number of answers came and went. Kaylin said smply, “Not at length.” It was about as polite as she



could be, given everything.
“Then you understand what he has been ordered to do?’
“Moreor less”

“Can you please explain it to me? No, not the reasoning behind that—believe that given the events of this
past week, | understand the reasons perfectly. | don't, however, understand exactly why this task was
given to Rennick. | do not understand how what he produces—which by Imperia mandate must be
untrue—will serve the god of educating the...public, as Mr. Rennick calls people.”

Had thisbeen anormd day, Kaylin's head would have hurt. And since misery loves company, she said,
“Maybe we should answer this question while Rennick isactualy there”

All indl, not her brightest suggestion.

She was escorted—having been parted from Elliswith gods only knew what difficulty—by Ybdlineinto
the main hall whose chief decoration was alarge table, with smple chairs, and the occasiond flower ina
bowl or avaseto add any color that wasn't provided by faces.

Rennick in particular was an odd shade of gray. He was separated from the rest of the Tha dani by
Severn, and if the seating arrangement was accidental, Kaylin would have eaten her hat. Or her hairpin,
given shedidn’'t own ahat. There were only five other Tha dani in theroom, al in robesvery smilar to
Y belline's, which, given the heat and the humidity of the season, made sense.

Sense and clothing seldom went together, in Kaylin's experience, and shedidn’t recall seeing robeslike
thisthe last couple of times she' d braved the Quarter, so she assumed they were some sort of formal
dress. Whether or not this assumption was right, the dress seemed to be accepted wear for both the
three men and the two women. The colors of the dresswere basicaly the same—a creamy gold that was
amog white. The shoulders had different embroidery at the height of the seam, which might—although
she doubted it, given the Tha aani—be some sort of symbol for their rank.

Rennick rose when she entered the room. He was quiet, but not for lack of trying; if she’ d seen a better
imitation of afish out of water, she couldn’t offhand recall it.

“At ease,” shetold him. When this comment appeared to make no sense to him—and given Severn's
expression, it wouldn't—she said, “ Sit down.”

He sat. “ Areyou sure you shouldn’t be the one Sitting?’
“I dept.”
“For three hours,” he added.

She could havetold him that three hours after aday like thiswas a catnap, but didn’t. “I think we have
the wordt of the difficultiesfacing the Quarter from theinsdein hand,” shetold himingteed. “ The
difficultiesfacing the Quarter from the other side of the guardhouse, not so much. Y ou’ ve been talking to
the Tha dani for the last three hours—what have they told you?’

“Nothing.”
She looked acrossto Severn. He shrugged. “ Rennick thought it was relevant to ask them everything they



knew about you,” he replied.
“Oh. They don’'t know much.”

“She called you hereto help, and they don’t know much?’ He didn’t trouble to keep the scorn from his
voice, but on the other hand, no scorn would probably be no voice, for Rennick.

“They don't know much they want to share at any rate,” shetold him. “And I’m not your job. They are.
Y ou saw the casudties,” she added.

He nodded, wincing dightly. “They'redl going to survive. One of the men got up and walked away.”
“He was probably lessinjured than he looked.”

“Private Neya?’

“yes?

“Learnto lie better. Or don't bother. Bad liesinsult the intelligence of the listener, and | believe that you
don’t want to insult me.”

Thiswasn't exactly true, but Kaylin wastoo tired to sart a fruitless argument, which was generdly when
she gtarted them. “Humans amost killed those men,” shetold him, meeting and holding his gaze.
“Humans saved them. WEe re done with that now. Move on.”

“And where, exactly, would you like me to move?’

“To the part where you stop humans from wanting to kill any of the Tha dani ever again. We brought you
here because we thought you' d see a bit more of what the Tha dani arelike. Today wasn't their usua
day, so that’sawash. But none of them want to hurt you and they certainly don’t want to read your

mind.

“They just want to be left done. They tried to save the city, and we' re going to make sure that people
understand that.”

One of the Tha dani men in the room stood. “It isto address this concern that we are here” he said, in
dtilted Elantran. He didn’t bow to her, which was good. “ But there is some concern.”

“WE re here to address those concerns,” she said, wearing her best Hawk’ s face athough her head
redly was throbbing. “Humans have...stories. Those Storiesaren’t like the Tha alaan,” she added softly.
“They’re not red stories. People don't experience them as memories, and they certainly don't live them
the way some people can live old memoriesin the Tha daan.”

“These dories, arethey true?’

Kaylin looked to Severn for help. Asarule, shedidn't ask for rescue, having learned early that it was
pointless. But when it came to people, Severn wasjust better. He aways had been.

Y belline, however, lifted ahand. “ Scoros,” she said, “ Sit. The stories that she speaks of are not true in the
sensethat our stories are true. They change with time, they change with the teller of thetde.”

He frowned.

“Scoros,” Y belline added to Kaylin, “isateacher. He teaches the Tha adanari, and heis respected. He
understands what they will face.”



Kaylin nodded.

“It ishowever very seldom that my kin are exposed to your stories, and some explanation will be
required.”

Severn shrugged again. “Y ou were dways better at creating storiesthan | was,” hetold her.
“But not better &t lying.”

“No. Thishowever isyours.”

She pressed her palmsinto her closed eyesfor aminute. Then she nodded.

“Undergand,” she said, addressing dl of the Tha dani present, “that humans don’t have the Tha daan.
We don't have access to perfect memories. | can't remember clearly what | was doing eight years
ago—but if you wanted to, you could. I can construct what | was probably doing eight years ago. And if
it was utterly necessary, | could ask Y belline to actudly sort through my memories and tell mewhat | was
doing—but without the help of the Tha dani, if my twelve-year-old salf wasn't doing something in easy
reach of Records, there’ sno way for meto be certain.”

Scoros nodded; clearly thiswas nothing new to him.
“Thisisespecidly true of people who have had no deep for afew years.”
Scorosfrowned and Y bdline said, “ Sheisnot being literd.”

Hisfrown deepened dightly, and then eased. Y belline was speaking Elantran for their benefit, but,
clearly, was spesking in other ways aswell.

“The oldest of our stories are probably religious stories,” Kaylin continued. “ Stories about the gods.”
“These are the ones you remember?’

“Me? Not exactly. When | say oldest, | mean, the oldest ones that anyone knows about.” She winced
and gave up. “The earliest storieswe' retold, we' re told as children, usualy by our parents, sometimes
by our friends. Children don't dways have enough experience to understand very, very complicated
things, and storiesare away of explaining theworld to them.”

“But they’re not true.”

“Wdll, not exactly.”

“We do not understand what you are explaining, then.”

Scoroslooked at Ybelline. Y belline looked at Kaylin. Kaylin looked at the tabletop.

And Rennick stood up with adisgusted snort.

“Rennick, St down,” Kaylintold him.

Rennick didn’t appear to hear her. Given the color he was turning, it might not have been an act.

“Cagtelord,” he said, managing somehow to be polite and icy a the sametime. “Do you have no art,
here?’

Shefrowned. “ Art?’



“Paintings. Sculptures. Tapestries. Art.”
“We have,” Scoros answered. His voice had dropped afew degreesaswell.

“If whet I’ ve heard today istrue, the Tha dani have perfect memory. Anything, at any time, that any of
you have experienced, you can recal. True?’

“Rennick—"

“No, Private. If | amto do my job, asyou so quaintly cal it, | need to understand what I'm working
with, or working againgt. Y ou aren’t even asking the right questions.”

“Rennick—"

“Kaylin, no,” Severn said, hisquiet voice still audible over the echoes of Rennick’ s much louder tirade.
“He sright. My apologiesfor the interruption, Mr. Rennick. Please continue.”

“Isit true?’

Scoroswas slent for amoment. Kaylin imagined that he was trying to figure out what Rennick’ sgame
was. She could sympathize. “Itisasyou say,” Scorossad.

“What isthe purpose of your art?’

“Pardon?’

“Why do you makeit? The sculptures? The paintings? The tapestries?’
“What doesthis have to do with your stories?’

“Everything.”

“| am not an artist,” Scorosreplied. “But | will attempt to answer. We create these things because they
arebeautiful.”

“Beautiful? More beautiful than life? More beautiful than what' sred ?’

Scoros s silence was longer and quieter. When he spoke again, the chill in the wordswas gone. “Yes.
And no. They are not the same.” Thetail end of what might have been aquestion colored the last word.

“But you could find beautiful things, surely, in the—what did you cdl it? The Tha daan?’
“Yes Thatiswhat itiscdled.”
“Canyou?’

“Yes. Butitisnot asmple matter of demanding beauty and having it surrendered to us. We are not the
same person. No two of usthink exactly the same way, although to the deaf—"

“Scoros,” Y beline said softly.

“Tothehumans,” Scoros corrected himsdf. “To your kin, we might seem thus. We do not have the range
of...differences. Even so, some memorieswill strike different Tha dani as beautiful but not all.”

“Yes, well. You can find beauty, but you choose to create it instead?’



“Some of my kin do so, yes.”
“Imagine, for amoment, what it islike to be my kin.”
“Rennick—"

Scoros, however, stood. The two men faced each other across the length of the table. Severn kicked
Kaylin under the same table, motioning for silence.

“He doesn't understand what they’ ve suffered,” she hissed.
“Then allow Scorosto makethat clear, if that istheir wish.”

Scoros s antennae were weaving frantically in the air, and Y belline’ swere doing asimilar dance. But
watching the two, Kaylin could see the differencesin their gestures, these antennae that had seemed so
much like athreet. Y belline’ s movements were graceful and exact, asif each riseand fal of stalk was
perfectly timed and deliberate. Scoros slooked like whips.

Two conversations. Two arguments.

Scorosturned to Rennick. “1 spend little time imagining anything ese” hetold the playwright. Icewas
gone; firewas present. He was angry. “ My job—my duty—isto prepare our young for lifein your
world. And it isalifethat they are not suited to live. They do not lie, they do not fear, they do not hoard.
Nor do they stedl or Kill.

“Imaginewhat it islike to be you?What isit, exactly, that you do that alows you to come here and
speak thusto us? Y ou create these—these lies—and you spread them. And you are proud of this. Do
you think we want to serve—"

“Scoros” If Kaylin had ever wondered whether or not Y belline' s kindness was based in strength, she
had her answer. There was stedl there.

“What do you value?’ Scoros snapped, retreating from the previous sentence asif it were death. “ Gold.
Precious gems. Fine cloth—things. How do you reassure yourself of your own worth? By soliciting the
admiration of people who value only that much. Y ou spoke of love, in your travesty
of—of—disinformation. What do you know about love? Y our loveislittle better than base greed and
insecurity! Y ou want the regard of your peers, but you allow noneto be peers. Y ou want impossible,
Supid things.

“Y ou kill each other, rape each other, steal from each other—how are you to speak our truths? How are
you to decide what beauty means?’

“Because it doesn't matter what it meansto you, or your kin. It only matters what it meansto mine.”
Rennick folded hisarms across his chest. He appeared to be entirely unfazed by the fury that he had
provoked. Kaylin, head pounding, couldn’t say the same. “1 don’t demand that you like us. | don't care if
you respect us.” He shrugged. “Y ou wouldn’t be the first race to look down on us, you certainly won't
bethelast.

“And you interrupted me,” he added quietly.
Scoros's eyes rounded. He was actually shocked.

“So, clearly you' ve thought about some of what it meansto be us. Let me direct your thoughts to other
aspects. Y ou spesk of fear—how do you recognizeit if you don’t fed it yoursef?’



“A fair question, Scoras,” Y belline said pointedly. “ Please answer it.”

“We understand fear,” hereplied tiffly. “Nothing that livesiswithout fear. We fear for our sick, when the
doctors have done dl they can. Wefear for our children. We fear—"

“Dovyou fear death?’

“No. Pain, perhaps, but not death.”

“Do you fear to be forgotten?’

“Wewill never be forgotten, while even one of uslives”

Rennick lifted ahand. “ And the re?’

“Therest?

“Greed. What you cal human love. You don't fed it?’

“We vedl ft greed,” wasthe equdly siff reply. “Wewere dl children once.”
“And love?’

“We do not mean the same thing by that word.”

“Very well. Spesk of your meaning, mineisno longer anissue here”
Scoros s antennae waved again in the air, and Y belline' s snapped back.

Grudging every word, and speaking in the stilted way of Tha dani who are using language they are not
familiar with, Scorossad. “Itisjoy, to us.”

“And what do you love?’

“My people. Our children,” he added. “Their lives. Our parents. Our siblings. Our...husbands, if we
have them, or our wives, if we have them.”

“Plurd?’

“No one person can be dl thingsto al people. Some have tried, and some try—but it is youthful, and
experience teaches much.”

“I...see” Rennick was silent for amoment, gathering his thoughts. Kaylin highly doubted that he would
stay that way, but she was fascinated in spite of hersdlf. She was dso grateful, because if therewasa
diplomatic incident today, it wouldn’t be her faullt.

“Imagine liveswithout that love,” Rennick finaly said. It was not what she expected. “Without the
certainty of kin. We create art, and not dl of it isbeautiful to al people—but you have said thet thisis
true of your kin aswell.

“We don't have perfect memory. We don’'t have any faith that we'll be remembered when we' re deed,
and yes, | know it makes no sense, but we do care. When we talk of making our mark on the world, we
smply mean we want to be remembered. Remembered fondly,” he added.

“Because we don't have perfect memory, and we aso lack the Tha daan, we have no way of truly
understanding each other’ slives. We don't even understand our own parents or the decisionsthey



made.” Thislast sentence was accompanied by atwisted, bitter smile that spoke of experience. “What
we want, we sometimes can't explain to oursalves, let done others. But some of ustry anyway, and the
best way to do that, for many of us, iswith words.

“My art,” hesad, “if you can call it that, isjust such an attempt. People will take the words you' ve
read—my people—and they will spesk them in front of an audience, and they’ Il spesk them asif they
weretheir own words. They’ll lend the words emotion, strength, that you can’t see.”

“But they’ Il belies”

“Yes. And no. They will be like your paintings, or like your sculptures—they will betrue, in some
fashion. They will evoke something that the redlity itself can’t evoke as cleanly or aseasly. Wedon't
condder themlies, just adifferent way at getting at atruth that might be too big—or too small—to be
Seen.

“People are busy. They know their own problems and their own fears and they have no easy way of
|etting everyone dse know what they are. And if I'm being truthful—which you seem to prize—most of
ussimply don't care what other peopl€ sfears are. Ourstake up too much of our time. But when
someone watches one of my plays, they leave those problems behind. They signd, by being inthe
audience, that they’ rewilling to be lifted out of their own lives, and concerns.

“It' sonly for afew hours, but for those few hours, they’ re watching and they’ re listening to things that
they would never otherwise think about.” He sat down, then, heavily. “I admit that the Stuation hereis
more complicated than | thought. There are many things| don't understand,” he said, and heturned a
thoughtful ook upon Kaylin. “But | understand better what did not work in the play thet | origindly
conceived.”

“Why would you say this? Y ou said you don't care about my kin,” said Scoros.

“I don't careif they hate me,” hereplied mildly. “It would hardly be the first time someone has. But. ..
do care about the city. | don't want it torn apart by riots. | don’t want to see your people burned out of
their homes.

“I can do this. Private Neya and Corporal Handred seem to have some understanding of your people,
and they’ ve been assigned to work with me. | don’t ask you to trust me. But the Emperor does, and in
theend, wedl livea hiswhim.”

Or dieby it. Kaylin bit her tongue, hard, to keep the words on the right side of her lips. She thought
Rennick had finished, but he surprised her. There seemed to be no end to hiswords.

“I admit that when | was handed thistask, | did not consider it carefully enough. | consdered it. .. political
propaganda. Something useful for the Emperor, and of no consequence to the rest of us. Because of that,
| could take...shorteuts. | could tell the easy story, pull the chegp strings. | waswrong, and | gpologize
for my ignorance. And | thank the Hawks for bringing me to your Quarter, because | understand better
what's a stake.

“| dso understand that you are forbidden to speak of what actualy happened...but | imagine, now, that
what Private Neyabelievesistrue. Y ou did what you could to save the city. It's not something | would
have dared,” he added, “ given public fear and sentiment. | would have holed up in my roomsin the
Pdace. | did, infact, do just that.

“But from those rooms, | can now enter the fight in adifferent way. | will think about the Tha alaan, and
thetidal wave, and the fact that you walked out to meet it.” He turned toward the door, and then looked



at Kaylin and Severn, both gtill seated. “Private? Corpord ?”

Kaylin rose with effort. She bowed giffly to the Tha aani, and nodded onceto Y belline. But she lingered
in the room as Severn and Rennick left it, and found that the wait was rewarded.

The Tha dani, as one, seemed to shrink, their shoulderslosing the unnaturd stiffness of anger, their jaws
unclenching. Their antennae were weaving in ariot of motion, beneath strands of hair that had curled with
the city’ sdamn humidity.

“Wethank you, aswell,” Ybdlinetold Kaylin.

Scorosrose. “For saving our kin,” he said, “we offer no thanks—they are your kin aswdll, Kaylin Neya.
Y ou are the only one of your kind to be welcome in the Tha daan—and it holds some smdl part of your
memories.”

Shepded. “I tried—"

“Yes. Youtried. And much was withheld, and we are grateful for that absence aswell. But what you
could not withhold, al can see. And believe,” he added, with adight smile, “that dl did see. They know
you are not of the Tha dani, and that you cannot again touch the Tha daan—but those moments were
enough. They know you, and they will not fear you.

“Buit...your companion is both infuriating and surprising, and | think... 1 think perhapswewill trust him.
And itisfor thet, that we offer our thanks.”

Kaylin nodded dowly. “I don’t like him much,” she replied at length, “ but he surprised me aswell. And
as he can’t be bothered to be polite when hislife depends on it—trust me, I’ ve seen him with
Dragons—he probably wasn't lying about his concern. Or his apology.”

“Y ou must join them. We have the Swords a our gates, and | do not think wewill risk our own again
until thingsare cadmer.”

“Swords are better. They know how to cam acrowd.” She didn’t say anything about the most drastic of
crowd-caming methods. She knew, asthey al did, that the human mob outside was vadtly lesslikely to
attack the Swords.

The carriage was waiting for them. The Swords had ensured that. They had aso ensured that all of the
whed s and fine gilding were il intact, dthough the Imperid Crest probably had alot to do with the fact;
not even the most drunken and wayward of idiots thought hislife worth defacing an Imperial Crest. It
wasn't amistake you could repedt.

“Please drive usto the Halls of Law,” Severn told the coachman.
“Y ou’ re not coming back to the Palace?’

“Not for the remainder of the day.” Day wasn't quite the right word for the shade of pinkish purple the
sky had gone. “Wewill report to you in the morning.”

“Inthemorning?’ Rennick said.
13 Yaﬂ

“When in themorning?” The playwright now looked uncomfortable.



“Wereport for duty, fully kitted out, a eight.”
“Inthemorning?’
Severn nodded, his expression deliberately bland.

“Wall, you can report,” Rennick said. “But bring some cards, or whatever it is you do when you' re not
doing anything ese—I’m a bear at that time of the day.”

“A bear?’ Kaylin asked, insarting hersdlf into the conversation.
“A figure of gpeech. Mornings make me grouchy.”

“Wedidn't arrive in the morning today,” shetold him.
“Exactly. And your point is?’

“It probably spesksfor itsdlf.” Shetried to imagine Rennick in amore foul temper, and gave up quickly.
There were some thingsit was better not to know.

“I will be deeping at that ungodly hour. | think you should see about arranging some sort of shift work.”

Sheimagined the face full of fur that was an angry Leontine. Y ou did not mess up Marcus s schedule
without a pressing reason to do so—end of all life aswe know it being one.

“I'll ssewhat | can do,” she murmured, staring out the carriage window asthe city rolled past.

Severn shook her awake when they arrived. The front doors were manned by Aerians. Clint was still on
duty, which was unusua, given the hour. Shetook afew minutesto find her feet, and tried not to imagine
her bed.

They made their way to the front doors, and Kaylin stopped as Clint lowered his halberd. “ Aren’t you off
duty?’ she asked.

“I pulledinafavor.”
“You pulledinafavor.”
“Ya”

“So you could stay later, guarding adoor that no one ever attacks, with ahaberd that hasn’t seen redl
use in more than adecade.”

“Lessthan ayear,” hereplied. “But yes, | take your point. Wewerein thefiefsat thetime.”

“Point returned. But why exactly did you pull in afavor to work adouble shift when you' re on duty inthe
morning? Clint?” Shedidn’t like the expresson on hisface. Atdl. “I’vehad along day,” shesad,
running her hands over eyesthat felt like they werefull of sand. “SoI’'m abit dow.”

“Bequicker,” hetold her, without smiling. “1 thought you would come back abit earlier. | knew you'd be
back before tomorrow.”

“This—what’ s happened, Clint?” She pulled amemory out of her exhaustion: a Sword offering her his
sympathies. It seemed like he'd said it weeks ago.



“Youwon't likeit,” he said, leaving her in no doubt whatsoever that thiswas an understatement. “Buit it
doesn’'t matter whether or not you likeit, do you understand?’

1] YS.”

“I’'m serious, Kaylin. Y ou get away with alot when you' re dedling with Marcus, because he' s seen how
much you'’ ve changed in seven years. He saw you at thirteen. He watched you struggle to become the
Hawk that you are now. Part of him ill thinks of you asif you' re thirteen years old, and that’ snot likely

to change”

“And 07’

“Kaylin, please understand that thisisimportant. All jokes about your punctuaity aside, Marcus accepts
you asyou are. Not al of the older Hawksfed the sameway, and not al of them have been won over.”

She stared at him dumbly and was surprised when he handed his polearm to the other guard, and caught
her shouldersin both hands. Hiswingswere high; he wasworried. “I’m very fond of you,” hesad, his
gaze an unblinking shade of gray that was unlike any color she' d seen. “But | took my oaths, and I'm
sworn to uphold them. | also need to est, and feed my family.”

“Clint—what are you talking about? Why are you saying this?’

“Because the people you will now be dedling with will not be Old Ironjaw. And if you don’'t dedl
carefully, you won't be aPrivate. It' sassmple asthat.”

“W-what happened?’
“Therewasanincident,” he continued carefully. “Involving the Leontine Quarter.”
“What happened, Clint?’

“We renot entirely certain. Tedaand Tain aretrying to ferret out information, but any information we get
isgoing to cometo uswhen we' re off the payroll. Understand?’

She nodded, athough shedidn’t.

“Marcus has been stood down. He' s been rdlieved of duty.”

“Onwhat grounds?’

“Kaylin—we don’'t know what happened. But the case has been referred to the Caste Courts, not ours.”
“What case?’

“Someone died.”

“Pardon?’

“A Leontinefrom aprominent clan died. He was killed by another Leontine. That much, we do know.”
“How?

“The death didn’t occur in the Leontine Quarter. However, none of the witnesses were harmed, and
remanding dl investigationsinvolving that desth to the Caste Courtsiswell within the dictates of the
Law.”



13 BlJt—”
“Marcus was present at the scene of the crime.”
“What do you mean, present?’

Clint closed his eyes for amoment. When he opened them, they were clear, and his face had hardened
into linesthat Kaylin hated to see there. “Heis currently in the custody of the Caste Court, awaiting atria
on murder charges.”

For once, Kaylin had no wordsto offer. A million questions, yes, but they were jammed up in the
tightness of her throat.

“Corpora Handred?’

“Here”

“Y ou’ ve been ingtructed to report for duty to the acting Sergeant.”
“The acting Sergeant? Clint!”

The Aerian to hisleft was an older man that Kaylin recognized. There wasn't an Aerian on the force that
shedidn’t know by name, because there wasn't an Aerian on the force who hadn’t been begged,
pleaded with and cgoled by amuch younger Kaylin. They could fly—they could carry her with them.

“Breen?’

Breen had clearly decided to let Clint absorb dl the heat of this particular conversation, but his dusky
skin, pale brown to Clint’s deep, warm darkness, looked alittle on the green side.

“Towhomam | to report?’ Severn asked.
The hesitation was amost too much to bear. But when Clint finaly spoke, it wasworse.

“Sergeant Mallory.”

CHAPTER 4

Severn did not take Kaylin with him when he went to report for duty to the new acting Sergeant. He did
not, in fact, report for duty immediately; instead, he grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her from the
steps atop which the two Aerians stood. It took her about two minutesto realize that the dragging had a
purpose: he was taking her home.

And shewas exhausted enough to let him.

“I know what you' re thinking, Kaylin. Don't.”

“What am | thinking?”

“That you should have been there.”

She winced. But she' d aways been obviousto Severn.

“What you were doing affects an entire race. What we Il be doing when we re not dealing with the ugly



fears of amob will affect amuch, much smaller group of people.”

“The Hawks”

He nodded quietly.

“Why did he ask for you?’" She couldn’t bring hersdlf to actualy say Mallory’ s name out loud.
“I don’t know. I’ ve met the man once.”

“Y ou ran interference for me when we went to Missing Persons.”

Severn nodded. “ But given hisfedings about you—and he was quite clear on those—I imagine that he
won't find my role asaHawk much moreto hisliking.”

“He probably doesn’t know where you' re from.”
“Then he hasn't done his homework.”
“Doesn’'t seem likely.”

“No, it doesn’'t. | imagine that Mallory knows quite abit about the Hawks at this point.” He stopped.
She stared at the street, and he pushed her gently up the few stepsto her own apartment door. She'd
gotten anew key, and it worked, but it took her three triesto get the damn thing into the lock.

“You'retired,” hetold her, when she cursed in Leontine. “ Tired and Mallory are not going to be a pretty
combination. Sleep it off. But understand that when you walk into the office in the morning, the ruleswill
be different and everything will change. Y ou wanted to be aHawk,” he added. “Be one. Tomorrow.”

“1 want to talk to the Hawklord.”

“Do that tomorrow aswell.” He paused, and then added, “We couldn’t have talked to the Hawklord
without spesking to Mallory fird. | imagine he' s guarding the tower. Kaylin, he smade it clear from the
gart, if | understand things correctly, that you should never have been aHawk. Nothing would give him
more pleasure than correcting an obvious error in judgment. But if heisavindictive man—and | don't
discount it—he aso appearsto play by therules.

“Don’'t give him the satisfaction. Do nothing that he can use as an excuse. HE |l have his own worries,”
Severn sad.

“What worries?’

“Hisdisdain for Marcus waswidely known, and Marcus was popular.”
‘g

“Iswhat?’

“Ispopular.” She began to sumble up the narrow stairsto her rooms. “Don’'t talk about him asif he's
dead.”

“Ispopular,” he said, gentling his voice as he followed her. “Most of the department knows how Mdlory
regards the Hawks under Marcus, and if Mallory isto succeed, he can't afford to further aienate them.
Butif you give him an excuse, he'll useit.”



She opened the door to adarkening room, the shutterswired into a safe—and closed—position. She
might not have cared much for Rennick, but she shared his view about morning. And still got her butt out
of bed on most days.

“I'll begood,” shetold him in the darkness.
“Tomorrow.”

She nodded again and walked across the room, stepping around the piles of debristhat littered it. She
removed the stick that held her stubborn hair in place, and sank, fully clothed, into bed.

“Seep,” hetold her. Just that.

She wanted more. Shewanted himto tell her that the bad dream would vanish in the sunlight, that she
would wake up and the city would be sane, and Marcus would be chewing his lower lip and creating
new gouges on his desktop while he moved offending paperwork out of the way.

But she'd grown up inthefiefs, after dl, and she knew that what she wanted and what she got had
nothing, in the end, in common. Shedidn’t cry.

But she came close when he kissed her forehead and brushed the lids of her closed eyeswith his
fingertips.

She woke up to aloud, insstent knocking at her door. Daylight had wedged its unwel come way through
the shutters. She had to remember to get them fixed. Say, by putting ablock of stonein their place.

She checked her mirror before she made her way to the door, till wearing the rumpled clothing from the
day before. She paused. Someone had messaged her. Someone had tried to get her attention, but they
hadn’t tried for very long. She didn’t want to check, besides which, the pounding at the door wasn't
stopping anytime soon. She bypassed the mirror, because if the first thing she saw this morning wasthe
afterimage of Mdlory’ s unwelcome face, she' d break the damn thing, and the mirror was the most
expensve thing she owned. She wouldn't have bothered with the expense—gods knew she never had
money—but her duties at the midwives guild pretty much made it anecessity.

Severn was standing in the door frame when she opened the door. He handed her abasket. “ Breskfast,”
hetold her. “Eat.”

“What timeisit?’

“Not so late that you don't havetimeto eat.” It wasn't precisely an answer. Shelifted the basket top,
and the sméll of fresh bread became the only thing in the room. That and her growling ssomach. “Hey,”
she said, as she sat on the bedside and motioned Severn toward the chair. “Isthis enchanted?’

“The bread?’

Her frown would have killed lesser men. “Very funny. The basket.”
“yYes”

Shenodded. “I didn’t smell the bread at dl until | opened it.”

“It keepsthe rodents at bay. More or less.”



“Where d you get it done?’
“BEvanton’'s”
“Hedlikeit. It' spractica.”

“I think he thought it perhapstoo practical. But he took the money.” He paused and then added, “ It
keepsthefood fresher, aswell. It won't last forever,” he said, “but it lasts longer. Which, given the insane
hours you generaly keep, also seemed practical.”

“Wait—it' sfor me?’

“It' sfor you.”

She hesitated, and then nodded. “Thanks. Did you talk to Madlory?’

“Lagt night.”

“The Hawklord?

“No. I'll say thisfor Mallory, that paperwork is going to get done before the week’ s out.”
“Ha I’ ve seen that pile—most of it wastherewhen | got inducted.”

“Betting?’

“Sure. We can pool in the office.”

“Actudly, wecan't.”

Silence. It didn’t last longer than it took to finish swallowing something that could have been chewed
longer, judging by the way it lodged in the back of her throat. “We can't bet?” To afiefling, it waslike
being told don’t breathe.

“It' snot in keeping with the forma tone he fedsis professiona in office environs. Heislooking forward
to correcting the laxity.”

Kaylin's bread now resembled clay. Her sscomach was kind enough to stop growling, so her throat could
pick up the sound.

“Change your clothing,” he added. “And you may haveto get your hair cut.”
“What?’

“| think you heard me.”

“My har?’

“It' snot regulation length.”

“NetherisTeda dl”

“I believe heintendsfor al of the Hawksto sport regulation cuts.”

If she hadn’t swallowed the mouthful, she would have probably sprayed it across the room. “Hethinks
he can make the Barrani cut their hair?’



“He hopesto make hismark on the office,” Severn replied, a perfectly serious expression smoothing out
thelines of hisface. “I think he believesit will speak well of histenureif he can be seen to have effected
changesthat Marcus could not.”

“Marcus never tried.”
“No. But there are no Barrani in Missing Persons. There are no Leontines. There are no Aerians.”
“So what you're saying isyou think hefailed Racid Integration classesaswell.”

“Pretty much. Oh, | imagine he passed them—some peopl e can pass atest without ever looking at the
content.”

“The Aerians pretty much go by regs. | keep my hair out of the way.”
“I don’t think that will be aconvincing argument. Stay clear of itif he bringsit up.”
“What does that mean?’

“Say yes, and ignore him for aday or two. Y our yeswill pae beside the very Barrani No he'slikely to
get from twelve of hisHawks. He snot afool. | imagine that the dictate will be quietly set asde as
inggnificant given the flaws that he obvioudy seesin the present office bureaucracy. By which | mean
reports and paperwork. He will fedl the need to impress upon his superiors the qudities that he can bring
to the job, particularly if those qudities are ones which his predecessor lacked.”

She nodded, and finished eating. Then she picked up what was hopefully a clean shirt, and began to
change. It was going to be along day.

“Kaylin?’

P—

“Someone mirrored you.”

“Oh, right. | didn’t want to look in case it was Mdlory. Who wasit?’

“I don’'t know.”

“Wel look.”

He was slent for amoment, after which he said, “Y our mirror isn't keyed?’
“Hells no—that costs money.”

“Kaylin—the Hawks would pay to have it done. Some of our investigations would not be hel ped if
anyone could listen in on more sengtive discussons.”

“Look, if someonée slistening in on my life, they' ve got no bloody life of their own, and they’re welcome
to be as bored asthey like. Usudly it' s just Marcus screaming about the time, anyway.”

She could tell by the set of hislipsthat the conversation was not finished. He did, however, touch the
mirror and ask for areplay.

The mirror hummed a moment, and then went flat.

“You said thiswasn't keyed.”



“It' snot.”

“It' snot playing.”

“Crap. If it sbroken, I'll—I’ll—" She shoved a stick into the bun she had made of her hair, and ssomped
over to the mirror. What she did not need right now was anything she couldn’t afford. A new mirror
being her chief concern.

“Mirror,” shesaid, in the tone of voice she usudly reserved for choice Leontine words. “ Replay.”

The mirror shimmered, the neutral matte of its deeping surface dowly bresking to reved aface. A
Leontineface.

“Themirror’ snot keyed,” Kaylin said, her voice losing hegt as she struggled with her very inadequate
memory. The woman was familiar. Not one of Marcus swives—she knew al of them on sight, having
been to their home dozens of times before she was alowed to join the Hawks.

“No,” Severn said thoughtfully. “But the messageis. | canwait inthe hal if you want the privacy.”

“Don't bother. It'll save methe hasse of repeating what it says. | know her,” Kaylin said suddenly. “I
saw her when | went to the Quarter for the midwives. Her name was Arlan. But it was supposed to
m_”

“Kaylin Neya,” the woman said, her voice so hushed Kaylin wasn't surprised when theimagein the
mirror turned and looked over its shoulder furtively. “Y ou came. Y ou hel ped birth my son, Roshan
Kaylarr. He has need of your aid, and thereisno one else | can ask. | humbly beseech you, return to
him.” She looked over her shoulder again. “1 cannot speek freely. But come again this evening at the
same hour you arrived in my den on your first vist. Come doneg, if it ispossible. Bring only people you
cantrug, if itisnot. | must go.” Shefaced the mirror fully and said a phrase in Leontine before the mirror
blanked.

Severn looked at her. “What did she say?’

“You don't know?’

“| didn’'t understand dl of the Leontine, no.”

“But you dways understand morethan | do.”
Heraised a brow.

“She said her throat wasin my claws.”

“That’ swhat it sounded like. What does it mean?’

“ She' sbegging. More than begging. She's promising that she' |l do anything—anything at all—that | ask
of her in return for thisfavor. No, it's more than that—she’ s saying that if | don’t do this, she facesafate
worse than degth. Yes, it'salittle over thetop. They don't useit much.” She closed her eyes. “Her son
wasthe only cub in her litter, and he barely survived the birthing. If something’ s gone wrong with him—"

“Shewould have caled you now, not at some unspecified hour.”
“That’swhat I'm thinking,” Kaylin replied, rearranging her hair thoughtfully. “I’'m aso thinking that it can’t

be entirely coincidence that something’ swrong in the Quarter at thistime. | went in to help with the
baby—L eontines don't usudly cal in the human midwives, but...it was an odd birth. None of her wives



were present and she was alone. The entire place was empty. | |eft the midwives behind because it was
the L eontine Quarter, and they alowed it—barely.”

“Shelooks—and | admit I’ m not an expert in Leontine phys ology—young. Maybe she has no wives
yet”

“Maybe. And maybe she got my name from Marcusthefirst time | visited, and maybe she cantell us
something about what' s hgppening to him.”

“Careful, Kaylin. Y ou don't want to start an intercourt incident.”

“I never want to start an incident,” she replied, opening the door. “ Then again, | never want to stand in
the rain getting soaked either. Some things are just beyond my control.”

Asif inreply to this, hereached into his pouch and pulled out the heavy, golden bracer that she wore
when she wasn't with the midwives. Or, more accurately, when she wasn't being called upon to use the
strange magic that came with the marks on her arms, legs and back.

“That’ swhy you came?’ she asked, taking the bracer and clamping it firmly shut around her wrist.

“That,” hereplied, “and to make sure you get to work on time.”

Clint was on duty. If she had the timing right, he’ d flown to the Southern Stretch, dept and flown back,
without much elsein between. He didn't look surprised to see her and, given she had been on time two
daysin arow, this said something. It wasn't agood something, but it was something. Helet them both in
without aword, although he returned Severn’ s nod as they passed.

Her firgt stop was the Quartermaster. Given the silent war they’ d been waging for the past severd
weeks—over astupid dress, no less—she expected bad news. She had no doubt at al that the acting
Sergeant had asked for agenerd inventory of items, and the various Hawks those items currently resided
with. Kaylin’sminor problem was that she’'d lost one hauberk, one surcoat and two daggers. If she had
lost themin theline of Officid duty—which did happen in some of the messier takedowns—that was
congdered an expense for the Departmental Budget; if she’ d lost them—as she had—to work that must
remain unofficia, she was going to be out the money.

Or out the door.

Begging was something she' d donein her time, but it didn’t come naturally now. Nor did letting down her
guard. She had, however, decided to take Severn at hisword. She needed to play nice, to be official.

The Quartermaster was clearly in the middie of the inventory that she guessed he' d been asked to take.
He took about five minutesto look up, asure sign that he’ d seen her coming.

He surprised her. “| see you' ve managed to hold on to the surcoat for aday. Color me surprised.” He
bent below the counter and came up with two daggers, in reg sheeths, in his hand. “Put them on. Don’t
losethem.”

Shewas amost speechless.
“I don't like your attitude,” hetold her. “1 never have.”

She nodded. The fact that she felt the same about him was not something the conversation needed at the



moment. It seemed to be—miraculoudy—going well onitsown.

“But you' ve earned your rank, such asitis. And you' ve got keen sight. Maybe in ten years, experience
will grind the edges off you. Maybe it won't. But if you want to get yoursdlf cashiered, it'll haveto be for
a better reason than losing armor and wegpons while saving the City. I’ ve marked the lossasin theline
of duty. If heasks, lie” He paused and added, “ If you repeat that, I’ ll have asudden change of heart. Is
that understood, Private?’

“Yes, gar.”
“Good. Go away. I'm busy.”
“Yes, gr.” Shemade it about four steps from the desk when he said, quietly, “Good luck, girl.”

Severn said, much more quietly, “If nothing good comes of Mallory, at least you' ve made peace with the
Quartermaster. Try to makeit last.”

Even before they made it to the heart of the office, Kaylin noted one change: the duty roster. It had been
rewritten on apristineroll of paper, in afastidioudy tidy hand, and the only holesin it were the ones
beneeath the pins. She saw that she was still marked for Imperia Palace duty, aswas Severn. If she'd
hated the ideawhen she' d first seen it, shewas grateful for it now—it meant time away from the office.

To onesde of theroster, in an equally neat hand, was a smaller piece of paper. On it, under a prominent
heading that said Code of Conduct were abunch of lineswith numbers besideit. Usudly, thiswas
exactly the type of document the Hawksignored, if they noted it at dl. Kaylin, aware of how much she
would have to change in order to remain aHawk, grimaced and read.

1. All officid documentation isto bewritten in Court Barrani.

2. For investigationsin process: All reports are to be tendered no more than forty-eight hours after
the relevant investigation takes place.

3. For arests: All reports are to be tendered no more than twenty-four hours after the relevant
arrest takes place.

4. Therewill be no betting or drinking on the premises. There will be no betting or drinking while on
duty anywhere.

5. TheOfficia City languages are not to be used to promulgate obscenities.

6. Before beginning your rounds, you will clock in. There are no exceptionsto thisrule. When
finished, you will clock out.

7. Regulation dress and grooming is mandatory while on duty.

Kaylin said nothing while she read. She said nothing after shefinished, taking amoment to school her
expression. When she was certain shelooked calm, she turned to face the rest of the office. Thefirst
thing she should have noticed was Marcus s absence. But thefirgt thing she did notice wasthat Caitlin
was missing. At the desk beside the mirror from which most genera office businesswas done, an older
man sat. Hewastrim and fit in build, with avery well-groomed beard; his hair had grayed enough to be
salt-and-pepper, but not enough to be white.



She hesitated for amoment, and managed to stop herself from running up to the desk and demanding to
know where Caitlin was. But it was hard. Had Severn not been at her side, it might well have been

impossible
The rest of the office seemed to have taken the changein stride, if you didn’t notice the silence that

hovered above agroup of people famed for their gossip and chatter. One or two of them met her eyesin
Slence.

“Whoishe?’ she asked Severn, her voice amuted whisper.

“Caitlin’ s replacement. Sergeant Mdlory wished to work with aman who' s accustomed to him. It comes
with thejob,” he added, before she could speak. “His name is Kevan Smithson.”

“Heworked in Missing Persons?’

“For eight years. Before that, he was part of the office pool here. Let’ s get thisover with,” he said, and
began to walk toward the desk that Mallory now occupied.

She'd burnin hdl before she called it his desk.

“Corpora Handred,” Sergeant Mdlory said, looking up from his paperwork. Kaylin was barely willing to
givehimthis: it was hdf the Size of the stack she'd last seen, and it was agood ded moretidy. “Private
Neya” Herose as he said her name. She stood at attention. She wasn't particularly good at standing at
attention on most days, but on most days, it wasn't demanded.

Hedidn't, however, seem to notice. “Y ou are both on call at the Imperia Paace.”
“Sr,” Severnreplied.

“I have attempted to ascertain the duration of your work at the Palace, but the Imperia Court could not
be precise” Heturned, then, to look at Kaylin. “Y ou are not the Hawk | would have chosen for that
duty,” he said, reaching behind him to pick up afolder. There was no immediately visblewriting onit, but
Kaylin had a pretty good idea of what it contained. “And | have spoken with the Hawklord about this
matter. Apparently, you were specificaly requested.”

“Sir,” she said, hoping she sounded as curt—and as correct—as Severn.

“Youwill report to the office before you leave for the Paace while you have duties there.”
“Sr”

“And you will tender areport of your activitiesto Mr. Smithson at the end of each day.”
“It' sneither an investigation nor an arrest,” shetold him.

“Yes. I'maware of that. But given the ddlicate nature of relations with the Pdace, and given the
probability that | will be called upon to explain your behavior while there, | require areport.

“Ah, and | wishyoutolift your right arm.”
She did as he ordered.

Hewalked over to her and rolled up her deeve. The golden surface of the bracer caught the ambient



light, reflecting it perfectly. “1 will also require you to show proof of your compliance with the Hawklord's
orders when you report.

“You are aware, perhaps, that the former Sergeant and | did not see eye to eye on many things. | have
gpent sometime perusing your file” he said, lifting and waving it asif it wereared flag and Kaylinwerea
bull, “and while | better understand some of his decisionswith regardsto your behavior, | fed that he
placed too much emphasis on your possibleimport.

“I will bewatching you, Private Neya. Do one thing to embarrass this department, and you will no longer
be part of it. Isthat understood?’

“Sr.”

“Yesor no, Private.”

“Yes gr.”

“Good. I'm glad we understand each other. Dismissed.”

Kaylin took abreath and walked away from his desk.

“Private! That isnot the way to the carriage yards.”

Sheturned on hed. “No, sir. I’ m reporting to the Hawklord.”

“No, Private, you are not. | report to the Hawklord. Y ou report to me. Isthat clear?’

She was dmost speechless. Having to walk past Malory—and be interrogated by him—was one thing.
Being told that all communication between the Hawklord and herself was forbidden was another. Her
hands did up to her hips.

Severn stepped on her foot. She met his gaze and saw thewarning iniit.
Was about to ignore it entirely when Severn said, “If you' re cashiered, you can't help Marcus.”
“Sr,” shesad, inadightly strangled tone of voice.

“Good. Do not be late for your assgnment.” He went back to the desk that, damn it al, he shouldn’t be
behind, and took the chair. “I look forward to your report this evening.”

“Kaylin, | don't think thisisagood idea,” Severntold her quietly. “ There' severy chancethat Mdlory
will keep an eye on you for thefirst couple of weeks.”

Kaylin said nothing. Instead of making her way to the carriage yards, she had made her way to the Aerie.
Init, high above her head, and just below the vaulted ceilings, the Aerians were flying. She knew most of
them by name. Certainly dl of them on sight.

“I' know what I’'m doing,” shetold him, each word alittle bolt of fury.
“I know what you intend to do aswell,” hereplied. “I just don't think it' swise.”
“I’'m not asking you to come.”

“No. You are not, however, on your way to the Palace.”



“Rennick won't even be awake.”

“True”

“So there' sno point in going there now.”

“Lesstrue,” Severn said.

“Youdidn't tdl Mdlory that we re not required until well past lunch?’
“No. | thought we might make use of thetime.”

“l'am.”

“Inlessobvious disregard of your superior officer’sorders.”

She made her way to the middle of the Aerie and waited. In about five minutes, three of theflying
Aerians began to circle lower, and eventudly they landed. Two of them were Hawks, one was aWolf.
The Wolf nodded carefully at Severn, who returned the nod.

“If the change of leadership doesn’t suit you, Corpora Handred, the Wolves are waiting.”
“It' san interna matter,” Severn replied, with care. “But I’ [| remember what you've said.”

The two Hawks watched Severn for amoment, weighing him. Severn had been aHawk for a couple of
months—a most—and most of hisdutiesdidn’t bring him in contact with the Aerians. Most of Kaylin's
didn’t, either, but that hadn’t ways been the case, and with the Aerians, history counted for something.

“Kaylin,” one of thetwo said. He was ayounger man, Severn’s age, and his skin was the same deep
brown that Clint’ swas.

“Perenne,” shereplied. “Will you come outside with me for a second?’
He said something suggestive, and she smacked his chest with her open pam. “Very funny. I’m serious.”
“If 1 can be excused from my drill practice, yes.” He turned to the older Hawk.

“It' sheading to bresk anyway. Do not do anything stupid.” That said, the older Hawk launched himsdlf
intothear.

Perenne was not as stocky as the older Hawks, and he wastaller. He had arrived on the force somefive
years past and, while technicaly he' d been aHawk for longer than Kaylin, waswell awarethat she'd
been dogging the feathers of members more senior for years.

“Y ou want metowhat?’ he said, when she told him what she needed him to do.

“Just fly up to the top of the tower and dangle me over the window.”

“Kaylin—"

“Perenne, | need to talk to the Hawklord, and Malory’ s standing guard in front of the usual door.”

“Meaning he ordered you not to talk to him.”



“Not exactly.”

“What, exactly, did he say?’

“| can’t remember.”

“Corpora Handred?’

“Hetold her that sheis not required to report to the Hawklord—that' s his duty.”
“In exactly those words?’

“Moreor less”

Perenne grimaced. “I likethisjob,” he said. “I'd liketo keep it for awhile.”

“You don’t haveto do anything else,” shereplied. “1 just—I need to talk to the Hawklord, and I'll bein
the dumpsfor insubordination if | ignore Mdlory to hisface”

“You'll beinthe cellsfor insubordination if you ignore him behind hisback,” Perenne replied reasonably.
But he opened hisarms, and hiswings went from their light, airy fold behind his back to afull tip-to-tip
dretch.

“Don’t expect much,” he said, as he caught her in hisarms and adjusted for her weight. “Malory was
appointed with the Hawklord' s approva .”

“The man’san arrogant prick.”
“True. But he' snot ahomicida one”
“Marcusign’t homicidd.”

“Much. Look, | know there’ s some history with Mallory, but the Hawklord trusts him enough to let him
run and saff Missing Persons.”

The ground receded.

“Perenne, he'sgoing to ing st that the Barrani cut their hair.”

Perennewinced. “1 didn’t say he was sane. But let him. Hewon't last long if he does.”
“I couldn’t talk him out of itif I tried.”

The dome that enclosed the Hawklord' s tower grew larger as they approached it from above. It was
closed. Kaylin swore.

“Look, jus—dangle me aboveit while | knock.”
“Knock?’

“Kick.”

“Better. Have you put on weight?’

“Very funny.”



The Hawklord could be called many things. Stupid was not one of them. Almost before Kaylin had
finished kicking the dome—and it was actudly easier said than doneif she didn’t want Perenneto drop
her—the dome itself began to dide open, eight parts receding into the stone of the tower’ s upper walls.
Perenne took the open dome as an invitation to relieve himself of hisburden, and very gently set her
down, hiswings beating dowly.

Helanded behind her and snapped the Hawklord a salute. The Hawklord nodded at Perenne. “Circle
thedome,” hetold the Aerian. “ Private Neya has no other way of leaving, but | assume she thought this
out beforehand.” Hiswhite wings were folded at his back, and his handswere at hissides.

But his eyeswere ringed and dark, and he looked tired. He waited in silence for Perenne’ s ascent, and
then turned hisregard on Kaylin. “1 believe you were told not to report to me.”

“I'mnot.”

“Ah. And what, exactly, are you doing?’

“1 want you to report to me.”

“l see” Heturned and waked toward the mirror that graced the tower. “Y ou refer to Marcus Kassan.”
“What happened? Why ishe—"

“I don’'t know, Kaylin. I know that heis currently in the custody of the Caste Courts. The Leontine Caste
Court. Morethan that | have not been able to ascertain. But hisarrest iswithin the purview of the Caste
Courts, and unless Marcus demands a public hearing or apublic trid in the Imperia Courts, it isnot our
concern.”

“You can't believehe—"

“It doesn’t matter what | believe. It doesn’t matter what you believe. The Caste Courts have the right to
convenein thisfashion. If we decide to disrupt Caste law, we risk too much. The city can't cope with
two Cagte difficulties.” He paused and then said, “Y ou visited Y belline Rabon' dani.”

“Yes. At her request. And she' snot going to file an incident report.”

“Good. And you found her well?’

“No.”

“And your duties a the Imperia Paace?’

“I’m not alowed to report to you,” she reminded him.

“Sergeant Mallory would not consider something thisinformal to be areport,” the Hawklord replied.
She started to argue, and stopped herself because it wastrue.

“Acting Sergeant Mdlory,” she said instead.

“Asyou say.”

“Why in the hdls did you choose him? Why not promote someone from the department? He' s handled



Missing Persons reports for the last gods know how many years—he' s not—"

The Hawklord lifted ahand. “Do not question my judgment in this. And before you embarrass yoursdlf
by asking, Sergeant Mdlory does not have any information he can use against me. He was put forward
asthe most senior candidate who could fill the position on no notice.”

“By who?’

“It'snot your concern, Kaylin.”

“He snever liked thefact that I'm aHawk.”
“No.”

“Hell do whatever he can to get rid of me.”

“He |l dlow you to do whatever you can to give him the excuse, yes. A year ago, that would have taken
aday, two at the outside. | expect that it will now take him much longer. Especialy given the nature of
your duties a the Palace.”

“Where sCatlin?’

“Caitlin—and she hasarank, Private, but asthisisentirely informd, | will alow you to forget it—has
chosen to take aleave of absence. Her duties under Marcus Kassan did not leave her much freetime,
and sheis, infact, owed severa weeks of back pay, and several more weeks of time off. Sheisutilizing
both at the moment.”

“But when they run out?’

“Sheisdill aHawk in good standing. If her position is not vacant when she chooses to return, another
position will befound for her. She has dso received at least two offers of employment from the Swords.”

Kaylin watched hisreflection in the mirror, waiting for it to dim as he accessed Records. She waited for
at least five minutes before she redized he had no intention of accessing Records at thistime.

Hejust didn’t want to look at her.
It was surprising how much this stung.

“Accessto the Tower during Sergeant Mallory’ s stay will be restricted,” the Hawklord told her. “If there
isan emergency, those restrictions do not apply—~but do not create an emergency.”

“ Bth—”

He turned away from the mirror, then. “1 am aware of the schedule Richard Rennick choosesto keep,”
he said, hisvoice sharp and low. “1 am aware of the hours you are expected to serve. Y ou have half a
day of paid timeinwhich to play cards. Corpora Handred is aso blessed with the same abundance of
time. Useit, Kaylin. Thereisnothing that Marcus will tell me. | haven't eaten at histable. | haven't been
given the hospitality of his hearth. | haven’t been adopted by his Pridlea. Y ou’ ve spoken to hiswives
before—speak to them now, if they’l talk.

“I trustyou,” hesaid, hisvoice dill low and intense. “1 trust you to use your training asaHawk. Asa
groundhawk, when you' re focused, you have very few equas. Go where | cannot go. Discover what |
cannot discover. Survive Mdlory’ sdidike. It isnot beyond your skills” He looked asif hewould say
more, but he stopped for amoment. “Marcusis the only Leontine on my force a the moment. Hisloss



will be ablow to the city, even if the Hawks see only their own difficulties. Y ou havefive days.”
“Fvedays?

“Thetrid isset for five days hence”

“Five days?We couldn’t get something likethisto trid in lessthan five weeks!”

But the Hawklord lifted his head and uttered a series of high, clicking whistles. It wasn't Aerian, exactly;
it was the Aerian version of ashout.

Perenne began his descent.
“I regret the necessity of putting you in thisSituation. But it is necessary, Kaylin. Do what you do best.”
“What isit | do best?’

He offered her aweary but genuine amile. “ Get involved in everyone s s business, whether or not they
request it. My mirror has been keyed for your use and the key sequenceisyour voice. Attempt to
exercise caution when you contact me. Now go. Malory will be herein lessthan fifteen minutes.”

“WWl?l
“Hefollowsaschedule for hisreports.”

She nodded. Bit back the words that she wanted to say. Lifted her armsto catch Perenne as he landed.

“Wedl?" Severn asked. He was waiting for her by the entrance to the carriage yard.

“Bad.”

“How bad?’

“Not so bad that we can’'t do something. Yet.”

“Tdl me”

She waited for the carriage to roll out of the carriage house. “1'll tell you when we' re en route.”
“To?

“The Leontine Quarter.”

He nodded as if he had expected no less.
CHAPTERS

“Given Rennick’ sgenerd regard for authority—and | must admit to being impressed—we have some
leeway in our timing.” Severn glanced out the window, but it was ameasured glance; he was, she knew,
following the streets, catal oguing the buildings. She wondered if he was congtantly fleshing out amap of
the city on theinside of his head. Nevertheless, watching or not, he was ill with her, as his next words
proved. “But while timing with regards to Rennick isn't amagjor issue, our presence or absence will be.
Y ou don't care for Rennick—heis, however, important.”



“He snot anidiot,” shesaid, grudging the admission. “But | don’t get him. | don’t understand why he
writesthis stuff for people when he clearly doesn't like them much.”

Severn shrugged. “It' sart,” he sad, asif that explained anything. Maybe it did. “Where does Marcus
live?

“In the middle of the damn Quarter.”
“And we re gpproaching it?’

“It'snot likethe Tha dani enclave. There sno gate. But it’ skind of hard to miss it—the streets are pretty
much aways crowded. They don’'t seem to have a market in the strict sense of theword.”

Severn nodded.
“You dready know al of this”

“I'velearned some of it,” hereplied. “But I’ ve seldom had causeto travel in the Leontine Quarter, and
the Leontines are not known for their hospitality.”

“Redlly?

“Really. Leontines don’t make people worry in the same way the Tha alani do—in the end, we dl have
things we d rather no one else know about. They make people worry in the same way that giant,
man-eating animasdo.”

“Where, by people, you mean humans.”

“I mean anything that can bekilled and esten.”

“The Barrani don't seem to mind them.”

“How would you know? The Barrani affect noncha ance when it comesto bloody dragons.”

“True” Theday Tedasad “I’m afraid” was probably the day the world ended—becauseif Teda
weren't certain it was going to end, she wouldn'’t bother with something as dangerous as vulnerability.
She' d expose hersdlf only if shewas certain no one else could ever useit againgt her.

“Do they frighten you?’
“No.”
“Why not?’

“I’ve seen what men can do,” hereplied carefully. “ There s not much awild anima can do that would be
worse. Or messier.”

“Well, | think you'll like the Pridlea.”
“I think you'reright. If I'm not told to wait outsde in the Street.”
“Why on earth would you have to wait outsde in the street?’

Heraised an eyebrow and said, “Are you in a betting mood?’



Kaylinleft ingructionswith the carriage driver, and Severn |eft different instructions about ten seconds
later. The driver seemed to take thisin stride, whichisto say, he did hisleve best not to look too
amused at her expense. You had to likethat in adriver.

She approached the door. Door, at thistime of year, was not exactly the right word to describe the
heavy, colored curtains that shut out the sounds of the street. During the humid season that any port city
suffers, these were the only doorsthat the Pridleaeither desired or needed. After dl, it wasn't asif
someone wasjust going to walk in off the street.

The colors—predominantly ayelow gold—were embroidered into the fabric, which aso seemed to
boast aprofusion of textures. Kaylin had seldom come to the Pridleawhen she was on duty, and she
stopped amoment to study the heavy, hanging rug. Gold was nubbled in knots around a central patch of
color that seemed, to her eye, to be furrier, somehow. She bent forward, and said, “Hey, | think they
used Leontine hair inthis”

“Wedid,” she heard afamiliar voice say. It wasthe voice of al Leontines when they chose to spesk
Elantran, and it implied agrowl that wasn't actudly present. “ The hanging contains the fur of every
Leontine of agein Marcus sclan. Thefur of hissonsare here,” she added, as she stepped out of the
building—which was a squat, clay rectangle that seemed to go on forever at her back. There were
windowsin thefront of the building, but in the back, very few. Asachild, Kaylin had referred to it as
Marcus s cave. Marcus, batting her playfully—but still painfully—on the side of the head had called it
Kayaa scave.

“Theonesthat don't live here?’

“There are no sons here, no. And yes, when they reached the age of mgjority, they offered some of their
throat fur for this purpose, and we accepted it.” Shelet her hand fall awvay from the hanging, and hugged
Kaylin suddenly and without warning.

Kaylin, however, didn't need awarning; she knew what to expect, and if Leontine claws and teeth were
sharper and harder than some of the crappier Imperia sted she' d seen, thelr fur was softer than anything.
She returned the hug at least asferocioudy as she received it, and heard the throat-sound of an older
Leontine' s purr just above her ear.

“Y ou look good enough to eat,” Kayaatold her, as she stepped back. “We thought you might visit. But
I’'m afraid the houseisnot in order.” Shelooked asif she were about to say more, but stopped and
dowly turned just her head to look a Severn. “Y ou may go now,” shetold him. “We will watch over
Kaylinwhile sheiswith our Pridlea. Sheisaskin.”

Severn glanced a Kaylin.

“He' snot hereasmy escort,” Kaylin said. She could see the Leontine eyes begin to shade to an
unfortunate shade of copper—something they had in common with the dragons. She dso had no idea

why.

“Kaylin has not maderacid differencesastudy,” Severn told Kayada, speaking both formaly and softly.
Hedidn't moveat al as he spoke to the Leontine Matriarch. He didn’t gesture or change the position of
his head. “ She came here to see you the minute she could—but she didn’t stop to think.”

“Ah. Wdl. Thinking,” Kaydasad, inflecting the word with distaste.

Severn didn’t nod. Instead, he said, “Because she didn’t, she has no ideawhy you will not, in fact, dlow
me to cross the boundaries of your home.”



Well, the orange was gone. But if you knew L eontine faces well enough, you could easily seethe
shocked rise of eyebrowsin that furry, feline face.

“She probably aso doesn't understand,” Severn continued, “why you had to accompany Marcus when
he visited her after shewasinjured in thefiefs. Nor does she fully appreciate how unusual Marcus—and
by extension, his Pridlea—is.”

“Unusud?’ Kayaasaid, asif tasting the word.

“Hemeansit asacompliment,” Kaylin said quickly. “And | do—he' sthe only Leontine on the forcefor a
reason.”

“Yes. He can coexigt in an office that has, among its many members, other males.”
“They’ re mostly human,” Kayaaoffered.
“SoisSevern,” Kaylintold her.

“If Corpora Handred choseto visdt usin the human Quarter, we would of course grant him the
hospitality of the Pridlea. He has, however, cometo the Pridlea, and in the Leontine Quarter, socid rules
must be observed.” She sniffed, avery catlike sound of disdain. “ Although why one would consider them
male, | have never fully understood.”

Kaylin winced.

Severn, however, did not. “He can aso coexist in an office that has, among its members, many females.
And hiswives accept this.” He moved something other than his mouth for the first time, and bowed.

“They are not our kind,” Kayalasaid, but the edge had gone out of her words. “ They are human,
or—what do you call thelong earsthat are hard to kill?’

“Barrani.”

“Barrani. And bird-men. They are not of the Pride. We are not threatened by them. They cannot trespass
upon our home.”

“Wait,” Kaylin said. “What if there were other Leontine men?’
“Therewon't be”

“But if therewere?’

Shewasslent. Kayaa s slences usudly meant death. Quiteliteraly.
“And other Leontine women?’

The slence was dmost profound. Kaylin had once asked Marcus why he was the only Leontine on the
force, and Marcus had growled an answer: There' sonly room for one. If you want another one, talk to
the Swords or the Wolves. She had thought he was joking at the time.

“What about me?’

“Ah, you. You are hiskitling, the one he can’t lose through growth or time. Y ou are not of the Pride,” she
added, but she ruffled Kaylin's hair—which had long since come loose from its binding—uwith affection
as she said the words. “He brought you home,” she added, “ and we saw you—hairless, furless, like our



young.
“But Severn’'s—"

“Corporal Handred is not like you, Kaylin. But he understands and accepts hisrole here.” There wasno
guestion in thewords. “Come,” she said, and growled.

Severn bowed again. “I will wait for Kaylin in the carriage.”
“Good. It isnot agood time to be in the Quarter without escort.”
“Kayaa, | cantake care of mysdf.”

“Of courseyou can,” was the smooth reply. “We can al hunt and kill. But thetrick to living in acity that
isso crowded and so dangerousisto avoid having to kill.”

Marcus had four other wives—fivein total. Each of hiswives had their own room, or rooms, and each of
them had their own growls. They had different ways of showing submission, and of expressing rage.
Kayda could do ether without consequence, but if Kayaawasthe eldest, shewasafar cry from old.

Then again, Marrin at the Foundling Hall was old, and you didn’t cross her.

Tessawas next in line, and her fur was adate-gray that was amost black. Her whiskers were dark, and
her fur was shorter than the fur of the rest of her Pridlea. She was fastidious while eating and grooming,
and of thefive wives, Kaylin thought her the most dangerous. But for al that, she was often the friendliest
aswell, and little human foibles didn’t bother her.

She didn’'t, however, react well to the sight of blood, and Kaylin did her best not to bleed around her.

Graylin—avery unimaginative name—had been the runt of her litter, and her parents, convinced she
wouldn’t survive her childhood years, had been lessthan attentive. Kayda said that Graylin was dmost
feral when this mistake in judgment was acknowledged. If Tessawas the most fastidious—by a
whisker—Graylin was the least, by awhole lot more. She had been civilized to the point where she could
et in alarge group and not go nuts about food distribution—but she seldom Ieft the Pridiea. She had the
softest voice, the softest purr, and the most tangled fur.

Reesawas golden in color, just like Marcus or Kayaa, and she looked younger. Her eyeswere large for
L eontine eyes, and she seldom blinked, which some people found discomforting. Reesathought thiswas
funny, and after awhile, Kaylin had to agree. Like, say, ayear of visiting a mealtimes.

And Sarabe, the youngest of Marcus swives, was aso arusset-colored Leontine—a color that was
considered unusud, athough Kaylin had met one other, at least, that bore the same red fur. Only the
face, the hands and the feet were fringed in the more traditiona gold. Sarabe liked to sing. Singing
Leontineswere abit more than Kaylin could handle for hoursat atime.

She wasn't singing now. None of them were even speaking. They sat curled up on each other in what
looked like the end result of afootball tackle, and didn’t bother to get up when Kayaa escorted Kaylin
into the common room. In the common room—which had a L eontine name that Kaylin had never had
much luck pronouncing, to the glesful amusement of Reesa—dinner was served, and matters of concern
to the Pridleawere discussed. Marcus, oddly enough, was seldom invited to the common room. He
camefor meds, and for discussions about his children, and heleft as quickly as he could. Kaylin, loving
thisroom at thirteen, had never understood why.



But if the common room was not hisroom, it was clear that his absence marked it, and not for the better.

Sarabe jumped up. “ The kitswill want to seeyou,” she said. Kaylin, watching bodiesroll to either Sde at
the sudden lurch of Leontine momentum, smiled. She' d been on the insde of these pile-onsasachild,
and she had been dlowed to play with Sarabe’ skitsif she asked politely. Where “asked politely” meant
speak in Leontine. Sarabe was the mogt. .. human of the Leontines. She was aso agood deal younger
than Kayalaor Marcus.

“Thekitswill havetowait,” Kaydareplied.

Thekits were triplets—thiswas fairly common for Leontines—and they weredl girls. None of them had
Sarabe' s coloring; two were gray, and one was a pale brown. Sarabe had noted thislack with
satisfaction, and Kaylin had never asked why; she understood that Sarabe was a bit salf-conscious.

“Easy for you to say, Kayada. Y ou won't have to deal with their cries of outrage.”

“I can, if you prefer.”

Reesalaughed. It was agrim laugh. Sherolled to her feet next. “Kitling,” she said to Kaylin.
Kaylin nodded. “1 suppose you were expecting me.”

“| was expecting you last night,” Reesareplied gravely, her gaze unblinking gold as her eyesmet Kaylin's
and held them.

Kaylin winced. “We were up in the Tha dani Quarter. | had to heal,” she added. “ The crowd thereis
ugly. And there are more Swords gathered in one spot than you see anywhere, even Festival.”

Reesa hissed. It was the Leontine version of awhistle. Well, thishiss, at any rate.

“And | had to force Perenne to carry me up to the damn dome to talk with the Hawklord,” she added.
“Mdlory’sin charge of the office.”

Thisdrew around of adifferent type of hissfrom dl of the wives, even Kayala “Y ou will haveto keep
us gpprised of the Stuation in the office” the Matriarch said. Kaylin didn’t like the word “Matriarch,” but
it was, Marcus assured her, the right Elantran word for hiswife.

“I'll trade,” Kaylin replied, tensing dightly.
Kayaabecamedill. “ Trade?” she said.

“Keep me gpprised of the situation in the Quarter. The Hawklord said that Marcus goes on trid in the
Caste Court in five bloody days.”

“Itistrue”
“Canyou agreeto this?’
“No. Thereisno trade among kin,” Kayaareplied.

Kaylin sad nothing for along while. “Not atrade,” shefinaly managed. “I’ll tell you what's happening in
the office anyway—Marcus clearly did.”

Kayaanodded. “Wewill tell you what we can. Sarabe, start.”



Sarabe |ooked away.
“Why Sarabe?’ Kaylin asked Kayala.

“Becauseit is Sarabe stale, to start. And if we have al become apart of it, itisill hers.”

Sarabe looked at her hands. She sat ill, looking at them, until Reesa put an arm around her shoulders,
flexing her clawswith unvoiced worry. Worried Leontines could often gppesr, to the non-furred, the
same as angry Leontines. When Sarabe spoke at ladt, it wasto Kaylin.

“Kitling,” she said softly, “you have met my siger.”

Kaylin was confused. And, being Kaylin, showed it. “Y our sster?’

Sarabe nodded. “Not long ago, you visited her. Y ou hel ped her ddliver her cub.”
Kaylin'seyeswidened. “Isthat where she got my name?’

Sarabe nodded gravely. “It was much discussed in the Pridlea, but Marcusinssted.”
“Wasthat bad?’

Silence.

“I’ve come as amidwife to other Leontines before.”

“yYes”

“Sarabe, I'm sorry, but | don’t understand.” She paused, and then said, “But your Sister mirrored me.
Shewantsto talk to me.”

Kayada sgrowl wasingant, alow thrum of sound more felt than heard.
“Kayaa, she' sdlowed to contact me. | licked her baby clean at birth.”
“Why?'

“Sheasked,” Kaylin replied with ashrug. “I knew it was an honor, so | did it.”

All of Marcus swives now looked at each other in turn. The slence—a slence that was very unusud in
the Pridlea—was heavy. “Wetold him,” Kayadlasaid at last. “ Sarabe—"

Sarabe said nothing.
“Guys, look—Marcus needs help. And to help him, I need to know what’ sgoing on.”

“You will likely know more than we know by the time you have finished spesking with my sister,” Sarabe
sadat last. “But | will say what | can. Y ou’ ve noticed my fur color?’

Kaylin nodded. “1 likeit,” she offered.
“I don’'t. And my sister does not. It marks us, and we are forbidden sons because of it.”

“Forbidden. ..sons.”
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A thought—an unwel come thought—occurred to Kaylin. “Y ou can choose the sex of your cubs?’

“No. We cannot. We merely have the duty to seethat if sonsare born, they do not survive. Don't ook
at melikethat, Kaylin. Y ou don’t understand our history. Y ou don’t understand what the color of our fur
means.”

“No. But I'mligtening.”

“Intimes past,” Sarabe continued, “we would have been drowned at birth. My sister and |. But our
mother was young, and foolish, and the old ways are not as strong in this city asthey are among our
other tribes. My mother’ s husband—that is your word, yes?—was old and a so foolish, and he had lost
many wivesto birthings. He desired cubs, and when we were born, he approached the Elders, and he
petitioned for our lives. He understood that he could not hide us. He could not dye our fur, and expect us
to survive in the world without the blessing of his Elders. Hewas afriend of Marcus, his mentor. He was
unusud in many waysfor aLeontine, and if Marcusisunusud, my father isoften blamed.” Sheshot a
sde glance at Kayala, who nodded.

“Because we were girls, and at the urging of many of the more libera of our kind, he was granted his
petition and we were alowed to grow. There was no certainty that we would survive to
adulthood—many who are otherwise unmarked do not. But we were not seen as athresat. Indeed, it was
thought that none would take us to wife, and we would find no Pridiea, and have no children, of our own.

“Itisinour children that our greatest threet lies,” Sarabe added.
“Y ou have children.”

“1 was blessed with three daughters,” Sarabe said. “1 do not know what Marcus would have done had
one of my cubs been ason.”

“Hewould have drowned him,” Kaydasaid firmly. “ And if not he, then one of us.”

Kaylin couldn’t believe her ears. She asked Kayalaaquestion in her high, broken Leontine, and Kayaa
reached out and ruffled her hair. “We are adangerous people,” the Matriarch told Kaylin, “and our ways
are harsh. But better the death of the son than the desth of the race.”

“Y ou'retalking about babies,” Kaylin said, finding no easy way to express her outragein Leontine,
Which, given that Leontine was her language of choicefor cursing, said something.

“Y ou may have noticed that babies do not stay young,” Kayaareplied. “ Reesa, stop that—we just
replaced that table.” Reesaobligingly pulled her claws out of the wooden surface. Kaylin had aways
wondered what L eontines outside of the city used for scratching posts—or dinner tables—but she wasn't
certain at this moment she wanted to know. “Babies grow. And the sonswho are born to those who

bear the witch-fur grow into something wild and dangerous.”

“I've practicdly lived with Marcusfor eight years. He does't move a piece of paper without telling you
al about it. Asfar asl| cantell thisistrue of al Leontine men. Hells, he might ask you first on agood day.

You'resaying—"

“Marcusisakit,” said Tessafirmly. It wasfull of affectionate amusement. “He understands that the
Pridleaishisin name only, and he doesn’t meddle.” The warmth of the amileleft her face, leaving fangsin
itswake. “Not all men are as smart, and not al men are as...what is your word? Casua ?’



“Laid-back, maybe.”

“Laid-back. Does't that mean dead?’

Probably, to aLeontine. 1t meansrelaxed.”

“Ah! Yes, that isthe word. Relaxed. Not al men are asrelaxed or as sensible asours.”

“Marcus desires our happiness,” Kayaasaid gently. “He aways did. He learned, as he grew whiskers,
that our happiness and his were entwined—but he wanted our happinessfirst. Y ou must have noticed the
way hetakes you into his own shadow, Kaylin? He wants what is best for you.”

“Getting yourself thrown into a Caste jail while vulturesrule the Hawksis not whet is best for me. And it
does't make me happy either.”

Graylin hissed.

Kaylinlifted ahand, pam up, inimmediate surrender. “I’'m sorry,” shetold them dl quietly. “1 don't
know where that came from.”

Kaydabatted the sde of Kaylin'shead. It hurt. It did not, however, send her flying, which told Kaylin it
was meant affectionately. “Y ou are like us, when you worry,” she said. “We understand.”

“He dways notices the strangers,” Sarabe continued, her voice so soft it was hard to hear. “He aways
notices the outcasts or the mifits. He speaks unkindly, but while he bares fangs and exposes claws, he
stands between us and those who mean us harm. Many of his brothers think he is—what isthe word,
Kayda?’

“I don’t think Kaylin needsto hear theword,” Kayaareplied sharply. Which probably meant it was, in
Kaylin'sline of work, auseful word. She held her peace, however.

“They think heisweak,” Sarabe continued, choosing aless colorful, and entirely Elantran, substitute.
“Because he does't fight unless he needsto. But if heis cornered, he can kill. We ve seenit, and we
know.”

“If you're cornered, you can dl kill.”
“Yes, but Marcus doesn’'t choose to hunt for sport. Heis gentle.”
Tell that to the Quartermaster, Kaylin thought, remembering the carved surfaces of far too many desks.

“Let me continue, then. My sister and | were alowed to live. We were alowed to grow, and we were
alowed to request the rites of mgjority. All of thiswas considered safe, for us, although many of the more
conservative Leontines resented it. They made our lives harder,” she added, baring fangs.

“Sarabe,” Graylintold her, “if you begin to catal ogue al wrongs done you, wewill be heredl night, with
Kaylinnowiser.”

Sarabe smacked Graylin, who rolled with the blow. “He is much kinder than hiswives.

“But...weweredlowed to live norma lives because it was understood that we would never progress
beyond the Pridlea, we would have no Pridlea, and no husbands of our own.”

“But...”



“Yes. | have my Pridlea. But it was understood that | would not, when | was born.”
“How did that happen?’

“Kaylin,” Kaydasaid. “ Ask her another time.”

“Sorry.”

“No, itisagood question,” Sarabe said, reassuring her, but aso following Kayaa s ungpoken command.
“And | will answer it—briefly—because it srelevant.” She dared aglance at Kayaa, whoselips had
thinned, making her teeth much more prominent. Thefirst time she'd seen this, Kaylin had been terrified;
now it wasjust so much bickering. The Leontines could deal damage, yes, but they were aso built to
take more of it.

Kayala however considered what had been said, and nodded briskly.

“Marcustook meinwhen my father died.” She amiled. “HisPridleawas very, very different from my
mother’ s—it was abit shocking, at first. But...it was't so fearful. My parents dwaysworried for us.
They dwayswatched over us, they dwayslooked at the future with uncertainty. I'm sure it aged them
both.

“Marcus did worry about me, but not in the same way. After three days, he treated me like—"
“Likeoneof hiswives” Graylinsaid, with arare smile.

“Which means,” Reesa added, “that he did what she said, more or less, when she said it. | don’t think he
noticed it himsalf, but the rest of us did. There was abit of afuss maybe three monthsin,” she added, the
smile growing sharper. “ Some people fdt that Marcus sinterest in Sarabe was—what is your word?
Obscene?”

“I don't think that’ sthe right word,” Kaylin replied.

“Actudly, Kaylin, it istheright word,” Kayaatold her. “ They thought it was twisted, and wrong. A small
group of the older Leontines—by which | mean those who conform to the Elders, because some of them
were young enough to damn well know better—cameto see us.”

Kaylin thought about thisfor a couple of minutes. “Wait, they came to see you here?’
“yYes”

“And they weredl women?’

“Ah, you understand. No, in fact. None of them were women.”

“But you wouldn't even let Severnin—"

“Not with his genitdiaintact, no.”

Kaylin blushed, and Graylin frowned. “Why are you doing that?’ she asked softly.
“Well—it's—’

“Y ou've said much, much ruder things at our table.”

“No | haven't!” Kayaaretorted.



“Yes, you have. You' vesad—"

“Graylin.” Kayalalifted ahand. “Very often, when one cursesin adifferent tongue, it doesn't fed or
sound the same as cursaing in one'sown. And Kaylin’s colorful phrases al mean the samething. She's
tired, hungry or angry. And thisiswhy it's hard to tell you anything. There are dways interruptions.”

B
“Yes. It waswrong, and it was dangerous. We could not, of course, allow them into the Pridiea.”
“Wait—isthat where Reesd s scar comes from?’

“Yes” Reesasad, with an entirdy self-satisfied grin.

And she had thought it odd when Severn had become so completely still. She hated that she could fed so
bewildered about people she' d seen for so much of her life. * So they went away?”

“They went away. However, they claimed that Sarabe was being ill-treated in our Pridlea, and they
demanded that she leave with them.”

“They said that with straight faces?”’

“Bleeding faces, more or less,” Reesareplied. “But if you mean were they serious? Yes.” She shook her
head. “We realized at that point that we had come to a crossroad. So we talked among ourselves, and
then we informed Marcus of our decision.”

“Whichwas?’
“He could make Sarabe hiswife,” wasthe prompt reply.
“Or what?’

“Therewasno or.” Reesa grimaced. “Marcus wanted to anyway,” shetold Kaylin. “He d wanted to for
at least two of the three months—believe that we could smdll it. But he felt that Sarabe, with no Pridiea
to barter for her, was not in a position of strength—he feared to take advantage of her Situation.
Sometimes he thinkstoo much.”

“And Sarabe was okay with this.”

Sarabe amiled. “| was overjoyed,” she said, and she looked it, just remembering. “I loved the Pridlea
aready, and | wasterrified of the day | would haveto leaveit. | didn’t expect it,” she said, “but | wanted
it. | wanted to stay with these women. | wanted to help build ahomefor that man.”

Kaylin gave her afew minutes before she asked the obvious question, the one that would chase the
memory away and |leave shadows and fear. But she was here to ask that question, or oneslikeit. “What
happened to your sster?’

The quiet was subdued and, yes, shadowed by adifferent kind of memory. “Understand that with the
death of my father, the Pridiealost itsfocus,” was her reply. “He had only two wives, the others had
ether abandoned him or died.

“But he had friends, some of them powerful, or we would never have lived beyond our birthing. My
mother was gray,” she added, “and it was not known until we were born that she carried the taint.

“When my mother died, my father had only one wife, ayounger wife. When my father died, she was



alone. But she was not without choices. We were. She could join another Pridlea, or she could seek
shelter with her sigtersin theirs—but she could do neither with both of us.

“Marcus offered to hel p her, and she acceded. She dlowed meto cometo live here, while she attempted
to find better arrangements.”

“Which she knew she could never find on her own.”

“I believe that was the way she thought. My sister, however, did not choose to accept Marcus' s
invitation. She was excited,” Sarabe added, “ because she thought she could find a Pridiea of her own.”

“Withwho?’
Sarabewas Slent.

Kayadawasaso slent. It wasn't the same type of silence, but clearly, Kayaawaswaiting for Sarabe to
break it.

“A friend of my father’s. He did not, of course, visit—that isahuman custom and it isan odd oneto
us—hut there are public placesin which we meet our father’ sfriends. It is often the same place in which
we might meet our future husbands or wives.”

“He approached my aunt and offered her ahome for both my sister and 1.”
“But you came here.”

“Marcus asked first,” she said, perhaps abit too quickly. “But...I had met both men, and | had aso met
Kayaaand Reesaand Tessa. Graylin doesn’t leave the house much. | liked hiswives,” she added.

“And thisfriend you don't name had wivesyou didn't like?”
“He had no wives”

Theideaof an adult male Leontine with no wives momentarily deprived Kaylin of speech. Luckily, she
was good at recovering from that particular setback. “He had no wives?’

“Hewas not lucky,” she repeated with great care. “ And he had lost two wives. He did not originaly
come from the city, but he was known here, among those who drift in from the outlands. Heis
respected,” she added, again with care. “And | would tell you hisname, but | do not think you would

recognizeit.”

“Fine. So, nameless male friend with no wives asks your aunt out of the goodness of hisheart if you
would liketo livewith him. Y our Sster saysyes. You say no.”

She nodded. “I1 tried to change her mind,” she added. “We argued. It was a bitter argument. In this
Pridlea, they argue dl thetime, but. ..even though they argue, they still know they’ re on the same side.
They ill have many of the same goals.

“My sigter and | never argued. We knew, growing up, that we had only each other. So when it came
time to make the choice, it was.. . bitter.”

“How bitter? Not speaking to each other bitter?’

“She would not spesk to me,” was the dightly more hested reply. “But | had everything, here. They
treated me like one of their own. | was happy. | was afraid of the happiness,” she added. “Because



sometimes you lose things, and it’ s best not to want them too badly if you don’t also want the pain. But
it'shard to be afraid in this house.”

“Say that to Marcus,” Kaylin replied with agrin.

“I will. When this problem is sorted out, | will,” she said firmly. “I wanted her to have what | had. She
wanted me to have what she had.”

“So shewent to live with thisman, but not asawife”
“No.”
“And she was pregnant how?’

There was a shocked silence.

CHAPTER 6

“And you blush at what Kayala says?’ Graylin’sbrows, dready of acolor with her fur, seemed to have
disappeared entirely.

“Did | just say something no one el se knew about?’

“No,” Kayaasaid, her voice aswarm aswinter rain. “We knew. Of course we knew. But...you do not
understand her position. She has never formally been taken or accepted as wife. She hasno Pridleaand
she cannot begin to form one without that recognition. Even if everyone knew—and very, very few
do—shewould be shunned by mothers such as |, because to send your daughters into a house with no
Mrryn isto send them into chaos.”

“Mrryn?’

Reesalaughed at Kaylin's pronunciation, and Tessa chuckled, clucking. Given their reaction, Kaylin
wondered what she’ d actually said, because she was pretty certain it wasn't what she’ d tried to repest.

“Matriarch,” Kayadasupplied in Elantran. “I don't like the word—my wives are not my daughters—buit |
think it isas close as you Elantrans come to understanding my role.” By Elantran, she clearly meant
human, but Kaylin didn’t bother to quibble.

“When the men are young, they fight, they want sex, but they care only for their own opinions of each
other, and in the wrong mood, they pee on everything.

“But when they are more mature, they come to understand the value of ahome, and of cubs. They
understand that we are not interested, in the end, in the opinion of their male friends—or in any male
opinion that isnot their own. And they choose to leave the world of men when they choose awife. There
areritualsthat are still performed in older tribes, in which the men must prove their worth. Some do not
survive it. Some do not compl ete the rituals because they are not yet ready to do so.

“But those that prove worthy make ahome, and they giveit to us because they must trust us. We build it
for ourselves and for our husband. What happens beyond the hanging is private, and | am sure that
Pridleadiffer widely. But the men are willing at that point to confine their behavior. They turn awvay from
their youth. 1t isa statement of intent, Kaylin. It isa public statement.”

“But you don’t even alow other men to vist—how public can that be?’



“Never mind. That isalong discussion, for later. I'll let Sarabe handle it, because she'll certainly haveto
explainit to her daughters soon enough. | merely mention it because—"

“Thismystery male didn’t make that satement.”
“No.”
“And you think he' s<till grandstanding or peeing on fountains.”

Kayaagrimaced. “Marcustold me to watch my tongue around you, kitling. It seems he knows you well.
Of dl the words to fasten onto, you choose those ones.”

Graylin said, “Not al of our men marry. And no, the ones who do not choose a Pridleado not, asyou
say, pee on fountains. Or in them. Or anything likeit. But...itisnot aworld for akit. It is not the world
for one who wants a Pridiea. Do you understand?’

“So wait, there are women who don’'t want one?’
“Ves”

“And they don't have one.”

“No.”

“BU—"

“Some arelike your Marrin. They build family, rather than bear it. Marrin could not be wife to anyone,
ever. Shewill not give up her adopted cubs, and she will not trust other Leontineswith them. | think she's
wise” Kayalaadded, “and | like her agreat dedl. But she has chosen adifferent life.”

“She doesn't kill men on sght, no.”

“She doesn't have to. Her kits are human, and they must live ahuman life; she makes certain they live
well while they are with her, and she makes certain they are doing well when they are not. They are her
only concern. She has no room for any other.”

“What about the other women?”’

“Some of them live done, inisolation, as many of the unmarried men do. It is...not an essy life. But some
prefer it. Not al Pridleas are gentle—not al are sane. Some women have tried marriage and found that
they felt trapped by it, suffocated by it. A good Pridieaisablessng. A bad Pridleaisworse than none at
al. And thereis no way to determine which iswhich before you enter it.

“Y ou may, in time, meet women who are not married. | do not think Marcuswill exposeyou to his
friends, but | am not certain. Y ou' re human,” she added, asif thisweren't obvious, “and their ingtinctive
reaction to you is not the same asit would beto us”

“l don't want to know.”

“No, kitling, you don’t. But we are relying on you. We speak to other wives, of course, but we cannot
depend on them to travel or to talk to other men. When you do—if you do—take Corpora Handred
withyou.”

“The oneyou wouldn't let in herewith hisbals”



Kayaahissed. “I will watch my tongue around you, kitling. Or injureyou. | haven't decided which. Yes,
that Corporal Handred. He would diefor you. But he would aso kill for you. He will not hesitate if he
seesthe need. Marcus will not be able to protect you here, for obvious reasons.”

“I don’'t need alot of protection.”

Reesalaughed. It was alovely, growly sound. “None of us needs protection on our own, Kaylin. It's not
because you're fangless that Kayaa saysthisto you. But there are Stuationsin which it is better to be
surrounded by your kin.”

“He snot my—"

“The Hawks are dl your kin. We do not fedl wesk when we say we need the Pridiea. Do not fed weak
when we say you need no less.”

Kaylin nodded. “I’ll try,” she said. “Old habits. But Sarabe, your Sster?’

“ She became pregnant. It was only then that she spoke to me.” Sarabe looked at the table, where
severa setsof clawswere making new marks. Not that it was easy to tell, there were so many old ones.
“| was shocked. But | was not entirely surprised.” She hesitated for another moment. “ She begged meto
tell no one, and | agreed.”

“Youtold everyone here.”

“Oh, that—that doesn’t count. She could no more ask me to keep secrets from my wives or husband
than she could ask me not to breathe. She knew | would speak to them.”

Kaylin thought for amoment. She chose her words as carefully as she could. “ Sarabe, you and your
gster were born—"

1] YS”
“I mean—"

“I understand what you mean. When | became pregnant, | was taken to the Elders, and the pregnancy
was registered. There was some argument about it at the time. So many angry men,” she added. “But
Marcustook the oath, and convinced the othersthat if hislitter contained any boys, hewould kill them
and bring the Eldersthe body.”

“Oh.” Theideaof Marcuskilling was nothing new; the idea of Marcuskilling ababy was, and Kaylin
didn't likeit. At dl. She struggled to keep her voice even. “ She didn’t do that.”

“No. Shedidn't. It would have been difficult for her to do so, given the circumstances—but even in these
circumgtances, it isrequired by our laws.”

“She had her baby in secret.”
HY$H
“But she had aboy, Sarabe.”

The silence was utter and profound. It robbed the room of color and movement.



“Did Marcus know this?” Kayalaasked at last, breaking the sillence.

Kaylin garted to say yes and stopped. “| don’t know.”

“Hedidn’'t explain any of thisto you.”

“Wel, no.”

She uttered asingle L eontine word, which Kaylin thought was men. “What exactly did he say?’

“Hedidn’'t say anything. | wasn't even certain he knew—I received the call from the midwives guild, and
| went to the housein the Quarter. | helped asmall Leontine woman named Arlan ddiver asinglelive
cub. | licked birth fluids off itseyelids, and | Ieft.” She held out her hands, palm up. “I didn’t know,
Kayda”

“Arlanisnot her name,” Sarabe said. “Maybe you are thinking of the wrong—"
“She had your coloring.”

Silence.

“Wasthe birth difficult?” Kayaaasked softly.

“Yes. I’'m not surewhy.”

Sarabe made an amost subvoca sound, pushed hersalf away from the table and waked out of the room.
Kaylin started to follow, and Tessagrabbed her arm. “Leave her,” she said quietly. “ She needstime.”

“Marcus must have known,” Kaydasad. “He must have.”

“I honestly don’t remember—M arcus considers of f-duty time my own problem, and he never asks. Well,
unless|’m hungover and he' strying to make a point, in which case he doesn't care what he says, he only
caresthat he saysit loudly.”

“How was the mother?’
“Shewas...odd. But she said the child was very important.”
“Oh, heis. Hewill be”

“From the sounds of it, it doesn’t look asif he'll survive.” Even saying it made her tighten up. And Kayaa
noticed. Nothing happened under thisroof that she didn’t know about. Kaylin let the silence continue
until she couldn’'t stand it anymore. “How does Marcusfit into this?’

“Marcus went to see her on Sarabe’ s behalf.”
“Recently?’ Kaylin continued.

“Very recently.”

“Kayada—the Leontine who waskilled—"
“Hewas one of the Elders,” shereplied.

“Hisname?’



“Doesit matter?’

“I can't exactly ask questionsif | don’t know at least that much.”
“Gorran.”

“Hewas married?’

Both of her browsrose. “Of course! Y ou can't be an Elder without being married. If our waysarelax in
the city, they are not that lax.”

“Gotit.”

“Did Marcuskill him?’

Kayaaturned away.

“Kayda?

“It was not murder,” shesaid at lagt. “Of that, I’ m certain.”
“But you're not certain hedidn’t kill him.”

“There were witnesses, Kaylin. Many witnesses.”

“Y es, but the death didn’t occur in the Leontine Quarter, and to non-Leontines, you all ook the same.
Well, if your fur isthe same color.”

“Some of them were Leontines.”
Kaylinfrowned. “ Say that again?’
“Some of the witnesseswere Leontines.”

“S0...we have not one, but two, Leontines outside of the Quarter—the murderer and the victim—and
then we have other Leontinesto bear witness? Kayala, Leontines amost never leave the Quarter.”

“Thisonedid.”
“Did Marcus know him?”’

Therewas apause. “I cannot say for certain if the Leontine he killed was the L eontine he went to
mest—but yes, he knew Gorran. They were friends of long standing.”

“He agreed to meet a L eontine outside of the Quarter.”

Kayaanodded. “It was unusud.”

“| bet. And the Leontine died, and Marcus—apparently—xkilled him. Can | speak with Marcus?’
They looked at each other again.

“Isthat ano?’

“Marcus must agree to meet with you,” Kayaareplied.

“None of you have seen him.”



“No.”

“Spoken with him?’

“How?

“Mirror.”

“Ah.No.”

“Let meguess. Cagtejalsdon’'t have mirrors.”

“No.”

“Was heinjured?

Kaydafinaly hissed. It was abrief, angry sound. Kaylin immediately lifted her chin, exposing her throat.

Thehissdied. “Kaylin, kitling,” Kayalasaid wearily. “It istiring for meto explain so much. Y ou are part
of my Pridlea, but you are not Leontine, and you do not understand our customs.”

“But | needto,” Kaylin said. And then she paused for amoment. “Kayala, if there are tribes of your
people who exist outside of the city, why are your people here?

“| understand why the Tha alani are here,” she added. “They'rejust asisolated asyou are, but they seem
to...auit lifeinacity. The Barrani and the humans wander the whole city at will, and they get into
whatever trouble they get into—the Aeriansfly it, and they come to market from timeto time. They dso
interact with some of the other races, in the human Quarter.”

“The humans don't redlly have aquarter,” Tessaanswered, when Kayadadid not. “They get into
everything.”

“Y ou could say the same about rats.”
“I have”

Kaylin grimaced. “ Thank you.”
“Kitling—"

Kaylin lifted ahand. “1’m going to talk to Severn,” shetold them dl. “ Since my guesswould be he' Il have
to ask for accessto Marcus as no one will listen to me.”

“They may listen,” Graylin said quietly. “ They may just kill you out of hand, or try to take you home.” Her
expression hadn’t changed at dl; if she wasjoking, she gave no sign of humor.

“They could try.”

“Kitling,” Kaydasaid, dso lifting afurred hand, “we make no jokes here.”

“Neither do 1. If they tried, you can damn well bet it wouldn’t be a case for the Caste Courts.”
“Only if you survived.”

“Do you doubt it? Marcus trained me, Kayaa—do you redlly doubt it?’



At that, Kaydalet out asmall burst of sound—atruncated chuckle. “1 understand why helovesyou,”
shesaid.

It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did. “How did Marcus receive the message to visit this—thisfriend?’
“By mirror.”

“Here?’

“No. At the office.”

“At theoffice.”

Kayalanodded.

“I| wish you' d told methiswhile | was dso at the office.”

“Why?

“We can sometimes track mirror messages,” shereplied. “We can tell where they originated, and if
they’ re keyed—which | highly doubt—we' |l know who sent them. If they’ re not keyed, wée'll still havea
good ideawhere they started. If they’ re rerouted, it’'ll be abit harder, but that will tell us something, too.”

“What will it tdl you?’

“That whoever wanted to talk to Marcus didn’t want to be immediately traceable. That he wastaking
precautions to remain hidden. Most people hide for areason,” she said. “1 ill have acouple of hours
before | haveto beon duty. I'll seewhat | can find out. Can | mirror?’

Kayaanodded. “ The mirror iskeyed.”
“ToMarcus?’

“Toall of us, yes. But | believeit is keyed to accept your messages aswell. Marcus dwaysworried.”

Severn was waiting and the carriage was waiting and the horses |ooked asiif waiting was something they

did only on the outer edge of panic; horses and L eontines were not the best combination, and there were
alot of Leontines. The driver looked decidedly relieved to see her. She waved at him as she opened the

carriage door and wedged hersdlf through the small entrance.

Severn’sarms were folded across his chest; he appeared to be napping. But he opened his eyes as she
sat down. “Wdl?’

“Do you even know where the Caste Court building is?’

He nodded.

“Can we go there?’

“We can go anywhere,” hereplied quietly. “However, we have no jurisdiction in the Caste Courts.”
“The Emperor made the laws, right?’

Severn shifted hisweight toward the window of his carriage door, and he did out of it with agood dedl



more grace than Kaylin had used going through amuch larger opening. She heard hisvoice, and his
ingructions, before he returned to her.

“Y es, the Emperor created the laws.”
“S0 he created the Caste Court system.”
“yes”

“Sointheory it'ssort of Imperia.”

“Theory and redlity seldom have so little in common. The Caste Courts take aform and observe customs
that are not Imperia Court customs. | am not certain you would recognize them as the same entity. The
Caste Court is not the Imperia Court writ small—each Court is different. The human Caste Court, which
isamost never used, isfunctionaly similar to the Imperia one. The Tha dani Caste Court exigs entirely
in theory—there are no jails, and no separate building, athough matters that might concern a separate
Tha dani law are conducted in the longhouse. | do not believe the Barrani Caste Court exists outside of
theHigh Halls”

Kaylin, who was certain she’ d been taught this before, and at greater length, nodded. “I dways hated the
Caste Court system,” shetold him.

“You would. But it serves a purpose.”
“Which would be?

“It allows each race to deal with the elements of its populace that it doesn’t wish to be held up asan

example—abad one—of racia behavior. It dso alowed the laws and customs of each peopleto be
respected, to have weight. Peoplelet go of old lawsdowly, if a al. | imaginethe Barrani will havea
Cagte Court for at least aslong astheir race exigts.”

“I never understood why the Barrani were part of the Empire, either.”

“Given the Barrani-Dragon wars, | admit it'samystery to me—buit it could have something to do with
the location of the Empire' s capitd. They can’t movethe High Halls and, for reasonsyou are familiar
with, they cannot abandon them. But they are not uneasy in the city.”

1] NO_”
“What do you think the Leontine Caste Court will ook like?’

“I don’t know. I’ ve seldom been insde L eontine buildings, and before you ask, they have very few
restaurants and very few bars.”

“But not none.”

“Not none, no. But they are not smply human establishments with fur—there are significant differences.
And no, you don’t want to know what they are.”

Shenodded. Shedidn't.

To cal anything acourt when it existed as aflat, open space and alot of stand-aone cageswasnot in
any Elantran vocabulary. Kaylin's vocabulary, aready quite extensive, got aworkout after she found her



voice. The*court,” asit was called, gppeared to be a series of descending concentric circles—large,
arena-si ze, circles—which ended in oneflat circle on the ground well below where she now stood. The
circleswere smooth; Kaylin imagined that people actudly sat in them, Sde by side, looking down.

Most of the cages were empty. One of them was not.

She began to make a bedline for the one that wasn’t, and halfway down—when she' d reached the third
of five circles—she was stopped by two Leontine men. One of the L eontines was golden, the most
common color, the other adusty gray.

Asarule, Leontinesdidn’t wear armor. Asarule, when it waswarm, they didn’t wear much. Marcus, a
Hawk, wore regulation uniform when he was in the office. He wore robes when he was at home—at
least when Kaylin visited. These men obvioudy didn't see the need for ether. They did wear loincloths;
they did wear bracers. They wore belts, across which hung smal pouches and—of dl
things—truncheons.

Marcus was not required to carry asword in service to the Hawks. His weapons were abit more
neturd.

Severn was afew steps behind Kaylin, but he caught up quickly. He put ahand on Kaylin’sarm, which
was probably agood thing, because her hand was resting on the pommel of adagger. She hadn’t had the
chanceto go and get it enchanted in Elani street yet, but Slence wasn't required here.

But Severn cameto stand by her side; he wanted—by the direction he attempted to push her in—to
gtand in front of her. Shewasn’'t biting. In amanner of speaking. Neither were the Leontines—yet.

“Stay out of this,” hetold her. She started to speak, and he moved, his kick—aimed at aregion that
would have been congdered unsporting in a practice bout—signaling an end to conversation.

She stood her ground, athough it was difficult. One on one against Leontine claws was considered poor
odds for ahuman. Two on one would be considered astronomically worse. But Kayaa s words had
madeit clear that women didn’t interferein the affairs of men—which affairs, gpparently, involved alot of
fighting for dominant space. She understood what Severn was doing. She even understood why it was

necessary.

Neither of the guards raised an darm; neither shouted for help. Their breathing, short and sharp asthey
moved to counter Severn, was quiet. It wasn't ferd; they weren't enraged.

They didn’'t even seem to be surprised, athough thefirst kick had landed pretty much exactly where
Severn had intended to placeit.

But they didn’t unsheathe their claws; they pulled their truncheons. Severn had not drawn awespon
either. He wasfast, she’' d give him that. Fast, and much stronger than he looked when compared to the
Leontine bulk. The Leontines were steady on their feet, much like the cats that were their namesake.
They jumped to ether Sde of Severn, and herolled through them, continuing the motion down to the next
circle, the second above the cages. Which was smart; they’ d dready leaped to intercept him. They
missed.

Hedidn't.

None of hisblowswere fatal; none of them were dight. He favored kicks, for reach, and he could snap
them, pulling back, keeping his body in motion so that no part of him could be easily grabbed. They tried.



One Leontine legped alittle too close, and Severn pivoted sideways, avoiding, by the sudden
gppearance of an unexpected profile, the collision with amuch heavier body. The L eontine missed and
fdl.

Two minutes, three minutes, four minutes—Kaylin was counting seconds. Severn couldn’t kegp thisup
forever. Two against one? Y ou went for broke asfast as you could; you tried to even the odds.

Hewasn't quite doing that. The golden-furred Leontine that he' d kicked was definitely dower, but not so
dow that it was an advantage for Severn, given the presence of the gray one.

She forced hersdlf to be silent when the second cat clipped Severn’ s jaw, sending him out of his stance.
She forced hersdlf to be till, which was harder. Her hand itched, hovering above the dagger shewore.
She couldn’t fight the L eontines without drawing the dagger. She didn’t have the massto play this game,
and the game she had the skill for involved ttrition through blood loss, hopefully none of it hers.

Severn took ablow to the ribs, and managed to avoid a second one—how, she wasn't certain. He
caught the gray Leontinein the knee, kicked him in the chest as hefdtered. In dl this, he said nothing,
and they said nothing; the only noise wasimpact.

Six minutes, she thought. Too long.

And then someone did roar, and she turned in an instant at the sound of the voice, the hair on the back of
her neck risng.

The two Leontines froze dmost ingtantly, and Severn himsdlf took asingle step back before he put up his
hands.

From the arenafloor, from a chair nestled within the cages, awhite-furred L eontine strode out toward
them.

He glanced a the two guards and nodded. Then he turned his gaze on Severn, and his eyes were the
most remarkable color for aLeontine—they were blue. Kaylin had never seen blue L eontine eyes
before, and she wondered what they meant.

Humans were the only race whose eyes did not reflect their moods. They had words for that, and their
skin tones changed, but the eyes only shifted color when thelight shifted in strength or focus.

As he approached them, the two Leontines lifted their chins, exposing their throats dightly. It was, Kaylin
thought, agesture of respect, but not of subservience. The white Leontine nodded and they fdll back. He
approached Severn.

Severn stood his ground.

“You arearmed,” the Leontine said, his Elantran distinctly more growly than Marcus's. “But you did not
draw weapons.”

“No.”

“Why?

“I wasintroducing mysdlf, no more.”

The large Leontine hissed—amused, Kaylin thought. “Y ou understand some of our ways, human.”

Severn said quietly, “1 served the Emperor as aWolf for many years, before | donned the Hawk.”



The blue eyes narrowed. “Y ou have been given no leave to hunt here.”

“No leaveisrequired to hunt in the Empire. The Wolves operate under the jurisdiction of Imperia Writ.”
“Andif | say permissionisrequired here?’

“Y ou will say it when the skies darken and the Emperor lands,” Severn replied.

Again the hiss, and again Kaylin thought it achuckle. The face fur that surrounded those shocking blue
eyeswasflat.

“It issaid there are no fools called upon to hunt in the Empire,” the Leontinereplied. “1 have yet to seean
exceptiontothisrule. | an Adar.”

“I am Severn.”
“And your rank?’
“Corpord. Which you recognize.”

A third chuckle. “Indeed. It isagood introduction. Y ou lasted far longer than the previous human who
cameto Court.”

“Hewasnot aWolf.”

“No. Hewas not aman.” He shrugged, and turned his gaze upon Kaylin. “And you, you aso bear the
Hawk.”

“Private Neya,” she said diffly.
“Adar,” hereplied, “ of the Claw.”

She knew Severn well enough to notice the very dight tightening of his expression, but she couldn’t quite
tell what had caused it. He said nothing else.

“Y ou are the denwarden, here?’
“l am. Thereisno other.”

“And you are, by Imperia Law, the castelord?” Kaylin knew Severn asked the last question for her
benefit.

Adar nodded quietly. “1 am that, in Elantran.”
“I have come to speak with Marcus.”

The Leontine nodded. “1f he will spesk with you, you have earned that right. But if you are familiar with
some of our ways, you are not familiar with dl of them—you brought your femaewith you.”

“Sheisnot mine” hereplied. “ SheisaHawk, in her own right, as you no doubt noticed.”
“The Hawks are Marcus sdominion in the city.”
1] Trw a.e.”

“And you both serve Marcus.”



“We serve the Empire, as Marcusis aso swornto do,” Severntold Adar.

“Very wdl. Follow.”

The cage was about two inchestdler than Marcus at full height, if that. Kaylin knew this because he was,
in fact, standing as they approached, his arms folded across his bare chest, his equally bare legs planted
dightly apart. His eyeswere gold tinged with orange, and his golden fur wasflat and dull. He looked
exhausted.

“MarcusKassan,” Adar said quietly, “these two have come to speak with you. Will you dlow it?’
“l will.”

“I will leave you, then, to discuss whatever matters you wish to discuss. | will not lock the cage behind
your vigtors”

Marcus nodded, asif thiswere perfectly natural. He waited until the white L eontine had retreated, and
then stood there, looking at Kaylin and Severn, hisfingersflexing.

“I spoke with Kayalabefore | came,” Kaylintold him.
“I see”
“Marcus—what happened?’

“I met afriend outside of the Quarter at his request. The request was privately keyed,” he added, “and
arrived at my office before lunch yesterday.”

“Hedied”
“Yeg”
“How?"

“ killed him.”

CHAPTER 7

Right up until that moment, Kaylin had been hoping that he would proclaim hisinnocence. That he would
tell her it had al been amistake. That he would tell her he' d been anywhere e sein the city.
Disappointment and shock kept her quiet for another minute before sheralied.

“Marcus—why?What did he do?’
At that, the L eontine seemed to deflate. “Kaylin—"

“No, don’t Kaylin me. Mdlory isin charge of the office. He' sthe acting sergeant while you're away.
And damn it, you' d better be coming back.”

“Kitling, it has nothing to do with you. Or with the Hawks. It isa private affair.”
“I know about Serabe’ ssister.”

Hewas slent for amoment. “Youwould,” he said at last, and heavily. “Her sster called you.”



“YS‘”
“Kaylin, if | ask, asafavor, that you leavethisaone, will it do any good a al?’

“No.” She paused. “Maybe. If | understood why—" She paused again. “It’ sthe child, isn't it? Y our
nephew?’

Heturned his head away, but not before she could see the change in the color of hiseyes. Gold was
tinged with something that might be blue onfire.

“Sergeant Kassan.” Severn spoke for thefirst time, hishands at his sides.
“1 am not your Sergeant.”

“Asyouwish. Kaylinispresent,” he added, “and she didikesthe rules of authority if they deprive her of
her family.”

Kaylin had no argument to offer; it wastrue. He was the only Sergeant the Hawks had, and the only one
they wanted.

“For Kaylin's sake, then,” Marcus said, his voice on the edge of awild growl. “ Take her out of the
Quarter. Keep her out of the Quarter.”

Severn lifted abrow. “1 could only make the attempt once, and if | succeeded, she would return to the
Quarter without me.”

The growl deepened, and Kaylin saw clawsflexing in their furbeds. She' d seen them before, but there
was no desk on which to dull their edge. She wanted to be careful on abone-deep, viscerd level.
“Kaylin doesn’t understand the tribe,” Marcustold Severn. “And that ismy fault and my failing. | saw, in
her, an orphan cub. Not aboy, not a girl—ahuman. | wanted to give her some sense of family, of the
Pridleathat she had never had.”

“Shewanted that,” Severn said quietly. “But like al humans, sheisn't good at letting go.”
“No,” Marcus said. “ Sheisnat, at that. Y ou have some experience with it.”
“I dO.”

Marcus growled and straightened out to hisfull height; the cage hit the fur on hisheed, flattening it. “How
did your first day at the Imperid Palace go?’ he asked Kaylin.

“It wasinteresting.”
“Ah. And interesting means?’

“WEe re babysitting an Imperid Playwright so he can fabricate astory that will make humansin Elantra
fed safe around the Tha dani.”

Marcus nodded. “ A worthy endeavor.”
“Themanisanass”
“Agreed.”

“And he—wait, what do you mean agreed?’



“I had the privilege of making his acquaintance.”
“And you sent me there anyway?’

“He doesn't appear to love rules, and he appearsto have survived thisdidikeintact. | felt you would be
safethere. | don't think it's possible to offend him.”

“Wrong.”

“I don't think it’s possible to offend him and be thrown in jail—or worse—for the offense.”
“Oh””

“However he seemsto have offended you—and heislikewise not injail. What happened?’
She hesitated.

“Kaylin. Private.”

“Wetook himto the Tha dani Quarter.”

Surprise and shock were difficult to distinguish when plastered across Leontinefacia fur. “Y ou took
Richard Rennick to the Tha dani Quarter?’

“He d written this pile of crap, Marcus. It wasjust...crap. Everything about it was wrong. We thought it
would be better if he could seethe Tha dani for himself. If he could talk to them. And Ybdline sent a
message to Sanabais—L ord Sanabdlis,” she added, seeing the dightly orange tinge to his golden eyes.
“She wanted to see me.”

“Y ou took aman that makes you look tactful to the Tha dani Quarter.”
Put like that, it didn’t seem like such agood idea. “Moreor less”
“And therewerenoriots.”

“Actudly, therewere”

Marcus covered his eyes with one of his hands. The other was strangling the air around his body. “ Do
continue.”

“But they happened before we arrived. Honest.”
Thehand fdl dowly.

“The Swords weretherein force. | think they pulled out more people than they do for Festival Season.
They were standing between the Tha dani Quarter and the civilians who just happened to have found
crosshows and other pointy weapons.”

“Casudties?’

“Four Tha dani wereinjured. | don’'t think any of the humans were hurt, more’ sthe pity.”
“Theinjuries?”

She hesitated.



“They were not life-threatening,” Severn interjected.

The Leontine sighed and his hand stopped twigting inthe air. “ The city isbaanced on athin edge,” he
sad. “Thework that Rennick is undertaking is considered necessary. For humans—who comprise most
of the Elantran population.”

“I know,” Kaylin replied. “ Rennick did talk with the Tha dani, and with Y belline. It started out badly, got
worse, and then got better. I’m not sure how the last part worked, so don’t ask.”

“Good. If that'sal?

She knew adismissal when she heard it, but before she could automaticaly retreat, she said, “Marcus,
that’ s not why we came. Y ou are going to have to answer &t least a couple of questions or Kayaawill
rip out my throat.”

At that, hedid smile. It was atoothy grin, but al Leontine grinswere and, asfar asit went, it was
genuine

“Why did you kill your friend?”

“Hewastrying to kill me,” the Leontine replied.

“Did you happen to mention any of thisto the guy outsde?’

“Which one?’

“Thewhiteone.”

“No.”

“Marcus—why?’

“Theman | killed—to use the Elantran word—was afriend. The son of my father’s closest friend. We
were not raised in the same Pridlea, of course, but we might aswell have been. | trusted him,” he added.
“Andif it camedowntoit, | would sill trust him.”

“Youjust said hetried to kill you.”

“yes”

“And you were expecting that?’

“No. Had | known, I’'m not sure what | would have done.”
“Stayed avay?’

His eyes were golden, but the gold was pale and tired. “No, Kaylin, | don't think | could have stayed
away. But the only possible help | could have taken with me wasyou.”

“What?’

“It would have been along shot,” hereplied. “But thereisliterdly no one ese | would givethis
information to outside of the Quarter.”

“What could | have done?’



“Kaylin—I don't know.”
“Then why me?’
Severn said, quigtly, “Y ou think magery wasinvolved somehow.”

“You redly were aWolf, boy,” Marcus replied. “But you see keenly. I'm glad | took you on—you were
wasted on the Wolves. Yes, | think some sort of magery wasinvolved.”

“Marcus—why won't you take this to the Imperia Courts? Why won't you come to the Hawks?’
“Becauseit does't concern them,” hereplied. “My friend was clearly not himself.”

“Then tell them that. Tel them that you killed in self-defense”

“Againg what?’

“Againg someone who was enspdlled againgt hiswill.”

“Kaylin—"

“They’ re going to put you on trid in the Quarter in five days.”

“yes”

“And you'regoing to let them.”

“Kaylin, thereis moreto this than you understand.”

“Then explain it. Explain it. Make me understand. Y ou don’t know who your enemy was? An Imperid
Mage could probably tell you if he looked at the corpse for, oh, haf asecond. I’ ve never heard of magic
that works quite like this—but if it can make someone do something they’ d never do otherwisg, it's
probably pretty damn powerful. Mages |eave asignature.”

“And | thought you failed magica theory.”
“I did. It came up later.”
He shook hishead. “Y our teacherswould strangle you dowly if they heard you now.”

“And I'd let them, Marcus. I'd let them if they could answer the questions you won't answer. | don’t
think they’ re going to find you innocent,” she said.

“No.”
“But you're not guilty of murder.”
He sad nothing for awhile.

Shetook astep toward him and ran into Severn’sarm, which was raised so quickly shedidn’'t havetime
to stop gracefully. Or at dl, redlly.

“Marcus” hesaid, “whoisAdar?’

“Adar? Heisthejudge, thejury, and possibly the executioner. Y ou would cdl him the castelord,”
Marcus replied.



“Y es. But how was he chosen to be castelord?” Someone else couldn’t have asked that question in
Severn’s neutral tone. At least not if that someone was Kaylin. But Severn asked it asif it werethe most
reasonable question in the world, and concerned something astrivia asthe weather at the sametime. She
was going to haveto learn that.

Later.

“Heisthe son of the son, descended in an unbroken line, from the father of our tribe.”
“Thefather of your tribe? Thefirst Leontine?’

Marcussad, “Thefirst of our tribe, yes”

Severn was quiet for amoment, but it was athoughtful quiet. “In human lands, we grant seniority by birth.
The elder children are more senior. This doesn’t happen with Leontines.”

“No.”

“And Adar’ sbrothers?’
“He hasnone.”

“None?’

“None.”

“And hisfather’ s brothers?’
“Therewerenone.”
“Hissons?’

“One”

Severn nodded asif this made sense. It didn’t to Kaylin. “He therefore has the authority to make a
judgment.”

Marcus nodded.

“And you will abideby it.”

“I will probably dieby it.”

“I don’'t think he can kill you.”

Marcus laughed. “He cankill,” he said quietly. “When necessary, he can kill. Hetests. It isthe way of the
fethers”

“Marcus, this has something to do with the cub, does't it? The one | helped birth?” Kaylin interrupted
Severn to ask.

Marcus said nothing. Loudly.
Severn cameto hisrescue. “We have an gppointment in lessthan hour,” hetold Kaylin.

“What?’



“Richard Rennick. And before you open your mouth, remember why hiswork is necessary.”
13 M a.CI |S ”
“He sright, kitling. Go. | have no doubt that I'll seeyou again.”

She wanted to hit him. Or hug him. Or something in between. She stood staring at him, stripped of his
uniform and hisrank and his office, and she dmaost couldn’t make sense of it.

Severn caught her by the hand and pulled her out of the cage. Shedidn’t ress.

For once there was silence. Kaylin needed time to digest the information she' d been given, and timeto
think about the information she hadn’t. Severn watched her, waiting for her to bregk the silence. She
didn’t. The roads were bumpy, and the carriage, not fitted by Imperia cartwrights, was
uncomfortable—but complaining wouldn't have hel ped; complaining about life slittle miserieswas one of
the few conversationd luxuries people were alowed, and at the moment, Kaylin couldn’t put herself
behind complaint.

The streets of the city passed by the carriage windows, people dodging out of the way well before the
horses got close. They were coming to and from the market, business as usud clearly marking their faces.
She saw no crossbows, no angry, frightened crowds—>but the ride didn’t take them past the Tha aani
Quarter, and she had no doubt the Swords were till there.

If there was some petty rivary between the three towers that comprised the Halls of Law—and there
was—it only scratched the surface; she knew that if the Swords had taken mattersin hand, they werein
damn good hands. Better, she thought, with arueful grimace, than they would have been in hers. People
made her angry. Stupid people made her very angry. Shewas't so patient with frightened, ether, if it
resulted in mobs.

But people were dways frightened. They were afraid of the Barrani—with good cause, especidly inthe
fief of Nightshade. They were afraid of the Leontines. They were afraid of the Arcanists and the Imperia
Mages. They were afraid of the Emperor. It didn’'t redly end, fear. The best you could hope for was
cautiousfear. The kind that made people politer because it might save their lives.

The worst you could dream of was the fear that now stalked the Tha dani.

The sad thing was, she understood where the crossbows had come from. When she was terrified, she
wanted to do something. It had taken her years of training to understand that she could use that
desperate frenzy to do something useful.

Y ears, damn it. She wasn't going to throw them away.

“Severn?’

PE—

“When Marcus said Adar had no brothers, did he mean what | think he meant?’
“I don’t know. What do you think he meant?’

“When there sdready a hedthy son, they kill the others.”

“ YS,”



“How did you know?’

“I didn’t, until | spoke with Marcus. He understands you, Kaylin. In some ways, he understands you
better than | do—in some ways, not even close. But he knows how you fedl about children. About those
you consider weaker than yoursaif.

“If hetold you, it wouldn’t have changed anything except your opinion. And in his present condition, he
doesn't actudly want, or need, that opinion. And I’m not entirely certain he doesn’t share your opinion.
The Leontines, for the most part, don't livein cities. These ones do, and the city will haveitsinfluence.

“Marcusisthe only Leontine who has ever served as an officer of the Halls. He snot the only oneto be
seconded to Imperid Service, but the others were temporary, and no, before you ask, | don’t think it's
relevant.

“Marcusthereforeisabit of arebe. A misfit. He governsthe Hawks, he overseesinvestigationsinto
murders and other crimes. Mot of the perpetrators are not Leontine so he' s had along time to get used
to the way the city functions.” Severn glanced out the window, hiswords muted by the breeze of
movement.

“Watching humans, investigating Arcanists, commanding Barrani—he' s had to observe some of aculture
that isn't hisown. | don’t think that he considers the child of Sarabe' s Sister to be athreat—it’' safangless
cub, alitter of one. | do think he feds responsiblein some way for Sarabe’ ssster. Sheishiswife sonly
surviving kin, and he offered to take her into his Pridlea and protect her.

“I do not think he would have killed her son—but I’'m not completely certain. Nor am | entirely certain
that Sarabe' s Sgter told Sarabe that the child was, in fact, ason. From what you' ve said, there’ sagood
chanceshedidn’'t.”

“And | shouldn’t have said anything.”
“| didn’t say that.”
“But he' sababy—"

“Yes But | didn't say that. If, as you suspect, the baby is somehow part of thisinvestigation, we need to
understand what the baby means to the L eontines—because the L eontines have chosen to keep
Marcus strid in Caste Court.

“And likewise, with cultura custom, if the Leontinesin question don’t ask for Imperia help—it doesn't
matter. They can kill dl of their children, quickly or dowly, and it does't break the law. Y ou need to
remember that, because if you attempt to stop them, and it goeswrong, you' |l be breaking the Emperor’s
law.”

“If I survive”
Severn nodded. “ Y ou' re good at that,” he added. Y ou always have been.”
“I've dways had help.”

“Having help, accepting it—that’ sa skill aswell. Understand that the Leontinesdon’t vauelifein the
same way that we do. On the plains, in the wastes, it doesn’t matter. And for acity like oursto exig, it
can’'t matter too much.”

“If Sarabe ssster wereto ask for intervention—"



“Yes” hesad quietly. “ That would change everything. For good or ill, it would change everything.”

Kaylin nodded quietly. She only had to get through the day, write adamn report, and then—then she
would speak with Sarabe' ssdter.

Richard Rennick’ sidea of awake was pretty much the same as Kaylin' sidea of awake. He cameto the
door to hishuge roomsin a bathrobe that looked like cats had used it for a scratching post. If he had
servants—and this was the Palace, so he must—they’ d obvioudy had the good sense to flee; hewasn't
inwhat could even charitably be described as a good mood. He a so hadn’t shaved, and whatever he'd
eaten for breakfast—if he had, as he claimed, been awake for half an hour—was liquid.

“Y ou two took your time,” he said curtly, throwing the doors open.

Severntook it asan invitation, and quietly entered the room. Asif dedling with half-dressed lunatics was
just busnessasusudl.

Kaylin said “good morning” in avoice that matched Rennick’ sfor friendly enthusiasm, and followed
Severnin.

Thelargetablein the dining room—which didn’t look asif it were ever used for dining—was covered in
paper. It looked exactly like Marcus s desk would ook if the Leontine' s desk took up five timesthe
space, and the ever-present piles of hated paperwork had had a chance to topple and spill.

Rennick, clearly not aman for pleasantries at any time of the day, got down to business. “Y ou said the
Tha dani weretrying to talk to thetidd wave, didn’t you?’

Kaylin couldn’t remember saying any such thing, but nodded anyway. She probably had.
“In an attempt to convince it not to drown the city?’
She nodded again.

“And was there any objective evidence that the water could hear whatever it was they had to say? Do
not stand there trying to come up with something pleasant and mindlessto say—I have bureaucrats al
over the damn palace who'll do that just fine. They’ re dso getting paid for it, | might add, and you're
rm.’l

She amost laughed. Y es, he was angry, and yes, helooked asif he could murder morning, but ill. “Yes
and no.”

“Oh, that was helpful.” He tossed whatever hel d been scribbling on onto one of the gentle inclines that
formed hillocks on the wood' s surface.

“They don't speak inwords,” she offered. “ And they can't speak to the dements asif they were
people.”

“But they can speak to the dements?”’

Shaky ground, Kaylin. She grimaced. “That’ stheyesand no. I’d say yes, but it' s not that smple—and
theyesinthiscaseign't likely to make people fed lessthreatened by the Tha dani.”

“They're not famed for their ability to read the mind of every muddy puddiein the city, no,” Rennick said.
“Look, yesterday gave me something | can work with. | can work with it now,” he added. “People might



become mobs, but in crowds, they also fear amob. | can use what we saw yesterday.” He continued, in
acompletely different tone of voice, “What did you do, in the Quarter?’

If she hadn’t been so damn upset about Marcus, thiswould have been the question she was dreading.
Almost slf-conscioudy, she touched her wrist. The bracer wasthere. “I' d rather not say.”

“Why don't | tell youwhat | saw?’
Since she knew she couldn’t stop him anyway, she shrugged. “Why don’t you?’

“| saw four men—Tha dani, but ill men—who might aswell be dead. They were carried out of avery
smdly, very dark and very crowded building on stretchers. They were brought to you, Private.”

Shewaited.

“Y ou touched them. When you collapsed, they were pretty much whole. Two of them could walk away.
One of them |looked—before you touched him—Ilike he was missing haf hisbloody skull.” He sat back
inhischair, tipping it up onto its hind legs. It was too much to hope that it would fal over and take him
withit. “It looked very much like you’ d healed them. I'm aware that there are hedlersin the Empire. |
think there are two or three—they don’t advertise, for obvious reasons. | think they are al aso seconded
to the Imperid Service”

“| serve the Emperor,” she replied woodenly.

“You servethe Hawks,” he shot back.

“Who enforce Imperia law, in case it escgped your attention.”

“ Pedant.”

Severn lifted hisfingersto histemples. “If the two of you are completdly finished,” he said quietly.
They both turned to look at him.

“We have matters here that demand attention. What Kaylin did, or did not do, are not those matters.”
“They might be,” Rennick replied.

“Leave Kaylin out of your story,” Severn said, stepping toward the playwright. He walked quietly and
dowly.

“She' sobvioudy part of it, or shewouldn’t be here.”

“She' s here becauise she has a better understanding of the Tha dani than you currently have,” Severn
replied. He stopped walking six inches short of Rennick and looked down. Rennick remained sested.

“Severn—" Kaylin began.
“Sheisnot part of your play,” Severn continued.

Rennick’ s bluster gave way to avoice that was as cold and precise as Severn’'s. “ Sheisnot part of my
mandate,” he said. “But what she did in the Quarter yesterday—"

“She did nothing in the Quarter yesterday.”
“She saved four bloody lives!”



“I think you will find, if you choose to submit agtory that containsthat information, thet it will be
summarily rgjected. | believethat dl versons of your play mug, in fact, meet Imperia approva inthis
particular case.”

“And you speak for her now? | hadn’t noticed she lacked the ability to speak for hersdlf.”

Severn was about two seconds from grabbing Rennick by the throat. Kaylin could seeit clearly inthe
lines of hisshoulders and his back. She couldn’t see hisface, and she was almost glad of it.

But Rennick could, and he didn’t seem to be entirely impressed. For thefirst time, she wondered who
Rennick was, and where he' d come from. “Rennick,” she said softly, “don’t push him.”

Rennick shrugged. “Fine. But eventslike those have sory built into them.”

“Eventslike those aren’t supposed to happen without direct Imperia permission,” Kaylin replied. “And
there’ san armload of paperwork waiting.”

“Youwon't fileit.”

“Probably not,” she agreed. “But it’strouble for me, and asthisisn’t supposed to be about me, I'd rather
giveitamiss”

“All right. But answer afew questions.”

“If I can.” She watched the dow easing of tension in Severn’ s shoulders.
“You saved tharr lives?’

“yYes”

“And Y belline Rabon’ dani summoned you to the Quarter, and waited with the dying, because she
expected you' d be ableto do so?’

“Moreor less”
“My sources say you used to loathe the Tha dani. What changed?’

“I got to know them,” shereplied, with just the hint of agrimace. “And | believethat in getting to know
them, | became better acquainted with my own failings.”

He picked up a pen. “What about them caused you to let go of your fear?” The pen’s shadow was sharp
asit rested againgt a prefect, pristine page.

Shefrowned. “They're...they’ reinnocent. Not naive, not Supid—bui. ..there’ sjust something about
them. They don't lie,” she continued after a pause. “ They don’t stedl. They don’'t—asfar aswe
know—best each other, either. They don’t want to touch our minds or hear our thoughts—they find
them dark and frightening. And with reason,” she said. “They want to be |eft done.”

“And you learned thisin onevist?’
She nodded. “They like children,” she added.
“All of them?’

“I imaginethey’ d like any child—"



“I meanthe Tha'dani. Dothey dl like children?’

She nodded.

“And you' refond of them yoursdlf, and they redizethis.”

She nodded again. He was now writing, his hands steady, hislettersloopy but in aperfect line, anyway.

“Wedon't redly have anything they want,” shefinaly said. “They don't want our secrets, they don’'t
want our power. They don’t want our jobs or our lives.”

“So you stopped hating them because you redized we were totaly insgnificant to them?’

“I didn’'t say that.” She hesitated and then tried again. For someone who was good with words, she
wasn't, sometimes. “They don't take,” shetold him softly, thinking about Y belline. “They can't take
without giving. Anything | givethem, | get back.”

“Example?’
Heredly sounded like ateacher at this particular moment.

“Friendship. Warmth. Intangible things. | took the foundlingsthere,” she added, watching his hand move,
pen just an extension of hisfingers. “Wherel grew up, giving wasn't the norm. We bartered, and worse,
when we were desperate and we could get away with it.”

Shelooked up at Severn then. “ But there were aways exceptions, even there. People who couldn’t teke
without giving something in return, and people who could just give. | didn't think about it alot asachild.”
Shewalked over to Severn’ s sde and touched hisarm lightly.

Helooked down &t her, and she dmost had to turn away. But she didn’t. “I think the Tha dani are
like—like afamily. But they’relike afamily that will welcome you no matter who you are, aslong as
you're not afraid of who you are. They’ re—I don’t know. Likethefamily | would build, if I could just
make one up out of wholecloth.”

Shelet go of Severn’sarm, then, and spread her hands out, palms up. “1 don’t think | can explain it
better than that.”

“That was good enough,” hereplied. “Y ou're saying they don’'t expect you to be anything other than
what we dl are, in the end—flawed, twisted, and ultimately done.” The edge was gone from hisvoice,
and helooked younger. “My mother used to say that we don't dways get what we deserve.”

“Smart woman,” Severn said, the tension aso gone from his body, his hands and his voice. “ Sometimes
we get less and make do—we expect less. Sometimes we get more and we fumble.”

Rennick nodded. “What made you two go into police work, anyway?’

“That' salong, boring story,” Kaylin said quietly. Sheforced hersdf not to say it too quickly, but it was
difficult. “Maybe when you' vefinished thisplay, I'll buy you adrink and tell you.”

“I seldom find people stories boring,” Rennick replied. “But | like drinking, so I'll take you up on the
offer. Corpora?’

“It seemed like agood idea at thetime.”

“No drink for you,” Rennick replied. But he smiled, and again, with no edge to harden the expression, he



looked younger.

“S0...what we have on our Side are people who are afraid of the Tha dani ability to expose dl the dirty
little secrets we' re not proud of having. Am | wrong?’

“No. I'd say you're dead right.”
“And on their Sde, people who don’t have dirty little secrets because they can't.”

She nodded. “It’ s not that they’ re perfect,” she added. “It’sjust that they don’t—they don’t have these
ideas of other people as perfect people. They expect peopleto get angry or frustrated. They expect
peopleto be, well, people. | don't think they understand our fears,” she added. “But it makesthem
crazy, totry toliveinour lives. They've never had to liveinisolation.” She didn’t mention the exceptions.
It wasn't important now.

“I"ve been thinking about that Snce yesterday,” he said.
“Y ou mean when you weren't degping?’

“I didn’t go to deep until dawn. If the two of you could stop just standing there and pull up chairsor
something, I’d find thisalot less awkward.”

Kaylin didn’t need to be told twice. Usually, she didn’t need to be told once, but Rennick’ s temper was
gl abit of an unknown and she couldn’t afford to offend him enough for an incident report—not when
Mallory would be the one reading it. At least with Marcus, you could be certain he wouldn't get around
to reading it until the middle of next month, by which point there would be more pressing thingsto dedl
with.

“Anyway,” Rennick said, when Severn aso took a sest, 1’ ve been thinking of what it would be liketo
grow up without privacy. Without the desire for privacy. What do we need privacy for, after dl?1t' sthe
place where we can relax.

“And I’ ve thought about what you said about the Tha aani version of love or marriage. | don’'t
understand the marriage part, either, but I’m trying to look into it on the Side. | supposeif you're certain
you'reloved, love isn't the same obsession. Y ou didn't ask them about sex, did you?’

Kaylin felt hersdlf coloring, which annoyed her. Sadly, it wasn't the annoyance that caused the flush.
“Why would | ask them something like that?’

“They don’'t have privacy,” Rennick said, “so it wouldn't strike them as unusud in the sameway it would
grikeyou. Or me.”

She nodded because it wastrue they didn’'t. And wouldn't. “I'm till me,” shetold him firmly. “ And there
are some questions | probably don’t want the answersto—so | don’'t ask them.”

“Fair enough. But...our story cycles—the things that we can create with—are often defined by our
concepts of love. Or duty. Or honor. | understand that the Tha alani aren’t motivated by the same
interpretations—"

“Duty would movethem,” shesaid.

“Ah. That's something to note. But as you’ ve pointed out, | won't be putting this play on for the
Tha dani. And our people need something that makes them fed. They can think about things aswell,
that’s aways a bonus. But if we're too esoteric, we won't reach people. Not the way we need to.” He



ran his hand—the one with the pen in it—through hishair, and Kaylin winced, waiting for him to poke his
own eye out.

“I consdered—and tossed out—any attempt at interracia romance. I’'m not sure| could believein it
enough to make it work.”

“You need to believeinit?
“While I’m working, yes. | do. Does that strike you as odd?’

Kaylin had to be benched in order to write anything longer than “gone for lunch.” On the other hand,
Kaylin wasn't the Imperial Playwright, and it wasn't her job; she waswilling to believe that someone else
would be happy doing it. For avaue of happy that Rennick wasn't clearly demondirating at the moment.
“If you can base your play on the facts—even if they’ re embel lished—you could stage thisfor the

Tha dani. I'm not surethey have plays,” shesaid. “I don't visit the Quarter that often. But | know they're
curious”

“They were outraged.”

“They don't understand the lieswe need to tell ourselves,” she said softly. “And they know that there' s
S0 much misunderstanding, they can’t see how lieswould change that. That’snot their fault. | don't think
it sour fault either. It sjust the big difference.”

“Wait.”

“What?’

“Did you say you took foundlingsto the Quarter?’
She nodded.

“When?’

“A week or two ago. They wanted to go.”
“Tothe Tha dani Quarter.”

“They don’t know that much about the Tha aani, and they’ d just met one. She was the same age asthe
younger kids, and she wanted to show them where shelived.”

“Until 1 went to the Quarter, with yourself and the Corporad—who | note has been utterly silent—I’d
never seen aTha dani child before.”

“They don't leave the Quarter.”

“How, then, did these foundlings—and | assume there' sastory behind them aswell, and look at me not
asking—meet one?’

“It'snot public knowledge,” she said, hesitating, “but an Arcanist under the Wolves edict kidnapped a
young Tha aani girl. We were given the case, and we found her. Shewas...traumatized, and | made the
mistake of mentioning my kids—my children—whiletrying to calm her down. Sheinssted on meeting
them.” She amiled at that. “ She didn’t even think it odd that they weren't actually mine—they were mine
inaway that’sfamiliar to her.” She started to add more, but her somach interrupted her.

“What wasthat noise?’



“Hunger,” Severn said, speaking for the first time since he' d taken his seat. “Kaylin's somach speaks
volumes, and once it starts, it doesn’t stop until it'sfed.”

“Y ou haven't eaten?’
“What do you think?’

“Good point.” He shoved aparticularly large pile of paper to one Side, and pulled abell off the tabletop.
It wasashiny, smal bdl, but it had gold around itslip, and its handle was a dark wood that gleamed. He

rangit.

Something that smal shouldn’t have made that much noise. “I haven't esten either,” hetold Kaylin. “And
aswe' |l be here until well past the normal dinner hour, we might aswell est now.”

CHAPTER 8

In spite of the fact that memories of Marcus kept returning to her, the food did not taste like sawdust. It
was good. She hadn't expected to like it—it smelled funny, and the meat—red meat—was coveredin
the type of sauce you' d expect merchants to use to hide the fact the meat had soured. But it was good,
and she ate more than either Rennick or Severn combined. There was enough food to feed an entire
office of Hawks, so there was no danger of making anyone else go hungry.

Rennick didn’t have much of a sense of protocol or manners; he ate beside his papers, penin hand. He
also ingtructed the servantsto just leave the food. They were clearly used to thisand did as asked
without comment. “1’m going to missthe food here when | get replaced,” he told them. “ And the cleaning
up, which | don’'t haveto do mysdif.”

“Thework?’
“Not so much. I'll be doing the same work. Wdll, if you don’t include this particular assgnment.”
“It’ s probably the one that will affect the most people.”

“Only becauseit hasto.” He paused, and then said, “1 owe you. | thought it was pointless propaganda
when | was given the task. Now—now it has more meaning to me.” He laughed. “Before, | was certain it
wasn't worthy of me. Now I’'m not sure I’m worthy of the task. But it’ s better to be uncertain, | think.”

Kaylin privatdly thought he was crazy, and he must have seen this on her face, because he laughed.

“If we don't challenge oursdlves, we get stuck in arut. We do the same things over and over, until
they're al faded echoes of thefirst thing wedid. Thiswill certainly be different,” hesaid. “But | think |
see how we can gtart it. And possibly wherewe haveto end it.”

“Thetidd wave?’

He nodded. “By the time we' ve reached the end of the play, the tidal wave hasto be addressed and
explained.”

Hetalked during the medl. And listened. To her surprise, hewas actually good at listening. He asked odd
guestions, alot of them about children. But he paused when Severn interrupted him.

“Mr. Rennick,” he said softly, “Kaylinisnot centrd to this story.”

“No, of course not.”



“Y ou've had her talk about dmost nothing else.”
“Pardon?’

“Her childhood—and if she' sbeing circumspect, she s il told you more than she thinks. What she
thinks of children. Tha dani children. Her work with the midwives. Her work with the Foundling Hall.”

13 YSI?!
“Why areyou interested in them?’

Rennick’ s expression was one of open confusion. “ Because they’reinteresting,” he replied mildly. “Is
there some reason they shouldn’t be?’

“No. But they’ re not relevant.”

“Y ou never know what’ s going to be rdevant,” Rennick replied. “1 don’t care much for people as
people—as afaceless mass, or apalitica one. But | find their storiesinteresting, and | actualy know very
few people who do volunteer work at the midwives guild or the Foundling Hall. In the former case, most
of the people | know would faint a abirthing. | hear they’ re quite messy.

“And in the second? I’ ve done one or two plays at the Foundling Hall during Festival Season—"
“A playwright of your Sature?’

“Thismay come asasurpriseto you,” Rennick said, “but | actually enjoy those plays. The audience
wants to believe everything they see. They don't just watch, they become asinvolved asyou let them
become. They’re humanity writ smal, and many of them haven't learned how to hide, how to pretend to
know thingsthey don’t know, how to doubt the things they want to believein.

“On the other hand,” he said, looking to Kaylin, “I wouldn't expect to survive any work | did there that
wasn't afew hoursin duration at most—that Leontine in charge of the kids? She’ sgot a nasty temper.”

Kaylin opened her mouth to disagree and shut it. He wasright. Marrin had atemper. “ She does,” she
agreed. “But she does’t turn it on the children. Y es, she nagsthem. Y es, she growls at them—but her
fangs are never exposed when she does it. Her claws never leave her pads. I’ ve seen her raketrailsin
the stair-rails when she' sfrustrated,” she said, “but she has never turned that anger upon the orphans.

“ She wants them to be as safe as she can make them. She wants them to do well in the world they’ Il have
to livein. Of course sheworries. She' s—she' stheir mother.”

“So you know something about Leontines, then?”

Kaylin nodded. Normally she would have smiled, but the word L eontine and the name Marcus were
twinned in her mind, and at the moment, Marcuswas in danger. Hard to smile about that.

“Y ou know the Tha dani Castelord well enough that she called you in an emergency, and you understand
Leontines well enough to work with Marrin.” He shook his head and, glancing sidelong at Severn, sad,
“Of courseit’ sinteresting to me. Y ou gppear to be known to Lord Sanabalis. Do you count the Barrani
among your friends?’

“We have Barrani in the Hawks,” shereplied. “Friend is one of those wordsthey consider ‘quaint’ and
‘human.’” But if push cameto shove, then yes, I’d consder them friends. | wouldn’t let them drivea
carriageif my life depended onit, though.”



“I’'ve met Barrani a Court,” Rennick told her. “1 can’t stand them. Arrogant, perfect bastards, the lot of
them.”

1] H.aty mUCh_”
“And you work with them?’
“I'mworking with you,” shereplied.

Helaughed at that. He laughed openly and loudly, setting his pen down so hewouldn't impale hisown
leg. “Your point,” he said, when the laugh had died down to achuckle. “Y ou’ reright, of course. If it
comesto that, the Barrani can't stand me either. In the most civil and correct way possible.”

“That would bethe Barrani,” Kaylin said, smiling in spite of hersdif.

“All right, the two of you throw dice or play cards or something. | need to block out afew scenesand
run them past you.”

The sky was a shade of pink purple that meant it was getting late. Kaylin had taken the opportunity to
grab afew pieces of Rennick’ s paper, and instead of throwing dice—which she would have vastly
preferred—had begun to itemize the day’ s official duties. Severn did the same, and Kaylin managed not
to complain. Much.

“Writeit in High Barrani,” Severn suggested.
“Wi.]y?l
“It sMdlory’ s mandated language.”

She started to sngp something sarcastic, remembered who the report was going to and crumpled up the
first sheet of paper. It had alot of company.

When she was mostly finished, Rennick waved them over. *Y ou two might aswell go home,” he said.
“Thisisgoing to be along night, and if you' re reading for me, the only thing that will make you snoreis
the crap I’ m writing a the moment.”

Sergeant Mallory, trueto hisword, was till in the office when Kaylin and Severn findly reached the
Halls of Law. It had been adamn long day, and seeing Mallory & Marcus s desk, while Marcuswas
living in abloody cage, was hard. Harder than it should have been, given she was expecting it.

“You'relate,” Mdlory said, when hewas certain she would hear him. He did not like to raise hisvoice;
Kaylin was amost at the desk when he spoke.

“We re keeping Mr. Rennick’ shours,” she said briskly. “ At the request of the Dragon Court.”

“Yes, yes.” He held out a hand and looked dightly surprised when she took three folded sheets out of
her breast pocket and placed them in his open pam. He opened the folded papers, clapped the desk
light on, and began to read. The desk light was new. Marcus didn’t stay late to read paperwork.

It took him more than fifteen minutesto read the report; he actualy picked up apencil and corrected a
few words. Kaylin managed to keep her hands at her sides and, athough it was harder, also kept her



mouth closed.
“Very well,” Malory said. “Corpora Handred?’

Severn's paper was much more negtly folded, and his handwriting was impeccable. He handed his report
to Mdlory, and Mdlory st it asde without opening it. “ The day went well?” he asked, speaking to
Severn. Only to Severn.

“Given the nature of Mr. Rennick’ s assignment, aswell as one could expect.”
“| note that no report has been tendered for the previous day’ swork.”
“Anoverdght,” Severn replied smoothly.

“Correct it.”

“Sr”

“Thisisan important assgnment,” Mallory continued. “If you had not been requested specificdly, |
would have replaced you. Relations with the Imperia Court must be handled with care and diplomeacy.
Private Neya,” he added dourly, “appearsto have failed many of the classesinvolving etiquette.” He
glanced at avery modest pile of paperwork. “In fact, she appears to have failed most of the classes she
was required to enroll in as aprerequisite for joining the Hawks.”

Kaylin did not like where thiswas going. And given it was Mdlory, it wasn't likely to change course.
Severn gave her one sharp glance and then turned his attention to Mallory—or to a point just beyond his
left shoulder.

“As Private Neya s academic record has been referred to by Lord Sanabalis, anong others, | believeit
istimeto correct thisdeficiency in her education. Private Neya?’ Mdlory said.

“Sr.”

“Y ou will bere-enrolled in the courses you failed. Y ou will passthem. If you were not considered
necessary in your current assgnment, | would suspend you—uwith pay, of course—until you achieved
aufficient understanding to satisfy your teachers.” Helooked at her. “Y ou will commence classeswhen
the current assgnment isa an end. Do | make mysdlf clear?’

“r.”
“Good.” He sat back in hischair. “Dismissed.”

Thewalk back to her gpartment would have been quiet and somber had Severn gone to hisown
gpartments. Asit was, it was very, very vocad—and also multilingual.

“Just to be clear, | don’t need an escort.”

“Not here, no. But, just to be clearer, you do require some escort in the Leontine Quarter, and | believe
you said you had an appointment there.”

Shefrowned. Looked at the night sky. The sun had long since set, and not even the dark hue of purple
twilight now interrupted the reign of moons. “Not for another couple of hours” shetold him.



“I can go home and come back, or we can wait together. Up to you.”

She shrugged. “Might aswell wait,” she said glumly. “ Although | want to point out that | did goto the
Quarter without the benefit of amae escort the last time | went to see thiswoman.”

“If you' reright—and your ingtincts have aways been good—the child is somehow involved. What you
could get away with before the baby was born is probably very different from what you can get away
with now. Think. If ther€ strouble, someone may well be waiting for you.”

Hewasright, and she knew it.
“Butif | takeyou, you' |l haveto wait in the Streets again.”

“I wouldn’'t be absolutely certain of that. From what you told me, thereisno Pridlea. If thereisno
Pridlea, no offense can be taken.”

She nodded dowly.

“What are you thinking, Kaylin?’

“I''m thinking about what you just said.”
“Ah. And?’

“I'mwondering if part of the reason there sno Pridleais exactly that—there are other malesinvolved
somehow, and they need a place to meet.”

Heraised abrow. “Interesting thought.”

“Interesting good or interesting bad?’

“Interesting in that it hadn’t occurred to me.”

“I'll takethat asa‘good,” Kaylin said.

Hegmiled.

“I don’'t suppose you' d care to wear my uniform and sit behind a school desk?’
He laughed at that. “Y ou expected thisfrom Malory, didn't you?’
“No.”

“Redly?’

“I wasn't thinking about Madlory at al.”

“Except in the usud colorful way.”

“Except that way, yes—but | can find ahundred reasonsto swear in any language—I don't need him for
that. At least he didn’t pull mefrom the Palace.”

“He couldn't. | would be very surprised if he hadn’t dready tried. But Rennick’ swork will probably take
afew weeks, and Marcus hasfive days. Don’t worry about classes.”

“l waan't. | don’t swear likethat when I'm worried.”



“Fine. Don't get enraged at the idea”

She snorted. Shoved her handsinto her pouch and pulled out the very old-fashioned key. Cursed
liberdly until she managed, in the moonlight, to fit it into the lock. “ Come on upgtairs,” shetold him, asthe
door creaked open. “There sno food, though.”

“Imagine my shock.”

Shelaughed in spite of hersdlf, feding at ease with Severn. Everything else had been turned upside
down—but he was what he' d always been. She' d hated him for it for dmost haf her life. She could
honestly say sheloved him for it now.

Hetook thetimeto dressalittle more carefully. Which isto say, he unwound the chain of hisonly
wegpon. It looked like avery, very heavy belt—one that happened to have daggers at either end.

It wasn't.

“Where did you get that anyway?’ Kaylin asked.

“Itwasagift.”

“For what?’

“From the Wolves.”

“Which meansyou can't say,” shesaid.

“Pretty much. It'snot usualy the first question people ask me about the weapon.”
“What do they normdly ask?’

““Where did you learn how to usethat?” Severn responded dryly.

“Fair enough. But you' re not going to answer that one either.”

“No. You'reaHawk—if | answer that question you' |l be ableto figure out the rest if you' re nosy
enough.” He finished, straightened out his shirt. He d taken off his surcoat, and carefully spread it flat
across the unmade bed. He didn’t remove his hauberk, but Kaylin didn’t expect him to. Chain dowed
claws, and if it cameto afight, anything that dowed Leontine clawswas agood thing. “ Are you ready?’

She nodded. She hadn’t taken nearly as much care as Severn had, but she’ d amost dressed for midwife
work. Looking at hisarmor, she grimaced—herswas in desperate need of cleaning, and if the nights
were cooler at thistime of year, they were sill too damn humid.

“Why areyou smiling?’ Severn asked.

“Just remembering thefirst chain mail | ever owned. Well, that | was given by the Quartermaster. | was
s0 damn excited, so unbearably proud of it—I tried to deep init the first night. | didn’t want to wake up
and haveit al beadream.”

He laughed, but the laughter trailed into asoft smile. “Y ou redly lovethislife, don't you?’

“It’ s better than begging or Sedling,” she said with ashrug. But something in his gaze forced her to add,



“Yes. | loveit. It snot perfect. It'snot what | daydreamed about when | wasachild in thefiefs. But |
made it, Severn. | made it happen. | worked damn hard for it.”

As she spoke, she gathered up cloths and bandages and shoved them messily into her pack. “It was
home. Even with the Barrani, and aLeontine for a superior, it was home. Damn Marcus anyway.”

“Y ou forgot the unguents.”

“They don’t do anything useful anyway. The herbs do—when they’ re fresh enough—but | remembered
those”

“Why carry theunguentsat al?’

“It makes nervous parents-to-be fed better if they think we' re doing something. And since they’ re usudly
out of their mindsto begin with, any little thing helps. It samost like aceremony,” she added. “We even
boil weter.”

“I believe you boil water in case you requireit to clean—"
“Don’'t gothere” Shetied the leather straps astightly as she could. “1’'m sgqueamish. I’ m aso ready.”
“Have you thought about what you' re going to ask?’

“Not redlly. | have about a hundred questions, but I'm not sure what agood opener is. I'll et her lead the
discusson.”

He nodded and opened the door. When she walked through it, he closed it behind them both and locked
up.

They’d had no locksin thefiefs.

The Leontine Quarter was not like the Tha dani Quarter. There were no walls, no gatehouse and no
vishble guards—but then again, they weren't redlly needed. People—even drunk people in the dead of
night—paid alot of attention to where they were throwing up in this part of town. The buildings should
have given it away, but at the edge of the L eontine Quarter, they didn’t. The buildings there were old and
in some disrepair, and the aged often took up residence, the furry version of squatters. The Leontines had
cometo the city sometime after itsfounding, and after the fires. They had been granted dispensation to
liveinthecity itsdf by the Eternal Emperor. If the other residents had something to say, they kept it to
themselves, because no matter how stupid they were, ticking off a dragon was a step further down the
intellect rung than anyone breathing could go. At least if they wanted to keep on breathing.

The buildingsin the Quarter proper looked different, and if you happened to get lost, those squat, clay
rectangles were a clear indication that getting lost anywhere else was agood idea. People had aviscera
fear of large things with fangs and fur. There was no vandaism in the Quarter—at least that the Law
heard about. There were no interracia incidents. There just weren't many humans.

There were dways exceptions to any rule, however, and as usud, it was the merchants who made them.
Merchantswould cross the boundaries with their wagons, their loud voices, their portable stalls. They
sold mest, of course—although there were L eontine butchers, from al accounts—but they also sold
carpets, cloth, baubles and spices. Salt was very popular, and Leontines didn’t produceit. They did
however barter for it.



Kaylin had never been certain what they bartered, because she usually had just enough coin in hand to
feed her for the next medl or two. Figuring out how other people spent money—if it wasn't shoved under
her nose—was part of the day’ s businessthat she lft to others.

There were, however, no merchants heretoday. At thistime of night, there wasn't much in the way of
foot traffic. Kaylin wasn't the world' s best navigator unless she planned the route out in advance, and
that planning reminded her of thingsin life she had no desire to remember. Severn, on the other hand,

knew the city better than he knew the back of his hand.

In fact, watching him covertly asthey entered the Quarter—and it was, of course, Severn who pointed
out the dmogt invisible boundary—she thought he might know it better. After dl, how often did people
redlly look at the backs of their own hands? She didn’t. She couldn’t reglly remember, in this night made
of streets and her own worry, what the backs of her hands looked like.

She could remember his, though. And she watched him walk these Sregts asiif every squareinch of the
city was known to him. Not—quite—asif he owned it, but he was at home here. Wherever here was.
He carried home with him.

Or maybe he didn’t need ahome.

Kaylin did. Herswas with the Hawks, and at the Foundling Hall, and in the rush and crazy bustle of the
midwives guild. Marcus had given her so much of her life, losing him waslike starting over. Shewasn't
good at that. She also had no desire a all to begin again anywhere else.

She sighed. She could only watch Severn for so long; the streets demanded some part of her attention.
The Leontines didn't navigate by street name, which made finding anything they described dmost an
arcane art. But she’ d managed to find the home the first time she’ d come—at avery fast jog—to the
Quarter, and she remembered where she was going. More or less.

“I don’t know alot about the Leontine Quarter,” Severn said quietly, as she dowed. “I’ ve only been here
ahandful of times, and it was tense each time. They are not very unlike the Tha dani.”

“People aren’t afraid of them in the same way, and it makes more sense to be afraid of people who seem
to look like you. In thisday and age, people aren't afraid of being eaten, but they are dways afraid of
being caught out.”

He nodded. “ That house?”

She nodded in turn. It was very smilar to Kayaa s home on the exterior. In the dark, Kaylin would have
said they looked the same.

But in thisdark, there were differences.
“What was her name?’

“I don’'t know.”

“Youdidn't ask?’

“Yes, | did. She said her name was Arlan. Sarabe, however, saysthat isn’t her name, and of the two,
I’'minclined to trust Sarabe.” She shrugged. “I1t was just aname. She could have called herself
‘dog-eater’ for dl | cared. | was hereto help deliver ababy. The birth—it shouldn’t have been hard, but
it was. | wasn't surewhy. She didn’'t have smal hips, and there was only one cub. But | don’t know
Leontine physiology al that well—and if you do, don't share. She was exhausted and wesk. | assumed it



was because of thelabor.

“I didn’t think I’d see her again. I’ ve delivered alot of babiesto women I’ ve never met before or since.
I’ snot my job to ask them questions, it’ sonly my job to save their lives.”

Severn nodded again. “Fair enough.”
“Do you want to wait for me here?’

“If it srequired, yes. But I'd liketo test that first.” Helooked at her again. “ There were no men here
when you came?’

“ToaLeontinebirthing? Noneat dl. They likeliving.”
He chuckled at that.

“Not that she could or would have hurt anyone, but that’ s by no means aways the case. Especidly not to
listento Marcus.” The smilethat had crossed her lips faded into amomentary grimace of pain.

Kaylin approached the hanging that separated insde from outside at thistime of year. Thistime, like last
time, the night had obscured the colors of the fur that were woven into it; she had literdly no ideawhat it
looked like. The last time she’ d been here, she hadn’t cared.

Therewas abrass bell to one side of it, and she touched its till rim nervoudy. The last thing she wanted
to do at thistime of night wasring it. But she had afeding she wouldn't haveto.

Nor was shewrong. As she stood in front of it, weighing her options, the hangings moved. A familiar face
peered out from behind the curtain, eyes shining faintly in the light of the twin moons. Here, the Streets
were moonlit or dark; the magestonesthat lit the rest of the city were absent. If the Leontines were
taxed—and until this moment it hadn’t occurred to Kaylin to wonder—that money did not go toward
brightly lit nightscapes. Then again, the Leontines had exceptiona night vison. Came with the fur and
fangs, as Marcus—damn it—would say.

But thistime, Kaylin knew the color of the Leontine fur was both distinctive and dangerous—for her.
“I'm here,” shetold the woman softly.

“Alone?’

“No.”

Silence. It was awkward, but it didn’t last. “Y ou were to come alone—"

“At the moment,” Severn said, keeping arespectful distance—which in the case of a L eontine was
entirely too far away, “1 don't consder it safefor her. Do you?’ He dso waked toward the hanging,
from which the woman had failed to emerge.

She cringed and seemed to grow...smaller. “You heard,” she said to Kaylin.

“I precticdly livewith your sster’ s husband,” Kaylin replied. There was no birthing emergency to hush
her voice or lend her the strength to be gentle. “There’ sno way | wouldn’t have found out.”

“Comein,” thewoman said, after another pause. “Both of you. We can't tak here.”

Pointing out that the streets were empty didn’t seem to be required. Kaylin nodded and stepped through



the curtain that divided theworld into insde and outside.

CHAPTER 9

Kaylin stepped into the hal and Severn followed her; the Leontine woman said nothing as he entered.
Kaylin barely noticed. What she noticed, instead, was the lack of light. Moonlight didn’t breach walls,
and there were no lamps. She took a hesitant step forward, and then another, but there was no way her
eyeswere going to acclimatize here.

It hadn’t been this dark the last time she' d visited. She frowned. “I came through a different door last
time,” shesad, letting the last couple of wordsrisein question.

No answer.
“Severn—"

Metd against metal, in the darkness; Severn considered it dangerous enough to draw his blade. Kaylin
turned suddenly to the side, flattening hersdf againgt the wall in one easy pivot. Her handsfell to her
daggers, and they left their sheaths, scraping scabbard as the blades cleared them. She swore; she had to
get to Elani street to get these damn things enchanted.

“Back out,” Severn said softly.

The hair on the back of Kaylin's neck did the sudden stand to attention that spoke of magic. Or
paperwork, on the wrong day.

“I don't think that’ san option,” she said, equally quietly. The words seemed loud in the darkness.
But not louder than breething—or growling.

“Blink,” Severntold her tersdly.

She did. When he used that tone of voice, there was no room for question or argument.

She heard something clatter against the ground and there was, some ten feet away, the sudden glow of
megelight. He' d thrown it. HE d known enough to bring something with him.

Standing above that light, shoulders bunched and ready, was the largest cat Kaylin had ever seen. It
wasn't aLeontine—it was an animal. But it was black and deek and huge; it had amane that trailed off
into shadows. The fangs that hung out of its mouth were at |least aslong as Leontine fangs, and she
guessed the claws she couldn’t see as clearly weren't much less deadly.

It was the only thing she could see—the woman who had invited her in was nowherein sight. “Nice
kitty,” she said softly.

“Nicekitty?’
It leaped.

Therewas magic in theroom. It was, like dl magic, sharp and unpleasant. Lesping, tensing, bringing
daggersto bear, she could fed it. But she could fed the rumble of the greet cat’s growl more clearly and
she did not want to get in itsway.

It had other plans.



Kaylin had time to wonder why it was the Tha aani that were so feared before claws sheared their way
through the thigh-side of her pantsasif it were sodden cheesecloth. The pain was sharp and clean; it
wasn't just the lesther that had been diced open. The damn thing moved so fast.

Sherolled to her feet; the cut was bleeding, but claws hadn’t severed muscle; nothing was stopping
Kaylin from moving. She didn’'t move asfast asthe cat, and if she had come aone, that would have been
fatd.

But Severn wasthere, and if claws could dice through flesh, so could blades—and he' d drawn his; she
could hear the singing of chainstightening and dangling asthe blade flew.

She could hear theroar of the cat asit turned, could see its shadows, diffuse and huge, cast by the single
source of light in the room. Its shoulders bunched, muscles hardening asit tensed to leap.

Kaylin threw adagger.

Theflash of metal caught light and was extinguished by those muscles, the darkness of that fur; the hilt
disappeared as the cat spun to face her. Severn’s blade came down in the distance, and the cat snarled in

fury, turning again.

And it struck Kaylin, asthe cat turned, that it was clumsy, for dl that it was fast; that it didn’t understand
exactly what it was doing.

She knew, then. Or thought she knew. She drew away from thewall, sanding in the light, and dowly
sheethed her remaining dagger. Then she held out her hands, palms out, auniversal gesture.

Severn’ s expresson was hidden; the light granted that much. “ Kaylin—"
The cat snarled.
Turned.

“Wedidn't come hereto hurt the baby,” Kaylin said quietly. The words were firm and codl;
Marcus—had he been here and not in some cage in the center of the quarter—would have recognized
histraining. He might not have gppreciated the use to which she put it.

“I birthed your son,” she continued, asthe cat hunched its shoulders. “I licked hislids clean. | did not
come hereto kill ababy.”

“But they will,” anew voice said, as the darkness opened again, and spit out atal Leontinethat Kaylin
didn’t recognize. “ They’ ve seen you now. They have no choice.”

“No!” Kaylin shouted, asthe cat tensed to leap. Its eyes were golden, she thought, and wide, although
that could have been the reflection of too little light in the darkness. “1 claim theright of kin, Sister to
Sarabe. | clamtheright of Pridiea”

The Leontine stranger had cat’ s eyes, but they narrowed in avery human way. “Impossible,” he said
flatly.

“You are no part of the birthing,” Kaylin told him, just asflatly. “Y ou weren't there. Y ou didn’t witness.”
“Thereisno Pridiea”

“But thereis” Severn said, standing, bladesin hand. All thistime, he had said nothing, done nothing. He
did not shegathe hisweapons, but maybe it wasn't important—he was mae, after dl.



“Upon the open plains,” Severn said softly, “and in the forests, there were Pridiea. The children, the
mothers. The fatherswere inconsequentid. The children were everything.

“And she remembers,” he added softly. “How could she not? Sheiswhat they were.”
The cat turned its head toward him, acknowledging him for the first time.

“It was the Pridleathat kept the children safe from their fathers. It was the Pridleathat protected the
birthing mothers. The Pridleathat licked fur clean, offering warmth and food and life.

“If she cannot claim that right,” he added, glancing briefly at Kaylin, “no one can. And if sheclamsit,
neither you nor | can gainsay it, except by killing them all.”

“Thechild,” the Leontinesaid coldly, “ismine.”

The black cat hesitated for another moment, its head now swiveling in three directions. And then it
seemed to shrug, and it padded dowly and gracefully across the room to where Kaylin stood.

It sniffed the air around her, and Kaylin stood very, very ill. Then it nudged Kaylin’ swounded thigh,
and agrest, rough tongue darted out from between massive jaws and began tolick it clean. Kaylin
winced. Shewould have liked to say it tickled, but sandpaper was probably softer.

“Theright of Pridlea,” Kaylin said softly, and lifted her head.
“Y ou have no such right here.”
“But | have. And she' s accepted it.”

The Leontine roared. Severn pivoted toward him, both blades out. It would not be a clean fight. But
Severn was't fighting to make a point here; he’ d fight to survive. Kaylin didn’t like the odds.

“Mara,” the Leontine said curtly. “Come.”

The cat stayed where it was. Kaylin kndlt, dowly, until her lipswere as close to the great twitching ears
as she could safely put them. She was keenly aware that her throat, though it was not bared, was alot
more exposed than shewould likeit to be.

“Go,” shewhispered to the cat. “Marai,” she added, lifting the name that had been spoken so imperioudy
and making it dmost aplea “Go and get our son. We'll gdl.”

Mara growled softly.
Kaylin added, “Please.”

The cat suddenly bolted into the darkness behind the Leontine male. He turned, his claws extended
toward her exposed back, and Severn was there in an ingtant, parrying.

Kaylin fdt her hair stand on end as the L eontine legped back, away from those blades. “ Severn!”
Hewasn't there.

Firewas.

Gods curse him, he was amage. And thefire that had |eft his hands now burned through rug and wooden



table, catching the edges of hangings acrossthe wall. Smoke flared, greasy and black. Had it been a
normd fire, it would have taken time to spread. Magica flame was under no such restriction.

But thefireitself? That wasred. It couldn’t be caled back. Kaylin shouted awarning, but Severn was
beyond it; his blades flew as he began to spin them in front of his chest. They moved fast, catching light
until light was atransparent wall, traced by the moving blades, the winding chains.

She saw the L eontine clearly for amoment longer, and then he changed; she saw it through the black
haze of smoke. He had been taller than Marcus, and it seemed that he crouched—but when he unfurled
from that crouch, he was no longer what he had been. Gray furred, long fanged, he was agiant cat.

He leaped over the tongues of flame and past Severn—down the hal that had swallowed Marai.

Offering asingle choice Aerian curse, Kaylin took adeep breath and ran through the spreading flames
after him.

The snarling and the roaring that came out of the darknessin the corridor she traveled was louder than
the dowly growing crackle of flame. If fires had conversation, thiswasit: heated, broken, ugly. The
wespon she had shesthed came to hand as she drew it, counting seconds, measuring dl livesin the
rectangular home by those beats of time. Indl, it wasalousy way to measurelife.

She traced the noise of fighting back to one room, the hanging in the frame now rumpled awkwardly
acrossthefloor.

“Kaylin.” Severn. At her back, as always. She didn’t even turn at the sound of hisvoice. “We need to
get out.”

“That' s not the only door,” she replied, back againgt thewall, catfight growing louder inchesaway. “It's
not the one | entered the first time.”

“It’ sthe one we know—"
“We need to get Marai and her cub out.”

He said nothing else, but shefelt him move past her in the hall. Her fingers caught his shoulder; more than
that, she couldn’t do without dropping or sheathing her blade. “Be careful—"

Fire erupted. A dragon’s breath would have been just as hot, and just as contained—barely—by the
rounded curve of archway that formed a Leontine door. They didn’t bother with fiddly thingslike hinges.

Gods, her skin ached. Magic was so damn strong here, it was amost ataste in the air—sharper and
harsher than the black smoke of burning wood and hair-rugs. She could see that Severn was standing;;
could see where the fire had amost hit him. But he hadn’t dropped his blades or lifted his hands at the
sudden appearance of angry, red-orange light.

He counted out three, and then he rolled along the floor into the room. Kaylin didn’t bother with a count;
sheranin after him. Could hear the angry roar of Leontine words, made harsh and anima—uwell, more
anima—yby the throats that contained them.

She could dmost understand what was said. Fool was universal, delivered in that harsh and furious tone.
Hisvoice, she thought. She heard Mara’ swordless reply, heard the desperation in it, heard, aswdll, the
pain. Hewaslarger than shewas, and clearly more familiar with the form.



But familiar or no, he paused, hisfangs leaving Marai’ s flesh wet and sticky; blood colored those teeth,
and his eyes—his eyes were the color of flame. He leaped for Severn, and Severn suddenly pulled the
chain between blade and hand tauit.

The Quartermaster would be handing out anew tabard if Severn hadn’t seenfit to leave hisin Kaylin's
gpartment. Unfortunately, he wasin short supply of rib cages. The fangsfailed to reach Severn; the claws
didn’t. But they weren't Leontine claws; the weight of the beast caused Severn to stagger.

But only to stagger; hedidn’t go down.

Kaylin wastherein aminute, her dagger making a clean strike at the cat’ s eyes. It leaped up and away
before she could connect. She jumped in the opposite direction; without Severn’s mass behind her, she
had no chance of meeting any attack head-on. Shedidn’t try.

“Maral!” she shouted. The Leontine woman—the large, black cat—stood shakily on itsforepaws. “ Get
Roshan! Get the child out of here!” But Marai was dazed, dowed. In the darkness that was dowly
becoming acrid, Kaylin couldn’t see her injuries.

And right at thismoment, she didn’t care. She cursed once in Aerian and then forced her throat to
accommodeate the harsh, guttural growls of Leontine command. “Get our son!”

The words, butchered as they were by a merely human throat, reached Marai. She shook her head,
growling softly, and turned. It was dark in the room.

Even thefirethat erupted in the room’ s center didn’t change that; it flashed againgt wals and cellingsand
began to kindle in the things that would normally burn before it vanished.

Gods, she hated magic.
Severn shouted. Not awarning, and not quite acurse. “He' srunning!”

“He can!” she shouted back. “Let him go—we Il hunt him later. We need to get Maral out of here. We
need to get the baby!”

And he understood, reining the Wolf in, giving her the Severn she needed. She dropped her dagger into
what she hoped was its sheath, sumbled over the corner of asnarled, old rug, and made her way to
Mara.

Maral looked up, her head pressed against the fur of aseeping cub. Just how it could be deeping, she'd
wonder later. Kaylin lifted the child from its bed, wrapping the furs around its body. “Out!” she shouted,
in Leontine. Then, lowering her voice, forcing the fear from the syllables, she added, “Marai, you need to
lead us out. Not the way we entered tonight. The other way.”

Mara growled softly.

“I won't hurt him,” Kaylin told the cat. “I won't let anyone ese hurt him. But the firewill kill usif we
don’t leave. Thiswasn't much of ahometo you,” she added, speaking Elantran now because the smoke
made it too hard to speak in Leontine. “Lead usout.”

And Mara turned to wherefire lapped thewadlsin the hal. She growled at Severn.
“He smine” Kaylintold her. “The cubismine. HE Il protect uswhile helives.”

It was enough. Maral began to run. Her gait was awkward, dow. Wounds had taken whatever grace she



had had when she had first appeared. But grace didn’t count here. Y ou couldn’t fight firewith fangs or
caws.

Oratdl, redly.

Sometimes you just had to run.

Hafway across the Quarter, Marai began to change. The moons were up; the sky was clear. If there
were no magelightsin this part of town, they weren't needed. The cat stopped walking and began to
shudder. Kaylin saw it—amost felt it—and turned, babein arms.

The cat fell forward, hissing; the hiss changed to mewling, a sound caught between pain and fear. It was
not a happy sound, but given the transformation that Kaylin watched, it couldn’t be. It looked wrong.
The body lost form and cohesion; the paws grew narrower and longer, the clawsin the footpads
retracting asif they grudged the change. Shoulders that looked very like cat’ s shoulders began to flatten
and widen across a back that was doing the same, and even the fur changed color, becoming russet-gray
inthemoons light.

Kaylin looked away. Watching the face change was more than she could stomach. She whispered
Elantran nonsense words to the deeping babe instead, Kaylin’ s version of prayer.

The baby snorted and pawed at her face, his breath awhuffle of sensation and sound. It was not nearly
loud enough to drown out the sounds of bones snapping into place, but it would do. The baby was
clearly dive, and clearly hedlthy; not even Kaylin's anxiety could disguisethat.

She turned when it was quiet again.

And discovered that transformations of this particular nature did not include clothing. Not that the
Leontineswore alot of it. She would have looked away for decency’ s sake, but she could see, now,
where Mara had been injured. The wounds were deep, and they wept blood.

“Severn, the baby—"

“No!”

“Okay, not the baby. Can you hold him, Marai? | need to look at those wounds—"
“No. Hold him.”

“Mara—"

The hiss of adesperate Leontinefilled the empty sireets.

Severn said, “Leaveit, Kaylin. Go.”

“But she—"

“She'll bleed to death in the streetsfirst. Go.”

It wasn't hard to find Kayala s house. It was the only safe place Kaylin could think of that also happened
to be close enough. 1t was much harder to leave Severn in the street.



“I'll befing” he said softly. “ And even now, it' s not safe for meto go there.”
B

“Kaylin”

“What if he comes back?’

Severn shook his head. “He was injured and he used an enormous amount of magic, there. | don’t think
helll be hunting us now.”

She wanted to argue, and not just because that’ s what she did. She wanted to point out that were their
positions reversed, he wouldn’t leave her out in the streets of the Quarter. Wanted to, and didn’'t. Marai
was il bleeding, and it was clear that she would not allow hersdlf to be so much astouched inthe
drests.

Instead, Kaylin turned and began to walk down the path that led from the street to the only Leontine
home she knew.

The only home, besides the office, that she had ever redlly known.
“You can't teke him there)” Maral said.
“If I can’t take him there,” Kaylin told the Leontine gently, “thereisno safe place | can take him.”

“They’Il kill him.” Marai’ s voice had did up an octave. Leontine voca registers shouldn’t have alowed
this. “They’ll haveto kill him.” Her eyeswere glassy. Round, now.

Kaylin sad, quietly, “ Over my dead body.”

It was, again, enough. Maral drifted closer, ssumbling on two legs, asif four were so natural now she
would never be a home any other way.

Kaylin looked at the dull, dark brass of the bell. Shifting Roshan’ sweight, shelifted the clapper, but no
ped brokethe silence.

“We'reawake,” afamiliar voice said. “ And you made enough noise just now to make sure that anyone
elsewho deegpslightly for milesisaso avake.”

Kaylin turned to face Kayaa, Marcus sfirg wife, and the mother of the Pridlea. “Kayada—"

Kayaladidn't spare Kaylin another word or look. Her breath broke in a hiss as she stepped out into
moonlight. “Mara,” she said softly. “You'reinjured. Come.”

“lcan’'t. '
“My husband isnot at home,” Kayaareplied quietly. “Asyou must know. It issafe”
“Youdon't—"

“Itissafe,” Kayaarepeated, in the tone of voice she reserved for the very young. “Come. Y our Sgter is
worried.”

Mara did not move.

But Kayaadid, stepping to one side. Behind her, hidden until now by Kayaa slarger body, stood



Sarabe. Shetook onelook at her sster and let out alow, loud cry. Stepping from the building, her arms
wide, she caught her sigter in an embrace that would have broken Kaylin'sribs. “Marai,” she whispered.
“Maral, what has happened? What has happened to you?’

Mara hesitated for just another minute, and then collapsed into her sster’sarms.

Sarabe managed to bear her weight asthey retrested from the open street, the unforgiving moonlight.

Kaylin knew the inside of the Pridlea by heart. She had often wondered where that expression—by
heart—had come from, but she felt, now, that she understood. It wasn't that the details were
memorized—she could memorize a crime scene down to rusty nails and scuffs on the walls. But there
was water and hot milk on the table, spiced with cinnamon and ginger; there were paper lamps—so out
of placein the Pridieathey had probably been given to Marcus as an office gift and he had dumped them
here. More than that, there was Kayaaand her wives.

Graylin was awake, and she carried thick blankets over both of her arms. They were, of al colors, arosy
pink, and it took Kaylin afull minute to redize that they were blankets she had bought for the Pridleawith
her first pay. She' d liked the color, then—she couldn’t imagine why. But if they had seen little use, they
had obvioudy been valued by the four women who had been, in their own way, like fanged, furry
mothers.

Sarabe sat with her arms around her sister. Maral allowed Sarabe to look at her wounds—and to lick
them clean. Kaylin, having seen the younger cubstended to in just such afashion, didn’t even blink. It
was't what she would have done, on the other hand. There was a sillence around these two women that
was definitive, and it lasted for awhile.

When it was broken, it was broken by Kayala, and Kayala didn't speak to either of the sstersdirectly.
Instead, she turned her wide, round eyes on Kaylin and the babe she carried.

“What happened?’

Kaylin, child tucked into her arms, hesitated. “1 met with Marai, as planned.”
“Alone?’

“No.”

“Y ou took your Severn with you?’

“He snot mine, and | didn’t take him. He kind of insisted on going.”

“And heis?’

“Outsde somewhere.”

Kaydanodded. “1 gpprove of him,” shetold Kaylin, asif that settled something.
“Kayda—"’

“And the child you carry? Marai’ s cub?’

Her armstightened as Kayaa gpproached. Kayala, of course, noticed. She didn't stop, but she noticed.



“Hisfur'snot red,” Kaylin said quietly. She couldn’t bring hersdlf to surrender the child. Couldn't have
said why, but maybe that was because she didn’t want to admit that she was afraid to trust Kayda. This
child, she knew, was a child who should never have been born.

“It wouldn't haveto be,” Kayaareplied. She glanced down at the deeping face, and her expression
softened.

“I don't think Marai wasthe only Leontine to bear aforbidden child.”
1] Oh?!
“Thefather,” Kaylin replied.

Silence. But it was now adifferent silence, and it encompassed the watchful room. Even Sarabe and
Mara now sat, breath held, waiting.

Kaydasad, quietly, “What do you mean?’

“Y ou said something yesterday. Y ou called it—the color of the fur—witch-fur. | remembered it, but it dl
seemed like so much witch hunting to me, it seemed like a—agtory that you tell children. But it wasn't
just agtory, wasit? Kayda, the man that Marai was living with was a mage. Marcus once told me there
was no such thing as a L eontine mage—»but | know magic.”

Kayalalifted both of her pawsin front of her face, pdmsout, asif she needed protection from the words
themsalves “A...mage?’

“I'vemet afew inmy time. Trust me.”
“Kaylin, why do you say—"

“Most Leontines don’t throw great bdls of fire around their home.” She hesitated and then said,
“Kayaa—he changed. His shape. Hisform.”

Kayaawas slent again. The words seemed to strike her like blows; she wegathered them, but they
caused damage.

“But, Kayaa, so did Mara.”

“Impossible,” Sarabe said. The other wives were standing or Sitting in the corners of the dining room;
Sarabe had not let go of her sigter, and they formed an isolated huddle of two in the quiet room.

Mara said nothing. But the look she gave Kaylin had no accusation in it, and it made no plea. Because it
made none, Kaylinfdl slent.

“Continue, kitling,” Kaydasad softly.
Stll, Kaylin waited. Minutes passed; claws didn’'t so much as scratch the scarred table.
Mara said at lagt, “It' strue”

Sarabe' sarmstightened, and Kaylin remembered that in adifferent life, they had only had each other.
They il did.



But Kaydamade alie of that, aquiet, cautious one; she approached them, and when shewas close
enough to touch, she crouched, bringing her face closeto Marai’s. “When?’ she asked quietly. “When
did you discover this?’

Marai shook her heed.
“When you were young?’
“No. Only after.”

“After”

“After he came. He said—" Sheturned her head, caught a glimpse of Sarabe and drew along breath.
“He said we were specid, Sarabe and |. And that he was like us. He wanted Sarabe to live with us. He
told me—he said it was important that we be together. But she wouldn’t come. | thought he wouldn't
takeme,” shesaid. “But hedid. And he showed me—what | could do. He taught me how to
become—become my other saif.

“Sarabe could doit,” Maral said. Her Sster’ s hands tightened around her arms, but she offered no
words.

“Y ou could teach her this?’ Kayadaasked softly.

“No. But he could. He could do so many things,” she said. She seemed to shrink in on hersdlf. “I was
happy. For awhile. | was happy. He didn’t despise me and he didn’t pity me.”

“Sarabeis neither despised nor pitied.”
“But she couldn’t be what we are. She could never be what we are, living here. Living with you.”
Kayaanodded. “ There are some things forbidden us.”

“But why?Why arethey forbidden?Isit so very evil to be able to run and hunt and see?Isit wrong to
be able to do what others can’'t? It was envy, that’ swhat he said. Envy and fear. You'redl afraid of
what we can do.

“And welet you fear us. Welet you kill us,” she added. “Welive by your rules.”

Sarabe et her sgter tak; Kaylin would have stopped her. But Kayala seemed neither afraid nor
offended. Shelet Marai talk, and shelet Marai cry—and Marai did both, asif she were achild.

But after she had finished, Kayalasaid, “Why did you ask to meet with Kaylin?
Mara froze.
“Kayda—" Kaylin began.

“No. Shewill answer the question. Kit, | smell your blood. We dl can. If you tell me that she did not
invite you to the home of the man sheliveswith in order to harm you, | will believe you.”

“It's because—’
“But | will listen to your answer when | ask you for it. Until then, be silent.”

Ingtinct made Kaylin's jaw snap shuit.



“Good. Maral?’

Marai burrowed into Sarabe’ sarms. “ She knew. About my son.”
“Shewas not the only one.”

“No.”

“Marcusknew.”

Silence. In that slence, amuted look of pain or horror dowly transforming her face, Sarabe disentangled
hersdf from her sgter. It was dmaost more than Kaylin could bear, and she held the child in her arms as
closdy asshe could, asif he were ashield.

“Didyou try tokill Kaylin, Mara?’
The slencewasterrible. Kaylin brokeit. “Yes”

Therewas anger in the Pridleathen, sudden and terrifying.

CHAPTER 10

“Why are you even asking the question when you aready know the answer?” Kaylin' s voice sounded
thin to her own ears. Thin and angry, because she was angry.

Kayalarose and Kaylin took a step back. She stopped herself from taking a second one. When a
Leontine was angry, fleeing was the last thing you wanted to do. If you wanted to survive.

“I wanted her answer,” Kayaareplied curtly.

“She'sonly giving you haf of it, anyway. She wantsto protect her son. Y es, she meant to—she meant to
harm me. Y ou know that. But I’m not angry about it. | don’t see why you should be.”

“You aremy kit,” was her cool growl of areply.

“She stopped. Shedidn’'t kill me. She didn’t even keep trying. | wouldn't have brought her here if—"
“YouareMarcus's,” Kayalasad. *Y ou would have. He would have. Y ou have no common sense.”
“No.”

“Why do you think she stopped?’

Kaylin drew a deep, steadying breath. “Because | claimed theright of Pridlea. | promised to protect our
child. And Kayada?l meant it. | will not let you harm this baby.”

Kayaasad nothing. She didn’t even growl. But she looked at the deeping cub for along, long moment.
“He' sababy, Kayda Whatever it isyou're afraid of, he’ sjust ababy.”

“And hisfather?’

“It doesn’'t matter. She birthed him, 1 helped. | don’t understand what this child means, but—"

“Do you understand what hisfather means?’



“ NO_”

“Then maybe you should.” Kayaaturned to look down at Marai. Her voice gentled, which surprised
Kaylin. “Be grateful that Kayliniswho sheis. Our hushand has had ahand in shaping what he found, and
he would be proud of her. Frustrated by her, certainly, but proud of her. | will not harm your son,” she
added, “not tonight, and not unlessit is necessary. But if it is necessary, you will know.

“| do not know what it isto grow asyou grew. | cannot imagine thelife you must have lived. For my
part, | am grateful that you and your sister were dlowed to live, for | love Sarabe dearly. But
your—guardian is another story.

“Heisadanger, Mara.”

Marai swallowed and nodded. “He would havekilled usal,” shesaid. “All of usbut his son. He wanted
ason,” she added.

“Why?" Kaylin asked. “Why ason? It would mean—" She hesitated. “Marai, you couldn’t haveraised a
son. Not among the Leontines.”

“I| don't know,” Marai replied at lagt. “1 don’t know why. | know it wasimportant to him. That'sal.”

“And what were you going to do?’ Kaylin asked. “How were you going to live?’ She held the baby
carefully. “I don't understand what the child meansto hisfather. If he had wanted to hide, wouldn’t he
have run?

Marai shook her head. “He said we could leave. The three of us. We could find ahome outside of the
city. | could form aPridleaof my own onthe plains”

“Butyoudidn't leave”
“No.”
“What was hewaiting for?’

She closed her eyes. “1 don’t know,” she said. “But aweek ago, maybe alittle less, heleft the Quarter
for two days.”

“ After the baby was born.”

She nodded.

“And was he different when he came back?’

“| thought so. But | was nervous. | was afraid.”

“Maral, did he spesk with Marcus at dl?’

“I don’'t know. After the baby was born, | couldn’t leave the house. | couldn’t leave him,” she added.
“Youdidn't trust hisfether.”

The hesitation was marked, profound. But in the end, she nodded. “I couldn’t. He wanted to take the
baby with him—"

“When hewas days old?’ Kayaa svoice rose at least an octave on the last word. It was the only thing



musica about her.
She nodded. “He thought | was deeping.”
“| bet you didn’'t deep much after that.”

“No. I'm sorry,” sheadded. “1 didn’t want to kill you. | thought | had no choice.” Shetried to stand and
Sarabe caught her, pulling her back into the safety of calmer, steedy arms.

“I'mfinewithit,” Kaylin said, meaning it. “But I'm not finewith Marcus.”
“Marcuswasn't there.”

“No, hewasn't. HE slocked in acagein the middle of fancy pit. And I’ m willing to bet money—my
own, even—that the crime he’ s accused of and your missing guardian are connected. Marai, | don’t
know your guardian. | don’t judge him. | want to kill him, yes, but that’ s almost beside the point. HE sa
mage. Magic was used in the Quarter, tonight, and we need to bring magesin to track it.”

“Track it?

“All magicleavesa...asgnature. If it savery weak magic, it' shard to tell what it is—but if it'sacolumn
of flame, any mage worth their working title will be ableto tell you who cast the spell if they’ ve seen the
sgnature before. At the very least it will tell uswhether or not he' s performed other acts of magic that
Imperia Mages know about. It would help meif | knew what he could do.”

“Y ou mean the magic?’

Kaylin nodded.

“I'm sorry, Kaylin. | don’t know.”

Mara didn’t know very much, and Kaylin had to bite her tongue to stop herself from pointing this out.

“The form you saw—I knew of it. I know he can move quickly—much more quickly than | can—and
that he can hidein the shadows. He can’'t be tracked by scent. But the fire wasn't something he showed
me.” There was more than atrace of bitternessin those words.

“Did he say anything at dl about the baby?’

“Only that it was important. He knew | knew it had to be kept secret from other Leontines. He wasn't
happy that | called you,” she said. “But the birthing, the labor—I was afraid. | was afraid that it was
wrong somehow. |—"

“Y ou got my name from Marcus.”

“yYes”

“In person?’

She nodded.

“Y ou were pregnant—that much must have been obviousto Marcus.”

Shenodded again. “I meant to tell Marcusthat the child died in birth, if it wasaboy. If it wasagirl, it
wasn't Sgnificant. Sarabe has girls”



“But you didn’'t?’

She shook her head. “I didn’t have the chance. Things happened here—" She waved one shaking hand
inahdlf circle that encompassed the Pridlea, and possibly the Quarter.

“I don't think this—this mage—meant to raise the child,” Kaylin said.

“What ese could he have meant for it?” Kayaaasked sharply. “Had he intended to kill the child, he
would not have been in this danger.”

Kaylin shrugged, but very, very carefully. An armful of baby made nonchaance difficult. “I don’t know,”
shereplied. “But if he'd just wanted a son, he could have | ft the city with Marai the day after he met her.
It would befar, far safer out therethan it is here”

“Out there, asyou put it, her fur would mark her no matter where she traveled. And if the child was seen
as hers, it would mark him aswell.”

“Why are mages so0 hated among the L eontines? Marcus told me once that there weren't any. He was
proud of that, by the way—he hates Arcanists at least asmuch as | do. He' s only barely more polite to
the Imperid Magesthan | am.” Kaylin had the graceto wince at this.

Kayadawasslent. They al were. At last Kaydasad, “Bring your mages, if you must. It will be
interesting to hear what they haveto say.”

“You'renot going to tell methat thisis not amatter for outsiders?’
“I would, if I thought you would listen.”

“She'slying,” Reesasaid camly, speaking in her soothing purr of avoice. “ She would not tell you thet if
she thought you would heed her. We need our husband back,” she added, asif thiswasn’t obvious.
“And wewould like him back in one piece, if at dl possble”

“Rees”
“However, there may be those among the Elders who will object to your visit.”

Kaylin sarted to shrug again.

“The attempt on your life was an atempt on your life. If you choose to heed the words of the Elders—"
“Notinthislifetime”

“—then you will turn back. But asyou are not Leontine, you are not beholden to our laws.”

“That part, | understood.”

Sarabe lifted her head. “If you are not careful,” she said, her voice so soft it was amost human, “you will
be forced to mention my sigter’ stransformetion. They will kill her.”

Kaylin took adeep breath. “ Explain why your children are so dangerous. If it' sthe magic—"
“It' sthemagic,” Kaydasaid flatly. “But more. Our oldest stories warn us of the danger.”
“Y ou’ ve been married to Marcus along time, Kayala. Y ou know he hasto deal with mages.”

She nodded. “But they are not Leontine. The Leontines have no mages.”



“Not if they kill them &t birth, no.”
Kayaaglanced at Sarabe, who shook her head firmly.

“It might be better if you leave us,” the Matriarch said to Sarabe, when it became clear that a glance was
not enough to encourage her departure.

“ NO_”

Kayaalifted abrow. “Very well, then.” She turned her back upon her youngest wife and her wife's
sgter. “You saw what hewas.”

“You meanthe giant cat?’

She nodded. “And...Mara hasthat taint.”

“Why exactly isit ataint?

“Y ou have stories, surely, of men who turn into wolves. Marcus has mentioned them.”

Kaylin hesitated and then nodded. The past year had taught her that sneering at old storieswas't dways
wise. “Werewolves.”

1] YSH
“So you're saying he sthe Leontine verson of awere?’

“I"'m saying that anything that can change its shape, that can become something entirely different, isa
danger in any race. Thereisa...wrongnessto this ability in those who are morta.”

“This has nothing to do with magic.”

“Not directly, no. But...” She hestated again. “ Thisisadiscusson for the Elders.”
“| don’'t want to talk to the Elders unless | know enough to hold my own.”

“That will probably be never,” Reesainterjected.

“If you are very lucky, kitling, yes. Mortals are born living, they live, they die. It isthe same with your
race and mine.”

“Andthe Tha dani.”

“Any mortd race. It issaid that the Barrani and the Dragons require moreto live. They are not born dive
inaway that we understand it.”

Kaylin, thinking of the High Halls and the High Court, nodded quietly.
“To your people we most resemble animals.”

“No—"

“Kaylin”

“To someof them,” Kaylin finished lamdly.



“In our oldest stories, Kaylin, we were animals.”

B

“Does Marcus accept these congtant interruptions?’

“Moreor less”

“Ah. Wdl then, it' sagood thing I’ m not amember of the Hawks.”
“Yes Kayda”

“Don't play meek, it doesn’t suit you. In our oldest stories, as| was saying, we were animals. We were
like the Wolves and the Hawks from which you take your name. And in our oldest stories, one of the
Ancientsfound us, and he gave us hiswords, and lifted us unto two legs, and bade us speak, and dress
and hunt like men.” She used the L eontine word.

Kaylin nodded. It seemed safest.

“But the Ancients were capricious, and they fought—as we al do—among themsalves, and when
another cameto us, offering gifts, we were too young to understand the cost. We welcomed him, and we
welcomed hisword and histouch, as we had welcomed his brother’s.

“And this Ancient gave the gift of magic.” Shelifted ahand as Kaylin's mouth opened and waited until it
snapped shut. “Good girl. We were beguiled by the change. But the change was visud, and the magic
was accompanied by awildness that we could not control. Those who were changed often reverted to
the shape of an animal, but their power was tremendous, and they desired what animals desire.

“It nearly destroyed us. The Ancient who had given uslife and intelligence returned, and saw what had
happened. He purified those who could be purified. And hetold usthat the magic, in us, was dark and
chaotic, that it could not resdein amorta vessdl without changing the vessal beyond recognition. Hetold
usthe signs, and hewarned us that we would fail asaraceif we did not guard againgt those who ill
borethetant.”

“But | don't understand. How can magic be evil? A sword isn't evil. It' sjust another tool.”

“Yes, itis. Butinwhose hand?’ Sheturned to look at Marai. Turned away. “Y ou have seen the Feras.”
Kaylin nodded.

“Y ou understand, as we do, that they are not truly dive.”

She nodded again.

“Where they come from,” Kayaa continued, “isamysery to you. But to my kind, it isknown. They
come from the shadows and the darkness and the chaos. They come to destroy life. And from those
shadows and that chaos, power comes to the tainted. They hear the old voices, and they desirethe old

power.”

Kaylin was very, very quiet. She looked down &t the deeping infant in her arms for along momert,
seeing no trace of hunting Feralsin his deeping features. At last she said, “ Those arejust stories.”

“Perhaps. But in our gories, and in the stories the Elderslearn, thereismore. The ability to change form,
asif one sbody were smple clothing, is dangerous.”



Kaylin remembered the vast cavern beneath the High Halls, and the cresatures it contained, their bodies
fluid nightmares. She shuddered a moment, and then nodded.

“Magic was not meant for my kind. | do not know if it was meant for yours, but your people are not my
problem. It isamost certain that Marai’ s guardian was tainted. How strongly, we cannot yet say,”
Kaydasaid.

Kaylin nodded again. “| need to talk to afew people,” shetold Kayda.
Marai looked up.

“Will you keep her safe?’

“yes”

“And her son?’

“Y es, Kaylin. For now, the Pridleawill watch them both.” She held out her arms, and after along
hesitation, Kaylin gave her the baby. 1 admit that deeping like this doesn’t make him look dangerous. Or
not more dangerous than any of our other children.”

Severn was waiting when she left the house, if lounging againgt the sde of ahomein the dead of night
could be caled waiting. “Y ou | eft the child?’

“Kaydapromised shewouldn't kill him without warning mefirst.”

She could sense the lift of his brow, but the sudden onset of night hid it from view, and by the time her
eyes had acclimatized fully to the light of the twin moons, his expression was neutrd. He began to walk
and shefdl into step beside him, just asif they were patrolling together.

“We go home?’

She nodded. “But | want to bring a mage to the Quarter to look at the house. And | want the body of the
Leontine Marcus has been accused of murdering exhumed for the same purpose.”

“Good luck with that. We can’'t compel the Leontinesto cooperate.”

“Y es, we can. The attack was made againgt us. We didn’t come here as Hawks, we came here off duty.
If we'reinvolved it sacase for the Imperia Courts, not the damn Caste Courts.”

“Careful, Kaylin.”
“Trying to be. | know which mage I’ m asking.”

“Good luck with that, aswell.” Theway he said the words was different, but she couldn’t see his
expression; he was watching the streets like their mutual namesake.

“Why?

“All requisitions for mages seconded for our investigations go through Mallory now. Giventheregard in
which he holds the Hawk, he would likely accede to your request—but what reason are you going to
give himfor our presencein the Leontine Quarter in the first place?’



Her colorful Leontine phrases would have shriveled the ears off any Leontine who happened to be
awake and ligening.

The morning, when it came, was barely apink glow in the sky. On anormd day, she would have
classfied it asnight, and gone back to deep. Her body was sore and her muscles ached. Shewas certain
she had anew collection of bruises, and the scratches she' d received from Marai weren't exactly paper
cuts.

But there weren't going to be any normal mornings until Marcus was back in the office. She dragged
hersdf out of bed. Severn waswaiting.

“Don’t you ever knock?’

“I tried. Sx times.”

“Oh.” She grimaced. “More than that would probably wake up the crazy lady down the hall.”
“That was my thought.”

“Don’'t you ever get tired?’

“I'mtired now,” hereplied.

“Seepy, then.”

He shrugged. “Yes. | brought breakfast. We' re required to check in at the office before we head to the
Palace”

He watched her sort through her clothing. The regulation pants—the last set she had—had avery large
holein thethigh.

“Wear something ese” he said with ashort sigh. “1'll speak with the Quartermaster when we arrive. You
have maybe twenty minutesto dress and eat. And please, do them in that order.”

The Quartermagter, Kaylin thought, must love Severn. Either that or the Wolves had blackmail
information hidden away somewhere. Hetook the pants that Severn handed him. They were negtly
folded, but not even the folds could disguise the greet, jagged tears from the previous night’ swork.

He glanced a them and looked at Severn. Hislipsthinned dightly. “ Take awalk on the wrong side of
town?’

“Theright Sdeof theriver.”

The Quartermaster nodded. He lifted ahand to forestall the usua whining and excuse-making—not that
Severn would have done much of eithe—and turned to the door at his back. Opening it, he disappeared
for lessthan five minutes, asif he had expected to replace at least this much gear. He handed Severn a
neetly folded pile, and then went back to his records.

Severn took it and walked away.
“He looked like he expected that,” Kaylin said.



“I imagine he did. Let’ sjust report quickly and go.”

She nodded. The guards at the door were men she only vaguely recognized, which caused her to grind
her teeth. Given the acoudticsin this utterly silent hal, she stopped after avery short time. She did not
add obscenities to the silence, but that was harder.

The duty board was unoccupied when they approached it; the office was not. But the office, like the
inner hal, was abnormally silent. She looked around the room once, and saw Mallory watching her.

“I’m happy to see you're capable of punctudity,” hesaid. He said it quietly but, given thelack of any
other noise, it carried afair distance.  Perhaps the previous Sergeant didn’t give you enough incentive.”

“The Imperid Pdaceisdl theincentive | need,” shetold him curtly.
“A good thing, then. We don’t want anything to reflect poorly on the Hawks.”

Sixteen different rejoinders rushed up to meet the closed wall of her teeth. They stayed on theright Side
of her mouth.

“I will see you when you deliver your report on the day’ sduties. Dismissed.”

The carriage whedls, heavy Imperia work, probably added rutsto stone. Kaylin stared out the window
in perfect Sllence.

“Kaylin”

The buildings went past; the people went past. Some stopped to stare at the carriage as it drove by. She
might have been one of them, once.

“You did wdl, there”
“Did 1?1 wanted to hit him.”
“Youdidn't”

“No. And I’'m trying hard not to regret it. | hate what he’ sdone to the Hawks,” shesaid. “1 hateit.” She
struggled to keep the whine out of her words.

“I think very few gppreciate his presence.”

“No. And none of them have hit him.”

“Not to my knowledge. Are we going to the Palace?”’
She nodded. “1 need to speak to someone there.”
“Good. A mage?’

“Theonly onel seem to have trouble offending.”

Lord Sanabdis of the Dragon Court was waiting for them when they stepped out of acarriage
surrounded by more livery than passengers. “I received your message,” he said, nodding dightly to



Severn.

Kaylin snapped aglance at Severn, and he shrugged.

“It was suitably vague,” the Dragon added. “Y ou are here to attend Mr. Rennick?’
“When he' sready to receive us.” Severn'sreply was tendered in perfect High Barrani.
“I see. It may be sometimeyet. Will you take refreshments with me?’

“If it will not keep you from your duties”

Sanabalis bowed. “My duties at the moment are smilar to yours. Therefore, whilewewait Mr.
Rennick’ s pleasure, we might make use of thetime.”

If they started another round of polite phrases, Kaylin thought she' d scream. Sanabdis glanced &t her,
and hislipsturned up in asmilethat, on another face, would ook suspicioudy like asmirk. On his, she
wasn't certain.

“Follow me” Sanabdistold them bath.

Heled them through the long, tall halls of a paace that seemed like avery opulent maze. Kaylin
remembered the floors and the height of the cellings from previous visits, but the geography of the
building failed to imprint itself in her memories. Then again, with the exception of Richard Rennick’s
chambers, she had never come to the same set of rooms twice, and privately thought she could visit
every day for ayear, and never seethe entire Palace.

But at last he paused in front of aset of forbiddingly perfect doors. They had no door wards, and by this
lack, Kaylin assumed they were rooms used by important visitors. Still, if there were no obvious wards,
shefdt atingle at the base of her neck that shouted magic. Since magic was, sadly, not that uncommon,
sheignored it and crossed the threshold in Sanabalis s shadow. It wasn't that much of a shadow; the
lightsin the sconces were so high above the damn ground the Palace staff probably included afew
Aerianswhose sole duty it wasto clean them. The room itsalf boasted ceilings that were not—quite—as
tall asthe outer halls. The windows that adorned the far wall were impressive; colored, beveled glass
suggested the sun’ srise, the sun’ s height and the sun’ sfall.

Beyond those panes, she could see the green of grass, and the flower beds that were no lessawork of
art than the windows themsel ves—and beyond those, beyond the gates, the only other building in the city
that was, by Imperid dictate, dlowed so much height: The Hals of Law.

“A reminder,” Sanabalis said softly, discerning what had caught her attention. “If it is needed. Come. You
look...underdept.”

“| ae” shesad. Therewasno point in lying about deep.
“I haven't. Humor me.”

Shetook the chair he pointed to and sat in it amost gratefully. 1t was soft enough to deep in, but given
the curved wood and arms that housed burgundy cushions, she was pretty sure it was dmost impossible
to move. Wood of acertain type, she had discovered, was bloody heavy.

“I believe you visited the Leontine Quarter last evening after you finished your officia duties” He



indicated aplate of sandwiches, and a pitcher of orange juice. He did not, however, touch either himself.
“I redly did eat, Sanabdis.”

“Humor me,” herepeated. “Itis, after dl, free.”

“Good point. Severn told you this?’

“Ah. No. But some information has crept into the Palace by less officia routes. Corporal Handred did,
however, imply that you had work for me.”

[13 Ye_S.”
“I'mretired.”
“Y ou teach me,” she countered.

“A foible of age. And adesire not to offend the Imperial Mages more than gtrictly necessary. | am not
terribly easy to offend,” he added. “It takes both diligent research and effort, and you are famoudy lazy
when it comesto ether of thesethings.”

“I don't try to offend.”

“Y ou don't try hard enough not to offend. And | would quibble with the truth of your statement.”
“UnlessI’m offended first.”

“They garted it?’

Shewinced. “ Something like that.”

“And they are old enough to know better. Asareyou.”

Sheatefor afew minutesin silence.

“Sincel amretired, | cannot be employed.”

“But the Hawks pay you to teach me!”

“That isamatter for the Imperial Order of Magesto decide. | am, however, open to things that amuse or
challengeme. Thismeans,” he said, lifting ahand before she could spesk, “that I’ m willing to hear your
offer.”

“Offar?’
“If you have ajob for amage, thereis generdly a question of compensation which naturaly arises.”
“Sanabdis—"

“And which you could not, of course, afford in other circumstances. We have afew hours before Mr.
Rennick issentient.”

“And you' re going to spend them playing word games.”

“It amusesme,” Sanabalis said with alazy amile. It was agenuine smile; hewasamused. “1 havelittledse
that does at the moment, athough on occasion Mr. Rennick does provide distraction. | admit that | miss



our lessons.”
She started to tell him she didn’t, and stopped. It was't entirely true.

“Kaylin may have other lessonsto occupy her time in the foreseegble future,” Severn said. He had, of
course, taken sandwiches and orange juice, and he had eaten the one and drunk the other asdowly as
Sanabdistaked.

“Oh?

“Sergeant Mallory fedls her academic record speaks poorly of the Hawks, and he hasingtructed her to
retake those courses shefailed. Shewill be suspended with pay until she passesthem, or until her
teachersgive up.”

“| see.” He drew hishands up into asteeplein front of his beard.

“I believe that the expense of training her in other disciplines—yours, for instance—will not be seen as
worthwhile until she proves hersalf adept at regular classroom work.”

“The lessons she receives from me are not optional.”

“No. | don't believe that Sergeant Mdlory isapprised of dl of the particulars of Kaylin'ssituation.”
“Which implies histenureis not intended to be indefinite.”

“That' sthe hope,” Kaylin interjected. “We need you to help.”

“Ah. And how might | hep?’

“In the Leontine Quarter last night, we met amage.”

He frowned. “ Continue.”

“He used a crapload of magic and burned down a house. He wanted usto beinit,” she added.
“Youweren't”

“Wewere”

“And you have not taken thisto the Halls of Law.”

“Um, no.”

“I"'m sure your reasons for this oversight are fascinating. Y ou wish me to track this mage?’
“Not exactly.”

“Y ou wish to ascertain whether or not he'san Arcanist?’

“Oh, he/snot.”

“Heis not amember of the Imperial Order.”

“No.”

“And you are certain of both these facts?’



[1] YS”
“Good. Why?’

“Hewas Leontine”

Shewasn't certain what she expected him to say or do, but his expression shifted in a second into
something as open and welcoming asthe Imperia Prisons.

And if shecould let alittle thing like that stop her, she would never have become aHawk. She gave him
time to answer, and when it became clear he wasn't going to, she continued.

“He used fire. Not asummoning—it was mage fire. That much magic has got to leave asignature.”
“A dgnatureisonly rdevant if it will tel us anything we do not aready know.”

“Inand of itsdf, yes. But...the man that Marcus killed—the man he' s accused of murdering, if the

L eontines even have aword for it—was possibly enspelled. We need to visit both the burned-out house
and the corpse of the murdered Leontine, and look for signatures. If the sgnatures match, we know who
didit”

“Andif thereisno sgnature?’

She deflated dightly. “Marcusis not amurderer, or haf the office would be names on headstones by
now. Hekilled hisfriend in self-defense. I'm certain of it.”

“There are many waysto motivate aman tokill,” Sanabdis said evenly. “Magic is probably the least
relidble, and it is certainly not the most commonly used.”

“If Marcustrusted him, he was worth that trust. It had to be something.”

“Asyousay.” Helet hishandsfdl to therests of hischair, and levered himsdlf out of it. Kaylin could have
sworn she heard thewood cregk. “I am intrigued by your tale. | will visit the ruins of the house. The
body, however, may be more difficult. The case has not been remanded to the Imperia Court, and the
jurisdiction of the Caste Court holds sway.”

“Weknow,” she said, shedding crumbs as she stood. “We' Il work on that.”
“Work with care,” hereplied. “I believe you ve been forbidden any part in the investigation.”
“It won't bethefirst time I’ ve done ajob that doesn’t exist asfar as officia records are concerned.”

His gaze was bright and piercing, hiseyesaglow of golden orange. “ That, Kaylin, | am well aware of.
Have acare. The past can return to haunt you at unexpected moments.”

Meeting his gaze, narrowing her eyes at the odd light in it, she wondered what he knew. And if it
mattered.

CHAPTER 11

It was too much to hope that the streets would be as deserted as they had been the evening before. Too
much, perhaps, to hope that they wouldn’t be as crowded as the markets in the human Quarter. It wasa
dap in the face, however, to find the carriage hated Smply because there was nowhere for the horsesto



go. The streets were packed.

The fact that they were packed this close to the wreckage implied a prurient interest she thought
Leontinesdidn’t have—or at least not the men.

In human streets, the regdia of the Imperia Service, plastered with such loving detail on the sides of the
doors, the back of the carriage and the body of the man who drove it, would have pretty much cleared
the crowd; if humans were curious, they weren't generaly stupid, and no one redly wanted to test the
Emperor’ s patience. If it even could be tested; volunteers werein short supply.

The Leontines, however, smply failed to notice.

“Everybody loves an accident,” Kaylin muttered as she reached for the door handle closest to her. “I’ll
go and see what' s hgppening.”

“Not you,” Severn said, catching her wrist before she could open the door and elbow her way through
the press of people.

“If someonetriesto attack me here—"
“I'll go.”
“| got that the first time. There won't be any danger. They probably can’t even lift their damn armg!”

Sanabalis ended the budding argument. “I will leave the carriage,” he told them both. “1 will clear apath
for thedriver. Y ou—Dboth of you—will remain here.” His eyeswere ashade of orange. “Isthat
understood?’

Kaylin nodded. Severn nodded as well.

The Dragon Lord opened the door, which took longer than it should have, and stepped into the milling
crowd.

“I wonder if they know he' saDragon?’ Kaylin asked, sticking her head out the window only after
Sanabdis had cleared it.

“Y ou should have been alawyer,” she heard Severn say behind her. “Y ou understand the | etter of the
law perfectly, and you ignore the spirit when it suitsyou.”

“And you don't?" she asked, without looking back.

“I understand when a Dragon is skirting the edge of anger,” hereplied. *Y ou used to know how to be
cautious.”

“I’m not leaving the carriage. | just want to see—oh.”
“Oh?

“They know he' saDragon.”

The crowd that had been milling and talking—if Leontine growls ever sounded as casua asnorma
gpeech—turned in ones and twos to stare at Sanabalis. Silence spread like the ripples a stone makesin a
gtill pond, destroying dl but the most intent conversation. Even these fatered as voices that wereraised



to be heard over the din of hundreds of other voices grew unnaturally loud.

Sanabdisdidn’t take on histrue form—uwhich, by Imperia Edict, was Strictly forbidden—but he didn’t
have to. He walked with an authority that even the adolescent males couldn’t mimic if they tried. Kaylin
snorted, watching them. She had no doubt they would, and that it might impresstheir maefriends. She'd
never quite gotten the hang of that dynamic.

“It squieter,” Kaylin said.
1] Ralyo?l

She considered surrendering her perch to smack Severn but decided againg it; as aresponse to sarcasm,
it set abad precedent.

People moved for Sanabaisin away they hadn’t for his carriage. She would have to ask Kayaa about
that later, if sheremembered. But even if they moved, even if they wanted to move, they were hampered
by numbers—the crowd that surrounded the burned-out ruins of a Leontine home wasjust too thick. She
watched Leontines back up into other Leontines, and watched as the crowd that couldn’t actualy see
Sanabalis responded to thisinvasion of territoria space. Thiswas how bar brawls started, and she'd

seen anumber of them; with Tedaand Tain for drinking partners, it was dmaost amatter of course.

But Sanabdis didn’t seem to notice. He continued to walk, and the path that had been made for his
passage didn’'t close a hisback. They didn’t seem afraid of him, not exactly.

“The carriageis not going to fit through that crowd,” shetold Severn.
“No. It would be hard to get the horses to trample Leontines.”

Shelooked at the prominent fangs of the nearest of said Leontines and said, “ Forget about the
horses—you couldn’t pay me enough to try.”

Helaughed. It was a soft sound, and it caught her attention where his almost-lecture had demanded as
little of it as she could get away with. “Y ou used to hatefighting,” he said, when the laugh had died down
toafant amile “Especidly when | didit.”

“| hated that | couldn’t help you. | hated that | had to cower behind you. | hated not knowing how it
would work out.” She grimaced. “And yes, | hated the fighting. Satisfied?’

“Why did that change?”’
“Didit?’
“Kaylin, you run & fights now, not from them.”

“| wastrained to fight, when the Hawks took mein. I'm actualy good at it. Gods know I’m not much
good a anything e se”

“Y ou never told me how you ended up with the Hawks.”
“Y ou never asked,” she countered.

“I'm asking.” He reached out and caught one of her handsin both of his, leaning forward into the
question, or perhapsinto the hope of an answer. His hands were smooth and warm; the calluses that she
knew were there couldn't be felt. It had been along time since he had done this. She didn’t withdraw her
hand.



Shewanted to tell him, then. She wanted to say it, have done with it. She took a deep bresth, more
because that’ swhat you did than because she needed it. Words? They were dways hard when you
couldn’t hide behind clever. “When | left Nightshade—"

They both turned at the sound of a Dragon’ svoice, and their heads amost collided asthey tried to ook
out thewindow at the sametime. They sat back and exchanged a rueful grimace.

“Yes” Kaylin said, “it' sdefinitely Sanabdis svoice.”

Thewordsthat Kaylin had been marshaing deserted her under the force of these new, foreign words.
Sanabaiswasn't speaking Elantran.

Sanabalis wasn't speaking Dragon ether, from what she could hear. She looked at Severn and Severn
frowned dightly. It wasn't Dragon.

But the voice—the voice was a Dragon’ s voice. Sanabalis could spesk Elantran like anative—well, like
anative scholar at any rate. He smply despised it, and used it asinfrequently as possiblein any public
venue. He had, however, condescended to teach half of the lessonsthey shared in Elantran—usudly the
haf in which Kaylin' sfrustration was swamping her comprehension. Kaylin had heard the true depth and
breadth of a Dragon’s vocal range on only ahandful of occasions, but it had never quite sounded like
this. There was something about it that gave her goose bumps and caused the fine hair on the back of her
neck and her aamsto rise dightly.

“Do you recognize the language?’ Severn asked her.

She shook her head. “No. | don't. It'snot one of the official languages. It sounds dmost like High
Barrani, but it swrong for that.” She clenched her jaw amoment in frugtration. “But, Severn—it sounds
familiar to me. It sounds like something | should know. Y ou?’

“It doesn’'t sound familiar to meat al.” He waited abest, and then sad, “Isit magic?”’

“If he'scagting aspdll, it' sunlike any spdll I ve heard before. Most mages don't bother with words, and
he' ssaying alot of them. But...1 think there’'s somekind of magic here. It smaking my skinitch.” Her
eyeswere drawn to the window, which might aswell have been awall for al she could seeif shewasn't
precarioudy balanced onits edge.

He looked down at her wrist. The bracer was there.
“Kaylin, look.”

Shefollowed his gaze. The bracer, gold and studded with what seemed to be precious gems, was
flashing at her; thelightswere going crazy.

She started to move, but Severn still held her hand. “Hetold usto remain here,” he said quietly. It was
the type of quiet that stoneis.

“Severn—’
“Wewait,” hetold her. “If he’ s speaking as a Dragon, we wait.”

No rgjoinder offered itself up for easy use. Something about Sanabdis s speech made her deeply uneasy,
and the fact that she couldn’t put her finger on why didn’t help.

When he caught her hand again, she redlized that she’ d opened the door. She hadn’t been aware of it.



“Severn—I haveto go outside. | haveto see him.”
“Kaylin—" He stopped speaking as she met his gaze. After amoment, he nodded. “We Il both go.”

“The Leontines are not going to attack me, Severn. They’ re not even paying attention to the carriage and

|_
“It’ snot them I’ m worried about.”

Shehadtolet it go. Severn wouldn't let her leave until she did. Gods, Sanabalis svoice. Hewasn't
singing; there was nothing musical about the cadence of hisforeign words. But shorn of notes, the rise
and fdl of attenuated syllables, it felt like music to Kaylin. Like the essence of music, something that any
song might striveto achieve, and fall, evenif it failed glorioudy.

It was what the Leontines now heard, asthey stood still as statuesin the crowded street. Kaylin knew it.

But she also knew that it wasn't what Severn heard. The bracer’ s gems continued to flash, athough the
heavy weave of her deeves muted the light. She tugged them down for good measure, and then looked at
her partner. “What do you hear?’ she asked softly—so softly she was almost whispering. She hadn’t
intended that. But it seemed to her impossible to speak in any other way while Sanabaiswas aso

Spesking.

And Severn, Hawk aswell, looked out at the crowd—seeing some facesin profile, but seeing mostly the
broad and furry expanse of Leontine shoulders and backs—before looking back to her. “Not,” he said
dowly, “what you hear.”

“Tdlme”

“He' s speaking alanguage I’ ve never heard. For a Dragon, he' s speaking softly, and no, before you ask,
I’m not at liberty to talk about any other occasion I’ ve heard Dragons spesk. Sufficeit to say it was
louder. And infinitely less persuasive. What is he saying, Kaylin?’

“I told you—I don'’t recognize the language.”

“No. But | would bet that the Leontines don’t either, and they’ re listening asintently asyou are. More, if
that’ s even possible. What is he saying?’

Her firgt impulse wasirritation, but it wasn't aHawk’ simpulse. Sitting on it, shelet her second impulse
guide her. She listened to the voice—she couldn’t help that—and tried to glean meaning from what she
heard. She dissected syllables, holding some of them in memory even as she grasped for more. Nothing.

“Severn—"

“There are more Leontines coming,” hetold her. “I would guessthat at least some of them arethe
Elders” Another pause. He said, “Don't move, Kaylin,” and his arm released the elbow she hadn’t
redlized he was holding.

The carriage barely creaked as he mounted it. His voice, different in every way from Sanabalis' s, was
nonetheless clear and sharp. “It' sagroup of four Leontines, all male. Fur isgraying at the edges. Two
aregolden, oneisentirdy paegray. Thelas—ah, you've met him. Adar. They're stiopping,” hetold her.
“They clearly hear whatever it isthe other Leontines hear. They hear,” he added, “what you hear.”

“Thedriver?’



“I hear Lord Sanabalis,” the driver replied calmly, asif being spoken about in the third person was an
everyday occurrence. “I don’t know what he' s saying, but if they don’t respect the Imperia regdia—"
and his voice made clear how little he thought of that “—they clearly respect a Dragon Lord.”

He heard what Severn heard.
“Severn?’
“Coming,” hereplied, and legped down.

“They don't hear what | hear, not the sameway,” shetold him, asthey began to thread their way through
the crowd. It was alot easier when none of the sharp bits attached to the Leontines were actudly in
mation.

“No?’

“They'restanding till,” she offered.

“Y our point. Why do you need to see him?’
She shook her head. “1 don’'t know.”

“Fair enough. Neither do 1.”

They made their way through a section of street so crowded it made the landscape unrecognizable. But
the burned-out building that formed an inverted dais for the Dragon Lord was unmistakable.

Dragonsin their human formswere not formidably tal, and Sanabais was probably the shortest of the
five Kaylin had personally met. She couldn’t see him until she cleared the living wall, and that took alittle
effort. Not as much as she had thought it would, when she was thinking about anything but hiswords.

And when shedid clear thelast of the Leontines, with Severn as her familia—and yes,
comforting—shadow, the words were the only thing she could think abouit.

Because she could see them.

They weren't like written words. They weren't like printed words. They weren't like the wordsin
ancient, expensive texts that were so ornamented she couldn’t even recognize them. They weren't, in any
sense, like words at al—but they were the words he was speaking.

“What do you see, Kaylin?" Severn asked.

She shook her head. “Words,” she said. And then, aware that she wastedling him nothing at al of use,
she added, “ They don’t ook like words, Severn. If you saw them, | don’t think you would think of them
aswords. They'relike—light. No, not quite light—but it’ sthe closest | can come.”

“Light? Not fireworks.”
“No—those wouldn't ook or fedl likewords. Not magelights, ether. They—look like...ghosts.”
Hewaited.

“Likethe ghosts of light. They’ re not quite here, they’ re not quite gone. They—they’ re moving, but...”



She shrugged. “They don't look like our ghosts.” She was aware that she was giving this particular Hawk
adescription as frugtrating as any description ever given to some poor sod in Missing Persons.

“If you had seen them without hearing them, would you recognize them as words?’

She considered this carefully, and then nodded. “1 think so. It' s hard to separate them from Sanabalis.
But | think s0.”

“Why?

Sincel don't know was not useful, she struggled to be of use, and only partly for Severn’s sake. Some
people loved amystery. None of those people had ever been Kaylin. She needed to know things, and
she needed to understand what she knew.

When it was redlevant.

At last shesad, “I fed them.” Shetook a breath and then continued. “1’m not even sure that what I’'m
seeing isn't part of that. They fed like wordsto me.” And then she stopped. “They fed likewords...”

“Not like Elantran words.”

“Nothing like our words, no. We pick and choose. Our whole language is a patchwork quilt. Every word
can be jumbled with other words, and we make sentences that we understand—but people hearing them
will dso understand them, and the understanding won't be the same. Thisis...”

Hewaited.

Hiswholelife, thelife that she had known, he’ d been damn good at waiting. He d told her once that he
was so good at waiting because she was so bad &t it, asif they were two halves of awhole.

Seven years, he had waited for her. And she had gone on in painful, furiousignorance.

“They'relike...Barrani names,” she whispered. “They don’t look like them, but they have that solidity to
them. Some sense of a meaning so complete that everyone who could understand them at al would
understand the samething. Y ou couldn’t liein alanguage like that. Because it swhat it is, not more, not
less. | didn't understand the Barrani names when | touched them in the High Halls, but they didn't care.”

“Wordsdon't generdly care,” hetold her. It might have been flippant, if said in any other tone. It was't.

“No. In oneway, they’re very much dike—I understand neither, but | fed asif | should. Asif I could, if |
just tried harder. Worked at it.”

“What ishe saying, Kaylin?’ Severn asked, again, in that serioustone.

Thistime, she could dmost touch it. The meaning, not behind the words, but of the words themselves.
Her body ached with it. Hurt with it. She realized, even as she thought that, that it wasn't her body—it
was her skin. She reached for the arm that didn’t sport a golden shackle, and fumbled with the buttons,
unable to take her eyes off either Sanabdis or the moving, etherea stream that seemed to surround him.

She pulled the deave up.

She heard the momentary gap in Severn’ s breathing, and managed to lift her arm so she could seeit
without moving her head. The marks were glowing afaint, luminescent blue, and it seemed to Kaylin that
they were moving somehow, the swirls and strokes and dots coming apart and coaescing again.



Severn caught her hand and forced her arm down. Her deeve, tugged by gravity and the weight of fabric
not suited to the heat and humidity of Elantran summer, fell again. He buttoned it shut.

He had said nothing.

But Sanabalis did. He turned, his speech not faltering. His eyes were acolor so close to glowing white
that she took a step back; she had never seen asimilar color in any of the races she'd met.

It was asif hissingle glance were abridge that could be crossed. Without thought, she took a step
forward, and then another. The third was interrupted by Severn, hisarm around her shoulders heavy and
at the sametime amost otherworldly. “Kaylin,” he whispered, hislipstickling the lobe of her ear.

Shewanted to nod. She wanted to pay attention. Or to tell him that he wastickling her.
But she moved again anyway, drawn to Sanabdis.

Drawn, sheredlized, to what had been said, to what was being said now. And when the light moved,
when the words, so ghostly and so strange, suddenly turned toward her, she thought she would never
move again.

But shedid.

Sanabalis continued to speak, but ashe did, helifted ahand. It looked...like hishand. But it looked, for
amoment, like aDragon’s claws, like aLeontine' s paws. It was both solid and changing, asif shape
were asfluid aslanguage.

And he clearly meant for her to take that hand.

Shelifted her arm. It was the hand that Severn held, and there was a moment of awkwardness—of
something stronger and more desperate—before he let go. Before he moved to her side, and gently
engaged her other hand.

She was dmogt afraid to raise the hand he had surrendered; she was afraid to seein it what she now saw
in Sanabdlis. But she only knew oneway of conquering fear, and that wasto chargeintoiit, blindly.

If charging could be this hesitant, it was what she did now. She placed her hand, pam down, acrosshis.
It looked like achild’ s hand in the hand of alarge man.

Then Sanabdis continued to speak, and after amoment, she redized that he was once again at the center
of thewords and their odd, moving light. So was she. They drifted past her upturned face, swept across
her cheeks, touched strands of her hair. She could fed them, moving around her. And across her skin.

She opened her mouth, and it opened to silence; she could fedl her lips move, but nothing escaped them.
Here, there was no need for her words. Her words, as she had said to Severn, were imperfect, flawed
vessasthat explained solittle.

But she wanted them anyway: her words, her own voice.

Even when Sanabdlis|ooked down at her again, with hispae, platinum irises, so much like the whites he
amost seemed to have no eyes.

His hand was Dragon sca e benegth hers; it was callused skin; it was hard, ebon clav—all and none of
thesethings.

And hers? Shethought it was just her hand. There was no hidden form waiting to leap out, no other salf



tocdl on.

No feathers, she thought. No flight feathers. No freedom from gravity: just Kaylin. But she hadn’t aways
been just Kaylin. She had been Elianne, in thefief of Nightshade. And e sawhere.

Shewaited until Sanabaliswasfinished.
It seemed to take forever. It seemed over too quickly. Caught between these things, she was silent.

But when his voice stopped, the words stopped aswell, melting in sunlight, in amorning in the streets of
Elantra, as so much magic did—uwith the added bonus of there being no corpses.

“So,” the Dragon Lord said, speaking in measured High Barrani again, his voice the voice of her teacher.
“I believe| told you to remain in the carriage.”

“I tried,” she said quietly, the more so because she realized how stupid it sounded.
“Andyoufaled.”
“I heard you,” shetold him. “I heard...the words. |—"

“ She was moving before she realized she was moving,” Severn said, asif he had not just interrupted her
flail for abetter excuse.

“S0,” Sanabdis said again, heavily. “What did you hear, Kaylin?

“Y ou. Spesking. | didn’t recognize the language.”

“No.”

“But it sounded asif | should.”

His brows drew together in afurrow that changed the lines of hisface. “And what did you see?’
She shook her head. “Words,” she said, aware of how lame that sounded. “But the L eontines—"

The Leontines had, at last, moved to make way for the Elders that Severn had caught aglimpse of, when
perched at the height of a carriage she could clearly make out over the heads of the crowd. The horses
were nervous, but they were Imperid horses al, and the driver kept them as till as one could expect.

Adar was at the head of the gpproaching delegation, hisfur tinted ivory by sunlight. The golden Leontines
stopped before they crossed the threshold of the ruin; the gray-furred Leontine stopped just withinits
boundaries. But Adar, white furred, blue eyesthe color of sky, continued to walk. Asif aDragon Lord
held no fear for him.

Asif he owned the Quarter, which, technicaly, he couldn’t. He was, however, theracid verson of a
cagtdord, and if the Leontines didn't live like the rest of the populace, shewasfairly certain he
understood the laws that overlapped.

She was surprised when he bowed.
“First Son,” Sanabalissad gravely.
“Wewecomeyou.”

“It has been long indeed since | have walked among your children,” Sanabdisreplied, hisvoice dtill grave



and leve. “ And | have missed their company.”

“And we have missed yours, Eldest, and with greater cause. Thesetwo,” Adar added, indicating Severn
and Kaylin withaminima movement of hisheed. “ They are yours?’

“Sheismy student,” the Dragon Lord replied. “ And asisthe case with so many of the young, she sees
|eashes and cages where there are none.”

The Leontine made a sound that was kin to a chuckle—but with more growl and fang init.
“And she came to our Quarter at your behest?’

“ She came without my knowledge.”

“Ah”

“Therefore no regretsfor your treatment of her—whatever it was—should be offered. But had she not
come, Firgt Son, thingswould have goneill.”

Adar bowed his head. When helifted it, he squared his shoulders. “I was not vigilant,” he began.

Sanabdlislifted ahand. “Let usrepair to your seat, and discuss what must be discussed there. There are
too many earsin thiscrowd.”

“Y ou had but to ask, Eldest, and they would have cleared the streets at your command. But you told the
oldest of our stories, and they listened.”

“Yes” Sanabdissad, passng ahand over hiseyes. “ And it waslong in the telling, and tiring. Forbid
themthissite,” he added, “and leave me for amoment. We will join you when we have finished our work
here”

The very Leontine bark that cleared the Streets caused Kaylin to grimace in recognition. It wasn't a
familiar voice, but the words were familiar words. The fact that they were obeyed more or less
instantly—any crowd contained stupid people and stragglers—would have made Marcus green with
envy. Or whatever color it was Leontines turned when envious.

But when they had gone, Sanabdlis sat down heavily on the burned-out flooring. “ That was unwise of
me,” he said. “ And no doubt word will travel. It hasbeen avery, very long time since | have attempted to
speak the language. I’ m surprised they recognized it.”

“If they heard what | heard—"

“They heard only part of what you heard, if I'm any judge,” hesaid. “And | told you to wait in the
cariage”

“Yes, Sanabdis”
“Meek doesn't work on me unlessit’s consstent.”
“Yes, Sanabdis.”

Hefrowned. “ For what it sworth, I'm grateful that you handed me this difficulty.”



“Because of the Leontines?’

“Yes, but not in theway you think.” He ran his hands over his eyes again, after which hiseyeswere
orange, but ringed with dark circles. She had never seen Sanabalislook sotired.

“Have you seen thisdone before?” he asked Kaylin as he pushed himsdlf off the ground. Soot clung to
the back side of hisrobes, but Kaylin didn’t fancy her chances of surviving the smple act of brushing it
off.

“About ahundred times.”

“Good. Did you pay attention”?”

She nodded briskly. “We needed the information.”
“What did you see?’

It wasn't the question she was generaly asked. “Me?’ I'm not amage started and died on her lips. “I
don’t think people generdly see anything,” she said, punting.

“1 didn’t ask you what other people saw—or did not see. | asked what you saw.”

She hesitated, and then surrendered. “A Sgil,” shetold him. “Like amark or athing made of fire—but it
wasn't fireand it wasn't light.”

“Wasit dwaysthe same?’

“No. But if it did ook the same, the magic was performed by the same person.”
“Always?’

“Always”

“Y ou neglected to mention thisto your superiors.”

“Hellsno. | told the Hawklord,” Kaylin said.

“Ah. | imagine he hasthat discussion in his persond records.”

“Heusudly does.”

“Very well. Y ou ve seen the magic performed.”

She nodded.

“And you' ve seen the results,” he asked.

She nodded again.

“Watch now,” hetold her quietly, “and tell mewhat you see.”

“But you'll seeit—you’ rethe mage.”

“Ah. No, Kaylin. What you saw on those occasionsis not what the mages saw.”

“ Bth—”



“And what you saw today isnot what | saw. Not what the Leontines saw.”
Shesad, “It' sthemarks again, isn't it? The oneson my skin.”

Hedidn't answer. Ingtead, he twisted one hand suddenly in the air. Since every mage of Kaylin's
acquaintance worked differently—somein big ways and somein smal—it didn’t surprise her. But he
nodded after amoment and began to walk farther into the wreckage. He touched nothing that he wasn't
stepping on, and he made an effort to step on very little.

“Here)” hesaid at last. She half recognized the room from the layout of the floor. 1t was the baby’ s room.
Shefdt atwinge of unease, then, but said nothing.

He gestured again, and ran his fingers through his beard. The beard adopted black marks which he didn’t
seem to notice.

They waited. And waited. And waited.

Kaylinfinaly said, “I don’t think thisisthe right spot—" She stopped. Because the black mess on the
floor was not smply the charred remains of rug and broken wood. She hadn't seen it clearly at first
because any symbol she had ever seen had emerged from thin air, asif it were abutterfly pulling itself out
of acocoon.

This...wasdifferent.

Strands of soot dowly began to rise from the floor, taking shape as they twisted upward in abillowing
spire. She had thought it black, but black was a color her eyes could understand, and this suggested the
absence of color. Nor did it take aform, asigil she could clearly recognize or remember—it swayed asit
rose, and it seemed to Kaylin that it tried and discarded many shapes, before any single shape was fully
formed.

Moving, amorphous, it was fascinating. And it was hard to look at, hard to ook away from. It could
devour the attention. It could, she thought, devour more.

CHAPTER 12

“So,” Sanabalis said quietly. Shetore her gaze away from the growing sigil—to look at the Dragon Lord.
His gaze was upon her, and only her, asif her reaction contained dl the information his spell sought.

“I don’'t understand.”
“No, | imagine you don't.” Heturned to Severn. “What did you see?’
Severn shrugged, but it was abrief, terse movement, shorn of hisusud grace. “Kaylin?

“Shadow,” shetold him. “It'snot...it'snot asigil. Not theway they usualy form. It' s—it won't Sick to a
single shape, aset of lines. But...”

“You've seenit before”
“How do you know?’
“You recognized it.” It wasn't much of an answer, but it was aso true.

“Sanabdlis,” Kaylin said again. “I don't understand. Why did the shadows appear here?’



“At the height of day?”’

She nodded, then shook her head. “No—at all.”

“It isthe source of the magic you saw,” hereplied evenly. “ And it explains much.”
“Not tome.”

“No, but you are not aware of the history of the Leontines.”

“Andyou are.”

He nodded. “Come. We must speak with the castelord.”

“And what arewe going to tell him?’

“Wearegoing to tell him to exhume acorpse. | believe that was what you intended.”
She nodded. “ Sanabalis—”

“I will tolerate only so many questionstoday, Kaylin. | am weary. Thetdling wastaxing, and the spell,
more s0.”

“It wasn't anorma spdll.”
“Adute”
“Could anyone else have cast it?’

“Perhaps. Among the Barrani, and the Dragon Court. But it isan old spell, and it isnot much in favor a
the moment.”

She hesitated again, and he marked it; he was watching her like—like aHawk. “The stories the
Leontinestdl—"

“y e
“Well. One of Marcus swives hasred fur.”

Sanabalisraised abrow. “ A bold marriage. | am surprised that the Elders alowed it.”
“They dlowed it because—"

“Becausethey livein acity in which the old tales and the old laws are not valued. Pardon the
interruption.”

“He had to promise that he would kill any sons she bore him.”
“yYes”

“But she' sonly had daughters.”

“Then heissngularly blessed. And their fur?’

“Not red.”

“Good.” He began to walk away from the ruins.



“What if she' d had sons?’
“They would bekilled.”
“But they're babies.”

“Y es. But the Leontine you met, Kaylin, was one such child. | am certain of it. Y ou saw the shadows,”
he added.

“Sanabalis, you can't be serious. Y ou don't expect meto believe that you can know—xby the color of the
mother’ sfur, that a baby is somehow evil!”

“Very wel. | can't expect that.” He stepped into streets that were now deserted. “But in this case, what
you believeisnot my concern.” Heturned to look over his shoulder, and his eyes were adark shade of
orange. “Please” he said, in atone of voice that took al cordidity out of theword, “tell methat it is not
my concern.”

“It’' snot your concern.”

He stared at her for amoment, and then the lower membranes of his eyes went up, hiding some of the
fireof hisgaze. “1 believel will dso visit with Sergeant Kassan's Pridlea.”

“Youcan't”

“Can't?

“You'remde”

Heraised apde brow. “ And the significance of this?’

“Menaren't dlowed in—"

“I am dlowed to enter the domicile of any Pridieathat offersits hospitaity.”

She thought about the Leontine mob in the Streets, captivated by the sound of hisvoice. “Maybe.”

“Wewill vist,” hesaid. “But we must speak firgt with the First Son.” He looked at the ky. “And |
believe you have less than two hours before Mr. Rennick is awake.”

Thetruth of the matter was smple: Marcus had never shown thiskind of awestruck respect to a Dragon.
Seven years she' d dogged Ironjaw’ s steps, and admittedly for most of those seven therewasa
comforting lack of Dragons—but till. He d been actively hogtile to Tiamaris.

How was she expected to know the Dragons were somehow venerated by the rest of the Leontines? But
clearly, they were. Although the mere presence of Sanabais didn’t invoke the same silent wonder that his
words had, it invoked amost obsequious manners from maes who were used to knocking each other
over in the streets. This made the trip to the coliseum seem alot shorter than it had the first time she'd
medeit.

And the guards who had gotten into afight with Severn to establish a pecking order? Suspicioudy
absent. Sanabdiswaked, with gravity and in sllence, down the steps to where Adar was standing in just
asgraveaslence, hisarmsby hissdes.



She glanced a him, and then looked at the cages. Marcus was still on the wrong damn side of aclosed
st of bars. He was watching Sanabalis, and his expression was unreadable.

Sanabalis made hisway to Adar; Kaylin veered off asthey reached flat ground.
“Kitling,” Marcus said, hisvoice aweary growl. “Why isLord Sanabalis here?’
Something about hisvoice...“Marcus, did you know what would happen if he came here?”

“He' sEldest,” Marcusreplied after along pause. He glanced over her shoulder briefly, but she had his
atention.

“What arethey doing?’

“Bowing,” hereplied drily. “Y ou probably have about ten minutes before actua conversation starts. Why
ishe here?

“Wehad asmal problem,” she began.

“If he' shere, it couldn’t have been that smdl. Did you file an incident report?’
“With Mdlory?1’d burnin the hdlsfirg.”

“Kaylin. Heisyour commanding officer.”

“Hée sacting Sergeant.”

“And therefore deserves the respect due hisrank.”

“He wants more than the respect due hisrank.”

Marcus closed hiseyes and ran his hands over them. She could amost hear him counting to ten, which
would have been worseif he' d been on the same side of the cage as she was.

“Why is Sanabalis here? Y ou can use smdl wordsif it helps.”

“We had asmal problem in the Quarter.”

“And this caused the intervention of the Dragon Court.”

“He snot technically here as amember of the Dragon Court.”

“It doesn’'t matter why he came. Heiswhat heis. The why, however, isof interest. To me.”
“There was magery in the Quarter.”

She saw the hair on hisface stand on end. She saw his eyes shade into red. “ Continue.”

She wondered, idly, how long the cage could hold him if he didn’t want to bein the cage, and decided
not to press her luck. “A Leontine used magic. Hetried to kill Severn and me.”

“Hedidn't try very hard.”

Kaylin grimaced. Theimplied threst was afamiliar one and shelifted her throat, exposing it to the claws
that were flexing just out of reach.



“| thought—" she said.
“Youdidn't think.”

“| thought that if we examined the traces of magic around the areain which it was used, we could find the
sggnature of themage.”

“Y ou knew who the mage was.”
“Yes, but—"
“Kaylin, please, tell me Sanabdisis not here to exhnume abody.”

She kndlt by the cage and pressed her face asfar asit would fit between the bars. “Marcus, we know
magic must have been used on your friend—on the Leontine you killed. | wanted to prove that the source
of that magic was the same as the magic used in an attempt to kill us. It makes sense. I’ swhat you taught
meto do.”

His eyeslost some of thered, but by no meansall. “I asked you,” he said, “to stay out of it.”

“Marcus—they were going to try you and find you guilty of murder. | don't know what Leontine
pendtiesfor murder are, but you're not guilty. Not of that. I'm aHawk. Y ou’ re an innocent man. Y ou
can't ask that of me. Ever.

“I don’'t know why you' re staying behind these bars. | don’t know why you didn’t speak up. But Kayala,
the rest of your wives—"

“It is because of my wivesthat | did not speak.” The snarl in hisvoice had so much edge Kaylin was
half-surprised she wasn't bleeding. “Tell me,” he said when his voice was under his control again. “What
did Sanabalis do when he entered the Quarter?’

“Nothing until his carriage got stuck in foot traffic.”
“Andwhenit did?’

“He...hegot out and...he spoke. In a Dragon voice, but not in Dragon. | think...hewastelling the
crowd agtory. But | didn’t understand hiswords,” she added. “ Severn couldn’t place the language
ather.”

Helooked at her. The red receded further, but gold didn’t take its place, not entirely; there wasagray to
the eyes that she had glimpsed once or twice before. She didn’t understand what it meant.

Anger was easy.
“Y ou don’t undergtand, kitling.”
“No, | don't.”

“They will kill Sarabe. They will kill Sarabe and her sster. They will kill any Leontineswho had the
misfortune to be born with the taint. Sarabe is my wife. If you had for once in your life obeyed me, |
would die. But Kayadais canny.

“I cannot surrender my wife to the Elders. | cannot surrender her to the First Son. | will die anyway, but
now, o will she”



“Marcus—"

“And sowill the child,” hesaid.

“No.”

“Kaylin—"’

“No. I promised his mother that | would protect him. | invoked that right.”
“Youinvoked?’

“Theright of the Pridlea.”

“Kaylin, you are not her wife.”

“No—-but | birthed him. I licked hislidsclean of birth fluid. | held him. If it weren't for me—" She
swalowed, remembered the sdty tang, the texture of fine hair againgt her tongue. “ By Leontine custom, |
am one of hismothers. And | won't let anyonekill him. Marcus, he' sababy.”

“Evenif it werein my hands,” hesaid, “1 do not think | could grant what you would demand.”
“It'sinyour hands.”

“No, Kaylin, it'snot. It isnow, initsentirety, in the hands of Lord Sanabdis.”

“Hewon't kill ababy.”

Marcuswasslent.

“Marcus, | won't let him kill ababy.”

“Itisacaste matter.”

“Not if it'sin hishands, it'snot.”

At that, large brows rose dightly, and then Marcus chuckled. It was bitter, but there was genuine
amusement init. “You don’t understand what he did,” Marcus said. “ Y ou don't understand why he did
it”

“Y ou mean the story?’

“I mean the story.”

“Doesit matter?’

“It matters, Kaylin. Ak him.”

“I will. He meansto visit the Pridlea after wefinish here”
“Ah”

She hesitated and then said, “ The baby isthere, Marcus.”
Hiseyeswidened. “What?’

“When whoever it was...attacked us...he burned his house down. We escaped—but we had nowhere



esetogo.”

“We?

“| took Marai there,” shetold him. “It seemed like the sanest place she could be.”
“You...took...Marai...” He growled. “Y ou had best hope that they keep mein this cage, kitling.”
“Yes, dr.” Sherosefrom her crouch. “Marcus—you don't believe—"

“What | believeisnot at issue here,” hereplied.

Kaylin nodded, squared her shoulders and turned toward Sanabalis and Adar. She took a step, and
Severn was by her Sdein that instant.

“Be careful, Kaylin,” he whispered. But he didn’t touch her and he didn’t stand in her way.
“Lord Sanabalis,” she said, tendering him avery respectful bow.

Heturned hishead in her direction, and one of hissilver brows rose. She' d managed to surprise him by
being careful. She had aso, judging from the sudden shift in his expression, made him suspicious.

Shewastruly tired of being careful in this particular way. Being careful seemed to mean—be something
other than yoursdlf. It was hard to do that for Mallory, but the aternative—losing the Hawk—was
worse. Just.

It was harder to do that with Sanabdlis.
But again, the possible dternative was worse.

She wondered if everyone who was polite and deferential and well mannered had to struggle so hard to
bedl thosethings, or if it came naturdly to them. If it did, she envied them.

Andif it didn’t, she respected them now more than she would have thought possible when she' d first
been dlowed to tag dong after the Hawks.

“Kaylin?’

“I want you to explain something to me.”
“Ah. And that would be?’

“The gory. The story you told the Leontines.”
“Why?

“Because | don’t understand what’ s happening here, and | don’t understand what might happen here. |
need to know,” she said.

Adar stood, hishands by his sides, hiseyes dightly orange. He said nothing, however.
“Adar?’

“Sheisyours,” Adar replied. “And what you fed it wise for her to know, | will not gainsay.” Formal
words. It took Kaylin amoment to redlize that he was spesking in High Barrani.



“Itisacaste matter,” Sanabdistold Adar.

Adar nodded.

“And it is acceptable to you?’

“If you fed it wise, Eldest.”

“Wisdom and Kaylin are seldom in the same court, and if they are, they are never onthe same side.”
Adar’ s abino brows rose.

“But | thank you for your indulgence. Sheismy student, and if no other students before her are
remembered, | am certain shewill be. But asare al students, sheistroublesome.

“Very wdl, Kaylin. | told them a story, yes—but it is not like the stories you heard asa child. There are
no storiesin your language that come close.

“Itisthe story of their birth,” he continued, hisfingers playing with hisbeard. “No, it is more than that. It
istheir birth in the Old Tongue.”

“| don’t understand. Kayalatold me—"

“The Leontines were created by the Old Ones,” hetold her. “Aswe were, but they were created later.”
“But they’ remortd.”

“yYes”

“Andthe Aerians?’

“Kaylin”

“Sorry.”

“They were not created in the same way that the Barrani or the Dragons were. We came, it issaid, from
the bones of the earth. We were carved, and we were given words.”

“Names.”
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“But the Leontines—"

“They need no namestolive,” hereplied. “ They are as you see them. But they were not aways asyou
seethem now. Lifeisnot...stone. Itisnot clay. | am not young,” he added softly. “And | remember,
athoughit isdim and distant, the stories of the Old Ones.

“Not al among them sought to createlife, or to wakeit. Living creatures, living things—they are not one
thing or another—they are shaped by forcesthat are outside of the words that the Old Ones spoke.
Thereis, in them, some element of the darkness—some element of chaos.”

“Sanabalis—" she said. Severn stepped on her foot. “Lord Sanabalis. I’ ve seen the darkness. I ve seen
what it created. Some of it,” she added. “They are not that.”

“No. But without some touch of that, asyou cal it, they would not live at dl. 1t iswhat makesliving



unpredictable, fascinating and yes, dangerous.

“The Leontines are cousins to the great cats that prowl the plains. The Old Ones—no, just one of
them—spoke to them. He told them the story you heard, but it was longer and vastly more complicated.
| cannot tell thewhole of it if | wereto takeayear. | could not sustain that effort,” he said. “But their
creator desired new life, and companions, and he chose, instead of stone, to sculpt things that were
dready dive. To taketheir forms and change them. To waken in them some of hisown intelligence.

“Hedid this,” Sanabalis said, “and the Leontines woke into the world. And he was pleased with his
effort. But it was not astable effort, not in the way the Dragons or the Barrani were when they first
woke. What he had touched and shaped was not entirely athing of his own making.”

“Sanebdis—"

“He understood therisk. And of course, intime, the cost of it became clear. The Leontineswere
susceptible, in ways that the Dragons and the Barrani will never be, to other words, other stories, and the
shaping of other hands. They will never be wholly onething or ancther. Mortd timeisbrief,” Sanabdis
added. “ To the Old Ones. Even to the first born, the Dragons and the Barrani and the othersthat | will
never name.”

“He came back and found them changed.”

“It was not so Smple asthat,” Sanabaisreplied, “dthough that isthe legend that the Leontinestel each
other. No, they came at the side of the Dark Hogt, and they carried the power of the shadows. Had they
remained mere animals, they would have been changed, but they would always be lesser creatures,
capable of cunning in the way that lesser creatures are.

“But they were transformed. They were not mere animals—they were vessals, and the power they could
contain wasvast.”

“Vaster than Dragon power?’
Heraised abrow and frowned at the sametime. Y ou had to love Dragon arrogance. “ Sorry,” she said.

“Had the entire race been susceptible to the power and the change,” Sanabalis continued, when he
seemed certain this particular interruption was over, “there would be no Leontines now.”

“So only some of them.”

“Yes, only some.”

“And those would be the oneswho are born to the red-furred Leontines.”
Heraised abrow. “Yes”

“Why?

“Kaylin, it'slife. Thereisno clear or logica reason for it.”

“And why not the women?’

“Pardon?’

“Why not the women? Why only the males?’



He shrugged. “I don’'t know. Please do not use this as an excuse to expound upon the virtues of your
gender,” he added drily.

Something he’ d said tugged at her for amoment before she paid attention. “Y ou said they were
susceptible”

He nodded.

“But that meansthey aren’t dangerousin and of themselves, right? They have to be exposed or changed
somehow?’

He nodded. “Buit it is more subtle than that, and less. | told them the heart of their story,” he said quietly,
“to remind them.”

“I think they remember the storieswell enough.”

“They remember the way you remember,” hereplied. “And | wanted to speak those wordsin that place
because it reminds them of what they are.” He paused, and then added, “ It cleanses them, if they have
been touched by the wildness.”

“Y ou thought they might.”

“| thought, indeed, that they might requireit.”

“Did you find anything?’

“Kaylin, it was not an investigative spell. It was not, in any true sense of theword, aspdl a al.”
“Could you tell that story again?’

“If it were necessary, yes.”

Her slence grew thoughtful, inasmuch as Kaylin was ever slent and thoughtful at the sametime. “Could
someone setdl them adifferent story?’

His slence was distant and his expression remote, asif he looked down at her now from along way
away. Well, above, if she was being technica. But give him this much: He answered the question. “Yes.”

“And that would affect them in adifferent way?’
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“Could this—this rogue mage—td| that other story?’

“That isthefear,” hereplied. He turned to Adar. “ And we will, with your permission, exhumethe
corpse.”

“Sanabalis—" She caught herself, as usual, just asecond after her mouth had opened and dropped the
wrong word. “Lord Sanabalis.”

Adar, however, bowed. “Will the rites of preservation interfere, Eldest?’
1] NO-”

“Then | will accedeto your request. | will be amatter of hours,” he added, with genuine regret. “But it
would explain much, and | admit | did not relish theideaof thetrid.”



“Will you dlow Marcus Kassan hisfreedom?’
“If you demand it.”

“No. | will not interfere further in your law.” Sanabalis bowed. “We do not have the hours at present to
wait,” he added. “But we will return when our duties to the Emperor are complete.”

Adar bowed again.

“Lord Sanabdis,” Kaylin began.

“Wewill require our coach,” Sanabalis continued.

“Eldest.”

“Kaylin, take Severn and wait in the coach. Y ou can manage that?’
She grimaced. “ Y es, Sanabdlis.”

“Good. Mr. Rennick, from all accounts, worked late and terrorized the kitchen staff for somethree
hours. As even my appearance does not have this effect on the kitchen staff, | am both curious and
reluctant to further antagonize him by your absence.”

“Thething | don't understand is how someone can create an entire race of people fromtellingasngle
sory.”

Severn, hisfacein profile, said nothing. He d said alot of nothing while the coach madeitsway through
the Leontine streets. Sanabaisdidn’t seefit to disembark and clear apath, but someone must have at
least said something, because the crowds were sparse, and Kaylin recognized the L eontine equivalent of
merchants on either side.

“It isnot necessary to understand it,” Sanabdisreplied. “It is necessary to understand that it istrue. The
Old Language was dmost aliving thing, some part of the Old Onesthat could interact with theworld. It
was not smply hello and good day,” he said. “Y ou don’t understand the nature of Barrani names, but
you accept the truth of their existence.”

She nodded.

“Why isthisdifferent?’

“I don't know.” She hesitated. “Marcus, the mage, his magic—you think he' s—"
“Yes Tainted.”

“Could you tell him your story? Would he even hear it?’

“I could begin,” he said gravely, “but | highly doubt that he would stand and listen. For better or worse,
he has chosen. And no, itisnot asmple story. Itisaliving one. Living things are complicated.”

The other hundred questions Kaylin needed answers to she couldn’t ask—not without exposing Marai
and her cub. Shefell into the silence that Severn had made his own. She was amost happy to seethe
Imperia Palace asit bobbed into distant view.



“I' will dlow you to return to the Quarter with me, when Mr. Rennick no longer requires your
supervison.”

“Areyou going to tdl the Emperor?’
“What do you think, Kaylin?’

It had been astupid question. “ Y ou're going to tell him.” She hesitated again, and then said, “One of
Marcus swivesisred-furred.”

“yYes”
“What are you going to do about it?’

“Nothing, Kaylin.”

“What are they going to do about it?’

“That isan entirdy different question. If | wereyou, | would not interfere.”
“If you were me, you wouldn't be ableto just stand by.”

“True. It has been along time since | suffered from the affliction known asyouth.” His eyeswere
orange-tinted gold, and they met her gaze, without blinking, for avery long time.

Asif shewereadory in progress, and he could read her, and he wasn't certain what the ending would
be, or if hewould likeit.

CHAPTER 13

Richard Rennick met them at the door. Which isto say heflung it open, glared out into the hall and
disappeared with asnort. He didn’t, however, dam the door in their faces, which Kaylin took to be an
encouragement to enter.

“I will leave you to your duties,” Sanabalissaid. “And | wishyou joy of them.”

“Y ou' ve seen him like this before?’

“It has been my privilege to converse with the Imperia Playwright on many occasions.”
“That would beayes.”

“It would indeed. Thisisfar from theworst he' s been, however. | imagine you might see the worst when
he sfinished.”

“He gets worse when he' sfinished work?’

“Ah, you mistake me. At the moment, he has the company of his perfect genius, and al accruing doubts
of sad genius. When heisfinished, hewill turn hiswork over to the merely mortd.”

“Pardon?”’

“He |l haveto cast actorsto speak hislines. At that point, heisfrequently unfriendly, unhepful and
deeply sarcastic. Thereisno other race that does sarcasm quite aswell as humans.”

“Oh, joy.”



“My point,” hereplied. He offered her the dightest of bows. “I do not need to tell you to keep the
morning’s eventsto yoursdf.”

1] NO_”

“But as humans are often resourceful when attempting to find new ways to entangle themsdavesin
difficulties, | offer the advice.”

“Thanks”

The gate of the dining room in which Rennick worked had initidly reminded Kaylin of Marcus s desk.
Now, it brought to mind the wreckage of adesk. As she was the Hawk responsible for bartering and
haggling with carpenters for replacement desks, she was familiar with the disaster. It seemed to have
grown in magnitude from the previous day’ s mess, and at thisrate, in two days they wouldn’'t haveto
worry about Rennick—he' d never be able to find the door.

Not that thiswould save them from Madlory’sire,

She did find the chairs, although they weren’'t immediately obvious—piles of teetering papers did thet.
She picked up a sheaf and st it carefully to one Sde of the chair. Rennick, leaning back in his chair asif,
at any minute, he intended to pass out, watched her.

Shelooked a what she'd moved. It was not only not in Rennick’ swriting, it wasn't Rennick’ swork. It
aso appeared to have nothing at al to do with the Tha aani.

“What are you looking at?’ Rennick barked. It really was a bark; his voice sounded like sandpaper
would sound if it could spesk.

“Thisign't about your work.”
“Not directly, no.”
She considered asking him what it was, thought better of it and took her chair.

“Don’t make yoursdf too comfortable,” he said, in about the same tone of voice. “ After we have
breskfast, we' re going out.”

Food, when it came, arrived on smdll tableswith whedls. It was brought by servants, fivein al, each of
them at least twice as old asKaylin. It was|eft in sllence. Clearly, there was a bit of friction between the
serving saff and the playwright.

But food seemed to help. It certainly helped Kaylin. Asdid the mess, the ordinariness of piles of
discarded paper, even the unshaven, blearly-eyed face of aman pushing himself—and everyone around
him—too hard. There was no magic here, no shadows, no death—and if Rennick did hisjob, if hewas
asgood at his job as he had to be, there wouldn’t be mobsin the city Streets on either side of the

Tha dani gates.

Heatefor awhile, idly flipping pages. “Y ou haven't asked me where we regoing,” he said, without
looking up.

She shrugged. “ Doesit matter? We re assigned to you for the day. We go where you go.”



“Having discarded the admittedly cheap and easy love story, and clearly not wishing to offend the
Tha dani with alack of truth asthey perceiveit, | wasat abit of aloss. But something you said
suggested a possible way out.”

“Something | said?’

“People do occasiondly pay attention to thewords that fall out of your mouth,” he replied. “Don’t look
so surprised.”

“It'snot surprise. It ssuspicion.”

Helaughed. It wasthefirgt time he' d shown anything like humor this morning—wall, technicdly this
afternoon, but Kaylin had arather vague idea of morning as well—and she surprised hersdlf by grinning in

response.

“When wefirst talked about the Tha' alani, you mentioned that you’ d taken orphansto the Quarter.
Human orphans,” he added, asif thiswasin any doubt.

She could see where this was going, and the grin dropped from her face asif it were weighted by anvils.
1] NO_”

Give Rennick thismuch: hewasn't anidiot. Hedidn't try to feign surprise, and he didn’t bother with
word games. “Why not?’

“They’re children and | don't want them involved.”
“Inwhat? Taking to an unshaven Playwright?’
“That, too.”

“| don’'t actualy need your permission,” hereplied. “1 can spesk to Marrin on my own.” He stood.
“Y ou'refree to wander off wherever you like.”

“Youcan'tjust—"

“It wouldn't bethefirgt timel’ ve been there,” he added. “ And it certainly wouldn't be thefirst time |’ ve
interacted with the foundlings Marrin guards so ferocioudly. The fact that | got in once could be
accident—but if | had crossed the lines she's carved in the floor, walls, and anything elsein the Halls
that’ s not bright enough to move out of theway, | would never be alowed back. | probably wouldn't be
dlowedtoleave”

“Not in one piece, no.”

“Kaylin, | don't like children dl that much. | like the theory of children, but the practice is both noisy and
tedious. I’'m happy to have other people have them—I think of them asfuture customers.

“But children are universdl. We dl have them, does't matter which race or which religion. Well, okay,
maybe gtrict adherence to somereligions, but you get the generd idea. The Tha dani like children. And |
think your orphans may well have liked the Tha aani. | want to spesk with them.”

“Rennick.”
“What areyou afraid of 7’

“| don't like to drag children into my work.”



“Do you think they’ll tell me anything you don’t want meto know?’
She forced her hands out of the fiststhey’ d become. “No.”
“Doyouthink I'dinjurethem?’

“No. Not you.”

He stopped before the next words | eft his mouth, and then grimaced. “Y ou could play along with the
script.”

“What?’
“I think he expected you to say something ese,” Severn said drily.

“| answered his question. In spite of anything he’ s said or done, he doesn’t seem like the type of person
who would terrorize or harm the helpless.”

“Thank you. | think. But if you don’t think I'll harm them, what isyour objection?’

She shrugged and gave up. “1 don't know,” shetold him quietly. “But—they’ ve had ahard enough life.
They' re never going to have easy lives. | jus—" She shook her head. “Why children?’

“Becauseif children—and children without family and with few friends at al who aren’t likewise detitute
and dependent on the charity of afanged and intemperate L eontine—aren't afraid of the Tha dani,
grown men and women might pause to fed abit ashamed of their own fear.” Helifted ahand as she
opened her mouth. “And yes, if they understand that the Tha dani treat even the least of uswith
kindness, it will dso give them something to think about.”

“What did you havein mind?’
“I told you, | just want to talk to them.”
“I meant for the play.”

“Ah. That. I'll explainit aswego.”

Amoswasin the garden a the front of the Halls. This meant he was weeding and trimming the hedges,
and watering the occasond flowers; as gardenswent, it was not avery fine one. Had he beenin the
back garden, he would have been tending vegetable patches and fruit trees with anumber of the older
foundlingsat hisdisposal. While Marrin did manage to get money out of the city’ s more wedlthy
inhabitants, she liked to be as sdf-sufficient as possible.

“Kaylin,” he said, wiping his gloves on an apron that was a least as dirty.
Shegmiled.

“Thisisyour...friend?’

“Yes. | promisenot to try to kill himinthe Hallsagain.”

“Good. Once was more than enough.” He removed a glove and offered Severn ahand; Severn took it
without hesitation.



“Kaylin’sgot abit of the Leontinein her,” Amostold Severn. “ At least where her temper’ s concerned.
But Marrin seemsto have forgiven her theincident.” He amiled. “ And she approves of you.”

“I"'m happy to hear it. It means I’ Il survive crossing her threshold.”
Amoslaughed. “ And thisyoung man?’

All men were young to Amos. Rennick smiled. “Richard Rennick,” he said, taking the outstretched hand.
“I’ve been here before with the Festival troupe. | spent most of the time dressed as atree.”

“Oh, the talking tree with the creaky voice?’
“Thet one”

“Thekidslikedit,” Amosreplied, asif that were dl that were necessary. Or important. Kaylin had often
wondered why Amos worked at the Foundling Halls, but she had never asked. And probably never
would.

“IsMarrin busy?’

“Not more than usud. Go onin. One of thekidswill know where sheis.”

Marrin was with the youngest of her foundlings, so her claws were completely sheathed, and her lips
were pulled over her fangs. It made her look older, but definitely safer to be around.

Holding a baby of maybe seven months—it was often hard to tell, because they appeared on the
Foundling Halls stepsin various states of health—she turned to smile at Kaylin and Severn. Shedso
smiled at Rennick, so hisguessthat she'd et him in was accurate.

“What brings you to the HallIs?’ she asked.

“Mr. Rennick,” Kaylin replied. “ He wants to speak to the kids that we took to visit the Tha dani
Quarter.”

“Why?"
Rennick rolled hiseyes. “Is everybody this suspiciousdl of thetime?’
Marrin snorted. “1t' smy job.”

“Fine. That doesn’t explain the Private' s attitude.”

L eontine chuckling was very much like Leontine growling if you didn’t know them. But the baby
apparently understood the difference, in the way that babies do; it was|ooking around, blue-eyed and
dert. “Sheknows mefairly well,” Marrin told Rennick. “ And inasmuch as 1’ d trust anyone se with my
foundlings—" and her tone of voice made clear that that wasn't much “—I’d trust Kaylin. But if you're
here, she couldn’t find agood reason to keep you out.”

“Doesthat mean | can skip the explanations?’
“What do you think?’

He sighed, but he didn’t offer her attitude. Instead, he told her more or lesswhat he' d told Kaylin.



“Widll, kitling, it seems harmless enough. How much time do you have?’

“All day.”

“Given how much they liketo talk,” Marrin replied, “you’ Il need it. Find Dock and tell him to gather the
others. Not that you'll be ableto stop him.”

Kaylin laughed. “Whereishe?
“Heis, intheory, on laundry duty, so he should be out back.”

The children were not as small asthey had been when Kaylin had first gone to the Foundling Halls. It
aways surprised her, how fast they grew. Some of the older children from those early years were no
longer in the Foundling Halls, although Marrin checked in onthem all.

The children who remained were, as usud, more than willing to talk to an attentive adult. They were dso
willing to talk to abored adult, or an adult with glazed eyes and afixed expression; people who
expressed boredom in more obvious ways were not usually alowed to visit a second time, although
exceptions were made for emergency visitorslike doctors, officers of the Law and—once—firefighters.

Rennick was attentive. He also took a seat on the ground, forcing them to St closer if they wanted to be
heard first. Or a dl. He didn't have paper with him; he wasn't trying to record their words. Or perhaps
he was, he had seldom offered anyone e se thiskind of complete attention.

Marrin came into the room, and stood beside Kaylin for awhile. “You don't like him?’ she asked.

“I didn't,” Kaylin confessed. “I’ m redlly not sure what to make of him. But...l canimaginethat heredly
doeswrite playsfor children, watching him now. He doesn't like children.”

“No?
“Wdl, hesaid hedoesn't.”

Marrin shrugged. “Humans are likethat.” After pausing, she added, “Y ou don’t look like you' ve been
degping enough.”

“I’'m not one of your foundlings, Marrin.”
“No. But you should have been.”

Therewasn't much to be said to that. Kaylin didn't try. But she stood awhile in the comfortable
presence of the only Leontinein the Foundling Halls. Possibly the only Leontinein the city who wasn't
confusing or surprising her a the moment. “Y ou couldn’'t havefound usdl,” shesaid at last. “And if you
had, you' d have had to turn haf thefiefsinto your Halls just to accommodate us.”

“That would be worse than what' sthere?’

Kaylin shook her head. “It would be so much better than what’ sthere.” She shifted dightly, turning awvay
from the conversation they were having. “ Rennick isredly good with them.”

“Yes. Heisnot, unfortunately, as well mannered around adults, but that doesn’t cause me problems.”
The Leontine s gaze swiveled back to Kaylin and stayed there for alittle longer than was comfortable.



“Did you eat?”

“Rennick fed us”

“Did you eat yesterday?’

“When Rennick fed us”

“Kaylin”

Kaylin looked away from Rennick. And then looked back. Marrin's eyes were golden.

“We ve had some trouble at the office,” she said at last. “Marcus has. . .taken aleave of absence.”
“Ah. | had heard something to that effect.”

“How much to thet effect?’

Marrin raised abrow. Her whiskers and the edges of her fur had grayed, but the gold that she must have
beenin her primewas ill visble. It made her look dmost silver in thelight. “Cometo the kitchen,” she
said. It wasn't exactly arequest. It wasn't exactly acommand.

Kaylin waited amoment and then nodded.

“Corpora Handred may join us, if helikes”

“Y ou understand, dear,” Marrin said, as she opened cupboards looking for akettle, “that Marcusis abit
unusud.”

Marrin and Caitlin were the only two people on the planet who were allowed to call Kaylin “ dear.”
Something about the way they said it took the edge off it; there wasn’t any condescension in their tone.

“I thought | knew that,” Kaylin replied, leaning into one of the long, clean counters.
“And now?’

She shook her head. “I didn’t. I'm not surewhat | know now.”

“Wheét is happening in the Quarter?’

“How much have you heard?’

“Only alittle. | don’t vigt often. Thisismy home.”

“Marrin, what do you know about Dragons?’

The Leontine busied hersalf with bread and cheese, neither of which she atein any great quantities. “Why
doyou ak?’

“| accompanied one to the Quarter,” Kaylin replied.

“Ah.” The chopping motion never stopped; it was arhythmic, staccato best. “ That must have been
interesting. Did hefly?’



“Hellsno. It ssixteen different kinds of illegal, for one, and the only thing that policesthe Dragonsisthe
Emperor. This particular Dragon just...waked. And talked alot.”

“Taked?

“Haveyou heard a Dragon talk?’
“No.”

“But...”

“I wish I’d been there,” Marrin said. Something in her voice had changed, but it was subtlein away that
Leontines usualy weren't; Kaylin didn’t know what it meant.

Kaylin hestated again, and then sad, “He wastdling them astory.”

The chopping stopped entirely. “A story?’

“About their creation.”

The older Leontine turned dowly away from the countertop. “Why, Kaylin?’

“Hethought it was necessary.” As answerswent, it wasn't agood one; she could seethat in the
expresson Marrin gave her.

“Why?" The tone was sharper, but Marrin's claws were still sheathed, and her eyes had shaded into an
odd color, not red, not gold, but not—quite—the orange that was a scorm warning where Leontine
temper was concerned.

“I'm sorry, Marrin, | shouldn’'t have mentioned it. I’m not really supposed to be talking about it. Asin,
big angry Dragon will rip off my legsif | do.”

Marrin turned away, then. She was utterly slent, and completely still—if she hadn’t been standing, Kaylin
would have rushed to her sideto seeif shewas Hill breathing. But after amoment, the old Leontine—and
shelooked old, suddenly—said, “I thought | had escaped all of this,” and bowed her head.

After amoment, she began to speak.

“When | wasyounger,” shesaid, “I lived on the plains. We knew of the city, of course, but it was no part
of our lives. | wasmarried.”

Kaylin wanted to see her eyes, but they were hidden by her posture, which clearly said “keep your
distance,” even without evident fangs or claws.

“I was my hushband' sfirst wife and we were young. | was aso hisonly wife, dthough | had some
thoughts on who we might make offersfor in the future. | was planning my Pridlea,” she said. Her voice
was S0 shorn of itsregular growl it sounded amost human. “I became pregnant quickly—I think we both
wanted that.” She turned, without lifting her head, and reached for the counter, for the knife she had
momentarily set asde. Sowly and methodicdly, she returned to the task at hand—asiif feeding Kaylin
was somehow important. Or asif it were an anchor.

“I had one cub, in thefal. She was healthy. Even though alitter of oneisunusua, we would have been
happy, but the child was—even at birth, and amost hairless—marked.”



Kaylin's bresth was sharper than the knife,
“Yes, kitling. She had red fur.”
Kaylin closed her eyes.

“It had been many, many years since a cub had been born with the marks. | was exhausted, and
weakened. The birth, asfirst births often are, was hard. | had no wives, then, but our mothers and their
wives had come, and they saw, of course.

“My husband’ s mother summoned the Elders. She took my daughter from me before we could lick her
fur clean. The cub was s0 peaceful, so quiet. She opened her eyes without the touch of tongues on her
lids, and she looked at the world. The world looked back,” she added. Her voice was neutral.

“Marrin, you don't haveto tdl methisif you don’'t want.”

A graying brow rose as Marrin looked across the counter at Kaylin. “Y ou’ ve never asked,” she said
mildly.

“Weall have secrets” Kaylinreplied. “Wedl have apast.”

Marrin nodded. Kaylin was certain she would have kept cutting if there had been anything left to cut.
Instead, she reached into a cupboard, took out two plates, and began to arrange the food on them. As
arrangements went, it was pure Leontine—it was food, not art, and as it was going to be destroyed
ingtantly by people who were meant to et it, there wasn't much point in prettiness. But it till took a
while

And while she worked, she talked.

“My husband’ s mother was angry,” she said. “My mother was afraid. The Elderstook my daughter.”
She examined plates asiif they needed something she couldn’t givethem. “1 was so tired, Kaylin. | wasin
some pain. | wasn't thinking clearly—and they understood that.

“But | left the birthing den, and | headed straight for the Elders. | think | injured two of them. | remember
the blood.” She carried the platesto the smal table at which she habitualy ate with guests, if she cared
enough to feed them. And “ate with” in this case was entirely wrong; mostly, she hovered and made sure
they ate, but didn’t touch the food hersdlf.

“They were not angry with me. They understood my panic, my fury, my fear—she was my daughter, and
they had taken her from me. | would not have been held accountable for what occurred there. And had |
desired it, when | regained my strength, | might have stayed.”

Severn was aghogt in this conversation; shelooked through him, asif hedidn’'t exist at dl as she set the
platein front of hischair.

“But my husband stood by. He did nothing. And when | had recovered, | was...angry. | knew the
dories,” shesad, her voice so level she might have been telling the Story of astranger in front of a
classroom of bored students. “I understood why the Elders had my child killed. But...l was not strong
enough to accept it, in the end.

“Andintheend, | left my hushand. | released him from our marriage. | told him who | thought would
make good wives from among our tribe. Hetried to tell me that he was willing to try again, to have other
children. He wanted my children,” she said, “and he understood the pain that | felt, and the pain that he
had caused.



“But | could not bring mysdf to trust him. And | couldn’t bring myself to try again. | had failed my child,
and she had died. | had no guarantee that any child born of my body would not likewise be marked.”

Kaylin was definitely not hungry. But as Marrin had gone through the motions of feeding them, Kaylin
now went through the motions of eating.

“| cameto Elantra.”
Kaylin nodded.

“It was hard to live in this strange city. It was hard to wake up in the morning, in asmall, cramped room,
with none of my kinin running distance. Therewas no tall grass, there were no hunters. There were these
small, cramped streets. | lived for some time in the Leontine Quarter, because | was homesick. That is
the right word?’

1] YS.”

“I made friends here, among the women. | avoided the men. But in the end, it was difficult. | had no
family here. When my new friends married, when they began to bear children—it was morethan | could
bear. | |eft the Quarter.”

“Did you know Sarabe and Mara?’

“I knew their mother,” Marrin replied. “ She was younger than 1. | think they all were. But Sarabe’ sfather
protected his daughters. And in the end, Sarabe married.” The word was spoken with such hedt, it was
amogt impossibleto hear it as anything but angry.

But Kaylin knew Marrin; she said nothing.

“And | wondered if things would have gone differently if my husband had been like Sarabe sfather. |
can't say. Sarabe' s parents were consumed by fear for their daughters, and it devoured them. | do not
know if they had much joy, parents or children.

“But two weeks after | left the Quarter, | was walking through the streets of this crowded city, and | saw
ayoung child. Hewas begging. Hewas al'so stedling.” Her voice took onitsfamiliar growl. “But |
couldn’t be angry with him. He was so scrawny, Kaylin. | asked him where his parents were, and he
shrugged and said ‘ wherever the dead go.’

“I fed him. And in the end, | took himin. He had a place to stay, but | did not fed it was suitable for a
child. The Foundling Halls came, in the end, out of that meeting. | couldn’t believe that these children
were |eft to fend for themselves when they were clearly Hill cubs—and | wanted to help them.

“I wanted children,” she said softly. “And | gathered them. Thisis my home, thisismy den. | knew they
were not my daughter,” she added, asif it needed saying.

“ Sarabe had daughters.”
“Y es. And none of them were marked.”
“No. Marrin—"

“I understand why the Elders made the choice they made. | try not to hate them for it. But...thistalk,
today, this Dragon, the story of our beginning—it makes mefed young again. Y oung and helpless.”

“If...there were...some proof that it is as big adanger asthe Eldersfear, would that help at al?’



“What do you think? Shewas my child. Even knowing that she might be adanger, even knowing that she
would be, that the Elders were somehow right—could you have killed her?’

It was not the question that Kaylin had thought to hear. Not here, not in this place of safety, wherethe
unwanted were loved and fed and taught. Her throat closed over any words she might have said—which
was fine, because words had completely deserted her.

Sheredlized in that moment that no matter how much she thought she had accepted the past, her dead
would aways come back to haunt her, biting and cutting at totally unexpected times. The children she
had rescued from the streets—the children who had trusted her. Her hands became fists on the table to
either side of her plate. Jade. Steffi.

It was Severn who answered the question, and as he did, he covered one of those fists with a hand that
waslarger in dl ways—but just as unsteady, when it cameto that.

“No,” hetold Marrin. “1f the world demanded their deathsin return for safety, she would have watched it
burn.”

CHAPTER 14

Marrin fel slent, watching them both. At length, she said, “What has happened in the Quarter?’
“The son of one of the marked,” Kaylin replied quietly. “He—he sbeen living in the Quarter.”
“Undetected.” 1t was not a question.

Kaylin nodded. “Hewas't born here. He came, it was thought, from the plains.”

“Then | know why your Dragon spoke.”

“He snot my Dragon.”

The older Leontine lifted abrow. “Asyou say.” She shook her head. “Y ou and I—we are not from the
same race. No one knows where your race began,” she added, “or why. But we are not so very different
under the skin. Come, Kaylin. Tell meinstead why you brought Rennick to my Halls”

“Rennick?’ For amoment, she had forgotten he existed. She had the grace to flush. “It' swork,” shetold
Marrin. “What hetold you—it'sdl true. We' re assigned to stop him from botching his attempt at a play.
He s got the tougher job—he has to write something that will somehow make the Tha dani seem more
like us. There are near-riotsin the streetsright now. It’s ugly. We want them to stop.”

“And you can't arrest the peoplein question.”

“I"dliketo,” Kaylin replied. “But the Swords don't think that’ Il help, and they’ re the ones on riot duty.
People are just stupid when they’ re afraid.”

“People of any race,” Marrin replied. “ Are you going to edt, kitling?’
“I'mnot redlly hungry,” shesad. It wastrue, for achange.

Marrin accepted the truth. She came and joined them at the table. “What is being done in the Leontine
Quarter?’

“I don’t know,” was the miserable reply. “Marcus—he' sin what passes for aLeontinejail, accused of
murdering one of hisoldest friends. | want to get him out of there. | know Marcus. There' sno way—"



She shook her heed. “He s not very happy with me right now.”
“Y ou have the means of proving hisinnocence.”

Kaylin nodded. “ The Dragon does. It was my fault the Dragon was in the Quarter at dl. | needed amage
| didn’t have to go through the department’ s budget to get. With Marcus gone, someoneeseisin
charge, and that someone else would be extremely happy to see me without the Hawk.”

Marrin growled.

“I'm fine, Marrin. | can take care of mysdf,” Kaylin said quickly, raising one hand to ssem the flow of
harsh Leontine. “But the Caste Court—the L eontine Caste Court—claimed jurisdiction over Marcus. |
was given adirect order not to interfere.”

“And they expected you to obey?’
“Everyonedsewill.”
“The Dragon is not under this stranger’ sjurisdiction.” It wasn't aquestion.

“No. He answersto the Emperor. | think he'll prove that the man Marcuskilled in saf-defense was

enspelled.”

“By alLeontine”

Kaylin nodded. “By al eontine.”

“And your Sergeant Kassan is concerned that thiswill affect hiswife.”

Kaylin nodded again. “Hethinksthey’ Il kill her. And that he'll dietrying to stop them.”
Marrin' s gaze was gold now, but it wasn't exactly peaceful. “Thereismore.”

“Yes—theredwaysis. But | can't talk about it, Marrin. | shouldn’'t even betelling you thismuch. The
Dragon will reduce meto ashif hefindsout.”

“Kitling, do you understand what they fear?’

“yes”

“Tel mewhat you think you understand.”

“I think the Outcaste L eontineis amage, but the power he usesiswild and dark.”
“That could be said of dl magic.”

Kaylin, never the biggest fan of magic, nodded. Not much there to argue with, redlly.

“They'reafraid,” Marrin said quietly, “that he isthe power. Heisless than an agent, now. Whatever he
was before he accepted the change is gone. They are afraid that he islike the Feras of your childhood, in
the heart of the fiefs beyond the Ablayne—but more cunning, more capable of hiding the truth of his
nature. Y ou saw him. What do you fear?’

I’'m afraid that they’ Il kill the baby. But she couldn’t say it. Instead, she said, “He' s dangerous.”
“Soaml.”



“Yes, but | understand why and when you could kill.” Therewas no question at al in either of their minds
that Marrin could, if provoked. No question that Kaylin could. “1 know there are things that you would
never do.”

“Ah. And thisman?’

She shook her head. “1 don't have that certainty. He would have killed Marai and—" She bit back the
rest of the sentence. “1 don’t think he caresalot about any lifethat isn't hisown.”

“And that isthe gift of the darkness?”’

“I don’'t know. | haven't thought about it much because it doesn’t matter. He has to be found, and he has
to be stopped.”

“Think about it,” Marrin said, pushing hersdf up from the chair she had only just taken. “ And while you
think—and est, if you can find your appetite—I will rescue Mr. Rennick.”

“It doesn't sound like—oh. That' sDock.”

“Yes. And Cassie. | believe they’re about to embarrass me by starting afight.”

Rennick did not appear to be in need of rescue to Kaylin's admittedly jaundiced eye. He was, of course,
the center of attention, and if the children kept trying to grab some of that attention for themselves, he
obvioudy congdered it naturd.

But he rose when Marrin gpproached, and he offered her atired but genuindy friendly smile. “1 don’t
know where you get the energy,” he said. “1 should come here more often.”

“Oh?
“1t1l remind me of what red work islike.”

Thelow, throaty growl of achuckle escaped Marrin. For that, if nothing else, Rennick roseanotchin
Kaylin'sestimation.

“ Speaking of which, Dock—and | want the story about that name one of these days—and Cassie have
expressed avery seriousinterest in my current work. I've haf amind to let them help.”

“You'll losethe other half by theend of it,” Marrin replied, but she was genuindy pleased.

“Oh, believe that your children are a positive joy compared with what' sin my future.” He offered her a
hand, and she took it firmly. She was used to humans. “If it s not too much trouble, I'd liketo visit again
inaday or two.”

“So you are cgpable of being charming,” Kaylin said, asthey settled into the carriage that had, like a
miracle, appeared down the block.

“I won't deny it. Generdly, it’ stoo much work.”

“And Marrin isworth the work?’



“I may complain about my work, but in generd, I'm attached to my life”
Shelaughed. “And you got something useful out of your discussion?’

He nodded. “They weren't afraid at dll,” he said, dangling an arm out the window, asif to catch a breeze.
“They wandered around the Tha alani Quarter watched by every Tha dani adult in range, and they didn’t
redly care”

“The Tha dani are used to curiogty in children.”

“It'snot the Tha dani reaction, it’ sthe children’ sreaction. Asfar as| cantell, Ari practicaly mashed
foreheads with any adult fool enough not to get out of her way.”

“Which would have been dl of them. She'sonly five”

“My point.” Helifted the dangling arm and traced the upper edge of the carriage window. “Whatever
stories exist about the Tha aani, they don’'t seem to touch Marrin’skids.”

“Her kids are used to Marrin. They don’t seethe world in quite the same way.”
“You'reused to Marrin. Y ou hated the Tha dani.”

“I had some experience with what they actually do for the Emperor.”
“Ah. | don't suppose—"

“No. | don't want to talk about it.”

He shrugged. “But before you met the Tha dani?’

“There were stories.”

“Y es, but from whom?’

“What?’

“Who told you those stories?’

“Doesit matter?’

“yes”

“| wasafraid you' d say that.”

“You can't answer.”

“Not off the top of my head, no. Severn?’

“Street stories,” he supplied. “ But vague ones—most of our stories concerned Ferals and thefieflord,
ether of which were morelikdy to kill usthan the Tha'dani.”

“Do Tha dani liveinthefigfs?’
“Wheat do you think?’

“That would beano.” Rennick turned to look at Kaylin.



“Pull that aaminor you'll loseit,” shetold him.
“My arm, my risk.”
“That' s the one you write with. Y ou lose that arm on our watch, it won’t be your head they’ | remove.”

Helaughed at that, and dragged his deeve back across the window edge. “Y ou heard stories. The
people with crossbows and clubsthat 1ook like table legs heard stories. But Marrin’ skids didn’t.”

“Marrin’snot big on stories that encourage fear of anything but her.”
“Good point.”

“She doesn't encourage gossip. The kids do it anyway, but they’ re hampered by the fact that she hates
to let them out of her Sght for aminute. And they know that fur, fangs and claws don’t make her an
animd. They’ ve probably asked at one point or another why they weren’t born Leontine, and she's
probably told them that they were meant to be human. But being human, for Marrin, isn’'t the same as
being human for children whose parents haven't died and abandoned them.

“I think shewantsthem to fit in here. To understand that this city isn’t just human—or Leontine, or
Tha dani or Aerian or Dragon.”

“Y ou forgot the Barrani.”

“Sueme. She' safraid that if they’ retoo caught up in the externd differences, they’Il—I don’'t know. Be
afraid. They’ ve got enough to be afraid of.”

“Y ou admire her.”
“Who wouldn't?’

“Fair enough. | admit a sneaking admiration for her myself, and not just because she can keep afew
dozen childreninline. I'd pay alot to know why she bothers.”

“Isthere anyone slife story you don’t want to know?’

“Not redly.” His expression was unexpectedly serious. “Because people make astory of their lives.
Gains, losses, tragedy and triumph—you can tell alot about someone smply by what they put into each
category. You can learn alot about what you put into each category by your reaction to them. They
teach you about yourself without ever intending to do it—and they teach you alot about life. Put ten
people in the Streets at a crime scene, and ask them what they saw after. If they can’t talk to each other
at dl during theinterrogation, you'll probably have ten different versons of events. They edit what they
remember. They try to make sense of it asthey go.

“And I'll stop with the lecture now. | don’t like people much—they irritate and annoy me. But I'm
fascinated by them anyway.”

Shelooked at him for aminute and then snorted. *Y ou just like being the center of thelr attention.”

“Theat, to0.”

When they returned Rennick to his quartersin the Imperia Palace, he opened the door, took one look at
the mess he had made over the course of hiswork, and snorted. That said, he began to move piles of



paper onto other piles of paper, in what seemed a completely random bustle. Kaylin, having had yearsto
observe both Caitlin and Marcus, did the smart thing; she stood as close to the wall as possible and
touched nothing.

“I hopeyou don't mind,” he said, asit became clear he was trying to make some space on the table to
do actua work, “but I'm thinking of using your foundlings.”

“I mind.” Pause. “For what?’
“Do you dways say no before your brain catches up with your mouth?’

“Pretty much. It' s safer that way—usudly people who are asking me to do something aren't volunteering
to shower me with gold, land or favors.”

“Y ou remind me of myself when | was younger.”
“Thanks. | think. That was supposed to be acompliment?’

“It was an observation,” he said, and if his voice had been any drier, it would have caught fire. “What |
hed in mind, asusud, ismy current assgnment.”

“What about your current assgnment?’

“The Tha aani like children, and clearly the children—yours at any rate—aren’t afraid of the Tha dani.
I"d like to use your little excursion in multiculturalism to present that aspect of their culture.”

“Say that again with smdler words.”
Heglared. “Y ou're doing that on purpose.”
[1] M Wm”

“I would like to open the play with children—ours—in the Tha'dani Quarter. I'll probably add an older
child, who can be naturaly suspicious of the Tha dani, having heard al the stories about the Thaldani’s
abilities. This hasthe advantage of not offending the Tha dani sense of truth.”

“Goon.”

“If we set the vigt before the tidd wave, we can have the children in the Quarter when the Tha aani
become aware of the danger. The entire play will of course be set during that time.”

“Rennick—"

“I understand that we' re taking liberty with dates and facts,” he continued. “Welcome to the world of
fiction. | will beastrueas| can beto the Tha dani sense of themselves, but | don’t know how they knew
about thetida wave. I'll have to make that up on the fly.”

“If you're not damn careful, it won't matter what € se the play says about them—you’ [l be adding to their
problems.”

“Bdievethat I’'m aware of the danger, Private. But this has the best shot of accomplishing what the play
isintended to accomplish. | hate messages,” he added, with a genuine grimace of distaste. “And it can’t
be about the message, in the end, or people will fall adeep beforeit’sdeivered.”

“What message?”’



“Brotherly love, that sort of crap.”

In spite of hersdlf, she laughed. “If you’ d known thiswasin your future would you have accepted the
pogtion?’

“Free room and board and the food’ s good. But yes, | don’t completely approve of the job at hand,
athough | do understand the necessity. I’'m basically trying to get abunch of people to sort out their
difficultieswith their own inner thugs, but on alarge scae. Thetype of people who have inner thugs are
not generaly the type of people I’ d waste time on, and certainly not alot of thought.”

“They'rejudt afraid. Everyone safraid of something, Rennick.”

“True. But if everyonetried to burn down an entire Quarter because they were afraid, | think the
Emperor would turn the wholelot of usinto small pilesof ash.”

“Not redly,” Severn said, reminding them both that there was a third person present. “The Emperor is
something that is more terrifying than the Tha aani—on anormal day. Or week. Fear can aso be helpful
when governing.”

“I'm not particularly afraid of the Emperor,” Rennick replied.

“You're not particularly afraid of Dragons, probably because you' ve never seen oneinits native form,”
Kaylin retorted.

“And you have?’

Severn's gaze was mild as he looked at her. Therewas hardly ahint of glareinit. But thelittle that was
there spoke volumes. Kaylin wanted to smack herself.

“Yes” shesad curtly. “And ancel am afraid of Dragons, I’ m going to shut my mouth now.”
Rennick raised one brow. “I highly doubt that.”

At theend of the next four hours, during which time Rennick had crosshatched anumber of pristine
pieces of expensive paper, Kaylin was grudgingly impressed. “1 think we can get the little historical lies
pest the Tha dani,” shetold him. “With somedifficulty.”

“Webeing you?’

“Pretty much. Y belline has worked in the Imperia Court for years, and she'll understand why we need to
take the liberties we re taking. She might even be able to point out the dangers that we can’t see that
could arise out of our verson of events.”

“Good. I'll just go over and irritate dl of the servants now, shal 17’

“You could try polite. | hear it works.”

“Must be hearsay—I can't imagine you' ve got alot of experiencewithit.”

She grimaced. “I havealot of experiencewithit,” shetold him firmly. “ Severn’smy partner.”

Rennick laughed. Severn smiled. It was one of those rare perfect momentsin which Kaylinfet she'd
done something right. Or at least that it was possible to achieve something good.



But before Rennick could irritate the servants on their behaf there was aknock at the door.
Rennick, frowning, answered.
“It'sfor you,” he said, stepping out of the way.

Sanabalis stood in the hdl, unattended by anything that wasn't awall sconce. 1 believe you' ve finished
your work for the day,” he said, directing the comment toward Kaylin.

The moment of satisfaction burt, like the fragile and illusory bubbleit was. * Y es, we vefinished,” she
sad.

“Good. | believe you have other duties to attend. Mr. Rennick.” He offered a brief—and apparently
sncere—bow. With Dragons, it was hard to tell. “I have taken the liberty of seconding your servicesfor
the evening,” he told Kaylin as she approached the door.

“What?’

“I informed Sergeant Mallory that you will be excused from your verba debriefing for the evening.”
“I’m not sure you' re dlowed to do that.”

“If hewishesto argue, heisfreeto pursue the argument through the customary channels.”

Shelooked at Sanabdis seyes. In thelight from the hall—none of it bright, given that night was on the
other sde of the many windows—they were orange.

“The customary channels,” she said, dmost morosdly, “aeme.” It wasdl the argument shewaswilling to
offer.

Sanabaliswas't without mercy; he' d arranged food, dthough he insisted they et it on theinsde of a
moving Imperid Carriage.

“I'vedready eaten,” hetold Kaylin, eyeing the work of the Imperia kitchenswith mild distaste when she
offered him someof it.

“Does the Emperor know whereyou're going?’
He lifted one Slver brow.
“I'll take that asayes.”

“| don’t think you understand the magnitude of the difficulty,” he replied, “adthough in this case, your
ignoranceisto our advantage. There are some things you would avoid, if you had any wisdom.” Helifted
ahand before she could speak in her own defense—and to be fair, she was about to embark on just
such agpeech. “I am doing you the courtesy of assuming that if you understood, | would not now be
here”

“Why isthat, exactly?’

“Y ou would have been unlikely to enter the Quarter on your own, and were that the case, you would
have had no use for an undffiliated mage.”



“Is—isthisgoing to get back to Mallory?’

“Itisnot amatter for the Halls of Law,” Sanabalis said. “Not at present. The Emperor hastaken a
personal interest in the case, and the Caste Courts have not yet abandoned their resolve to keep the
meatter withintheir jurisdiction.”

“They intend to let you examine the body.”

“yYes”

“But that makesit acasefor the Imperia Courts.”
“No.”

“Sanabdis—"

“The Emperor makes law, Kaylin. | do not completely understand your reaction to this case. | do not
want to understand it. Isthat clear?’

She considered the options. Nodded.

“Good. Y ou have another five minutesto finish eating. I’ d suggest you teke it.”
“I won't bring the mest to the Castelord.”

“Very good. Don't bring anything e se either.”

“Yes, Sanabdis”

Adar was waiting. There were no lamps. The moonlight was clear and bright, and the air was heavy with
humidity. Summer, in Elantra, was very dow to let go, and even the coal of night and sea breeze didn’t
drop the temperature enough.

But in the absence of lamps, there were torches on long poles that appeared to be stuck into the ground.
Adar gleamed ivory and gold in the mixed light; he wore long, pal e robes—they might have been gray or
blue or white. He stood in the center of asemicircle comprised of Leontine men. They worerobes as
well, but it was harder to see them; they were seated at Adar’ sfeet.

Their whiskerstwitched as Sanabdis approached, but nothing ese moved. They didn’t lift their heads;
they didn’t greet him. They rose only when Adar gestured, and they stepped away from him ashe
stepped forward, becoming part of the shadows that night was.

Sanabalis gpproached Adar and stopped afew yards from where the torches burned. He inclined his
head but did not bow. His robes were the dark blue of the Imperial Court, the rich hue bleeding to black.

Kaylin and Severn wore working clothes. Tabards, chain shirts, regulation boots. They had not been
required to leave their weapons behind—if there was a behind—because there were no guards to make
that request. Guards of the type that they’ d met the first time were not capable of this solemnity.

And, Kaylin thought, it' s not asif the weapons made that much of adifference. Old or not—and these
were, in her opinion, the Elders—the L eontines gathered here wouldn't have too much trouble with two
humansif they felt the need to fight. They would, on the other hand, have agreat ded of difficulty with a
Dragon.



Adar did not knedl. He lowered his head gravely and spoke in Leontine. Kaylin understood almost
nothing that he said, and she understood most L eontine.

Sanabdlis, however, replied in High Barrani. “ Y es. | will examine the body here. | trust Private Neya and
Corporal Handred, and eveniif | did not trust them, | believe it necessary that they bear witness.”

Adar didn’'t exactly jump for joy, but hedidn’t argue either. “ Eldest,” he said, speaking in the growling
cadence of aLeontinewho in theory spoke Barrani. He gestured, and the Elders stepped forward.

They were carrying astretcher.

From this distance, the smell was dmost overwhelming. Severn moved toward Kaylin, and caught her
arm. “They don’t have mages,” hetold her, hisvoice quieter than awhisper, but clearer somehow. “They
have no easy way of preserving the corpse.”

“I’'maurprised they didn’t burnit.” Or edt it.
“I believe they werewaiting for thetrid,” hereplied.

The scent of rotting flesh in the humidity of Elantran night made Kaylin really regret the med she' d rushed
through on theway.

But she' d seen worse. Shetried to remember that. The Elderslaid the stretcher with care at Sanabais' s
feet and withdrew. Sanabalis bent, crouching just above the corpse’ s chest. His hand hovered over it.

Kaylin waited, watching him for sgnsof familiar magic. Helifted hishead. “First Son,” hesaid quietly,
“step back, and tell the Elderstojoin you.”

There was murmuring now, but it was low, too low to catch. The First Son hesitated for just amoment,
and then he obeyed what was barely arequest.

Sanabalisrose, and gestured. It was not, to Kaylin'seye, afamiliar magic at al—but it was clearly
magic. The ground absorbed the glow that emanated from Sanabdis' s hands, swalowing it asif it were
liquid. He began to speak, and when he did, he dispensed with the pretense of frall mortdity: hisvoice
was a Dragon’' svoice.

Kaylin glanced involuntarily over her shoulder. Sanabalis wasloud enough to wake every deeping
Leontine in the Quarter. He was loud enough, she thought, to wake the dead.

And, to her horror, hedid.

CHAPTER 15

“Do not move,” Sanabais said, in harsh Leontine. He didn't turn to look at the Elders; his attention, as
Kaylin's, was on the corpse.

She heard Severn’ swegpon leaving its sheath; heard the clear, soft sound of the chain at hiswaist being
unwound. He backed toward Kaylin. She couldn’t see what he was doing, and didn’t look; he wasn't
the danger here. Her daggers were in her hands, and her knees were dightly bent.

The corpserose asif it wereliquid falling upward. The jerky, stiff movements that were the delight of
zombie stories everywhere were nowhere in evidence. The bloodless gashes across the dead Leontine' s
chest and throat—the wounds that had probably killed him—were gaping, wide, the only gracelessthing
about him. She knew hisfur wasn't black, but in the night, with only the primitive torchlight at his back,



he looked dl of one color.
“So,” Sanabdissad, in the thin voice that she thought of as*“normal.”

The dead L eontine legped. He had been looking around, his body tensing—but the legp itself wasin the
wrong direction. He sailed over Sanabdis, and landed in front of the Leontines.

They were standing, tense, behind Adar, and Adar...folded his massve arms. From thisdistance it was
hard to tell, but Kaylin thought his pale fur was standing on end. He did not move. He did not legp to the
sde; he stood and bore witness.

Shewasn't sure that she could have done the same.

Sanabalis cursed and turned, but the dead L eontine was hampered by the magical barrier that Sanabalis
had erected between the corpse and the Leontines. She knew this because he jumped toward Adar and
bounced.

For amoment, the corpse staggered, awkward asit fell away, asif the force that animated it had been
didodged. But it was only abrief floundering. He turned to Sanabalis, and Severn swept in, hishandson
chain pulled taut by the spinning movement. The Leontine corpse gestured, and lost his hand.

Itdidn't dow him down at all.
“You!” it sad, itsvoice ahiss. “ Do you think you can stop usforever?’

But if Sanabaliswas not a Dragon in form, he was a Dragon. He opened his mouth and roared, and with
the roar came a plume of flame that was wider and taller than he was.

Fire enfolded the corpse and the corpse burned. It wasn't the dow burning one would see on apyre. It
was sudden, hot. The flames, orange at the edges, had awhite heart, ablue core.

The cresture screamed in fury and, burning, it grabbed hold of Sanabdis, itsjaws opened unnaturaly
wideto lodge themselvesin the Dragon’ s chest. The handless arm flailed; the other did not.

The head rolled free as Severn leaped up behind the body, and shadow gouted, like blood, inthe air.

Whereit touched ground, where it touched the ground that Sanabalis now occupied, it sizzled, black
flame, and only black.

Bodiless, thejaws gtill worried at Dragon flesh. Thiswas the thing Kaylin most hated about the
undead—nothing stopped them. They didn’t need to be attached to their limbs.

Beneath her boots, she ground the hand Severn had cut off, and felt it struggle to get agrip on her hed.
Cursang—in Leontine—she reached out and yanked a pole from its moorings and shoved the torch end
into the hand, watching as flesh smoldered. She wasn’t adragon and she wasn't amage—but the hand
itsdf didn’t seem to care much for burning. She held it in place, and black smoke—the greasy smoke of
flesh charring—rose heavily inthe dill, humid arr.

Sanabdis had pried the jaws from his chest. They were red with hisblood, but thelossdidn’t seem to
faze the Dragon. He grunted as he tore the bodiless head in half and tossed it aside. Then he reached
down and pulled the claws from his chest; they were longer; there was more blood.

He shoved the body away and pointed one hand. Blue light flew from hisfinger, enveloping what
remained of the headless, handless corpse.



Sanabalis srobeswere amess.

“Corpord,” he said heavily. “Private.” He turned to Adar, whose arms were still folded across his chest.
“S0,” hesaid quietly.

Adar nodded.
Kaylin turned to Sanabdis. “Wheat the hell wasthat?”’
“What you suspected, Private Neya.”

“No. What | suspected was that the mage—the L eontine mage—had somehow possessed him. I've
seen apossession in Records,” she said, “and it bloody well wasn't like this.” She added afew colorful
L eontine phrases asthe fingers that weren't charred struggled with the torch.

“Very wdl, alow meto be more specific. What you saw iswhat | expected to see.”
“ Sanabdis—"

He gestured her forward. She gave the corpse’ s hand another savage ssomp and joined him. “Do not
touch me” hesad, quietly. “1 am not in danger of expiring.”

Since she hadn’t intended to heal him—for one, she was wearing the damn bracer—she frowned. She
would have added words to the frown, but he lifted a hand. It was red and glistening.

“Do you understand what you' ve seen?’ he asked.
“No.”

“Corpord?’

Severn sad nothing.

“Very well. The gory you first heard metell,” he said, looking a Kaylin, “was only one such story. There
isanother, and it wastold to this Leontine.”

“Itkilled im?’

“No. Your Sergeant did that—and were the death not intended, | think, to entrap him, he would have
had much less success. We do not understand why some of the L eontines are more susceptible
to...changes...than others. But they are dl susceptibleto it in somefashion. It iswhy the only race that
was born in thisfashion isthe Leontines. The Old Ones did not choose to take that risk again.

“They were, creator and corrupter, al Old Ones. All Ancients. And what they did, for good or ill, no
Dragon and no Barrani could hopeto achieve.”

“But you told them—"
“I told them what they are,” hereplied. “There are very, very few aive who could tell them that story.”
113 Bljt—”

“This, too,” he said, gesturing at the burning pieces that remained of the corpse, “is part of what they are.
Itispart of what al mortasare. This one could not contain enough of the chaosto tell the story to
another. No more could the Elders who stand beyond you.”



“Ada?’
“No.” He paused. “ But the L eontine you met—the one you caled mage?’
“He could.”

“So it appears. Thereisareason why those marked are destroyed at birth,” he said. “If, in the end, one
is born who can contain enough of the shadows thét lie beneath Elantra, the whole of the Leontine race
cannot help but hear hisvoice, and know it. That Leontine, the one you mistook for amage, had to hear
the ory—and it isnot in any sense of the word what you mean when you say story—to come into the
power he has shown.

“Thereis nowhere el se in the Empire—to our knowledge or Barrani knowledge—where such a story
could betold.”

Thechild...

She swdlowed. “The...corpse...recognized you,” she said.
“Did he?’

“Hesad—"

“Enough. | have said before, and | hope not to have to repeat mysdlf often, that thereis areason the
Emperor choseto build hiscity in this place. Y ou have seen the shadow’ s power and you recognize what
you see. Believe that they are not lessintdlligent.” He gestured with his hands and what remained of the
corpse burned, blue and white, for just an ingtant.

Therewasn’t enough left to bury when the flames disappeared into that deadness of vision bright light
Calses.

He gestured again and nodded toward Adar. “First Son, | believe you have your answer.”

Adar bowed. “Eldest,” he said, histone gravelly and grave at the sametime. “We have much to
deliberate thiseve. Will you join us?’

“No. | have other businessin the Quarter which will not wait. | will take my companions, with your
permission, and we will adjourn. It iswearying, to speak the oldest of tongues. | was not born to it.

“But gather your people, First Son. Gather those you fed areat risk. | will speak with them dll
tomorrow.”

“Eldeg.”
“Wait, what about Marcus?’

The First Son was dow to acknowledge Kaylin. “As| said, we have much to deliberate thiseve.” It was
adismis.

Kaylin ground her teeth in frugtration.

Sanabalistook afew momentsto straighten out what remained of hisrobes. It didn’t help, much. The
robes themsealves were scarred by claws and fangs, and the center portion hung in aloose drape of



tatters that wouldn’t have looked at home on abeggar. The Dragon Lord frowned. “Wait here,” hetold
the Hawks. “I was prepared for difficulty.” Heleft them and headed back up the stairs of graduated
concentric ovals, in the direction of the carriage. Kaylin watched his back.

Shewasdlent. Still. Severn touched her shoulder and the warmth of his hand was amost a shock. But
shedidn’'t look at him. She was calculating distance and time.

“Hetold you to wait,” Severn said, correctly divining the direction her thoughts were heading in.
“Sarabe and Mara—" She stopped for amoment. “Mara,” she whispered.
“Sheisnot dead.”

“ Severn—he must have spoken to her. The same way he spoke to the Leontine who for dl intents and
purposes was dead when he tried to kill Marcus. We have to—"

“If she had been...possessed like that, you would have known.”
“How?'

One dark brow disappeared behind his bangs.

She shrugged, restless.

“He wanted her to bear achild,” Severn said, when it became clear that she would not spesk. “How
much could she change and till accomplish that god ?”’

She nodded iffly. “We don’t know where he went.”
1] NO-”

“Maybe Sanabaisintendsto find him.” She held on to that thought as the Dragon Lord returned—in
ampler and lighter robes. They were not asfine, and they were not as obvioudy officiad—but he didn’t
redlly need much in a culture where loincloths were often consi dered more than enough.

“Kaylin,” hesaid, “1 believeit isnow timeto visit the Pridlea of your Sergeant.”

Hope withered.

They |eft the carriage. Sanabalis wanted to walk. He probably had good reasons for doing so; Kaylin
didn’t ask. She was alittle too alert, alittle too ready to fight or flee. He appeared to be watching the
dreets.

“We don't know where the—the mage went,” she said.
“No.”

It was like fishing with aclub. She gave up. The night sireets—and it was night, now—were as quiet and
preternaturdly silent as any jungle. The moonlight was bright and silver, reducing everything to shades of

gray.
“They might be deeping,” she said, aware that she was trying too damn hard but unable to stop hersdif.
Sanabdis didn’t dignify the words with aresponse. He walked asif he knew where he was going. She



followed in hiswake, because she did know, and even the hope that she could somehow get lost—and
that had the advantage of being something she usualy did afew times—|eft her.

She was miserable. Marcus would be found innocent—he' d better bloody well be or she'd raise
hell—but he wouldn't be home when aDragon cameto vist hiswives,

She stopped walking.

Sanabdlis, afew steps ahead, stopped aswell and turned. He looked older and wearier than she had
ever seen him. “ Private?’

“What do you intend to do?’ she asked.

He could have pretended ignorance—not that it would have worked—Dbut ignorance, apparently, was
beneath the dignity of aDragon Lord. “1 intend to visit,” hereplied. “Just that.”

“And Sarabe?’ She couldn’t bring hersdlf to mention Marai, not yet.
“Y ou refer to Marcus s youngest wife”
1] Ya”

“Her fateisnot in my hands,” he replied. “ Unless she chooses to attack me, which | think unlikely, |
intend her no harm.”

“Y ou promise?’
A paebrow rose, was obvious even in the silvered light. “ Kaylin, you are not achild.”
Shedidn’'t even bridle.

“1 spoke with the First Son while you spoke with the Sergeant,” he said at last. “And | am aware that the
ruins of the home we visited belonged to the...mage. | am also aware that Sarabe’ sSster lived there.
There was no body,” he added, “and you have failed to tell mewhat | need to know.” His gaze was
sharp. “I was only peripherally aware of Sarabe, but the fact that Mara lived with the mage hastaken on
new significanceto the Elders. Y ou will, of course, understand why.”

“You did not tell mewhy you choseto visit,” he continued, when the sentence was abruptly truncated.
“Youdid not tel meif thesster—Maral, | believe, isher name—was present. Y ou failed to mention her
adl.

“I can only assume that this oversight on your part was ddliberate.”
She said nothing. It wasn't the safest thing to do, but shewasamiserableliar.

“Her sster, however, may be more forthcoming. Kaylin, thisisnot agame. Thereisadanger here, and it
isprofound. I will not ask you how you came to be at the mage'shome. | am aware that were it not for
that coincidence, we would not now be aware of the danger we face, and | am not unmindful of that debt
to you.

“But it isnot adanger that will affect only the Quarter. It isadanger that threatensthe entire city. Marai
was marked, and the wisdom of the Elders was overruled. She was not destroyed—at birth—as she
would have been on the plains. And on the plains, it would have been far safer to dlow her tolive”



“She did nothing wrong—"

“Kaylin”

“No. I'maHawk, Sanabdlis. There are laws. She did nothing wrong.”
“And you are certain of this?’

She stopped, because she wasn't.

“I see,” Sanabalissaid.

“What of her sster?’

“Sarabe?’

Kaylin nodded.

“ She has been closely watched,” he replied. “ And sheis not connected—yet—with the stranger.” He
was slent for along moment. “1 would see her destroyed,” he said at last, and heavily.

All of the hair on Kaylin’ s neck stood on end.
“But that decison isnot in my hands”

“Butitis. You cantdl them what to do—and what not to do—and they’ Il listen to you. They’ll listen to
you in away that they wouldn't even listen to their own. If you tell them that you don’t think she' sa
danger—’

“You counsdl metolie?’

“She' snot adanger. Sarabe has had her children, and shewon't risk having more. All of herswere girls,
and they survived. And why the hell isit just boysthat are considered adanger?’

“We do not know,” hereplied. “It is perhaps because women can give birth, and the imperative to breed
among mortasis physical, and requires some continuity and stability of form. It overrides much ese, and
on levelsthat smple magic cannot eadly didodge.”

“ShesMarcus swife,” Kaylin said. “ She has a Pridlea, and children of her own. She’ s done nothing
wrong. She'slived with the judgment of othersal her life smply because she was born the wrong damn
color. | don't careif you want her destroyed—you don’t know her. | do. And you can't legdly destroy
her,” she added. “It would be murder.”

“It would be amatter for the Caste Court,” hereplied levelly.

“Thehdl it would.”

“I think you'll find—"

“Marcuswaswilling to dieto protect her—" Her brain caught up with her mouth and closed it down.
“| see. So he suspected.”

Severn gave Kaylin along, inscrutable stare.

“It doesn't matter,” she said, her voice dightly thicker, the syllables alittle too distinct. “1 won't let it



remain amatter for the Caste Courts. | wasthere and I'm not Leontine.”
“Y ou were forbidden to be there”

“No, | wasn't. | wasforbidden to interferein Marcus s case. Thisisentirely different. If Sarabe and
Mara won't take the matter to the Imperid Courts, | will.”

“No oneislikely to thank you for it.”

“I don't givearat’ sass. We have laws, and they’ re not written with specific exceptionsfor people you
think might be dangerous. If we could kill everyone who might be adanger, there wouldn't be any
bloody Arcanigs.”

“Afar point.”

“Dragons,” Severn sad, joining the conversation quietly and unexpectedly, as he so often did, “are not
known for their sense of fairness.”

“No indeed, we are not. But I’'m curious, Private Neya. The Hawk, of course, isyoursto wear, but if
you did not endanger it in pursuit of the truth about your Sergeant and histheoretica crime, what did
bring you to the Quarter?’ His eyeswere amber, and seemed to glow faintly in the nightscape, asif lit
from within by the firesthat were legend.

The bastard knew, she thought. He knew.
Her hand fell to her dagger hilt; she had just enough sense of self-preservation not to drawv it.

“Thisisnot agame, Private,” he said quietly. “It isnot alesson. | am not your teacher here—you are not
my student. Thereismore at risk than you can imagine.”

“Isthere more at risk than there was when | devel oped my marks?’
Hewasdlent for along moment.

“Isthere more at risk than there was when those children were taken by an Outcaste Dragon as
sacrifices?’

She thought he might lie, and was prepared to tear through whatever reply he chose to make. But he
lifted ahand, instead. “No.”

“But I'm not dead.”

“No. But in your case, Private Neya, there were mitigating circumstances. The danger you
presented—and still present in your ignorance—could be weighed againgt the possibility that you might
also do more good, and preserve more life, with the powers that none of usfully understand. There was
the hedling, for one.” He paused and then added, “ There was the freeing of the dead Dragon. There was
aso the disaster that you averted when Donalan I dis kidnapped the Tha dani child, for another.

“In the case of the Leontines? Thereis no mitigating factor. The most—the very most—that we can hope
for isthat the marked will live quiet, unremarkable lives and die without giving birth.”

She thought of Marcus. Of Kayada. Of Graylin and Reesaand Sarabe. All the livestouched by an
unremarkable life. The happiness—and no doubt the tears—of living day to day, and loving. She
straightened her shoulders and said, “But people like these L eontines are the reason we have laws,
Sanabdis. They livether quiet lives, asyou call them. They don't threaten other people—on purpose,”



she added quickly, when his mouth opened. “They love, they’ re loved, they have their work to do, and
they do it. Thefarmers are all unremarkable—to people who don’'t know them and don’t have aclue
about their lives—but without them, the city would Starve.

“I made my oaths when | accepted the Hawk. People like Sarabe—they don’t deserve to be judged by
people who think life can be reduced to—to math.”

“Shewill be judged, not by me, but by her own people.”
“I’'mher own people,” Kaylinsaid grimly. “1 practicaly grew up inthat Pridlea.”

“I am aware of that,” hereplied coolly. “1 will give you my word that | will not harm the Pridleathiseve.
Will thet suffice?”

Shewanted more. But she had also lived in thefiefs, and she knew afina offer when she heard it. She
indicated a grudging assent. After dl, what he offered was in spirit what Kayala had offered when
Roshan had been given over to her keeping. In either case, it was a courtesy; she couldn’'t stop Sanabalis
from going to the Pridleaif she tried—although she was pretty certain shewould at least live to regret the
atempt.

They had walked at least another two blocks when Sanabalis stopped. He stopped so suddenly sheran
into hisback and bounced off it—it was like waking into awall.

“ Sanabdis?’
“I fear,” he said, in acompletely expressionlessvoice, “that we are late.”
“What?’

He didn't answer; instead he began to move. Something that could be so inert shouldn’t be able to move
that quickly, but Kaylin had long since given up trying to make sense of Dragons. They were, intheend,
magica creatures.

Sheran after Sanabalis. Severn kept pace with her, athough his stride was longer. Two more blocks,
covered in seconds, and she could see what Sanabalis, with his strange Dragon sight, had seen: black
smoke, rising into the midnight-blue of sky. Hazy, hot, very much likethe air itsdlf.

And she knew where the fire was coming from.

A block away from the Pridlea, the orange |ap of flame could be seen; the flames were small compared
to the shadow of smoke they cast into the windless sky. But the streets weren’t empty, and for that, she
was profoundly grateful, for in the light of the orange glow, she could see Kayaa

Kaydahad her aamsfull, but she turned asthey approached, her lips drawn over her fangsin awarning
growl. It wasthefirst timethat Kaylin had ever seen naked aggression on the face of Marcus s oldest
wife, and she missed abesat, sumbling in the darkness.

“Kayda, it smel”
The growl ceased, but the ferocity of expression did not.
“What happened?’



“We had avigtor,” she snarled. “ And not awelcome one.” She turned and barked a command, and the
other wives reved ed themsdves, coming from the sides of the buildings that faced other homes. Reesa,
golden fur standing on end, Graylin, pae slvery hue darkened with soot, Tessa, black-furred, and very
like the shadows.

“Whereis Sarabe?’ Kaylin sad, alittle too quickly.

“She'ssafe” Kayaareplied in amore normd tone of voice. “ She went to her children—they went out
the back way.”

“And Mara?’

Silence.

“Kayda—"

Sanabalis, so silent and il that he could, like Severn, be forgotten, stepped forward.

Kaylin waited for the Dragon effect to take hold. But if Dragons usudly entranced the Leontines, the
effect of Sanabalis's presence at thistime was clearly not as prima as the defense of one' shome and
family; Kayadagrowled awarning note. Sanabalis actualy took a step back.

“What did | tell you about bringing maes here?’

“He snotinyour home,” Kaylin said, raising her empty hands so they could be clearly seen. “I wouldn't
have brought him in without your permission.”

“I seeyour Severn iswise enough to keep his distance.”
“Severn’'snot aDragon,” shereplied.

Kayad sbrowsrose at the same time. She actually looked at Sanabdis. Then she handed Kaylin the
bundlein her asamswithout taking her eyes off the Dragon Lord. Kaylin knew what she carried, and she
took the baby with the ease of long practice. But shedidn’t look a him, not carefully. If Sanabalis hadn't
yet noticed, she didn’t want to draw his attention.

“Eldest,” Kaydasad, inagrowl. “Forgive the lack of hospitaity. My Pridieais not, at the moment, fit for
vistors.”

“No, itisnot. But perhaps | can be of ad, if you permitit.”
Thefire had not gutted the building.
“We have attempted to put thefire out,” Kayaareplied, “but it burnsasyou seeit.”

Sanabalis frowned a moment, and then spoke—in Leontine. “Y ou carry your homein your heart, and
your heart isfierce.” He cleared histhroat. “Forgive my pronunciation. It isseldom | have reason to

Speak your tongue.”
She nodded dowly. “Why have you come, Eldest?’

“Y ou can ask me that while your home burns?’

She shrugged instead and turned to Kaylin. “Kitling,” she said, and the wearinessin her voice
overwhemed, for amoment, the threat. “We will not be ableto stay herethiseve, | think. Why isthe



Eldest here?’
Kaylin cringed and straightened her shoulders. “It' s the—the Outcaste.”
Kayalaclosed her eyes.

“If youwill permitit,” Sanabdissaid quietly, “I will find other quartersfor your family whileweinvestigate
thefire”

Kayda s hestance was marked and it was cold. “ All of my family?” she asked sharply.

“All,” Sanabdissad.

Shedidn’t trust him. That much was clear. But she dso needed a place to Say in safety. “Where?’
“It would, alas, be outside of the Quarter. On short notice, | cannot navigate the complicated—"

Kayalaraised ahand; it was almost as good asa“shut up.” Sheraised her voice, spoke afew harsh
wordsin Leontine,

From the dley came three Leontines. Two were golden, and one was gray-furred, athough the gray was
smeared; their eyes were wide and round as they approached Sanabalis, they were ten years old, shared
abirthday and severd mothers. Kaylin saw them, saw that they were both frightened and whole, and
looked beyond them to the dley’ s mouth. There, standing with her armstightly folded across her chest,
stood their birth mother, bristling.

Inthe night sky, it was hard to tell that her fur wasred. It was hard to tell anything much beyond the
“approach with caution” that was Leontine panic.

“This” Kayaasaid, although Sarabe advanced no further, “ismy youngest wife. It ismy duty and my
privilege to protect her with my life, Eldest.”

“Her fate,” Sanabdisreplied, “isnot in my hands. | am not Leontine, but | understand enough of the
Pridleato know that any offer | makewill of courseincludeal of your wives, and dl of the childrenliving
with you.”

Kayaatilted her head to one side for amoment, studying the Dragon Lord. Her breath cameoutina
hiss, but she hooded her fangs. “Heisyour friend, kitling?’

“He' smy teacher,” Kaylin replied. And then, after amoment, she continued, “But inasmuch as Dragons
and humans can befriends, | consider him afriend.”

“Then | will, on behdf of the Pridles, gratefully accept your offer, Eldest.”

Sanabdis nodded. Kaylin thought there would be questions, but he merely said, “Isthisal of your
Pridlea?

Kayalanodded.
“Then follow. You will not al fit in the carriage, and at thistime of night, it is safeto walk the city streets”

Onthisside of the Ablayne, Kaylin thought. She didn’t say it. “I will of course have questions,” he
added, “but they can wait the night.” He bowed to her.

Kaylin kept her questionsto hersdlf, but it was hard. It would have been even more difficult if Severn



weren't there, reminding her, with asilent glance, of the cost of words.

CHAPTER 16

The wak through the streets was long and silent. It wasn't until they approached the boundaries of the
Quarter, harsh lines softened by the sllver of moonlight, that Sarabe’ s children, huddled around her,
began to speak amongst themsalves. Kayalawas slent, as were the wives, and the only words that
Sarabe spoke were so muffled Kaylin couldn’t hear them.

The Streets outside of the Quarter were well lit but mercifully empty. How much of that emptiness had to
do with apack of Leontines, Kaylin wasn't certain—Dbut she didn’t reglly care. She wanted to get the
Pridleaout of the streets. That much, she could do for Marcus. Better still, Sarabe wouldn’t bein the
Quarter, and whatever decison awaited her at the hands of the Elders wouldn’t matter. In the parts of
the city that were not subject to Caste Law, she would be safe.

Or as safe as she could be, when escorted by a Dragon Lord. Sanabalis had not spoken aword since he
had begun to lead them to the paace. Words, apparently, weren’t necessary. He' d made his offer, it had
been accepted. Reluctantly accepted, but accepted nonetheless. Kaylin wanted to bresk the silence
because it seemed so—so funeredl. But Severn was by her side, and the one time she opened her mouth
to speak, he caught her hand and gave it agentle squeeze. She'd clung to sllence asif it werea
particularly difficult ledge. For her, it was.

The Palace never truly closed down. The lights were never dimmed, the torches never put out. People
obvioudy dept, but the quiet and certain footsteps of patrolling guards, the rustle of servants' skirts,
could be heard if one listened. Given the absol ute silence of the Leontines—whose voiceswere very
seldom called quiet—listening was easy.

Sanabaliswas met at the front gates, and the guards took note of his guests, but they didn’t question him,
and they didn’t speak to the Leontines. They nodded briskly to Kaylin and Severn—if there was any
rivary between the roya guards and the officers of the Halls, it was one grounded in grudging mutual
respect. The fact that Kaylin and Severn looked asif they’ d been in amessy fight, and the Leontines, ina
bath of ash, didn’t cause them to even raise abrow.

Then again, they were used to the whims of the Dragon Court. Kaylin wondered how often Sanabalis
brought guests with him. She did not, of course, ask. Instead, she followed Sanabalis from the gatesto
the Palace proper without any obvious hesitation at all. Leontines could read body |anguage the way
sages could read dead ones. She didn’'t want to make them nervous. Or more nervous than they aready
were, a any rate.

The head of the household staff met them when they’ d cleared the outer doors, the guards just beyond
the doors, and theinterna doors. What happened outside, thiswell-dressed and officious man's
demeanor suggested, was not in any way a concern. Certainly not his concern.

And like the guards, he did not bat an eyelash or raise abrow, and the Palace lighting was good enough
that he could easily see how grungy and bedraggled Sanabdis s guests were.

“I require the use of the east guest wing,” Sanabdis said without preamble, and with no explanation at al.
“My companions—the Leontines—will be housed there until further noticeis given.”

The man nodded. His head was faintly luminescent in the light of too much fire, even contained. “And
there will be no other guests?”’



“No. They will be Leontine quartersfor the duration.”

“Very good, Lord Sanabdis. | will inform the staff of the required levels of service. Do you desre meto
show them their quarters?’

“No. Merely have them opened, and suitably furnished, and | will do therest.”

The man bowed again. It was aclean, clipped movement that was both respectful and entirely free from
any sgn of groveling obedience.

Sanabdlis turned to Kayaawhen the man had disappeared from view. “There are doors,” hetold her,
“and they are warded. We have no hangings and no keys. | gpologize, but it is the one basic security
precaution that is not overruled by cultura preferences. The ward will be set to recognize your Pridlea,
and aso Private Neyaiif you permit.”

“Andyou?’

“No. If I wishtovigt you, | will visit inthe usua fashion. The Emperor, however, has accessto any room
in the Pdlace, from the highest tower to the lowest dungeon. It isunlikely that hewill find causeto vist,
but if he does not chooseto follow the rules of courtesy...”

Kayaanodded and growled her assent.

“Food will aso be brought to your chambers. It will be left outside the keyed doors. Unless you request
it, the servantswill not visit, and they will not clean or tidy without your permission.

“Thewing contains alarge bath chamber,” he continued, hisvoice so blandly neutrd it wasasmple
statement of fact. “ The baths will not be drawn or filled unless you request it, and they do not adjoin the
chambersin which you will otherwise live. While you occupy the rooms, they will not be used by anyone
but your Pridlea.

“Should you wish to entertain visitors, there will be no interference while they are within your chambers.
They will, however, be required to pass the same guards that we passed on the way in, and to answer
any questionsthose guards pose. Again, it isasmple precaution, and the lack of hospitdity is something
that anyone who resides within the Palace accepts as the cost of their lodgings.”

Kayaanodded again. No one else had spoken aword; even the girls were silent. Nor had Sanabalis
addressed any of his comments or explanationsto any of the other Leontines. Then again, they were dl
but cowering behind Kayaa, so that probably made some sense. It was hard to talk rationally to
someone who was cowering. Kaylin, asaHawk, had some experience with this.

“Follow,” Sanabalis said gravely. Kayaaturned to the rest of her Pridlea, her glance encompassing
Kaylin and neatly bypassing Severn before she strode down the hall after Lord Sanabdlis. They took the
hint and followed. Kaylin hestated amoment, and Severn shook his head. “Pridlearules,” hesaid with a
faint smile, “don’t seem to extend to aDragon Lord. I'll wait. If you' re going to stay, let me know, and
Il meet you inthe morning.”

She nodded, and then trotted after the vanishing Leontine Pridlea.

Kayda, however, stopped for amoment and turned, causing asmdl pileup at her back. “ Corpora
Handred,” shesaid, informa Leontine, “we are not in our Quarter, and we are guests of the Dragon
Emperor. As guests, some flexibility may be caled for.”

“Theroomsareyours, Kayaa,” Kaylin began.



“Kitling,” she said, waving a paw amost wearily, “shut up. Learn tactful silencefrom your Corpord. It's
too much to be expected that you could learn it from our husband—since he dso lacks the ability to use
it”

Theroomswere big. They made Rennick’ sroomslook small in comparison. There were, admittedly,
more Leontines than there were Rennick’ s. There was dso a hair rug on the floor in front of afireplace
that looked large enough to burn housesin. There was alow table, throws and pillows, and the table held
fairly smplefood: breads, cheeses, fruits—and alot of mest.

There were two norma chairs, but they were larger than those in Rennick’ sroom; large enough to
comfortably containamae Leontine.

Kaydd seyeswidened dightly. “Eat,” shetold her wives and daughters. “Eldest, will you join us?’

“I will stay,” hereplied quietly. “But | do not require food. | require answers,” he said. “What happened
tonight?’

Kayaahedd out her arms, and Kaylin reluctantly handed her the degping baby. The Leontine then
examined the chairs for amoment before deciding against them; she made hersdlf at home on the floor by
the table. Her wives and daughters were dow to move from her side, and their dignity—or

Kayda s—would have suffered grestly if they’ d been forced to huddle around afreestanding chair.

Therewasalong slence. Kayalaglanced a Kaylin, and Kaylin nodded dightly.

“We were not yet adeep,” she said—in Elantran. “My youngest wife was restless, and we were al
concerned with the fate of our husband. We do not have your door wards,” she continued. “And
perhaps—just perhaps—there iswisdom in their existence. But we have what we were born with—our
senses. Our ingdtincts.

“Wefdt theintruson of astranger.”
“And when you saw him, did you recognize him?’

Again, ahestation. Thistime, however, Kayadadid not look to Kaylin. “Yes, Eldest,” shesaid a last, as
if begrudging her words. Or sfting them. “We meet very few of the males, and never without the
company of our husband. But this one, we have seen before. He frequents public areas. He was injured,
and he did not speak coherently.”

“Thisgranger,” Sanabdissaid, “can you describe him?”’

“Hewas mde. Heiscdled Orogrim by my people. Hisfur isgray,” shesad, “athough intheright light, it
paes. Heistdler than my husband, and dightly narrower of build.

“He cameto our house to make demands of us,” she continued, “ and those demands were refused.
When he understood that his presence was undesired and, further, that we were prepared
to...enforce...his departure, he changed.”

“Changed how?” Sanabdis asked quietly. The words, however, were dagger-blade sharp.

“I cannot describeit,” Kayadareplied after apause. It was not something seen, but something...smelled.
Isthat the right word?’



“It'll do,” Kaylin said, in rough Leontine. And added, in the same language, “ Y ou' re saying his scent
changed?’

Kayaanodded. She closed her eyes amoment, and continued to speak, rocking back and forth without
any conscious effort, child in her arms. “It wasfoul,” she said. “ And sweet. Like rotting mest.

“I knew there was a danger—" She shook her head. “ One of us—I don’t remember who—attacked him
then.” She opened her eyes suddenly, asif what she'd seen behind her lids might jump out of memory
and become subgtantial.

“Hecdled thefire,” she continued, in avoice that had grown more subdued. “He called the fire and the
hearth rug burned.”

The slence was heavy with things unsaid. Kaylin, in particular, had to struggle to keep her lipsfirmly
closed over the questions that she wanted so badly to ask. Severn’s hand was over hers. Histouch was
light, but thefact of it helped to anchor her.

Sanabaliswaited for along moment, and then shook his head. “What happened to Maral ?’

Kaydawas good; she didn’'t so much as glancein Kaylin' sdirection. Her grip on the baby changed
dightly as she straightened her shoulders, shifting her stance asif she were now accepting the weight of a
heavy burden. She made no attempt to dissemble.

“Marai,” she said quietly, “attacked the stranger. We were dow to react—she was not.” Kayaa
hesitated and then said, “ The fire burned her, but it did not stop her, and in the end, the stranger choseto
retreat. She wasinjured, but she fought well. Our husband could not have bettered her.” Shetook a
steadying breath, and thistime she did glance—at Sarabe. Sarabe’ sarms and lap werefull of children
who were too old to fit comfortably and too young—just—not to want to try.

Sarabe nodded, and her armstightened amost imperceptibly.

Kayala continued. “We woke the children and we made our way out of thefire. It was not large, but it
was not eadly extinguished.”

“lt wouldn’t be” Sanabdissaid. “Go on.”

“Marai—wetried to call her back. Wetried to tell her to stay with the Pridlea. But she wasfrantic. She
left in pursuit.”

Sanabdlislifted ahand to his eyesfor amoment. “Thisisbad news,” he said, wearily. “Did you see
where they went?’

“No, Eldest. They followed the road that led out of the Quarter.”

“But, Kayda—I don't understand—what was she thinking? We fought him the night before—she could
have died then!”

“| cannot say. Asyou can guess, we had very little time in which to have areasoned discussion.”

Kaylin garted to speak again, but Kayaa caught her gaze. “ Come, kitling,” she said. She held the infant
out and Kaylin accepted both the burden and the warning. With the baby came the certainty that she did,
infact, know what Marai wasthinking: her child was safe, but his safety was tenuous. While hisfather



lived, he could return, again and again. The Pridleahad been lucky, the stranger less so. But the Pridlea
would have to continue to be lucky, and the stranger, Orogrim, would only have to be lucky once.

The baby dtirred, and Kaylin stood. She began to pacein alittle circle to one side of the low table. She
had been with the Hawks for barely afew weeks when Marcus had taken her home and introduced her
to Sarabe’ s daughters, cubs afew years older than the one she now carried.

“Out of the Quarter?’ Sanabalis said, and hisvoice was dmost asurprise. It wasimpossible to forget
that Sanabaliswasin aroom, but...she' d almost forgotten anyway.

Kaydasad, “1 do not know if they will leave the Quarter, but if the stranger ran the road to its natural
end, they would almost have had to do so.” She hesitated once more.

Sanabaliswas no fool; obvioudy, he had marked each hesitation.

“Heleft in theform of apanther,” shetold him. “Heran at a speed that none of us could equa.” She
turned to Kaylin. “1f she returns, she must cometo us. She must be allowed to cometo us. Will you
watch for her?’

Kaylin, holding Marai’ s son, nodded.

And Sanabalislooked at Kaylin. “1 understand that you hope | am befuddled by the wedlth of years|
possess,” hetold her coally. “And to my surprise, Private Neya, there has been some temptation to play
at ignorance. But even old and distracted by concernsas| am, | cannot help but notice that you carry a

baby.

“The babeisnot Sarabe’'s. No pregnancy was registered with the Elders, and by Caste law, such
registration isrequired. The baby could be Marcus's,” he continued, “but none of the other wives have
s0 much astouched the child. Only the Pridlea Matriarch—and you.

“|sthe child Mara’s?’

She saw the liquid orange of his eyes and knew that fire waited her answer. But she, as Kayaabefore
her, straightened her shoulders. “Yes,” she said evenly. “But by the common law of the Pridlea, heisadso
mine. | heped to birth him, Marcus. | licked him clean.” Thislast was an exaggeration which shefdt
Mara would forgive. “And | promised Marai that | would protect him.”

“Itisunwiseto give your word if your word cannot be kept.”
“Or dietrying.”

“That,” he added, with just atouch of dryness, “ismore easily achieved.” Herose. “Thischild of Marai’s
isthe son of Orogrim.” It was't aquestion.

“yYes”
“The Elderswould not alow the child to live,” Sanabalistold her evenly.
“No. But Marai was not married.”

One brow rose.

“Shewasn't married. Her pregnancy wasn't registered because in the mess of Leontine Caste laws,



pregnancy doesn’'t seem to officialy happen to women who aren’t wives.” Kaylin snorted.
“Do you understand the danger he presents?’

“Look at him, Sanabalis. From over there,” she added. “How much of adanger can he be? He' s been
adeep the entire time. When he' sawake, he' sababy.”

“Hewill not dways be ababy. He will be hisfather’s son—hisfather’ sand hismother’s.” Then he, too,
rose. Hewasnat, at hisfull height, asmall man. Dragons never were. “And will you protect the city from
such achild, grown to power?’

“Yes With,” she added quietly, “the samelife’d spend protecting him from you.”
“And isthere something else that you have neglected to mention?” “Yes”
“Mentionit now.”

She opened her mouth, but she couldn’t quite force the words out. Severn, as he so often did, cameto
her rescue from a silence that had dmaost made himinvisible. “Marai was not entirely Leontine.”

“What do you mean?’
“When wefirst encountered her...shewas dso, in form, entirdly animd.”
Sanabalis closed hiseyes.

“No, Sanabalis,” Kaylin said urgently. “ She had the ability to shift her form, yes—but shewasn't
somehow changed by shadow, I’ d swear it. She was hersdlf.”

Marcus s oldest wife turned to Lord Sanabais and said, “ The child isas you see him. Aninfant, and
scrawny at that. | understand the danger, Eldest—but my heart does not.”

Kaylin felt some knot insgde her suddenly unravel. She sat again.
“Would you risk your Pridiea by dlowing the child to live?’
“Y ou are speaking to the first wife of the only Leontineto labor in the Halls of Law,” wasthe quiet reply.

Kaylin hed the child cdmly now, remembering something. Some small detail that she hadn’t had timeto
pick at, she'd been so busy not dying. “Maral saild—Marai said that he—that Orogrim had tried to sneak
the baby out of their home. That she’ d stopped him, and that she didn’t trust him. She said he wanted to
take the child somewhere.”

A palebrow rose. “Hedidn't say where?’

“No, but | doubt she would have liked the answer, and he probably knew it.” Kaylin turned to face
Sanabalis. “The baby’ s not adanger yet.”

Sanabdiswas sllent for just alittle too long for comfort. It goes againgt my better judgment,” he said at
lagt. “But | admit | have amild reuctanceto kill you al.”

“Thank you,” Kaydasaid, asif he weretalking about a mild averson to nasty weether. “We were not
oursaves...entirdy certain of the wisdom of Kaylin’sdecison. But, like you, we arefond of her. Sheis
our only adopted daughter. It ishard to betray trust, even when it is unreasonably given.”



He stood. “Kaylin, | would like to spesk with you.”

They |eft the rooms that the Pridleawas to occupy. Severn came with them, and followed where
Sanabalisled; Sanabdis accepted his presence asif he were anatural extension of Kaylin, ashadow,
something that couldn’t be separated from her.

He led them to roomsthat were familiar, and opened the door in silence, indicating the chairs he wished
them to occupy. When they sat, he said, “Where has Orogrim gone?’

Kaylin opened her mouth to say | don't know, and closed it before the words could come out. She was
tired and sore and dirty, and she wanted to go home to abed, drop atrail of clothing from the door to
the mattress, and fall over. But she looked at Sanabalis, whose eyes were a steady amber, and said,
“Thefiefs”

He nodded. “1 think that must be the case. | will spesk with the Eldersin the morning, but | don’t think
they’ Il have much to say that will be of useto us. They don’t track their own kin, and Orogrim, from all
accounts, was respected in the community.”

“Maybe by the men,” she said with asnort. “ The women think he trested Marai abominably.”
“That would be my second question,” Sanabalis continued. “Where has Marai gone?’
“If shewas pursuing him, probably to thefiefs.”

There was along slence. Sanabdis looked out the window, turning his back upon them before he spoke
again. “1 have not been entirely forthcoming,” hesaid at last.

“How not entirely do you mean?’

The silencewas heavy. “Kaylin,” Sanabalis said at last, turning toward her asif he had reached some
decision. “Y ou remember the Outcaste.”

“The Outcaste? Oh, you mean the Dragon?’
Sanabalis nodded.

“It' shard to forget aton of black Dragon who wanted to murder children in the city in order to somehow
control me,” shereplied. Then, seeing the shift in hisexpression, she added, “Y es, Sanabalis,” as meekly
asshecould. Givenit wasKaylin, it wasn't very meek.

“Hedid not die when you encountered him. He retreated. He wasinjured,” Sanabdis added, “and he left
thefield of battle. Lord Nightshade' s men pursued him as carefully asthey could, but they did not cross
the boundary of their fief.”

“That would causeawar,” Severn said. “And awar inthefiefsisat best unpredictable.”
“Indeed, so | have been led to believe.”

Given the amount of ancient and little understood magic that lay falow in thefiefs, unpredictablewasa
gross understatement. “ There’ sno way he' sin Nightshade,” Kaylin said curtly.

“Ah. And you are certain of thishow?’



“There’ sno way someone with that much power could bein thefief of Nightshade without Nightshade
knowing. He might have known of the existence of the black Dragon—he has one of the Dragonkillersin
his weapon cache—but there’ s no way he's operating out of Nightshade.”

“Youfound himinthet fief thefirst time.”

“Y ou might recal that we didn’t exactly welcome him with open arms.”

“A point.”

Severnraised ahand, asif he were in aclassroom and Sanabalis was ateacher. “Lord Sanabalis.”
-

“When you spoke to the L eontines the first time, you spoke in alanguage that none of us recognized.
Kaylin thought she should recognizeit because it sounded familiar to her.”

“Indeed.”
“Can the Outcaste speak the same tongue?’

Sanabdis actualy smiled. “Very good,” he said to Severn, asif he had falen into the teacher role that
Severn’sraised hand implied. The approva dimmed, but it had been offered. Kaylin couldn’t decide
whether or not she should fedl insulted on Severn’sbehalf, it seemed so condescending. Sometimes she
redly didn’t understand him.

Héells, most times. Shelooked at his profile as he watched Sanabdislike a...Hawk.

“There areforces and creatures older than Dragons who can speak the ancient tongue. They are not, in
any sensethat you understand it, dive. But they are not dead. Among theliving, we are thelast of its
keepers,” Sanabalis said. “For the mogt part, it isan antiquity that impliesagreat ded of power and
offersreatively littlein return. But the Leontines are specid. They were the last race that the Old Ones
awakened before their inexplicable departure from these lands. In them, the seeds of our power lie
falow. We can invoke what isthere, if we know how to speak, for good or ill.”

“Someone spoke to Orogrim,” Severn said. It was not aquestion. “Yes.”

“Someone could have spoken to himin Elantran,” Kaylin said sharply, “and it would probably still have
been welcome. It’ s probably damn hard growing up a pariah. Knowing thet at any time, anyone—any
Leontine a al—consdersit their sacred duty to kill you. Even if hewasn’t inclined to, you know,
destroy thewhole world at birth, hislife up until now would probably make it seem like agood idea.”

Sanabdisfrowned. “Y ou are thinking about the child.”

And shewas. Of course shewas. “It would be easy,” she continued. “He d be easy to manipulate. He
wouldn’t have to hide what he was, or who. He wouldn't fed that he owes any of hisown kin anything,
because, in the end, they're al death to him. His death. He has to know what hisfate should have been,
by Leontine Law. We al want to survive,” she said, her tone shading into heated bitterness. “We do
whatever we haveto, just to survive. We might not be proud of it,” she said, thinking back to her
childhood, to the years of begging and stealing in the streets of Nightshade, “but we dl fed we havethe
right to survive. And to protect our own.”

“And would you spare him?’



She sensed atrap. “1 wouldn't kill the baby,” she said starkly. “I won't let you kill the child. I'm aHawk.
It would be murder. And do not even think of quoting Caste Law a me. It’s not just about the Leontines
anymore. I’'minvolved. I’'m not Leontine. And I'll be damned to hdll before | turn ablind eye.

“But...Orogrim...I wouldn't protect. I'm not trying to defend him,” she said. “| understand that heisthe
danger you fear. | just think...he might not have been. If he had grown up inaPridiea. If hehad had a
family, he would have something to lose—and when we have something to lose, we' re careful. The only
thing he hasto loseis hislife—but that’ s dways been forfeit. He gains everything if he gains power. He
gainsfreedom, and asense of ... purpose.”

“Destiny?’

“Maybe. But if it' snot adog’ sfault that it’ srabid, it doesn’t make the dog less dangerous. | don’t hate
thedog,” shesaid.

“Y ou did, when you were bitten and you had to submit to Moran’s ministrations,” Severn pointed out.
“The stuff she made me drink and wear wasfoul, Severn.”

“Just making apoint.”

“Stop making pointsor I'll start to keep score.”

Helaughed.

“The point I'm trying to make isthat it wouldn't take huge amounts of power to convince Orogrim to
join...whatever it is he' s probably serving. It wouldn’t take much at al. Y ou could just point out al the
waysin which thefear of the Leontines had prevented him from reaching hisfull potentia—you could say
alot of anything. He' d want to believeit.”

“True. It hasbeen long since | was ayouth, and driven by fears of that nature. Whereisthis point leading
you?’

“I’'mnot sure.” She held out her hands, palms up. “Y ou think your Outcaste had ahand in making him
whatever it ishe' sbecome.”

Sanabalis nodded.

“I’'m saying we dl did, more or less. He' sbound to be suspicious,” Kaylin said. “But it's harder to hold
on to your suspicions when you want to believe what you' re hearing.” Sherose and stretched. “But I'll

go.”
“Go?’
“Isn’'t that what you wanted, from me?’

“Itis” Sanabdisreplied quietly. “Go with Tiamaris. Vist the Lord of Nightshade. Discover what you
can, and return.”

“I want two thingsin return.”
“They are?’

“Frsd—Sarabe,” shereplied. “1 don't give ashit what the Elders say. | redlly, truly, don't. Marcus
suspected what he was facing, and he was afraid that they would order her death. Don't let them.”



“Had she and her sister died at birth...” he began.

“But they didn’t. What ifsare not an issue here. | don't care about what might have happened. Maybe if
she' d been aDragon—if dl thiswas just about Dragons—I would. | can't say. But Dragons and mortals
are not the same. She’ sgoing to die anyway. Therest of usaways do. | want her to die of old age along
timefrom now.

“I want Marcus back. | want him back, and whole, and he will never serve again if they kill hiswife.
Because,” she added, “he'll be dead first.”

“Find Orogrim, Kaylin. Find him. If we can stop him from becoming more of athreat, an argument can
be made. And | think | can guesswhat your second demand is,” Sanabais said.

“The baby. Roshan.”

“I can arguefor Sarabe' slife” hereplied. “But the child’ s? His existenceis a the heart of the story | told
the Leontines.”

“Thentdl adifferent damn story,” she said, her voicerising. “Or damnit dl, 1 will.”

Sanabalis shifted his Dragon gaze to Severn. “Ah. | believe thisisagame—what do humanscall it?
Chicken?’

Severn was Slent.

“I will not promisethat, Kaylin. If you choose not to vist thefieflord, dl that follows from that decison
will bein your hands. Hundreds—thousands—of children that you have never met or held may well face
degth if we do not find Orogrim. And some dozens of children who you have held will face the same fate.

“Hewill retreat to where his power isstrongest,” Sanabdis said. “And he will summon it. What he does
withiit, | cannot yet determine—Dbut in the past, a child born of the marked could destroy whole countries
and feed every living thing in them to the Shadows. It is not a pleasant death, but, asyou point out, dl
mortals are destined to die, oneway or the other.”

She swallowed bile. Her body was shaking, and she could not unclench the fists her hands had become.
“I'll go,” shesaid et last.

“I will summon Tiamaris. There are matters that the Dragon Court must discuss before you depart. It may
beloud,” he added, “and you may wish to deep. If you can.” There was no triumph, no smugness, in his
voice or hisexpression. “Go home, | believe Tiamaris knowswhere you live, and he will meet you on the
morrow.”

“Wedill have Rennick.”
“Y es. For the moment, heis still your problem.” He rose and opened the door. “I play no game, Kaylin.”

“It' snot agamefor me ether,” she said bitterly. “If it were, there might be some chance| could winit.
But | want at least your word that you will not harm the child while I’m gone.”

“Itisnot apractical word to ask for,” hereplied. “I do not wish to kill you, and the alternatives | see,
should you be present, are dl unpleasant. But if it will easeyou at dl, | can make that compromise. | will
not harm him.

“I will visit him,” he added. “1 will speak to himin the Old Tongue. | will dowhat | can.”



Histone of voice made clear that he didn’t think he could do all that much.

But hope was stupid like that, and she took it anyway.

CHAPTER 17

Severn waked with Kaylin to the bridge that was a narrow avenue between the fiefs and the city that
surrounded it. He was silent as he often was.

Severn had dways been good at silences when Kaylin didn’'t have words. It hadn’t happened often, but
when it did, he knew when to stay and when to withdraw. He could somehow mute his presence and il
bein the same room. Or on the same street. He Smply ceased to take up space. There was no edge to
his slence, no questions, no demands. No retreet, redly. She didn’'t need to be alone to have privacy.

She didn’t need to be anyone, to live up to anything. Whatever shewas, he' d seeniit dl. They’ d grown
up together. Best and wordt.

The city streetswere likewise quiet as Kaylin and Severn proceeded through them. The magdightswere
burning, but they dwayswere, and even this close to theriver, no enterprising and desperate thief had
managed to didodge them from their high perches. People were afraid of magic, even magic that they
saw every day.

That, and it was hard to carry aladder furtively.
“It always comes back to the past,” she said, listening to moving water againgt either bank.

“No.” Heleaned back on the bridge railing, while she leaned forward, staring at the water without redlly
seeing it. “Had we never been born in the fiefs, we would till be called to them now.”

“I thought I’ d escaped them.”
“They're part of you. Part of me. But they’re not dl of what either of usare.”

“I thought if | left them, I’ d leave it behind—the helplessness. The guilt.” She shook her head angrily.
“Doesit ever get better? Does it ever get easer?’

“If it ever does, let me know. I'll start to worry, then.”

She gave him arueful grimace. “1 thought it would be different. And it is—but at the moment it'salmost
worse. We were children,” shesaid. “1 never felt—the choices—they weren't dl mine. But here?| like
Sanabdlis. | love Kaydaand her wives. And it doesn’'t matter. It doesn’t change their facts.”

“No. But it doesn’t change yours, either. I’ snot over, Kaylin. And until it is, nothing’ s decided. Go
home,” he urged.

She glanced at the side of hisface. Just that, moonlight across his cheeks and the line of his nose, the
white skin of old scars. “You'reamess,” she said affectionately.

“I like to blend in with the company | keep,” he replied with alazy smile. The smilewasdow to leave,
but it did. “Tomorrow, the Elders will decide wheat isto be done with Sergeant Kassan. Sergeant Kassan
will decide what isto be done with you—from his perspective.” He stretched, leaned back, tilted his
head toward the water so many feet below.

“But Sarabe will be safe for the moment. No matter what the Elders decide, sheis now ensconced in the



Pdace. If | didn’t know better—and Sanabdisisinscrutable—I would say his offer of hospitdity was
deliberate. They cannot harm her there. They can't even try—they wouldn’t make it past the Paace
Guard. No matter what happens, she's safe for now. Asisthe child.”

“ But—”

Helifted ahand, and caught hersinit. “ For now’ isal we ever have. We havetheillusion of forever.
We havetheilluson of sability. We havetheillusion of safety—but that'sal it’sever been. It sagtory
wetdl oursalves”

“I want it to be atrue story.”

“Kaylin—you used to be good at now. Try to remember what it was like. We have now.” He exhaled.
“And we build onit. Comeon. It' stime to go home.”

She nodded and led where he followed; it wasn't hard. He was till holding her hand. “I wanted to tell
you something,” shesaid, inalow voice. “Today. Y esterday. Whenever it was.”

“The past?’
She nodded.
He stopped walking and turned to face her.

And she found she had no words. Saw, from his expression, that he hadn’t really expected them.
“Tomorrow,” he said quietly, and she understood by that that he meant, smply, not now. He gave her
that much when he wanted to hear what she had dmost forced hersdlf to say. And she couldn’'t be
certain she could give him that much space or patiencein return. It wasn't in her. And for this particular
now, shefet humbled by the knowledge.

“You'll come?’

“No. | don’t think it would be wise. We want information. And Tiamariswill bewith you. I'll run
interference a the office.”

“Ther€’ sno interference to run—"

“Therewill be”

“Sanabdis sald—"

“That you were excused from reporting for the evening.”

She nodded.

“Mallory will probably deep at his desk tonight, waiting for an explanation of why.”

“I won't bethere.”

“No. But | will.”

“Severn—I didn't leave thefiefs” Thewords cameout in arush. “When | ran—I didn’t leave them.”
And hesad, “I know.”

“ Bth I_n



“| don’'t carewhat you did.”
She stopped.

“Do you understand that? | do not care what you did. | don’t care where you were. Y ou were gone for
sx months. You didn’'t stay there, and you' re not there now. Y ou're haf killing yourself on behalf of the
midwives. And the city. Y ou find the time to teach the orphans, to take them places Marrin would never
let them go otherwise. They have alittle more than either of us ever did, and you don’t resent them for it.

“If you need absolution, find ardigion. What | care about is now.”
“You walited for seven years.”

“yes”

She shook her head. “1 don’'t understand you, sometimes.”

“You don't have to work so hard at it. Come on. Home. Tomorrow isgoing to be along day.” He
grimaced. “But if you could avoid getting into afight that involves haf the city until I’ ve recovered from
today, |I'd appreciateit.”

Seep was atense and restless affair, and Kaylin was awake in the morning. It wasn't agood kind of
awake, but asit wasn't going away any time soon, she got out of bed, cleaned herself up—which
involved atrip to the well with abucket or two firs—and ate. Therewasn't alot to egt; she' d been
riding on the Rennick wagon. Hisfood was, as he’ d pointed out, good, and there was dways an endless
supply. Unfortunately, he was't here, and neither was his casud largesse.

When Tiamarisarrived at her door, she could hear the familiar creak of the floorboards as he
approached. Dragons were heavy and there wasn't a good way for someone heavy to silence that
particular creak. She liked the floors for that reason.

She answered the door after hisfirst knock.

Hewore afamiliar surcoat, Hawk emblazoned on its chest. She’ d chosen to forgo her uniform because
she was awake enough to understand that it wasn't much protection where they were heading. Not that
shedidn’t cling to her uniform when she was feding particularly stubborn.

But this morning was not one of those times.
“The uniform?’ he said, noting her expression.

“Y ou could wear pink gauze and enough gold to buy asmdll village,” shereplied, as shefitted her belt,
with care, and arranged her sheaths. “I’m not a Dragon.”

“Y ou trave in the company of one”

“Today.” She grimaced as shetwisted her hair up and pinned it in place with astraight stick. “But the
trick to thefiefsisavoiding afight. Y ou can do it by raising or lowering your eyes inner membranes.

“I doit by looking alittle run-down and alot like trouble,” she said.

Helooked at her face for awhile. She redized—after he’ d been doing it for some time—that his gaze
rested on the small flower that adorned her cheek.



“I don't know if it helps,” she said. “It certainly makes a difference to the thugs that serve him. But
they’ re not the only danger.”

“The Ferdsare unlikely to care oneway or the other.”

“True.” She motioned him into the hall and shut the door firmly behind her. “But it’ sthe height of day.
We re unlikely to meet Ferals where we' re going.”

The streets on either side of the Ablayne were open for business. Merchants or, more appropriately, the
errand boys of merchants, werejostling their way from one end of the street to the other. It was hot and
humid. At thistime of year, sunlight burned away dl trace of the evening's coolness before it cleared the
horizon.

But the bridge across the Ablayne was, as usual, dmost deserted. Kaylin took a deep breath before she
set foot on it. Tiamaris never seemed to need to breathe.

“Why areyou here, anyway?’ she asked.

“Lord Sanabadlis thought it would be safer.”

“For meor for you?’

He actudly smiled at that. He did not, however, answer.
“How much did hetell you?’

“Asmuch as he thought | needed to know.”

“Did hetel you about the Leontines?’

“Kaylin”

She grimaced.

“He undergtands why thisisimportant to you. | don’t believe you care why it’ simportant to him—but he
is, as he can, being careful for your sake. If we' re finished on time, you can accompany him to the
Leontine Quarter when he goesthere.”

“If we'renot?’

“Hewill go anyway. He has made that commitment.”

She nodded. “1 don’'t know what he wants meto learn, in Nightshade.”
“He' s Sanabdlis. He probably expects you to learn everything.”
Kaylinlaughed. “I keep forgetting you were one of his students.”

“With luck and afew cam centuries, sowill he”

Lord Nightshade' s residence hulked against the skyline like a particularly graceful set of gallows. Asthey
approached it the crowds in the streets thinned. Kaylin, who had stayed well away from the Castlefor al



of her life as one of Nightshade' s citizens, understood why. There was only one law in Nightshade, and
no recourse. The Hals of Law had many, many laws—she knew; she' d memorized al of them—and
even when you broke them, there was the Court system, and the complicated brokering of cash as
reparation. She didn't particularly care for that custom, but asit wasn't used for most of the cases she
investigated, shetried to be pragmatic about it.

Besides, it made clear that there were some crimes you couldn’t buy your way out of, and that
discouraged people with alot to lose. It didn’t stop them entirely, but if it had, she'd be out of ajob.

Stll, in Nightshade, it didn’t matter. There was only one Court here, and if you were seeing it up closg, it
probably meant that after abrief interva of pain and humiliation, it wouldn’t matter much to you ether.

They approached the gates, and the guards to either side of it. Both guards tendered Kaylin a careful
bow. She returned a curt nod, hating what the bow meant. They didn’t extend their politenessto
Tiamaris, who would have probably appreciated it more.

“We're hereto see Lord Nightshade,” she said, with emphasisonthewe're.

“Heawatsyou,” one of the guards said. Neither of them were familiar to Kaylin. “1 do not believe he has
left word for your companion.”

She waited. After afew minutes of that game had gone by, she said, “He s not leaving without me, and
I”’m not going in without him.”

This earned her another perfect bow.

The guard passed through the gate. Since it wasn't, in any practical sense, ared gate, she watched him
shimmer out of existence. She particularly hated the gate and the way it moved you from the outside of
the Castleto theinsde. But having entered the Castle oncein alesstraditional fashion, she wasn't eager
to repeat the experience and settled on the discomfort she knew.

The Barrani, on the other hand, never seemed to find the trangition through the gate unsettling. The guard
returned a handful of minutes later, and bowed again. “Hewill see you both.”

These guards weren’t Hawks or Swords or Wolves—although they probably had more in common with
Wolves than was comfortable. They didn’t ask her to leave her wegpons behind, and while she wasn't
exactly awalking armory, she certainly took no painsto hide them.

They didn’'t ask Tiamaristo surrender anything, either. In his case, on the other hand, they werejust
being smart. A Dragon Lord might carry asword—and Tiamaris did—but it wasthe least of his
weapons, and the only way to part him from the dangerous ones was to remove his head.

The Barrani and the Dragons had a history of war—ahistory that was murky to Kaylin, and something
shewas content to let lie. She had stories—most of them the kind that would set her Scholarly Master’s
consderable teeth on edge—and they had, in dl probability, actud memories.

She gritted her teeth and made her way straight for theillusionary portcullis, grateful for the very meager
breakfast she’'d had.

If she had ever landed on her feet—and in truth, the passage from outside to insde waslesslike walking
and more like being thrown—she might have hated the experience less. But it was dways disorienting,
and shewasinvariably failed by knees that had gone rubber in the passage.



Today was no different; shefdt asif she'd been spun around athousand times and finally spit out, and
the world coaesced around her as she pushed hersdf to her knees. The marble in the front vestibule,
withitsveins of gold and blue, was particularly fine, and looked alot likethelast time she'd seen it this
close.

Lord Nightshade smply waited to come into focus.

So did Tiamaris. Whoever had constructed this Castle had clearly had to deal with Dragons and Barrani
before. Humans were, as usud, an afterthought or an inconvenience. Likerats, and anything el se that had

alife span.

She got to her feet unsteadily, supporting her weight by putting her hand against the nearest wall and
leaning until the wall had stopped moving. But when it had, Lord Nightshade inclined his head.

“Kaylin,” he said, the syllableswrapped in forma Barrani intonation. It made, of her name, aforeign
thing.
“Lord Nightshade,” shereplied, striving for the same formality.

“Lord Tiamaris,” thefieflord continued. “1 did not expect you, but you are welcomein my home.” There
was adight emphasison my, but it didn’t seem to faze Tiamaris. Then again, arock dide probably
wouldn't.

“I havetaken the liberty of arranging refreshments,” hetold them both. “L et usrepair to amore suitable
st of rooms, where we may converse more fredly.”

The room was afamiliar room. It was, asal roomsin the Castle, sparsdly furnished. Or rather, it had a
lot of furniture, but given its Size, the furniture didn’t make al that much of animpact. There were carpets,
and Kaylin dmost winced as she walked across them in her regulation boots.

She sat opposite Nightshade on alow couch. Lord Tiamaristook one of the heavier chairs. The Hawk
on his chest caught the light like areminder. They sat in silence while Nightshade poured wineinto thin,
clear glasses. He gestured at the bread, cheese, and fruit that were arranged on the table in front of them.

Kaylin's somach made an unfortunate comment. She was hungry, but she wasn't certain she wanted to
eat, because she had to leave the same way she arrived.

“Why have you come?’ he asked them. He did drink thewine.
Kaylin didn’t want to do the same on an empty stomach.

“Weare currently investigeting aminor difficulty,” Tiamarisreplied.
“Ah.”

Kaylin bit back the urge to ask Tiamaris what he considered mgjor. Dragons tended toward
understatemen.

“To be honest,” the Dragon Lord added, “I am not entirely certain what brought Private Neyato
Nightshade.”

“ItsLord,” Nightshade replied smoothly. “ She has been absent for too long.” His eyes were a shade of
emerald that had blue cores. A warning, there, if you knew the Barrani. Then again, breathing could be



considered awarning if you knew the Barrani.

Tiamarisdidn’t reply. Instead, he turned his gaze—his eyes a shade of amber that were the Dragon
equivaent of Nightshade s—to Kaylin. Heleft it there alittle too long.

Gredt.
Shefdt Nightshade s chuckle; it didn’t leave his mouth.

Y ou are seldom prepared, Kaylin. For anything. His voice—if you could call something that bypassed
earsavoice a all—was softer than she remembered; the amusement was genuine.

“I cameto ask for your help,” she said quietly. She had meant to preface the words with some sort of
casud preamble, but she knew that he knew she wasn't bargaining with agood hand. Or any hand at all,
redly.

“That ishardly the Barrani way,” hereplied.

She waited for the rest, but there wasn’t any. Studying his face, the odd shade of his eyes, the careful
neutraity of hisexpression, she thought he knew exactly why she was here. But he would, wouldn't he?
She reached up, touched the mark on her cheek with thetips of her fingers. Felt them tingle amoment at
the contact. Most days now, sheforgot it was even there.

What did he want?

“What do you want?’

She grimaced. “Y ou aready know,” she whispered.
He said nothing.

Lord Tiamaris tirred in his chair but did not spesk; shefdt the weight of his gaze. So, apparently, did
Nightshade, who shifted his glance toward the Dragon Lord. “ She does not understand, Lord
Tiamaras”

“I am afraid, Lord Nightshade, that | am in her company.”
“Sheisthe Erenne,” Nightshade replied.

Tiamaris said nothing for amoment. Then helaid hisarms againgt the chair rests, bent his elbows, and
steepled wide hands benegth his chin. “ Perhaps you will dlow me,” he said.

“Very well, Lord Tiamaris”

“We seek the Dragon Outcaste,” Tiamarissaid evenly.

Kaylin could fed Nightshade s surprise though she couldn't actudly seeit.
“That isnot, inthe end, what Kaylin Neya seeks.”

“Perhaps not. Perhaps sheis not aware of it. Kaylin'sinterest in the city has aways been persond, and
even when the city as she knowsit isthreatened, it will dways be persond.”

He glanced at Kaylin; she wondered how much he knew.

“They are connected, your request and her desire.”



“They areindeed connected. Although | believe | was asked to accompany Kaylin as a precaution.”
“Ah. The Dragon Emperor is concerned with her safety?”

“Sheisoneof hiscitizens” Tiamarisreplied. “And given the nature of her asyet unexplored abilities, she
isvauable”

‘I see”

“Hisinterest in her, and your interest, Lord Nightshade, are perhaps not so different. But the fiefs are not
part of hiscity.”

“Continue”

“We bdlieve the Outcaste has made another move, or severd, outside of the confines of the city proper.
What hedid isnow coming to fruition.”

“And hewill gain power from this?”

“Hewill gain power,” Tiamarisreplied quietly. “ And in the process, we will lose agreat dedl. The effects
of that losswill befdt firs inthefiefs,” he added. “It isin thefiefsthat the ancient shades are strongest.”

“Andinthefiefs” Nightshade replied, with the hint of awry smile, “that my power exigsat dl.”

“That, | cannot say,” Tiamarisreplied smoothly. “But wefed it isin your interest, or we would not have
cometo you. Whereisthe Outcaste, Lord Nightshade?’

“Itisnot of methat you must ask that question,” Nightshade replied.
“Then which of the fieflords—" He stopped.

“You beginto see,” thefieflord replied. He turned to Kaylin. “Y ou have seen the Outcaste,” he said.
“And more”

She stared at them both asiif they were out of their minds, because she wasn't stupid. Of course she'd
seen him. She' d seen him in the fief of Nightshade, surrounded by the undying Barrani and the children
they had meant to sacrifice. Surrounded, aswell, by dark flames, and bright, by the glowing remnants of
old courtyard stone. By shadows and power.

His power. And hers. She had faced him, free of the confines of the ancient bracer that served to contain
her power. She had fought, she had won; he had retreated. Had he been mortal, the retreat would have
samply been caled death. “Y ou think | can answer that question?’

Lord Nightshade' s expression did not change, but he raised ahand to his brow and massaged it a
moment. “I begin to fed a certain sympathy for Lord Sanabdis,” he told them both. Helet hishand fall.
“Kaylin,” hesaid. “Look a me.”

Shedid.
“Wheat is the Outcast€ s name?’

She gtarted to say how the hell should | know? But her lips began to move, to stutter over something that
felt asif it should be aword. Should be, but it was too vast, and too complicated for speech, for smple

saying.



And she remembered. A word. So unlike the word that Nightshade had given her that she hadn’t redlly
recognized it. She stared at him. Then sheturned to look at Tiamaris.

Tiamarissad. “It is aswe suspected.”

“Y ou suspected that | knew histrue name and you didn’t tell me?”’
“Y ou cannot even say it,” hereplied. “We consdered it safe.”
“And if it hadn't been safe?”

“Y ou are, thank your gods, Sanabalis s problem, not mine.” He paused. “If you speak his name he will
know. No matter where heis, Kaylin, hewill know.

“If you try to speak it, he may not. We are not certain that he is aware. We were not certain that you
were” He paused, and then added, “If it is helpful, | remain unconvinced. To see anameisnot to know
it

She hesitated. She had seen the names of the Barrani, un-encased by bodies, and she had no ideawhat
they were and what they meant.

But Nightshade said, “Y ou have not observed her for long enough, Lord Tiamaris. | mean no criticism.
But | believe that Kaylin can find him, if she useswhat she knows. He will, however, certainly be ableto
find her if shetries”

“Will he darethe Cadtle?’

“Who can say for certain what an Outcaste Dragon Lord will dare? Were he Barrani, and Lord, he
would storm it with hundreds, and he would not cease until she either took the reins of power, used his
true name and ordered him to it, or she was dead.

“The name was not agift. Not from the Outcaste. But | believe that, with the training and the knowledge,
Kaylin Neya could see many things, if she made the attempt.”

“Words,” she said softly.

Heraised a brow.

“When Sanabalis spoke | saw the words.”

The brow rippled. “When Lord Sanabalis spoke?’

She nodded. “He spoke, and | could...see...what hewas saying. | could seeit asif it werelight.
No—that’ sthe wrong word. All of the words | have are the wrong damn words.

“I could seethem and fed them, asif they were more than smple speech. | mean, more than Elantran.
More than Barrani, High or Low. Why isthereaLow Barrani, anyway?’

“A great deal of sympathy for Lord Sanabalis,” Lord Nightshade said. “If thisiswhat he contends with.
Kaylin, please, focus.”

“| just wondered, that’ s al.”

“Wonder another time. Tell me of thislanguage.”



She looked a Tiamaris. His shrug was dight but clear; whatever it was she knew, he had no objections
to Nightshade also knowing. Or, since he was a Dragon and Dragons were the epitome of practical in
mogt things, he thought it unlikely that Nightshade wouldn't find out.

“Hetold astory,” she said dowly. “But when he started to spesk—I....I had to be there.”
“A gory.”

She nodded.

“And the language?’

“I didn’t know it. | didn’t recognizeit, but | fdt that | should. That it wasadmost familiar.”
“Hetold agtory in thislanguage. To the Leontines?’

“Good guess.”

Nightshade ignored the sarcasm. He turned to Tiamaris. “ The significance of this?”’

“Uncertain. It is, however, certain that her companion did not see what she saw. We suspect that no one
who cannot shape the tongue itself experiencesit the way Kaylin did.”

“Which impliesthat in time, shewill be ableto spesk it.”
There was atense silence.
“Doesit matter?’ Kaylin asked.

“To the Dragon Emperor, dmost certainly,” Lord Nightshade replied. “And to the High Lord of the
Barrani aswell. Itis, if | am not mistaken, the tongue of the Old Onesand it is not spoken. Until recently,
| would not have said for certain that any of the Dragon Court could athough, if | had to guess, | would
have said the Arkon could. The grest Dragon whose hoard isthe Imperid Library and al it containsis
ancient. And Sanabdlisisold.

“Kaylin, the tongue can shape arace. When it is spoken with power and intent, it can change the very
nature of itsaudience.”

“I can't speek it,” shesaid flatly.

“No. | didn’t say that you could. | said merely that you have an affinity for it that only those who can
speak it possess.”

“The Outcaste can.”
“No,” Nightshade replied softly. “Y ou are making assumptions.”
“Sanabdisthinks he can.”

“Sanabalis sees hishand in this, and that conjectureis moreinformed. But there are things that lie trapped
in the fiefs that undoubtedly can speak the Old Tongue.”

“If they’ re trapped here, they can’t reach him.”
“No?’ Lord Nightshade rose dowly, abandoning hischair. “1 will aid you, Lord Tiamaris. Follow.”



Lord Tiamarisinclined hishead and rose.

Kaylin sood last and trailed after them. The halswere both familiar and unfamiliar; the hdlsin the Castle
had an unfortunate habit of shifting in place. But where Nightshade waked, she could dso wak. He
passed several closed doors, during which time Kaylin prayed fervently to nameless gods. There were
some passages in this damn Castle that she' d walked before, and she had no desire to walk them again
for any reason.

Nightshade did not approach the Long Hall, guarded by the deepers. For that, if nothing else, she
thought she should be grateful. But when he led them at |ast to their destination, she recognized the room:
Mirrors adorned itswals. Only mirrors.

Nightshade glanced at Kaylin, and she remembered that she had seen him walk through one of these
shiny, spotless surfaces and vanish. She hadn't tried to follow.

“I would not,” he warned, hearing the thoughts that she could never quite dampen. “Were| you,
especialy. Force of will isrequired to navigate these mirrors. They are part of the Castle, and they bend
to the will of the Castl€ sLord.

“Y ou have had very little experience bending the will of othersto your own purposes. You are afraid to
force your will upon strangers. Such fear would be seen as weakness. And where these mirrors would
take you then, even | cannot say.

“Come,” he added. He gestured in front of the center mirror in the large room. It was rectangular, and if
it had aframe, Kaylin couldn’t seeit. But she could see what shuddered into sight as the mirror accepted
Lord Nightshade' s sllent command—as if it were Records. All of the fief of Nightshade, the Streets so
meticuloudy detailed she could see old wells, old horse paths, old carriage tracks. She could seethe
Four Corners and, with care, could make out the run-down building in which she' d spent so many years
of her life

But...it wasn't just Records. Because she could aso see the people who traversed the morning streets.
They stopped to talk to one another, or hurried out of sight, their furtive attempt at hiding made ridiculous
by the merciless gaze of amirror that seemed to watch them from above.

“If you desired it,” Nightshade said, standing at her back as she stared, “you could master these mirrors.”
“What would it cog?’

Shefet hissmile, even though she couldn’t seeit asthe mirror’ s surface was no longer reflective. “1f you
can ask that question, you are not yet ready.”

“Y ou can seethewholefief.”
HY$H
“Atany time”

“Yes. Itis perhaps not as interesting a pastime as you assume. But | watch these” He gestured and the
imagerippled, asif it wereliquid. When the colors, muted and gray, reformed, shewas|ooking at a
different set of streets. Streetsthat were farther from the Ablayne than she had ever wanted to live.
“These,” hetold her softly, “are the boundaries of my fief. Y ou are familiar with the boundary marked by
the Ablayne, but | believe you are less familiar with the others.”

She nodded. “ Can you see beyond them?”’



“A curious question.”
“| takeit that'sano.”

“Y ou would not be entirely correct,” hereplied. “But it is...lessreliable, and more difficult to look
beyond my borders.”

“Why?

“Castle Nightshade exists as part of Nightshade.” He waited. “Have you never wondered why there are
seven fiefs?’

“I wondered. None of the fieflords seem like men who respect borders.”
“Lord Tiamaris?’ Nightshade said, acknowledging the silent Dragon.

“It isour supposition that the Castle in which we now stand is one of ahandful of such buildingsthat exist
inthefiefs. Torulethefief, the fieflord must be able to shape the building to hiswill. To some, such force
of nature comes naturaly,” he said, lifting abrow as he glanced at Nightshade. “But there are somefiefs
to which we have not traveled.”

“Y ou haven't?”
“It has been attempted,” he replied.
Kaylin thought about thisfor amoment. “ Any survivors?’

“Three. They were, to aman, mad. We could not clearly discern what they had seen, or what they had
been seen by. It was not inyour lifetime,” he added, “but humans have no memory. What has been
attempted—what has failed—is something they must try again in ageneration or two.”

Kaylin looked at the streets. “ Thisis the boundary between Nightshade and Barren.”
“Perceptive. Itis”
“Barrenign't that much different.”

“Perhaps. Thefieflords are not a caste. They do not meet, and they do not interact. | do not know
who—or what—rules Barren.”

Kaylin said nothing for along moment. Then she shook hersdf. “It' s one of the outer fiefs,” she said at
last, and heavily. “It’ s a crescent—you can gtill see the city proper if you stand on theright street. But
father in?’

Nightshade said nothing. It was a pointed nothing.

“Lord Nightshade,” she said, easing into theformality of High Barrani with agrimace. “The
Outcaste—the Dragon Lord—could he be afieflord?’

“Given his power and the scope of hisambition,” Lord Nightshade replied, “I fail to seethat he could be
anythingdse”

Therewasalot of silencethen.

CHAPTER 18



She stared at Nightshade for about a minute too long, and then swiveled to stlare—in the same
fashion—at Tiamaris. “ Do you suspect—I| mean, did you—the same thing?’

Tiamaris shrugged.
“And you didn’t say anything?’

“Toyou?No. But it wasn't necessary. It remainslargdly irrdlevant, unless the Leontine has goneto the
fief—the possible fief—that the Outcagte rules.”

“Hemay well have,” she began. Then she stopped. “No, you’ re probably right.”
Tiamarisraised abrow.

“If he could do whatever he needed to do from the fief, we probably would never have seenhim at dl,
until it wasfar too late. And | don’t care where he was raised—no one with an ounce of sense goesinto
the heart of the fiefsfor safety.”

“That was our thought,” Tiamarissaid mildly.

“But he ran somewhere when he left the Quarter. I'm sure he didn’t remain.” Shelooked at Nightshade.
“If hewerein thisfief, could you find him?’

Nightshade nodded.
“But not without looking.”

“No. If | understand correctly what I’ m hearing, his power is not great enough that | would senseit
otherwise”

“Therewould betwo,” shetold him.

“Two?’

“Two Leontines.” She reconsidered her words. “ Or two very large cats.”

“And they are dangerous?’

“Have you ever fought a L eontine before?’

“yYes”

“Then you dready know the answer.”

Nightshade nodded, steepling his hands below hischin. “What isyour interest in this, Kaylin?’
She sared at him asif he were speaking alanguage she couldn’t understand.

And Tiamarissad, quietly, “Thereisachild.”

She felt Nightshade' s surprise. Wondered how surprised he would have to be to actually show it. “ The
Leontine you are seeking has achild?’

“Yes” shereplied curtly.

“Excuseme, but | fed that | am not in possession of al of thefacts”



Tiamaris smiled. It was adight smile, and asubtle one; it was dso completely unadorned by words.

Lord Nightshade gestured and the mirror went flat, its surface once again reflective. He turned to
Tiamaris. “1 am aware,” he said, “as no doubt you suspect, of some of the events occurring in the city. |
am not, however, privy to the Councils of the Wisefor obvious reasons. | know some of what Kaylin
knows, but not al. | understood that she wasin the Leontine Quarter, but it would not be the firgt time
she has gone there. If the Leontine that you seek can change his shape, heis dangerous.”

Tiamaris nodded.

“Has Lord Sanabdlis been to the Quarter?’

“Yes Withme,” Kaylin said.

“Ah. He must have explained some of the difficulty you now face”
“Hedid. And you know about the difficulty how?’

“I believe you've seen it in the throne room. | have, in my time, counted L eontines among my guests.
Sddominthefiefs, but not never. The fiefs are adangerous hometo Leontines.”

“Toanyone”

“A different kind of danger,” he replied coolly. “But the fate of the Leontines did not concern the Barrani
over much. None of my kin can now speak the Old Tongue. Some very few can read what iswrittenin
it, but even then, the interpretation is not reliable. Lord Sanabdlisis both wise and very old. Older, by far,
than the Emperor.”

“Older than the Arkon?’

“The Arkon does not leave hislibrary. Heis content to servein the capacity of antiquarian. Lord
Sanabalis has dways been unusud for a Dragon. Dangerous, but unusual.” He paused and added, “You
digtract me. | learned some part of Leontine history from Leontines—my understanding isfiltered through

their perspective.

“But | know of the marked, or the cursed or tainted asthey are sometimes called. The Leontine you seek
isoneof them?’

She nodded.
“And the child of whom Tiamaris spokeishis?’
She nodded again.

“It istoo much to hope that you are concerned with the Leontine' s child because you wish to destroy it.”
He paused for bregth but did not wait long enough for Kaylin'sreply; clearly, hedidn't need it. “1 will
search,” hetold them quietly. “ Do not interrupt me.”

Kaylin nodded.
But he hadn’t quite finished yet. “ The child ismore of adanger than the father.”
“The mother ismarked aswell,” Tiamarissaid.

Lord Nightshade looked at the Dragon Lord for along moment, and then said, “Kaylin, Lord Tiamaris,



please return to your dutiesin the city proper. When | have word, | will send for Kaylin, but athorough
search of thefief will take hours, and there are some aspects of these particular mirrorswhich, for
reasons of security, | do not chooseto revedl.”

“ But—”

“If they arewithin thefief, | will know. If they have passed throughiit, | will aso know. But they are not
the only things | am now looking for.”

“The Outcaste?’

He nodded. “Heis adept at cloaking his presence from those who rule. If it becomes necessary, you can
attempt to attract his attention, but it isnot thefirst option | am willing to consider.”

Tiamariswalked briskly through the fief’ s crowded streets. The sun was il rising, which meant Rennick
was gill deegping, and probably would be for another couple of hours. The Dragon Lord was silent, but it
was the silence of preoccupation. He didn’t break it until they’ d crossed the bridge over the Ablayne.

“Wewill take a carriageto the Palace. Sanabdiswill be waiting for you there.”
“But I—"

“Heisto return to the L eontine Quarter. He intends you to accompany him. If you are not to be derdlict
inyour dutiesto the Hawks, you will arrive at the Palace as quickly aspossible”

Mallory seemed aworld away.

“Yes, I'd heard there was some organizationd difficulty in the department. Inasmuch as he can, Sanabalis
has lessened the consequences of your current tour of duty. | do not believe the current Sergeant is
pleased with this departure from standard operating procedures, however.”

“Hewouldn’'t be. If it were up to him, I d be without the Hawk so fast | wouldn't even hear the
dismisd.”

Tiamaris stepped into the street and held out ahand in the universal “| need aride’ gesture used by
anyone familiar with the city. The only difference was that he was standing in the path of the moving
carriage when it careened to a stop. Dragons.

Sanabaliswas waiting for Kaylin as she stepped down from the carriage. It wasn't Imperia, and the
driver wasalittlelesssuicida than Teda—but in truth, not by much. Dragons apparently didn’t ride
horses. And horses, apparently, didn’t like Dragons. Since her experience with horses and Dragons had
al been Imperid, she found out the hard way how skittish horses could make the drive more chadlenging.
Shedidn't intend to repeat the mistake anytime soon. Asin: Not in thislife.

Shewould have said as much—and loudly, with a smaitering of anatomically impossible verbsin at least
three officid languages—but Severn was aso waiting, and hisvery casuad posture madeit clear ingantly
that behavior—hers—could be an issue on this particular day. When he worked that hard to look casudl,
it usualy meant trouble wasin the offing.

Sanabalisissued her acurt greeting. To Tiamaris, he said, “Was Lord Nightshade helpful 7’



“That remains to be seen. Hewas civil, however, and we encountered no difficultiesin hisdomain.”
“Ah. Very wel, then. Kaylin? The Elderswill bewaiting.”

She followed where he led, in this case, to afamiliar carriage. Severn opened the door, and Sanabalis
sad, “1 took theliberty of having food prepared.”

“|I—" She gtarted to say ate, but managed to bite back the word. It wasthe only thing she’' d redlly bitten
today. Nightshade made her nervous enough that she hadn’t wanted to eat while he was around. “ Thank
yw.”

“Y ou may thank the Corpord,” hereplied. 1t would not occur to me that any student of mine would be
careless enough to go without necessary sustenancein atime of criss. He, however, indsted that there
was every probability you would do exactly that.” The Dragon frowned a moment. “Y ou are wearing
your bracer?’

She was. When she gave it any thought, she hated the thing—but it had become easy, over time, to give
it no thought whatsoever. “Yes.”

“Good. Removeit. Giveit to the Corporal for safekeeping.”
“Removeit? But—"’

“I have been in discussons with the Imperial Dragon Court for the entirety of the morning—and the
morning started when you |eft the Pdace.”

“That wasthe middle of the night.”

“Indeed. Humans are often creatures of context, in my experience. | am therefore supplying you with
necessary context. If you have some difficulty with adirect order, keep it to yoursdlf.”

“Yes, Sanabdis.”

He sat heavily in the seat facing them and looked out the window. The carriage started to move, and
Severn bent down and pulled a covered basket from beneath the bench they were sitting on side by side.
He handed thisto Kaylin.

“Eat,” hetold her.

She ran her hands over the studs on the bracer in aquick and amost natura pattern of successive moves.
It clicked audibly. Severn took it from her wrist before she could removeit.

“This,” Sanabdissad, till staring out the window, “iswhy | do not like to accept sudents. They are
awaysatrid, and they complicate alife that is not, by any standard, smpleto begin with.”

She had bread with something in the middle in one hand, and she meant to move it to her mouth, but it
got stuck halfway and stayed there. “What happened?’

“Nothing,” hereplied curtly. “And it was agreat dedl of work to ensure that that nothing happened.”
“The baby?’

“I gave you my word, in the short term, Kaylin.” His eyes, when he swiveled his neck to look &t her,
werethe color of fire.



“The Emperor wants him dead,” she said flatly. She had meant it to be a question.
“Kaylin, any thinking person wants him dead.”

The urge to open the door and leap into the streets that were moving by at such a brisk pace was amost
overwhelming. Severn caught her arm before she could move, and it steadied her. His presence steadied
her. It aways had.

But Severn, she knew, could kill the baby.

“The Emperor, however, has gracioudy agreed to alow me some meager sense of my own honor. While
we deal with the matters at hand, he will not harm the child.” He continued wesrily, “No onewill be
alowed to harm the child while heisin resdence. That much comfort, you may alow yoursdf. But that is
asfar asit goes, Kaylin.

“We will now speak with the Elders. The fate of your Sergeant will be decided today.”
“But—but—he didn’'t murder aman! They can't indict him if—"

“Hedid worse, Kaylin. He suspected the truth—about the man, about the baby—and did nothing. Said
nothing. It isnot murder, no. But inasmuch as the concept exists among the Leontine enclave, itis
treason.”

She was slent for amoment. When she spoke, she could hardly hear herself. “ Do they know about the
child?’

Sanabdlis turned to the window. He didn't answer.

The Elders were, as Sanabdlis said, waiting. They were nestly attired for Leontinesin summer hest,
whichisto say, they were wearing clothing. Mostly robes that stopped afew inches from their ankles.
The robes were an undyed off-white, with loose deeves or no deeves.

The Elders stood in agroup around the First Son, who was aso robed in asimilar way.

He bowed when Sanabalis approached, nodding, as he rose, to both Severn and Kaylin. It wasn't a
particularly friendly gesture.

Kaylin had eaten what she could ssomach in the carriage, but in truth, it wasn't awholelot. She was
restless, nervous, ready to fight. Her wrist felt naked. Her hands were empty, but they itched for daggers.
Stll, she managed to return the nod, not that the First Son seemed to notice.

“We welcome you, Eldest, to our Council.” The First Son spoke in High Barrani. If he hadn’t spoken the
gyllables 0 precisaly, Kaylin wasn't certain she would have recognized them.

Sanabalis didn’'t seem to have that problem. He didn’t bow, and he didn’t knedl, but he did nod.

“We seek your counsdl, Eldest,” one of the older Leontines said. HisHigh Barrani wasn't as clean or
preciseas Adar's, dthough it was spoken dowly. Clearly the Leontines weren't used to the language of
the Imperid common law.

Thisdid not surprise Sanabdlis. It didn’t really surprise Kaylin either. But her opinion didn’t matter.
Sanabdisinclined hishead. “ Speak,” hetold them. “ And speak in the language of your kin, for if | am not
mistaken, the counsdl you seek concernsyour kin.”



The Leontine nodded and turned to Adar. “With your permission,” he said.
Adar nodded dowly. “With your permission, Eldest, | will speak in the language of Law.”
Sanabalis nodded.

“Thefirst matter we wish your advice on concerns Marcus K assan. He serves the outsiders,” he added,
using aLeontine word that there was no exact Elantran meaning for. Kaylin had heard it a handful of
timesin the Pridlea, usudly spoken with scorn or gpprehension.

“He serves the Emperor,” Sanabdis said camly. “ The Emperor governsthe City, and the Empire. I, as
well, owe my dlegiance to the Emperor.”

The other Elders began to murmur among themsalves, their low growls a contrast to the almost purring
Leontine of the hearth.

“He wasto be charged with murder?” Sanabalis asked, when the discussion had continued for that little
bit too long.

“He was charged with kin-daying,” Adar replied. “ And he accepted the charge. It was not to discuss
charges that we were to convene, but consequences.” Kaylin wondered, for just amoment, where he
had been taught, and how long he had been away from hiskind. In many ways, Adar was unique.
Although he was unmistakably Leontine, there was something about his bearing that set him apart. That,
and the deference he was granted. She wasn't sure how much of the latter depended on the former.

“However,” Adar continued, raising hisvoice just atouch. The dight increase in volume served to quell
the discussion that was unfolding, in the Leontine version of whispers, al around him. “However, in light
of your visit, and your investigation, those charges are withdrawn entirely. A man hasthe right to kill to
preserve hisown life”

“Y ou accept the death as aresult of saf-defense?’

“Wedo.”

“Very wdl. Continue”

“Marcus Kassan offered no defense of his actions when he was apprehended.”
Sanabalis nodded.

“He has been unwilling to address the Elders,” Adar continued. “It isaminor crime, among our kin, but it
isnot an unfamiliar one. It is, however, notable given the gravity of the Situation and the possible nature of
his attacker.”

“Meaning that he will not spesk to you.”

“Meaning that, Eldest, yes”

“Hewill spegk tome.”

Adar nodded. “That ismy suspicion. Will you speak to him on behalf of the Elders?’
“I will speak to him on behdf of the Emperor,” Sanabaisreplied coally.

Adar turned to two of the Elders and spoke a quick, curt Leontine word that was so harsh Kaylin



couldn’t understand it.

They didn’'t have that difficulty. They bowed and turned toward the cage in which Marcus Kassan sat.
Hewas out of the range of hearing, but not, Kaylin thought, of vison. He knew damn well they were
there, and waiting on him.

But he took his bloody time gaining his feet when the cage door was opened and he was gestured ouit. It
rankled. She wanted to snarl some choice Leontine phrasesinto the silence. But this wasthe one placeiit
wasn't safe to do so. She held her tongue. Kept her hands by her sides. Waited.

Marcuswas slent as he wasled to Adar. He didn't snarl, didn’t struggle—there wasn’t much to struggle
againg. They hadn’'t bound or chained him, and inasmuch as a cage existed that could hold an angry
Leontine, the onethat he' d lived in for what fdt like months—but was |less than ahandful of days—was
purely decorative.

“Sergeant Kassan,” Lord Sanabalis said.
Marcus looked at the Dragon Lord.
“Y ou have been cleared of dl charges of murder,” Sanabalis announced.

Marcus s glanceflickered off Sanabadlis sfacefor an eye-blink. Kaylin saw him look at the ground.
There, in dark, smudged ash, waswhat remained of hisfriend. But his head hadn’t moved. And hislips
didn't either.

Sanabdisfrowned; it wasthefirst familiar expression she'd seen on hisface. “ Sergeant,” he said, his
voice ashade moreirritable. “We believe that you were caled away from your place of work on urgent
busness”

Marcus nodded.

“What occurred when you met your friend?’

The slence was heavy.

“Marcus?’ Kaylinsaid quietly.

Helooked at her.

She took abresath and then another, deeper one. “The Pridleawas attacked last night.”
Hiseyeswidened, and hisexpresson shed dl neutrdlity in an ingtant.

Kaylin lifted her chin, exposing her throat. Given that she was wearing her standard best kit, shedidn’t
expose much, but it was the gesture that counted. She dso held her hands out, pdms facing him, but that
was pure Elantran, pure human. Leontines, after al, didn’t lift their hands to show they were unarmed.
Why bother with handheld weapons when you aready sported a better set?

“Tell me” hesaid curtly, bringing the full force of a Sergeant’ svoiceto bear.
“Orogrim cameto vigt.”

He closed his eyes and the Elders began to speak, someto each other, someto Adar. Adar lifted apae
hand. They fell silent dowly, because L eontines were generdly never silent. They didn’t talk alot, but
there was dways a background growl—or purr if you were lucky—in any room that also contained



Leontines.
“Hewasdriven off,” Kaylin said. “But the building sustained fire damage.”
“And my wives? My children?’

“All safe,” she answered quickly. “We didn’'t have anywhere to go—they didn’t, | mean—so they’re
now in residence as guests a the Imperia Palace.”

His eyes were ashade of orange that made him look almost draconic. He turned to Sanabalis, and
everything about his stance was different. The Dragon Lord met his gaze and held it. Kaylin—at whom it
was no longer directed—fought the urge to take a step back. Or several steps, al at speed.

Sanabdis now lifted ahand. “ Kayala accepted the offer of hospitality, and it issmply that. It was
expedient to repair to the Palace. It isthe one place in which their safety could be guaranteed. They are
freeto leave, and to wander at will. They are guilty of no crime.

“The same cannot necessarily be said of their husband, and that iswhy | am here. Y ou did not speak
when the charge of murder waslaid at your feet. Y ou will speak now.”

Marcuswas slent for along time. Whatever deference other Leontines felt for Dragons Marcus clearly
held in abeyance.

But he cleared histhroat, breaking both silence and tension. “ Gorran mirrored me. The mirror was
keyed,” he added, “and Gorran should not have been able to use it—but he spoke of some danger to my
wives. He requested a meeting—"

“Gorran would not have dared—"
Adar growled a the Elder, who fell slent. Kaylin, on the other hand, said, “Was Gorran an Elder?’
“Hewas.” It was Sanabaiswho replied.

She looked at the men again. | regret your loss,” she said in perfect Leontine. It seemed to ether
surprise or offend them; given the dightly orangetingeto their eyes, she guessed it was the latter.

“Didit not gtrike you as unusua?” Adar asked, in hiscalm, deep voice.

“Yes, Firg Son. It did. But my first duty isto my Pridleaand Gorran was both friend and Elder. | agreed
tomeet him.”

“And he suggested the location.”

“yYes”

“Y ou accepted it.”

“Yes. | wanted to hear what he had to say. At thetime, | didn’t carewherel heard it.”
“Or you believed that Gorran did not wish to be overheard.”

Marcus nodded dowly, and after amarked hesitation.

Kaylin would have bet money that the Elderswould break out in another round of growls, but Adar’'s
glare got to them before words | eft their mouths. They weren't happy, however.



Adar turned to Sanabdis. “Forgive my intrusion, Eldest.” He bowed.
“You met Gorran.”

“yYes”

“And nothing struck you as unusua ?’

Again, slence. After along pause—one unbroken by Sanabalis, who merely waited—Marcus said, “No.
Something was unusud.” Hefdl sllent again, but thistime, Sanabalis s posture changed. Clearly, he had
tired of waiting.

“Sergeant Kassan, you have served the Emperor’s Law for many years. Y ou have made aname for
yourself, and you have the Emperor’s approva. It would cause some distress were you to be executed in
this place, and it would aso cause some unrest if you were to surrender your badge of office.

“We no longer have time for your hesitation and your persond life. If you cannot answer these questions
to my satisfaction, | will cal inthe Tha dani and they will extract the answers| require. The choiceis
entirely yours.”

Asif he had expected no less—or no more—Marcus Kassan seemed to wilt. It bothered Kaylin alot
more than she had thought it would. She' d seen him chew through solid wood in fury; she'd seenhim
bare his fangs when arguments about the duty roster had gone on for longer than hislimited patience
dlowed; she'd seen him tired, and she’ d even seen him hiding from hiswives.

But this, thisamost abject surrender? Never.
And she hated it.

Shetook two steps forward before anyone redlly noticed, and she inserted hersdlf between Sanabdis
and the Sergeant, turning her back to the Sergeant because she wanted to see Sanabalis s eyes. Her
hands were near her dagger hilts, and athough she otherwise stood in the posture that was called “at
ease,” shewasn't.

She even opened her mouth, but the hand that was placed on her shoulder wasn't the Dragon’s. It was
Marcus's. She turned, as he pulled her around, and met his gaze.

“Kitling,” he said quietly, “you are not of the people. Y ou are of my Pridlea, and you areloved and
fiercely defended by my wives, but you do not understand what the Elders, what the Dragon, offer.”

“I know damn well what they offer. I’ ve been through a Tha dani investigation before.”
“Yes” Hiseyeswere dmost gold.

“Marcus, can't you just tell them what they need to know?’

“No, kitling. No.”

Something in histone of voice made her wince.

“Sit with Corpord Handred, if you can. Wait, if you must. Lord Sanabalis must have prepared for this
eventudity, and it will not belong now.” Heturned to Adar for thefirst time. “First Son,” he said gravely.
“Sheisyoung and sheisferociousin her defence of kin.” Asif she were achild and he was making
excusesfor her poor behavior.



But Adar nodded, and the hint of a smile—with Leontines, it was only ahint, and frankly, given thelift of
lip over caninesthat could rip athroat out, it was often hard to distinguish from, say, imminent
death—transformed his features. He looked younger than he had at any other time she'd seen him. “The
daughters worth having dwaysare,” hereplied. “ Shewould diefor you, | think. Kill for you, certainly.”

Marcus s expression was, however, impassive. “ Shewould do both, if shewere alowed.”

Lord Sanabalis waited amoment, and then inclined his head in Marcus sdirection. “Yes,” he said softly,
“I was prepared.” He turned and walked away, climbing the steps of the vast coliseum asif they wereflat
and tiny. He didn't look like he moved quickly, but he covered alot of distance anyway. Kaylin watched
his back until it was out of Sght.

“It was clever of you,” Marcus said, when he had gone. “To mention my wivesat atimelikethis”
“It wasthe only thing | could think of that would make you speak.”
“Yes.” Helooked tired. “How has the operation in the Pal ace proceeded?’

She would have dropped her lower jaw if it hadn’t been attached to her face. The aforementioned
Corpord Handred, however, came to the rescue of her dignity. Or perhaps Marcus's. It was hard to tell.

“It has proved interesting,” Severn now said. “And involved one visit to the Foundling Halls”
“TheHdlIs?

“Mr. Rennick wished to spesk with children who had visited the Tha dani Quarter before the unrest. He
wanted their opinions and their impressions. They were, of course, happy to give him exactly what he
asked for.”

“Ah. And wasit of ue?’

“I believe 0. The Tha dani like children. Asthey did not like hisfirgt attempt at public communication,
heisnow attempting to give them astory they will at least have less causeto didike.”

“It' snot finished yet.”

“No. The Swords are out in full force around the Quarter. Some of the Wolves have been seconded for
sarvice there aswell, although less visibly. The city has been in armsfor the duration. There have been
scuffles and someinjuries—" he held up ahand in Kaylin' s direction before she could ask aquestion
“—but they all occurred outside of the Quarter, and were caused by ether gross incompetence on the
part of men who aren’t actually accustomed to handling weapons, or by the Swordsin their attempt to
disperse the more moblike crowds.”

Severn lowered his hand. “1 spoke at length to some of the Swords when | made my report to Malory
thismorning.”

Kaylin shook her head. “I should have expected as much,” she said dmost ruefully.

Severn nodded. “But you were otherwise occupied.” He turned toward the outer height of the coliseum.
“Sandbdisisreturning.”

Kaylin turned to look aswell, and saw the Dragon Lord descending the steps far more dowly than he
had climbed them. He had two companions. One was a Dragon; she recognized the build and the walk.
She didn’t recogni ze the face. She might have if she’ d stopped to think, because she' d met the Dragon



Lords of the Imperid Court before.

But by hisside, in agown the color of pae cedar, was awoman she recognized. Her hair was the color
of honey, and her skin, bronze in the morning light.

Yhbdline

CHAPTER 19

Sanabalis, what the hell were you thinking? She shouldn’t be walking around outside the Quarter a a
timelikethis. It was her first thought. It was her second thought. The third thought, that the first two
should remain behind closed lips, came quickly enough that she actualy snapped her jaw shut. But she
detached hersdlf from the Elders and walked up the stepsto greet Y belline. The Tha dani Castelord
smiled and held out her arms. Kaylin waked into them and hugged her carefully, aware that the hilt of her
daggers wouldn't be exactly comfortable,

Y belline brushed Kaylin' s forehead gently with her antennae, and Kaylin, instead of stiffening, leaned into
them. So much had changed, and in so little time. Why are you here? What was Sanabdis thinking?

Y ou will haveto ask him, wasthe grave, but amused, reply. We are never cdled upon to touch the
thoughts or memories of the Dragons.

But the Quarter—your home—

We are safe, Kaylin. And thanksto your intervention at acrucia time, weremain so. Thereisfear and
worry, yes, and not alittle anger—but it isheld in check. The children watch, she added softly. Asif the
children were the keepers of dl conscience.

And maybe, Kaylin thought, just maybe, they were agood keeper. To protect your children, you
struggled with your anger, mastered it. Y ou struggled to explain away your fear, or theirs. There probably
wasn't dl that much difference, inthe end.

Y ou worked hard to be worthy of the trust they so carelesdy—and completely—placed in you.
Yes, Ybdlinetold her. But the Leontines are waiting, now. What do you fear?

|—I don’'t know. Marcuswon't talk, Kaylin said. He could, but hewon't. | think he wants you to take
the memories. He can't give them up. And | didn’t want him to suffer—she remembered, briefly, the first
time she had met the Tha dani. She shuddered, tried to pull away, and fdt the soft curve of Ybeline's
armsaround her.

I’'m sorry—I|—
Y ou have no secrets, came the soft reply, because you don’'t need them. Not with me. Not from me.

Kaylin felt the tension ebb from her shoulders, her legs, the fighting stance she had tried—while being
hel d—to adopt.

Y bdline nodded. Y ou were afraid for him.
| was.
And now?

Kaylin shook her head. | trust you, shetold Y belline. She stepped back, amost overbalanced on the



edge of astep, and cursed in Leontine as Y belline pulled her back, laughing. It waswarm, that laugh, and
it was audible. The antennae no longer touched Kaylin' s forehead, but it wasn't necessary; Kaylin could
fedl the amusement and affection rolling off Y belline like ocean waves againgt sand.

Kaylin turned to the Elders. “ Sorry,” she said in Elantran. They said nothing—at all—and she escorted
Y belline down therest of the sairs.

Marcus was waiting. He seemed dightly surprised at the choice of Tha dani presented to him. “It’ snot
often that you are called upon, Y belline Rabon’ aani.”

“No,” shereplied serendly. “But | have visited the Halls of Law before.”
“Ah, yes”
“It was thought that my ability would serve best when dedling with the memories of achild,” she added.

Kaylin raised abrow. “That’ swhy it was you who touched Catti?” Shefelt achill in the heet of the
unfettered sun. Catti was one of Marrin’s foundlings, and she had been kidnapped—a most
sacrificed—because she was part of Kaylin'slife. She'd survived.

“Y es. Shewas young, and while it was absolutely essentia that we understand exactly what had befallen
her in her captivity, Lord Sanabalis suggested that | might be the most suitable of the Tha dani seconded
to Imperia Serviceto perform the task.”

Kaylin turned to look at Sanabalis.
“Itishard,” the Dragon Lord replied, with no expression whatsoever, “to fear Y belline.”
“Catti was only ayear younger than | waswhen I—"

“Catti did not attempt what you attempted.” If hisface till looked like carved stone, hisvoice had
dropped afew degrees.

It wastrue. Kaylin looked away.
“Lord Sanabdis” Y bdline began, but Kaylin lifted ahand.
“| deserved that,” she said quietly.

“If it comfortsyou at dl,” Y belline added, “your preoccupation with the welfare of the young was noted,
and | was asked to attend as much for your peace of mind asfor Catti’s.” She reached out and caught
Kaylin's clenched handsin her own, as unsdfconscious at the physica contact as any member of her
race might be. “1 am glad that | acceded to the request, Kaylin. We are very, very different women, but
we share some of the same concerns and the same goals—and we have chosen to let what we love,
instead of what we fear, define us.” Shelet go of Kaylin'shands.

“Did you bring her because you thought it would make things easier on me?’ Kaylin whispered to her
teacher.

Lord Sanabdisfrowned. “Ybdlineisfar too modest,” hereplied at last. “Marcusis stubborn and he
surrenders nothing gracefully. What she takes from histhoughts, she will haveto work for. Very few of
the Tha dani are as...adept. . .at such work.”

A different and equally unwel come thought occurred to Kaylin, and she looked & Marcus. Marcus was
staring straight ahead, so it took abit of work to catch his attention. When he gaveit, it was with the tired



resignation of a parent who hasn’t been able to deep for more than three hours at astretch and is
serioudy reconsidering the wisdom of having offspring.

“Yes, Private?’
“|l—nothing, Sr.”

“Good. Shut up and sit down. Preferably at adistance.” He growled. She had started to lift her chin, to
expose her throat in the accepted posture of submission. “1 will not hurt her,” hetold her. “If that was
your concern. | will also endeavor not to beinsulted.”

“Yes, Marcus”
“Good. Corporad.”
Severn nodded, and put an arm around Kaylin's shoulders, drawing her back.

She watched in silence as Y belline approached her Sergeant, and watched as their faces grew closer
together. The antennae weaved in the air so gracefully it was dmaost impossible not to be hypnotized by
their movement.

But they stopped suddenly againgt the fur of Marcus sforehead, and the Sergeant tiffened at the
contact. Kaylin had to look away. She loved Marcus, yes. But she dso loved Y bdlline.

Andif Marcuswould only talk—

“Youwouldn't,” said Severn quietly, divining her helplessanger.
“Wouldn't what?’

“Y ou wouldn’'t give them theinformation.”

“If I knew damn well they were going to get it anyway, | would.”

“No,” hesaid quietly, and certainly. “If it meant the desth of your wife—or the death of your
children—you wouldn't.”

Shedidn’t answer. Put like that, there wasn’t much she could say.
“Ybdline has seen worse.” Hewas aware of dl Kaylin'sfear. “Far worse.”
“And you know that how?’

“I know who she' stouched.”

She gtarted to ask him how, redlized that it must have been when hewas aWolf, and fdl slent. “We're
goingto belate,” she said tondlesdy.

“We dill havetwo hours.”

“It won't be enough.”

It wasn't even close.



Y belline and Marcus stood facing each other in sllence, while Kaylin watched. Swest beaded Y bdlling' s
perfect skin asthe sun climbed. Somewherein the city, Richard Rennick would also berising. But she
couldn’t leave. Not while the striking antennae that characterized al of the Tha dani were dtill nestled in
Leontinefur.

Marcus might have been sweating—with Leontines, it was hard to tell. But his expression wasthe
expression that had earned him the nickname Old Ironjaw; it was grim and set, and it didn’t falter. There
was no widening of eyes, there was no cry of dismay—or worse, shame—and in her time, Kaylin had
done and seen both.

Therewasjust Marcus, accused of treason, and Y belline, beholden by Imperia Law to do as she was
doing: rifle through hismemories, discarding those that weren't relevant to the investigation.

Two hours after noon, the antennae withdrew. For along moment, that was the only changein the
strange tableau of Leontine and Tha dani. Y belline moved first. She took a step back, that was dl. But
Sanabaiswas by her sdeingtantly, his presence clearly—if slently—warning al othersto keep their
distance.

Not that they needed the warning.

Kaylin could see the Leontines clearly. They weredl watching Y belline with barely velled hodtility and
fear. She would have hated them for it—she wanted to hate them for it. But she had been exactly where
they now were: witness to something dien and terrifying. Like most mortals, they had secretsto guard.

But if she'd walked in their shoes, she had discarded them for apair that suited her better, to stretch the
analogy, and she stood quickly and walked to Y belline sside.

Severn gave her awarning glance, but he did nothing to hinder her. In hisown way, he cared for Y belline
and the Tha dani as much asKaylin did. Possibly more.

Kaylin held out both hands, and Y belline took them gracefully; her own were trembling. But she smiled,
and if the smileitsalf seemed lessbrilliant, less effusive, it wasred. There couldn’t possibly be another
person in the world like Y belline Rabon’ aani, but there only had to be one.

Y belline did not touch Kaylin' s forehead with her antennae. She spoke instead. “Y ou were wrong, to
fear for me, to fear what | might see. | understand why you care for him,” she added. “Heisunusud. But
the secrets he kept—those secrets, Kaylin, would be understood even by the Tha dani. And that istrue
of very few morta secrets. Come.” She did not surrender both of Kaylin's hands, but did free one so
that she could walk, and drag the Hawk with her.

By her other side, Sanabdiswalked in slence. But when he reached the Elders, he said “The meeting
may now continue.”

“ And the accused?”’

“If you fed it necessary to cage him, that isyour prerogative. | seelittle chance of attempted escape,” he
said, making hisown opinion clear.

They bowed to Sanabdis sintent.
“Y belline, what occurred on the day Gorran was killed?’

“ Sergeant Kassan received a message from an old friend. It was routed to the office, to asmall mirror
that is keyed for specific use. As he was not one of the people for whom it was keyed, Sergeant Kassan



was surprised and somewhat suspicious.”
“That agreeswith what he has said to the Council,” Adar replied.

“Hisfriend suggested a meeting, at a public place near the borders of the L eontine Quarter—but not
ingde them. Again, Sergeant Kassan was suspicious, and he asked at this point, why such alocation was
necessary.” She drew bregth.

“Hisfriend replied, ‘| fear that the Council of Elderswill, upon discovery of relevant information, order
the surrender of your wife, Sarabe, to the Elders judgment. It islikely that you will keep her children, for
they are not marked.””

A hiss—alitera hiss—broke the flow of her words. Adar lifted ahand and in the high sun the glint of
flexed claws carried dl the warning he needed to give. Silence resumed before Y belline spoke again.

“At this paint, the Sergeant was. .. upset. His attachment to hiswivesisas strong asany Leontine's.
But...heisaso an Officer of the Law. He asked hisfriend about the ‘ rlevant information’ in question.
Hisfriend said, ‘1 cannot discussit at thislocation. | do not wish to alert the Elders, and | do not wish to
be considered guilty of offering you any warning at dl. If we mest, | will reved what | know, and you
may—perhaps—take precautions.””

“ S0 he agreed to thismesting.”

“Yes. But he was till suspicious. He didiked the suspicion, because the man was an old friend, and if
asked, hewould have said he trusted him with hislife. But he took some basic precautions against
possible magica interference, and other unlikely difficulties. He had confidencein his ability to handlea
physica fight.”

“And the nature of those precautions?’

“I am not at liberty to detail them, asit involvestheinternd affairsof the Hallsof Law,” shereplied
smoothly.

Adar glanced a Sanabalis, and Sanabalis nodded.
“He then waited until the appointed time, and he went to meet hisfriend.”
“Hetook none of hisHawkswith him?’

“No. Hetold no one. If the Elders had been invoked, it would have been considered a Caste matter, and
evenif danger did arisein some unforeseen fashion, it would gtill be a Caste matter unless hisHawks
wereinvolved.”

Adar nodded. “Prudent.”

“HeisLeonting” shereplied. “HeisaHawk, but heisLeontine.” She said it with more force than she
had yet used, dthough her expression seemed the same calm expression she aways wore.

“Hemet hisfriend at a pub. It was midday, and therefore very sparsaly occupied. Hisfriend was seated
and waiting for him. When he saw hisfriend, he knew something was wrong. He wasn't certain what, but
he knew.” She paused, and then added, “The closest Barrani word would be scent—he scented

danger.”

Adar nodded gravely, asif this made sense.



“He approached the table, took a chair, tried to relax.”

Kaylin snorted. She could imagine just how much relaxation he achieved. She wondered how much of
the tabletop he' d shredded while making the effort.

“The man asked after hiswife and children, and in particular after Sarabe. The Sergeant’ sreplieswere
terse and neutral. And then the Leontine said, ‘We have reason to bdieve that Marai has borneachild.””

There was a sudden, deafening silence from the Elders. Kaylin, braced for bad news, felt herself
beginning to crouch, and straightened her legs, moving her hands away from her daggers.

“And the Sergeant’ sreaction?’
“Hesad ‘Impossible. Sheisnot even married.””
“What was he thinking?”

Y belling sfrown was dight, but it clouded her face. Sheturned to Sanabalisand said, “I do not believe it
isrdevant.”

“Overruled.”
She hesitated, and then said, “Loosdly trandated? ‘ Damn.” He was, however, surprised.”

Adar looked asif hewould question her further, but hefdl slent instead. He was thoughtful, watching her
face, the dight curve of her lips, the obvious antennae.

““Webelieve,’ hisfriend said, ‘that the child isaboy.’”

All of the Elders now looked at Sanabdis, some with dread, some with no expression at al. Sanabalis,
however, looked at Y belline.

“The Sergeant said nothing, and after amoment, the friend said, * We expected you might have some
information about this, Marcus. One of your Hawks was said to have attended the birth. Did she say
nothing of it to you?

“To which the Sergeant responded, truthfully, ‘No.””
“Thefriend was sllent, and the Sergeant—moved.”
“Moved?’

“Helegped off hischair and away from histable, grabbing the edge of the nearest table and flipping it
Sdeways. Herolled behind it.”

Kaylin smiled. She had rarely seen Marcus in action—but that had Marcus written al over it.
“Why?" Adar asked.

“Ingtinct,” Y belinereplied serendly. “ 1t saved hislife. Therewasn't much left of the table. The payment
for damagesto the pub is till outstanding, and he regretsthat.”

“What was hefighting?’

“A Leontine,” shereplied. Her expression grew remote, asif she had moved away from them al while
gtanding in place. “ To the eyes of the barman and the pub’ s owner, that was al he fought. To hisown



eyes, on one level. But on another, because he was prepared, he could see. ..shadow.

“ And because he could see the shadows clearly, he understood what the Eldersin tribes across the plains
fear. He understood the significance of the marked, and understood why they were exterminated. And he
understood, aswell, that Sarabe, marked but nonetheless hiswife, would be in danger.

“He called out to hisfriend,” she continued, gtill at aremove. “He caled out three names. Only oneisthe
nameyou cal him,” shesaid, “and | did not think it germaneto press for further knowledge.”

Adar lifted ahand. “1t was not germane,” hereplied, “and | thank you for your hesitance. But if he
understood the nature of what he faced, why did he call out?’

“They werefriends,” she said starkly. “ And he could not—not completely—believe that hisfriend was no
longer there. Controlled, yes. Enspelled, yes. Possibly endaved—but not absent. He took some injuries
in the fight because of this,” she added quietly.

“But he killed the—the abomination.”

“Yes. Inthe end, hekilled. But there were Leontine witnessesin the bar by the end of the fight.
Witnesses who had not been there at its beginning. He understood, then, that the death was a sacrifice,
and hewasitsintended victim.”

“And he said nothing.”
“No.”

Adar was silent for amoment. “1 see.” He turned, then, and offered Sanabalis adeep bow. “Eldest,” he
sad. “Wewill deliberate, now. We thank you for your intervention.”

Sanabdlis nodded in return. “How much time will these deliberations require?’
“I am not certain. Thereis much to discuss.”

“Thereismuch that isrelevant to the Emperor,” Sanabdisreplied inturn. “Wewill wait.”

“Rennick isgoing tokill us,” Kaylin told Sanabdis as they stood together some distance from the Elders.
Y belline had taken a seat dong one of the curved stone benches. Shewas silent.

“While | would like to see him make the attempt,” the Dragon Lord replied, “I took some precautions
before | |eft the Palace. Heisaware that you will be somewhat tardy.”

“Did youtdl himwhy?’
“No. I’'m certain you' ll—what is the phrase among your kind? Ah, yes. Think of something.”

L eontine growls punctuated the otherwise sllent day; the sun began its march toward the horizon while
they listened. Kaylin heard snatches of conversation, but never quite enough to make sense of; her

L eontine belonged to the Pridiea s hearth. She did, however, pick up afew of the more familiar phrases
she occasondly used.

She glanced at Marcus. He remained standing where he had stood while Y belline examined him; he
hadn’t moved an inch. His hands were by his sides, and his eyes were closed, probably because he was
listening. He had stood there for hours, and could probably stand there for severd more. They hadn’t



ingsted that he return to his cage; they hadn’t redlly spokento him at all.

Hedidn't draw their atention to this oversight.

But when the Elders were done, his eyes opened.

Adar approached him in sllence. The Eldersfollowed.

“Marcus son of Horus, you are called before the Council.” He spoke in very dow High Barrani.
Marcus nodded.

“We have consdered the circumstances with care,” Adar said, “and it isour opinion that, in choosing
slence, you have endangered thekin.”

Marcus nodded again.

“But if you have sidestepped an ancient law, you have done so because you have chosen to follow laws
equally ancient. The laws of the Pridiea,” he added. “The blameis ours, and we accept it. We should
have ordered the deaths of Sarabe and Marai when they were presented to Council at birth. We did not.
And because we did not, you were | eft little choice in the matter. Y ou are aman. A man does not
abandon hiswives.

“Y ou understand the threat we face, Marcus. Y ou are not an Elder, but we ask you now what you would
do, were you to carry the weight and responsbility of thetribe.”

“If | werein your podition, and | had decided that Sarabe and Marai must die,” Marcus replied, without
expression, “1 would kill me.”

“And would you decide that their deaths are necessary?’

“No.”

Adar stepped forward until he was within arm'’ s reach of the Sergeant. “No?’
“No. Wefailed to protect Marai. Thefailureisours.”

“Shehad ason.”

“Y es. But she was not married, and she was adopted by no Pridlea. She wasleft to fend for herself. She
isnot tainted by the Shadows. Or she was not. And Sarabe has borne girls, and their births were
registered. None of them are marked. They have lived their lives by the whim and rules of the Elders, and
they have lived them aswell asthey can. Werel you, Adar, | would hunt the shadow-spawn, and |
would kill him. If it were possible. But | would not destroy two innocent women to gppease the wrath of
Dragons.”

“Even though you have seen for yoursdlf the truth of the ancient story, and the danger.”
“Evenso.”

Adar was silent for amoment. “The tainted one must be stopped,” hesaid at last. “And a Pridleamust be
found for Marai—one that meetsthe Elders approva. Sarabeis, asyou say, without blame. Her
existenceisnot without risk, but it isarisk that we are—for the sake of peace between the Emperor and
our kin—willing to accept. If the Eldest acceptsit,” he added, glancing toward Sanabalis.



“The Dragon Court is not without itsmisgivings,” he replied dowly. “ But the continued existence of the
only Leontineto servethe Halls of Law ismarginally more va uable to the Emperor than the degth of the
marked. The tainted one was not born within the city. He might not have been born within the Empire.
Some investigations are ongoing with regards to this, but they do not concern the Caste Court at
present.”

Kaylin could see the sudden sagging of Marcus' s shoulders, could hear the bregth that he had been
holding as he dowly, dowly let go. But he kept something in reserve, for he nodded warily, asif waiting
for the other shoeto drop.

“Very well. If it is acceptable to the Eldest, it is acceptable to the Elders. In these things, we take their
lead.”

Marcus nodded again, ill silent, still wary.

“But the child—his son—must die”

“No!”

Asone man, they swiveled to look at Kaylin.

“The child has done nothing wrong. How can he? He' sa baby!”

They stared at her for along moment, and then afew of them glanced at Marcus. Marcus was massaging
histemples and, yes, showing hisfangs. It wasthe universal Sgn of frusgtration in Leontines.

“Private,” hesaid, awarning growl underpinning the familiar word.

“No,” shesaid. It was adifferent no; it didn’t sound asif it had been torn out of a place so deep it had
left awound on exit.

“Itisnot your place—"

“Itismy place. | helped deliver the baby. There was no one dsethere. I licked the birth fluids from him.
Hisnameisin part my name.”

“Heisnot your child.”
“No? And Sarabe' s children are not Kayala s?’
“Thereisadifference”

“Thereisno difference. They didn’t bear those daughters, but they were there to catch the babies when
they were born. Even you weren't present,” she added. “Maral asked for me. | wasthere.

“And | clamtheright of Pridlealaw. | won't just step aside and wait for his death.”
“The Ancient Laws supersede—"

“Youjust told Marcusthat primd law countsfor something. That it isasold, and as honorable, as—as
anything else. | believethat,” shesaid grimly. “I so believe that it smy duty to defend the helpless. |
have theright of amother. | have the responsibility of aHawk.” Shefolded her arms carefully. It kept her
hands from her daggers.

“Thetainted,” Adar said dmost gently, “are not recognized at birth askin. They are kinless, and they are



motherless”

She snorted. She stopped herself from using the choice Leontine phrase that was hovering on the edge of
her tongue by dint of purewill.

And Lord Sanabalis spoke.

Thehair on the back of Kaylin's neck rose and she felt an answering tingle from the skin benesth it. From
the skin on her arms, her thighs, her back. She heard his voice, and felt it. He was not speaking Leontine.
Or Elantran. Or any tongue she could recognize.

But she recognized it anyway. It had been the language that he had first spoken when he had
disembarked from their carriage into the crowded L eontine streets what seemed half alifetime ago.

She could not see the words the way she had that day. They were not the same words, she thought,
athough the sound of each syllable was resonant with strength, intent, power.

The Eldersforgot her. They forgot Marcus. They fdl, dowly, to their knees before the standing Dragon,
with hisflashing eyesand histrailing beard of frost that made alie of theinfirmity of age.

When he had finished, and it was a short speech in comparison with the telling of the long tale of their
cregtion, he bowed to them dl and rose. “Private, | believe you are late.”

She shook hersdf, coming back to the present. “What did you tell them?’
“Thetruth,” he replied wesrily.
“Which one?”

“That anything that knows life—anything a al—can be corrupted or swayed from its purpose.” He
offered ahand to Y bdlline, and she accepted it gracefully. “ Sergeant Kassan isto remain with the
Elders” hesaid, “until the tainted is either contained or destroyed.”

“But—but why?”

“Because you would not scruple to hold the city hostage for the sake of your convictions. And because |
do not think we will cometo the tainted in time without your aid.”

“Thechild—"

“I will not lieto you, Kaylin. The child is sasfe—for now. But hisfateis yet to be determined, and when it
is, it will be by the Emperor. Who cares nothing, in the end, for the Pridlealaws or your persona
loydties”

CHAPTER 20

Y belline shared the carriage back to the Palace. Sanabalis was not, and had never been, small; Kaylin
was wedged between his bulk and the door, while Y belline and Severn sat opposite.

“Aren’'t we going the wrong way?" Kaylin asked Sanabdis.
“No.”

“I think we missed the turnoff to the Tha dani Quarter.”



“There are severeredrictions on traffic in that Quarter,” the Dragon Lord replied, “but even if there were
not, that would not be our destination. Y belline Rabon’ dani isto accompany you to your meeting with
Mr. Rennick.”

“Oh.” She had dmost forgotten Rennick.

“Y our timewith Mr. Rennick will be severely curtailed over the next few days,” Sanabalis continued.
“But Y belline has gracioudy consented to oversee hiswork in your absence.”

“Ishe aware of this?’
“Not yet.”
“And we're dready late”

“Heislesslikely to frown on that than your Sergeant. Y our current Sergeant,” he added. “ And if he does
shout or throw things—for which heisfamed in the kitchens—he neverthel ess didikes overweening pride
in authority figures. He will, however, accept it from the Emperor.”

“He'd haveto. HE s ill dive”

Rennick must have crawled hisway to the door, he took so long to open it. Kaylin had a suspicion that
he wouldn’t have answered at dl if Sanabdis had not cleared histhroat. In the lovely, cavernous heights
of the Palace halls, it sounded suspicioudy likearoar.

She wasn't quite sure what to expect from Rennick, because she and Severn were, at best estimate,
amogt four hourslate. Whilethiswas not entirely unheard-of in the office, even Kaylin recognized that
daysthislate generally caused starvation due to lack of employment.

But Rennick stared into the hall, first at Sanabalis, and then at the Tha alani woman who stood at hisside.
Sanabalis sbrow lifted—it was a subtle motion—and Rennick, whose mouth had opened dightly, bowed
instead of speaking. Herose and said, “1’m sorry—it’sabit messy. | wasn't expecting guests.”

“Kaylin and Severn were expected, surdy?’ Y belline asked.

“Well, yes—but they’ re Hawks. They’ re not exactly guests. Speaking of which,” he added, “you're
lae”

Kaylin nodded. “We were waiting for Y belline.”
“And you didn’t think to inform me?’
“It would have been agood ideg, but there were other things on our mind at the time. Can we comein?’

“Yes. There snot alot of visiblefloor, but you don't have to worry about what you step on. Unlessit
squed s or snaps.”

Hefully opened the door, and Kaylin shrugged. As messwent, it was pretty clean. Granted, she couldn’t
see the carpet. But the only thing that covered it was paper and books.

Rennick had busied himself shoving smilar crumpled pieces off the surface of the large dining table, and
from there, off the seats of various chairs. He pulled one of these out and gestured to Y belline, who took
it gracefully. Kaylin and Severn found their own chairs.



“I will leaveyou dl to the matters at hand,” Sanabdis said, eyeing one of the dender chairswith some
disdain. “Private, Corporal, | will send Lord Tiamaristo retrieve you should we receive word that your
services arerequired elsewhere.”

“Hey!” Rennick shouted, before Sanabdis could touch the large, gleaming handle on the door. “ They just
arived. Late, | might add.”

“Yes If dl goeswel, you will havether full attention—their full, respectful attention—for the remainder
of theday. If it does not, Y belline has gracioudy agreed to aid you in their stead. Since sheisthe
Cagtelord of the Tha dani, and she is noted for her ability to tolerate other races, you should be ableto
obtain any information you require from her.”

Rennick looked like he wanted to argue—but Rennick always looked like that. He did however manage
to snap hisjaw shut before anything unfortunate could fal out of his mouth. Lord Sanabalis apparently
tolerated his frequent outbursts with equanimity, but you probably didn’t want to rely on that forever. Not
with Dragons.

“What have you been up to?’ Rennick asked, when Sanabalis had opened the door and closed it from
the other side.

“Oh, sameold, sameold,” Kaylin replied.
“Which meansyou' re not going to tel me.”
“Pretty much. It was Hawk duty, if that helps.”

Rennick had finished what he called arough draft. It sat before him in as negat a pile as office paperwork
usualy sat in. He started to hand it to Kaylin, sopped himsdf, and amost sighed. “Ybdline?’ he said.

She nodded.
“Thisisasecond attempt at writing to order. Would you careto read it?’

She glanced at Kaylin, but it wasaquick glance, and it didn’t stay on Kaylin'sface long enough for
Kaylintoreply inkind.

“Yes. I'm curious. | understand that this has been difficult for you,” she said, “and | understand why the
Emperor thinks it necessary. | dso understand that we are not its intended audience, and | will do my
best to kegp thisin mind.” She held out her hand, and he placed the night’ swork—the long night’ swork,
by thelook of his stubble and the gray circles under his eyes—into her hands. Then he sat back into his
chair and stretched like a cat.

Y belline read. She was meticulousin her handling of the pages—far more than Rennick himsdlf. But her
expression—or rather, thetotal lack of it—was making Rennick nervous. Kaylin guessed this because it
was making her nervous, and she hadn’t written the damn thing. It was aimost torture to watch, and
Kaylin aleviated this by standing and pacing between the small mounds of paper al over thefloor.

But when Y belline cleared her throat, Kaylin took her seat again. Severn, damn him, hadn’t redly
moved.

Her first question surprised them.



“May | bring my peopleto seethisplay?’

Her first reaction—that thiswas abad ideain a hundred different ways—didn’t escape before Rennick
spoke, possibly because she couldn’t decide which of the hundred to start with.

“Of course,” hereplied. And he amiled. It wasatired smile, but for amoment, he looked genuinely
pleased.

“I liked the orphans,” Y belline continued. “We are not without accidents or illnesses, and many of our
young have faced life without parents. But not thisway.” There was compassion in thetonethat didn’t
dip toward pity. “ Some of my kin might understandably wonder why you placed the orphansin the
Quiarter, but | think that such acomplaint would not be reasonable.” She turned to Kaylin, then. “ Thereis
anotein the margins—your foundlings areto act?’

“Not dl of them,” hereplied. “And, boy, isthat going to cause trouble.”

Y belline nodded. “Isthat dl, then? Will this play be performed soon?” And now, into the smoothness of
her voice, cracks appeared. She was weary. Or worried. Probably both.

“With someluck,” Rennick replied. “| have actorsin mind for some of the parts, but the rest?” He
shrugged. “I'll have to have auditions. | haveto find the right people—exactly the right people—to play
theThaldani.”

“I would suggest some of my kin, but I do not think they would be well-suited to what | understand of
your acting.”

“Lord, no. Wewant them to think humans can be sane,” Rennick said cheerfully.
“Sheknowsus,” Kaylin said with asnort. “1’d say Ybdlline, at least, isalost cause.”

Rennick chuckled, but the chuckle lost steam. He looked at Y belline for along moment, and then held
out his hand; she placed the play into it.

“Rennick,” Kaylin said. “Don’'t even think it.”

“Don’'t you have somewhere you have to be?’ Rennick replied. He flipped through the first few pages.
Stopped, splitting the stack asif it were adeck of flimsy cards, and set the smaller pileto one side.

“Not yet, we don’'t. Rennick—"

A knock interrupted her. Rennick grinned a her glare. “Providence,” he said chearfully, “ison my side.
Go on, answer it.”

“What I'd liketo know,” Kaylin said to Tiamaris, “is how you can even receive amessage from
Nightshade. He s afieflord. HE s not exactly an Imperia Subject, and | dways thought the Emperor
frowned on people who lived in the boundaries of his Empire who weren't.”

“If the Emperor could in safety clear out thefiefs,” Tiamarisreplied asthey trudged adong the emptying
Streets, “you would have grown up in avery different world. If thefieflords do not serve the Emperor’s
will or law, they dso serve no others.”

“That you know of.”



“That we know of.”
“Which gill doesn't answer my question.”

“No. There are ways of sending messages you might be familiar with. They involve no mirrors and no
magic.” Dragonswere not as good as Barrani at sarcasm, but Tiamariswas cutting it close.

“And you knew it was genuine because?’

Tiamaris had stopped by the bridge that crossed the Ablayne. He pointed, and Kaylin saw afamiliar,
armed Barrani waiting on the other sde. Andellen.

He bowed to Kaylin as she approached. It was apure Barrani court gesture; it was graceful, and it was
absolute. It was also alittle too serious.

“Anddlen, what' s happened?’

“Lord Andellen,” Tiamaris said, bowing in turn. It was not aslow a bow, and it was not as perfect, but it
held genuine respect.

Anddlen’ s bow had been an obe sance. To make this clear, he offered anod to Severn, who was Slent.

“Lord Nightshade sendsword,” Andellen replied, nodding at Tiamaris yet somehow implying that Kaylin
had the entirety of his attention. “He requests your presence in the Castle, but aso requeststhat you be
prepared to move. Corpora Handred,” he added, “ he requests your presence aswell, if you are
avalable”

“I'm here,” Severn replied. “How bad isit?’ hesaid, inaleve voice.

Andellen shifted his gaze toward the falling sun. “Not yet asbad asit will become,” he said gravely. “If
thereisanything you require, retrieveit. | will wait.”

Severn glanced at Kaylin. It was asubtle glance, but she understood what he was asking. Quietly, she
rolled up her deeves and touched the luminescent gems that studded her bracer in such an ornate row.

In the silence the click was like distant thunder. She handed the bracer to Severn, and he accepted it
wordlesdy.

Anddlen sad, “Lord Tiamaris, did you ever study astrology?’

Tiamaris glanced at the sky. It was cloudless, adthough the heat-haze of the summer months smudged the
ar somehow. “Themoons,” hesaid.

“That isour suspicion.”

“They will not befull thiseve, but they are close”
“Itiswhy my Lord fedsthiseveiscritica.”

“I concur. Private?’

Kaylinsad, “Let’'sgo.”

She accepted the passage through the portcullis asif it were of no consequence. She didn’t have space



left in her thoughts for the luxury of complaint. She accepted being dumped more or lesson dl fourson
the marble floor of the hallway, and accepted, with as much grace as she had ever managed, Severn’'s
slent offer of help. She took the hand he held out and levered hersdlf to her feet.

Nightshade was waiting. He wore robes, not armor, and she thought thiswas agood sign. Until she saw
the hilt of the sword that hung by hisside. A shorter man would have trailed it across the polished floor.
Even ataler man might have looked somehow encumbered by it. It was one of the three named
Dragonkillers. Kaylin, who had never named an inanimate object in her life, couldn’t remember what it
was caled—couldn’t remember at this point if she had ever known.

Tiamaris, however, looked at the sword, and the inner membranes of his eyes rose, muting the shade of
orange the bronze was quickly adopting. But he said nothing, did nothing.

“Kaylin,” Lord Nightshade said. “Lord Tiamaris. Corpord. Accept my apologiesfor the lack of proper
hospitdlity.”

“You found them,” Kaylin replied. It wasn't the Barrani thing to say, but the Barrani thing to say would
probably take two hours of pointless, pretty verbiage.

He lifted a perfect brow, and ahdf smileformed on hislips. “Asyou say,” hereplied. The smile
vanhished, asif it had never existed at dl. “1 am not certain we' ve found them. We have, however, found
a least thefemae Leontine”

“Maral,” Kaylin whispered.

“Yes. But be cautious, Kaylin. | do not know if she would respond to that name should you attempt to
useit”

“What do you mean?’ she asked, in the snking tone of voice that made the question rhetorical.

Hedidn't reply. After apauseto let the non-reply sink in, he said, “We must leave, now, and in some
haste. Andellen will have gathered some of my guards; and they will accompany us. Attempt to
remember that | am Lord here. Andellen owes you a debt that you cannot conceive of, and he will
tolerate anything you say or do. Thiswill be understood by those who serve—who must serve—me. But
| owe you no such debt.”

“And they’ Il understand thet just aswell.”
“Indeed.”
Kaylin nodded grimly. If she could file reportswith Malory, she was certain she could do anything.

“Bewary, Kaylin,” he added in a softer voice. “ Be aware that there are those you cannot save.”

The men who served Nightshade were armored. Even Anddllen. It made astark contrast between the
men who followed and the one who commanded. It was aso interesting to observe their reactions. They
were, as expected, slent and deferentid to their Lord. They were wary of Tiamaris—not that she blamed
them, although she silently lauded their good sense—and they were...wary of Kaylin. Not in the same
way. Men who see walking death—which, for the purpose of this observation, was the Dragon—tended
to bewary inthel don't want to die way. They weren't that kind of wary around Kaylin. But she spent
whole days not remembering the mark Nightshade had placed on her cheek, and thiswasn't going to be
oneof them.



Severn, on the other hand, seemed to be entirely beneath their notice. It' s not amistake that Nightshade
would have made.

In turn, the guards seemed entirely beneath Tiamaris snotice, and they didn’t seem to be insulted by the
lack of attention.

Nightshade walked past the guards. Kaylin followed, but his stride was longer and she had to work to
matchit. “Wait,” she said.

Heturned. “Anddlen.”
Andellen bowed briskly and broke ranksto join them.

“Kaylin Neyais, for the duration of our excursion, your respong bility. Answer any questions she poses, if
they do not compromise our security. Sheis, of course, human, and is abrupt and somewhat graceless.
Y ou will overlook these flaws.”

“Lord,” Anddlen replied, bowing again. Thefal of hishair framed hisface like acowl made of dark light.
“Lord Kaylin,” he said, and bowed to her.

She bit back the urge to refute thetitle. While it had become a running office joke, she understood thet to
these men, it meant far more than her squirming, annoyed embarrassment. To be embarrassed by it at dl
would be aninsult.

“Lord Anddlen,” shereplied in kind, accenting his namein the High Barrani fashion. Asmuch asshe
hated the |language—and given the volumes of legalese that were dl written in High Barrani therewasa
lot to hate—it forced a certain form and structure on her speech. Oh, she’ d never be good at it, and it
would never come as easly as Leontine—but High Barrani didn’t have alot of unfortunate curse words.

“Lord Nightshade will be occupied for sometime. His sense of thefief isnot ours, and inthiscasg, itis
required. If you have questions you wish answered, | will attempt to answer them.”

“Arewegoing to say inthisfief?’
One dark brow rose. Clearly, whatever question he' d been expecting to field, it wasn't thisone.

Hislipscurved dightly. “Y ou have aHawk’ singtincts.” He began to walk. Shefell in beside him, and
Severn joined them, walking to the other side of the Barrani Lord.

“Was she human?’
“| don’'t understand the question.”

Kaylin frowned, and redized that the Barrani word she' d spoken was morta, not human. They used it to
refer to humans so often, it was an easy mistake to make. “Did she ill look like a Leontine?’

Hisslence wastdling; he clearly knew the answer and just as clearly was rdluctant to giveit.

“No,” hesaid at last. “I did not see her in the flesh. | saw what the mirrors saw, no more. But to my eyes,
no.”

“How did he know it was her, then?’

“HeisNightshade,” Anddlen replied gravely.



It took amoment for the weight of the sentence to sink roots. When it did, she was silent for at least two
blocks.

“What does he want meto do?’ she asked at last.

“Have you ever ventured across the borders of Nightshade?’

“Yes” Thesingleword was asflat and hard as a dungeon door, and just about asinviting.
“Not acrosstheriver,” he began.

“No. It wasn't.”

“It isnot consdered safe—or wise—to crossthe boundaries,” Anddlen said softly. “And if you did
indeed crossthem, and you are here, you were ether lucky or deaf.”

She sad nothing.
“Kaylin”

Shelooked across Andellen’ s carefully composed expression, and met Severn’s gaze. She looked away.
Took abreath. “We re going to the edge of thefief.”
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“What do you expect to find there?’

“If we are both very unlucky and correct, aDragon,” hereplied. If Tiamaris, who kept an easy pace with
Nightshade severa yards ahead, heard the comment, he didn’t respond.

“And if we relucky?’

“We attract his attention when we are prepared for it.”
Which, to Kaylin'smind, would be never.

“I’m supposed to catch his attention.”

“If necessary, yes.” There was a subtle hestation before Andellen spoke again. “Lord Nightshade will
not leavethefief.”

“But we'regoing—"

“Yes. Itispossblefor himto leave, but at thistime, it isnot deemed safe. Heis not a prisoner here,”
Andellen added. “Buit if our enemy isgtirring, if it isaswe suspect, he cannot afford to be so far avay
from the core of his power.”

“So he' sjust going to stand on the edge of the fief while we do—whatever it iswe re supposed to do?’
“Yes. Youwill bethebridge” hesad. “If it ispossible.”
“Which fief are we headed toward?’

“It has no name that we speak,” Anddlen replied. “And intruth, very little of Nightshade bordersit. We
do not travel there. | think very few who live do.”



Severn wastense. She could seeit in the way he moved. His stride was graceful, but therewasa
deliberation about his movements that made the entire street seem like a battlefield.

Which, in an hour or two, it could well be; the sun was on the wrong side of noon, and setting fast. She
shivered in the hesat.

“Y ou can hear them?’ Severn asked.

She started to say no—and stopped. Because she could hear the rumbling howl of distant Ferals. And it
was gtill daylight by anyone' s definition, even if morning felt like it had happened three weeks ago.

“How much do you know about thefiefs?’ he asked her asthey continued to walk. The streets cleared
like parting water around a moving, dark rock.

What did she know about the fiefs, now? There were seven—or so it was believed. Of the seven
fieflords, three were rumored to be Barrani; she was certain of only one, and couldn’t even be certain
that the other two weren’t, in the Barrani sense of the word, dead. The Law wasthefieflord swill.
Enforcing the Law was the privilege of power. Had the Emperor been different, though, would the rest of
the city not be aricher, more populated version of thefiefs?

“We grew up there,” she said. “All we ever wanted to do was crossthe river.” But she was not across
the river now. She was walking the streets of Nightshade, asterrifying to the people who had never
managed to escape as any of Nightshade' s men had been to her when she had been achild.

“I wanted to arrest them—the fieflords—when | was made a Hawk. It wasthe first thing | wanted to
do.”

“And did you research ways you might do this?’

“Not exactly.”

“Not exactly?’

“I badgered Marcus about it for two or three weeks.”

Severn dmost laughed. She could see the brightness of the sound in the widening of his mouth, but it
didn’t escape.

“| stopped when he threatened to eat my liver, after removing it dowly firg.”
Hedid chuckle a that, and shejoined in.

“But he said no. He asked meto drop it, and in truth, Severn, | think | wanted to. | wanted it to be
someone e s’ s problem. | wanted to live in Elantra, not Nightshade.”

“There are seven fiefs that we know of,” Severn said.
“That we know of. If that much of what we know can actualy be classified as knowledge, not myth.”

“The Wolves have investigated the fiefs before. Sometimes people redlize they’ re being hunted. They
don’t have the timeto flee the city, and they’ re smart enough not to trust the gates or the closer innsin
any case. But they know thefiefs are outside of the Law.”



“So are the Wolves, when they hunt.”

“I won't get into philosophical arguments about the nature of the warrants the Emperor issues. We hunt,
they run. Some have been smart enough to crosstheriver. Those, we dmost inevitably lose.” He
hestated. “ Thefiefs are not the samein size. One or two are quite small.”

“And you know who thefieflords are?’

“No. Not inthe sameway | know Nightshade. | think you haveto livein oneto understand it fully.” He
paused again and said, “To our understanding, the fiefs may change lords—but they don’t change
boundaries. It' s not like the Quartersin the city, where the merchant’ s quarter has spilled out and taken
over dreetsthat were once residentia—fief boundaries arefixed. They don’t move.”

She nodded dowly. “It...it agrees with something Nightshade said. About the fief, and its boundaries.
But the fiefs border each other, don't they?’

“Nearest the city, yes. The streets demark the boundaries the way they do in any other neighborhood.
But Kaylin? We re not heading toward the city, or the fiefsthat border the city. It's consdered unsafe to
crossthe boundaries of afief in any case. Some of that is superstition—it seemsfoolish and hysterical to
those who live without hunting Ferals and other night creatures.”

“Where are we going, Severn?’

“In,” hereplied. “Not far.”

“The Wolveswent in?’

“Yes. They traveled through Nightshade.”
“Theway we' retraveling now.”

“With fewer numbers, no armor, and much less obvious wesponry, but yes, they took thisroute. | knew
thisfief,” hesaid. “And they captured asmuch as| knew in aTha dani memory crysa.”

“You let them?’

“| volunteered. They choseto travel in Nightshade where possible. They crossed the border of
Nightshade into Barren, to the west, and Liatt and Farlonne to the east and southeast.”

“Liatt and Farlonne border the city, at least in some places.”

He nodded. “Nightshade and Barren have the easiest access to the rest of the city, and the widest
borders city-side.”

“Thefiefsaredmos circular.”

“Irregular, but yes. Opposite Nightshade, also bordering some part of the city, are Durant and Candallar.
It is Farlonne and Canddllar that areruled, or soitissaid, by Barrani.”
“Soit'ssad?

“Ask inthe High Court,” he replied. “But don't be surprised if you receive no answer. Nightshade is
Outcaste, but in some fashion, acknowledged. They would ride to war on him, if they could—but they
accept hisexigence astheinsult it is. The others...arelessclear.”



“Arethey even dive?’

“Our operatives were not given indructionsto vigt thefieflords” hereplied. “Merdly to map out what
they could of thefiefs. Much of what the Halls knows comes from those survelllance missons.”

“That'ssx,” shetold him.
“Yes. Sx.”
“But there are saven fiefs.”

“The operativeswho traveled in the Six returned. The operatives who traveled to the seventh—and it's
not clear to me that something as smple as a seventh fief even exists—following the path and the map
taken from my memories, camethisway. We don't know what they found,” he said. “They never

escaped to make their reports.”
CHAPTER 21

The streetsin this part of the fief were narrower than the streets that bordered the city proper. They were
aso unfamiliar to Kaylin. The houses that overhung the street—and that was the right word—Iooked asif
they wouldn't comfortably support afamily of mice or acolony of cockroaches. Humans, on the other
hand, could find away to wedge themsdlvesinto anything; she could see glimpses of faces peering down
through broken shutters. Only glimpses, though. No one was stupid enough to throw the shutters open
for abetter view.

Kaylin wouldn't have been. 1t was obvious that Lord Nightshade wasin the street bel ow, and attracting
Ferals seemed safer and smarter.

But the road itsdlf, such asit was, was't in good repair, and it was clear that wagons didn’t travel here.
Horses probably wouldn't like it much ether, athough Kaylin didn't ride, and couldn’t be certain. She
distrusted horses on principle. They were larger and faster than she was, and she serioudly doubted that
without their consent she' d have much control over what they did.

The Hals of Law did own horses, of course. The Swordswere dl required to ride them. Or at least to
learn how. The Hawksweren't, and it was a distinction she was grateful for. Among other things, she
redly didn't like the way horses smelled. That, and thefirst time she' d been introduced to one, it had
tried to step on her foot. There' d been alot of snickering about that, but thankfully, none of it around
Marcus. If hewastoo close to the horses, they were skittish and spent most of the time with at least two
of their hooves off the ground.

“Lord Kaylin,” Anddlen said. There was perhaps atouch less deference in the title than there had been.
She had the grace to flush.

“Sorry. | wasthinking about horses.”
“Youride?
“Only in carriagesthat Tedaisn't driving.”

Hislips creased in adightly strained smile. “What do you see, Lord Kaylin?' he asked, and lifted his
am.

She frowned, asif it were atrick question. “ Ratty streets with what used to be cobbled stone. Dead
weeds. Buildingsthat should have falen down haf acentury ago.”



Hewaited. When it was clear she' d said as much as she was going to, he turned to Severn. “ Corpora 7’
“| see what she sees, with perhapslessdisdain.”
“What do you see, Anddlen?’

“What you see” he said softly. He lifted a hand in command, and the men, who were keeping pace,
dilled instantly. They began to fan out across the width of the narrow street, for reasons that were unclear
to Kaylin.

“Lord,” Andellen said quietly. The emphasis on the single word made clear to whom he spoke.

Nightshade turned. He had walked farther down the road than any of hismen; only Tiamaris
accompanied him. But when he stopped, the Dragon stopped as well, facing out and down the Strest,
where Nightshade turned, at last, to the Barrani guards.

Kaylin took the opportunity to approach Tiamaris;, when she was five feet from hisback, helifted ahand,
the gesture dmost exactly the one that Andellen had used. She stopped waking. “Tiamaris?’ she said.

“Kaylin”

“What do you see?’

Hisslence wasdmost tangible. It was hisonly answer.

“Kaylin,” Nightshade said. “Leave him. Histask hereis subtle and it requires concentration.”
She walked back to Nightshade. “What is his task?’

“He atempts to see beyond the boundaries of my fief,” Nightshade replied. “ And what he sees—or does
not see—will tell usmuch.”

“Will any of it beuseful 7’

“Perhaps. Information is useful in unpredictable ways. He seeks some sign of the Outcaste Dragon.”
“And of Mara?’

“Hewill not be ableto sense Marai unless sheisvery, very close.”

“Sheign't here”

“No. But shewas, and she traveled thisroad. She did not trave it quickly, and she did not travel it
unharmed.”

Kaylin opened her mouth. Closed it again.

“But the injuries she took were less, by far, than those she caused. If it easesyou at dl, she met Feras.”
“It does,” Kaylinsad. “Thank you.”

“What do you see, Kaylin?’

“Why does everyone keep asking methat? | see astreet, and we' re sanding in the middle of it.”

“A dreet.”



Shenodded. “You?’

“| seethe boundary of thefief of Nightshade,” hereplied. “Lord Tiamarisis standing on its edge. Beyond
it? Thereisaroad. It continues. But it isflat and illusory to me. Whereit goes, | cannot go.”

“You veleft your fief before”

“Indeed. But never in that direction. Beyond this border isthe heart of thefiefs, Kaylin. Thefiefs
surround it, bordering both the Emperor’ s city and each other—but they do not penetrateit. | ask what
you see because in the fiefs, ancient words have power, and you are wearing more of them across your
body than | have seen in any one place that is not my Castle.”

She hesitated.

“Y ou see what you expect to see,” he continued. “ See, instead, what isthere. If you have any hope of
finding your Leontine, it liesbeyond Tiamaris.” Helifted ahand and brushed her cheek gently; shefdt the
mark on her face tingle and cool. “ Go.”

She nodded, wordless.

“Not you, Corporal, not yet. You will know when it is safe, and she will be standing beside Lord
Tiamaris, who holds her in someregard. Trust him. If it isdifficult, remind yoursdlf that | am doing the
same”

Shetook a breath, straightened her shoulders and walked toward Tiamaris. He heard her; she knew it.
But he made no sign and no further gesture. She didn’t speak to him, she didn’t touch him, she didn’t
attempt to engage him. Instead, she looked at where he' d planted hisfeet. Cracked stonesthat were
fringed by straggling weeds formed aline that she could amost see, and she placed her feet on one side
of them, standing beside Tiamaris. It wasn't dark, not yet; dark was alittle ways off. She didn't fear
Feras here, ether; the Barrani were armed and armored. But the part of Kaylin that had grown upinthe
fiefsfeared night’ sfall. She could silence the child, but the fear had to be deliberately ignored—there was
no reasoning with it.

She looked down the stretch of road, as Tiamaris was now doing. There she saw stones, weeds, the
continuation of aline of buildings that should have toppled long ago. Fakes of paint on aworn sign.
People had lived here, once.

Shefrowned.

“Nightshade,” she said, without thinking. Thought caught up with her, and she added, “L ord Nightshade.”
“Yes.” Hisvoice carried adistance.

“How long hasthis city been here?’

“Since before the first Barrani-Dragon war,” hereplied. “Why?’

“These buildings—this street—they 100k like they were meant to house humans. My kin.”

“Indeed.”

“But thefiefs—"



“Yes” hereplied. “ The fiefswere not ways as they stand now. There was acity here. In the heart of
thefiefs, therewasapalace, or soit isrumored. There were gardens, and halls that make the High Court
halls seem paltry and almost worthless by comparison. Or soitissaid. Itisalso said that therewas a
library contained in the heart of the city that waslarger by far on the inside than on the outside, and it
contained every word ever written by any race who practiced the art.”

“AI’T?’

“The written word. The keepers of the ancient lore lived there, practiced there,” he continued. “And fell
there”

“Why?

“No oneyet knows,” hereplied. “But the fiefs. ..formed. The Shadows grew out of the heart of the city
and into its streets, destroying—or changing—almost everything that it touched. The Ferals came, and
beasts more dangerous than Ferds. | believe you have some experience with these.”

She nodded.

“Warswere fought. Although to human eyes, they may not have seemed like battles. Many of my kin
entered the shadowed lands, and few emerged. Some, you have seen. Those you call dead.

“Some you have never met, and if you arelucky, you never will. But | think most smply perished. Lord
Tiamaris?’

Although Tiamarisdid not move at al, he began to speak. “ The Dragonswent aswell. They did not
suffer the samefate as the Barrani, but many fell. And some returned changed. It was not fdit, at first. The
change was subtle.”

She stared at the side of his head, her brows folding as she thought. “ The Outcaste.”

“Indeed. Kin to the Emperor, and birthed in the samefire. Y es, that isfigurative, and no, | will not explain
it now. If ever. He was afounding member of what has since become the Imperial Order of Mages. He
was both wise and knowledgeable.”

“Likethe Arkon.”

“Asunlike the Arkon as two beings could be who could share the same race. The Arkon’ s specidty is
entirely knowledge; he had no interest in the Arcane. Bt it isinteresting that you mention the Roya
Librarian, for they were friends, inasmuch as that word has significance among our kin.

“The Outcaste dared the heart of thefiefs, and he returned to us. He brought knowledge, and artifacts,
stories of vast buildings and empty spaces; of wordsin the ancient tongue which he could not read but
could remember. In the end, the Arkon chose to accompany him when he went back. Understand that
the city isnot now what it wasthen,” he said. “ And the Arkon was younger, athough by our standards,
gill ancient. He traveled with the Outcaste and a handful of Lords, and he found some part of what had
been spoken of.

“But he saw more in the words, and understood the significance of what he had seen. He will not speak
of it so do not ask him.”

Kaylin, who considered it aminor miracle that she’ d survived meeting the Arkon once, nodded.

“It isfrom this second foray into the heart of the Shadows that we understood the subtlety of the



Outcaste streachery. We wereill prepared for it,” he added. “ And we did not have the mastery of
ancient lore that he had. The Arkon waited until they had |ft the fiefs—which is not what we called them,
then—and he confronted the Outcaste.”

“With what, exactly?’

“Knowledge. Words.”

“What'sin there, Tiamaris?’

“Power,” the Dragon Lord replied quietly. “Lord Nightshade?’

“Itisrumored,” Lord Nightshade said, picking up smoothly where Tiamaris lft off, “that the
confrontation between the Emperor and his closest kin amost destroyed the Dragon Court. It almost
destroyed the Emperor. And during that time, the Barrani Lords chose to press claims, seeing weakness.
It wasto be a costly weakness.

“But when the wars were done, even before the wars were finished, this became the heart of the Empire.
Thisplace,” he said. “ By thistime, we understood what it might presage.

“Some of my kin, as| have said, ventured here. Some were lost. Some...remained.”
“Thefieflords” she whispered.

“Even 0. It wasasurpriseto us.”

“That they would become fieflords?’

“Ah, no. That they would, or could? No. But that humans could? It surprised usdl, | think—Barrani and
Dragon dike. Some were called to the fiefs, and some fled to them. It doesn’'t matter, in the end—these
lands, you musgt fight to hold, and the fight is not smply amatter of arms. Thefiefsare yours, or your
successor’'s. They do not exist without aLord.”

“But Nightshade—"
“Was ruled before my arriva. Y ou have seen the servants who guard the doors of the Long Hall.”

She swallowed, and nodded, remembering how very like statues they had been until they had scented
blood.

“Here, theland and the Lord are almost one. It isancient, thisbinding, and it istwisted. But it holds. No
one has been cdled to the heart of thefiefs. Or if they have, they have not survived it.”

“But...if you know dl this...why were the Wolves sent?’

“Thefiefs as you know them now are not what they once were,” Nightshade replied. “Andin any casg, |
cannot speak for the Emperor, and | cannot spesk to his motives.”

“Severn, did you know this?’

“No,” hesaid quietly. It was the wrong kind of quiet. She wondered who had died here. Who had been
lost. What they had meant to him.

“Thefiefs cannot be shaped to our will,” Nightshade told her. “It is not as smple asthat. But where there
islife, thereisasolidity that defiesthe darkness, that erodesit. We make of what is here something mean



and mundane, and by dow degree, the boundaries across the river become smple geography. People
live here. They are born here, they die here. They need light and food and shelter. They require the
boundaries that will give them the hope of those things. But nothing has changed or taken whét liesfallow
inthe heart. We called it Ravelon, once.”

“Why?'
“Itisnot important. What is, and believethat it is, Kaylin, iswhat it iscaled now.”
“Because the fiefs take the names of their Lords.”

“yYes”

Sheswdlowed. “ But why the Leontines?’

“Pardon?’

“Why arethe Leontinessgnificant?’

“They were changed,” hereplied. “ At the whim of beings for whom the entire world was like Castle
Nightshade. They wereliving vessals. Some few are born now who retain that ability. Think of them asif
they were part of my Castle—mallegble, subject to the whim of power and will. But living, cunning.

“They have been called before,” he added, “in story and legend both. And they make Feralslook like
garving kittens. If the Outcaste Dragon has summoned them here, heisready.”

“For what?’

“That, we cannot say. Only the Dragons can.” Histone of voice clearly implied that it was not aquestion
that would ever be answered by anyone who didn’t want to be lunch afterward. “ But we can surmise.”

“Y ou think he wantsto take the—the last fief.”
“I think it likely. It was our concern that he had, in fact, done just that.”
“And now?’

“I think Lord Tiamariswould know. | am not entirely confident of that,” he added quietly. “Nor isLord
Tiamais”

“ And what would the Outcaste be then?’
“God,” Nightshade replied.

She turned back to the road. She had run out of thingsto say, and the rest of her remaining questions
weren't ones she wanted answersto.

The shape of aroad. The broken stones. The danted dats and open patches on roofs distant enough to
be visible. Unoccupied; no glimpse of faces, no sign of movement. She frowned. A breeze blew across
her cheeks, shunting strands of her hair to either sde of her face. It was cool. Night cool. A reminder of
winter in thefiefs. Of garvation. Of hunger.

She saw the sun above the street, but its heat was distant now. Leaning dightly into the unpleasant



breeze, she lifted ahand and touched the Hawk on her surcoat. It was a symbol of flight and
freedom—nbut conversdly, it was an anchor.

It beonged, initsentirety, to Kaylin Neya.

Shetook abreath and closed her eyes. The fed of the breeze was stronger, and the mundane sight of the
street no longer distracted—or frustrated—her. Instead of ooking, she listened.

She couldn’t have said, at first, what she was listening to. She started by listening for voices, for some
sense of communication or contact, but there were no voices on the breeze. Not at first. There wasthe
sound of dry weeds brushing up against each other; the sound of pebblestoo small to have ever been
rocks; the sound of ...movement. Not steps againgt stone—but something that suggested motion.

It was the sound snakes would make, coiling against rock, if they could be heard.

Sheligened moreintently. The Barrani had falen slent a her back; she could make out the faint sound of
bresthing, the dight clinks of armor that betrayed motion, no more.

But in the distance, she heard those movements echo, gain texture and resonance. Slowly, so dowly she
was hardly aware of it, the muted susurrus of whispering voices, overlapped and indistinct, could be
heard.

They spoke no language she recognized.

But they spoke alanguage she thought she should recognize. Her eyes till closed, shelifted her head.
“Lord Tiamaris,” she said softly. “ Could the Outcaste speak the ancient tongue?’

“Ancient tongue?’
“The language of the Old Ones. Sanabdis can,” she added.
“No. Not when he left us. Why do you ask?’ The question was much sharper than the answer had been.

“Because someone is spesking it now. Possibly more than onevoice. It s not distinct enough for meto
tdl.”

Lord Tiamaristouched her shoulder, and she opened her eyes. Opened them and amost closed them
again, because what she now saw made no sense.

But wasn't that what she was supposed to see?

Theroad of fief continued forward, but in agray that was|eached of color. The dust brown dirt of road,
the yellow green of weeds, al shadesthat she was familiar with—they were gone. And the buildings
themselves, which had |ooked so solid—for decrepit, empty hovels—now seemed amost trand ucent,
like the ghosts of the homes they had once been.

And the gray was not light or pale, but dark, night gray.

Tiamaris caught her chin between two of hisfingers and turned her face, gently, toward him. “I cannot
hear as clearly asyou hear, but...the words are not agood sign. Lord Nightshade, with your leave.”

“Y ou are not beholden to me, Lord Tiamaris. | am well aware that only one Lord commands your
obedience.”

“A habit. Y ou have offered both hospitality and aid, and | would not overstep mysdf.”



Lord Nightshade nodded. “ Y ou havelittletime, | think.”

“I concur. Kaylin, stand over there.”

“Over there? Why?’

“| don’t want to crush you.”

She started to ask him what he meant, shut her mouth and moved.

For thethird timein her life, she saw a Dragon unfold.

He was red-bronze, thistime, although that might have been the effect of the setting sun. Hiswings
unfurled from his back, and shot up and out like elegant eruptions. His hands became clawed, scaled,
and much, much larger. She watched in silence as histail grew back, and hisjaws grew larger, widening
and lengthening.

The Barrani were dill, but they were clearly uneasy; only Nightshade seemed unmoved. Then again, only
Nightshade was armed with a Dragonkiller.

Tiamarisgrew in height aswell aslength, and the shadow he cast was|ong and menacing.

And wrong. It was entirely wrong. The sun should have cast it in adifferent direction—

She opened her mouth to shout awarning, but Severn’ s voice was there before hers, his cry distinct.
“Tiamarid”

The Dragon’s head swiveled.

And across the boundaries of Nightshade, dark to his brightness, dmost amirror of his shape, a second
Dragon emerged from the shadows and the ghostly buildings. He was solid, and he was not alone.

“You arelate, hatchling,” the Outcaste said.

The Barrani werein motion; she could hear their metallic steps, their utter lack of words. Tiamaris drew
back, lifting aneck dmost aslong as he was—in his human form—tall. But the Dragon that faced him
merely waited, and after amoment it became apparent why. To either Sde of hisjet scaes, which
glimmered with alight that was cast by neither sun nor moon, forms gppeared, coming, as he had come,
from the migts of the illusory street. They were dark, as he was dark, but the light that played off his
scales—the light that seemed to come from benesth their surface—did not grace them.

They were astdl as Nightshade' s Barrani, and their armor was both darker and more stylized, tines
risng from the bridge of their masked faces, smdl thorns adorning their mailed hands, their mailed
shoulders. They wore hems, of course, and those hems hid everything from vison. But they were, like
the streets, shades of gray, leached of color.

And they waited.

“Y ou haven't the strength to cross this border,” Tiamaris said. Kaylin was surprised that she recognized
hisvoice; it was heavier and fuller, but somehow...somehow gtill hisown. *Y ou were badly injured in



your flight.” He stressed the last syllable.

Dragon faces didn’t take well to human expressions. It should have been hard to gauge his reaction to the
comment, because he didn’t reply. But his eyes were bloodred, the color livid in the ebony of hismassive
head.

Shetook astep back and then held her ground. Her movement, however, drew his attention. The inner
membranes of his eyesfell—she would have bet they had dready fdlen, given the color of those eyes.
Shewaswrong. The eyeswere the essence of blood and fire, and she could see how small her reflection
intheir surface was.

Hedrew himsdf up to hisfull height. “Have you not cometo stop me?’ he said, sihilancetrailing the
single sin the sentence. “Will you cower behind an Outcaste Barrani Lord?’

“HecariesMédiannos” Tiamarisreplied evenly.

The Dragon turned, for thefirst time, to look at thefieflord. Nighshade, arms by his side, offered a curt
nod, no more. “Impossible.”

“Can you not hear itscry?’ Tiamaris asked. “ Even now, it demandsto lose its sheath and join battle. But
hewieldsit. It does not wield him.”

“It isnot the greatest of thethree,” the Outcaste replied. “And | have faced the greatest and survived. |
do not fear it.”

“Then come. We arewaiting,” Tiamarisreplied.
The Outcaste did not move.
The armored men were likewise till.

But Kaylin felt—for just amoment—that the ground had been pulled out from benesth her feet, leaving
nothing but along fall initswake. She cried out, ssumbling, and Severn was a her Sdein an ingtant. He
caught the hand she held out, and as he did, the world returned cobbled stones and dirt to the underside
of her boots. “Be careful—he' s—he's—’

Nightshade gestured, no more, and she fell silent, in part because she had no ideawhat the Outcaste was
doing.

But when the world had stopped spinning and she could stand on her own feet again, she looked. The
buildings were dowly, dowly unraveling, asif they were made of dust motes or dandelion seeds, and the
wind was blowing them away. And as they went, these particles, these shadows, she saw that the wind
swept them into whirling patterns just beyond the reach of the Dragon’ stail. They danced in air, lighter
gray than the ground or the men who occupied it, and asthey did, Kaylin recognized the strokes and
dots, the crossed bars, the swirls, of written language. They were there for only a second, no more, but
they left the sameimpression that staring at the sun will—the glare, the after-burn.

She opened her mouth, and asingle word fell from her lips and echoed in the sudden stillness.
“Ravdlon.”

The Outcaste |ooked at her then.

She stared back. She could fed the hair on the back of her neck begin to rise, and worse, could fed the
sudden ache that washed across every inch of her skin—every marked inch. Her neck, her back, her



ams, theinside of her thighs.

The Outcaste laughed, awild, roaring trumpet of asound that in no way conveyed amusement. Madness,
maybe; the madnessthat might see awhole city in ash and cindersfor the brief pleasure of dancing inthe
flamesthat consumed it.

“Will you cal me?” heroared. “Will you dare that much, in your mortal ignorance?’

It hurt to stand in hisglare, it hurt to stand till. Her body had aready entered the subtle fold that meant
shewas ready for action—fight or flight.

“Try. Try.”

Not for thefirst timein her life, she struggled to keep her mouth shut. Memories of those other timestried
to wedge themsealves between Kaylin and the eyes of a Dragon Lord in hisfull glory. Some splinter of
them—mostly of Marcus at the very edge of hisfraying temper—hed fast, they were that deep.

The rest scattered. She knew his name. Knew it the way she knew how to bresthe—it was areflex,
something beneath conscious thought. But she knew that she could not speak it. Not here. Probably not
ever.

Shefdt her handful of years more keenly than she had ever fdt them—twenty and counting. Maybe
she' d never see twenty-one. And standing, rising, on the other side of abarrier that she didn’t
understand, centuries glared back. Centuries, the knowledge of each year strengthening and deepening
power. He was an ocean; she was apuddie.

Shewasrigid now, staring; she couldn’t have looked away had she wanted to. And she did.

She could seein his eyes the shape of many thingsthat Sanabdis had tried to teach her. Fire. Wind. Even
water. And she could see, growing brighter and clearer as she Stared, the shape of something so
complicated it made the marks on her skinlook like smudges.

She knew what it was.

She might even have started to try to put it into something as smple as words—foreign, strange words,
but words nonetheless, had L ord Nightshade not spoken her name.

Kaylin.

Shefdt it asatug, asademand, asaquestion. Fdt itsingstence, the subtle strength of its hold. Kaylin
Neya. A name she had invented for hersalf on the spur of the moment, away of hiding.

She' d been so good at hiding, it had become its own truth.

Shetried to answer.

Shetried to speak Nightshade' s name, histrue name.

She stopped, because she couldn’t recall it. At thismoment, it wastoo dight.

He said something short in Barrani that she didn’t understand. But she understood what she heard next:
the sound, the familiar sound, of asword leaving its shegth.

Méiannos blazed in the evening ky.



And Kaylin understood then why someone would name their weapon.

CHAPTER 22

If fire could be athing with tongues of ice, Meliannos burned. Seeing it drawn, seeing the naked blade,
Kaylin wondered at the sheath that could contain it and remain intact—but it was a brief thought; the rest
of her body was dready in motion. She ran to intercept Nightshade, because he was aready on the
border of thefief heruled.

She didn’t understand what bound them, fief and man, but she knew that something essential would
unrave if heleft.

“He does not yet own the heartland,” Nightshade said, divining the thought, replying to it as she grabbed
his sword arm in both of her hands and tried to dow his stride.

“Neither do you!”
“No,” hesaid softly. “But you, littleone, | dlam.”

The Outcaste had not moved an inch since the sword had cleared its scabbard, but the pressure of his
gaze was gone from Kaylin, lingering only in the ache of her skin, which felt both new and raw.

The Emperor will know that you’ ve drawn that sword.

Yes, hereplied, hisinterna voice so much closer, so much clearer, than his spoken words. He will know.
He hasdways known. Thisisnot thefirst timethat | have drawn it in thisfief. It will not bethelast. You
have seen it blooded, he added, but you have never seen itsfire before blood quenchesit. He will heer it,
eveninthe Paace. And he will know why.

She held hisarm astightly as she could, sword or no. They hovered on the border, and in the end,
Nightshade grudgingly gave way to her slent, insstent gesture.

Makuron the Black, as the Outcaste was once called, reared up and roared, and as hisjaws widened,
flame reached, like orange fingers, acrossthe invisible divide. Nightshade hisraised sword, and the
flames parted to either Sde; Kaylin could fed the heet. The stonesto either side of her feet grew orange;
the weeds evaporated. Heat caused the air to ripple, and the great, black form of the Dragon’s extended
wings undulated, shifting in the haze.

All around him, the landscape whirled, dark shadows folding around colors that were iridescent, amost
opaine. Therewas no street beneath him, and Kaylin could no longer even imagine something as
mundane as a street exigting. She heard thewind' sroar, fdt itsice.

Nightshade' s smile was thin and sharp, something fdt rather than seen.
“Clever, Lord Nightshade,” the Dragon said.

“Y ou are not dead, and you are not bound, not yet. Come, Makuron. In the elder days, we never faced
each other upon thefield.”

“| chose, and choose, the fields upon which | fight,” the Dragon replied. “And you are not unprepared,
thistime. But naither am 1.”

“Y ou do not yet rule the Shadows,” Nightshade said, “and you must have been greetly injured since your
last sojourn into Nightshade to stay your ground there.”



The sllencewas cold.

“Y ou cal meweak, when you will not step across the border with Mdiannosin your hands? Y ou, who
stand on the edge of power and skirt it like amortal ?’

“I prefer to control power, rather than be controlled by it,” Nightshade replied evenly. It was clear,
however, that the Dragon’ s challenge—and accusation—was not to hisliking.

“Likethe rest of your kin—and mine—you hide from power. | was agreater adept, and in my centuries
of study, nothing prepared me for what | might find, and take, here. If | do not rule the Shadows, they do
not ruleme. They sustain me,” he hissed. “Nor will | give up the advantage without cause. | have no
need,” he added, and the sibilance reminded Kaylin why Dragons were sometimes called winged
serpents. Heroared.

And thistime, the earth shook beneath him, and al around him, the shadows rippled, asif they werethe
earth, thewind and hisvoice.

They parted, those shadows, like curtains.

And from their depths, across afield of black, two shapesran. It was hard, at first, to discern what those
shapes were—had she been asked, Kaylin would have said they were Ferds. But they were larger than
Ferds, and asthey ran—and they ran fast—the strange, silent soldiers who flanked the Dragon on either
side pulled back.

She saw them clearly, then, as they approached the front line, running for the border asif it didn't exis.
They were black, ebony with eyes. Sleek, trailing shadows asif they were of it, and not quite free, came
two creatures that Kaylin knew had once been Leontine.

Intheripple of their fur, she saw some likeness; in the fact of fur, the likeness was marked. But the fangs
that jutted prominently from their open mouths—visible even a a distance—were no Leontine fangs,
there were just too damn many of them. The shapes of their heads, as they approached, were an echo of
the panther that Marai had been on that first evening, but it was a dim echo; they were misshapen,
unique. Even the eyes were wrong—they had more than two, to start. And they were colored, like gems,
flashing in chaotic sequence.

They ran on four legs, but asthey approached Makuron, they dowed and shifted to two legs, and the
legs...werewrong. They were furred, but resembled nothing so much asthe great, twisted knot-work of
the roots of ancient trees. Treesthat broke rock, and resisted all attempts to uproot them.

But the worst thing about them emerged only when the first poke. “Lord Makuron,” it said. Itsvoice
wasarumble, like the stories of avaanchesin adistant, winter country. Kaylin's hair stcood on end. All of
it; shefet likeacat caught in alightning storm.

“Orogrim. Maral.” The Dragon inclined his head. “Y our enemies have come, at last, to destroy you, to
unmakeyou.”

Two heads swiveled as one.
Kaylin’s hands dropped to her daggers, and they came, scraping dightly, out of their sheaths.

“They do not know or trust the words of power,” Makuron continued. “And they have destroyed your
kin sncethe Eldest first woke you from the deep of animals.”



“Kaylin”

Severn’svoice sounded so dight it was almost awhisper in comparison. But she heard it. She dways
would.

“It' sthem,” shetold him, her eyes never leaving the Leontines. It was hard—if she blinked, they shifted,
their shape subtly changing. If she watched, she could see them almost as obsidian mist, shaped and
reshaped in an ingant.

“Yes,” hereplied. He was behind her, and he stayed there. “But, Kaylin, you understand what they’re
saying.”

She nodded.

“I don't,” he said.

“What?’

“I don't. | know you do. | can senseit.”

He so rarely made mention of what he could sense, usudly preferring to wait until she offered him what
she knew. Even when he aready knew it. Asachild, she hadn’t even been aware of it; asan adult, she
was grateful. Grateful in an entirely different way when he set aside caution, and privecy.

“Nightshade?”

“I do not undergtand it,” Nightshade said, “but | recognize the cadences.”

Orogrim howled.

Kaylinfdt asif she been dapped by the hand of agod. Asusud, she wasn't picky about which one.
“Kill them,” Makuron said. “Kill them dl.”

She knew that he’ d spoken normally, because every Barrani present understood what he' d said.

She moved. She moved without thinking, without planning; her inginctstook over and she let them.
Thought was dow. Around her, the ranks of the Barrani thinned suddenly, changing shape. Shewas
aware of where Nightshade stood, aware of the way his guards shadowed him. Aware, aswell, of his
sword. It was like a congtédllation in the night sky, and it was night, now. Somehow, sunset had escaped
her notice.

She heard Tiamarisroar, and felt the fire crest her back asit left his open mouth. The Leontines had
crossed the border that held the Dragon and his honor guard in check. They were met by armored men,
two of whom fell back at the force of their leap.

The others were moving, as Kaylin was; she brought her daggers down at an angle, and connected,
briefly, with flesh. Blood darkened the edge of her blade; shefelt itswarmth as she adjusted her grip,
acknowledging, as she legped away, that it was ashalow wound at best.

Orogrim did not kill the Barrani benegath his claws, not ingtantly. But the claws themsalves had sundered
armor asif it werethin cloth, and what Orogrim did not do, time probably would.



He howled like amaddened besst, leaping beneath the arc of ablade. He was fast—the Barrani were
fadter.

But when a blade bisected his arm, and his arm shuddered, changing shape and texture before reasserting
itsdlf, thefight changed.

It was dmogt like fighting the dead—injuring them didn’t stop them. Tiamarisroared again, and thistime
hiswings bent, and they came down upon Orogrim.

She heard the crack of bone. Heard the shifting, grinding sound that bodies were never supposed to
make as Orogrim absorbed the damage, remaking his body around it. Becoming a parody of whole.

She opened her mouth to shout something—a warning, something useless—before she was swept off her
feet to one side. Sherolled dong the ground, rolled cleanly, came up in acrouch, both daggers ready.

Standing between Kaylin and the other Leontine was Severn. He' d unhooked the chain that bound his
blades, and he was weaving themin the air; they whistled and keened dl the warning he would give.

Kaylin. Nightshade' s voice. She could dmost fed his name on her tongue as she opened her mouth, he
felt suddenly that close, that present.

The other Leontine hissed and her body folded to ground in a crouch, shadows scraping weeds from
their moorings. What those shadows touched, they consumed as certainly asif they werefire, black fire.

The Barrani undead had been stopped by flame.
But...these weren't undead.

Eyes opaescent with hidden fire, the Leontine stared at her asif Severn did not exist. She opened her
jaws and the gap of exposed teeth just kept on growing, asif she were adding fangs as she went along.
She leaped before Kaylin could move—and before Severn could, which was worse. Her forepaws took
him in the chest, and he grunted at the weight that bore him back. She snarled in pain as hisblade bit into
her lft shoulder.

Kaylin leaped aswell, throwing her right foot out in akick that connected with the corner of the parody
of ajaw. It sheared the bottom of her boots off. Had they been anything less than the heavy-soled
regulation wear her job demanded, she' d be missing the bottom of her foot aswell.

But Kaylin hadn’t disdodged her. And in the silver of moonlight, she could see where claws had pierced
Severn’sflesh by the spread of blood.

What Kaylin failed to do, Tiamarisdid not. The battering of hiswings sent the Leontine flying. But the
creature landed like a cat lands, and tensed to legp again; fire grazed her, hissing itsway through fur. It
didn’'t stop he—how could it? She was changing as she fought, her paws taking on the semblance
of—of hands, her face and form shifting until she could easily stand upright. Two of the Barrani guards
fell on her, and fell away; her tall, like adender arm, had literally knocked them off their feet.

And dl around the Leontine, black and misty, shadows twisted, forming symbols that her movement
swept aside. Shewas garing at Kaylin, and she didn’t so much turn as.. . shift in place, her face emerging,
aways, in Kaylin'sdirection.

Orogrim had launched himsdlf into—and dmost through—Nightshade' s guard. More than that, Kaylin



couldn’t risk watching. She understood what Nightshade' s desth here would mean: the fief would be
without its Lord. And without its Lord, she very much doubted that the other Dragon would stay so
obligingly out of thefight.

If hewas. She could hear the rumble of hisvoice, the forced play of syllables muted by Tiamaris sroar.
The Imperid Dragon’s wings were edged in shadow—or blood—but he didn’t take to the skies. That he
could wasn't in question—that he didn’t said something about the nature of boundaries.

But if he hadn’t been here, they’ d be dead. All of them. It made her wonder how there were enough
Barrani |eft standing for three Draco-Barrani wars. She had taken two deep gouges—fat, clean cuts,
like knife wounds. She was certain she’' d doneworsein return, but it didn’t seem to matter. Nothing did.
They couldn’t carve their way through the two Leontines—it wasliketrying to cut water. They flowed
back into shape, no matter what you hit them with.

Thiswas what the Dragons feared. Thiswaswhy Sanabais was perfectly willing to kill an infant. She saw
it clearly, understood it perfectly. Thefear. Thetruth of the fear.

What had Sanabalis said, that day the Leontines had flocked to him asif they were obedient puppies?
What had hetold them?

She dodged, pivoting and lifting her arms as the Leontine sailed past, caught by gravity and momentum.
She heard the heavy landing, saw it, was dready off her feet and rolling along the ground. Shefelt the
diceof claws cut her cheek, was grateful it wasn't her forehead. She wasn't wearing anything that could
absorb the blood fast enough; it would fall right into her eyes, and she couldn’t afford that. Not and
urvive.

Kaylin!

She couldn’t look, couldn’t take her eyes off the Leontine. But she could listen, and above the sound of
blade againgt claw and flesh, louder than the forced grunt of breathing and exertion, she heard the howls
onthewind.

Ferds.

But worse, far worse, was the answering howl that left two Leontine throats in unison. The Leontines
weretalking to the Ferals. And the Ferds, Kaylin knew, were listening.

She needed to think. But she dso needed to be dive to do that. And the Leontines weren't tiring, or if
they were, it didn't dow them at al. Kaylin, on the other hand, was human. She could keep thisup for
another ten minutes, twenty—but her movements would lose edge and speed, would eventually dow just
enough that there wouldn't be any more movement.

How many, she thought. How many Leontineswill hear what you hear and be changed theway you're
changed?

How many more would it take? These two, she thought, were enough. Even the Swords would have
trouble containing them; they’ d cut their way through Elantra, riding on the fear their presence evoked.

Her whole body ached now.

Sheturned just alittle bit too dowly, and a claw passed through her upper arm, skidding across bone.
She bit back acry as Severn’s blade came down across the arm the L eontine had extended to cause the

injury.



The massive jaws of Tiamaris snapped in the air asthe Leontine melted away.

It would be back, and in the meantime, shewaslosing alot of blood. She grimaced, standing as Severn
glanced a her. He couldn’t put up his blade to bind the wound.

But he didn’t have to. Because the pain had cleared her mind, shutting down fear, panic, the possibilities
of afuture that might never arrive.

She dropped adagger into its sheath and, clutching her arm, steadied hersdif.
What had she said to Sanabalis?
I’ll tell them adifferent story.

She wanted to close her eyes or plug her ears; it was hard enough to tell astory without the certainty of
an audience. She did neither; she needed to see. Because she coul d—the shadows that were both dense
and diffuse around both L eontines had begun to make sense: They were words. Something, someone,
wastelling them astory, just as Sanabalis had done when he had visited the Leontine Quarter. It wasa
different story, and the words were harsher and more frightening—but in the end? Words.

Like the words that were written across half of her skin. She didn’t understand them; she never had. But
she owned them. And knowing this, she used them now.

“Maral”

A name. Just aname, amorta conceit given to aliving, breathing infant. Not aname in the Barrani sense,
or the Dragon sense; nothing that was required to givellife, or to sustainit. A Leontine name was not a
soul—if you believed in souls, and if you believed that Barrani and Dragonkind possessed them.

But it was something that you grew into, and in the end, it was part of what you chose to become.
“Mara, ligentome”

The great, dense shadow that was half Leontine, haf beast, and amenagerie of thingsin between,
stopped. Just—stopped. And then its—no, her—great head turned, and a growling started behind arow
of teeth that looked like it belonged in adozen animds at that sametime.

The Ferals were on the border now, and then, just asthe Leontines, acrossit. Tiamaris breathed on
them. She heard their howls of pain and fury—more fury, redly—before she let her attention shift. They
were, for once, someone else’'s problem.

Mara’s body was dready angled toward Kaylin, and the arm that Severn had lopped off had dready
reasserted its existence. Her claws were aslong as swords now, but they suited the cast of her hands,
which were aso grotesquely large.

What did she know about Marai?

Almost nothing. She fdtered, and the Leontine crouched, gathering to leap. “ Severn, no,” she shouted,
but it came out in awhisper, in asound so thin she couldn’t even be certain it was heard; she could
hardly heer it hersdif.

She could hear, more clearly, the keening of Mdiannos, and wondered how in the hells she' d missed it
thefirst time she' d seen it in Nightshade' s hand.

She could hear, much more clearly, the syllables of Nightshade strue name, and she knew damn well she



hadn’t tried to say that. Louder ill, distinct and deadly, the syllables of Makuron’s name, the name
Nightshade had guessed that she knew. She did.

But it was so long, so complicated, so terrifyingly dense, she couldn’t have spoken it had she tried—it
would be like trying to read the whole of Rennick’ s play out loud in asingle breath.

And blending with these things, the syllables, the tone, the texture of the name she had taken for hersdlf in
the halls of the High Court, where the Barrani were given life. She did not spesk this, ether.

She spoke Mara’ s name again, but the speaking felt wrong; she knew what she wastrying to say. What
she said she couldn’t even hear.

But Marai did. Around her, like ashroud, the strokes and lines of something that might be language to
gods, grew sharper and harsher. The misty quality, the smudged movement, was gone. Those words,
Kaylin thought, were spesking. No, that wasn't right. But it would have to do.

Shewished, briefly and usdlesdy, that she had asked Sanabalis what the story of the Leontine origin
actually was. Not the gist of it, but the words. Because she had Marai’ s attention, and in the space of at
least two minutes, that attention was not focused on ending her life as quickly as possible.

“Mara,” shesaid again. And then, taking a bregth, giving up any attempt to force her lipsto conformto
what she thought she was saying, she added, “Y ou wereloved.” Because that fdlt right, to her.

“Loved?’ Orogrim’s harsh voice. What she had said to Marai, he had heard. It had gtilled himin the
same fashion, but the eyes he turned on Kaylin—not L eontine eyes, not even close—were burning like

Dragon fury.

Sherisked aglance at Nightshade. Saw that he was bleeding, that his perfect skin had taken gashes. But
his expression was neutra, and he met Kaylin's glance and offered the dightest of nods.

“Yes” Kaylinreplied.

“We were dmost destroyed at birth,” he snarled. “ And we are hunted now by those who would destroy
us. What lovein that?’

But she shook her head. Her hair was matted and sticky, and the movement was gracel ess. She could
fed thewhole of her arms, her back, her thighs, throbbing asif the skin had been peded back and
everything beneath it lay exposed to air.

“When the Leontines were created,” she said softly, “they were loved.”

His snarl matched his eyes. He tensed to leap, and Marai lifted one of those misshapen handsin warning.
Her eyeswere the color of night—aquiet, cloudless night.

“They will kill us” shesaid, speaking for thefirst time. Sibilancein the phrase, hissing that cut the ear, as
if hearing it were exposing avulnerability.

Kaylin ignored the comment, but it was hard. It had aways been hard to ignore the truth. “But the Old
Ones didn’'t understand their creations. They had hopesfor their future. Maybe plans—I don’'t know. |
wasn't there.” She hesitated and then said, “We birth children, and we love them, but we don’t know
them. We don’t know who they are because they’ re dmost not anything. They’ re helpless, and we
protect them with everything—everything—we have. But we have to wait, to see who they are, who
they’ Il become, what their choiceswill be.”



“They feared us,” Orogrim said coldly. Hewasinching closer to Marai, and hislipswere moving. As
they did, the Shadowstightened, and Marai’ sform shifted.

“Yes” Kaylin said quietly. Her voice dtilled the shifting. The word felt Elantran—»but wasn't. “ They did.
Look at yourselves. Tell methat they were wrong. Tell methat you don't intend to kill us. Tell methat
you won't leave the fiefs and return to your people and kill those who will not follow you.

“We re mortal. We know death when we seeit.” Mot of thetime. “We fear it, and wekill before we
can bekilled. It sugly, but it swhat it is. The Leontineswere loved,” she continued.

“And we are not Leontine?” Marai asked.
“Youwerenot killed,” Kaylin replied softly. “Y ou were not hunted.”
“They would kill my son.”

And those were the magic words, Kaylin thought. “No,” shereplied. “Not while | live, they won't. | gave
you my word, Marai. Whether or not | now regret it doesn’'t matter. He is not what you now are. And |
will do everything in my power to make sure he never becomesit.

“Isthiswhat you wish for him?’” Kaylin said. “Look a yoursdf. Y ou' re covered in blood—some of it
mine, some of it—" she gestured widdly “—theirs. Isthiswhat you want for Roshan?’

“I want hissurviva,” Maral said. Her voice changed as she spoke, becoming almost familiar. “And | will
do anything, asyou said, anything a al, to ensure that.”

“Hewill be powerful,” Orogrim told her. “Wewill tel him the truth, and he will befree.”
“Todowhat?’” Kaylin countered. “To livein the Shadows? To kill hiskin?’

“I...have...not...killed my kin,” Marai replied. Her face was changing now, the fur paling, the fangs
receding into the shrinking line of her mouth.

“Orogrim has,” Kaylin said. And then she stopped because her brain had caught up with her mouth. And
she understood, finaly, what the tainted meant. What they could do. “Marcus sfriend. Y ou never met
him—"

“I met him,” Marai told her dowly.

“But he s—"

“I haveno Pridlea. | met him.”

“He' sdead.”

“Marcuskilled him.”

“No, Marai—he was dead before he met Marcus.”
“Hewas not dead.”

“What'slife?” Kaylin said urgently. Shefelt Severn’ srestless movement. Y es, she snapped, aong the
invisble linethat bound them, | know thisis not the time for aphilosophica discussion. | have apoint,
and thisisthe only way to makeit.



Shefelt the odd shape of hissmile, hishaf smile. It caught her by surprise, but...she clung to the fed of it
ayway.

“Maral, what doeslife mean? Everything that the Elder knew or believed, everything heloved—all the
supid things, al the smart ones, al the ugly and beautiful moments—they were wiped away entirely by
Orogrim’ swords. The words weren't strong; they weren’t spoken here, at the heart of the oldest of the
Shadows. But they were strong enough. Hisbody still moved, his mouth still spoke—but everything that
made him what he was, like or hate it—was destroyed.”

“That will not happen to our son,” Orogrim told Marai. “Y ou know thisto be true.”

“No, it won't. That’swhat makesyou specid,” Kaylin said. “It’snot the taint. It’ sthe fact that, in the
end, with enough power behind him, Orogrim’ s son could remake the whole of your race. It wouldn't be
Leontine anymore, but it wasn't Leontine to start with. Y our people—your sister—would be as different
from Leontines as the L eontines were from the animals out of which the Old Ones made them.

“And they wouldn’t have much choice,” Kaylin added. “But you do. Y our son will. Orogrim does.”
“They feared rivas.”

“No,” Kaylin said wesarily. “They feared the loss of what they’ d brought to life. Not more, not less. But
lifeisunpredictable. There are those born who can not only hear the words, even if they don't
undergtland them. They can usethem.”

Kaylin took adeep breath.

And as she did, Makuron the Outcaste cried out in fury, hiswings expanding in the darkness. Black fire
filled the sky, and even before it lifted, she saw that he had crossed the border.

Orogrim smiled. Nothing about him had changed. The prominent jut of too many fangs glistened. But
Mara heditated. She stood in the light of the moons, onejust shy of full, the other aperfect, Sllver circle.

Thiswas important, somehow. One more night, Kaylin thought. It wasn't her thought, but it took her a
moment to realize where it had come from: Nightshade. Bleeding but unperturbed, he raised his sword,
shifting his stance. He held it two-handed, standing his ground. And it was his ground; she could dmost
fed thelink between them, fief and Lord.

“Maral,” Kaylin said, theword aquiet act of desperation.

The Leontine—and she was tha—turned. “My only living kin are my sister and my son,” she said. “But
my sster has her Pridiea”

“I will not let them kill Sarabe. 1 will not let them harm our son.” She emphasized the possessive. “But,
Mara...understand that | cannot let you harm him, ether.”

Orogrim growled, tensed to leap.

Marai met himin mid-air. She had not taken the Shadows back; she was smdller, her fur paer, thereds
Slvered by moonlight so they weredmost invisble. “Tel me” she shouted to Kaylin. “Tel memy sory.
Tdl me, Eldest.”

Kaylin started to speak, and fire rained down upon her. It should havekilled her. It didn’t. Instead, it



passed to either side of her, like rushing water against a standing stone.
Nightshade wasthere, asif he were Severn.

She held out her arms, asiif in plea, and saw Orogrim’s claws pierce Marai’ s shoulder. Marai snarled
and staggered back, and her form shifted, and the words around her began to swirl again. But they were
different, now. Kaylin could see them clearly: as clearly as she had Sanabdis s words what seemed like
months ago.

“Givethem choice,” Kaylin said. Her throat hurt. It was like speaking in Dragon, which she had done
only once, and only to the dead.

“Give them thought and will and valition. Give them dreams and the ability to see beyond the next medl,
the need for shdlter. Give them hope, and light, and a span of days greater than the span they now have.

“Givethem—" Shefdtered. Orogrim’s claws raked across Marai’ s chest, and blood flew in ablack,
beaded fan. “No, Marai—"

But Mara snarled, growling, the wounds closing as she struggled. The Barrani were thrown back by the
wind of Dragon wings, and Tiamaris charged, roaring, into the side of Makuron the Black. The larger
Dragon snapped his neck to the side, hisjaws grazing Tiamaris s flank. Scales snapped.

And Mara grew darker, again, and her facelost the Leontine shape that Kaylin knew in her heart she
loved best of al mortal faces. The Pridlea sface. The mother’s.

“Kaylin,” Marai said, her voice lower, deeper.
Kaylin swalowed. She couldn’t move; Dragon breath had melted stone.
But she could spesk.

“Give them song, and story, give them fire. Grace them, in al things with the choice to do and be.” Gods,
her throat hurt. Her eyes hurt. Her arms, her legs, her back—it was like the chorus of avery badly sung
song.

Mara struggled, returning claw for claw, bitefor bite. Hers was now the shorter reach, and she had alot
fewer teeth. But she was shining now. The moonlight done did not illuminate her—something dse did;
something brought the red fur to light, and gave it the semblance of ... .flame.

“I choose,” Mara said, and her voice was exactly the voice of the Leontine woman who had given birth,
amost alone, to asingle cub. “I can choose. Orogrim—the Shadows offer power, and we have taken
power. But what have we given?” Her mouth was black with blood. His mouth, red withiit.

“We choselife,” he snarled. And then, maddened, said, “| choselife. Y ou—you have chosen to throw
lifeaway.”

“ThisigT'tlife,” Marai replied. “ But sheisthe mother of my son. Shewasthere. | will not let you kill her.”

“You will not slop me,” Makuron roared. And rose. Tiamaris lifted wings, and Kaylin saw, by the way
onetrailed ground, that flight would be denied him.

“Kaylin,” Nightshade said. She could hear hisvoice so clearly she thought he must be speaking in the
slence of her very crowded thoughts. But she saw hislips move. And she saw the Dragon rise. She
thought the whole city must be able to see him; he eclipsed the very moons.



And she stood, watching him rise, until the Shadows called her back. The story was unfinished, and she
knew that she would see it through to its end; its end was written, somewhere, on her body; had been a
part of her for dl of her adult life.

“Give them the peace of death, when age descends. Give them the freedom of degth. L et them leave
these lands when lifeis burden and not joy. Let none of us stand in their way, who know no such peace.”

And she understood, for just amoment, why the Old Ones had chosen to fashion life from things dready
living. Just amoment. We dl want things for our children that we could not or did not have. And wetry,
and we're not perfect, and we can't dways get it right. But when we fail, what do we do?

She spoke asingle word. It wasn't Elantran. It couldn’t be. She couldn’t even think of it as Elantran,
athough the rest had seemed very likeit to her.

No names. No words to bind them. No words to give them life. No eternity. A life beyond words,
outsde of them.

We keep trying. Welove, and wetry not to fail again in the same way. Wefind other waysto fail. But
we haveto keep trying.

She saw Mara in the moonlight. She saw Marai begin to spesk, and the words that bound her, the
words that gave her power, fatered. It would kill her. And, Kaylin saw, in abrief flash, Marai would let
it.

“No!” Her own voice. Her own thin voice. “No! Marai! Maral, you have Roshan!”

“My choice,” the Leontine said, and for thefirst time, the only time, she was entirely calm and free of fear
or need. “You will let me makeit, Eldest. Y ou will not takeit from me. Y ou will tell my son—our
son—this story, when heisold enough to understand it. Y ou will tell him that he wasloved. Y ou will tell
him that love, in the end, isnot an excuse. Y ou will tell him that what | want for him iswhat you want. He
will choose. And he will face the consequences of that choice, as| face them. Y ou will tel himthat | pray
to the ancestors that he makes a different choice and faces happier consequences.” And she reached out
with Leontine hands, and those hands brushed Orogrim’ s unrecognizable features, asif they could
discern what lay beneath them.

Orogrim tore her chest gpart with his claws. And then helifted hisface and stared directly at Kaylin, who
stood too shocked to move.

Severn wastherein an instant. Severn, blade drawn, bleeding. He would face Dragonsfor her, she
knew. And the Shadows. And memories.

Orogrim legped and Makuron descended, and two bladesrose: Severn’s and Nightshade's. One
devoured flame. The other impaled shadow. But thistime, thistime, the Shadows were solid. One
misshapen arm lay on the ground, shuddering into tillness a the force of the blow; the rest of thearm
was il attached.

Wordless, Orogrim looked at the long stump, and then, eyes rounding, he looked at Kaylin. He looked
at Mara’ sbody. He looked at Severn, and he moved then, but he was dower, now. He was not
recognizably Leontine, that much, he retained.

And it wasakindness, initsway.

Asmuch of akindness as angry gods alowed.



“They did not love us,” heroared, and one-armed, hampered, he turned to Severn. He could till fight; he
could not fight and ignore the wegpons and the blows aimed at him.

“No, Orogrim,” Kaylin said, uncertain that he would even hear. He had just killed Marai. “They feared
you, and love can’'t exist when there sthat much fear.”

Hislong, long claws caught the rotating chain of Severn’swegpon, but the momentum of that chain pulled
him off hisfeet. Herolled aong the ground, clumsier, tried to put ahand out, and migudged; he had no
hand on that arm.

“But Mara loved you, Orogrim.”

And Mara, child of shadows, had graced him—uwith desth. Kaylin looked away as Severn closed, hating
Orogrim and pitying him, and wondering if the face of death and danger was dwaystinged by this
pathos.

Never wondering if she could have killed him, had she been Severn. She watched, bore witnessto his
furious struggles. His blood was dark, but crimson where it splashed stone; it Szzled whereit splattered
againg molten rock.

Severn legped, and landed; his blade was dark and wet and it didn’t reflect moonlight—or any light,
redly. She saw it gtrike, fall, saw at last the misshapen head roll away from its shoulders. Saw Severn fal
to one knee. She started to move toward him, and stopped. The ground that she stood on was asmall
patch of solid rock, and to her front and sides, what had once been dirt or rock was now orange and

glowing.

She heard Tiamaris roar, and she saw Makuron, haloed now by moonlight, as heroared hisfury and his
rage. Wordless, anima, very like Orogrim, he plummeted from the sky that was, for amoment, hisfief,
hisempire.

Nightshade was there. Nightshade, the fief. Nightshade, the man. She thought she felt the ground risejust
infront of her feet, before she was borne back by the glancing blow of asingletalon.

Her arm broke beneath her and shelost the ability to breathe. But she felt the force of the Outcaste's
ancient name, and she struggled againgt it, the sharp pain of bonesfading into athrob.

Hesad, | will kill you.

She might have nodded. She was exhausted, and even if her ribs hadn’t been broken—and she knew
they were—she wouldn't have had the strength to stand or flee.

Standing to fight didn’t even occur to her asapossibility. But she could see moonlight glinting off
Tiamaris, could see him move, seethe stretch of hislong, beautiful neck. She could even seethefire that
suddenly blossomed around him, and could hear, in the timbre of his answering roar, pain. The fire began
to fade to ahaze of light and around her, againgt that haze, the shapes of the Barrani faded into shadow.
She closed her eyes, then; it was too much work to keep them open.

Makuron said, again, | will kill you.
Y es. But not now. If | could, Dragon Lord, | would tell you your story.
And shefet just aglimmer of something that might one day become fear. What are you?

Kaylin...Kaylin Neya



And then hewas gone. Or shewas.

CHAPTER 23

She woke to the crowded yet austere room that served the Hawks as an infirmary. Bandages, scissors
and small jars with open lidslittered the counter, and she grimaced as she caught sight of the flecked
wings of theinfirmary’s chief doctor. Those wings were folded, which was generally considered agood
sgn—but Kaylin had known Moran for far too many yearsto pay them much attention.

Moran had—Kaylin would have bet money on it—eyesin the back of her head. “ Y ou're findly awake.”
It was dmost an accusation. “If you try to St up, you won't be.”

Kaylin grimaced. “ Broken ribs?’

“And abroken arm. It was a clean break. Some |acerations, bruises and gashes. Blood loss, but not
enough to dow you down. Notethat | am not asking you what you were doing,” she added, “ because
I'mtired of hearing excuses.”

Kaylinlet her heed fal back on her pillow. “Why am | not home?’

“Think about what you just heard.” Moran ran ahand through her hair, and Kaylin saw her eyes. They
were dark, and sunken.

“Moran, how long was | out?’
“Long enough,” wasthe brisk reply. “How many fingersam | holding up?’
“None”

Moran nodded. “ There are alist of people who wish to spesk with you. It is, oddly enough, only dightly
longer than the list of people |’ ve recently been forced to offend.”

“Moran, it'simportant—how long have | been out?’
“Long enough,” shereplied. “You hed quickly. How doesyour skin fed?’
“My skin? Fine. Except for the bits under the wad of bandages. Why?’

“When you were brought here, every single tattoo on your body—and, yes, | know that’ s not the right
word—was incandescent blue, and very hot to the touch.”

“Oh.”

“Consultation with Records, however, shows that they’re more or lessthe same.”
“Moreor less?’

“Yes”

“Tiamaris?’

“Lord Tiamariswas not brought here.”

“But was he—"

“Assuch, heisn't my patient and isn’t my problem. Corporal Handred, however, asked meto tell you



that Lord Tiamariswill live. I, however, will likely face the prospect of unemployment—and believe me
that sounds tempting at the moment—if the Sergeant isn't alowed to spesk with you when you regain
CONSCiousness.”

This, Kaylin understood. “ And when will that be?”

“When you think you' reready,” was the steady reply. “ Until then, do me the favor of lying ill and
pretending to rest.”

“Can| at least speak to Severn?’

“Not unlessyou' re willing to spesk to everyoneese.” Her expression gentled dightly. “Wewere
worried, Kaylin. All of us. The Quartermaster would like to speak with you,” she added, “but grudgingly
gave me permission to say that the loss of the boots and the melting of one dagger would not be docked
from your pay.”

“Oh. | must have looked terrible.”

“Yes. It would have been dightly more helpful if Severn had brought you in about two hours earlier. The
officewasn't full at that time.”

“I'll talk to him about histiming.”

“Dothat.” Moran shook herself, and then bent over Kaylin and hugged her carefully. * Good work,
Private,” she said softly.

Kaylin'sideaof recovery did not include Malory, and asaresult, it was afull two hours before she
declared hersdlf awake enough to speak with Severn. The words had hardly left her mouth before the
door opened and he walked in.

Moran' sinfirmary didn’t include mirrors, and given Severn’s bruised face, and anew line of stitches near
theleft Sde of hisjaw, thiswas probably a good thing. On the other hand, she couldn’t see what she
looked like, but given that she was the one metaphorically strapped to an infirmary bed—and Moran had
real straps, which shewasn't afraid to use—it was probably just aswell.

Severn pulled up astool. Hewasin aclean uniform, his hair was brushed back, and his eyeswere as
darkly ringed asMoran’s.

“Do look asbad asyou do?’

“Worse,” he said, with the hint of asmile. “ Tiamaris was certain you were dead when the Outcaste
landed.”

“Tiamariswasinjured—"

“Yes. It wasimpressive. Hewasimpressve,” Severn said. “I’m not sure he would have returned to the
accepted Empire norm for Dragonsif Nightshade hadn’t intervened.”

“Intervened?’ Shethought, for abrief moment, of his sword.

Severn shook hishead. “No, not that way. He told Tiamaristhat you held his name, and that because of
thishe knew, for certain, you il lived. He dso intimated that any attempt to prolong alosing fight while
you were somewhere directly benesth it would possbly change your sate.”



“Change my gate?’

“Those were more or less the words he used.” His smile broadened. “High Barrani.”
“Of course.” She snorted. It hurt. “Did Moran tell you how many ribs| cracked?’
“No.”

“Youdidn't ask?’

“I’'m not upid.”

“What happened to the Outcaste?”’

“Heran up againgt Mdiannosin the hands of afieflord,” Severn said, hissmiledimming. “But if you mean
ishe dead, no.”

“And Mara—"

Helooked away, then. “1 don’t understand L eontine well enough to follow al that she said—Hbut |
understand it well enough to know what it must have been. We brought her body home,” he added
quietly. “It'sinthe morgue.”

“And Orogrim?’
“Dead.”

“Alsoin the morgue?’
“No.”

Shedidn't ask. Instead, she risked the wrath of Moran. She caught his handsin hers and pulled herself
upright.

“Kaylin, Moranisgoing to kill me,” hewhispered.

“Thebaby,” she sad, ignoring him. “How long have | been out? | promised, Severn—the baby—"
“Thebaby isdive” hesad. “ Or hewasthismorning.”

“Yousaw him?’

“I saw him. | went to vist Kayala s Pridleaearly thismorning.”

“Sheletyouin?’

“In the circumstances—and as she explained, as aguest hersef—she was willing to consider the mesting
ground neutral enough not to ask meto leave any vita body parts at the door. The baby was dive.”

Shelet go of his hands and dumped back into the bed. “| fed like crap.”
He placed apam against her forehead. Nodded.
“What wasthat for?’

“Fever. You'refine. Before you start complaining, you weren't fine when you were brought in.”



“I need to get up.”
He looked dubious about that.
“I need to go to the Paace,” she said. “I need to be with the Pridlea.”

“I believe that Lord Sanabdlis attempted to explain thisto Moran. He was probably about as successful
asyou'll beif youtry.”

“Sanabalis? He was here?’

“Y es. He was concerned.”

“Did you ask about Tiamaris?’

“No. | wastold he'll live. Lord Sanabaliswasn't in the best of moods.”

“Dragonsnever are,” afamiliar voice said. “And if you sit up, Moran will break my arms.”
She sat up anyway and regretted it dmogst ingtantly. “Marcus!”

He was wearing his uniform. He was wearing the Hawk. He was in the infirmary, and Moran was
standing behind his right shoulder with an expression that brought to mind the wrath of agod.

“Yes, Private”
“You're back.”

He nodded. “1 should probably thank whoever ingtdled Mallory as acting Sergeant. | can actualy seethe
surface of my desk.”

She wanted to laugh. Until shedid.
“Sergeant.” Moran’stone of voice was at its most pinched.
“They—they let you go? | thought | had to go back.”

“Sanabdisfdt that, in the circumstances, it would be agoodwill gesture to the Emperor. He imparted this
information very diplomaticaly, and merely waited until they agreed.”

“And that took how long?’

“About an hour, give or take afew side arguments.” His expression softened. “1 swear, I'm going to put
you on paperwork if you ever come back in this condition again.”

“Kill menow. It'll bekinder.”

“I"d congder it if Moran weren't here, but as Moran is here, my life span would be measured in seconds,
and | would hateto see al your interference in my personal affairs go to waste.” He saw her expression
change again; she wastoo tired to keep it in check. His growl softened. “Y es, kitling, the arguments were
about the baby. Marai isdead,” he said quietly. “1 claimed her body for the Pridlea, for Sarabe’ s sake,
and therewill beaburia. The baby’ sfather islikewise dead. Tell me what happened.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know dl of it. | saw him fall—Orogrim, | mean. And | saw what he did to
Mara—but Marai chose her degth. And | let her.”



“Sometimes that’ s an act of mercy aswell,” he said. His claws were sheathed, and the pads of his paws
felt dry and rough againgt her cheek. “ Sanabalisiswaiting for you at the Pdace.”

“Marcus—’

“Y ou saw, I’'m told, what they can become. Thetainted. The cursed. Y ou fought them. But...Lord
Tiamaris said that you also spoke with them, and Marai, at least, heard your words. Lord Tiamariswas
injured, and if Lord Sanabalis does not consider it an impediment to his recovery, you'll probably be
dlowedtovigthim.”

“Mac' IS ”
Helifted ahand. “1t isn’'t up to me, Kaylin.”
“Andif it were?’

He could have pretended to misunderstand her. Hedidn’t. “1 didn’t seewhat Marai or Orogrim became.
| didn’t seethem fight, and | didn’t seethem kill. To me, for better or worse, the knowledge that the
ancient tlesaretrue is till theoretical. The child isachild tome.”

“Sarabe will be safe?”

His growl waslow and deep. She didn’t ask again. He turned to Moran. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but Lord
Sanabdisiswaliting. He' s sent a carriage—it’ sbeen in the yard for the past eight hours.”

“She'snot fit to trave.”

“Short of strapping her to the bed—and yes, I'm well awareit’ s possible—I don’'t see how you'll detain
her.”

Moran started to speak, and stopped before words left her mouth. She took a deep breath before she
spoke again. “A child, you said?’

“A Leontine orphan,” Marcusreplied.

“Then, no,” shereplied, surrendering. “ Short of drugging her, there' s probably not much more | can do.”
She walked around Marcus and knelt againgt the bed, pressing her forehead into the hard mattress. “I’ve
had two long, dmost deeplessdays, Private. | advise you againgt leaving the infirmary. If, however, you
choose to ignore my advice, I’ ve sent unguents and oils with Corporal Handred. Y ou are to apply these
to your wounds when you change their dressing. Y ou are aso forbidden to carry any heavy weight, and
you will not, under any circumstances, involve yoursdf in any physical activitiesfor at least two weeks. Is
that clear?’

“Yes, Moran.”

It was't painful to walk, dthough it was dmaost humiliatingly tiring. It wasn't painful to Sit, but it was
painful to St in amoving carriage, because the roads weren't redlly designed for people with broken ribs.
She would have complained, because for Kaylin, complaining was one of life slittle luxuries, but the
worry was worse than the pain.

Silence, on the other hand, obvioudy caused worry, because Severn opened his pouch, took some
bitterroot out, and broke its barklike skin. “Chew it,” he said.



“I'mfine”
“That wasn't arequest.”

She made aface, opened her mouth, and made aless voluntary face in response; bitterroot was a
completely descriptive name that somehow failed to live up to the texture and the actud taste of the plant.
But it did help with the pain.

Sanabalis met them in the Courtyard. He was dressed head to toe in blue robes, which made his beard
look alot whiter. He waved the guards away, and aso waked quickly past the liveried atendants whose
job it wasto help passengers exit the carriage with their dignity intact. He opened the door on Kaylin's
sde of the carriage, and held out a hand above the small stool the attendants usualy placed just benesth
the carriage door.

Kaylin, in what passed for dress uniform given the time she' d had to get dressed, hesitated amoment
before taking his hand. He failed to notice the hesitation, and she alowed him to help her reach the
ground.

But when she had both feet on the ground and it was clear they were going to support her, he touched
her chin gently, lifting her face. His eyeswere lambent gold, and the lower membranes were nowherein
sght—it wasadmost hard to look at them. “You did well,” he said softly.

She couldn’t think of anything to say in response—but it was aways that way. She was used to Marcus
and the rest of the Hawks, open praise unsettled her, and because it was so rare, shefelt she had to
somehow say something that showed she deserved it. Instead she said, “Well enough? 'Y ou know what |
want, Sanabdis. Y ou know why | came.”

He nodded. “The Dragon Court isaware of your fedingsin this matter. It has been in sesson for some
time”

“And you're dlowed to be absent?’
“Kaylin, I do not think you fully apprehend the nature of your actionsin thefiefs. We arein your debt.”
She started to reply, and helifted a hand.

“And awise person does not wish to carry the Emperor’ s debt with her wherever she goes. Owing a
debt is not acomfortable position for aruler.”

She wastired. But barter of this nature, stripped of pretty words, had been lifein thefiefs. “Can | ask for
anything?’

“You can ask,” hereplied. “What you are granted, however, is another matter entirely.”
“Dol haveto seehim?’

“The Emperor? No. Not yet, although that took some finessing on our part.”

“Our?’

“Lord Tiamarisand mysdf.”

“Oh.” Pause. “What did you say?’



“That your lessonsin etiquette—"
“I"'m not taking lessonsin etiquette—"

“—have been sorely inadequate, and that your utter failure to comport yourself with the dignity duethe
Imperid rank would likely force him to terminate your exisence when it is, in fact, amost required.”

“Thanks. | think.”

“The Emperor has, however, decreed that your education will be more fully rounded in future. He wished
to meet with you,” Sanabdis said in asofter tone of voice. “And in the end, heisthe Emperor. He will
meet with you. But naot, | think, today. Come. Tiamarisiswaiting.”

“I thought he was badly injured?’

“No more than you, and you are here.”

“Wait, where are we going?’

“Into the Palace. In fact, into awing of the Palace you have visited before.”
“Rennick?’

“Mr. Rennick isnot currently in the Palace. He is—in his own words—pinning down the last of the
difficult roles. | believe he caled this*auditions.” Y bdline, however, iswith him.”

“Shecan't go—"

“As are representatives of the Palace Guard. Private Neya, the Emperor has allowed us a period of
grace. Nothing more and nothing less. We have limited time, and much of it has dwindled while you
recovered. Hewill not wait out the day.”

“I want to see Kayaa.”

“You will. The others, unfortunately, will haveto wait.” He held out hisarm and she sared at it. He
closed hiseyesfor amoment, and then said, in adightly thinner voice, “Corpord ?’

“Lord Sanabdis.”

“Please see that she managesto navigate the Hallswithout falling flat on her face. | am dready inill-favor
with the Aerian the Hawks have s&t to guard the infirmary.”

They walked to the Library, of al places, though until she saw the great doors, she didn’t recognize the
Halls. Sanabdiswinced dightly as he glanced at the doorward, but he was sllent. He touched the ward
with hispam.

Severn walked calmly toward it and placed hispam in its center after Sanabalis had let his hand fall
away. Kaylin looked at the ward—no, the whole damn door—suspicioudly. She remembered what had
happened the last time she' d been here.

But to her surprise, the doors began to roll on their hinges.

Standing at the edge of hisvast Library, in robes asfine as Sanabdis's, stood the Arkon. He felt old,



athough he didn’t look that much older than Sanabais—today. She would have sworn that he had
looked much older and feebler when she had first met him, at least until he had started roaring in Dragon.

Helooked at her for along moment, and then to her surprise, he bowed. His expression, however, was
missing anything that resembled warmth or friendliness. “Private Neya,” he said asherose. “ Corpora
Handred. | trust you are familiar with the rules of my Library?’

Severn nodded. Kaylin wanted a recap, but couldn’t quite force herself to ask for one.

“We have been waiting, Lord Sanabais.”

Sanabdis nodded. “We will wait perhaps another two hours—the moonswill be digned at that time.”
The Arkon nodded.

Kaylin turned to Sanabdis. “Two hours?’ she said. She dmost added, | dragged my buitt out of the
infirmary, pissing off Moran, and we have to st around waiting for another two hours?

Severn stepped on her foot.

“In the meantime, | have asked the kitchen to prepare food suitable for your consumption,” the Arkon
told them both. “It will not, of course, be eaten in any of the rooms that house the collection.” He began
to walk away, and they followed, passing through the cavernous walls of books, books, small satues,
glass cases and more books. Kaylin wondered exactly how it was that something that burned so damn
eadly could end up asthe hoard of an ancient Dragon, but she managed not to ask. Instead, she
concentrated on being quiet, because the Arkon’ s temper when his rules were broken was probably
more than she could survive—Dragon voices had away of shaking the ground you were standing on, and
the carriage ride had jarred her ribs enough. Her left arm wasin ading, and she let the ding carry most of
itsweight.

But the Arkon didn’t speak and didn’t stop until he reached the room with multiple doors. They were
blessedly free of doorwards. He took akey chain from his pockets and he opened the door to the lft.
“Thisway,” hesaid. “It isnot much farther, and | gpologize for the length of thewalk. | antold,” he
added, glancing at Sanabdlis, “that you should not bewalking at dl.”

Heled them down ahall that had norma cellings—it amost felt like she' d taken awrong turn and ended
up somewhere outside of the Palace—but the hall opened into aroom that looked, from this distance, to
be round. She could see the gray of stone and the hint of curvature.

She could also see two familiar figures, seated in what appeared to be practical, plain chairs, which were
pulled alittle back from atable that would beright at home in the mess hall. Kayalaand Tiamaris.

Neither roseto greet her, and in Kayda s case that was probably a good thing—L eontines were physical
creatures, and being hugged by one right now would probably redly hurt.

“Kitling,” Kaydasid.

Kaylin felt her whole body shudder, then. She could see clearly why Kaydahadn't risen—asmadl bundle
with afurry face at one end was perched in her lap. It wastrue: the baby was il dive.

1] Kwd a.”

“I’ve been warned not to hug you,” the Leontinetold her.



“I have four broken ribs. They’ d like them not to pierce my lungs.”

Kayaa chuckled; it sounded like agrowl to humanswho weren't used to Leontines. To Kaylin, it
sounded like home. “You'reto eat,” she added, and nodded toward the food.

“l can't”
“You can”
“I want to hold him,” Kaylin said. “I need to hold him.”

Kayad s glance flickered briefly across Sanabalis sface. The Dragon Lord nodded. “Then come and
take him. He sdeeping.”

Kaylin crossed the room and held her arms out. One of her arms didn’t follow, and she grimaced.
“Your arm, kitling—"

“Hell with my arm. He doesn’t weigh that much. | don’t need both of them.” Babiesdidn’t count as
heavy lifting. Shelifted him awkwardly, cradling him againgt her chest, and remembering the night hewas
born. He tirred in her arms, and she looked at him with faint concern. “Ishe hungry?’

“He' sababy.”
“Isthat ayes?’

“Babiesare hungry, dirty, or deepy. That one, though,” Kayala said, with the hint of afrown, “istoo
deepy, in our opinion. It's hard to wake him, and it’ s hard to feed him. Heredly is scrawny.” She stood,
then, and pulled out achair for Kaylin. “We ve been waking him up for feedings, but he doesn't est
enough, and he doesn't stay awake.” And her tone of voice, the subtle inflection in it, made clear to
Kaylin that Kayaawondered privatdly if thiswouldn’t be the best possible outcome. And wondering
that, tried anyway.

Sheredly wasn't hungry, but Kayalagrowled at her, and she knew that particular growl. She allowed
Kayaato drop food into her mouth because sheredly didn’'t want to let go of the baby.

“Kaylin,” Tiamaris said, “Kayala has protected the cub in your absence. She can be trusted to protect
the cub in your presence.”

“It'snot about trust,” Kaylin replied, around amouthful of food. “I wasjust so afraid he'd be dead. I'm
tired of dead children,” she said starkly. “I’'m tired of having my life defined by them.”

“And living children are abetter definition?’
“I can't think of a better one. Honestly, can you?”
“I'm not human. Or mortd. And I will never have children.”

She nodded. “To the Tha dani, it would be better. To the Aerians, certainly. But it doesn't matter—to
meit’ s better.” She brushed the baby’ s forehead with her lips. “Marai died because of him.”

“Had Marai died a birth, asisthe custom in the plains, we would not bein this position.”

“Tiamaris—if weall died at birth, nothing bad would ever happen. Nothing would happen at dl.”



He nodded, his expression carefully neutral. He looked exhausted, but he still had Dragon dignity keeping
him from fdling over on hisface; Kaylin, lacking that dignity, held ababy inits place. Severn sat beside
her in glence—he was dways so damn dlent. But he ate, and he did smile dightly when Kaylin attempted
to tell Kayalathat she' d eaten enough.

And then the Arkon returned to the room. “Itisalmost time.”

“Wherearewe going?’

“We are not required to leave thisroom. The celling, however, will open.”

“With our luck, it'll beraining.”

The Arkon sniffed. “That,” he said, as he touched amark engraved in thewall, “iswhat mages arefor.”

She amost laughed, but the ceiling, as he had said, opened. It wasn't like the Hawklord' s tower—it was
something...magica. The plain and unadorned stone of the round room just faded out of existence, asif it
were Smply chalk and someone had rubbed a brush acrossitslines. The stars were bright, even given the
dim lights of the city; the moons were brighter. Silver and full, they were untroubled by clouds.

“Kaylin,” the Arkon said.

She held the baby just alittle bit tighter as she turned to face the Dragon, and froze. His eyes...were
slver. Not gold, not orange, and thank the gods, not red. But she had never seen silver Dragon eyes
before.

“Lord Tiamaris has spoken at length in Court. | have listened, and Lord Sanabdis has listened, and we
two are possibly the only two who could make full sense of what he said—because it should make no
sense. The Emperor,” he said, his voice shading into the dry, “was patient. He did not interrupt.

“Lord Sanabalis argued on your behalf. Tiamariswas silent throughout the discussion about the fate of
the babe you now hold in your arms.” He squared his shoulders. “I’'m aware that you fed that we would
haveto kill you to kill the child. It isnot, however, true.”

She should have been afraid. Maybe she wasjust too tired.

“| abstained from the discussion aswell. | do not understand your attachment to a stranger’ s child, but
Lord Sanabdlis said—e oquently—that children are, in some metaphorica way, your hoard. And |
therefore dlowed him to talk meinto this”

Sanabalis said nothing. His eyes were the norma gold of a Dragon, but hisinner membranes were up.

“Y ou heard Lord Sanabalis when hefirg set foot in the Leontine Quarter ahandful of your days ago.
Y ou did not understand what he was saying.”

She nodded.

“But Lord Tiamarisingststhat you were speaking in the sametonguein thefiefs. Lord Tiamarisisyoung,
and undereducated, afact that has caused some discussion a Court. Only two living Dragonsin the
Empire can claim to spesk the ancient tongue, but dmost all Dragonswould recognizeit. | am uncertain
that Lord Tiamarisis one of them.

“Therefore, Kaylin, you will spesk to the child you now hold.”
“What?’



“Y ou gave your word, in the oldest tongue we know, to the child’ smother. Y ou will fulfill your word,
and we two—L ord Sanabalis and I—will listen. And we will judge the risk based on what we hear. Do
you understand? Lord Sanabdis did not argue for the child’ s surviva. Given that the child presentsa
danger to the Emperor’ s hoard, it would not be possible to do so. It would certainly be unwise. What
Lord Sanabalis argued for was the possbility of his surviva, and thiswas granted—barely.

“I have nointerest in the child, but | confess | have littleinterest in the Empire, either. | am aso not
respongblefor your lifein any way. | am therefore considered an unbiased judge. And jury.”

His eyes seemed to grow, or the light in them did, until his face was suffused with it; he was hard to look
at. But she looked because, conversdly, it wasimpossible not to look at him.

“Asyou are unfamiliar with the tongue, | will guide you some part of theway. But only part. What you
didinthefiefs, | could not do. Nor could Lord Sanabalis. What you did in the fiefs should not be
possible. But neither, in the end, should you.”

He began to speak. Kaylin couldn’t understand aword he was saying, and she felt the ground drop
beneath her feet. Thefear that she hadn't felt upon first seeing the odd color of hiseyescamein arush,
like unwel come gravity might return to someone clinging by their fingersto adliff’sedge.

She couldn’t understand him. The syllables sounded familiar, and in the growing light that surrounded him,
she could see them begin to dance in the air, asthey had danced for Sanabalis on that single day.

She must have clutched the baby too tightly, because he woke and began to cry.

“I will take him, kitling,” Kayalasaid softly. The hush in the words was the only sign of reverence she
showed. But the fact that it was there was unsettling. Her husband, Marcus, didn’t fed any of the
Leontineracia reverencefor Dragons, or their magic. Or maybe he did. Hewas't oneto let persona
fedings get intheway of hisjob.

But she shook her head mutely and turned again to look at the words before her. Lega High Barrani had
seemed like that, at onetime. No, not quite—theindividua Barrani words made sense, it wasjust the
whole sentences that were astorture. These were different.

Shetried to dip out from under thefear. It didn’t help her—it dmost never did. Right now she held the
baby. Right now he was dive. She began to walk toward the Arkon. If he saw her, it changed nothing.
He continued to speak, and she continued to struggle with the familiar cadences of acompletely
unfamiliar tongue.

But as she approached, she became aware of thetingle that stretched up the length of her back. It was
uncomfortable, but it was welcome. She drew closer to the Arkon, and the tingling increased until it was
actively painful. Shifting the baby’ sweight, she perched him carefully on her hip—which, given hisage
and lack of coordination, took agreeat ded more carethan it did with Marrin’ s foundlings—and then
reached out to touch one of the moving Sgils.

She thought her hand would passthroughit. It didn’t. The symbol stilled in the air, and grew denser and
brighter, asif the contact gave it form and shape.

“Sanabdis” shesad, in ahushed voice, “can you see?’
“Yes” hereplied, and his voice was equally hushed. “Isthiswhat you saw when | spoke?’
Shenodded. “I can't read it.”



“Arkon?’ Sanabdissad.

It was the space of ten very loud heartbeats before the ancient Dragon answered. “Yes. | see what you
%.H

“Kaylin, touch the others”

She nodded, not redlly noticing that he hadn’t used her rank. She wished she had given Kayaathe baby
now because he was fussing, and the fussing was growing louder, and she had nothing to feed him.

She began to awkwardly try to rock him while she walked. She was lucky it didn’'t cause her to fall over.
But while he fussed, she touched the words she could see, and as she did, they coalesced in dense, bright
shapes, the movement of lines and squiggles and dots stilled.

It was only then that she redlized the Arkon had ceased his story, if that’ swhat these words were. No
wonder the baby sounded so loud; everything €l se was utterly slent.

“Severn?’
“We can dl seethem,” hereplied. “ As clearly aswe can see the marks on your skin.”
“Arkon, can you read them?’

The Dragon Lord—if that was the right word for him, Librarian just seemed wrong somehow—was
moving, inadow circle, from symbol to symbol. He reached out once, and then drew his hand back
beforeit could make contact.

“Arkon?’ Sanabdissad.

But he continued to walk, to stare and, eventually, Sanabalis said to Kaylin, “ Cover the child searsif you
can, not that it will do much good.”

“Cover hisears? Why?’

“I believe it best that we have the Arkon’ s atention. Elantran isnot hisfirst language. It is probably not
hislagt, but there are agreat many, most dead, in between. When heis absorbed with something, he
tendsto fall back on Dragon thoughts, and in general, our language isthe best way to retrieve him.”

“Got it,” shesaid. Shetried to cover the child s ears, but understood why Sanabaliswas certain it
wouldn’t do much good.

Sanabalisroared. That sound, coming from an incongruoudy person-shaped throat, shook the entire
room. If that’ swhat they did to catch your attention when you were daydreaming, she never, ever
wanted to see them at war.

The Arkon raised abrow. Hiseyeswere still slver, but she could see some hint of gold emerging in their
depths. “My apologies,” he said, in his perfectly modulated, almost human voice. “I have not seen
anything likethissincel wasdl but ahatchling.”

“Not evenin Ravdlon?’

Sanabdlis covered hisface with his hands. But the Arkon merely stared at Kaylin, asif seeing her for the
first time. “Not even there,” he said quietly. “And | gather, from the reaction of Lord Sanabdlis, that you
have been instructed not to ask.”



She swallowed, bounced the baby and started walking in afast circle. The Dragon’ sroar had
momentarily silenced him—if by silence one meant thelong intake of breath that precedes al out
screaming.

“Not there,” he said again. “But | have wandered. What you saw in my speech isnot what | seeinthe
speaking. But | seeit now. Bring the child, Kaylin Neya. Follow the path | walk. Thewordsare not...in
sequence, and not al of the words are present.”

“Those arethe ones| could see”
“Y es, and for that reason, they must be significant. What you did for Marai, | cannot do.”
“I didn’t do anything for her but let her die,” Kaylin replied starkly.

The Arkon shook hishead. “You did. Y ou let her choose her form, and the moment of her death, and
she accepted the limitation of that form to itsend. She heard you,” he added softly. “And | think...she
heard the first Story, the story of their creation asit was spoken at their birth. And she understood it.”

“And you don’t think she would have heard you?’

“I think it apity that Tiamarisis so reluctant to take up hisstudies,” wasthe severereply. “Blt...| have
doubts. None of uswere Chosen.” He held out a hand. It had the normal five fingers, it lacked claws,
and yet it seemed, to Kaylin, utterly dien for al its semblance of the familiar. The baby was crying. Kaylin
amog wanted to join him.

Instead, she took the Arkon's hand. And when the Arkon led her to the first word, which was not the
first one she' d touched, she stopped beforeit. Without thinking she lifted the crying child into the radius
of shed light, and his crying stopped.

She would have been embarrassed to admit that the first thing she did was make sure it hadn’t somehow
killed him. But she was dso embarrassed to admit that she went out drinking with Tedlaand Tain. The
baby’ s eyes were round...and blue.

“Kayaa, what does blue mean?’
“Kitling?’
“Eyes. Eye color. What does blue mean?’

“That,” the Matriarch of the Pridleagrowled, “isaBarrani color.” Which pretty much answered the
question. “If hiseyes|ook blue, they could be reflecting the light.”

“Or capturing it,” the Arkon said.

The baby reached out, and Kaylin lifted him closer to the light, and the shape that cast it. Human babies
didn’t have this much coordination. From Kayaa s sharp intake of breath, L eontine babies probably
didn't either.

But when his downy paws touched the word, the light dowly dimmed. He began to cry again. Her side
was sore, and she was certain that running around in circleswasn't going to help. So Kaylin began to
gpeak softly to the child. Nonsense words. Baby words. Soothing words.

Words.

The Arkon said nothing very loudly, and Kaylin had the grace to flush. But he was old enough to take



care of himsdlf, and the baby was, in the end, more important and immediate than her dignity. Nor did he
chooseto criticize her; instead he led, and she followed. At each Sgil, the child quieted for amoment,
and at each, he wasllifted to touch some element of the word—aline, adot, astroke. When the light
dimmed, he would cry, and when he cried, Kaylin would whisper or hum or even sng—becauseiit
seemed to help, and it was better than doing nothing.

Thelight in the room dowly faded. The blue of hiseyesdowly grew.
And when thelast word had dimmed, the darkened shells dowly faded from sight.
The Arkon frowned; he was staring at Kaylin. She realized this when Sanabalis cleared histhroat loudly.

Before she could speak—or think of something to say that wasn't baby nonsense—she felt awarmth a
the base of her neck. She closed her eyes, and when she opened them, one last word hovered inthe air
before her face. It was golden in color, and thelight it cast was not as bright as the light of the Dragon’s
words, but it was gill recognizably the same language.

Her lips moved as she spokeit.

The child reached out, and she smiled at him, and lifted him onelast time into the light. His paws batted a
dot out of theway, and it left asmear of golden light in the air. He clearly liked this better than screaming,
and hedidit again. And again.

Half an hour later, when hislids grew heavy, the word faded, asif it had existed only to amuse and
entertain; asif it were nothing more than avery fancy child’ stoy.

And she hdd him, and looked at the Arkon.

The Arkon bowed to her. It was along, dow fold, and she had no ideawhat to say in return. But before
she could try, Sanabdis touched her elbow; shelooked at him, and he shook his head.

“I will speak with the Emperor,” the Arkon said, when herose.
“But—but—what will you tell him?’

“What | have seen.”

“Will it—can we—isthe—"

The Arkon winced and lifted ahand. “1 have heard that you share adidike of formal education with Lord
Tiamaris,” hesaid, “and | believe it best that you choose—as Lord Tiamaris does—silence. | do not
understand what | have seen,” the Arkon said. “But it bears study. | will recommend that we take the
risk.”

“Arkon,” Sanabalis said, and offered the Imperid Librarian abow as perfect, and aslow, asthe
Librarian had offered Kaylin.

“I cannot speak for the Emperor, and | cannot therefore tell you what his decison will be. If he chooses
mercy—and its attendant risks—there will be conditions placed upon the child’slife.”

She nodded.

“Y ou may return to the Pridlea, if you desireits company. | will meet you there when | have finished.”



Sarabe was somber and red eyed. The weeping—and there had obvioudy been weeping—was done.
The guilt and the certainty that she might have been able to do something earlier to save her sster would
take longer, and it would leave marks. Because guilt did.

Tessa, Graylin and Reesa surrounded her; the four wiveswere one big pile of fur. Somewherein that pile
were Sarabe' s daughters; Kaylin could see the gold and gray of their fur in flashes, and could make out
which limbswerethers.

She held the baby and sat at adistance, watching. Severn sat gpart aswell, and that half smile she had
felt in the fiefs adorned hisface. So did new stitches and a couple of livid bruises. He caught her glance
and the smile deepened as one of Sarabe’ s daughters snarled—a muffled sound—and bit one of her
ggters. How she could even find one of her sstersto bite, Kaylin didn’t know.

She loved to watch the Pridlea converge like this, but she needed to breathe more than they apparently
did.

Kaydasat gpart aswell. “ Sarabe will befine” she said. “ She has us. And our husband. Y ou did well,
Kaylin.”

“Marai died.”
Kayaanodded. “But her son did not.”
1] Not ya.”

Asif on cue, the PridleaMatriarch rose. “The Arkon iswaiting for you in the hdl. Will you take the child,
or will you trust mewith him?’

“How do you know he' sout in the hall? And yes, | trust you with him. | trust you with anything | valuein
my life,” she added. “Even Marcus.”

Kayaasnorted. She reached out and took the baby. “Y our color isterrible, even for ahuman. Y ou need
deep, kitling. Corporal, make sure she degps. And eats.”

Severn nodded gravely, the smile still hovering on hislips.

“And | know heisthere” Kayadasaid, when she' d settled the babe in her arms, “ because | can smell
him”

“What does heamdl like?’

“A Dragon.”

The Arkon offered Kaylin the same bow he extended to her at the end of their walk. Kaylin endured it
self-conscioudy. She was used to people looking down on her; she was definitely not used to this.

Sanabaiswas there as well; they were both wearing the same deep blue robes. If blue were blood, that
would beits color, she thought.

“The child,” the Arkon said, “will be alowed to mature. The Emperor has chosen to spare him.”



“That took four hours?’
Sanabalis raised both brows, which was as much expression as she’ d ever seen on hisface.

The Arkon looked decidedly less respectful. “It took only four hours, and at that, only because we
received word from the Lord of Hawks that your presenceis required.”

“Oh”
“The matter of where hewill live, however, isundecided.”
“Hecan'tlivehere” shesad flatly.

“It would be best for himif hedid,” the Arkon replied. “ Among his own people, hisoriginswill be
known, and he will grow in the shadow of their fear. Isthat the life you would choose for him?’

“No. But the Pridlea—"

“Heisnot their son.”

“Sarabeishisaunt,” shesad, “and hisonly living kin.”
“By Pride Law, that isnot true.”

“But—oh. You meanme.”

The Arkon nodded.

“| can't raise aLeontine baby!”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But he has no legd kin save you.”

“I cantalk to Marcus—" She stopped. She thought about Orogrim. Thought about the livesthat Sarabe
and Marai had led. Sarabe had been lucky. And this child?

Kaylin loved the Leontines. She dso loved being human. But her kind were standing with pitchforks
outsde of the Tha dani Quarter, made stupid and ugly by fear.

“No,” shesad softly. “Hecan't livein the Palace. But...I think | know where he might be abletolive”

EPILOGUE

“Rennick,” Kaylin said, when Rennick ran by, cursing under his bregth.
“What?’
“It'sadressrehearsal. You said adressrehearsal isthe last chanceto fix problems. Just relax.”

“It' sadressrehearsa in the nomind sense of theword,” he shot back. He was running his hands through
his hair. Watching him these past three days had been a bit of arevelation for Kaylin. Not that she hadn’t
seen him shouting before, because it was impossible to spend more than an hour with Rennick and avoid
that, but because he was dmost frenzied in hisworry about little details. Costumes. Makeup. Stage
props. Even the mages, who were generally held in awe, got the short end of histemper for somehow
setting up lightsin entirely the wrong way. That they did not reduce him to ash probably had moreto do
with histitle asthe Imperid Playwright than their own forbearance. No one could bdieve that the



Emperor would miss him, but on the other hand, no one was certain that the Emperor wouldn't frown on
disrespect doneto atitle he offered.

“And going bald is going to change that how?’
“Bad?What are you taking about?’

“Sheis, | beieve, referring to the way you' re pulling your hair,” Sanabais said, hisvoice dry enough to
catch firein thewrong type of sunlight.

“Oh. Harha. Jenn, not that shrub. That’s clearly marked on the back of the board—it goesto the left of
thewdl.” He practically sprinted in the direction of the offense, and Kaylin shook her head.

It was true that the audience for this dress rehearsa was dightly out of the ordinary, but the Emperor had
chosen to attend the actual first night. In his steed, Y belline waited in the small audience, with her peers
and the students of the Tha alanari. It was this audience that worried Rennick. Truth betold, while he
was sane enough to fear the Emperor’ swrath, he privately didn't believe the Emperor could tell agood
line from abad one, and he wasn't overly concerned about his reaction.

But the Tha aani reception—that was important, to Rennick. And at least for thefirst few weeks of the
run, thiswas the only showing at which the Tha dani would be in attendance. There was somewild
speculation about achange in cast at that time, but Kaylin had been very carefully ignorant when asked.
She had seen the striking woman that Rennick had grudgingly given therole of Tha dani Castelord, and
while that woman and Y belline were never going to be the same, Kaylin knew it didn’t matter. All she
had to be was good.

She hadn’t expected to see Evanton as part of the stage crew, and he looked mildly surprised to see her,
but Rennick was asmart, resourceful man. | want the antennae to look real. | want them to look exactly
like Tha dani antennee.

Evanton, therefore, had been dragged in by someone to achieve that sartling effect. He considered it a
waste of time, at first, but by the end of afew hourswith Rennick, he had set about the work with
something like passion. And while she had never thought of the wizened enchanter asa...makeup artist,
she had to admit that he was worth whatever they paid him. Given what she had to pay him for her
mesger enchantments, shewas sureit wasalot.

Hewasn't in the audience, but he was somewhere backstage.

Aswere Dock and Cassie. Rennick was very careful, when dealing with the foundlings, to keep hisvoice
even and hiswords clear; he even kept the growing obscenities to a minimum, and given what he’ d been
like the past few days, that was the most anyone could ask for. On the other hand, Marrin had aso
visted frequently. To give Rennick hisdue, he' d allowed it without aword. He admired the Leontine
who had turned a hdl for unwanted orphansinto a persona cause.

“All right, everyone nonessentid clear the stage. We' re up in half an hour.”

Kaylin was considered nonessentia . Severn had already vacated the arena some time before.
“Sanabdis” Kaylinsad, “I’'mgoing to find Y belline”

“Shell beinthe outer hall. They’ veturned it into aparlor.”

In the two weeks since she' d woken in the infirmary, her side had stopped aching and her wounds had
completely healed. She was alowed to patrol her beet, dthough Marcus s long-suffering look made clear
just what Moran would do to him if there were any incidents.



“I need to get her out of the office. She’ sbored, and she's causing unrest.”

“Andit'sonly for themorning,” Kaylin said, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice. Two weeks
of office work had convinced her that Marcus was, at heart, an absolute saint. “1’m il
Rennick-watching in the afternoons.”

“The point of patrolling isto be present when and if there’ strouble,” Moran said curtly. But in the end,
she relented, because, as she said, she couldn’t stand to see afledgling batting itswings againgt the
cdling.

The Council of Elders accepted the Emperor’ s decree. They weren't happy about it, that much any
moron could see—but they were respectful. Then again, it was Sanabaliswho delivered the news. They

were satisfied, however, by news of Orogrim’s death, and Marcus was fully exonerated. If that word
could be applied to the very, very informa Caste Laws by which they governed.

Kayaaand the Pridleadill remained in the Palace, however. In the morning, if al went well, they would
return home—and there would be ahome; Marcus had been busy. He had taken time off to seeto the
“date of hishome,” and in that time, he had only paused once: for Marai’ sfunerdl.

It was very, very sparsdly attended.

Sarabe and her children were there, as were Marcus and the rest of the Pridlea. Lord Sanabalis came,
and Lord Tiamarisjoined him. Severn brought Kaylin by Imperia Carriage; shewas till in theory
confined to bed, but Moran had not argued about the funerd.

And that wasit.
But it was enough, Kaylin thought.

Sarabe was not mentioned by the Elders. Or by Marcus. Kaylin wanted their collective
word—preferably signed in blood—that they would never attempt to harm her; Marcus, however,
seemed to trust them enough to bring his youngest wife home.

She wandered out into the Hall. Thefirst person she saw was Severn, which, given the press of guests,
servants and pal ace guards, said something. He smiled, detached himsdf from three Tha dani—al
younger than he was, by thelook of them—and joined her.

“Areyou ready?’ he asked.

She nodded. “1 think if we don’t do this soon, Marcuswill rip my throat out and et it for breskfast. He
missesthe Pridles,” shesaid.

“Who wouldn't?’

They both wore dress uniforms. The Quartermaster had handed them over with avery grim warning
about their condition, and the condition he expected them to be returned in. Given that they were
expensve, and given Kaylin' s history with uniforms, she would have worn ragsif she' d been given any
choice in the matter. But the Quartermaster was in the mood to forgive and forget. Or at least forgive.

She saw Ybdlinein thesmdl crowd, but it wasasmal crowd, and shedidn’t fed up to wading through it
just to stand and bask in the glow of the Tha dani Castelord’ s presence. And in any case, it wasn't
Y belline she was|ooking for.

It was Marrin.



Marrin had been invited to attend. She hadn’t wanted to leave the Foundling Halls, and Dock and Cassie
had had to work on her for days before she replied with an acceptance. The rest of the children were put
out, of course, but Dock and Cassie had promised that they would al get to see the play at the sametime
asthe Emperor, and this had mollified them.

Kaylin wondered if Marrin had changed her mind; she couldn’t see her anywhere—and given that she
was Leontine, it shouldn’t have been that easy to miss her.

But twenty minutes before they were to take their seets, Kayala appeared in the hal. Shewas carrying a
familiar bundle. “Kitling,” she said, when she was close enough that she didn’t have to shout. “Lord
Sanabalisfound Marrin and asked our permission to bring her to the Pridiea. She' swith Sarabe, now.
Do you havetime?’

Kaylin nodded. She turned to Severn and hugged him—carefully—before she held out her arms. The
broken arm was encased in splints, but it was mobile now.

Kaydasmiled and handed Roshan to her. His eyeswere still blue, but they seemed enormousto Kaylin,
surrounded as they were by the sheen of hedlthy fur. He had sharp little teeth, unlike human babies, and
he mewled like akitten when he was hungry. Which was, as Kayalahad warned her, dl thetime.

The Pridlea had kept him safe for two weeks now. And Kaylin had spent most eveningsin the Imperid
Paace, watching him, waking with him or feeding him.

Shefollowed Kaydadown the brilliantly lit Hal, past tables of food and drinks. Her somach didn’t fail
to try to embarrass her, but the sound of conversation was loud enough to spare her, thistime.

But Kayda stopped before they reached the wing that <till housed the Pridlea. “ Have you spoken with
Marrin?

“Not yet,” Kaylin replied.

“Kaylin!”

“I didn’t want her to say no,” Kaylin replied.
“Kitling, that’ sadmost dishonest.”

“No, not dishonest. Just cowardly. Dishonest would be metelling Sanabdis that everything had dready
been arranged.” She had the grace to flush.

“Lying to a Dragon Lord? The word dishonest is eclipsed by the word foolhardy.”
“Or brave. | dwayslikethat one.”

Kayaa swatted the back of Kaylin’s head affectionately. It still hurt, but it was agood kind of pain. They
waked the rest of the way in sllence, and when they reached the door, Kayaaplaced her pdminits
center with agrimace. “I never understood the fuss you made about these wards until now,” the
Matriarch said with afrown. “1 swear, it makes every hair on my body stand on end.”

Kaylin laughed as the door sivung open. Sounds of L eontine conversation immediately flooded the hdll,
and Kaylin stood on the threshold for along moment, savoring them. And then she entered, carrying
Roshan with her.

Marrin was surrounded—literally—by Sarabe’ s girls. They were old enough to know better, but Marrin



didn’t correct them; it was't her job, and she seemed to enjoy indulging them. But she looked up as
Kaylin entered.

“Kaylin,” shesaid, risng. Thistook sometime, but the girls did manage to untangle themsdves enough to
let her take astep or two without tripping her.

“Marrin—I waslooking for you in the guest hall.”

“Yes, well. Thisisalittle more comfortable for an old Leontine, and I'm lesslikely to terrify the
youngsters”

“The—oh. Youmeanthe Tha dani?’
“They seemed dightly intimidated by me.”

“The Lord of Swordswould be dightly intimidated by you,” Kaylin said with asmile. The smilefatered
dightly.

But Marrin’seyeswere gold, and bright. “Isthere something you want to tell me?’

One of Sarabe’ sdaughter’ s giggled. Kaylin thought it was Leeandra, but couldn’t be certain; they
sounded very, very Smilar, even if you knew them. At least, Kaylin thought wryly, if you' d been born
with human ears. She glared in the generd direction of the giggle, which caused another round, and this
time, there was no point in trying to pick out who'd giggled, because they were dl doing it.

“I don't know how much you weretold,” Kaylin said hesitantly. “But—this baby—"
“IsMarai’schild. Sarabe' ssster.”

Kaylin nodded gravely.

“Yes. | wastold that.” She didn’t volunteer by whom.

“The Emperor has—has asked—the Eldersto spare the child'slife,” Kaylin said, sumbling dightly on the
words.

Marrin nodded gravely. “Heisyour son, by Pride Law.”

“Yes, but | don't haveaPridiea,” Kaylinreplied. “I don't live by Pride Law. | used it, yes—but I've
studied the law. | know how to useit when | haveto.”

“And you had to, here.”
“Yes. | didn't want himto die”
Marrin was still waiting, and she waswaiting in utter Sllence.

“I wanted—I want—himto beraisedin aPridiea,” she said quietly, looking for amoment at the baby’s
wide, curious eyes. “But | don’t think he can be raised in the Quarter. He' Il suffer too much, | think.
People are stupid when they’re afraid.”

“Especidly when there are grounds for their fear.”

Kaylin hesitated, and then nodded. “But | don't want him to grow up like Orogrim. He had to die. And
now that he' sdeed, it's safe to think about what he might have been like, if he hadn’t spent hiswhole life



knowing that the truth would be both feared and |oathed. 1t' s SO easy to get twisted out of shape, when
you' re growing. And we don’t know what he' Il be.”

Marrin nodded. She was absolutdly till, now. Even the children—well, the dmost-children—noticed.

And then, after along, awkward sllence, Marrin sghed. “1 will take him,” she said gently. “If that' swhat
you aretrying—very badly—to ask me.” She held out her arms.

Kaylin looked at her. Y es, her eyes were golden, but they were filmed, Kaylin thought. Tears, something
else, made the eyes glow in the soft light. “I can’t think of anyone ese | would rather have raisehim.”

She placed Roshan into Marrin’ s open arms.
Marrin kissed hisforehead, and hugged him.

“It'snot because of what you lost,” Kaylin said quietly. “It’ s because of what you built. What you made
for other children that no one wanted. What you' re ill building day in and day out.

“And | know it'salot to ask, | know—"

“Oh, hush,” Marrin said softly, and there was something in her eyes, something in the baby’ s, the blend of
blue and gold so natural and so profound initssmplicity, that made Kaylin want to weep.

She hushed up instead.
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