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Mistra

RHUUN, THE DEMON prince and heir to the High Seat of Eriis, his world’s lone tourist in the human world of Mistra, was having an exceptionally good day. No one had set any part of him on fire for months, and his human companion (Lover? Friend? Yes, he thought she was his friend) Lelet observed that his scars seemed to be fading.

“Doubt it,” he replied. “I’ve had them so long I’d be surprised if they went away in just a few months.” But he was happy to have her continue her inspection.

“I can tell,” she said. “The, um, handprint? I can barely see it now.”

The handprint she referred to had been seared onto his chest by the companion, friend, and lover previous to Lelet. Aelle had been annoyed with him that afternoon, although, as he recalled, that was hardly unusual. And of course she never knew he could feel the fire she carried in her hands, because he never told her. He wondered if they might have walked different paths if he’d been brave enough to let her know about his simple, fundamental failing—that unlike everyone else, unlike she herself, he could feel pain—or if it wouldn’t have mattered at all. Either way, she left him with a mark he assumed he’d carry forever.

He rarely thought of Aelle since he’d fallen into Mistra, and he found himself thinking less of his home city, family, and friends as the cool green days went by. 

He and Lelet started the morning making more sex, and that was unlike his experiences with Aelle as well (Making? Surely not. Doing the sex? Perhaps that was it). There was nothing to guard against; no pain alongside the pleasure they took in each other. He was slowly coming to trust that it could always be that way. He told himself over and over, he’d have to go home, and soon. Even as he and Lelet wandered through their days, he knew that back on Eriis, Ilaan was working on a charm to open The Door and bring him home. But while he had once hoped his friend would hurry, now he found that ‘soon’ was turning into ‘eventually’ and sometimes even ‘never.’

For the moment, at least, he was more than content to drift along, and look at the river, and eat apples and bread, and stop (as often as possible) for sex having.

“We are going to have to talk about protection,” she told him. The sun was just up and she lay with her head on his shoulder looking up at the bottom of the cart—it had rained the night before and it was his idea to use the cart as a sort of roof. It worked very nicely. But she looked worried and he tried to calm her.

“You know I’ll protect you. I’ve promised you. What are you afraid of?” 

She smiled but still looked concerned. “I don’t mean like that, I know you will. I mean we’ve been joining. A lot. And it’ll no longer be safe for me soon—probably taking some chances I shouldn’t right now.”

He loved that she called it joining, as that was what his people called it and it showed she paid attention, but he still had no idea what she meant. “Safe? From me?” Was she worried he might hurt her somehow? She shouldn’t be, he’d been nothing but careful of her fragile human body.  

“No, not exactly. It’s just we don’t want something to happen accidentally.” She put a peculiar emphasis on the final word.

So she was afraid of having an accident? While they were joining? She’d never been coy or shy before. “A sex-having accident?”

She made a growling noise. “Are you not understanding me on purpose? I mean we can’t take the chance of me getting pregnant. Hasn’t that crossed your mind?” 

“No, of course not.” What did she take him for? He found himself becoming offended. “Do you really think I’d do that to you now? With nothing formal between us? Without even asking?”

Now he could see she was becoming offended. “I was thinking we had something between us.” She paused and rubbed her forehead, then rolled onto her stomach and propped herself onto her elbows. “Let’s make sure we’re talking about the same thing. I’m talking about having a baby. About me accidentally getting pregnant. That word means the same thing over on Eriis?” He agreed that it did. “A human woman can get pregnant about three days out of the month. Give or take. No contract required. Now you.”

“An Eriisai woman, a demon woman, can always catch the spark,” he told her. “And she and her partner decide together, and it is considered an important event. So, a couple would make their choice, and he would give her the spark, and she would catch it. It is an occasion to be celebrated.”

“Catch the spark,” she repeated. “So you decide, whenever you are with a woman, whether or not to give her the spark?”

This was becoming uncomfortable, making the process, which was quite formal, sound base. People didn’t talk about things like this. Aelle brought it up every once in a great while when she wanted to provoke him, but never with anything other than the idea it was an event which may or may not happen in some far distant future. And of course, with his deformities and disabilities, he doubted she’d ever agree to it anyway, should he ask. Which of course he never would. “I want to say it’s not as simple as that, but I suppose it is. It would be an unforgiveable violation for me to give you the spark without your consent.” 

“Sweetheart, it’s very different here.” He liked when she called him that. “Men and women have almost no control over the result of sex. We can do some things afterwards to stop it from progressing, and there are things you can do during, but if two people have sex, well, it can result in a child no matter if they want it to or not.” 

“Every time? Without knowing?” 

“Without knowing, without trying, and definitely without planning. But like I said, we have ways of preventing it from happening also. Just, you and I aren’t using any of them. And if you were a different kind of person, a human person—or maybe just a careless one, you could just leave and not have anything to do with a child. In fact, you might never know you’d made one.”

He sat up and cracked his head on the wagon’s axle. “Ow! Rushta. That explains it.” He rubbed his head. “I couldn’t figure out why my mother would have accepted the spark from a human man. But it sounds like she didn’t. My father—the human. He left. Or he was careless. Or he didn’t know. Maybe he never knew. And my mother, I imagine she assumed our two races were the same. She probably thinks he did it to her on purpose. What a surprise for her.” No wonder she hates me. And then, immediately, She doesn’t, don’t say that. If he’d been a completely human person, Lelet could be with child right now and he—and she—wouldn’t know it. These people, these humans, he thought, were one step from spinning out of control at all times. He could pretend he belonged here, and look at the river until the moons fell into the sand, but it wouldn’t change the fact that this was not his home.

I have to go back soon. Not eventually and not never. Soon. 

***
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NEITHER ONE OF THEM wanted to talk about the details of his conception, or about his mother in particular, while unclothed and still flushed from having (having!) sex themselves, so they hastily dressed and got back on the road. She wanted to continue towards the ocean, an entire valley filled with water. He suspected it was her idea of a joke, but she insisted he had to see it since he was new to this world, if he saw nothing else. He corrected her pronunciation of boats (it was bo-hats, he was surprised she’d gotten that wrong) and she nodded and thanked him. 

They’d eaten the last of their bread and sausage the night before and she told him she was not only starving, but if she didn’t have a cup of coffee she couldn’t be responsible for her actions. He was about to say he felt the same way about sarave, or wine, or whatever came in a glass, but then realized he didn’t actually feel that way. 

“Chocolate,” he said instead. “You promised.”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Eriis

NIICO HAD ONLY been caught stealing once. 

The stall keeper had gripped the boy’s skinny upper arm while his father paid for the meat pie he’d lifted; the market crowds either ignored the scene or chose to stand and watch. Most everyone knew the family, and knew it was only by the grace of the old king—Rest him now—that the boy and his father even lived inside the Arch. The boy’s mother had caught old Fadeer’s eye, and the lot of them had been scooped up out of the Quarter and deposited in a lovely home quite near the Palace, and their home was full of food and drink and nice things. But Niico didn’t remember any of that. He was still an infant during the War, and his pretty young mother and the old king were long gone, and so were the nice things. If he wanted nice things, he had to take them for himself. 

But he’d only been caught once.

Well, this is nice, thought Niico, looking around the dining table, compared to being tossed into a firewhirl or eaten by rats. The Zaal, as if having heard his thoughts, was furtively staring at him, but it was probably only because Niico was lately something of a celebrity. Between his unbroken winning streak in the air and his rising fortunes as the closest companion to the daughter of the Counselor, he drew all eyes. That must be it, Niico told himself. Still, he felt a damp film on his flesh where the Mage’s eye’s touched it. For someone who previously never came above ground, the man was now making himself quite at home at the Counselor’s dinner table.

Yuenne poured his dinner guests each a cup of water, and they in turn exchanged it with the seatmate to their left: Yuenne and Siia, Niico and Aelle, and as host, Yuenne doing double duty with the Zaal. That done, the maid brought in platters of meat and greens, a nice light soup, and a decent bottle of sarave. 

“Aelle will be returning to classes soon, won’t you, Shan?” Siia said. Aelle gave a vague nod; she hadn’t been listening and Niico knew she would have agreed to anything her mother said. “Too much time indoors is bad for the mind,” Siia added. Then she blushed and added, “I don’t include your brothers in the Raasth, of course, Zaal. Their sacrifice is our continued comfort.”

The Zaal shrugged. “Of course. In the Raasth we have a saying, as well. Too much time in the air makes a mind fall open.” He was still looking at Niico. 

Niico looked at his plate and said, “What a lovely meal. Aelle, I have a match coming up later this week. Think about attending?”

Now she did look up, and her look was icy. “If my schedule permits,” she said. 

“Speaking of schedules,” the Zaal said, “ours is growing more and more overdue. Any news from the quarry?”

Quarry? Niico sipped his drink and wondered why the man was talking about mining rocks. Did he and Yuenne plan a trip to the Edge?

Looking at her daughter, Siia said, “Perhaps this talk can wait for a quieter moment.” Aelle was staring at her hands, expressionless.

Yuenne gave his daughter a hard look (which she did not notice) shrugged and said, “We’ll continue this after dinner, then?” The Zaal scowled, but nodded assent. The conversation turned to the weather (the dust was rising later in the day, thanks to the work of the Zaal and his tireless Mages), and who was seen at the theater with whom, and what matches Niico was looking forward to. When the last plate had been cleared, Niico thanked Siia for her hospitality, and complimented Yuenne on the vintages in his cellar. 

At last he retired with Aelle to her suite of rooms. They threw themselves onto piles of cushions and put their feet on the side table.

“Why must Father invite that man all the time?” Aelle moaned. “He makes me want to change my face ten times every time he looks at me.”

“He does give off a certain...stickiness,” agreed Niico. He wandered to the corner cabinet and pulled out a bottle of sarave and some glasses. He held the bottle up. “Just like old times, almost empty.” There were names that weren’t spoken, by common agreement. It was too hard.

“Stop it. We all help ourselves to my father’s cellar.” She stretched out on the cushions and accepted a glass.

“Let’s go out and do something. That Night Café of Rhoosa’s, when is that?”

“Don’t know. I haven’t seen her for ages. Maybe she shimmered into a mountainside.” Aelle shuddered. “I take that back.” She held out her glass. He upended the bottle; empty. She made a face and said, “That didn’t take long. Be the rain and go get another? Mother had a delivery from the farms, there’re new bottles in the cupboard behind the kitchen door.”

“If your father walks in on me raiding his pantry—”

“He’s ready to adopt you. You have nice manners and you’re popular with the right people. You keep me from being a famous recluse and the talk of the boulevard.” 

He knew she was already both of those things. But he didn’t want to add to her burdens.

“Off I go, then.”

Appearing in a smear of pale light in the now-dark kitchen, Niico found the stash of sarave and put a bottle under each arm. As he readied himself for the quick return trip to Aelle’s room, he heard a voice. Voices. He froze. 

Don’t get caught.

It was the Zaal and Yuenne, making their way from the walled courtyard back into the house. Niico moved without thinking behind the kitchen door and stood silently. Yuenne was talking.

“Speaking of, any sign of our beloved queen?”

The Zaal cleared his throat. “None. Perhaps she’s thrown herself into the Crosswinds as penance for her behavior.”

“You are still looking?” 

So, thought Niico. That’s why Yuenne caters to the Zaal. He employs his services. Still, he thought Yuenne sounded suspicious. Not as close as two mice in a bolthole, then.

The Zaal’s voice was bland. “Did I accidentally divulge my inability to do two things at once?”

There was a sigh that was also a snort. “I have no demonstration in either direction.”

“If you were so interested in our methods, you should have become a mage. The conclave is always looking for clever boys. Too bad about your son.”

Niico gasped. Surely Yuenne would strike the Zaal dead. But he just laughed, although to Niico’s ear it sounded a bit forced.

“A job for every hand. Mine has led me to the service of the High Seat. If you find the same occupation too wearisome I can petition what’s left of the High Seat to relieve you of the burden.”

“You and your little upstart family—” the Zaal hissed.

“So allow me to rephrase. I worry about our queen, yes—what she’s done and where she is. I fear she and I parted with harsh words between us. I would repair that.” He paused. “But hopefully not at the expense of my cordial fellowship with the conclave.” 

There was another pause. Niico could just picture them, smiling blandly at the air just past the other’s shoulder. Niico hoped they would continue. Gossip this good was almost worth one’s life. 

Finally the Zaal spoke, conceding this small victory to Yuenne. “Do you...are you afraid she’ll find something you missed in the Vastness? I wouldn’t have thought there’s a hill or dune without your bootprints on it out there.”

“There’s nothing,” Yuenne said. “There are no Hidden Kingdoms no matter what the sand trash in town might say. Araan is dead. Her brother, the lot of them, all dead. I would have found them.” 

“I’m sure you’re correct. As to the other matter...” the Zaal said, and Niico pressed himself against the back of the door and listened with his heart in his throat.
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Mistra

AROUND MID-DAY MOTH and Lelet came across a real road, a hard packed dirt road wide enough for the cart and horse, leading to a collection of whitewashed buildings. One was two storied and had smoke curling from the chimney. They could smell the aroma of cooking. He was hesitant; there were people walking about, and what if someone saw him?

“So let them,” she said. “We’re traveling together, what could they say? ‘Oh look, that beautiful man has funny colored eyes. That’s a lucky girl.’” He still looked nervous. “Honestly, Moth. No one believes demons exist.”

“You did,” he reminded her.

“Only after I was thoroughly convinced. Once I decided you weren’t an actor or a lunatic, it was the only thing left.” That made him laugh. “Come on. We should have lunch, at least. No! I know. We should stay. We can get a room and stay the night!”

“I don’t think we should be doing this at all,” he answered. He pulled fretfully at the end of his long, silky horsetail. “There’s too many people. We should keep moving.”

“Ugh!” She looked at the sky. “Another night on the open road? With the bears? Honestly, if I don’t have a bath the bears will run away from me.” She reached for his hand and led him to the doorway, whispering for him to stay put. He did as she asked, and she considered how their roles had changed in the week since they’d met. Being kidnapped and hauled around the countryside by mythological creatures was not how most people found their mates, and if her reading of romance novels was correct, kidnappers usually did not end up taking orders from their victims. But there was nothing about him that was usual.

The inn looked to be one large room which ran the length of the front side of the building, with another visible through a swinging door at the back, and a stair leading to the guest rooms above. There was a small bar with a few day time drinkers, and a number of wooden plank benches, sparsely populated, she was pleased to note. A few smaller tables lined the walls, also unoccupied. There were few windows and a large fireplace that was invitingly warm. The innkeeper appeared to also be the barkeep, and she waved Lelet to the bar.

Lelet handed the woman one of the gold rings, keeping the other safely tucked away for emergencies. 

“This real?” the innkeeper asked. She had a lined face and wore a clean smock over a dark dress. Lelet was impressed that she ran a tavern and kept her clothing so neat. “It is, isn’t it? Mind, I’m no expert.” She might not have been an expert, but she pulled a jewelers loupe out of a pocket like a very serious student, at least. Lelet noted the older woman’s ragged cuticles and downgraded her assessment.

“It is real, ma’am,” answered Lelet, “and I hate to part with it, but our journey has been more difficult than we planned, and there’s still so far to go.” She hoped the woman would sympathize and not ask any more questions, like why they had no luggage, or what happened to her shoes.

The woman set the ring on the bar between them. “No one going to come around looking for this thing?”

Lelet drew herself up. “I am relieved that we’ve chosen an establishment that questions its patrons so thoroughly. If our gold meets with your approval we’ll sleep well indeed.”

The woman twisted her mouth in a smile that suggested she’d dealt with hard luck stories before. But she nodded. “One night. It’s nice enough, but I can’t very well sell one earring.”

“Fine,” Lelet agreed. “With a meal now plus dinner and a hot bath. And breakfast tomorrow. And laundry service.” 

“It’s a deal.” She answered so quickly Lelet knew she had been robbed. The ring must be worth a month of luxury service. She slid a key on a wooden fob across the counter, and Lelet slipped it into her pocket. “Top of the stairs, second on the left. Leave your clothes on the floor to the right of the door, the water’ll be hot in an hour. Dinner’s at second moonrise.”

“What’s for dinner?” she asked.

“I hope you like lunch,” the woman replied. She looked at Moth, hovering in the doorway. “Your friend all right?”

“Oh, my poor husband. After the accident he’s just not the same, I’m afraid. He’s got a good heart though, and strong as an ox.”

“Big as one,” the woman noted.

“Yes, well, he’s become quite shy. Doesn’t like to make eye contact. And he probably won’t answer if you speak to him.” She sighed mournfully and tapped her forehead. “But I do love him so.”

She turned to call to Moth to follow her and sighed again at the sight of him, simply filling the doorway, the sun streaming around him. This was him trying to be inconspicuous. She would have to do something dramatic to settle his nerves or run the risk of having him vanish on her—there were plenty of shadows in the tavern and no way to explain a disappearing dining companion.

They sat at a small table in the farthest, darkest corner, and once the thick-armed young serving girl delivered bread, bowls of stew, and beer, she went to work. Nothing and no one—not even a beautiful, mythological nervous creature—would stand between her and a bath.

“This will be perfect.” Lelet looked around the dim, low ceilinged dining hall. A handful of people had come in after them—it appeared to be mostly rural workers and their wives, or sisters, or sweethearts—and had sat at the wooden benches nearby and tried not to stare at the newcomers. “There’ll be a bed. A bed, Moth.”

“People are looking at us,” he said unhappily. “We should eat and be on our way.” He poked at the bowl. “This has oil on top of it. Is it supposed to?” 

Lelet told him he had the palate of a gourmand, and then she had to explain about what rich people ate and what poor people ate. “And this,” she said, holding up a dripping forkful of carrots and stringy hen, “is the latter. But I still think we should stay.”

He did not look convinced. “What did you tell that woman?” He took a bite of bread and made a face. 

“About what?” she replied. “I told her we were traveling rough and had been for some time, and might I trade this golden ring for a hot meal? And I could. Did you want another beer?” And she waved at the young lady serving the few guests, who was busy talking with an older man sitting at the bar. The man hoisted his heavy leather carrier over his shoulder, and with another sharp look in their direction, he finished his beer and left the inn.

“You said something to that woman, about me. She keeps looking over here.” She followed his eye to the table, where his hand rested. For a moment she wondered at the scars on his hand, and how they lined up perfectly with the wood grain. Then she realized it was the wood grain. 

“Oh, that?” she said quickly, thinking of how to distract him “I told her we were childhood sweethearts, recently betrothed and traveling to your family’s farmsteads in the southern provinces. I told her it was a blessing to have such a wonderfully tall and powerful person to protect me. So, can we stay?”

It worked. He’d looked up at her around ‘betrothed’, and his hand was back. She glanced around. No one seemed to have noticed. “I still don’t think—”

“Oh, look!” she said, “Here’s more beer.” The serving girl backed away from their small table, openly staring at Moth. Lelet could feel his discomfort rising off him like smoke. She could understand the girl’s reaction, though. He looked as out of place in the dark, rather dingy room as a ruby set in straw. Yes, he was big, but many of the other men were also big. But all the other men had cropped hair and everyone had the tanned skin that comes from working outside. His hair, even though it was tied back, was as long as a woman’s, and his unlined skin was a richer shade by far than the summer sun would allow. And, of course, those eyes. Different, special, beautiful. She leaned on her hand and looked at him, feeling as if it were for the first time. No, she didn’t blame anyone for staring.

“What?” he said. He was getting agitated, and drawing more attention to himself. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“It’s just...I’ve never seen you indoors before. You’re so...different.” His reaction was to hunch over, and she stomped on his foot. “Don’t do that. It makes you look guilty. People are looking at you because you’re someone new, that’s all.”

He shook his head. “Then why aren’t they staring at you?”

“I am a reasonably attractive girl in an ugly dress. You’re like...a unicorn, or something.”

He folded his arms and leaned back. “I don’t know what that is.” 

He was getting a little pissy, she thought. Time to change the tone. “It’s like a horse, with a big horn.” She smiled. “Sort of appropriate. It’s magical and beautiful, and you never get to see one.”

“Why not? I’d like to see one. Like a mouse with wings.”

“A mouse with...yes, like that. But I’m sorry that you can’t see one because unicorns aren’t real.” She paused and traced a finger across his hand. He relaxed a bit and let her stroke his palm. She lowered her voice. “But then, I thought demons weren’t real either. If I was lucky enough to see a unicorn, I’d take really good care of it. Maybe I ought to be taking better care of you. Maybe I ought to be hand feeding you off of a golden plate.” 

He liked that, and nodded. “That would be appropriate. Seeing as how I am the prince.” 

Now he was just being smug. “Oh, so now you’re the prince? Not just a...let’s see...kidnapper...”

“We’ve established that wasn’t my fault,” he interjected.

“A kidnapper, a book lover, horse enthusiast...”

“Don’t forget blanket warmer,” he reminded her. 

She nodded, smiling. “Ah, of course. Demon, human—excuse me, half a human...you’re lots of things. But a prince? Hmmm.” She pulled his hand to her lips.

“I assure you, madam. You’re licking sauce off the fingers of the heir to the High Seat of Eriis.”

She let go of his hand and tilted her head. “Are you really? How can I be sure? You don’t fuck like a prince.” 

“I don’t...I don’t?” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“Nope.” 

He took two breaths and a swallow of his beer and said, “You make a habit of scorping royalty?” 

She smiled serenely. “Princes are my specialty.” 

“So in your educated opinion, how do I...”

“Come on, you know this one. Ffff...” she prompted.

“Tell me then, how do I fuck?”

“Like someone who only ever wants to please.” 

He dropped the game for a moment and looked at her curiously. “Isn’t that the point?”

“It’s a point, but not the only one. Haven’t you ever wanted to take that beautiful gold plated cock of yours and just...use it for yourself? And not worry about anyone or anything else?” Taking advantage of the dark corner, he’d walked his fingers under her dress and she clamped his hand firmly between her thighs. Then she reached over and helped herself to his last bite of bread. “Haven’t you ever wanted that?”

“Right now. I want that now.” 

It had gotten so warm in the room that by this point everyone was watching them, the innkeeper with a deepening frown, but she didn’t notice any of them. 
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Mistra

THEIR ROOM AT the top of the stairs was just big enough to hold a bed (it was big enough for both of them, he was happy to see) with a chair under the window and a copper tub in the corner next to a tiny fireplace. It was when they put their travel stained clothes in a basket outside the door that he realized he’d been set up. He wanted to leave, she wanted to stay, and she figured out how to make sure she got her room and her bath. He was disappointed that she’d played a game with him—not because of the game itself, but because it reminded him of everything he’d left behind.

“Don’t you need a key? Isn’t that how this works?” he asked.

“Sorry.” She rubbed her arms, happy to be out of the scratchy dress. “I got the room key in exchange for your ring, along with dinner and all the other stuff. I just really wanted to stay here, so I made sure you’d want to stay also. I was afraid you’d say no.” 

He didn’t think she looked particularly sorry. “I would have let us stay. You didn’t have to trick me.” He stretched out on the smooth white coverlet, realizing he hadn’t slept in a proper bed since he’d left home. It felt so soft, as if he might fall through it. It was also strange to be unclothed in front of her and not under the stars, but he decided he could get used to it. And it was a step up from the ground under the cart, to be sure.

She laid down next to him, skimming her hands along the roadmap of silvery scars along his body. “Are you angry?”

“No. You deserve better than those dirty blankets and the hard ground. I prefer to be convinced than connived, though.”

“Noted.” She kissed him by way of an apology and said, “I’ve been thinking. I want to make sure I don’t hurt you.”

He smiled. “Do you think you’re likely to?” 

“Well, you never know. People like different things. Like this.” She flicked his nipple with her fingernail, a little harder than she had before. 

“Hey!” He swatted her hand away. 

“See? Now, if I do something like that—by accident—then you say, ‘‘Ouch, stop.’’ And I’ll know not to do it again.”

“Ouch, stop. I see.” He pushed her legs apart with his knee and reached for that funny tuft of fur that sat above her ama. It was rather like a kitten, now that he thought about it, and he covered it with his palm. “So, your ‘stop’ words work both ways? If I were to do something you don’t like?” He moved his hand and made her gasp. “Would you tell me ‘‘ouch stop’?”‘“

She writhed under his hand. “If you stop I’ll cry.” 

He kept his hand where it was (he didn’t want her to cry, after all) and with the other flipped her onto her stomach. Now he could see her beautiful pale bottom, and he touched her there, too. She gave a shuddering moan and leaned hard into his hands. Just take something for yourself, well it was her idea, and too late to stop even if he wanted to. “Sorry,” he told her, “can’t wait.” And this time he didn’t need her to guide him, and he didn’t have to stop and put the pain away, because with her, there wasn’t any at all.

Beds, now, human beds were a fine thing, especially pillows. She was making a lot of noise; he’d never heard anything quite like it, but he was pretty sure he wanted to hear a lot more of it. He listened for the ‘‘stop’’ words, but like the flames, they never came. He once again felt the rush of pleasure gathering at the base of his wings, But I don’t have wings, until it shot down his spine and set every part of him alight. She grabbed the bed frame and pushed backwards against him; he saw white and took her by her hips. The room could have been on fire and he’d have never known it.

When his vision cleared he rolled onto his back and pulled her on top of him. But within three heartbeats she’d leapt up and jumped off the bed in a panic. 

The room was on fire. 

No, one of the towels, the towel that hung over the edge of the tub was on fire. She tossed it into the tub and turned the tap. It was out in a moment, but blackened along one side. She held it up for him to see.

He gaped at her. “Did you do that?”

She laughed in amazement, tossed the ruined towel in the tub and sat next to him. “Do you think I did that?”

“But, I can’t. I don’t have fire.” He was still feeling fairly dazed, but he held his hand out to check. Did I do that?

“Sweetheart, I think you’d better revisit what you can and cannot do.” She shook her head in wonderment. “Won’t they be surprised when you get back home?”

He wiggled his fingers and tried finding the white light he’d seen behind his eyes. “If I only have fire when you and I are joining, that’ll be an unusual battlefield tactic.” He looked up at her. “I did it, I must have, but it has something to do with you.” She’d given him the best hours of his life, why not fire as well? “I suppose there’s only one thing to do.”

She laughed again. “Let me guess. Practice?”

“Precisely.” He reached for her. 

“Again? Already? That is...impressive. But absolutely not until I’ve had a bath,” she said. “I feel like I’ve been rolled in dirt. I have been. It won’t kill you to wait an hour.”

He knew what an hour was from listening to the servants plan their schedules at her home, it was roughly the space between first and second moonrise. Unlike his own people, the humans struggled to stay inside the lines they drew through their days. An ‘hour’ was a line. 

The copper tub, big enough for one person to sit with their knees drawn up, sat in the corner, and she set to playing with the knobs. He watched her wash her hands, did the same, and then she made him smell the different colored soaps.

“No, none of them,” he said through a sneeze. “I like the way you smell by yourself.” He had an idea. “Go ahead and fill the tub. I know it’s cold. Just fill it now.”

When it was nearly full, he pulled up a little three legged stool from the corner. He thought it must look comical, it was barely tall enough to keep him off the ground.

“Want to see something?” he asked. She readily agreed. He had already decided there was never going to be a time she would answer that question with a ‘‘no.’’ It made him worry for her, and at the same time he wanted to show her everything, or at least be with her when she saw it. “Then come over here and sit.” 

Muttering something about a one track mind, she bent down and put her arms around his neck. He pulled her onto his lap. She licked his lower lip.

“You taste good,” she told him, and kissed him. He held her close, and she was such a lovely warm weight in his arms that he got distracted. But he had to admit that despite what he’d told her, a bath was probably a good idea. She couldn’t simply burn off the top layer as he could. He leaned over her and plunged his arm into the cold water. It only took a few moments for steam to rise from the tub.

He sat back and flicked water from his hands. “Now I don’t have to wait an hour.”

She kissed him again. “You are magical.” 

He thought he could watch the look on her face as she lowered herself into the hot water for an hour. But she put him to work washing her hair. “No, it doesn’t get clean with just water, just use a little of the soap—the green one—that’s it.” She slapped his hand. “That is not my hair! Focus.”

“Lelet,” he said, pouring clean water over her head, “There’s something wrong with your hair.”

She looked up at him. “Is it falling out or something?”

“No, it’s a different color where it’s growing. It’s changing color.” He had a horrible thought. “It’s not going to be pink again, is it?” 

She laughed. “I am the only one who liked the pink. No, it’s going to be dark, not as dark as yours, though. But I’ll probably make it white again when I have the chance. I don’t know anyone who has naturally white hair.”

He marveled. “Humans. So many colors, and you use them all.” 

She stood up, water streaming from her hair and down her slender form, and reached for a fresh towel. “If you want a turn...”

“Maybe another time. But I do need the tub when it’s empty.” The thought of sitting in a pot of water did not appeal, it was a little too much like making soup. As far as he was concerned, if there was water, it was going to be his river. Or maybe her ocean, if it really existed. He took a breath and said, “I want to change my form, and I don’t want to set anything else on fire or scorch the floorboards.” He busied himself drying her back.

She looked over her shoulder at him. “Are you sure about that? You know I’ll be able to see you. I can close my eyes, I guess. If you don’t want me to watch.”

He shrugged. “You keep telling me you like how I look. This is part of how I look. Just don’t come too close.” He wasn’t sure at all, but he wanted to give her something, and he had nothing else.

She sat on the bed with her knees tucked under her, and as he stepped into the empty copper tub her eyes never left his face. He took a deep breath. She nodded. He wanted to close his eyes or look away, but she didn’t, so he didn’t either. It only took to the count of ten, and he was himself again. A scattering of ash lay at the bottom of the tub.

Since she hadn’t leapt to her feet or run for the door, he lay down beside her. Instead of the disgust he was used to feeling upon showing his true face, right now he felt only calm. 

“I have to tell you,” she said, “I was expecting something...else. I didn’t really see you, that other time. It was dark and I was so tired. But now? You looked sort of like a statue of yourself, made out of ash and smoke. You looked soft. I wanted to touch you. It wasn’t ugly, although if I didn’t understand what you were doing I might have been afraid. But ugly? No.” She watched his face. “Do you believe me?”

“You don’t have to keep asking me that. I believe you.” And, he realized, he nearly did.

Once she had finished toweling off her hair she went around the room and showed him how to light the gas lamps, as they had left the afternoon behind. He knew, of course, as he’d watched the maids light the lamps at her own home every evening for weeks. It was usually his signal to visit the kitchen and see what he could steal away with for his own dinner. 

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m hungry again,” he said. 

“I believe it. Setting things on fire takes a lot out of you.” She brushed his long hair out of his eyes. “You stay here. I’ll go down there and see what’s for dinner.” She smiled. “Probably something with chicken in it.” 

They could hear the chatter and bustle from the people at their evening meal downstairs. He tried to hide the panic rising in his throat, and then felt ashamed. They were just humans. He wanted to argue, but found he couldn’t.

She was already poking around the little room. “I need something to wear.” 

They ended up wrapping her in the bed sheet with the bedspread as sort of a shawl, and she set off in her bare feet to collect their dinner. 

He pulled the chair to the door and waited. How had she convinced him this was clever? What was there to be afraid of? He knew he was in no real danger from the humans, but as they had found in the forest, she certainly was. All eyes would be on her, and though she was modestly wrapped from chin to ankle that was no guarantee of safety. 

He got up and paced, an unsatisfactory three or four of his long strides took him from door to window. This was ridiculous. He should have gone himself. While the Duke had been less of a role model than he’d hoped, in this case he was certain his fictional hero wouldn’t have let his lady fetch and carry. No. It wasn’t too late. He would act.

He had the remaining dry towel wrapped around his waist in a sort of skirt and had a hand on the doorknob, when she pushed it open and thrust the heavy tray into his hands. She looked pale and leaned against the door, she made certain it was locked, and then took the chair he’d sat in and wedged it under the handle.

“Are you going to tell me?” he asked.

“Hmm? Oh, nothing. That serving girl gave me a nasty eye, and there were a few men at the bar...this may not have been my finest idea.”

“I should not have let you go.” 

“Well, done is done,” she replied. She gave herself a shake, and added, “Just because I say something doesn’t mean you have to agree with me, you know.” 

That, he thought, was as close as she would get to admitting she’d made a mistake. He wanted to tell her how grateful he was, but again found he could not. The Duke would disapprove of this entire venture.

“I’m afraid I forgot knives and forks. Or cups.” She smiled at him. “I like your outfit. Very soigne.” 

They ate the platter of roast chicken with their fingers and passed the bottle back and forth cross-legged on the floor in front of the tiny fireplace. While they ate, she suggested he concentrate on lighting the fireplace, but the dark, smoky wine went to his head and made that sort of focus impossible. They finally gave up and used matches. 

Once the bird was gone and the bottle mostly empty, they filled the tub with half a foot of water and pulled down the curtains and piled the unburned towels nearby.

“We can’t use the bed,” he said with some regret. “What if I set the sheets on fire?” 

“You won’t,” she said, and sounded sure. “You wouldn’t hurt me. It’ll be fine.”

Several hours later they agreed practice was excellent, and being quiet was exciting in its own way, and they should continue as soon as either one of them could move again. 

Nothing else went up in smoke. 

***
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ONCE LELET HAD COLLECTED their dinner and fled back up the stairs, one of the men at the bar tossed down his drink and began to get to his feet.

“Seems like she’s tired out the first one, I’m going to see if she needs some company, cold night like this. Anyone with me?” A few men laughed, but the innkeeper stepped behind the bar.

“Here.” She slid another beer his way. “Leave ‘em be. I’ve already sent word to Beb and the boys, they’ll be here in the morning. We’ll let them deal with those two.” She pulled a stout wooden club with a nail driven through it from under the bar. “And if there needs to be trouble, Beb’ll see to it.”

Between the club, the drink, and the name, Jef sat back down. “It’s just they seem like a bad sort. No need to wave that thing around.”

The woman laughed and returned the weapon to its spot under the bar. “Just wanted to make sure I got your attention.”

“Undivided.” He lifted his beer. “To Beb, then, and his swift arrival.”
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Chapter 5
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Eriis

FOR SOMEONE WHO had grown up without knowing the meaning of privation, Ilaan thought he was adapting to his new life in quite a dignified style. Instead of his much loved turret room with the view of the towers and the city wall, his new single room, tucked away in the Quarter itself, had one window which looked out onto another window an arm’s length away. The scrims across the alley were heavy and always drawn down. He didn’t know if anyone lived there. His library was reduced to what he’d carried away under his arm. His books were ash and his family no longer spoke his name. His fine white tunics all left behind, he now only wore brown, the cheapest kind. He’d never even gotten to wear a Mage’s robe, much less gotten a look in their secret books.

On the other hand, he no longer felt his father’s eyes on him, and he could quit pretending the Mage’s life would suit him. Every time he thought of the Raasth or of the great stone table, the one scored by nameless clawing fingers and stained with blood, the table that was to be Rhuun’s final destination, his throat closed. He refused to think his new life was anything but a fair trade. Those first days, though, that had been bad. He’d tried to explain to Aelle why Rhuun had to go, but she refused to listen. She blamed him, and when he told her what the Mages wanted, she called him a liar. When he told her about Rhuun’s human father, she simply refused to hear it. His mother had not been able to pour water on his father’s anger, and his home was now this little room.

He missed Aelle terribly, and he knew she missed him. This was the longest they’d gone in their lives without seeing each other. 

And what the queen revealed, he was still working through it. She claimed to have no great love for Rhuun, but only wanted to use him in a game she played with his human father. It seemed a little clever to Ilaan. A little obvious. She always had a strange way of showing affection, and her relationship with her son was not an easy one, but he wagered she’d walk through the Crosswinds to protect him, if for no other reason than he was hers. It wasn’t like her to leave Rhuun to his own devices. Until that conversation he’d assumed she felt her son couldn’t lace his boots without her intervention. Well, he didn’t expect to hear from her again, at least until she wanted something else.

As for Rhuun himself, Ilaan could barely stand to think of the trouble he’d flung his friend into. Certainly he was working, he was never without a plan, but this particular plan had too many moving parts for his liking, and too many lies. Relying on the fears and weaknesses of others, with their egos to be stroked, their little secrets to be learned, it made him uneasy. Too many factors. But what choice did he have? 

Niico stayed away as well, and that left him with an ache in his heart. He knew Niico loved his life, his celebrity, and his position in society. He still thought his shani would be willing to give it up for him, and he hated that he was wrong. He started to make new acquaintances here in the Old City, but it wasn’t the same. He felt they were afraid of him and unsure of what he had to do with the strange news coming from the royal quarters about the Prince, the Queen, and the Mages. Wasn’t young Ilaan a Mage as well? Or was he? He had a lot of work to do, if this idea of the queen’s—this notion of tying together the prince and the rain—would come to pass.

So when the knock came on his door several weeks later, he counted a number of reasons to be happy. 

“It’s just too dull without you,” Niico said, “and besides, I always loved spy stories. And now I’m in one.” As they embraced, their fire lit the little room with its radiance.
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Chapter 6
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Mistra

WHEN RHUUN NEXT opened his eyes, it was barely light. He held still and waited for the burns and bruises from the night before to start their complaining, until he remembered where he was and with whom he had slept. There was nothing to repair and no injury or insult to put away. He set his feet on the old boards and considered a life where every morning started with something other than degrees of pain. 

Looking back at her, still asleep with her arms thrown over her head, he thought about waking her and having her again. But he could hear her snores, kitten snores (she’d been so charmed by his thinking cats were ‘‘angry little dogs’’ she let him walk around calling them that for a full day before she told him what they really were) and decided to let her sleep. It was the first time they’d slept together under a roof, in a bed, and he’d chased her across the sheets until she told him he was making her too hot (and, as it turned out, that could be good or bad. Context) and she couldn’t sleep with him lying all over her. 

He considered the scorched towel laying in the copper tub. His people didn’t manifest as adults, it simply never happened. But it happened to him, a late-arriving gift from his mysterious father no doubt, and he would have to figure out how to control it, or risk burning a house down. Or not do the sex with Lelet. Once again, he wanted to talk to Ilaan. 

He decided to go downstairs to the main dining room—by himself—and get her a cup of her beloved coffee. He could smell it now. Maybe he’d get some for himself while he was at it, he hadn’t met a human that didn’t like coffee. He’d keep his head down. How many of them could be about so early, after all? 

He found their clothing stacked and folded just outside the door. Her dress, while no more flattering, was at least clean. He laid it over the chair for her. Once dressed, he quietly made his way to the bar, where the coffee steamed in a cracked old silver canister. Cups were set beside it. No one was about.

He was on his way back towards the stairs when he heard two women speaking just outside. One of them was the innkeeper. The front door of the inn was closed against the cold morning air, but the window next to it had the shutters cracked open to let in some light.

“He’d be back by now, he’s never this late,” said the younger of the two. “You know my Beb don’t like me to worry.”

“Well, he might have come across something that got his interest, Barbara. What did he say?” 

Beb? There was only one Beb, and he was a charred corpse at the bottom of the Gorda River—he’d put the man there himself, along with his two villainous friends. And this woman was waiting for him? She’d be waiting until the moons fell.

He could just about see them through the slats in the shutters, and when they came inside, they couldn’t see him at all. Pressed against the dark stairwell, he had a frantic moment when he realized the coffee cup was floating in midair and rested it on the windowsill in case one of them glanced his way.

“He said he and his boys had spotted a pair of burglars and he was going after them. A man and woman. I’m worried, what if they had weapons? Or what if they were traveling in a bigger group?” The woman gnawed her thumbnail. “Tell me about the two from last night. You think it’s the same ones?”

“Don’t know. Traveling rough, they were, no bags, but they had gold on them, see?” She held up one of Moth’s rings for inspection. “And where’ there’s one, I’ll wager there’s another. The man was big, but there was something funny about him, and that girl! What a slut. Howled like a cat for half the night and strolled out wrapped in a bed sheet for her dinner, just as proud as the Queen of the Fairy People! When they come down for breakfast, you can talk to them. But be subtle-like. She says her man is simple, but he’s the size of an ox.”

“If they’ve done something to my Beb, I’ll subtle them into the ground.” The pair headed back into the kitchen and Moth exhaled and rematerialized. Time to go.

He hurried back to their room and set the coffee on the bedside table, and shook Lelet’s shoulder. She grumbled and rolled away from him.

“Shani, we have to go. Get dressed. Here, drink your coffee and get dressed.”

She sat up and blinked sleepily at him. “What’s going on? Oh! You brought me coffee, you’re so sweet.” 

He pulled the covers off and threw her dress on the bed. “Get dressed and stay quiet.”

She set the cup down. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Beb’s woman? The one you told me about—Barbara? She’s downstairs.” Lelet gasped. “She’s talking with the owner of this place. They are looking for us. I don’t know how much he told her, but we ought not to wait around and find out.” She paled and nodded, wiggling back into her dress. 

“Is there another way out?” she asked, tightening the belt and sliding into the too-large slippers. “We have to get back around to the stable and get the horse.” They tried to recall the layout of the big main room.

“I think there must be a back door, since there’s a kitchen.” Moth only knew this because he’d seen the back door at Lelet’s own house on one of his many trips to their kitchen. The layout and functions of human dwellings were still largely a mystery. 

“Okay,” said Lelet. “Here’s what we do. I’m going to talk to them.” He began to protest, but she said, “I’ll just tell her we’re on our way south and make it a short conversation, and while I’m doing that, you’ll have been out the back door and gotten the horse and cart ready. You’ll probably have to give the stableman the other gold ring, I’m afraid.”

“What if she knows about your hair?” She rooted through the leather bag until she found his hat, and neatly tucked her hair up under it. He wasn’t convinced. “What if she—”

“Sweetheart.” She took his hands in her own. “It’ll be fine. You can do this. Just... keep your head down.” She took a look round their room. “Back to the stars and the bears, I guess.” She gave him a quick kiss and squeezed his yala. “If you have to, think of me and set something on fire. Okay. Here we go.” She hoisted the leather bag over her shoulder. He slipped out the door and vanished into the shadows on the stairs.

Moth, keeping to the shadows, crept past Barbara, who was nursing her coffee at the bar and staring out the front window. The innkeeper was outside, Moth could hear her sweeping, and had a jolting memory of an old woman and an even older broom. He couldn’t quite place the face, and then it was gone. He shook his head and quietly opened the door to what he hoped was the kitchen, and was relieved to find himself in a small, sunny space full of well used wooden cutting boards and dominated by a long stone fireplace. He couldn’t find a shadow to hide in, but that was fine, no one was tending to the big kettle coming to a boil on the fire. The griddle was cold, but a bowl of eggs sat out, ready to be cooked, along with several loaves of brown bread. He grabbed one, stuffed it in his pocket and continued out the back door.

There weren’t any shadows in the courtyard leading to the stable, but that didn’t matter either, since he’d need help getting the horse and cart put back together. He found the stableman smoking around the side of the barn, upwind where the horses wouldn’t smell it.

“Good morning, sir,” Moth said. “Glad to see you are awake. I’m afraid we’re making an early start of it, and I’ll need some assistance.” The man looked him over. He would have made a fine Eriisai politician, he was absolutely expressionless. Moth couldn’t guess the man’s age, he had bristly brown whiskers that began nearly under his pale blue eyes and vanished into the collar of his faded checked shirt. His skin was almost as dark as Moth’s own, but creased and rough looking. The man blew out a stream of smoke and stubbed his cigarette out against his boot heel.

“In a hurry?” Was everyone suspicious, or was he just jumpy? Moth couldn’t tell. 

“I’m afraid so. Oh,” he remembered. “Perhaps you’ll find a use for this?” He held out his gold ring. The man’s hand moved and the ring vanished. 

“No use hanging about, then,” said the man. It was as if the gold woke him up. Coffee and gold, Moth mused. I must remember that. The man lit a lantern on a post inside the barn, where even with the front door open it was quite dark, and motioned Moth to come in. As he followed the man inside, the three horses threw their heads up at the sight of him and began to back away within the confines of their stalls. “Horses don’t like me,” he told the man. “I don’t know why not.”

The man shrugged and slipped into the stall to calm their horse. “Horses are funny,” he said. “Sometimes they don’t like folks. It’s like they can see something riding on your shoulder. Or maybe you have a smell they don’t feature. Just stay quiet there, they’ll calm down.” He led the still nervous horse out of the stall and Moth helped him line the cart up behind the animal. He watched closely as the man fastened them together. The man talked as he worked, and somehow his voice calmed both the horses and Moth. He drew closer to watch the man, and learned that what he’d privately called ‘‘metal thing’’ or ‘‘strappy part’’ had names like girth and trace and bit. The horse watched him, its huge eye showing white at the corner.

From the main building, there came a crash, and the sound of women shouting. One of the voices was Lelet’s.

“Moth! Help me!” 

At the sound of her call, Moth took a step back, and knocked the lantern off the post and onto the dirt and hay strewn floor. The man swore, and shouting, “Help! Fire!” ran back towards the main building. 

“Wait! What about—” but the man was gone and the horses were all screaming. He took a step towards the barn door, but he couldn’t leave the animals. He opened the stalls, stomping on the fast moving flames as he did, but the horses, out of fear of him or fear of the fire in the barn, backed away and refused to come out. Moth opened every door he could find and slapped the rump of his own horse as hard as he could. As it bolted towards the door, he raced after it.

***
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AFTER COUNTING TO ONE hundred, Lelet ambled down after him as if she had nothing much to do and all morning to do it in. As she’d expected, the pair of them, the innkeeper and another woman with a long salt and pepper braid down her back, were waiting for her.

“Lovely morning,” she smiled, pushing past them to refill her mug.

“After the night you had, I thought you’d sleep in,” commented the innkeeper. 

“Where’s your man?” asked Barbara, for who else could it be? She wore faded men’s breeches and a leather vest over a grey and white striped man’s shirt. She was a smoker; her fingertips were stained yellow. “The big one. I want to talk to him.”

“As I told you, Ma’am—” she nodded at their hostess, “he’s a bit shy. Is there a special reason you wanted to speak to him?”

“My man, my Beb. He was due back two days ago. I think maybe your shy friend knows something about it.” She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe you do, too.”

She furrowed her brow and made a show of thinking hard. “Beb, did you say? Beb.” She tried not to choke on it. “No. He’s missing? How dreadful. You must be awfully worried. Well, if we see anyone on the road we’ll be sure and ask after them.”

Barbara smiled a flat and dangerous smile. “Them?”

“Him,” Lelet said, cursing her stupid mouth. “Him. Dangerous times. That’s why we’re eager to get an early start. We’ll be on our way in a moment.” She
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