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  For Luca’s ladies,
Becky, Bethany, Kate, and Kayla,
for always keeping the support flowing.


CHAPTER ONE

Shianan hesitated in the shelter of an empty trellis, a dozen paces from the palace entrance. Guests streamed steadily through the brightly lit doors, oblivious to him in the dark as they shared conversation and called greetings. He tugged fretfully at his unaccustomed clothing, making the metallic gold and silver geometric bands in his doublet flash with reflected firelight. Overlapping black leather belts, one tooled with indigo and one with burgundy, shifted unfamiliarly over his hips without the weight of a weapon.

It was too much, really. The entire ensemble had been a gift from his majordomo and new estate of Fhure when Shianan had come into possession of a title, but it was too extravagant. Even as a count, Shianan had little reason to wear formal or rich attire; he appeared at court functions rarely and briefly, more often present in a military capacity than in his comital rank. He had put away the fancy trappings and nearly forgotten them.

But he could not appear in his usual serviceable gear to such an invitation as this, and he had retrieved the bundled outfit from the rear of a chest. It fit well enough and was not far out of fashion, and it was his only hope to be admitted gracefully. But…

He adjusted the cape’s textured edge and fidgeted once more with the pointed collar, his fingernail flicking a tiny dangling stone. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be here at all, in these clothes or any other. But royal invitations were not to be spurned. He straightened, exhaled, and started for the entrance.

“Commander,” said a familiar voice. “Good evening.”

Shianan peered over the collar at General Septime with a weakening stab of relief. “Oh, sir, good evening. I’m glad to see you.”

Septime nodded at the guards flanking the door as they passed together. A second rush of relief swept through Shianan; he’d been half-afraid someone would challenge his right to enter. But the general was unconcerned. “You, too, commander. I didn’t know if you’d be here.”

“I received an invitation,” Shianan answered too quickly. Steady. No need to be defensive.

“Of course.” Septime paused as a brightly dressed slave appeared to take his cloak. “I only meant I hadn’t pegged you for a dancing man.”

Shianan chewed at his lip. “Perhaps I only haven’t had the opportunity.” There had been few dances at the plains outpost, after all, and few women to partner.

But there were women here. The great hall was filled with people, dazzling in their finery and bright with laughter. In the center, the elite swayed and dipped to the merry music provided by liveried musicians in the balcony above, as encircling courtiers joked or gossiped or complimented or politicked or observed or posed. It was a brilliant and terrifying scene.

Septime had already moved into the crowd, greeting and laughing with acquaintances. Shianan blinked into the hall, suddenly quite alone. A part of him wanted to flee, to return to the dark night and grieve for Luca and stay safely away from this unfamiliar gaiety. But another part of him wanted to remain, to see what might be in this strange and fascinating society.

He moved hesitantly through the crowded room, smiling faces gliding past him on either side, and took refuge in the lee of a decorated column. Around him the music played, and people laughed and called to one another. He pushed his shoulder against the column and watched, trying to look as if he were waiting for someone.
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“Your Highness!” A lady gestured for Soren to join their group. “Come and see what Glynde has brought!”

Soren allowed himself to be drawn in. “What have you found us now, Glynde?”

“Look at this.” Glynde offered a stiffened paper to him. “What do you see?”

It seemed to be a mash of black and red, dots and lines swirled together. Soren frowned. “Nothing much. Perhaps an accident at the colored glass workshop.”

“Ha, the glass workshop!” Several in the group giggled more than the weak jest deserved, and Soren found himself annoyed.

Glynde shook his head with a smile. “No accident, and how curious that you mentioned colored glass.”

“Now try these!” urged a girl—young Lady Fanshawe?—as she thrust binocles at him, set with pale red glass.

Soren held up the binocles, feeling faintly foolish, and looked at the paper. The colored glass muted the red ink, and now he could see a leaping horse. He was impressed despite himself. “Very clever. Where did these come from? Who thought of such a thing?”

“There’s a craftsman in my march who first brought them to me,” Glynde explained. “Very clever, as you say. Here, look at this one.”

Again, viewed by itself, the card was an uninteresting blur. But with the colored binocles, Soren saw a lady having her hair coiffed by a slave.

A surreptitious nudge at his arm interrupted his viewing and he glanced over his shoulder to glimpse Ethan. He nodded and turned back, presenting the card and binocles to Glynde with a smile. “Duty calls,” he said lightly, and he withdrew from the group amid a flurry of bows and curtsies.

Ethan waited a short distance away at the edge of the wide stair landing. He handed Soren a fresh goblet of wine and murmured, “He’s here, my lord.”

“Where?” Soren looked over the hall from their vantage point. It was hard to distinguish a single face in the blur of dancing and socializing.

“At the far end. Near the oak leaf column.”

“There! I see.” Soren took a drink of the wine. Shianan looked lost, even at this distance. “How long has he been there?”

“He came only a few minutes ago. I had his arrival from a slave taking cloaks.”

Soren nodded. “I have another task first. Keep an eye on him, if you would, please. I’ll want to find him later.”

Ethan made his typical small bow and Soren left him. He threaded his way down the stairs, as much a gathering place now as a means of ascent or descent, and moved through the crowd. Along the way he smiled and nodded and promised to return, never pausing as he worked toward the knot alongside the dancers.

“Your Highness!” A hand landed on his arm, a bit forward for catching the attention of the prince-heir. “Will you join us? Bansbach has just wagered that Barstow will ask Lady Selina to dance, and Barstow swears he will but he’s as reliable as a skinny chef or a fat mage—”

“I beg your pardon,” Soren inserted politely. “I’m on my way to my lord father. Could I come back to you in a few minutes, perhaps?”

He slid into the cluster of courtiers that marked the king’s presence and smiled his way to the center. He seized a moment when his father was taking a drink and leaned conspiratorially close. “That was well done, Father.”

King Jerome glanced at him. “What’s that?”

“Bailaha’s here. That will clear up any questions regarding your faith in his innocence and his commission.” Soren nodded approvingly. If manipulation was a tool of royal governance, he would use it toward his own end and general benefit. “I was perplexed as to how to reassure the court and troops of your trust in him after the trial, but this will quell any rumor. That was brilliant.”

“He’s here?” King Jerome’s eyes jerked about them. He kept his voice low. “Where—”

“Didn’t you think he’d heed your invitation? He’s there, at the end, by the column. Waiting for someone to join him, by the look of—”

“I didn’t send for him,” whispered the king.

Soren knew that. “You didn’t? Someone must have supposed you meant to. And it will only help—”

“Get him out.” Jerome’s hand fell heavily on Soren’s arm. “Your mother’s here.”

Soren went suddenly hollow. “I—she came? After all?”

“She did.” The king’s voice was tight. “If she sees him…”

“I’ll watch him,” Soren said quickly.

Jerome nodded. “And be sure that—”

“Your Majesty,” someone gushed drunkenly, turning to them, “may I tell you how lovely this occasion is?”

“I’ll see to it,” Soren murmured, and he withdrew.

He fled toward the stairs, ignoring the greetings and cheerful hails. His mother had come? He hadn’t expected it—not this time of year, not without letting him know, not tonight—

He took the steps two at a time, heedless of the startled glances as he passed. If he had any luck at all, she would be in the north wing. He glimpsed Ethan at a distance as he spun around the balustrade at the top of the wide stair.

The door was open to admit the hall’s music. She was in what had once been her favorite room, waiting as a maidservant sponged a spot from her gown’s skirt. She glanced up in surprise as he burst through the door. “Soren! How good to see you—but what’s wrong?”

He shook his head to calm her worry and took a few deep breaths. Surely his condition wasn’t that poor; he was only breathless with alarm. “Nothing’s wrong, my lady mother,” he answered, and he approached her, making a courtly bow before taking the hands she offered him. He kissed first her knuckles and then her forehead. “I ran because I only just heard you had come. I did not know you would.”

She gave him a fond smile. “How could I not come? Celebrating the renewal of the shield that protects us—it’s a worthy cause, at least, unlike so many silly balls.” Her face took on a resigned look. “And I’d thought, when I set out, they were trying the bastard for it. I heard on my arrival that he’d been released.”

Soren nodded. “I was at the trial, Mother, there was no evidence for it. He’s the one who recovered the Shard, in fact.”

“I know, I know.” She sighed. “I only hoped it was true.” She glanced down at her skirt. “Is that spot gone yet? I want to go out.”

“I’m just finishing, mistress.”

Soren fidgeted inwardly as the maidservant blotted the skirt dry.

“There, mistress, bright as new. Is there anything else you require?”

“No, thank you, Eve. My son will see me downstairs.” She glanced toward Soren as the maid gathered the cleaning items. “You will escort me, won’t you?”

“Of course, my lady mother.” Soren bowed and offered her his arm. “It’s been too long since our last visit.”

He was fond of his mother, though now he saw her only rarely. He did not want to have to deceive her now, and concealing Bailaha felt like a kind of deception. Still, having her encounter him unexpectedly might be worse. She had left Alham when he had been called to the city. Any interaction between queen and bastard would be a public scene, no matter how stiffly formal she might be.

They moved down the corridor and to the stair. Soren glanced down to the wide landing and saw Ethan waiting, nodding. Becknam was still visible below.

Someone jostled Ethan, throwing a dark look, and Ethan bowed his head respectfully as he tried to press further into the worked stone balustrade. Soren frowned. “Ethan!”

The slave worked his apologetic way through the crowd and came to Soren’s side. “Bring Her Majesty a drink,” Soren directed. Ethan bowed and disappeared, safely out of the disdainful crowd.

They descended slowly, smiling and nodding around them, and paused on the landing. Queen Azalie looked over the bright hall, smiling. “Such a glad group. Happy, and with reason. I’m afraid I don’t know everyone as I should, though, as I’ve been so long at Kalifi. Who is the gentleman in red, down there?”

“That’s the Marquess of Stowmarries. He came into the title only last year; before that he spent little time at court.”

Soren glanced toward the end of the hall and saw Shianan, now picking a path through the crowd, a mostly-full drink clutched in his hand. He paused and spoke briefly to someone who laughed, nodded, and then moved on. Shianan rotated slowly to look across the room, fully visible from the landing. Soren swore mentally. “Mother, did you know that—”

“One moment, Soren, I’m enjoying the view. We don’t have so many balls at Kalifi, and you should let me enjoy my ogling. That’s a pretty couple, don’t you think? It’s too bad he’s contracted to wed her cousin.”

Ethan arrived with two iced drinks on a tray, and Soren handed one to the queen before seizing the other. He gulped too large a mouthful before catching himself. Should he simply tell her Bailaha was present? Would that be worse than hoping she somehow did not see him?

She was sipping the drink, gazing over the hall. “You’ll have to dance with me, Soren, at least twice. Everyone else is so unpleasantly formal, and of course he’s an awful dancer. Always has been.” She smiled.

“I’ll be glad to dance with you, Mother.” Soren took another drink.

“Are you all right?” She gave him a concerned glance. “You seem nervous.”

He forced a smile. “It’s been an eventful few days.” Would it be better to escort her to the main floor, where her vision was less sweeping, or to keep her here, where she would not meet him as they passed? Perhaps he should simply tell her. But not here. He’d have to find a private area.

“I suppose so. I heard you went out to find Alasdair, too, when he was lost.” She shook her head. “Somebody ought to do something about that boy.”

“Well, you are his mother.”

“He wasn’t my idea.” She raised an eyebrow at Soren and then laughed at his dismay. “These things happen.”

Soren chuckled. “Spare me the sordid details, Mother. I trust we were born, and that’s as far as I care to know.” He turned his head and caught Ethan’s eye before glancing significantly toward the main floor. Go and take him out of sight. Find an excuse.

Ethan understood—there was a reason he had been with Soren for a dozen years—and started down the stairs.

“Who is that? In the dark doublet, standing apart?” Queen Azalie nodded toward Shianan Becknam, standing alone below them. “Handsome man. He favors you a little, which helps of course.” She laughed.

She did not know him! But of course she wouldn’t. She had not seen him since he was a child.

Soren hesitated, but he had to give an answer. “That—that’s…”

She looked at him, caught by the change in his tone.

“He’s no one, Mother. No one.”

“No one?” Her lips thinned. “You seem oddly upset by this person of no consequence.” She looked toward Becknam again. “He is—but I said he favored you, didn’t I?”

Soren’s stomach rolled. “That’s the Count of Bailaha, Mother. Commander Shianan Becknam.”

She did not move. “Is it? I didn’t know him.” She hesitated. “I have not seen him since… He must have been three, perhaps four. Four, I think.”

“Mother…”

“Oh, Soren, don’t be a fool. I’m not going to scream or faint or embarrass anyone.” Her fingers shifted on the stone. “Do you know him?”

“A little.”

“What do you think of him?”

“I—I think he’s an interesting man.”

She gave him a critical look. “Safely spoken.”

Below them, Ethan had nearly reached the commander, who turned and addressed a passerby, probably some military associate. Ethan hesitated, unable to interrupt their conversation, and glanced apologetically toward the landing. Soren shook his head; it was irrelevant now.

The corners of the queen’s mouth quirked upwards. “You really were afraid of me seeing him, weren’t you?”

Soren shifted. “You have been very careful to avoid him.”

“Yes.”

She stood very still, only her eyes moving as she watched the count. Soren’s stomach clenched as her mouth pinched.

“Soren,” she said, “please call back Ethan for me.”


CHAPTER TWO

Shianan smiled, made a polite comment, and watched as Escher moved away through the crowd, leaving him alone again. This was miserable, he should never have come…

“Shianan!”

He whirled, his ears burning, and Ariana leaned toward him to be heard over the music and chatter, her face bright with exertion and excitement. “I did not know you were here! I’ve been trying to see you for days—but how smart you look! This really suits you.”

She was in a gown of deep red, her dark hair arranged high and cascading down her back. Above her left breast was a gauzy black scarf twisted into a perfect circle and pinned into place, denoting her honored position. Her eyes ran over Shianan, possibly admiring his extravagant clothing or possibly looking for evidence of his beatings.

“I—er—thank you,” Shianan stammered.

She laughed. “You needn’t say it like that. I did mean it. You never believe a compliment, do you?”

“I’m sorry. I’m not really myself at the moment.” He shifted inside the prickling collar. “Welcome back. Welcome home.”

She sobered. “Yes. Thank you. I’m glad I had the chance, before the shield was recreated.”

He caught his breath. Did she know? Did she know what he had done to save her?

But she smiled and continued, “At least I had the chance to participate this time.”

No. No, she did not know.

He stood there, absolutely still in the whirling crowd, uncertain of what he could say. Her eyes shifted, looking over his shoulder to some excitement beyond him, and in sudden panic he sallied, “So we’re safe, then? No more Ryuven?”

This somehow seemed to sadden her. “No more Ryuven,” she repeated. “We’re safe. No more war.”

“Most think that a good thing,” he answered, trying to tease back her cheerful expression. “No more war with the Ryuven, no more massacres, no more fighting or starving.”

She nodded, still a little wan. “That’s right. No more soldiers dedicating their lives to danger and dying to protect us. You can live a normal life.”

Ice lanced through Shianan. No more soldiers… But that was all he was. He could not have a normal life, not the bastard. Every honor, every recognition, every scrap of praise had been hard-won by military accomplishment. Without the war…

“You can all live normal lives,” Ariana said with determined relief. She tipped up her chin. “Do you dance, Shianan Becknam?”

He blinked. “I…”

“It’s a simple enough question. Do you dance?”

“Not well.”

“Good,” she declared. “Then I won’t feel too ill-suited for you. Come with me?” She grasped his arm and pulled him into the maelstrom of music.

Shianan had little time to consider refusal, and they were promptly surrounded by swaying couples barring his escape. She transferred her grip to his hand and began to pace with the others, giving him an encouraging smile. Shianan moved haltingly, stiff with uncertainty and hot with embarrassment. But Ariana kept hold of his hand and matched his pace, and gradually he began to move more freely. She twirled and came to face him, her hands resting on his forearms, her face lifting toward his as she laughed at her own play, and he caught his breath. She was so near, and so joyous, and they were both alive.

“You’re not doing so badly,” she told him.

His hands ached to slip about her waist, but this was a different style of dance, and that might be too forward. He tightened his fingers about her arms and leaned nearer to her. “My lady mage…”

The music ended with a pipe trill and the dancers about them paused to breathe, laughing and speaking. Ariana hesitated a moment in his grasp, looking at him, and then she drew away with a quick, shy smile. “That was a fine dance, once you began. Thank you for partnering me.” She plucked at her skirt.

Shianan swallowed. “My lady mage, you—you’re beautiful,” he blurted. Horror swept him. “I mean, you look absolutely beautiful tonight.” That was hardly better. “I mean…”

“Your lordship.” A voice came from behind him.

Shianan tightened his fingers on Ariana. “Yes?” he asked, turning his head over his shoulder.

But it was Mage Hazelrig who smiled disarmingly back at him. “Only a moment.” He held out two decorated cups. “I thought the two of you might want something to drink after that.”

“Er, thank you,” Shianan accepted awkwardly. He took the cup which Hazelrig offered and drank. Chilled watered ale, safe enough.

He looked again at the older mage, dressed in a doublet of rich midnight blue. It made a stark contrast with the white scarf pinned to his chest, twisted in an exact circle.

“Your scarves are too perfect,” Shianan commented. “Mere cloth shouldn’t be able to hold that shape. Are they magicked?”

Ariana laughed aloud. “No, no. They’re wrapped about a metal ring. See?”

Hazelrig was amused. “We needn’t use magic for everything. That would be both difficult and wasteful.”

Shianan chuckled. “I suppose that’s true.” He took another sip. “Thank you for the drinks.”

Ariana nodded and looked about. “Linner was asking me to dance,” she said in a lower voice, “but I don’t see him now. Which is just as well, because I’m hoping someone else will ask me for the next one.” She tossed a pointed glance toward Shianan. “After all, I issued the last invitation.”

Shianan caught his breath and glanced toward Hazelrig, but the mage only smiled at his daughter. Shianan looked from the White Mage, unconcerned about the bastard, to Ariana, sipping her watered ale to hide a grin, and for just one moment life was perfect.

“Excuse me, your lordship,” cut in a polite voice. “One moment?”

Shianan turned to a bowing slave.

“If you please, your lordship, I am instructed to bring you.”

The slave straightened, his eyes respectfully below the commander’s, and Shianan’s brief joy shattered into icy crystals. This was Prince Soren’s personal servant—Allan, or Efren, or Ethan, yes. Had the prince seen him dancing with Ariana? What did he want?

“My lord?”

Shianan gulped. “I—yes. I’ll come.” He turned to the two mages, who looked concerned. He must not have guarded his expression well. “Please excuse me.”

Ariana reached for his arm. “My—Shianan,” she began, her voice quiet and urgent, “is it the king?”

“Prince Soren has sent for me.” Beside him, the servant gave a small cough.

“Will you—will you come afterward? To dance?”

‘Soats, she saw right through him. She was worried for him.

He forced himself to smile. “I’ll come when I may. Enjoy yourself.” He bowed to the two of them and turned to follow the waiting slave.

Ethan led him through the crowd and out a heavy, carved door. They would be meeting in private, then. They made two turns in the corridors and Ethan paused to knock at another carved door before opening it. He bowed and gestured Shianan inside.


CHAPTER THREE

Shianan’s first thought as he entered was that someone had moved the great portrait from its prominent palace corridor. Then he saw she was no portrait, and he realized he had entered the wrong room. He fell into a bow and retreated a step, hoping for quick escape, but Ethan was already closing the door behind him.

No, he had been brought deliberately to this. He collapsed more than knelt and dropped his head low over his knee.

“Good evening, Bailaha.”

“Your Majesty,” he forced.

“Thank you, you may rise. I want to see you.”

He did so, keeping his eyes on her feet. Silently he cursed. How had he come here? How had he even received an invitation when the queen would be present? He drew in a breath, awaiting the worst.

Ethan was gone. Shianan was alone before the queen.

“I did not expect to see you here tonight,” she said neutrally.

“I—I did not know Your Majesty would be attending. I offer my deepest apology—”

She rose from her chair and started toward him. Her movement silenced him, although it should not have.

Shianan straightened and clenched his jaw as when he’d awaited an eviscerating scolding from his captain, as when he’d been verbally flayed by the king. At least if he was to be scorned and humiliated now, there was no one else to see it.

She stepped to one side and tipped her head to regard him. “You would not have come tonight had you known of my presence?”

He stared stiffly at the chair she’d vacated. “I would not have troubled Your Majesty.”

“Troubled?”

Offended, then! he thought madly. Why did she torment him? “I know Your Majesty would not be—pleased to see me.” He blinked and hoped she would not see fit to correct his understatement. Not pleased? I hate your odious form.

“No,” she agreed, “I was not. But you were a boy when I saw you last. Before you were sent away.”

“I was, Your Majesty,” he answered the chair.

She sighed. “Am I so fearsome as that? You needn’t look so—so military. I’m not one of your generals. I wanted to speak with you, not hear monosyllabic agreement.”

He did not know how to respond to that. He glanced momentarily at her, a fleeting impression of Prince Soren’s eyes, and then looked forward at the chair again.

She sighed again. “I suppose that outpost or wherever left its mark. Very well. What are you now?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Tell me something about yourself. I want to know something about you.”

“I…” Shianan faltered. How could he answer, when every promotion he’d earned, every position he’d held was an affront to her?

She waited a moment, watching him, and then she turned back toward her chair. “I think I believed you would be like Lucien. He was never acknowledged, but we inside knew it. The duchess’s extra son. He was an insufferable little pustule.” She stopped and looked at Shianan again. “He, at least, would not have been utterly tongued-tied when asked to speak of himself.”

“Oh, Bailaha can speak, my lady mother,” Soren offered as he entered by the far door. “He can wax quite eloquent on the subject of ugly pigherds, for example.” He came to stand beside the queen as Shianan bowed. “But I never knew old Baron Lucien was illegitimate.”

“You weren’t meant to know,” she answered. “And you probably believe he died in battle, too. Well, that much is true, at least, but we don’t know for certain whether the guilty blade was theirs or ours.”

Soren was visibly startled. “He was killed? For his birth?”

“It’s possible, though I rather think it was for for his wretched personality.” She seated herself again and gave Soren a significant glance. “For example, he was often inserting himself where he wasn’t wanted.”

Soren acknowledged the reprimand with a chagrined expression. “I only thought to drop in and see how you were getting along. After you borrowed Ethan—”

“I am quite capable of managing without you. You have guests. Go see to them.”

Soren made her a bow before retreating. The queen looked after him curiously and then glanced at Bailaha. “Well, he did say he found you an interesting man.”

Shianan did not know what she meant by this, but he felt somehow more vulnerable now that the prince had departed.

Queen Azalie put two fingers thoughtfully to her chin and regarded Shianan as if he were a portrait to be approved. He stood utterly still, almost without breathing, wishing he were anywhere, anywhere at all but here.

“Shianan Becknam,” she said finally. “That is it, isn’t it? Your own name?”

He opened his mouth and found his voice had fled. He nodded.

“Commander Shianan Becknam, Count of Bailaha.” She blew out her breath. “I must admit, I was furious when he ennobled you. I raged in Kalifi.” She quirked her mouth. “I overreacted.”

If there were a way that he could flee, without flagrantly disregarding all conventions of respect and obedience… If only there were an attack on Alham that required his defense—if the Ryuven were to besiege the Naziar Palace—if Pairvyn ni’Ai himself were to burst into the room—

“Shianan Becknam,” said the queen, “I have something to say to you.”

Shianan’s knees obeyed before he could think. He knelt and bowed his head, awaiting her scorn or her orders or her warning.

“I have been a foolish woman. It is not the first time I have been, and it is not the first time that my foolishness has cost another.” She paused. “What are you doing on your knees again?”

His throat worked frantically. “Your Majesty…”

“Get up, man. You cannot kneel to hear my apology, that’s hardly fitting. Stand and listen to me.” She watched him get to his feet.

His thoughts whirled. For decades he had been trained to avoid the queen, and he could not navigate these waters.

“Shianan Becknam, I once hated you. I hated you because you were not a person, in my mind. I never thought of you as a person. You were a living sin, a name, nothing more.”

Shianan swallowed against the stone in his throat.

“But you did not have a part in your birth, and now I see you for yourself.” She looked at him with cool eyes. “I do not pretend that I know you and like you. I do not pretend we shall be friends. I only know that while I hated the concept of you, you were in fact only a boy, a young man, a soldier, a courtier, and I have wasted myself in spite.” She shook her head. “Part of it is hearing his bragging, of course. It’s cruel to praise a bastard to the mother of your children, isn’t it? But that is another of his crimes, not yours.”

Shianan stared at her in disbelief. “Your Majesty…?”

“And Soren likes you, so that says something for you as well. I didn’t know; he’s never spoken of you. Perhaps he was worried for my reaction. Regardless, I hold his opinion in high esteem, so there must be something worthwhile about you.”

Shianan’s knees were weak. He could not speak.

“Bailaha?”

“I—I never meant to offend you—I never wanted…”

She gave him a small, grim smile. “It was never a matter of what you intended. But it seems you are determined to prosper here regardless of my favor, so I might as well grow accustomed to the idea. Perhaps you’re not the horror that I thought.”

Shianan bowed low. “I shall try not to be, Your Majesty.”

“Good. Now go out that door, but slowly. It won’t do for the prince-heir to be caught listening at keyholes.”

Shianan could not think of a safe answer for this, and so he bowed again and backed to the escape of the door.

As he closed it safely behind him, he saw Soren waiting a dozen paces down the corridor. “I’m sorry,” Soren said immediately. “I’m sorry. I had no idea she would be here. I tried to keep her from noting you…”

Shianan shook his head, confused and alarmed at the prince’s consternation. “No, no—my lord, Your Highness, it is my fault for coming here.”

“No,” Soren said firmly. “It is not your fault. You were invited, weren’t you? Then you should have come.” He looked down. “It’s all right. I’ll talk with her later. I’ll tell her something.” He glanced at Shianan, almost nervously. “Was she—did she challenge your invitation?”

Shianan shook his head. “No, my lord.” In fact, he was stunned at how—indifferent she had been. He’d never thought to meet the queen face to face and walk away intact.

Soren relaxed a little. “Still, I’m sorry for that.”

Shianan didn’t understand why the prince would apologize for such a thing. “No, it’s all right.” He hesitated. “If it pleases Your Highness…”

“What? Oh, certainly. Go back to the ball.” Soren gestured up the corridor. “Good evening.”

Shianan bowed. “Good evening, Your Highness.”

He was nearly at the hall when he heard Ariana’s voice. “Thank you, but again, no. I’m waiting—”

“Yes, darling, I heard, but you’re still here. He can’t be worthy of you if he makes you wait so long. Come dance with me.”

“No, thank you, I will wait.”

Ariana. Shianan’s spine elongated and his shoulders squared as he exited the corridor. Ariana and a young baron glanced at him.

Shianan pointedly ignored the young man. “I beg your pardon, my lady mage,” he pronounced as he bowed to Ariana. “I was detained, and I apologize.”

“Oh, you’re nearly forgiven, your lordship,” she answered smoothly. “Linner did not leave me alone.”

Linner squinted as he tried to work out if he’d been insulted or complimented. Shianan straightened and put an arm casually against the wall over Ariana’s shoulder, leaning near her. “How thoughtful of him.” He looked at the baron for the first time. “Then he’ll be glad of the chance to return to his other friends.”

Linner stared back, startled. “What do you mean to say?”

Shianan loosed his practiced commander’s glare. “I owe Lady Ariana a dance yet, and she would appear rude if she left you here alone. No thoughtful gentleman would put a lady in a position to appear rude.”

Linner visibly swallowed. “I see, your lordship.” He bit out the honorific with hardly concealed distaste. “Then I will leave the lady to your care for now.” He made a stiff bow to Ariana and none to Shianan before he merged into the crowd.

Ariana cleared her throat, and Shianan self-consciously withdrew his possessive arm. Before he could decide how and for what to apologize, she shook her head and smiled. “He wasn’t so bad as to deserve that,” she scolded gently. “But he’s probably none the worse for it.”

Shianan exhaled. “I’m sorry for overstepping.”

“I had him in hand, but I appreciate the gesture.” She tipped her head. “How are you?”

“I’m sorry?”

“I don’t know if I have the privilege of prying, but I saw enough to wonder.”

His gut clenched. “What did you see?”

Ariana’s eyes widened. “Don’t look like that! I won’t ask any more, if you want. I only wanted to—”

Shianan shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. What did you see that concerned you?”

“Only what was obvious. When the summons came, you looked as if someone had poured snowmelt down your collar. You walked away as if going to your death.” Her voice was pitched low, careful no one else would hear.

Shianan winced. “Was it so plain?”

“Only to those who were looking.” She hesitated and then touched his arm. “If I can do anything…”

“No. No, it was the queen.” Shianan took a deep breath. “The queen sent for me.”

Ariana’s fingers tightened on his arm. “She’s here? Did—are you all right?”

He didn’t know how to answer her.

The prince emerged from the corridor beside them, and Ariana pulled away from Shianan to curtsey. Shianan half-turned and made the obligatory bow.

When he straightened, Soren was smiling faintly. “That didn’t take long.” His smile broadened as he turned to Ariana. “Are you enjoying the ball, my lady mage? It is, after all, partly in your honor.”

Ariana was not practiced in speaking with royalty, but she made a valiant effort. “Oh, no, Your Highness. I’m only the most junior member of the Circle.”

“Ah, but the Black Mage is a part of the Circle, yes?” Soren grinned at her. “Enjoy yourself this evening. Bailaha, may I expect you in the morning?”

“At what time, Your Highness?”

Soren glanced over the swirling gaiety and one corner of his mouth twitched. “Nothing too early, I think. Or rather, nothing early to my pampered eyes, as early to a commander is probably not even within my cognition. Come when you will. Tomorrow I have no appointments before noon.”

Shianan bowed. “I will, my lord.”

Soren excused himself and went out into the ball. Ariana watched him and then looked toward Shianan. “You don’t look apprehensive at that.”

Shianan realized he did not feel apprehensive, either. But he was not sure he felt much of anything at the moment. The dizzying exchange of joys and despairs of the last hour had left him exhausted. “No.”

She waited a moment and then faced him. “Well, then, my lord, will you pay your dance debt, or must I go and chat with my dear friend Lady Bethia Farlyle?” She nodded toward the striking young woman casually intercepting the prince’s path.

Shianan looked at Ariana’s expectant expression and a little of the weariness left him. She was trying to distract him, but he did not mind. And perhaps he could feel something, after all.

He bowed. “Forgive me, my lady mage. A man must always pay his debts. And I think the Lady Bethia would prefer that you not join her and the prince-heir.”

Ariana raised an eyebrow. “You’ve heard?”

Shianan attempted a smile. “It is quite the rumor, if even I’ve heard their betrothal will be announced before long.”

“No rumor, I had it from Bethia herself. It’s the most open secret in Alham.” She extended one hand to him, her chin raised in mock imperiousness. “Enough court gossip. Let us find music.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Tamaryl came gently to the ground, his wings stretching pleasantly as they flexed against the air. It was good to be himself again, his own Ryuven form. A warm breeze brushed over him, welcoming him from the cold human world.

His first duty was to report to the Palace of Red Sands. He had stayed longer in the human world than expected, and he should explain himself. He must also find a way to break the news that the shield was renewed. After Oniwe’aru had finished being disappointed in him, Tamaryl would go to his house and see how Maru fared, and whether Daranai’rika had thought to bring formal complaint against him for breaking their betrothal contract.

He sighed. There was much to do here, so far to go, but in the end, this was his home. He could do good here. He’d studied what he could find of human agriculture, wrestling with books on crop diseases and treatment in his hours away from assisting Ewan Hazelrig. Their flora was not identical, but there were similarities and shared species, and he hoped for new insight on the problems which had led to so much. They could work away from their dependence on the human world.

He folded his wings against his back and started toward the palace. The guards knew him and directed him to the aru.

Tamaryl entered Oniwe’aru’s audience chamber and dropped to one knee. “I have returned, Oniwe’aru.”

“So I see. I had expected you before now.”

“I apologize, Oniwe’aru. I wanted only to be sure that there was nothing more to be done.”

He had evidently interrupted a conversation. A rika stood near Oniwe’aru. Her emerald-black hair was bound in a high tail which dragged over her wing and shoulder as she turned her head toward Tamaryl. He recognized her, and the cobalt sash she wore from right shoulder to opposite hip.

Oniwe’aru nodded. “At least you are taking your duties seriously. Edeiya’rika, you will pardon us?”

“Of course, Oniwe’aru. And I will set more guards on the storehouses.” Her eyes flicked to Tamaryl as she left, as if assessing him. Given the sash she wore, she might well have been. Tamaryl would have nodded respectfully to her had he not already been on one knee.

“Rise, Tamaryl’sho, and tell me why your steward begged so politely to decline on your behalf my invitation for you and Daranai’rika to dine with me.”

Tamaryl’s chest tightened. “Ah. Er, I’m afraid I am not sure how best to explain… I wish to break our betrothal.”

“Break it?” Oniwe’aru frowned. “That is a significant step, especially after so many years.”

“I was not here for most of those years.”

“All the more reason to be cautious now. You left her in contract, locked in a partnership without a partner, unable to negotiate a new joining. Even when her house faltered, even when her aunt died, she did not ask to be freed of the contract which could not be completed with you in exile.”

“She wanted the position of a prince-doniphan’s mate more than the prince-doniphan,” Tamaryl snapped.

Oniwe raised an eyebrow. “I remember once you were pleased.”

“I was. I was glad such a beautiful and vivacious match was chosen for me. I could do far worse.” Tamaryl took a breath. “But I have seen what she is, and I won’t be joined to her.”

“Strong words, Tamaryl’sho.” Oniwe’aru scratched at his chin.

Tamaryl had to be careful how he presented his complaint. Ending a betrothal severed a link both familial and political, and discipline of a nim was hardly a crime, even if the nim was Tamaryl’s friend. “She is unhappy in this betrothal, and cruel in her unhappiness. She has taken nim as lovers, and against their will.”

“There are many nim who would not argue at the chance to share a rika’s bed.”

“That may be true, but those who did protest were coerced into acceptance.”

“What did she do to your friend?”

Oniwe saw so clearly through him. “He would not lie with her, and she tortured him for it.”

Oniwe’aru frowned. “As I recall, you left him in her household while you were away, and she has the right to discipline a servant.”

“Not for refusing to bed his lord’s betrothed. And it was not the typical minute or so of fup; she was stripping his power from him.”

“I did the same to you, if you recall.”

“I was a condemned outlaw. You were quick and efficient about it—not that it was pleasant, and by the Essence I would be pleased never to taste it again, but it was different. This was a slow process, intended to force him into submission.” Tamaryl tried to keep his voice level. “At first she lied, saying he’d assaulted her, but—”

Oniwe’aru snorted. “Maru, attack a rika? Not at his most foolhardy, and never successfully.”

Tamaryl was relieved at his agreement. “She blamed me and my absence. She resented me and—and you. I think she might be as glad to be done with me.”

“Oh?”

“She called herself the traitor’s betrothed. She was caught between position and notoriety.” Tamaryl was unwilling to defend Daranai’s actions but obligated to express her frustration. And if he emphasized that the engagement should have been long ended, perhaps it would be simpler to end it now. “I know my duty, but I cannot condone her taking lovers by force. Nor one bound in service, which is too near force.”

Oniwe blew out a long breath. “Daranai’rika was not often present at court, though I heard of her frequently. I had thought—well, I was wrong, I see.” He eyed Tamaryl. “But you won’t repeat that, will you?”

Tamaryl tried to gauge the ruler’s humor. “I will forget your confession the moment my betrothal is dissolved.”

Oniwe’aru gave a small chuckle. “Bravely spoken.” He drummed his fingers absently. “But the law allows. You are certain she wants to be free of you as well?”

“I do not know. She may not know herself. I believe she wants to be matched to someone, especially someone with privilege, but whether she favors me over another is uncertain.”

Oniwe’aru nodded. “I will speak to her.”

“I am afraid she will not have kind words for me.”

“I am not interested in her kind words,” Oniwe’aru answered shortly. “I am interested in whether she wishes this betrothal ended.” He looked frustrated. “With the deaths of her aunt and father, she became less of a political benefit. If she is unhappy with you and you with her, there is no reason to pursue this.”

Tamaryl felt relief, mixed with a faint fear that Daranai might refuse only to spite him and retain the powerful association of his house.

Oniwe’aru sighed. “I wish she had said something to me before now. Or you, Tamaryl’sho. You never led me to believe you might want someone other than her.”

Tamaryl eyed the floor. It had never occurred to him that he might, either. He had always known that he would conjoin for the good of the court and clan, and he had never considered an alternative.

Oniwe’aru gestured toward the open doorway. “You know Edeiya’rika?”

“By reputation, and briefly—long ago—but not well.”

Oniwe’aru raised a significant eyebrow. “You should. She will likely be Edeiya’silth in the future.” The leader of the Ai.

“I see she is Tsuraiya ni’Ai now.” The cobalt sash marked a hard-won prestige, one that would be useful to carry her to the head of the Ai.

“Indeed, and most respected in that role.”

Tamaryl considered his next words. “While conjoining the Pairvyn with the Tsuraiya, who may become silth, would indeed be a coup, I observe that entering a new betrothal just as one is dissolved might be—”

Oniwe’aru laughed. “Be at ease! Even I wouldn’t throw you into a match so abruptly. And Edeiya’rika takes her duty very seriously; I doubt she would accept a mate tainted by humans.”

Tamaryl frowned. “I am not so corrupted as that.”

“You might explain that to her,” Oniwe replied, chuckling, “but not near my fragile valuables, if you please.”

Tamaryl sighed. He had known he would be doubted. It would pass. Eventually.

Regaining his abandoned position had not been simple, and Oniwe’s assignments were a simultaneous punishment for his long-ago treason and probe for his present loyalties and abilities. But they had been necessary and practical tasks, Tamaryl admitted. Oniwe was not wasting him in petty make-work, and Tamaryl could be proud of what he’d done since his return.

He was less proud of what he must do next, but it was necessary for the welfare of his struggling people.

“Oniwe’aru, I have brought something more from the human world.”


CHAPTER FIVE

The Palace of Red Sands had one of Tamaryl’s favorite gardens, a small jewelbox of fountain, moss, and vivid flowers cascading across and down from a few thin overhead chains and down a wall, providing both color and a modicum of privacy in the roofless space. Tamaryl slipped into it and sank onto a narrow stone bench, warm with the sun. Safely out of sight, he slumped and put his face into his hands, his wings hanging low behind him.

“Is it so terrible to be home?”

He jerked upright and twisted on the bench. It took him a moment to identify her form through the tumble of flowers. “Edeiya’rika. I am sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.”

She shook her head as she came around the vines. “I usually find this place empty, too. That’s why I like it.” She sat on the edge of the fountain, facing him. “I’m sorry I disturbed you.”

“I was only thinking, and it probably needed interrupting.” He blew out his breath in a long stream. “It was something about you in a way. About your duty, I mean. To be perfectly honest, I was envying you.”

She cocked her head, her emerald-dark hair falling over the crest of one wing. “Oh?”

“You know each of your fights is right. You fight only for defense, and when is it wrong to defend your home? So you can face battle, or thoughts of battle, with confidence and a clear conscience.”

She nodded. “It is one of the joys I find in my duties as Tsuraiya. Most of politics is not nearly so clear.”

“I want it, some part of it, some piece at least, to be clear.”

She waited, watching him, inviting him to speak if he wished.

Words he had not been able to speak in Alham tumbled free. “Before I left—I was focused on the fighting, I suppose. Yes, I knew the crops were poor, I knew there were shortages, but I was the Pairvyn, and what I saw was the raids themselves. I saw sho strategize to maximize their own glory. I saw che sabotaging tactics to put warriors at risk so that they could come in later as heroes and win recognition and reward. I knew this war would undo us, and I decided I could not fight it.”

She nodded, though of course she knew all this.

“But I saw only what was immediately before me. I did not see how severe the famine was growing. I did not realize that by refusing to participate in the sho’s and che’s petty competitions, I was sacrificing the people I had pledged to aid. When I returned… I saw with fresh eyes.” He looked at her, expecting to see judgment.

But her expression offered a sad empathy. “You were not as blind as you think. In truth, it has worsened considerably since you left, despite our best efforts. People are growing more frightened. There was a riot at one of the Union storehouses a few days ago.”

Tamaryl winced. “I can’t bear to think that I helped to cause that desperation. But I don’t want to undermine social stability and set inexperienced che to oversee fields that aren’t producing and yes, kill human farmers who are also just trying to survive. I can’t focus on only my duty. I don’t know if I can be the Pairvyn as I should.” He forced an unconvincing chuckle. “I’m not sure why I am, to be honest. I didn’t hazard to ask, but shouldn’t I have been replaced after so many years?”

“He didn’t dare.” Edeiya leaned back, dangerously near the splashing water. “As you’ve seen, the situation has been worsening, and Oniwe’aru manages his ministers tightly. He could not afford to place a representative of another family as Pairvyn, not when he needed to consolidate power.”

“Was there no one in the South Family to serve?”

“He did consider Gann’sho for a time, but then Gann’sho died in a raid, so that effectively ended his candidacy. After that, he could choose someone from one of the other families or keep the position of champion empty under your name. Which is what he did.” She shook her head. “It’s been a dangerous field, and I am frankly impressed that Oniwe’aru has managed so well the last few years without the Union recalling his vote.”

The four ruling families voted upon a silth or aru, who would serve for the next thirty years—if he or she safely navigated the three confidence votes at the conclusion of the first, third, and seventh years and then governed well enough to avoid a recall during the ensuing reign.

“It sounds as if no one else would want to take his place, not with things the way they are.” Tamaryl looked at her. “Though I have heard you are a candidate.”

Edeiya did not downplay it with false humility nor puff up with pride. “I am one. Frenses’sho of the West Family is another, and I do not know if the North Family has settled on someone, or if they mean to put anyone forward.”

Tamaryl remembered how Edeiya had, with a quiet observation, smoothed tensions between Ariana and Oniwe while simultaneously destroying Daranai’s social standing. He did not know if she had done it because of Daranai’s assault on Maru or for another reason, but it had been subtle and efficient. “You will be a formidable silth.”

She smiled. “I am honored that you think so.”

“Do you have any hope for this?” Tamaryl asked, and the question came out more urgent than he’d intended. “I’m sorry, I meant to say, I expect you have ideas to help mitigate the suffering here.”

Edeiya sat up, looking somber. “I wish I did. We can expand attempts to magically infuse the fields to help speed growth before the blight strikes, but that’s been only minimally successful so far and I’m not sure we can rely on it. To be honest, I believe there will be more riots and protests, and I don’t think we can survive without the raids to bring supplies.” She turned toward him, hair swinging. “But you have been too long in the human world, and this bothers you.”

“If we do not raid, we will indenture more nim, and we will turn on each other for ever-diminishing resources, and we will starve. And if we do raid, we will fight and perhaps kill people I love.”

She bent toward him, elbows on her knees, shifting her wings away from the fountain’s splash. “A leader should choose the greatest efficacy with the least harm. But when there is no perfect solution, and there rarely is, something will have to be sacrificed.”

Tamaryl closed his eyes. “I know. I thought before that it could be me, that I could sacrifice myself, stay away and not contribute to the harm. But that isn’t so.”

She tipped her head again, regarding him. “So you came home. You chose.”

He took a breath. “I chose.”


CHAPTER SIX

Luca folded his chained wrists to his chest and rested his forehead on his knees. It was cold in the slave stable, making the warmth of his breath valuable, and burying his face let him hide the tears from the silent slaves around him.

Shianan had sold him away. It did not matter that it was to Luca’s own brother—he had not even asked Luca whether he wanted to go. That was his right as a slave’s master, but it was not what Luca had expected. It was not what he had believed.

Jarrick had not come to the caravan staging ground where Luca waited with the other slaves. Luca had sat in such a stable before, weeping and praying his father or brothers might come for him, but they had not. They had left him, then as now, chained, helpless, alone.

He heard himself whimper and tried to disguise it with a shiver. It was no worse than before, he told himself. At least now he was free of that despicable Furmelle collar, no longer marked a dangerous rebel. Perhaps he could be fortunate enough to find a reasonable place again.

Or, if Jarrick came, Luca could go home with him. He could live upon the Wakari Coast, watch the ships again, maybe return to his father’s accounting—

His stomach writhed like a provoked serpent. Would they welcome him? Would—would he be glad to return to them?

Jarrick had searched for him, he’d said. He had at least searched.

Luca shivered, a real shiver this time. His cloak had been left in Shianan’s office, and he could see his breath when he lifted his head. Thin moonlight through high windows showed the dark forms of other slaves, huddled together or curled tightly as they slept. There was a clink of metal as someone shifted in the straw.

Someone began arguing outside. “Let me…!” snapped a voice before it dropped again. Luca glanced toward the door. Jarrick? He wasn’t sure. There was a sharp exchange of voices, indistinguishable, and then silence.

Luca dropped his forehead to his knees again. If Jarrick did not come, then he would be a nameless and helpless slave once more. If Jarrick came, he would have to face the family that had abandoned him. If he had stayed with Shianan, he would have remained a slave forever, while if he went home to the Wakari Coast, his family could free him…

He sighed. He did not even know what he would choose—but he did not have the power to choose. Shianan should never have remade him into a thinking, feeling entity once again. It had been cruelty to enslave and brutalize Luca the first time, but it was beyond cruelty to offer him friendship and then return him to what he had been.

But no, Luca would not think of Shianan. Not now. He would not think on the friend who had betrayed him at his most vulnerable.

He would sit here, passive and silent, and wait for what would come.
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Luca woke, stiff with cold, as the stable door opened. He picked his way to a corner to relieve himself, glad they had not chained his wrists behind his back.

The overseers moved through the stable, addressing their various tasks. A boy of eight or ten started down the aisle with a bucket of mush and a shoulder bag of wooden cups, dipping each cup efficiently and dispensing them among the slaves. Luca accepted one with his bound hands and gulped at it, though it was cooled and thick. He knew enough of caravans to take breakfast when offered, and quickly.

Indeed, a moment later an overseer went to the stall beside Luca’s, jangling keys and chains. “Up, now! On your feet. Move it.” There was a general shuffle as the slaves were directed toward the wagons.

Luca sucked the last of the viscous mush and rose with a few other slaves as another overseer came to their stall. The overseer muttered and toed a body still curled in the straw. Luca’s stomach tightened; this was all too familiar. He shoved his hands before him and waited, eyes on his wrists.

The overseer reached him and hesitated. “You’re a tack-on, right?”

Luca hesitated. “I’m sorry?”

“You’re not ours, you belong to a passenger. Who’s your master?”

Was Jarrick coming after all? “I served Commander Becknam until yesterday, when—” His voice broke as he discovered a slave could learn yet new humiliation.

The overseer didn’t seem to notice. “Don’t know your new master yet? You’ll go in the line.” He nodded toward one of the wagons being pulled into the yard.

Luca glanced hopefully at his wrists. The overseer scowled. “No one walks free in the line. Go.”

Luca obediently moved toward the indicated wagon, where another overseer linked his wrists to a long chain which stretched from the rear of the wagon. The weight pulled lightly at his arms.

Luca recognized the slave chained opposite him but did not speak until the overseer had moved on. “Andrew?”

The slave glanced at him. “Oh, you. The commander’s servant.”

Not anymore. “Luca. What happened?”

Andrew shrugged. “They didn’t need as many hands in the kitchen, I suppose. Lent me to the warehouses for a day, then another, and then decided they could do without me.”

Andrew had only one wrist chained; Luca had not done well to struggle in Shianan’s office. “Will you sell as kitchen help or labor?”

“I don’t know. I think they—”

“Move up!” came the order. “Into line, now, let’s go!”

The wagons were shifted into formation, the slaves evenly distributed. The boy was coming down the lines now with a heavy bucket of water, offering the ladle to each slave. A movement caught Luca’s eye, and Jarrick hurried into the yard. Luca’s throat closed.

Jarrick addressed the nearest overseer while scanning the closest line of slaves. The overseer pointed toward Trader Matteo and Jarrick hurried toward him, followed by a slave bearing a roped chest on his back.

Luca watched as Trader Matteo pointed Jarrick’s slave—other slave—toward a wagon to stow the cargo and nodded for an overseer to take charge of him. Few slaves traveled loose with a caravan since Furmelle.

Jarrick asked the trader a further question, but the trader shook his head impatiently, busy with the final organization of the caravan. He gestured at the wagons, and Jarrick started for the far end of the line. Jarrick’s name formed in Luca’s throat, but he knew better than to call.

Knew better than to let Jarrick ignore his call.

An overseer directed two more figures alongside Luca’s line. Trader Matteo signaled and they paused as he drew near. He studied them for a moment, appraising them with an expert eye. One was a thin, dark-haired man, the other broader with fair hair, both with their hands shackled behind them. Troublemakers.

Trader Matteo looked at the thin, dark one. “You’re not strong enough for a single, I hear. But you had a good price. We’ll fatten you a little and see if you can’t be motivated for a multi-hitch. Put him behind number three.” He turned to the broader man. “And you’re the overseer who didn’t work out.”

The man licked his lips. “I did as told, master.”

“Orcan says you embarrassed him in front of his patron and a dozen others. Says you make a better draft than overseer, from his trial.” Matteo frowned. “Bend over.”

The slave hesitated. “Master…”

“Bend over.”

The slave eased forward gingerly, his face tight. Matteo sighed. “Orcan’s sharp about that, anyway. You’ll go in the line for a day or two, give your back a chance to close, and then we’ll move you to draft. Number three.”

The two slaves were fastened behind Luca and Andrew. Neither spoke, and the thin one seemed to lean away from the other, stretching at the end of his single wrist chain. The demoted big slave was pushed into line and chained by both wrists. Luca turned his eyes away from the overseer.

And then Jarrick was running toward them. “Luca! Trader, that’s my slave. I want him released.”

“Released?” repeated Matteo from the next wagon. “Why?”

“He doesn’t need to be in the line. I want him with me.”

The boy with the water reached Luca’s line. Andrew took the ladle.

Matteo shook his head. “You can manage for a week. I’ve got a reputation of never having lost a one, and I mean to keep it. If you need him for some chore, let me know, but he’ll walk with the others.”

Luca shook his head as the water boy came to him, intent on the conversation at the edge of his hearing. The boy regarded him curiously and then offered the ladle to the dark-haired slave.

“But—but he’s my…”

What excuse would he give the trader?

“He’s my brother. I’m taking him home. Let me have him, please.”

The broad slave fumbled the ladle in his bound hands, spilling. The boy glanced nervously at him and dipped another.

Matteo stared at Jarrick. “Your brother, eh?” He shook his head. “You say that, but to me, he’s responsibility. He’s a slave, and a slave until we cross the border. If I free him before then, I break the law.”

“But just to unchain him, to let him ride with me—”

“Hey!” An overseer came from the other side, a switch in his hand. “What are you about there?”

The water boy jumped and snatched the ladle back from the big slave, retreating.

“One ladle each, runt. Don’t waste time.” He scowled at the demoted slave. “And you—think you’re something special?” The line of slaves ducked and flinched away in unison, but the switch landed solidly on the slave’s broad shoulders. “You’re common labor, now, and you’ll act like it.”

Luca cringed, afraid the switch would descend again, but the overseer moved on. He looked back toward Matteo and Jarrick, who were walking away together, still in conversation. Jarrick glanced back over the trader’s shoulder and their eyes met.

Luca, Jarrick mouthed. Hold on.

Luca’s stomach clenched. It was no different. Endure, Luca.

The final checks were completed, the cargo of feed and supplies confirmed, and the orders came to move. Luca shuffled forward with the others, chains ringing and pulling at his wrists.

Endure, Luca.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Tamaryl consciously flattened his wings, worried their restless tension would betray him, and looked down the line. Mostly nim, one or two che per group. It should be enough. He hoped it was enough.

He hoped this was the right choice.

To his right, Edeiya’rika landed gracefully and walked to stand beside him, her eyes on the gathered nim. “You came to watch them?”

He nodded. His chest was too tight to speak.

“I know what this must cost you,” she said softly, her eyes just darting to him and then moving quickly back to the others.

He wasn’t sure that was true, but he appreciated her effort. He clasped his hands behind his back, attempting a more open posture. “I heard about the raid last night.”

“An Ientu attack on our westernmost repository. They came in force, but we were able to drive them away. They suffered significant casualties; I hope they will not return soon.”

“Thank you for your service.”

She nodded once. “Two days ago the Lian made a probe to leap the between-worlds, testing the shield, but of course that was unsuccessful. We did not even bother to shoo them away, letting them carry back word that it would be futile to try again.”

Tamaryl nodded. “And the storehouse protest this morning?”

Her face was somber, her eyes directly ahead. She’d known he was working toward the question. “I handled that myself. It was unpleasant for all. But we distributed enough to calm the panic and buy time.”

Tamaryl drew a slow breath, exhaled it, unclasped his aching fingers. “I hope it is enough.”
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Soren yawned and shifted beneath the heavy blankets, already sensing the tingle of cold outside the bed. He heard the subtle creak of his door and the soft sound of someone crossing to the fire, stirring and fueling it. Soren said nothing; he did not want to admit to being awake yet. The ball had finally dissipated sometime around dawn, and he had only then made his way back to his rooms, dropping his formal clothes to the floor and falling into bed. If he remained still, he might slip back into sleep…

How did Ethan do it? He’d dismissed the slave sometime before dawn, but surely Ethan had seen to other duties before going to his own bed.

A hand caught the edge of the hanging curtains and drew them back. Soren squinted against the light and turned his face into the downy pillow. “Not yet,” he mumbled into it. “Go away.”

“I’m sorry,” answered Ethan, “but you’re called.”

Soren groaned. “I specifically told the commander not to come early.”

“No, master. It’s His Majesty.”

Soren twisted, cool air shocking his bare chest as the blankets fell away. “Find me something to wear.”

He stumbled out of his room with his doublet over one shoulder, Ethan doing up the sleeve lacing while Soren ran fingers through his uncombed hair. By the time
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