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Chapter 1 — Tarik

			The day it began was a day of firsts—the first time I rode a train, the first time I saw the sea. The first time I felt fear, the first time I felt power. 

			The first time I felt the meaning of hate. 

			It was a warm day in my fifth summer, and the great steam train had carried Mother and Father and me to the port city of Ridgemark to see the newest ship in Father’s fleet. Sailors and officers in enormous hats and brass-studded coats swarmed the docks around us, their shouts carrying over the creak of ropes and the cry of gulls. The wood planks stank of salt and fish, and men with mops and brooms scrubbed and scrubbed, but they couldn’t drive away the stench.

			My nanny sniffed and pressed a lace kerchief to her nose. We stood side by side watching the endless blue sea, dazzling under a warmer sun than we ever saw in Brinmark. I craned my neck, trying to see the little tug boats and the seabirds that swooped at the trawlers’ decks until Nana relented and led me along the quay wall. I wanted to walk on top of the low stones, but my guard Zagger would never let me—or even if he did, Nana would surely kill him. He stayed a few steps behind me, tall and silent in his long black trencher, grumbling every time I stepped too close to the wall.

			“Do you see that, Your Highness?” Nana asked, nodding toward the dock. “That’s the new steamship.”

			I frowned up at the ship looming in its berth, a floating blue and white fortress so big it made its own clouds. 

			“What are those red tubes for?” I asked, and counted them off, one to five.

			“Those are called funnels. It’s how the steam gets out of the engines.”

			The cool wind sent the steam coiling toward us, smelling of burnt coal and paint. As we walked toward the huge ship, I watched the sailors hurrying around the wharf, some in loose green shirts and billowing pants, some in smart white Naval uniforms. I thought I looked just like the Navy sailors, in my crisp white shorts and shirt and blue-striped tie. A knot of them moved aside as we passed, tipping their hats to me. I tipped mine back until Nana rebuked me.

			“A prince doesn’t tip his hat to the ratings,” she said.

			“I think they’re swell.”

			She clucked. “Delightful. Or possibly admirable. Not swell, Your Highness. That’s vulgar.”

			“Admirable,” I mumbled, and thought it an ugly word. 

			I glanced back at Zagger and made a face. He grinned, until Nana turned and he blushed. He towered over her, and I thought he must be as strong as twenty other men, but my nanny could make any man blush when she glared.

			“Will they sail the ship?” I asked Nana.

			“Not today,” she said. “There’s a bad wind blowing.”

			“What’s a bad wind? I thought the steamship didn’t need the wind,” I said, proud to remember what my best friend Griff’s father had told me. 

			Griff’s father was the Defense Minister. That wasn’t as important as being the King, but I never told Griff that.

			“They won’t sail in this wind, no matter what. It’s not natural.” 

			Nana let go of my hand to settle her little round hat on her head, because the naughty wind had nearly blown it off. Finally free, I took my chance and bolted to the wall. Zagger swore and Nana whacked him with her parasol and sent him running after me.

			“Your Highness, please come down off that wall!” he called. “Don’t make me pull you down.”

			I laughed and skipped away from him, watching the sea foam slap the slimy stones far below. 

			The wind picked up, and I stood still. 

			All around me the air twisted and moved, creeping like a living thing. It snaked around my ankles, and circled round my neck. Fingers of wind tangled my hair, pushing my head…pushing me forward…

			“Zagger!” I shrieked.

			The wind unleashed against me and I stumbled. Zagger’s arms flashed around me, pulling me away from the wall, away from the wind. I clung to him. He didn’t set me down but brought me back to Nana, who tsked and scolded, her words blurred with tears. 

			I twisted in Zagger’s arms, wild for a glimpse of Mother and Father, desperate to see that the wind hadn’t stolen them away. Their guards knotted close around them, keeping Mother from running to me. But Father didn’t seem to care about the weather. He was a great tall man, fine in his naval uniform with its rows of ribbons and medals, scowling a scowl that could silence the strongest winds. Nothing could scare him. I lifted my chin, because I could be just as brave. 

			I squirmed and Zagger set me down, but he didn’t let go of my shoulder till he’d looked me long and hard in the eye. I edged a bit further inland under that stare, shying away from the wall.

			“Is the wind magic?” I whispered.

			“What do you know of magic?” Nana asked, sharp.

			“Griff told me all about the Jixies.” I bit my tongue when I almost told her about Griff’s friend, because Griff had said it was supposed to be a secret. I would never tell a secret, not like Griff. Instead I tossed my head, saying, “He told me some of them can change the winds.”

			She drew herself up. I imagined horns and wings sprouting all over her, and fire coming from her nose. 

			“That’s quite enough talk of Jixies, Your Highness! Magic is not a topic of polite conversation, and you’d do well to remind young Master Farro of that. And Miss Von. I know how the three of you go on.”

			“But Samyr doesn’t—”

			She tutted and held up a finger. “No buts, Your Highness. It’s not becoming.”

			My father beckoned to us then, so I didn’t get to argue with her any more. We joined him and Mother as the biggest man I’d ever seen marched up to meet us. 

			“Captain,” my father’s chief guard said. “What’s your report?”

			The captain saluted smartly to my father, brass buttons glinting. A hundred wrinkles lined his face and a bushy red mustachio blanketed his lips. He didn’t wear a naval uniform like my father, because he captained a passenger ship that carried people all around the world. 

			“Your Majesty,” he said, “my deepest apologies, but we’re not going to put to sea this morning. The maiden voyage will have to be postponed. The wind…the wind’s not behaving.” His mustache twitched, and his eyes shifted down to me. “You’ll understand why I say no more. The Ridgemark police are searching the area.”

			I glanced at Nana and thought she looked rather smug to be proved right, but fear flickered behind her eyes and Zagger looked almost sick. My father held up his hand and the captain saluted and retreated, while the guards closed in around us. 

			It had to be magic. Did they really think I wouldn’t figure it out? I tugged free from Nana and ran to my mother.

			“Are there Jixies here?” I whispered. “Jixy Winds?” 

			“Nonsense, Tarik. What a thing to suggest! Come along.”

			She took my hand and I jumped, because when she touched me, a fuzzy prickle chased up my arm. Her face turned terribly pale.

			“What’s wrong, darling?” she asked, crouching beside me, her sea-green hat shading my eyes. “Are you well?”

			Nana stopped at my shoulder, but Mother shot her and Zagger a stern glance, sending them away where they couldn’t hear us.

			“What’s wrong with the child?” my father asked.

			“It’s nothing, love,” she said. “Leave him to me.”

			After Father left with his guards, I shivered and rubbed my palms. “When you touched my hand, it felt so odd. Like little ants crawling around inside.”

			I’d never seen sadness like the sadness that filled her eyes. But she simply kissed my head and took my hand, and together we returned to the train. My father waited for us outside the passenger car with his chief guard at his shoulder.

			“There must be more than just one out there,” the guard told him as we arrived.

			“The boy doesn’t need to hear this nonsense. Carry on.” The guard withdrew and my father smiled down at me, ruffling my hair. “Did you like the steamship?”

			“It was enormous!” I said. “And it smelled. I loved it.”

			He laughed and we all followed him onto the train. The guards must have told the engineer to drive the train home that very minute, because as soon as we were on, the doors shut and the whistle blew, and the floor shifted and swayed beneath my feet. The train station crept away, and the seaside swept away, and we came into the rolling hills and the inland rain.

			Mother and Father sat in the plush velvet seats to one side of the passenger car, a heavy curtain falling across half the door of the booth. Nana knitted stockings at the back, and Zagger sat at a table across from her with Father’s guard detail. Father’s guards were all much older and crosser than Zagger, but I knew he felt important to sit with them, so I didn’t mind even if it left me all alone. 

			I took out the wooden steamship Griff’s father had given me and lay on my belly under the window bench, setting the boat to sail on the vast waters of the plush carpet. I imagined I was a ship’s captain, with a big black mustachio and a fearsome scar skipping right over my eye.

			My face tingled.

			I leaned my head on my arm and whistled like the wind as my boat crested massive waves. A mirrored band of steel along the bottom of the cabin wall reflected my ship, so I sent the steamer on a collision course with the enemy boat…

			…And saw my own face.

			I had a big black mustachio, and a fearsome scar skipping right over my eye.

			My teeth chattered. I peered closer, and the mustachioed face peered closer. I pulled away, and the scarred face pulled away. With one hand I clutched my steamship, and with the other I tugged on the ends of the black whiskers. They were real. I had real whiskers, just like a grown-up man.

			I backed out from under the bench and ducked past the red velvet curtain. 

			“Papa, look!” I whispered. “I’m a man!”

			Mother clapped a hand over her mouth, her face ghostly.

			“What the devil!” Father hissed, squinting at me through a scowl black as thunder. He pulled me toward him, taking my chin in his hand. “What the devil! What is this trickery?”

			“I did it,” I said, confused. Why was he so angry?

			He released my chin. I breathed out, but too soon; his hand flashed out and struck me in the face. I stumbled against my mother’s legs. The world blurred and rocked, and my face stung like a nest of bees. 

			He’d never hit me before. Never. He wouldn’t do that. 

			Mother pulled me into her lap, covering my face.

			“Trabin.” 

			She said it so quietly I barely heard her. I glanced at my father, but the anger twisting his face terrified me. He said nothing, only stared at Mother, while Mother stared at him, hardly breathing. Her hands turned to ice.

			“Trabin. Don’t hurt the child. Don’t blame him.”

			“You.” His breath snaked out. “You lied to me, Elanar…” The anger faded, and turned to stone. “Why?”

			“Why are you mad at Mummy?” I asked, gulping through my tears. “She didn’t do anything wrong. Please don’t be angry with her! I didn’t mean to make you angry.”

			I buried my head in my hands and felt the whiskers disappear, leaving my own face just as it belonged. Father leaned forward and gripped my arm, so hard I gasped. 

			“Don’t ever do that again,” he said, his voice a terrible growl. “Don’t speak of it to anyone. Not to your nanny, not to Zagger, not to any of your friends. No one. Do you understand me?”

			His fingers flexed and I winced, sobbing, “I understand.”

			He released me and fixed his fury on Mother. “You and I will talk later.”

			I felt Mother’s tears coming before they fell and threw my arms around her neck, shaking all over. 

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Why did my face do that? What’s wrong with me?”

			She pulled me close, her hand on my head, kisses in my hair. I didn’t want to look at my Father again, but I couldn’t help peeking at him through my fingers. For endless long moments he watched us, cold and quiet. Then he got up and pulled out a cigar, and strolled from the booth. 
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Chapter 2 — Tarik

			It rained the day before I turned seventeen, but then, it always rained on my birthday. Sometimes I imagined it never stopped from one birthday to the next. This was Cavnal, the rainy center of the universe, where even sunny days felt damp and the streets of Brinmark never dried.

			I’d already spent near half the day with Zagger, driving along the old palace roads in my family’s smashing new motorcar. Zagger had been in love with that hellish machine from the first moment he’d seen it; I’d never seen him quite as excited as the day my father told him he could drive it. 

			Of course, I was likely the only person in Brinmark who thought the thing was hideous, with its chattering engine and the stench of oily steam coiling about it. After riding in it for at least an eternity I decided there were only two things I liked about it: the steam’s warmth that drove off the frigid grey cold of the Marras day, and the windows and roof that kept the blowing rain from drenching me.

			Zagger never said it, but I imagined he had strict orders from my father to keep me inside the Oval Wall and well under wraps anyway. I don’t know how my father could always tell when I got the notion to run off somewhere I didn’t belong. It was the only time he seemed to notice me at all. By now I could predict with almost clockwork accuracy when he would call me in for a lecture after one of my larks.

			Growing up I’d spent endless nights fearing that he’d finally weary of hiding my secret from the world, and would send an assassin to my room at night to rid him quietly of his problem. I should have known better. Killing the Crown Prince is generally bad for public opinion, after all, not to mention it would have displeased my mother. Even after all that had happened, I believed he still loved her, almost as much as he loved his nation. So he let me live, though deep inside I knew he had killed me long ago in his heart. 

			The motorcar purred to stop, drawing me out of my thoughts. Zagger had pulled up along the old wooden fence east of the palace, past the Ministry buildings. At one time—recent enough for me to remember—it had enclosed an ancient hemlock grove that the foolish myths said were sacred. Now it circled the palace airfield, corralling half a dozen biplanes waiting to be admired, their sleek aluminium bodies the only bright thing in all the dreary wet light. 

			Just one aeroplane braved the weather today. I watched from the motorcar as it glided down to skate the landing strip, then took to the clouds again. Steam plumed like a silk scarf from the engine, a blur of white in a grey-washed world.

			I pushed back the glass window dividing Zagger’s cab from the rear seat and said, “That’ll be Griff. I should’ve known that idiot would be flying today.”

			Zagger snorted. “He’d fly in a blizzard if he could. You’re not getting out, are you?”

			I chewed at my nail and stared out at the cold rain streaking the windows, the half-bare branches of the avenue beeches shivering in the wind. I’d nearly made up my mind to tell Zagger to drive on when I caught sight of Samyr pedaling her bicycle toward us. She must have gotten caught when the rain started, because she didn’t have a hat and her wool coat sagged under the constant wet. I grinned and let myself out of the car.

			“Hullo, Samyr!” I called. 

			“Oh, you’re here,” she said. Her bicycle squeaked to a stop beside me and she dropped a booted foot to the ground to steady herself. “Thought you might be off on some mad adventure today.”

			I jerked my head toward the motorcar and said blandly, “Zagger wanted to show off his driving skills.”

			“Ah,” she said. “Did he take you out into the city?”

			“Stars, no,” I said. “Just around inside the Wall. And around…and around…”

			Samyr smothered a laugh and I bit my tongue as Zagger climbed out of the motorcar. The devil, he probably knew we were talking about him. I wanted to tell him to stay in the motorcar where it was dry, but he’d never obey an order like that. He stood stalwartly a few paces away from us, ignoring the rain that drenched him, a painted backdrop to our scene. 

			“What about you?” I asked Samyr, holding her bicycle’s handlebars so she could dismount. “Tell me you didn’t just fancy a ride in a monsoon.”

			“I came to watch Griff. I promised I would. And I actually thought it would be a nice day because, you know, it was only drizzling this morning.”

			I looked pointedly at the sky and she shrugged.

			“I know. Silly of me,” she said. “Is that him up there?”

			I nodded. “I think his brains have got a bit scrambled from too much flying, if he had any to start with.”

			“Tarik! Don’t be an…”

			She bit her tongue on the word, cheeks flaming.

			“Don’t be a what?” I asked, wicked.

			“Shush. I spend too much time with you and Griff, that’s all. You should be ashamed, y’know, saying such things around me.”

			“Oh, come on,” I said, jogging her with my elbow. “When did you start wanting to play the lady, Miss Von?”

			She pouted and rested the bicycle against the fence, her chestnut hair scattering a shower of raindrops. I took off my black cap and settled it on her head.

			“Thank you,” she said, teeth chattering. “But you should keep it. What would your father do if you caught your death and he discovered it was because you’d given me your hat?”

			Celebrate, I thought, and said, “I suppose he’d execute you on the spot. Nice and quick, no fuss. Although, it’s rather a terrible hat. He might execute me first for wearing it in public. Not very fashionable, you know.”

			She laughed and shoved me. Zagger didn’t even twitch, though he met my quick glance with a faint smile. With most people, if they got too close to me he was there like a watchdog, all growls and raised hackles. But Samyr and Griff he’d known their whole lives. He’d stopped trying to teach them respect years ago. 

			Another gust of wind drove the rain stinging into our faces, and Samyr yelped and shielded her eyes. Even the other aviators had abandoned the landing strip to claim refuge in the clubhouse. One lone boxy stood under the meager shelter of an umbrella, peering into his enormous camera to snap pictures of the steam plane for the Herald. 

			I rubbed my hands, wishing I’d remembered my gloves. And Samyr had to be frozen in her knee-length skirt and stockinged legs. Her nose and cheeks had gone red—not a charming rosy pink, but the raw, chafed red that would prickle now and burn later. She shivered and pressed her thick woolen mittens against her face so that only her eyes showed, grey as the sky but bright as raindrops. 

			“You’re sure about staying?” I asked her. “We can give you a ride in the motorcar, if you like. I’m sure Zagger could find a way to stick your bicycle on the boot.”

			Samyr ran her mittened hand over the motorcar’s glossy copper trim. “I’ve always wanted to ride in this thing,” she sighed. “But you know Griff would kill you if he found out you came but didn’t stay to say hullo.”

			“Stars, I really don’t give a—”

			“Tarik!”

			I grinned and leaned on the fence. Griff flew in for another brief landing, the wheels churning up a chalky spray along the river that used to be the runway. I held up my hand, hoping he’d notice and get the hint before Samyr and I turned to icicles waiting for him. But he kept whipping that creaking aeroplane through drill after drill. Land, take off. Land, take off. The plane’s airscrew clacked and whirred, sputtering complaints through the sheeting rain. I didn’t blame it. 

			“I think he’s just showing off, now,” Samyr said. “He must have seen us ages ago.”

			I snorted. “Showing off, or maybe just ignoring us. He probably thinks that if he flies the wings off that thing, his father will give him a commission in the Air Patrol a half year early.”

			“Will he?”

			“Not a chance. Try telling that to Griff, though. You know he’s always had his head in the sky.” 

			I tapped my forehead and Samyr laughed.

			“Tarik, don’t you want to learn to fly? My brother does. Seems like all the Ministry boys do.”

			“Of course they do,” I said. “If Griff decided climbing bell towers was a grand bit of fun, they’d be lining up for that too.”

			“Not you?”

			I hesitated a fraction too long, and turned a shade too pale. Of all the things I could have said, why did I mention bell towers? A half-buried memory flashed through my mind, dragging a shudder through me. I hadn’t made it to the top. Not quite. But I was mad to have gone as high as I did.

			Maybe I blushed then, or maybe my silence gave me away, because Samyr’s eyes widened suddenly.

			“You didn’t!” she gasped.

			My mouth twitched; I wouldn’t look at her.

			“Mr. Zagger,” she said, “did you know about that?” 

			I winced and shot him a glance over my shoulder. Part of me wanted to laugh at the murderous glare he leveled on me, but I couldn’t quite force it out past the sting of regret. That was a fall I had never wanted him to learn about.

			I said, “It was a couple of years ago.”

			When I was fifteen. The worst year of my life.

			His brows constricted, barely, turning his anger to sadness. I nodded.

			Samyr missed the whole exchange, though, because she’d turned around to watch Griff’s plane.

			“You’d do that,” she said. “You’d climb up a bell tower and you refuse to fly a plane? Griff says they’re even safer than those motorcars.”

			“You don’t really figure me for a modock, do you?” I asked, making her laugh with my best imitation of the cocky aviator swagger. 

			I didn’t tell her how terrified heights made me now. Just watched the aeroplane as it pitched into a climb and disappeared into the sodden clouds.

			“You know it’d cause a proper buzz if you ever decided to do it,” Samyr said. “I’d have thought you’d be yamming for the chance.”

			Zagger snorted.

			“Whatever was that for?” Samyr asked.

			But Zagger just cleared his throat and clapped his hands together behind his back, and pretended not to see either of us.

			Samyr glared at him and turned back to me. “Come on, Tarik, what’d he mean by that?”

			I scraped at the rough wood of the rail, pulling off splinters one at a time. One stuck me in the nail bed and I stared at it apathetically before pulling it out with my teeth. Samyr gave me a strange look.

			“He just knows I don’t care to be in the limelight,” I said finally.

			“Oh, really,” she said. “It’s all you boys do. Fight over whose picture ends up on the front page of the Herald.”

			I lifted a shoulder. If she didn’t believe me yet, she wouldn’t believe me telling her it was all a lie. All a show. I glanced back at Zagger and saw the corner of his mouth twitch, amused because he knew me better than anyone. 

			Then his gaze shifted to something behind us and all at once he drew up, his smile disappearing. I spun around just as a couple of aviators and a handful of mechanics in grubs streamed from the clubhouse, shouting and pointing. The boxy stood frozen, his camera forgotten, as Griff’s plane streaked from the clouds with its nose wreathed in flames.

			For one endless moment I stood paralyzed, watching the wings dip and jerk as Griff fought to bring the plane down. An acrid stench of fuel oil gusted across the aerodrome in the raging wind. And suddenly I realized what was happening.

			The blood drained from my face.

			I vaulted the fence, Zagger dogging my heels, his shouts muffled by the pulse pounding in my ears.

			The plane convulsed. Black smoke poured from the engine.

			“Griff!” I screamed. “Land the damn plane, Griff!”

			I hit the muddy ditch that edged the landing strip, my feet slipping in the sludge. Then Zagger was on me. His arm flashed around me, driving me behind him in one dizzying motion. I spun away but he grabbed me again. This time he pinned me against him in a grip so tight I could barely breathe. I struck at him, swearing, screaming at him to let me go, choking on rain and horror and fear. 

			The plane slammed onto the ground with a noise like hellfire. It rocked and swerved as it skidded past us, a flaming coffin to bury my best friend.
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Chapter 3 — Hayli

			“Hayli, you made it! I dan’ believe it!”

			Jig’s voice drifted into my grey-blurred world a half tick before my vision focused. I couldn’t feel a grobbing thing yet. It always took a minute after I Shifted, a terrifying minute of nothingness like the world had disappeared out from under me. I waited, and didn’t move, counting one to ten. I didn’t even breathe. 

			Then all at once feeling buzzed through me like a horde of wee ants. I felt each one of my ten fingers, felt my boots planted on rough wet rock, felt my face catching the drizzle on my bare skin. Sometimes I imagined I could still feel the prickle of feathers even after they’d faded, but not today. Today I only knew the cold, cold rain and the wind in my hair. 

			I made it. 

			I perched bird-like atop the high Oval Wall, and as everything came clear around me, I got a good goggle at two whole different worlds. 

			On my right, the city street threaded away between rainy buildings and rainy trees, with bits of inky newspaper stuck like skin to the cobblestones and lampposts. Not many people out today. Too wet, too cold. Sensible folks stayed in when the weather turned, come bleak autumn and all its bad attitude. At least, the folks who had a place to go stayed in. Maybe they were sensible, or maybe just rich and spoiled. I sure couldn’t say.

			I shifted and peered to my left, trying to get a better look onto the palace grounds. The half-bare elms and beeches crowded my view of the avenue, a twisty kaleidoscope of golds and coppery reds. I could see bits of the street and the walkway well enough, and somewhere past the shaking branches I glimpsed the sprawling palace itself, gleaming palest blue and white in spite of all the rain. 

			I’d only ever seen it in pictures before, and now I stared and stared, because it was bigger than I’d ever dreamed. Fancy stone buildings with ribbed columns and black-slate roofs scattered around far as I could see. I guessed they were Ministry buildings. Useless spaces for useless people, Jig would say, but he thought a king was too much law already, without a mess of Ministers mucking up the works.

			It really was like a different world, there inside the Oval Wall. Just like Derrin had told me. I switched my gaze back and forth a couple of times for the full effect. To the right, everything sulked grey and sullen as a wet cat. And to the left, the fallen leaves made a glimmery carpet, as if rain inside the Oval Wall was made of fire instead of water. They even smelled fine, too, not like the manky, musty stench of leaves too long in the gutters.

			I bet the folks palace-side don’t reek much either. Lucky devils.

			“Hayli, d’you see it?” Jig called up from somewhere below, city-side, grey and wet.

			I didn’t answer right off, because I’d been too busy staring down to remember to look up.

			“Hayli!”

			“Shut it, Jig!” I said, talking through my teeth. “Give me a tick.”

			I peered north and east, scanning the skies. I’d seen the aeroplane swooping about just minutes before—or, at least, I hoped it was minutes before—but it had disappeared now. Maybe I’d missed it. Maybe I’d taken too long trying to get up onto the Wall. 

			But Jig was still here, which meant I couldn’t have taken forever Shifting. Jig had the patience of a flea, and the fact that Kantian had forced him to pair up with me again likely had him fitsier than ever.

			I squinted at the sky and wished I still had my bird-sharp eyes. 

			And then I saw it.

			The aeroplane catapulted from the clouds, streaming smoke like a banner. A knot twisted my stomach. That beautiful plane was crashing. The aviator…

			“He got him,” I choked. “It’s gannin’ down. Why’d we have to…”

			My voice died as the plane disappeared beyond the trees. But I kept staring, my breath clenched in my teeth, waiting for the telltale plume of red flame and black smoke. But none came. 

			I turned about carefully on my narrow perch. Jig had climbed up onto the roof of a hack stand and crouched there like a lean black cat, watching me through those wild dark eyes of his, his ebony hair slashing his vision into ribbons.

			“He landed it!” I whispered, too excited. “It div’n crash!”

			Jig swore and flicked his hair from his eyes. “Any sign of an alarm?”

			I scanned the palace grounds, but didn’t see any rush of activity streaking for the air field. Heard no wailing siren. No panic. None of the things we’d expected.

			“No,” I said. “It div’n work.”

			Jig didn’t move, and he didn’t say a word. He had that dark, stony edge to him, the kind that made me want to keep away from him. He was a knife. Thin and cold and sharp.

			Finally he hissed a sigh. “Damn. We’ll have to try anyway.” He tilted his head back and fixed me with a stare. “Can you get me in? There too many guards?”

			I frowned and shifted about for a peek. A guard paced the sidewalk below, rain water streaming off his helmet, the once-white plume all scraggly as a stray dog’s tail. He wore a grey wool greatcoat that I wanted bad, but one look at the rifle on his shoulder and the muscles in his neck convinced me I didn’t. 

			Jig could’ve taken him, but Jig couldn’t get onto the Wall, which was precisely why I was up there and he wasn’t…why I’d finally had to let him in on the secret that I was a Shifter…that I was a mage. 

			And it was pretty near a miracle that I’d got up there at all, besides. First time I’d ever managed anything like it—planning where I wanted to go before I Shifted and actually getting there the first try. It hadn’t even taken me days to do it. The thought got me all giddy with pride, and I couldn’t wait to tell Derrin.

			“C’mon, Hayli,” Jig said, interrupting my self-congratulations. “Gan on and get me through sometime the year, like!”

			I ground my teeth and focused. Through the golden mesh of leaves I already glimpsed the next patrol coming our way. His steps matched the first guard’s so perfectly, they were like copies of each other. Left, right, left, right. And I was supposed to fly down there in the grey daylight and find Jig a way onto the palace grounds. 

			I could just glimpse the rain grate I’d spotted some hours ago from outside the wall, with its interior padlock that I’d sworn I’d be able to pick. Only trouble was, the guards should have left when Scorch zotzed the aeroplane, so I could work at the lock in a bit of peace—because honestly, lock-picking wasn’t my greatest skill. 

			That was the plan. Of course, nothing ever went according to the plan. Not to mention the plan was pretty rubbish anyway.

			“Can’t,” I told Jig. “Too many guards.”

			He arched one black brow and waved both hands like that could push me over the edge. I knew he had a mind to run up the wall at me, but he’d be an idiot to try. Nine feet was his limit, and only then if he had some handholds. Maybe he was two years older than me, but even at eighteen he was hardly a hand taller. Not that anyone would slag him about it. He’d tear them to pieces and never even blink. 

			“Shift, Hayli,” he insisted. “That was grobbing fantastic! Turn bird again and they’ll never see.” He paused, dark eyes glittering. “I’ll lend you my knife.”

			“I dan’ need a knife,” I hissed, shuddering. “And I dan’ want to Shift again. I barely made it this time!”

			“Well,” he said. “You’ve got to do something to get down again.”

			I jutted my lip and scowled. He had a point. I hadn’t exactly thought that far ahead. Derrin’s advice for the first stage was to start small—flying from the ground up to the wall. He’d said that maybe if I had a tiny goal, I could manage it, and of course he was right. Because if I was a lousy lock-picker, I was an even lousier Shifter. Kantian just had to use me because I was the only shape-shifter around.

			I jerked my cap down hard over my hair. Sometimes I hated my gift. Sometimes it made me feel shoddy as a second-class mage with a second-class gift. What good was a gift you couldn’t control, anyway? 

			Jig wasn’t a Moth. He’d never understand how, when I was the crow, I couldn’t see with my own eyes or remember where I’d been…or where I meant to go. Maybe I’d end up in the right place, or maybe I’d wake up in Ridgemark two weeks from now after spending a romping time as a crow, eating dead things or whatever it is crows do. Maybe I’d die a crow somewhere out there and no one would ever know how I’d ended.

			I shuddered.

			I didn’t want to fail again.

			“Jig,” I whispered. “What if they catch me?”

			He narrowed his eyes. He might’ve looked angry, only he was chewing his lip the way he did when he actually felt an emotion and didn’t know quite what to do with it.

			“We’ve been through all that,” he said. “You’re on the run…you snuck in with a carriage…”

			I didn’t want to panic, but my heart started thrashing at the notion of prison bars and…court rooms. Memories of court rooms, and my mum and dad… I shivered, then pounded the heel of my hand on my forehead to knock the images out. Wiped my hands on the thighs of my trousers, but the rain had soaked the worn tweed so bad it didn’t do a jot of good.

			“This is a bodgy idea,” I groaned. “Why’d we have to shoot down the plane?”

			Jig glared. He could crush your soul with a glare like that.

			“Just move it, before we’re completely out of time!” he hissed. “Unless you want to tell Kantian why you div’n get me in? Or Derrin?”

			I jerked back like he’d smacked me. I’d displeased the boss before, but I got all wilty inside at the thought of disappointing Derrin. Funny. It should have been the other way around.

			“Fine,” I snapped.

			The guard below must have heard me. His gaze yanked upward just as I plunged off the wall, my fingers stretching to wingtips.
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Chapter 4 — Tarik

			Black smoke blanketed me, choking, blinding. And Griff…Griff was somewhere at the heart of all the fire and chaos, somewhere I couldn’t reach. The wind battered us, stealing my voice as I thrashed against Zagger’s iron grip. When I couldn’t move my arms I kicked at him, wincing as my shoe slammed against bone. Zagger hissed in pain but didn’t even flinch.

			“Mr. Zagger, do something!” Samyr screamed.

			“Get your hands off me!” I shouted, shoving his arm. “Zagger! That’s an order!”

			“Sorry, Your Highness. Doesn’t mean a thing right now.”

			The plane twisted on the tarmacadam, drifting into a slow slide as the two aviators and the mechanics raced after it. Suddenly Griff appeared, hauling himself over the lip of the cockpit. For a moment he hung there, motionless, then he tumbled out onto the wing and finally to the landing strip in an awkward somersault. The aviators rushed to pull him up by the armpits, dragging him away as the plane’s carcass ground to a flaming stop. 

			Zagger released me, and we all took off running.

			I could hear Griff cursing everything from the devils to the sky long before we reached him. When he saw us coming he managed to straighten up, his face red and streaked with soot and rain. One of the aviators helped him pull off his helmet and goggles, and handed him a handkerchief to wipe the grime from his cheeks. 

			“What the hell happened?” the other aviator asked Griff. 

			“How the devil should I know!” Griff cried, tugging open the neck of his aviator’s jacket. A raw cough convulsed him. “Damn thing isn’t supposed to explode.”

			“So how did it explode?”

			“I don’t bloody know!” 

			He cursed again and bent over his knees. Samyr pushed her way into their circle and threw her arms around him.

			“Oh, stars, Griff! Are you all right?”

			“Fine,” he said, twitching his head aside. “Just give me a moment.”

			That broke the spell; the aviators turned to salute me.

			“So sorry you had to see this, Your Highness,” the older one said. 

			I recognized him—he’d been the first man to pilot an aeroplane. Or rather, he’d been the first to pilot one and survive. He commanded the Air Patrol now, evidenced by all the multicolored ribbons on the breast of his black jacket.

			“That’s all right, Major Ves,” I said. “What did he mean, it wasn’t supposed to explode?”

			“Just so. It’s all a bit technical, but the steam engine’s design, the fuel we use…this is supposed to be impossible.”

			I cocked an eyebrow. “Apparently not.”

			“Something must have mucked up the coils,” Griff said.

			He had his arm thrown around Samyr’s shoulders now, but the terror hadn’t left his eyes. The way he wouldn’t look at me, I knew he hated for me to see him so unnerved. We’d known each other our whole lives but Griff had the Farro pride, and even our friendship wasn’t a match for that. So instead I stared at the plane flaming in a heap too close for comfort, its airscrew still wobbling in a slowly faltering spin.

			“Are you hurt, Mr. Farro?” Ves asked.

			“Just a bit topsy,” he said. “I’ll be fine. Can’t say the same thing for the old girl though.” 

			“Soon as the flames die down, we’ll open her up and see what she has to tell us,” the younger aviator said.

			Griff rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth.

			“It’s not your fault,” I said.

			“Do you think my father will care about that?” His voice hitched. “All he’ll see is that I crashed the bird.” 

			He turned and kicked viciously at the ground, fumbling for pockets until he remembered his breeks didn’t have any.

			“Go on home, Mr. Farro. We’ll get this cleaned up.” Griff looked ready to protest, but Ves held up his hand. “If you ever hope to serve under my command, you’ll take this as your first order. Go home. And go before that damned newshawk gets over here asking for a story.”

			We all turned and saw the boxy with his awful camera, shooting shot after shot of us. I stepped toward Griff and sent a glare at the boxy, because I knew the last thing Griff would want was his look of defeat on the front page of the Herald. Samyr grabbed Griff’s arm and dragged him off toward the fence where we’d left the motorcar and her bicycle. I turned to follow, but Zagger had fixated on the hangar with his wary watchdog look. Long training kept me close behind him.

			“Zagger?”

			“Something doesn’t seem right.”

			I smiled. “The best pilot in Cavnal just crashed his aeroplane. Of course something doesn’t seem right.”

			“That’s not all. What Ves said about the engine… Dr. Alokin told me the same thing about the motorcar. The steam engine isn’t supposed to be able to ignite like that. The flames inside the boiler are so controlled, and the fuel takes such high heat—”

			“Zagger,” I said, waving him off. “Not interested.”

			He faced me, hands clenched at his sides—his tell that he was about to contradict me.

			“Your Highness, someone could have sabotaged his plane.”

			“Why would anyone do that?” I asked. “And who’d even have the opportunity? It’s probably what Griff said. One of the…coils cracked.”

			He gave me a rather cross glare and dropped his hand on my shoulder, propelling me after Samyr and Griff. When we caught them up, Griff grinned and gave me a mock bow, as if we’d just met. As if he hadn’t just cheated death.

			“Your Highness! Welcome to the aerodrome.” He noticed Zagger scowling and asked, “Everything all right, Mr. Zagger?”

			“I should be asking you that,” Zagger said. “All in one piece?”

			“Walking and talking. Say.” Griff grabbed my arm and hauled me a few steps away. “Don’t suppose you could send Zagger off for a bit?”

			“I don’t think he’d stand for that. Especially not after all this.”

			“Bah.” He waved a hand. “I could use a bit of an unwind. What d’you say? South Brinmark, you and me, for a little celebration.”

			“Celebration? But you just—”

			“Survived a deadly crash,” he said, tossing his head. “And did a smart job landing that beast, given the circumstances, I’d say. I wager even old Ves couldn’t have done it half so well. And besides!” He smacked my arm. “It’s your birthday tomorrow. A celebration is in order, your Rrrrroyal Highness.”

			I was about to remind him of tomorrow’s rrrroyal birthday gala hanging over my head like a bad idea, but he held up his hand.

			“Gad, that’s not what I mean. I mean a celebration. You’re turning seventeen! You could study law or join the army if you actually had to get a job. You could even run for office if you actually had to get elected! Isn’t that something to celebrate in a manly fashion?”

			I shoved my hands in my trouser pockets, waiting until he shut up. Then I asked, the words poison on my tongue, “South Brinmark?”

			Samyr slipped over to join us, wide-eyed. “Did you say you’re going to South Brinmark?” 

			Griff smirked. “That’s the idea.”

			“Griff!” she gasped, and clapped a hand over her mouth. 

			She wanted to seem scandalized, but she only looked cute and indignant in her schoolgirl mittens and my black cap. Griff gave her a roguish grin and elbowed me, hard, in the ribs. 

			“Well, Your Highness, what d’you say?”

			“It won’t happen.”

			Griff flung his hands in the air. “What! Why? I’d have thought it would be your idea, anyway. Isn’t that just the kind of madness you’re always hunting for? Y’know, I heard of this swell joint…”

			“Farro,” I said, “you know children aren’t allowed in those sorts of places.”

			He turned a few shades redder at that. He was my junior by just four months—but what an eternity when I was about to be a man and he was still a boy. Even Samyr outranked him, which never failed to annoy him.

			“You’re not taking Tarik down ‘round South Brinmark,” Samyr said. “He’s the Crown Prince! He can’t be seen in places like that. Besides, he doesn’t even want to go.”

			“That’s what you think?” Griff asked, returning my glare with a wicked grin. “Listen, Tarik, you could slip me in, right? One little jaunt before you have to start acting responsible and royal and all that muckery. You know you want to.”

			Escape, yes, I thought. Escape to South Brinmark? Never.

			“Have you ever even been down there?” Samyr asked him.

			“Sure have, doll.”

			“Don’t call me that. It’s obscene.”

			Griff gave her a wink and a lazy grin, and she balled her hands into fists. It wouldn’t have surprised me if she punched him; he deserved it, and she’d done it before. 

			“He means he got driven to the Station once,” I said, before the bearcat came out of her. “With his father and three armed guards.”

			“There were only two guards.”

			“I would’ve taken three,” Samyr said. “All the Jixies live there.”

			I hid a flinch in a shiver. She was right. It was the only reason I was rejecting Griff’s plan; I’d never venture down there if I could avoid it. I’d seen people standing in the job lines to trade their time for money, but plenty of Jixies down south-side would barter themselves to the highest bidder like some kind of perverse slave trade. Mercenaries, assassins, thieves-for-hire. Everyone knew that if you needed a dirty job done quietly, you went to South Brinmark.

			“Jixies,” Griff echoed, with a mad kind of grin.

			She tossed her head. “And Rivano.”

			“What?” I cried. “What do you know about him?”

			“Oh, just his name, I swear. It’s all my father and your father ever talk about these days.”

			I shrugged. Apparently she only knew as much as I did. Most high-society people outside the government circle never mentioned Rivano, if they’d heard of him at all. And those inside the circle spoke it in undertones, when unprivileged ears weren’t listening.

			“Who’s Rivano?” Griff asked, jostling me.

			“Just some self-righteous Jixy claiming to be his god’s spokesman or something, I don’t know.”

			Griff snorted. “And people listen to him?”

			“Apparently. He’s got a whole cult hidden somewhere in the city.”

			“A cult!” Samyr echoed. “You mean a cult with sacrifices and secret codes and the like?”

			Griff gave a mock wail and grabbed her around the neck. She shoved him off, punching him in the arm for good measure.

			“What do they want?” she asked, ignoring Griff as he feigned injury. “What do they stand for?”

			I shrugged. “I suppose they stand for Wake and the rights of Jixies or some such nonsense.”

			“Wake?” Griff asked.

			“He’s…their patron god? Not really sure.”

			Samyr bent her head, fiddling with her coat clasps. “Do you think they’ve got it right, that business about Wake and the thayoi and all that? We’ve got nothing at all and pretend that we’re fine without it, but…what if they’re right?”

			“Don’t say that too loud,” Zagger said, quietly.

			“Oh, really,” she laughed, then frowned up at him. “You wouldn’t turn me over to the Committee, would you?”

			“Of course he wouldn’t,” I said, glaring at Zagger. “Or he can turn me over to them too.”

			The Intelligence Committee, my father’s band of political police and investigators, were the ones responsible for making sure everyone believed what they were supposed to believe—about the State, about justice and the law, about society. I’d dragged Griff into plenty of run-ins with the ordinary city police, but even I wasn’t stupid enough to cross the IC.

			“I think those Jixies are rather smashing, really,” Griff said.

			We all looked at him.

			“Anyway,” he said, hasty. “Most of them can’t even do anything interesting. ‘Look at me! I can whistle two notes at once!’”

			“They have power,” I said. “That frightens people.”

			“Says the Crown Prince,” Griff muttered, just loud enough for me to hear.

			I shrugged. The mages had been ostracized for over a century now, because the Ministry believed that keeping them on the fringes of society would somehow render them powerless. First they’d been barred from the nobility, then from the high-class jobs. Then they’d been ousted from the high streets and pushed into the south streets with the criminal underground. And now they were mocked for their poverty and their crimes.

			I hated magic as much as anyone, but I’d always wondered why the mages didn’t just rise up and use their powers to reclaim their rights. Some people said it was because they’d made a truce with the State—life in exchange for cooperation. To me that seemed little better than slavery, because what the State considered “life” wasn’t fit for any human, but that was the sort of dangerous opinion that could get a man brought before the IC, so I kept it to myself.

			“Still.” Griff’s eyes lit up. “You know, I heard of a Jixy who could light a fire with just his fingers. Tell me that isn’t a useful skill.”

			“Disgusting,” Samyr said. “It’s not natural.”

			Changing my face might be a useful skill too, I thought, but I rather agreed with Samyr. It was disgusting. Not natural. 

			So I didn’t comment, and didn’t contradict her. Instead I pulled a slim ferrosteel lighter from my pocket and grated the rod across the rasp. Samyr jumped when a little tongue of flame flicked out beneath my thumb.

			“Useful, maybe,” I said. “But not so impressive.”

			“Oh, can I see that?” Samyr breathed, and bit the tip of her mitten to pull it off. 

			I dropped the lighter into her hand and she winced as if she expected it to be hot. 

			“Papa told me that Dr. Baisell invented some kind of mechanical tinderbox,” she said. “Is this it, then?”

			Griff stared at it too. At least he had the decency not to steal it from her. Dr. Baisell, one of the Science Ministry’s darlings, had given me the thing for a birthday present. I’d already guessed he meant it more for my father’s eyes than my happiness—if the King was impressed by it he might allot more funding for the scientists’ research lab. Baisell never gave up anything without a reason. 

			And if the rumors were true, they were inventing more than lighters under the vast grounds of the Science Ministry. No one really knew what they were working on, though. We hadn’t even known about the aeroplanes until the day they took us out to the palace park and flew one over our heads by way of demonstration.

			“See,” I said, watching Samyr trying to make a spark. “No need to be a damn Jixy Flint to make fire.”

			“Tarik, language!” Samyr chided. 

			She gave up on trying to light the thing, instead running her pale fingers over the steel the way someone might stroke a snake. Finally she held it out to me, but Griff snatched it from her hand.

			“Isn’t this something,” he said. “This is real power. Tarik, what d’you say we take this down south-side and show that Jixy chizzer a thing or two?”

			“No,” I said. 

			Zagger signaled to me, a tap to his forehead telling me to stay put. Samyr and Griff kept talking, but I didn’t hear a word of it. I watched, anxious, while Zagger climbed resolutely into the motorcar and turned the engine. 

			For one agonizing moment nothing happened. Then the car roared to life in a cloud of steam, and I let out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Zagger checked over all the temperature and pressure gauges, then came back around to open my door for me. I slipped under the fence railing, catching his stone-faced stare briefly before turning back to Griff and Samyr.

			“Suppose I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“See you tomorrow, Tarik,” Samyr said.

			She started to take off my cap, but I waved her away and climbed into the motorcar. Griff trailed me, leaning his arm on my door to keep it ajar. He still had my lighter; I plucked it from his fingers and shoved it into my coat pocket before he could snatch it back.

			“Come on, Tarik. We need to do something. Just you and me.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Don’t tell Samyr. She’ll never stand for South Brinmark.”

			“I’ll see you at the gala. I’m sure it’ll be charming.”

			“You said that last year.”

			“I lied, then.”

			“And now?”

			“We’ll see.” I rapped my knuckles on the glass. “Afternoon, Farro. Miss Von.”

			Samyr waved enthusiastically, but Griff just gave me a long-suffering look and tipped two fingers to his temple in a mock salute. 

			The motorcar shuddered and pitched forward, chattering over cobblestones and splashing in puddled pits with teeth-knocking force. I’d never gotten used to its bumping and jarring, so much harsher than a carriage. But it was the newest, most progressive thing, and of course the royal family had to lead the way into the future for all of Cavnal. Just like my ferrosteel lighter and the stark electrical lamps that now annoyed the eyes of everyone in the palace.

			Or maybe I was the only one annoyed by it all. Maybe because, for all I lied and tried to hide it, I really was a Jixy. Backwards, like someone born out of time. Someone who didn’t belong in all this madness.
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Chapter 5 — Hayli

			Someone was shaking me, and it hurt like the devil in a doghouse. Everything hurt. My head throbbed and I tasted the metal tang of blood on my tongue, and even when I pried open my eyes, the world kept swirling about till I thought I’d got my eyeballs knocked loose. I got that reeling sensation sometimes after I Shifted, but this was different. All wrong.

			“Hey, kid! Are you all right?”

			I shoved onto my side, hunting for something to focus on. Wet sky and wet trees and clouds of steam…rough patchy pavement scoring lines into my palms. I shied back as a face filled my vision, strong and stern, even handsome. Thirties, maybe. Short blonde hair, military style. Uniform. 

			The guard! I’d fallen, and hadn’t Shifted at all…

			But no, that wasn’t right. This uniform was different. Black on black, long coat, tall boots. Two revolvers on his hips instead of a rifle. A plain black coach hat tucked under one arm, a faint silver shield emblem on the sleeve. 

			That symbol meant only one thing. Bodyguard.

			A bodyguard? That made no sense. Not out here, in the trees and the rain, all alone…

			I dug my hands against my head. Nothing made sense. And to make it all worse, my skin still prickled with the phantom feel of feathers, and if I opened my mouth I didn’t much know what kind of noise would come out.

			“Damn it, Zagger, I told you these things are death-traps,” another voice said, drifting out from somewhere behind me. “Don’t tell me one of the coils blew.”

			And right then, all I could think was how the voice sounded like jet stone: smooth and rich and a little dark. Refined.

			I rolled my head back. My gaze drifted over a smart black motorcar, its grilled nose uncomfortably close to my back, snorting steam at me like a hard-worked horse. It was bigger than I’d imagined from the newspaper photographs, all rounded edges and copper trim, with bright bulbous lamps glaring at me like glassy eyeballs. 

			A boy just older than me was climbing from the back seat, slim even in his long leather coat and wool scarf. He had one hand gripping his neck under a shock of unruly dark hair. It must have been slicked back before the rain hit, but now it stuck out every which way, wilder and wilder the more he chafed it with his hand.

			He took one look at the bodyguard, then me, and came running.

			“What the devil! Are you hurt?” he asked, crouching beside me.

			The bodyguard took a step toward him, but the boy waved him off, dark eyes flashing.

			“Death-trap’s right, hackie,” I snapped, glaring at the older man. My voice tasted like gravel. “Dan’ y’ave eyes? What got you in such a rush? On the get, you and the kid?”

			“Come again?”

			He flicked a glance at the boy, half-amused, half-angry, but the boy kept staring at me like I spoke a different language than him.

			“What are you doing on these grounds?” the boy asked, stern suddenly, like Derrin. “How did you get past the guards?”

			Well, that relieved me a bit, anyway. At least I’d made it inside the palace walls.

			“Maybe I flew over ’em,” I said, shifting to a crouch, and smirked through all the pain.

			“Maybe you should smarten up and learn some manners,” the bodyguard said.

			But the boy waved at him again, and the man backed away. That struck me as odd, but I couldn’t quite figure how.

			“Are you hurt?” the boy asked me again. “Is anything broken?”

			I wanted to glare at him, but he actually sounded concerned. I stared at him instead, and somehow my tongue just stuck to the roof of my mouth. Luckily he didn’t see it, because he’d already turned back to the guard. 

			“You hit the kid?”

			“I didn’t even see him.” 

			Him. I snorted inside.

			“Look, I’m sorry,” the big man said, attempting pity. “Do you need to go to the hospital?”

			“I’m jake,” I said. “Leave me be.”

			The boy reached out a hand, offering to help me up. Pretending to be a gentleman when I knew he was just trying to mock me, me in my rags, sprawled in the mud. I swiped at his hand, and jolted. The boy jerked back, too, and stared at me with some kind of surprise or horror that I couldn’t sort at all. For seconds after that touch my hand felt all buzzy, like I had a little hive of insects under my skin.

			“Something wrong?” the guard asked.

			And still the boy stared at me, like he was waiting. When I didn’t move he stood and brushed off his hands, facing aside.

			“Nothing,” he said. “Just a static shock.” (Even I knew that didn’t make sense, what with the rain, but I didn’t say aught about it.) “Come on, we need to get going. Get her off the grounds.”

			“Her?” the bodyguard echoed, his eyebrows shooting up. 

			“Really, Zagger?” the boy said, amused.

			Why aye, you great dafty, can’t you tell a girl when you see one? I thought, even though I wore trousers and a waistcoat like the lads just to keep folks from looking twice at me. Kind of work I did, being seen for a girl could get me in trouble—and not the kind of trouble I liked to be in, either. But the boy had known what I was right from the start, and somehow I didn’t quite mind.

			He studied me a moment longer, then shoved his hands in his trouser pockets and swung away. Zagger pulled me to my feet, scowling like I’d Shifted right in front of him. I wanted to tug my filthy grey waistcoat straight and fix my cap, but what for? As if either of these blokes cared that I looked like a patched-up sewer rat. I knew I cared more than I should, and I didn’t even know why.

			A minute and the boy turned, flicking his hand at Zagger: Get on with it.

			“Guard!” Zagger bellowed at one of the passing patrols.

			Swell. My luck never stuck. I’d finally managed to get inside the palace walls, and of all the things that could possibly go wrong, I’d gone and got crosswise to one of those blasted new motorcars. Now they’d toss me back onto the streets, and there’d go my one and only shot at getting Jig inside. Poof, gone. And Kantian would bedpost me without food for a week, as if that would solve anything.

			The guard came sprinting up and saluted, not at Zagger, but at the boy. I jutted my lower lip in a scowl.

			“Your Highness?” the guard asked. “Shall I arrest him?”

			Your Highness? I bit my tongue on a cry of surprise. I felt my face turn white, then red, and I’m sure my eyes bugged as big as the motorcar’s headlamps. 

			Zagger smirked, but the prince didn’t move at all. He stood turned a little aside, so I only saw his profile. All quiet lines and tanned skin, like he’d been born somewhere that actually saw the sun once in a while.

			“Just send her off,” he said. A second hitched past and his dark eyes drifted toward me. “She won’t be back.”

			“Oy, hang on!” I cried. “Please, I’ve got to be here. I’ve got to—”

			I screwed my mouth shut. What was I thinking, chunnering on like a moonbrained idiot, and the Crown Prince not five steps away? The prince. I’d seen his pictures in the Herald, of course. I don’t know why I didn’t recognize him from the start. Maybe because the pictures always showed him all dashing in sport gear or three-piece suits, with that sweet mischievous smile and studied laziness—not mucked up with rain and mud and his cheeks all ruddy from the wind.

			I didn’t realize I was staring at him until Zagger cleared his throat.

			“His Royal Highness visits the public on specific, pre-appointed days. You can ogle him on the next such occasion if you like, but right now I have to return him to the palace.”

			The prince spun about. My face caught fire, but still, he looked so baffled I almost laughed. 

			The guard clamped a hand on my arm, and I twisted it once and stood still. Jig could’ve gotten free. He was the fighter, lean and quick and mean as a tom, with those slick moves that could turn a man inside out before he knew what hit him. Not me. I was stuck, and furious. And my heart kept pattering like a bird’s, three parts panic, one part…I’m not sure what.

			The boy—Prince Tarik—glanced at me one last time before climbing into the motorcar. Zagger gave me a parting smirk and launched himself into the cab. The engine snarled and I backed a step in the guard’s grip, and then they were gone.

			The guard nudged me, so I winced and fell in step beside him. He didn’t speak, not a word. Maybe if I Shifted he’d say something. Maybe even swear. Or maybe he’d shoot me with that rifle before I’d flown a foot. 

			I wouldn’t die a crow. Not ever. 

			So I walked in silence all the way through the gates and out onto the street. Then, soon as the guard let me go, I hobbled into the nearest alley like a whipped dog, disappearing before Jig could see my failure.
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Chapter 6 — Tarik

			We rode in silence, even though I’d left the window to the cab open since the accident. I plastered my gaze to the passing beech trees, chewing at my nails the way that always bothered my mother. My palm still tingled a bit from where the Jixy girl had touched me. Just thinking about it made the static prickle dance up and down my arms, half-terror, half-curiosity. 

			What was a Jixy doing on the palace grounds? Had she recognized the static jolt the way I did? If she had, she’d done a remarkable job of hiding it.

			The sensation wasn’t new to me, after all. I still felt it every time my mother touched me—my mother, whose secret matched my own. When I was little she’d told me it was our gifts saying how-d’you-do. All mages shared that bond, something in our blood that called to others like us. If the girl knew all that, then…she would know the Crown Prince was like her. 

			A Jixy.

			Gad, the scandal would be unbearable. Or maybe the scandal wouldn’t be so bad—it might even be exciting—but my father would be an absolute bear about it. I should have told the guard to arrest the girl on some trumped-up charge. At least then I could’ve made sure she’d keep her mouth shut.

			But she was just a street rat. Maybe she didn’t know anything about the magery bond. Maybe she didn’t even know what she was, though I rather doubted that.

			Finally I leaned toward the cab. “Zag, you’re sure you didn’t see that kid?”

			He flinched. “No.”

			“You weren’t looking somewhere else?”

			“No, Your Highness. I had my eyes on the road. But I thought…”

			His voice trailed off, and I gave him a semi-patient three seconds to finish. When he didn’t, I prodded him to keep talking.

			“Nothing, Your Highness.”

			“Zagger!”

			I hated putting that hard edge on my voice; it reminded me too much of my father. Sometimes it was useful, though, especially with Zag. He straightened up, like a soldier coming to attention.

			“I thought I saw a bird flying close out of the corner of my eye,” he said. “Then I hit the kid.”

			I sighed and gnawed on the raggedy edges of my nail again.

			“I told you it was nothing,” Zagger went on. “Just my mind playing tricks on me.” He let out a thin breath and said, “I thought they’d got the motorcar.”

			“Me too,” I said, and slouched back. “I think she was a Jixy.”

			Zagger jolted. “Why?”

			I dropped my head against the seat and closed my eyes, and didn’t answer.

			“Your Highness, not presuming to tell you what to do, but shouldn’t we have taken her for questioning? Your father would want to know that a Jixy was on the palace grounds.”

			If only you knew, I thought, hiding a bitter smile.

			“What if she was an assassin, or…” Zagger’s voice trailed off.

			“I doubt she was involved in Griff’s crash, if that’s what you’re thinking,” I said. “She probably just got lost.”

			We rolled up to the palace steps, and a footman came to open my door. I stepped out into the shelter of an umbrella, but paused to poke my head back into the car.

			“It was an accident,” I said, “and she was just a stray. So forget about it, all right?”

			Zagger looked unhappy, but he couldn’t argue with me, so he gave a sharp little nod and took the motorcar away to the carriage house. 

			Inside the palace, I’d barely shed my wraps when the butler accosted me, greeting me with a formal bow and a smile that made him look rather like one of my father’s hyper spaniels.

			“Afternoon, Your Highness. Had you a pleasant outing?”

			“Yes, thank you, Pont,” I said, and swallowed back the part about getting drenched, frozen, and nearly bucked from my motorcar.

			If Pont was confounded by my civilized reply, he didn’t show it. He only bowed again and said, “Her Majesty is expecting you.”

			I nodded my thanks and sent him away. My mother would be in her study in the Long Ward at this hour, when her tea guests had all left and the dinner guests hadn’t yet arrived. Those were her few precious moments of peace and solitude, and I hated the thought of her wasting them on me.

			My footsteps clashed in the empty space between gilt-mirrored walls and marble floors, too loud in all the silence. The electrical lamps warmed the corridor to nighttime brightness, and servants scurried in and out of the state rooms in last-minute preparation for the evening’s dinner, pausing to give courtesy as I passed. 

			I’d always thought the Long Ward’s name was rather an understatement. It took me a good ten minutes of trekking down dark-paneled halls and up gold-carpeted steps to finally reach my mother’s apartments. A silent servant admitted me to her study, where I found her sitting at her desk, probably writing a letter to the same dignitary she had just received for tea. She had already dressed for dinner, in blue silk and pearls.

			“There you are, dear,” she said, her pen still curling around in fluid strokes. “Come, sit. Finn, you may go.”

			Her lady curtsied and swept from the room as I sat in front of the mahogany desk. I wished I’d made myself presentable first. I was drenched and the cuffs of my trousers hung heavy with mud, and my hair fell in my eyes the way that always sent my valet into fits. But it was too late for redemption now. 

			For a few moments I sat properly, then I groaned and leaned my elbows on my knees. 

			“Posture,” she said, barely glancing at me, but when I didn’t move she laid down her pen and frowned. “You’ve been out in the rain all afternoon, haven’t you? You’ll catch your death, I’m sure.”

			“I’m fine. I’m fantastic.”

			“No, you’re not,” she said briskly. “Don’t lie, Tarik. It isn’t becoming, and you don’t fool me.”

			“Why did you want to see me?”

			She leveled a narrow look at me. “Something’s troubling you.”

			“You can’t have known that when you told Pont to send me up.”

			“Darling, you’ll feel better if you just tell me.”

			“I was at the aerodrome. Griff crashed his aeroplane,” I said, without any hope of fooling her.

			“He’s all right,” she said, and I nodded. “I’m rather surprised it didn’t happen sooner. But I am glad he wasn’t hurt.” Her eyes searched mine, reading my heart like a journal. “That isn’t what has you bothered, though.”

			I frowned at her under my eyebrows. Then, repressing a sigh, I reached across and touched her hand. The pinching static traced up my arm, but coming from her it was comforting. Familiar. A bond.

			“I felt that today,” I said, pulling my hand back and sitting on it like a schoolboy.

			She stiffened. “What?”

			“Some Jixy kid got in front of the motorcar,” I said. “It was an accident.”

			“Tarik!” she cried, paling. “Darling, are you all right? I told your father those things are dangerous, but he’d never listen.”

			I shrugged, and she didn’t even chide me for it. “I’m fine. It was nothing. We were barely moving when it happened. But…I felt that bond when I tried to help the kid up.”

			For a few long moments the only sounds were the rain pattering the glass and the round ticking of the clock over the mantle. My mother had her gaze riveted on her pen, her mouth drawn in a little line.

			“Do you think she recognized what you are?” she asked.

			I smiled—I hadn’t said anything about the Jixy being a girl. Mother always just knew those things.

			“I don’t think so. She looked stung a bit, but maybe she’s never touched another Jixy before.”

			I tried not to think about how unlikely that was.

			“You know it could be disastrous if…”

			“I didn’t—” I started, then snapped my mouth shut. I’d interrupted; I knew better.

			“You know it could be disastrous if anyone were to learn the truth about…us.”

			“Yes,” I murmured.

			I knew it, though I’d always tried to ignore it. If the world knew my—her—secret…I couldn’t bear to imagine what would become of her. In some nations, being a mage was as much as a death sentence. Things hadn’t gotten so bad here, not that I’d heard anyway, but mages were still strictly forbidden from holding positions of authority in the government, or places of status in society. This wasn’t just a fun bit of scandal that I could stir up and then hide from like I always did. This was a question of her honor.

			I winced. How close had I come to destroying her?

			She pulled her hands to her lap and raised her eyes to mine. “Your father is going to speak to you later.”

			“Am I in trouble?”

			“No, of course not. For once,” she added, the corner of her mouth fighting a smile. But then she hesitated a long moment, unsettling me. “Things are changing, Tarik.” 

			She stood abruptly and I mirrored the motion by habit, watching her drift around the desk to stand in front of me. Her hands reached up to take my face, her eyes searching mine, sad and dark. 

			Then she pulled my head down to kiss my brow, but all she said was, “Go and dress for dinner, love.”

			I bowed and took my leave. 

			Another interminable walk brought me to my own apartments, high on the third floor at the farthest north corner of the Ward. I found Zagger brooding in a chair by my study fire, bent over his knees and fiddling with the cuffs of his uniform sleeves. He didn’t move as I came in, so I ignored him and went on into my bed chamber. 

			My valet Liman was there waiting for me with my dinner suit already set out—charcoal grey with thin white pinstripes, and a silk waistcoat in dark blue. I grimaced. That was Father’s favorite style, and I wasn’t my father. But I didn’t complain, just let Liman help me out of my damp clothes and into the suit, listening to him fret about me catching ill from the cold. He kept up a steady conversation as he made me presentable for dinner—smoothing out my collars, buttoning my cuffs and fixing my pocket watch, returning my rain-murdered hair to some semblance of order.

			“I’m surprised my mother hasn’t ordered you to cut my hair again,” I said, regarding my starched reflection in the armoire mirror.

			He smiled as he applied another remedial dose of groom to my already over-slicked hair. I made a face at him in the mirror.

			“You’ll want your royal hairs trimmed before tomorrow’s gala, I’m sure,” he said.

			I could imagine away my hair and go out as bald as you if I wanted, I thought, and said nothing to his taunt. 

			But I wondered if it was true. I hadn’t tried Masking my face since that day when I was five years old. Was a magery gift something one would forget through disuse, like a language or the steps of a dance? Or was it always there, dormant, but natural as breath?

			Part of me—the troublesome, rebellious part—wanted desperately to try, but not even I was brazen enough to do it with Liman at my shoulder, examining his handiwork.

			He kept at me for only a few more moments before he stepped back and bowed. I checked the time, sighed, and headed down to dinner. The rest of the party had already been seated when I arrived, but only just; no one blinked when the footman announced me. My mother smiled at me, but in the middle of it she narrowed a pointed look at the small man seated to her right. Batar, Minister of the Court. 

			I winked at my mother just to horrify her, because I knew exactly what she meant: Behave yourself.

			“Sorry,” Griff said as I sat beside him. “Abso-lute-ly forgot that we were coming.”

			“I figured,” I said, receiving my napkin and a bowl of pumpkin cream soup. I glanced at Minister Farro and whispered, “What did your father say about the crash?”

			“Ah,” Griff said with a faint laugh. “I haven’t told him yet.”

			“Don’t be an ass,” I said. “If he hears it from someone else…”

			He winced. “You’re the ass. Keep it down!”

			But no one had heard me. My father and Minister Farro were already deep in conversation, and across from us, Minister Batar had launched into his regular ecstasy over his meal.

			“Oh!” he exclaimed, tapping his fingertips together as his own bowl appeared in front of him. “Oh, how p-p-positively shplendid! P-p-pumpkin bisque.”

			Griff cocked an eyebrow at him, but Batar was too engrossed in observing the exact orange-cream hue of the soup to notice. The man was an insufferable idiot, but half of Brinmark worshipped him as the final arbiter of all things cultural and refined. 

			His looks dressed the part of the fool too. Tonight he had his flame-red hair slicked flat onto his head, all but the little tufts over his ears that had been groomed to stand out in stiff wisps. Intentionally-mussed, he had informed my mother on one occasion. Because it was, after all, possible for one to look too perfect.

			“My dear P-p-prince Tarik,” Batar said between dainty sips of soup. “How delightful to celebrate your b-b-birthday tomorrow! I hear it is to be an especially shpectacular event, is it so?”

			“I must wait for your judgment, Minister, to say if it’s so,” I said.

			Batar’s pasty face creased in a magnanimous smile, and he even flourished his hand in acknowledgement. I glanced at my mother and almost grinned—her expression wavered somewhere between approval and barely stifled amusement.

			“Your Majesty,” Batar said, turning to my father. “Will the royal family be arriving in the new motor-carriage for tomorrow’s fes-fes-tivities? Gad, it will make such a shight!”

			Griff snorted soup—into his napkin, luckily, and not onto Batar. But my father just leveled a cool gaze on the Court Minister and gave him his smallest courtesy smile before turning back to his conversation with Minister Farro.

			“I believe so,” Mother said, sparing Batar the embarrassment of being ignored. “His Majesty wishes the people to see the vehicle more often, so we have scheduled a morning driving tour through the city.”

			I stifled a groan. That was the first I’d heard about it.

			“South…” Griff whispered. “Getaway?”

			I speared him a dangerous glare and didn’t answer. My father and Minister Farro seemed to be discussing the Rivano problem, and I desperately wanted everyone to quiet down so I could listen. But the way my father kept glancing at me, I couldn’t tell if I’d annoyed him by listening in, or if he was trying to include me. In either case, his attention made me dreadfully nervous.

			“Oh, oh,” Batar said, catching a drift of their conversation. “You’re not talking about that b-b-beastly Rivano fellow, are you? Gad, seems to be all anyone talks about these days. Well,” he added, with a little weaving of his head, “you know. People. People who know. P-p-positively exhausting. What’s all the bother about him, anyway? Some dark, gloomy fellow preaching end-times fairy stories or some such? I never can tell.”

			“Oh dear,” Griff said under his breath, “that sounds p-p-positively dreadful!”

			“No, no,” I countered. “Shplendid, my d-d-dear Farro…fellow. Shplendid.”

			Batar didn’t notice us mocking him, but Griff burst into laughter and that silenced everyone at table. Minister Farro scowled fiercely at his son—a look I never envied—and my mother gave me a pointed glance. My cheeks warmed, and I dropped my gaze to study the exact texture and composition of my broiled duck.

			“It’s more than just preaching now,” Minister Farro said. He had a rather high voice for a man, rasping around the edges with a wolfish snarl. “Some people are saying he’s thrown in with the anarchists, though who can say why.”

			“But what does the dreary fellow p-p-possibly want? He’s in no danger! He can believe as he chooses, even if he is shtuck in ancient history. Gods and thayoi and tazimy…what a b-b-bother.”

			I couldn’t hide a snort of laughter, because no one really talked about daemons or dragons any more, but Griff said, “Sure, he can believe what he likes. In private.”

			I glanced at him in surprise. Griff never seemed to care much about politics, or about much besides himself for that matter, but he leaned forward now, eyes bright and challenging.

			“In p-p-private, of course,” Batar said, smiling beatifically at us. “Every man’s house is his castle, I dare say.”

			“Except those who don’t have a house,” I blurted—and this time I surprised myself, because my mind flashed back to the Jixy girl’s muddy face and startling dark eyes.

			“What a thing to say!” my mother exclaimed.

			“I only mean that those who live on the streets don’t have that luxury. Everything they say is in public.”

			Batar nodded vaguely, his eyes half-closed. I knew that look. Pure condescension, because in his eyes I was still a child who couldn’t possibly have a meaningful opinion on the matter. I bristled. 

			“Of course, he is right,” my father said, eyeing Batar coolly.

			I bit my tongue in surprise.

			“Well,” Batar said, after an awkward moment passed. “That may be. But what are his p-p-plans?”

			“Plans?” My father snorted. “I doubt he has much planned besides riling up the people for no reason.”

			Farro shook his head. “He won’t get anywhere if he can’t unite the Jixies, and they’re not exactly the submissive type.”

			“Any word from the north?” Batar asked.

			“Not a noise,” my father said. “Istia is sending an ambassador in a few weeks, but I have no hopes for it. Especially not after the death of Godar Eyid. Bunch of damned stubborn wildings, that lot.”

			“What’s going on in Istia?” Griff asked me.

			“The mainland kingdoms want them to sign an accord,” I said. “Something about legislating restrictions on Jixies, I really don’t know. But you know how they are. They’ll never sign.”

			“What about that Eyid fellow?”

			My father eyed Griff over the rim of his wine glass. “He was their First Chief and head of their Parliament. Basically the Istian equivalent of a king, but the Godar is a religious figure too. And they’re accusing us of assassinating him.”

			Griff’s eyes lit up. “Oh? How did he die? Did we do it?”

			“Honestly,” my mother said, her face rather grey. She speared a stern look at my father. “Are we discussing a murder at the dinner table? Politics and intrigue are bad enough, but murder is simply not a topic for polite conversation.”

			My father nodded with a wry smile. “True enough. No more talk of assassinations.”

			“Quite a horrid place, Istia,” Batar said. “Regulate Jixies? Never! They actually honor the b-b-beastly creatures. The Godar was a f-f-filthy Jixy himself.” He let his spoon clatter into his bowl, fluttering his fingers in agitation. “It’s p-p-positively monstrous!”

			“Not your idea of civilization?” I asked.

			“Oh, gracious, no,” he said. “Murderers and conspirators, that’s all that island amounts to.” He gave a little shudder and turned to Griff. “I hear you are f-f-flying aeroplanes now, Mr. Farro, at long last. Is it true?”

			Griff nodded with a lopsided, if somewhat pale, grin.

			“Any chance your father will be granting you a commission in the P-p-patrol anytime soon?” Batar asked.

			“I’m a better flier than anyone else in the skies,” Griff said hotly. “I always tell him it’s a shame to waste a good machine.”

			Batar smiled. “Indeed. D’you know, I heard Dr. Alokin believes he can mount an auto-firing gun onto your aeroplanes. Isn’t that socking?”

			I almost choked on my broiled duck. Batar had mastered not only an affected stutter on top of society’s habit of sh-ing their s’s, but he’d reversed it too. I’d never heard anything quite so stupid.

			Griff didn’t seem to notice. Get him talking about flying and flying machines, and he wouldn’t notice if your hair was blue. I made a mental note to try it some time, if I ever got the nerve to use my skill again.

			Somewhere between dessert and cocktails, I made my escape. As I headed out of the hall, I heard Griff excuse himself from Batar’s conversation to follow me. Of course he would. Griff could stomach only so much of the Court Minister, even discussing aeronautics. 

			I entered the Queen’s Parlor and headed for the balcony which, like most balconies in Brinmark, was covered to ward away the worst of the inconstant weather. An attendant followed me all the way to the double doors trying to offer me a fur wrap, but I waved him away and faced the frigid night in just my suit jacket. A thin mist shivered down over the city, blurring everything below so that even the street lamps seemed to rain light. Every now and then I heard the sharp scrape and hiss of sleet on the roof and stone balustrade.

			“What d’you know,” Griff said, strolling out onto the balcony, hands in his pockets. “You might get snow for your birthday.”

			“Doubt it.”

			“Ah, look, I can see the lights of the Station from here.”

			“Remarkable,” I said. “They’re exactly where they were last night.”

			“Don’t be such a bore,” Griff said, sniffling. “Beastly cold.”

			“If I hear you call something ‘beastly’ again, Farro, I’ll throw you off the balcony.” I slanted him a sidelong glance. “Next thing you know you’ll be saying b-b-beastly.”

			“Bah. What a p-p-preposterous idea.”

			I smiled.

			“Gad, Tarik, you’re in a foul mood,” Griff said after a while. “Was your duck overcooked or something?”

			I glared at him, but didn’t care to reply. Anxiety wormed through me—thinking of my father’s attention at table, anticipating the talk he wanted to have with me. I dreaded that more than anything, but couldn’t come up with any sort of plan for escaping that didn’t involve fleeing to South Brinmark.

			I sighed and dragged my hands through my hair, ruining Liman’s careful work with rather murderous intent. Griff dropped his elbows on the rail and leaned out until the rain attacked him.

			“I can still call for the horses, you know.”

			“Really, Farro? You think that’s what’s got me bothered?”

			“Well, how the hell am I to know when you won’t tell me anything?” Griff cried, reddening. “I don’t understand what’s got you so unscrewed. When’ve you ever declined a dance in the dark?”

			I stared at my hands, white from the cold. How could I explain my terror of going among the Jixies, when any chance bump could betray my secret to the world?

			“Why not go somewhere else?” 

			“The usual places?” He made a little noise, all annoyance and boredom. “How p-p-positively tedious. You’re getting dull in your old age. Weren’t you supposed to be off somewhere today?”

			“Zagger intercepted me, or believe me, I wouldn’t be standing here right now,” I said, gloomy. I straightened up and said, stern, “But southside is a no. It’s not a discussion.”

			He rolled his eyes and mocked a bow. “Yes, Your Highness. Whatever you say, Your Highness.”

			I shot him a dark look and said nothing.

			“Sometimes…” he started, then scowled, kicking the stone railing. “Feels as though I hardly know you these days.”

			I eyed him, curious. I’d never imagined he paid enough attention to notice. Maybe I wasn’t the only one changing.

			“Pardon me, Your Highness.”

			We both turned as a footman stepped out onto the balcony behind us. He gave me a formal bow, then turned to Griff.

			“My lord, your coach is waiting for you.”

			Griff arched a brow. “Already? Well, that’s different.”

			“Maybe your father said something annoying. A family trait, possibly?”

			Griff clenched his fist, but he knew better than to slug my arm with one of my servants standing right in front of us. He wagged his finger reproachfully at me instead.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and disappeared into the palace.

			I turned to the footman. “Yes?”

			“Your father wishes to see you, Your Highness.”
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Chapter 7 — Hayli

			One of the new kids sat perched up on the gate post when I slunk back to the Hole, just as I’d hoped. I’d seen him around before, but he didn’t know me much. We knew each other’s faces and I thought he might be a mage like me, but he sure didn’t know I was. And he couldn’t possibly know where I’d been, or what it meant that I’d come back all alone.

			I tipped my cap as I passed and he gave me a gappy grin, his hands round his knees and his newsboy cap twisted halfway wrong to the side. He was wraith thin and no bigger than a wee chipmunk, and I didn’t imagine he could ward off an ounce of danger even if he wanted to. Luckily, guard duty was mostly just a way to keep the wee skitters out of mischief for a bit, because no one ever really came by unless they had reason to. 

			Not all of South Brinmark was as dead and quiet as our little corner, but I imagined Kantian had picked this old factory for our headquarters for just that reason. It wasn’t much to look at. Windows all knocked out, dead ivy whispering and chittering against the walls as the wind blew in hard from the north. Electric lights hadn’t come this far south yet, so we just had one sputtery gas lamp inside the front enclosure that sometimes went out. Tonight it oozed a greasy red light that didn’t show much, just the cracks in the cobblestone drive and the faded edges of the factory’s name written in weathered paint. 

			If folks ever looked twice at the place, they probably thought it was just like any old factory, with no notion that it was like a little army base down underground. And so many people. Between the Hole—our half of the building—and the Clan’s headquarters on the other end, you were never really alone. Maybe that’s why I stuck to the streets much as I could.

			Nobody paid me any mind as I crept down into the Hole and headed toward the barracks. I’d got all the way past the mess hall and the infirmary and had my bunk in sight when a hand landed on my shoulder, ending my run of good luck.

			Large. Calloused. Ring on the second finger.

			“Hullo, Link,” I said, not turning.

			The hand fell away. “How d’you always know it’s me?”

			I turned and grabbed his hand, holding it up by the ring. “Gives you away every time.”

			He grinned, his mop of dark curls sagging across his broad face. “Say, what’re you doing back, Hayli? Did you and Jig get inside the palace?”

			I dropped his hand and scatted the last few steps to my bunk. Like all the girls’ beds, it backed onto the mid-room partition and had an itty bit of privacy—just a raggedy grey curtain strung up on a wire, like a glorified insect net for driving off the boy species of pest. I’d strung mine with chains and broken bits of gears so they rattled nice and loud whenever the curtain moved. I liked my privacy. And in the Hole, where everyone was always in everyone else’s business, the privacy of my bunk was sacred.

			I shoved back the curtain and flopped onto my cot. The ticking wheezed in the straw-thin mattress so I lay still, staring straight up at the ceiling.

			“Is Jig back yet?” I asked.

			Link waffled, awkward-like, his black caterpillar brows wriggling over his eyes with the effort of thinking.

			“Dan’ na,” he said, twisting his brown cap. “Thought I heard someone tag him, back ten minutes ago. Not sure if they were talking to him, though, or just about him.”

			I sighed and tapped my teeth. Soon as Jig got back, he’d head straight to Kantian to tell him about my failure. Because that’s just what people did, especially if it was me they could get in trouble. And then Kantian would call me in…and the last person in the world I wanted to see was Kantian.

			“Hey, Li!” someone called, rounding my curtain.

			“That was old the first time you said it, Vim,” I said, and threw my pillow at him. “Three years ago.”

			He smirked and pitched the pillow back at me, spooking a few half-eaten feathers out of it.

			“Heard Jig got back,” he said. “He was mad as a rat. Any idea why?”

			The question slid out, sly, nasty the way everyone was nasty when someone else’s neck hit the block. And Vim could be nastier than most, too. That always surprised me, since his brother Link seemed kinder than most, even if he was a bit dafty. 

			When I’d first got to the Hole, that’s how I told them apart—Vim was the vicious one, Link the likable one. Now Vim had a good five inches on Link, though Link had muscles like a dog and Vim moved like an overgrown squirrel. They were good fighters, far as I could tell. Not much else between their ears than ballast for their feet, though.

			“Nope,” I said. “I got no idea.”

			Vim snorted. “What’d Kantian expect, sending you on with Jig?”

			I sat up jackstraight. “What’d you just say? You saying I couldn’t do aught useful?”

			“Well? You ain’t Coins and you sure ain’t—”

			“Hey, shut it, brother,” Link said, slugging his arm. “Hayli’s learning. We all start somewhere.”

			I gritted my teeth. The boys didn’t know about my magic so, far as they knew, I didn’t have any useful skills. And much as it shamed me to be called useless, it was nothing to the shame of being called a mage. Even on the low streets most mages just wanted to be ordinary folks, not set apart as something odd. 

			“Say, you weren’t here when Bobs went on the get, were you?” Link asked, perking up suddenly.

			“What!” I cried. “Bobs, no! What’d he do? Did the coppers nick him?”

			“Not a chance. They cornered him round Middock Street, but right as they went to grab him, Bobs—”

			A shadow fell across my bunk, and the voice scrammed from Link’s flapping mouth. I winced as I glanced up. Not because I was afraid, but because part of me was ashamed. Ashamed of being excited about Bobs and the coppers. Ashamed of talking to the Meats. Ashamed of how I looked. I knew I had a look of failure on me, like grease or soot.

			Because Derrin stood there, all dark and quiet and thoughtful. He didn’t look at me much. Just waited, his head canted to the side, black hat slouched low, hands in his pockets. Link and Vim exchanged glances, then they mumbled a goodbye to me and fumbled a salute at Derrin, and stumbled over each other as they got clear of my bunk.

			Part of me wished I could run after them. But I’d already done enough to disappoint Derrin—I couldn’t add running away to the growing list of my failures.

			So I stood up and put my hands behind my back.

			“Evening, Hayli,” he said. His dark eyes fixed on mine. “Kantian wants to see you.”

			“You’re sure?” I gulped, though it was stupid to ask. Derrin was always sure.

			He smiled faintly and nodded.

			“Is he mad, Derrin? Please say no.”

			“Not for me to say,” he said.

			He backed a step and held a hand out toward me, an invitation or a summons, I couldn’t tell. I didn’t really care if Kantian got furious at me so long as Derrin didn’t. But I could never tell with him because he never looked mad, not even the second before he’d cracked another man’s jaw the week before. 

			“Did Kantian tell you what happened?” I asked.

			But Derrin just turned and walked away. I followed, trying to wrestle away my fear. 

			Kantian had a room all to himself—a big one, with a desk and furnace and a bright-woven rug that Derrin told me came all the way from Meritac. I’d only been inside Kantian’s chamber once in all the time I’d lived there, and just remembering it made me shudder.

			Me and the Meats had got in a scrap with some dandies up topside near the palace, and with the coppers on our tails, we did the stupid thing of running straight home like a pack of rats. Almost got the whole base caught out. Kantian was furious with us. I didn’t get food for four days that time, besides what Derrin brought me. That was when Derrin started looking out for me, keeping me out of trouble. That was when he saved me.

			I trailed close behind him now, hands shoved in my trouser pockets because they wanted to shake, and I would never let Derrin know that. When we got to Kantian’s room, Derrin just gave me a quiet glance and disappeared into the shadows like only he could.

			I swallowed and stepped inside, blinking at the darkness. One gas lamp purred and sputtered on a wall, but it was a fickle thing and half the time the only light came from the red-glowing furnace. Kantian stood behind his desk, and I could see the steel in his eyes from clear across the room.

			“Hayli,” he said, beckoning me with a finger.

			Never a good sign. If he was happy to see you, he’d wave his whole hand. One finger was death.

			I crept forward, but halfway through the room I jolted back, because there in the shadows, perched in a stern, narrow chair, Clan-Master Rivano watched me.

			“Come,” Kantian said, his finger a hook, reeling me in.

			“Master,” I whispered.

			“You’ve met Brother Rivano, haven’t you?”

			My head wobbled on its own, somewhere between a yes and a no. I’d seen him before, of course. Mostly he kept to the east wing of the Hole, because he was a living target with a price on his head big as you like, but I’d only seen him once or twice. I’d never tried to avoid him, just hadn’t tried overly hard to put myself in his way. Somehow he looked younger than I’d expected, but he had a light as old as stars in his eyes.

			“Three more steps, Hayli,” Kantian said. “I can’t see you in the shadows there.”

			I took two long steps and stopped in a flush of firelight from the furnace, almost touching Kantian’s desk. He studied me a good while, brows lowered, thumb rubbing his jaw, until I got a mite fidgety. Then he turned and exchanged a glance with Rivano, and still Rivano said nothing.

			“Sit down,” Kantian said.

			I obeyed, swallowing hard. Kantian didn’t sit, which made me twitchy as a canary.

			“Had a bit of an accident, did we?”

			“How’d you hear that?” I asked. “Jig couldn’t have seen it.”

			“No need to get tetchy, Hayli.” Kantian pointed at his own face. “You look more tattered than usual, and you’ve got a cut on your head.”

			“Oh.”

			“You care to explain what happened? Jig said you never showed up to let him in.”

			I let my breath out through my teeth, too fast, making a hiss. “Told you,” I said, though I hadn’t. “It was just an accident. Lucky I got hurt or maybe I’d’ve got copped. But they just bum-rushed me out the gate.”

			I grimaced. Maybe I shouldn’t have said bum-rushed in front of Rivano.

			“No one saw you enter?”

			I shook my head and Kantian arched a brow, like he knew I hadn’t told him everything. I bet he never imagined it was that I’d met the Prince. 

			I shifted my weight. “But it’s not my fault Scorch div’n get the aeroplane down how he was supposed to. If—”

			“Enough,” Kantian snapped. “Scorch will be dealt with. But his task was only part of the mission. Doesn’t excuse your failure to do your own.”

			My face went prickly with cold, thinking of what might happen to Scorch. I’d only ever seen him from a distance, and he’d scared the blazes out of me, but the way Kantian said Scorch will be dealt with, I shuddered to think what he meant. I wondered if I should feel guilty for being so relieved that he wasn’t talking about me. 

			Rivano sat forward, flames reflecting in his dark eyes. 

			“This is the Moth,” he said, his voice warm and low as amber.

			I jumped and stared at the knot of fingers in my lap. I wanted to protest, to deny it, to run away, but it was too late. Somehow, Rivano already knew about me. Rivano.

			“I got in and I can do it again,” I told Kantian, lifting my chin. “I just timed it bad this time.”

			Kantian made a short noise and I fell silent, pressing my tongue between my teeth.

			“You’ve had your chance.”

			“My chance?” I echoed, anger prickling up my neck. “I can try again, right? I know you’re like to bedpost me, and I’m fine with that, but what about after?”

			You’ll be dealt with. 

			He would say it. I knew he was about to say it.

			“No.” Kantian leafed through some papers with an ink-stained finger. “If they’d arrested you, they would have made you talk. You’re a liability.”

			I gritted my teeth. For some reason I kept hoping that Rivano would jump in and tell Kantian off, but he just sat all silent and thoughtful, chin resting on his steepled fingers.

			A minute and I realized that my hands were crumpled up in my waistcoat, and I’d been holding my breath. I let it out, slow, trying not to let it shake. That “no” sank in suddenly, and I kept waiting for the building to start quaking, because it was my whole world and I could feel it collapsing around me.

			“Are you ganna give me the boot?” I whispered. 

			“No,” Kantian said, the word trailing away on a wisp of boredom. “You’ve got a skill, Hayli. It’ll be useful in time. But you need to learn to control it before we can let you use it here, or for the Clan.” He gave me a hard look. “Make sense?”

			“Um,” I said, because I couldn’t think of aught proper to say. “I think so?”

			Kantian slammed his palm on the desk so hard that I jumped. “You will not use your ability outside these walls until Derrin says you are ready. Is that perfectly clear?”

			“You’re a Moth,” Rivano said, gently. “That’s a rare and valuable gift. We’re not going to let you waste it. But Kantian is right. Clearly you need some work controlling your ability. That comes with much practice. You do practice, don’t you?”

			I bit through my shame and said, “I’ve tried. But it scares me because I never know when or where I’ll come out of it. So I dan’ do it much. But today I got where I wanted to gan and Shifted back right away, so…” If I were Jig, I’d toss my head and let them know how amazing I was, but I just stared at my hands and mumbled, “I’m getting better.” 

			“I know you didn’t intend it, but you put us all at risk today,” Rivano said. “For now Derrin will teach you his skills. You may be useful yet, while you learn to manage your Shifting.”

			My heart wilted. What would Derrin think of me now, if I got stripped of the only usefulness I had? I was back to being a rookie, untrained, unschooled. Worthless, just like Vim said.

			“Tell me,” Rivano went on. “What is your animal nature?”

			I shrugged, digging my thumb against a wrinkle in my trousers. “A crow. Just…an ugly old crow.”

			“Crows are intelligent birds,” Rivano said. “And inconspicuous in their way. Hm.”

			He leaned forward again, the firelight shining full on his face now and glinting on the silky darkness of his hair. He didn’t wear it cropped short and slicked back like the society dandies, but tied in a low braid, just long enough to fall over his shoulder as he brooded over his knees.

			He didn’t seem keen on speaking anymore, so I turned back to Kantian.

			“How long do I have to stay at my bed, sir?”

			“Hm, what?” Kantian studied me through a frown, then waved a creased bit of paper at me. “Not necessary. Report to Derrin. He’ll be your mentor now. No more reporting to me until he tells you. Now get out of here.”
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Chapter 8 — Hayli

			I slipped outside to sit on the old stone wall round the west side of the complex, where no one else liked to go. Something like a city park spread out past the wall, only it wasn’t the nice kind for picnics and courting like they had up northside. 

			Trees, gnarled and naked in the cold, clustered about little caged-off flecks of land that none of us could figure out. Far as I could tell, the chicken-wire fences were only good for herding together the strange skinny pipes that stuck up from the ground. Sometimes they hissed. Sometimes they stank. I never went near them.

			I watched them through the darkness, though, crouching there on the wall with my knees tucked up and my arms tying them together. Sleet and cold, cold rain scattered over me, but I just hunched my shoulders and tried to ignore it.

			My head couldn’t quite get around what had just happened. Rivano knew about me. That thought got my gut all twisty with a pang like excitement or fear. I wondered if Kantian had told him. Everyone knew the Clan kept the mages all separate and special in the east wing—at least the ones who’d proved themselves useful. Most every mage dreamed of getting invited into that inner circle. 

			Except me.

			After losing my mum and dad, I’d only ever wanted a place to sleep that mostly kept the rain off and the cold out. I knew only as much gossip about Rivano as anyone in the Hole did, and up till tonight, I’d never really wanted to know more. He’d always just been the kind and shadowy gift-giver who doled out food and beds to the wee skitters that Kantian collected over the years. 

			Now I hadn’t a grobbing clue what I wanted to know, much less what I wanted to be.

			“Not a nice night for stargazing, Hayli.”

			I startled so hard I almost fell off the wall.

			“You ganna teach me to sneak about like that?” I asked, turning to face Derrin. Some bitter taste like guilt filled my mouth. “Kantian…”

			“I know,” he said. “I told him to let me mentor you.”

			I stared at him. “Why?”

			“I think you can be useful.”

			I swallowed, hard. For so long, Kantian had insisted I was only useful to the Hole as a mage. I didn’t have the combat skills to be a Meat like Jig and Link, or the glamour to do Kite and Gem’s work. I was too old to play urchin with Bobs and Pika and Bugs, and too young and unskilled to follow Coins and Derrin. Like all the skitters, I pulled my weight on the work teams at the factories and mills, but I think Kantian expected he could mold me into a stronger mage by keeping me out of other work. And he’d finally given me a chance to prove myself, but I’d gone and bodged it. Now he’d taken even that away from me. 

			Maybe my magic shamed me, and maybe I didn’t want folks to know about it, but still, it was all I had. So when Derrin said I could be useful without my magic, I had no notion how I felt. Two parts hopeful, three parts proud, one part…strangely sad. I’d always thought Derrin saw me as a real person, not just a mage, but the way he said, you can be useful, made me feel useful like a bootjack or a hammer is useful.

			“You dan’ believe that,” I said, finally. “He took my magic. I’m useless now, just like the lads say.”

			“You don’t have to be a mage to be useful.” 

			He said it so quiet, his voice so even and calm, that I only knew he was mad because I would’ve been mad if I were him. He’d never told me straight out that he had no magery gift, but he’d never used one either. And everyone knew you didn’t ask him about it. Not if you valued your pretty face, anyway.

			“Maybe true for some people,” I said. “Not me. What am I good for, Derrin? Everyone knows I can’t cook.”

			Derrin flicked his head back to glance at me, and I grinned like a giddy biddy, because he had a smile on his face rare as sunshine—the kind of smile you spent your life trying to figure out how to conjure up again.

			“Don’t worry, Hayli,” he said. “You’ll do fine.”

			I didn’t get a chance to ask what he meant, because he just pushed away from the wall and strolled into the darkness, fading away quiet as a cat. A minute and I realized I’d got to shivering again, and my hands had gone numb on the rough wall. I sighed and dropped to the ground.

			I’d just reached the door to the Hole when it swung open in front of me. I started, bird-scared, and made some kind of noise between a yelp and a squeak. Jig stood on the other side, wide-eyed with surprise. 

			“Sorry, Hayli,” he said. “I div’n mean to spook you.”

			I grumbled, shoving him back so I could get inside. He winced and followed me down the steps. It took me the whole flight of stairs and half the length of the barracks to see how he had one of our impossibly crunchy dinner rolls in his hand, the ones that always tasted at least two months stale.

			“I div’n see you gan in for skappers,” he said, glancing away. “Thought you might want a bite to eat.”

			I scowled, because it wasn’t like Jig to do something nice for no reason. But he just held it out and kept staring at the wall, so I swiped it before he could take it back. 

			“Thanks,” I said. 

			He nodded. I considered breaking it in half to share, but figured he’d probably already stuffed himself full. So I shrugged and dug my teeth into it, gnawing off a bitty bite.

			“You ratted me out, Jig,” I said.

			His dark eyes widened with surprise. “That what Kantian said?”

			Kantian hadn’t said it, actually. Neither had Derrin. I scuffed my feet, plucking crumbs from the top of the roll and eating them, one by one.

			“What’d you tell him, then?”

			He stared at the floor. “You a’right, Hayli? You got me worried when you div’n show. Did they cop you?”

			“Not really.” I shrugged. “Well, sort of, but they let me gan. They div’n think aught funny about it.”

			“Why dan’ you ever tell anyone you’re a mage?” he asked. “That was canny mad, seeing you Shift, like.”

			I studied him, but he didn’t look apt to hate me for it. Still, just because Jig might put up with me being a mage didn’t mean all the skitters would. Most of them didn’t seem to care two jots about Rivano’s mages, but they didn’t have to live with them. 

			“Dan’ want folks to know is all,” I said. “I got reasons. So dan’ gan telling anybody, please?”

			“Sure. Wha’ever.” He let out his breath and turned away. “You did good, yeah? Sorry I couldn’t help you.”

			My mouth twitched, wanting to smile. Praise like that was hard to come by, especially from Jig, and it got me feeling terribly proud of myself.

			“Well,” I said. “I’m sorry I div’n get you in. Was Kantian awful skundered at you?” 

			He didn’t move. I put my hand on his back to make him turn about, but he hissed in pain and pulled away, and strode off across the barracks.

			“Jig!” I cried, rushing after him and snatching his arm. “What’s wrong? What’d he do to you?”

			“Bog off, Hayli. It’s not your worry.”

			He shook my hand off and stalked away, shoulders hunched. I stared after him, my thoughts reeling with confusion. Here I’d been so convinced that Jig would blame me for our failure, but what if… 

			What if he didn’t?

			Derrin caught Jig at the door of the barracks, the worry dark in his eyes. When Jig pulled away and disappeared into the corridor, Derrin cussed under his breath and kicked the door frame. 

			“Derrin,” I called.

			“Is that all the dinner you’re eating?” he asked as he joined me, nodding at the roll.

			“Jig gave it to me. I div’n feel like gannin’ to the mess.”

			Derrin sighed.

			“What’s bothering?” I asked. “Is Jig jake? I was sure he ratted me out to the Boss…”

			“No,” he said. “He took the fall, Hayli. He said it was his fault. Said he pushed you too soon.”

			“Jig said that?” I whispered, stunned. “What’d Kantian do?”

			“Gave him the lash. And no rations for three days.”

			I covered my mouth, stifling a gasp of shock and grief. “Why’d he do that?” I cried, almost hollering it. I didn’t even know who I was shouting about, Jig or Kantian. “That’s not fair!”

			“I know.”

			I stared at the roll, then held it up between us like a question.

			“Guess he wasn’t hungry,” he said.

			He turned and walked away, leaving me there with the roll in my hand, my mouth hanging open. Of course. Derrin couldn’t stand to see any of the skitters punished with hunger. It’s how he’d saved me, after all, sneaking me food on the sly. I’d seen him do it a dozen times since for the others. And now Jig…

			I rushed through the Hole, searching all the usual spots, but couldn’t spot Jig anywhere. Not in the lounge with Kite and Coins, or up in the courtyard with Anuk and the wee skitters, who were kicking a leather ball around in the dark. The kid up on the gate post just shrugged when I asked if he’d seen Jig leave.

			Finally I gave up searching for him. And then, even though I didn’t feel the least bit hungry, I sat up on the wall and ate the roll bite by bite, because of the way Jig had given it to me, and the way he had gone without.
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Chapter 9 — Tarik

			The footman didn’t take me to my father’s study as I expected. Halfway to the Long Ward he turned down a side corridor that smelled faintly like wet stone and electricity. The hallway ended in a narrow plunge of bleached steps; they glared, blindingly bright, from the large white lamps strung on the walls.

			The subterrane was the one forbidden place in the palace I’d never cared to explore. Something about those corridors and rooms had always made my skin crawl. Maybe the air, too cold and too dry, or the heavy sterile smell and the stark electrical lights. Maybe the series of bolted doors with their windows papered over, as if they hid some monstrosity and not just artifacts and relics of ancient palace history. 

			We turned down a narrow corridor and a chill turned my hair on end. I’d never been in this part of the subterrane at all.

			“Where are we going, Ebson?” I asked.

			“One of your father’s secure rooms, Your Highness.”

			“Secure rooms?”

			“In case of war, you know. We’re in the palace bunker now.”

			I arched a brow but kept my thoughts to myself. The footman stopped in front of a closed door and hammered on it three times, hard. Then he turned the wheel, spinning it until the lock released. 

			A wheel for a handle, I thought, bemused, like aboard a submersible.

			“Your Highness,” Ebson said, bowing and stepping back.

			I frowned, but I could hear my father speaking to someone inside the room, so I steeled my nerves and entered. I tried not to jump when the door sealed behind me.

			The room was enormous, with an army of steam radiator screens lining one wall, facing down a row of barren wood furnaces on the other. A massive table occupied the middle ground, and I just glimpsed a bar with a sitting area back in the shadows. 

			My father was sitting alone and silent on the edge of a thick sideboard, half in shadow from a nearby oil lamp. As I approached he waved his brandy glass at me, the light chasing amber rainbows from the cut crystal.

			“Ah, Tarik.”

			“You wished to speak with me?”

			He gave me a long look, his glass poised halfway to his lips. “Mm,” he said, and took a sip of the liquor.

			I kept my hands at my sides and tried not to squirm as he calculated my worth. After a moment I remembered that I’d just heard him speaking to someone else, but the room was empty besides us.

			“Where is he?” I asked.

			“I asked him to give us a moment. He’ll be back.”

			I scowled. “There’s no door.”

			“Did you even know this room existed five minutes ago?”

			That silenced me. I stood carefully, not exactly facing him but not turning my back to him either. My father was the sort of person I never wanted to face head on, not if I could help it. If I had to, it usually meant I was in trouble. I remembered a time when I didn’t feel that way, and it made my heart hitch with a shred of nostalgia.

			That was so long ago.

			He waved his glass at me again. “Drink?”

			I slanted him a strange glance, giving him my mother’s raised brow. My father reserved it for threats; for my mother it was punctuation.

			“You’re old enough to drink with me, Tarik,” he said with a sigh, and poured a trickle of amber liquid into another glass.

			I took the drink from him and swallowed my first sip under his scrutiny. When I didn’t cough he suppressed a smile that surprised me more than the offer of brandy.

			“Griff?” he asked.

			I couldn’t hide a grin as I remembered the first time I’d slipped Griff a flask of brandy. He’d retched in the carriage house and tried to blame it on my hound when our old chauffeur Seelar found the mess. Then he’d tried to accuse me of poisoning him when someone (me) told Samyr the tale. He’d never forgiven me for it. 

			But I didn’t tell my father any of that. I just cleared my throat and shrugged, and said, “No.”

			My father laughed, one short laugh of surprise when all I expected was his fury. And the thought struck me that I didn’t really know my father at all. I’d spent the last twelve years of my life lamenting that he didn’t know me, and I’d never turned my judging eye on myself.

			“So. Seventeen,” he said, talking to his liquor. “You’ve done well for yourself. There were a few years when I worried about you, but you seem to have come through all right.”

			I bristled. “No offense intended, but how can you say that?”

			“I see you with my own eyes. Your tutors speak highly of you. The public certainly appreciates you. Seems like every day I see some new picture of you decorating the front page of the Herald. Boxing, crew, polo…quite the sportsman, aren’t you?” 

			I grimaced. There were few things I despised quite as much as having my picture taken, but Mother insisted I never back down from a boxy. And I’d never been very good at spotting their bulky cameras before they pinned me down, especially during sporting events.

			“You miss my meaning,” I said, the brandy making me bold. “You’ve never given me more than a passing glance, and no more concern than the footman. And now you say I’ve done well, and you expect your praise to mean something to me?”

			“As your King at least, yes. I do.”

			“The only thing you ever cared about me doing was not doing the one thing I was born to do.”

			He slammed his glass onto the table, stabbing his other hand at me—the whole hand, like the head of a spear. I backed a step, and hated that I did. 

			Then he sighed, raking his hand through his silvering hair, and said, “This is not how I wanted this conversation to go.”

			I drank brandy and didn’t answer.

			“Tarik, it’s precisely because of that…ability that I called you here.”

			I stopped mid-sip, the fiery liquid turning caustic in my mouth. I swallowed before it choked me, and slowly lowered my glass.

			“I’ve never used it,” I said. “If anyone’s told you otherwise, they lied. I did as you asked. Buried it.”

			“And now you misunderstand me.” He paused, and I didn’t dare meet his gaze. “I’m revoking that command.”

			“Beg pardon?” I asked automatically, almost dropping the glass.

			“Listen.”

			But then he just leaned back against the table, staring at the ground, hands clasped between his knees. A minute slipped by, then another. I shifted and sat down in one of the tall-backed chairs, balancing my glass on my thigh and trying not to notice his discomfort.

			“I need your gift, Tarik,” he said, low, reluctant.

			I couldn’t tell what surprised me more—that he claimed to need it, or that he called it my gift.

			“What if I’ve lost it?” I asked. “It’s been a long time.”

			“Don’t give me that hogwash.”

			I met his gaze evenly for half a moment before my nerves failed me and I turned away. The worst thing of all was the absolute silence. Not even the radiators were ticking or hissing in the background. Just pure, cold silence that turned the blood in my ears to a crashing surf.

			Finally, to say something, I asked, “Why?”

			“Rivano. You know what the problem is with people like Rivano? They think they’re God’s avengers. As if they have every right to do whatever they need to do to accomplish their divinely-ordained mission. And somehow, they can convince people it’s true.”

			I eyed him over the rim of my glass. He must have realized he hadn’t explained anything, because he sighed and slumped his shoulders, looking more vulnerable than I’d ever seen him.

			“I’ve come to believe that the IC has been compromised.”

			“You mean he’s got someone on the inside?”

			“Yes,” he said, dryly. “That’s what that means.”

			I rolled my eyes and sank back in the chair, trying not to laugh at the irony of an Intelligence Committee who knew everything about everyone but didn’t know which of its own members were real. 

			“Well?” I asked. “That’s their problem. Can’t they figure out who the operative is?”

			“Not so easily.” 

			“Isn’t that their job?”

			He met my gaze. “You obviously aren’t considering the sort of people with whom Rivano likes to surround himself.”

			For once I didn’t look away. “People like me.”

			“As you say.”

			I tried to imagine what that meant. Did Rivano have people who could shift their appearances, like me? Or did they have other gifts? How had he gotten spies inside? My mind flicked back to the Jixy girl, but I pushed her aside, gently. The tramp kid was just a coincidence.

			“And you’re sure about all this?”

			“Some of my informants have alerted us that certain secrets have been spread in the underground. Secrets that no one outside the Intelligence Committee could know.”

			I swallowed, pitying the poor bastard who had been rash enough to challenge the IC. Must be he had a death wish. 

			“And it has to be one of Rivano’s pets?” I asked.

			My father considered that briefly. “Honestly, no. But from all we’ve been able to discover, he’s the only one in the south streets who seems to have any connection to the anarchist movement, so it’s our best guess.”

			I studied him thoughtfully, struck by how strange it was that we were having this conversation. How strange that he spoke to me almost like an equal…or that I spoke to him like one. It had certainly never happened before.

			“Father,” I said, the word tasting foreign in my mouth. I waved my glass at him. “Has something happened that you’re not telling me?”

			“We found another body, the fifth this year. My investigators tell me they suspect the Clan’s involvement.”

			I frowned. The city suffered well more than triple that many murders in a year; something was special about these five.

			“Who was it?”

			“They…couldn’t tell.”

			I shuddered. “I don’t understand how this concerns me.”

			“If you bring me proof that the Clan is murdering people, that is all the reason I need to bring the full weight of the law down on them.”

			“Banish them? Or execute them?”

			He sighed and looked away with a frown, not bothering to answer. I ground my teeth and slid my empty glass onto the table.

			“Are you worried because they’re murdering people, or because they’re anarchists?” I asked.

			“You should be worried that they’re anarchists. If they take it into their heads to go the way of Cromis, or Tulay, then we’ll have a bloody war on our hands, and that will put you right at the heart of it whether you like it or no.”

			I swallowed. The Herald had printed a story just the week before about the bloodbath in Cromis, where some of the citizens had decided after a century of peace that their king and his laws were illegitimate. At the end of the day, the whole royal family except some second cousin of the queen’s had been slaughtered, and the army had stepped in to restore order—a pale, fragile kind of order that had left hundreds of innocent citizens dead in the streets. When Tulay’s Grand Duke, my grandfather, tried to send aid, his own people threatened to revolt. 

			Sometimes it felt like the world was coming apart at the seams. I’d just never dreamed it would tear so close to home.

			“So, what exactly do you want me to do?”

			“Learn the truth.”

			“The truth,” I echoed. “About Rivano and these murders? About your intelligence advisors, or the anarchists, or…?”

			“All of it.”

			“Me.”

			“Listen, Tarik, you’re the only one who can do this. Are you saying you won’t?”

			I sat back, hooking one ankle over my knee. “I’m just surprised that you esteem me that highly. You know I haven’t exactly distinguished myself in the subtleties of the Court.”

			He snorted. “And that’s exactly why I need you.”

			He pushed away from the sideboard. I frowned, watching him flick a switch on an unassuming grey box set into the wall. Some sort of radio call box, I figured, and was satisfied when static scraped across the empty space. He tapped a small button, snuffing out the hiss.

			“Kor. Now.”

			I raised both eyebrows. “Kor? That’s his name? Where’d you find him, the boxing ring?”

			He just speared me a sharp glance as the lines of a door materialized out of the pale stone. It groaned and staggered open. A moment later a man appeared in the shadows, looking half shadow himself, with all his edges melting into uncertainty. He didn’t walk into the room so much as conquer it with one ground-devouring step.

			The corner of my mouth tightened into something between a smile and a grimace. Kor stood there like a thundercloud, shapeless in a long black coat, his bald head shining in the grim light. His dark eyes shifted toward me with disconcerting disinterest.

			“Kor,” my father said. “The Crown Prince, Tarik.”

			One small muscle twitched at Kor’s jaw, but he said nothing and didn’t even grace me with a smile. Something about him made me feel about half my age. I wanted to seem strong and undaunted, but I couldn’t budge. Couldn’t even straighten up and offer a polite how-d’you-do. If anything, I slouched a little deeper into the chair, hoping I looked nonchalant and not just insecure.

			But I gave him the hardest stare I could and asked, “Who the hell are you?”

			My father gave an exasperated sigh. “Tarik.”

			To my surprise, Kor just laughed—a huge, indiscreet sort of laugh that belonged to bars and boxing rings.

			“I’ll take him.”

			My breath hissed out. “I’m sorry, what?”

			Kor gusted toward the sideboard, decanting a tumblerful of brandy into my discarded glass and downing it in one gulp. In the flighty shadows, I had a hard time getting a good gauge on him. He wasn’t terribly old, perhaps in his mid-thirties, but nothing about him seemed young. And for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how my father knew him, or why he would have him in his bunker instead of his prison.

			Kor flicked his coat back to shove his hands in his trouser pockets, and leaned on the table.

			“Not what I expected,” he said, speaking over his shoulder to my father. “From the papers. I’ll take him.”

			My hand tightened convulsively. “Care to explain?”

			“Take you on. Teach you.” He grinned, savagely. “It’ll take some work.”

			I shot to my feet, kicking the heavy chair back an inch or two in the process. But I just glared at him before passing him to confront my father.

			“What is going on here?” I hissed.

			“I asked Kor to get you ready for your assignment.”

			“My assignment? What assignment?”

			“You asked what I needed you to do. I need you to learn from Kor. And then I need you to disappear. I need you to become one of them.”

			I recoiled. “You brought him here to teach me to be…to be what, a slum rat? Is that what this is?”

			“Listen to me!” he bellowed. The walls rang the words back at us. “Listen,” he added, low. “I need you to do this. Can you do it?”

			I just stared at him, too stunned to answer. It felt vaguely like surgery or betrayal, this being excised from everything I loved. And yet…he trusted me. Me. He wanted me to leave everything I knew, everything I was, and become…become the very thing he had always taught me to hate. Suddenly I didn’t know what I felt, not a bit.

			“No one else is aware of this plan,” he murmured, with an earnestness that took me utterly by surprise. “I wouldn’t betray your secret. Not like that. And believe me, I would never have asked you to do this if I didn’t absolutely think it was necessary. Or if I didn’t believe you were capable.”

			I held his gaze and my tongue. In the back of my mind, I realized with an odd little sadness that, somewhere along the way I’d grown taller than him. I’d never stood close enough to him before to even notice it. There was something discomfiting about looking down at him.

			“My men are going to keep looking for answers,” he said. “You have some time, but not much. Kor will teach you what you need to know. I’ve already told your other professors that you need to take some leave from their lectures. Kor is your only teacher now.”

			I shot a glance at Kor and found him staring straight at us, arms crossed, that same dangerous, half-mad glint in his dark eyes.

			“I don’t like him,” I said.

			My father stifled a smile. “Neither do I. But he’s the only one of his sort I trust. So you’ll work with him.”

			“Why?” I asked. “Why do you trust him?”

			My father didn’t answer. He just held my gaze for a long moment, then turned aside.

			“You’ll start working with him the day after tomorrow, when the household removes to Lamanstal for the winter holidays. You will not be coming with us.” 
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			That night I dreamed of the bell tower. I dreamed I stood again on the ledge of the belfry, the wind tearing my hair, twining like fingers around my throat. I dreamed of fear in my heart and a rush of wild abandon tugging through my veins, the sickening twist of my stomach seeing the ground so far below.

			Every time I dreamed of the belfry, it always ended the same. It always ended with me throwing me arms wide to the world. It ended with my fall.

			Sometimes I couldn’t tell if that was a dream or a memory.
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			In the morning I emerged from my bed chamber only to find Kor and Zagger in my study, locked in a staring match across the fireplace. Zagger’s hands drove dents in the leather arms of his chair, all his muscles knotted and ready to spring, but Kor just slouched there, legs crossed, twirling his black hat back and forth.

			I watched for about five seconds, then snorted and wandered back into my private room where I stood a moment at the window, staring down at the garden below.

			Griff had been right—not that I’d ever admit it to him. Everything below me glimmered silver-white under a veil of snow. I could only remember one other birthday where I’d seen snow, and that was the year I turned five. The year I discovered my gift.

			I couldn’t decide if I thought the snow today was an omen or a promise.

			After a moment I turned to the armoire mirror, and stared hard at the image staring back at me. But I wasn’t trying to see myself, or make any profound judgments on my person at this momentous point of my life. I looked because I wanted to change what I saw.

			A few steps brought me face to face with myself. I set my jaw and focused. Tried to remember how I’d made my face change when I was younger. As far as I knew, I hadn’t done anything. I’d just imagined.

			I closed my eyes and tried to create a mental picture of the face I wanted to assume. It was harder than I’d expected. I could look like anything I wanted, but I happened to be rather content with my own face, even if it was rather too sharp and somber.

			My eyes flashed open, and I gripped the edge of the armoire, breathing hard. What was I doing? 

			I would become just like them.

			Unnatural.

			But I’m a man now. I can’t go back on my word.

			Even if it means losing myself? Will there be any turning back?

			I can’t do this. I’m not one of them. I can’t.

			“Your Highness? Are you all right?”

			My eyes flashed to the mirror—catching my own gaze before shifting to Zagger’s reflection. I sighed and straightened up.

			“I’m fine,” I said. I turned to face him. “Have you and Kor finished locking horns?” He started to protest, but I waved him off. “He’s with me. He’s my…tutor. Understand? Treat him civilly, or I’ll have you stand down.”

			Zagger stared at me, somewhere between stunned and crushed. His mouth opened, but apparently he couldn’t think of a retort, because he just shrugged and studied his hands.

			“I wanted to wish you good fortune on your birthday, Your Highness.”

			I softened. “Thanks, Zag.”

			He hesitated, clearing his throat as though he had something he didn’t want to say. 

			“That man is a teacher?” he asked finally, quiet enough that I knew Kor hadn’t gone anywhere. “What does he teach?”

			I gave him a sour look. “Embroidery.”

			Zag coughed. “May I?”

			He gestured to my room, and I gave him a dismissive nod. I trusted Zagger more than anyone in the world, but he knew his boundaries and never overstepped them unless I allowed it. He flicked one last glance over his shoulder and came into my room, dropping down onto the low wooden clothes chest against the near wall.

			“Your Highness…”

			I stopped plucking imaginary lint from the waistcoat Liman had left for me. “Do I have to tell you again?”

			“He doesn’t seem trustworthy to me.”

			“Luckily that isn’t your judgment to make,” I said. “If it’s any consolation, I agree with you.”

			“Then what—”

			I held up my hand, silencing him. This was already a nightmare enough. I didn’t need Zagger becoming another problem for me, not right now.

			“Your father’s chauffeur will be driving this morning,” he said after a moment.

			Liman rapped at my open door and I waved him in, but he kept peering back into the outer room.

			To avoid more questions about Kor, I asked Zagger, “Why not you? Seelar couldn’t drive a motorcar to save his life.”

			“I guess that’s not your judgment to make,” he said, shooting me a glance that was almost belligerent.

			Liman gaped at him in the mirror but I only laughed.

			“You’ll be there, though, right?” I asked.

			“I’m not exactly a member of the Honor Corps,” Zagger said.

			I frowned. “I want you there.”

			“What about him?” he asked, jerking his head toward the other room.

			“What about me?”

			We both snapped around, only to find Kor lounging against the doorframe, arms folded.

			“Get out!” Liman hissed, storming toward him like a diminutive thundercloud. “Out, out!”

			“Liman,” I said, studying my reflection as I straightened my collar. “He’s not your concern.”

			“I felt left out,” Kor said.

			He towered over Liman, who wavered between helping me with my coat and throwing the intruder out. My room was my sanctuary, and Liman was even more jealous of it than I was. He didn’t even like it when I permitted Zagger to come inside.

			“Liman!” I said again, louder. “Leave it be.”

			“Still need help getting dressed?” Kor smirked.

			“All right,” Zagger said, shooting to his feet. “Get out.”

			He barreled straight up to Kor, and I could just see the horns coming out again. I sighed and tugged away from Liman and the waistcoat.

			“Zagger,” I snapped, grabbing his shoulder. “Get back.” Then, pointing at Kor, “You. Out. We have nothing to do with each other until tomorrow, understood? I don’t care what you do with yourself until then, as long as I don’t have to see it.”

			Kor measured me in silence. Then he gave me a bare nod, spun his hat back onto his head, and stalked away.

			My stomach curdled. I knotted my fists, then swore under my breath and strode after him.

			“Kor!” I called, stopping him at the door. “The deal’s off. I’m not doing it.”

			“Afraid?”

			“No! But this isn’t the solution. I can’t…I can’t become one of them. It’s not my life. It’s not what I am.”

			He arched a brow. “And letting your father down…that’s nothing, I suppose? Your pride is worth more than that?”

			“You lecture me about duty?” I asked, throwing my shoulders back. “What does someone like you—”

			“What does someone like me know about duty? A whole damn lot more than you do, apparently. It’s the only reason I’m here.” He tipped his hat to me. “Your Highness.”

			And then he was gone.

			I stared at the door long after it had settled shut behind him. It was impossible. My father was asking me to do the impossible. This couldn’t be the answer.

			Could it?

			I tapped my fist against the door, gritting my teeth. Finally I wandered back into my chamber, where Zagger and Liman waited for me—Zagger petulant, Liman fretting, arranging every chain and emblem on my jacket front with fastidious care.

			“I say! Horrible fellow,” Liman muttered. He actually breathed a sigh of relief as he bundled me into the waistcoat and jacket. “What did he want here, anyway?”

			Zagger snorted and held his peace. I didn’t answer immediately, but stared at my reflection. In that formal jacket I looked far too young, even if the medals adorning it were the sorts of things given to children for academic and athletic honors, and not the military achievements they were meant to imitate. All I could think of was my father’s portrait that hung in the hall, stern and strong and festooned with military ribbons, and how little I resembled him.

			Finally I said, “You won’t have to deal with him.” And under my breath I muttered, “If I can help it, none of us will.”

			I would talk to my father. That’s all there was to it. I wasn’t a Jixy, not anymore, and I didn’t want anything to do with them. If he wanted my service, I supposed I’d help him in any other way I could.

			After a lifetime of imagining I’d been shackled, I was suddenly terrified of the idea of being free.
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Chapter 10 — Hayli

			“Hayli!”

			The tiny voice wiggled into my dreams, and somehow, as I clawed my way back to waking, I realized I’d heard it four times already. I winced and dragged my blanket up over my eyes. Too early. Must have been some kind of new punishment Kantian had dreamed up for me, curse him.

			The gears on my curtain jangled.

			“Hayli!”

			“What?” I cried. “What d’you want? Lemme sleep…”

			The curtain shook again, and I reached one hand to grab my blanket and the other to pin the curtain to my bedpost. 

			Nobody opened my curtain on me. Nobody.

			“C’mon, we’re gannin’ to see the motorcade!”

			I pushed upright as my sleep-fuzzy ears recognized the voice—Pika, my little shadow, making me a liar. She was the one person who could barge in on me and I wouldn’t really care. 

			I waved my hand out the side of the curtain. The grey cloth batted and danced, then a mound of fiery curls popped up alongside my bed.

			“Hayli Hayli Hayli! Come on!”

			“What motorcade?” I asked, patting the mattress.

			Pika shot up beside me and threw her wiry arms around my neck, the wool of her jumper raspy on my skin. “I missed you!”

			“I’ve not been gone, silly.”

			“Well, I div’n see you,” she said. “So I missed you.”

			“What!” I cried, feigning surprise. “I was out on the streets! Not possible that you missed me. You dan’ miss aught.”

			She grinned and tugged my arm. “Hayli Hayli Hayli, we’ve got to gan now!”

			“Right, what’s this about?”

			“It’s all the talk. Swear it is. The royal family’s gannin’ about on a driving tour through the city. It’s the prince’s birthday!”

			Prince Tarik! Here I’d almost got him in an accident just yesterday, and I’d grobbing forgot that today was his birthday. I scowled and tried not to think about him. Even all proper and gentleman-like as he’d pretended to be, he’d still kicked me off the palace grounds. Him and that infernal bodyguard of his.

			“They’re driving in a motorcar!” Pika exclaimed, bouncing up and down beside me.

			I shuddered. “Let me guess. You wanna see it?”

			“I wanna see it,” she said. Then, her voice all sing-songy, she added, “And you want to see the prince!”

			“What!” I cried. “What’re you on about?”

			She just smiled, blue eyes dazzling. “I know Hayli wants to see the prince!”

			“Stop your singing! I’ll gan with you, but not to goggle at some gormless prince. A’right?”

			She laughed and tugged a rolled-up newspaper from under her jumper. “He’s awful pretty,” she said, waving it under my nose. “His friend’s rather fine too.”

			I scowled. “You’re too young for such talk. Lemme see that.” I snatched it from her and opened it up. “Oh,” I said. “Oh.”

			Because there on the front page was a photograph of the Prince standing beside a boy all grimed with soot and grease. In the blurry background I just made out a billow of flames and twisted metal. Prince Tarik was glancing over his shoulder at the camera, but the wild-haired boy in the aviator jacket had his face turned to the wreckage. Some other faded figures crowded at the edges of the print, but I couldn’t stop staring at the face of the Prince. He stared straight back at me, like he was accusing me of something.

			“What’s it say?” Pika asked.

			I didn’t answer. I didn’t even help her pick through the words like I usually did, but read it silently to myself.

			Defense Minister’s Son Survives Deadly Crash

			Brinmark, 13 of Marras — Griff Farro, 16, seen here with Crown Prince Tarik Trabinis, survived a terrible crash in his Vissery Steam Plane at the palace aerodrome. The crash occurred on the twelfth of Marras, shortly after noon, but the cause of the accident is still unclear. 

			Mr. Farro, the youngest pilot authorized to fly the Vissery aeroplanes, suffered minor injuries in the crash, but the aeroplane was unfortunately destroyed. An investigation of the crash is underway. Neither Mr. Farro, nor His Highness the Crown Prince, who witnessed the event, were available for comment.

			So that was the pilot Scorch had almost killed. Tarik’s friend. A sixteen-year-old kid, no older than me. And it had happened just moments before I’d met the Prince and Zagger.

			My stomach churned with regret.

			I scanned the story again, and studied the picture a while longer. Griff Farro. I couldn’t say why his name seemed so familiar to me. Maybe because he was Tarik’s friend, and probably I’d read other stories about him in the Herald. He sure didn’t look like any as I’d ever seen before.

			“Gan on, Pika,” I said, shoving the paper back at her. “Let me get dressed.”

			“Was it bad?” she asked. “Sorry, Hayli. I div’n na. I thought you’d like it.”

			Poor Pika, she couldn’t know what the story said. I’d been teaching her best I could, but I didn’t know much myself and none of us had much time for schooling. So I just smiled and fluffed her hair. That always made everything jake for Pika. She giggled and dove back under my curtain, leaving me a moment’s quiet to get myself presentable. 

			My shirt already hung off me in sleep-battered wrinkles, so I just pulled on my wool breeks, which would be cold but weren’t quite as manky as my trousers, and my old grey waistcoat. Coins had gifted it to me back last autumn after scaring away half its threads, but it suited well enough. He’d even given me the pocket watch to go with it, and though it was dead as a nail I still liked to wear it and pretend it made me look fine. 

			I shoved my tweed cap down over my hair, combing the wispy strands over my ears so it didn’t stick out like a disaster. Then I whipped back my curtain and jumped, because Derrin was standing there, one hand up like he’d meant to jangle the gears. He took one smooth step back, letting me get up.

			“Where’d you come from?” I gasped.

			He just flicked a glance to the side with a little gesture, like it was obvious. “Going out?”

			“Pika asked me to gan with her,” I said.

			“Where?”

			I scowled. “You’ve never cared before.”

			“I was never responsible for you before.”

			My breath hissed out, quiet, but I couldn’t imagine he’d missed it. “Pika’s a wiz on the streets,” I said. “Maybe she can teach me something useful.”

			“Pika is eleven years old,” Derrin said.

			“So?” I shot him a glance, saw him lift an eyebrow. “Please, Derrin.”

			He measured me all stern and quiet, and I felt like each second that passed shaved another inch off the top of me. Finally he sighed and turned away. He disappeared before I could call him back, and I got the sudden sick feeling that I’d just failed some kind of test.

			I frowned and went to hunt down Pika. She’d made her way to the mess hall, just as I’d guessed. Little sneak, she could weave the food line like a beetle without anyone noticing. I didn’t bother going in but planted myself in the doorway, watching as she stuffed a pastry into her mouth, tucked Gem’s roll into her vest and Anuk’s apple into her sleeve, then shot like a cat straight for me.

			“C’mon! I got skappers!” she called around half-devoured honey cake.

			I let her drag me down the hall and up the dark stairs toward the day. The air got colder and colder as we marched up the steps, then Pika flung open the door and shouted,

			“Snow!”

			I yelped and ran out after her, laughing and shivering and teeth chattering like crazy.

			“Hayli Hayli, look!” she cried and spun toward me, and before I could blink I was staring at her through a cold white mask. 

			I scrubbed the snow from my face and pelted after her, scooping at the drifts. My boots slipped in the slush and Pika screeched, sliding and skipping toward the street.

			She stopped at the gate and I blasted the snowball at her, missing by a full foot. But it wasn’t so bad that I’d missed, because she’d stopped playing. She hung out the gate, head swinging back and forth.

			I sloshed up beside her. “What’re we waiting for?”

			Pika was counting so she didn’t answer, not for a good while. Then she said, “They should be up Seventh and Chase by now.”

			“How’d you ken that?”

			She flashed me a wild grin, her eyes crinkling up into little crescents. “Just…trust me.”

			And she darted off across the street. I barely caught up with her before she winked away down a side alley. For such a wee skitter she sure knew the streets, better than I knew my own face. I followed close as I could, lungs screaming at the cold, hands batting at little white flakes still fleeing the sky.

			Just when I thought I’d like to curl up and die somewhere cold and lonely, Pika skidded to a stop.

			“See, I told you! There they are!”

			I pushed past her. A whole herd of shivering souls had come out to see the car, though I couldn’t quite tell why. I’d seen the thing close as you could, and I didn’t care to meet it again. Maybe they wanted to see the royal family. A little part of my mind wondered what the prince thought about all this. Probably he loved it. Probably he was just like the rest of them.

			I stood on tiptoes for a better goggle, but I got nothing but mounds of coat backs and furs and too-large hats. I hauled on Pika’s hand. We laced our way through knots of people, trying to get closer to the barricades.

			“I can’t see aught now, Hayli!” Pika hollered, in full-out panic. “I need a tree!”

			I scanned the street until I spotted a twisty old tree across the way that Pika could manage. We darted across the street before the coppers could catch us, and I gave Pika a leg up into the branches just as the first of the mounted guards clopped past.

			“Oh, Hayli! I see it, I see it!”

			“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

			The motorcar puffed and snorted along, a big black metal horse of steam and gears chugging along after the ones made of fur and hooves. Little snappy flags of Cavnal perched on its nose, a riot of green and gold against the black car and grey street. To my surprise, they’d somehow taken the roof of the motorcar clean off so we could all get a better gawk at the people huddled inside.

			I didn’t recognize the driver. It wasn’t Zagger, but some old pop in a grey uniform who hung onto the wheel like he’d drown without it. The King and Queen sat behind in the rear seat. I caught my breath, though I knew I shouldn’t. The Queen was a thing of beauty, her black fur cap perched up high on her glossy hair, a little net veil hanging over her eyes. She had the tanned skin like Tarik, the sort that got all the society dolls rubbing powders on their cheeks to match. I decided she was too exquisite to be married to the King. 

			My eyes skipped right over the King, and found the prince sitting up alongside the driver. It took me a moment to recognize him. He wore a dark hat and something rather like a military uniform, all brassy buttons and medals and chains. Every few seconds he seemed to remember he was being gawped at, and he would give a feeble kind of smile and raise his hand to the folks, somewhere between a wave and a salute.

			“He’s too pretty to be the King’s son,” Pika piped up from the branches above.

			“What’d you say?” I gasped, but she just winked at me and went back to goggling at the car.

			The motorcade crawled closer. There must have been hundreds of horses surrounding the car, with hundreds of guards in plumes and blue coats—the Honor Corps. One horseman close behind the car didn’t wear the blue and white uniform, but a black coat and a plain black coach hat. I caught myself grinning when I saw him. Zagger. I shouldn’t have been happy to see him. In fact, I kind of hated him. But it made me giddy as punch to think I knew him. Knew his name. Because I’d actually met the prince. Not many folks round the Hole could say that.

			All at once the hairs on my arm prickled.

			Then everything turned to chaos.

			The air splintered with a cr-CRACK! I doubled over, while everybody around me shouted and ran or fell on their knees. A horse screamed. It took me a good two seconds to realize the noise was a rifle shot. Then I couldn’t hear a thing but my own pulse, plunging through my veins like a torrent. Couldn’t move. Could only watch.

			The motorcar flinched, jerking to the side. I couldn’t tell why until I saw the driver draped over the wheel. The prince leaned over him, wrestling the controls as the car launched straight for the nearest wall. At the last moment it screeched to a halt and Tarik vaulted over the door, his hands running red with the driver’s blood.

			He took one look into the rear seat, then spun and charged the crowd. A glance back at the motorcar showed me the Queen frantic over the King’s body, guards swarming like bees. My heart launched into my throat. I couldn’t tell if the King was breathing. Suddenly I hoped he was.

			I jerked my gaze away and searched out Tarik. A score of guards were all hollering and trying to block him in, and Zagger tailed him, making a grab for his arms. I’d never seen anyone look as angry as Tarik did at that moment. He stared straight at something, or someone, across the street and up from where I stood, face white with rage, the wind tearing his hair. I followed his gaze and caught my breath.

			A dark figure perched on the lip of a balcony rail, rifle aimed straight at Tarik’s chest.

			Tarik stood still as death. 

			The guards all clustered around him, scanning the crowds for the shooter, never realizing the prince had him in his sights. Then without any warning Tarik spun and grabbed a revolver from Zagger’s holster. He aimed, cold dark fury, and pulled the trigger.

			But nothing was there to catch the bullet. Nothing but empty bricks, because the shooter had disappeared. 

			He’d just disappeared, the way only a Ghost could disappear.
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Chapter 11 — Tarik

			In the hallway outside my parents’ apartments, I couldn’t hear anything that happened inside. Besdin, the royal physician, had rushed past me into the rooms only moments ago and a few raised words had trickled out to me through the muffling wood of the door, then nothing. And in the numbing silence that followed, time slowed to sludge.

			I leaned my head in my hands. They still shook from adrenaline, but my breathing came steadier now, and the fear and rage tunneling my vision had finally faded away.

			“Will he live?” I asked, the words gritting through clenched teeth, though I didn’t see how Zagger would know the answer any better than me.

			Zagger gripped my shoulder briefly and said nothing.

			A flurry of noises came from down the hall, then Minister Von and Samyr appeared, hurrying toward us.

			“Tarik!” Samyr cried, breaking into a run.

			Her father strode straight past me into the King’s apartments, but Samyr dropped onto the bench beside me and threw her arms around my neck.

			“Is he all right?”

			I stiffened and turned my head. She only meant to comfort me, but I didn’t want comfort. I didn’t want to break down and grieve. I wanted to find the Jixy bastard who had shot my father, and I wanted to kill him.

			“Dr. Besdin is in with him,” Zagger said, answering for me. “But the driver is dead.”

			Samyr released me and folded her hands in her lap, hiding behind her chestnut curls like a chastised schoolgirl. 

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			I couldn’t tell if she meant what had happened to my father, or how she had hugged me. I imagined she meant the former, so I nodded.

			“And it’s your birthday, too.”

			“Stop,” I said.

			The door swung open and Dr. Besdin stepped out, wiping his hands on a black cloth. He studied me for a few long moments, while my heart hung suspended in my throat. Finally he gave a quiet nod.

			“He’s going to live, Your Highness.”

			Relief washed out of me in one shattered breath. Samyr’s hand found mine, and this time I didn’t pull away.

			“They want to see you,” he added, and disappeared back into the room.

			I exchanged a glance with Zagger as I got up. They would be my father’s Ministers, who had trickled in one by one ever since the Honor Corps and the medical brigade had brought my father back to the palace. I steeled myself and went into the outer apartment to meet them.

			Six of them sat around the massive carved fireplace in high-backed chairs, drinking my father’s spirits and smoking his cigars, as if they were at a dinner party and not keeping watch over a wounded king. I knotted my hands and swallowed back the burn of anger in my throat. Minister Von waved me toward them.

			“Tarik,” he said. He never stood on ceremony with me. “We were just talking about you.”

			Two of the other ministers hitched their chairs aside to give me room. I joined them, feeling, as I always did, too young, too worthless in these men’s presence.

			“What about me?”

			“We’re worried that you might have a mind to be a bit unpredictable right now, but we want to be sure that you make an appearance tonight at the gala.”

			I choked back a laugh that didn’t feel quite appropriate. “The gala? My father is lying in bed with a hole in his chest, and you care about that damned gala?”

			“Your Highness,” Minister Farro said. “With all due respect, that’s precisely why you need to make an appearance.”

			“Why, so I can tell the people that I plan to kill one of them?”

			Minister Batar sputtered into his glass of brandy.

			“As far as we know, the shooter acted alone,” Farro said.

			“He was a Jixy,” I spat, turning on him. “I saw him. And maybe you didn’t notice, but he wasn’t alone. He couldn’t have been. No one can shoot that fast, or that precisely. Someone else took Seelar down with a revolver.”

			Von and Farro exchanged unsurprised glances, but the other Ministers apparently hadn’t even thought about how Seelar had died. I shuddered, trying to drive away the memory. After a moment I realized I was wiping my hands on the thighs of my trousers, as if I could still feel his blood.

			“We’re looking into that,” Farro said. “The police are interrogating witnesses as we speak.”

			“Leave it to them. It’s not your concern,” Von said. “What is your concern is that, as far as the people know, you opened fire on them.”

			“I did what?” I cried. “You know what I did. I took a shot at my father’s would-be assassin. I—”

			“Fired a gun right over your people’s heads. They didn’t know what you were shooting at.”

			“I wasn’t—” I faltered, spinning away, dragging my hands through my hair. “Please tell me you’re not serious about this.”

			“We’re serious,” the elder Minister Bell said, his voice a mere quaver against the dull roar of the fireplace. He tried to straighten up, but the hunch of his back stymied him. “You need to explain to the people. You need to apologize.”

			“Ap…” I dragged in a deep breath. “I think we ought to cancel the gala. How can you even think of holding a celebration after what’s happened?”

			“This event has been in the works for months, Your Highness. People have gone to great lengths and great expense to make it memorable for you. You can’t simply dismiss all their efforts. Your father wouldn’t wish it.”

			I glared at Minister Von, always so sensible.

			“And what if the shooter comes back to finish the job?”

			“I believe your father was the only target,” Farro said.

			“Then you didn’t see the Jixy aiming his rifle at me.”

			Farro and Von exchanged glances.

			“No,” Von said, quieter. “I didn’t.”

			“I did.”

			“We’ll increase security around the premises.”

			I did laugh, then, because it was all so absurd. The Jixy had disappeared in front of my eyes, and somehow Von thought that adding a few more guards at the gates would do a lick of good. 

			Dr. Besdin emerged from my father’s room. 

			“Your Highness,” he said, and nodded toward the bedchamber.

			I shot one last glare at Von and Farro and followed Besdin into the dark room. My mother sat by the bedside, her face a quiet flicker in a crack of light that escaped the velvet curtains. She met my gaze without a smile, then released my father’s hand and rustled from the chamber with Besdin on her heels.

			I stood at the window, hands shoved in my pockets, peering through the gap in the drapes at the city below. I could feel my father’s gaze, but I couldn’t trust myself to look at him. Not yet. Not with the smell of blood and antiseptic and the spicy odor of laudanum thick in my nose, heavy as the stink of death.

			“Tarik,” he said.

			The name ground out, hoarse and pale in the shadows.

			I gritted my teeth and said, “I’m going to kill him.”

			“That’s not your job. Come here.”

			I sat down in the chair, pressing my knuckles against my teeth and staring at the white bandage on his chest where the blood had already started to seep through.

			“I didn’t realize you cared so much,” he said, his eyes fixed on my face, the wide pupils swallowing almost the whole of his silver-blue irises.

			I let out my breath, hating the way my face turned traitor on me. Tears burned behind my eyes.

			“You know I do,” I said.

			The silence drifted between us, drawing out as seconds turned to minutes.

			“Will you be all right?” I asked, when I trusted my voice again.

			“I’ll live. Tarik, listen. I meant what I said. Finding that shooter? That’s not your responsibility.”

			“Yes, it is. Your police will never be able to find him. I can.”

			His brows arched, feebly. “Is that so? You know, I spoke to Kor this morning.”

			I jolted. “Father—”

			“Was he telling the truth when he said you dismissed him?”

			“No,” I snapped. Then, “Yes, at the time. Things have changed.”

			“Indeed.”

			I thought about apologizing, telling him that I’d been wrong, but it felt false to me. I’d meant it when I’d dismissed Kor. I’d thought I was in the right. But things change.

			“Your ministers want the gala to go off tonight,” I said.

			“I told them to see to it.”

			I groaned and buried my head in my hands.

			“Don’t disappoint me,” he said. The words slurred a bit; the laudanum had begun to work.

			“I’ve already done enough of that, haven’t I?” I asked, getting to my feet. “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”

			“Tarik,” he said, his voice stopping me at the door. “Try to enjoy yourself a little. It’s your birthday.”

			I hesitated there with my hand on the latch. “Is this the beginning of it, then?” I asked. “The anarchists? Are they trying to bring down our family?”

			He sighed and struggled to sit comfortably. I watched, unable to move.

			“Everything is different now,” he said, his gaze cutting across the shadows. “I’m not certain if it was the anarchists as a whole, or just one isolated element, but…” His voice faded and for a few moments he stared vaguely at the wall, then he shook his head and focused on me again. “You were right. This is what you have to do. That assassin was a mage, and Rivano’s got the most powerful mages. So get in there, get close to them, close as you can. Infiltrate their organization if possible. Find out what they’re planning…ideology…targets…” 

			He pressed his hand to his head, drew one long, deep breath, and sat straight up.

			“Bring me proof of their innocence, or bring them down from the inside. That failing, I will declare every one of them, and everyone who has ever aided them, enemies of the Crown.” His gaze hardened. “They will call for mercy, and I will have none to give.”

			I let out my breath and nodded, and left him in peace.

			Griff had arrived while I was in with my father. He sat with Samyr outside the apartments, hunched over his knees and looking paler than I’d ever seen him. As soon as he saw me he jumped up and grabbed me by the shoulders.

			“Holy stars, Tarik! Are you all right?”

			“My father’s the one—”

			“I know. I talked to your mother. But are you all right?”

			“I’m fine.” I pulled out of his grip. “Just…stay away from me for a while.”

			“Why?” 

			His face shaded red, the way it always did when he was angry. I just shook my head and held up a finger to keep him away.

			“I don’t have to explain to you.” 

			“Tarik, I’m your best friend. Don’t cut me out right now.”

			Zagger stood up, but I turned a warning glare on him and he stayed put. I was so sick of people trying to solve my problems for me.

			“Tarik…” Samyr said. “Please. Don’t be like this.”

			I glanced at each of them and backed a step away. “What do you all want from me? What do you expect me to do?”

			And none of them answered. I turned and walked away, and left them staring after me. I would deal with them later. But right now, I had only one person I needed to take care of, and he was smoking down the hall straight toward me. At least I wouldn’t have to try to track him down.

			“Kor,” I said.

			He stopped in front of me, hat in his hands. “Sorry about your father, Tarik. Is he—”

			“He’ll be all right.”

			“From the look in your eyes, I’m wagering the man who did it won’t be able to say the same.”

			“Look,” I said, eyeing him sidelong. “I need your help.”

			He arched a brow in feigned surprise. “Really?”

			“Don’t,” I snapped.

			“So the deal is back on?”

			“Yes.”

			He smirked at me. “I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

			I waited until he’d passed me, then I headed down the hall to the garden terrace.

			I let myself out into the cold afternoon and leaned against the stone balustrade, ignoring the wet that seeped through my shirt sleeves, ignoring the cold that bit through me like anger. Everything moped in a dismal grey wash, dreary without the shine of new snow. I always marveled how the world could go from dazzling to hideous in just a few hours, as if the heat pulled a mask from a horribly scarred face.

			From this vantage point I could just glimpse the plaza below where the public gala would be held. The way the events had originally been planned, we were all supposed to make an appearance at the plaza, then retire to the palace for the real party with just my family and the families of the Court. Griff and I had always tried to sneak out of that part of the event in years past, with varying degrees of success and resulting in varying degrees of trouble, almost invariably of my own making. 

			People who didn’t know us usually took Griff to be the trouble-maker. But for all he played at being reckless, he really was too driven for that. He’d always taken the fall for me, though. I wondered now why I’d ever let him.

			I hated that I’d let him.

			I hated that I was coward enough to let him.
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Chapter 12 — Hayli

			I’m not quite sure how Pika and I got back home. Seems like one second we went under in a stampede of panic, then next we were sitting on my cot, Pika with her arms like a manacle around my waist. I think the other kids kept gawping at us, but I couldn’t seem to get my thoughts to line up and behave. I just stared and kept staring at the floor, seeing straight through it to Tarik with his hand outstretched and the revolver firing off and everyone screaming as if he’d shot at them.

			Pika shuddered. I petted the wispy coils of her red curls, like that could make it all better. Like aught could.

			A shadow fell over us, which shook me out of my thoughts enough to glance up, because I hoped Derrin would be standing there. Instead it was Jig. He wore a little frown on his pretty mouth, his arms crossed tight over his chest.

			“You a’right? What’s got you in such a rut, Li?” he asked, kicking the leg of my cot. “You been sitting there for half an hour, like.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “It’s your blithering fault, yeah?”

			His arms flailed out, punctuating the question on his face. “Wha’ve I got to do with it? You and me, we haven’t seen each other all day.”

			“If…” I started, but then I remembered how Jig had taken a fall for me, and my voice died, my throat fuzzy with tears. I couldn’t blame him. He hadn’t done aught to deserve it. For once. “I div’n mean it,” I whispered. “I just…I wish I hadn’t seen it.”

			“Seen what?”

			I hugged Pika and stared off across the room, letting out my breath when I saw Derrin coming our way. He wore a look like fear or worry, and it made me feel strangely unsteady.

			“Nothing I want to talk about,” I told Jig.

			He crossed his arms. “You ganna tell Derrin?”

			“Tell him what, Jig? What’s to tell?”

			“Wha’ever you won’t tell me,” he said, shrugging. 

			He wouldn’t take his eyes off my face, not until Derrin came up beside him and said, “Jig, scram.”

			Jig tossed his head, but a minute and he backed down, and slunk away to his own cot.

			“Something wrong, Hayli?” Derrin asked.

			I hesitated. More than anything I wanted to talk to him, but I didn’t want Pika hearing it all over again. Poor kid had got enough of it already. 

			I put my hands on her shoulders and whispered, “Pika, I’ve got to talk to Derrin.”

			Some little muffled sound escaped her, fuddled by her face buried in my lap. I glanced at Derrin, asking help. He crouched down and laid a strong hand on her back.

			“Hey kid,” he murmured. “Want to go talk to Miss Nan in the kitchens? She might need some help.”

			“No,” Pika said, vicious, turning her head to glare at Derrin. “I’m staying with Hayli.”

			“Can’t, silly,” I said. “It’s super secret stuff, right? But you can stay here on my cot if you like.”

			She twitched with a shudder, but nodded and released me. I followed Derrin up to the smelly chicken-wire park and pulled myself onto the wall.

			“Now, what’s bothering, Hayli? You girls looked scared out of your wits,” Derrin said.

			“Someone tried to kill him, right in front of everyone!”

			He spun about, staring at me. “Kill who?”

			“King Trabin. Pika wanted to see the motorcade so we went…we saw the whole thing.”

			Derrin studied me, alarmed or angry I couldn’t tell. A minute and he linked his thumbs into his grey waistcoat pockets. “Is the King alive?”

			“Dan’ na,” I said, and my voice got caught up in my throat. “That’s not the worst of it, though. The shooter? He was a mage.”

			“What?”

			I flinched and nodded. “I’m not a liar. I saw him. And the prince tried to shoot him.”

			Derrin gave a low whistle. “You know, that’s more a surprise than that someone would try to shoot the King.”

			I shifted, frowning down at Derrin. Somehow he had me feeling prickly, and I didn’t really know why.

			“What d’you mean?” I asked.

			He made a little noise somewhere between a snort and a laugh. “The rogue prince? Since when did he care about anything but himself and his face plastered on the front page of every paper?”

			“I dan’ think…” I started, but caught myself. 

			I shouldn’t have an opinion about Tarik, much as Derrin knew. We’d all heard the rumors, of course. Tarik was a wildcard, a madcap. The Herald showed us the Prince who dazzled high society, but the rumors chattered about all his mischief and defiance, as if he were two whole different people. But what I’d seen—his quiet face, that sad, still look in his eyes—seemed like someone else entirely. The memory of it made my insides cold.

			I said, “I guess I’d heard some such about him and his pop…I mean, the King.”

			“Well, you don’t think he gets in the spits for fun, do you?”

			I scowled and chewed the inside of my lip. “I dan’ think he’s like that.”

			That got Derrin arching a brow at me, half-amused, half-skeptical.

			“Who’d want to do it, Derrin? Who’d want to kill the King?”

			“Plenty of folks talk about it,” he said, cool as pie. “Once you step away from all the glitz and glamour up north-side, anyway. Hell, the King’s not responsible for all the laws but he sure doesn’t go out of his way to change the bad ones. Used to be the King who spoke for the poor in the Assembly. Guess Trabin forgot that somewhere along the way.”

			“I thought those new laws were supposed to make it so we dan’ exist anymore,” I said, thinking of the back-and-forth articles the Herald had printed some months ago about the poor problem.

			“Yeah,” Derrin said, with a harsh laugh. “Maybe by starving us all out and replacing us with steam automatons. Problem solved.”

			“Automatons?”

			“Ah, it’s just rumor, really. Coins says there’s talk of making metal workers who don’t get tired and don’t need to get paid or fed. I think it’s a lot of fancy.”

			“Metal people,” I scoffed.

			“They’ve already made metal horses,” he said, and that silenced me, because I’d thought of the motorcars as metal horses too. A minute and he tossed his head back and said, “Be interesting to see what happens tonight.”

			“You ever been to a gala?”

			“Once. Why? D’you want to go tonight?”

			“Yes!” I cried, before I could think twice. “I mean, this morning was so awful, but…I kind of want to see what happens.”

			The corner of his mouth tugged into a smile. “Maybe we should pay a visit.”

			“But Derrin! It’s a royal gala. We’re…”

			“It’s a public event. They don’t keep you out of the Medemy Fair, do they?”

			I grinned. “Not yet.”

			So a little over half an hour later we stood in the huge plaza, hemmed in by an oddly quiet crowd. The whole place gleamed and glittered, pocked with fires and street lamps and banners waving in the cold wind, and snowflakes shining like falling stars in all the brightness. The only people making any noise were the musicians rousing a ruckus up around the dais, and the mummers and acrobats and freaks clustered around the purple-striped tents—mostly mages who couldn’t make it any other way but to let people gawp at their gifts.

			I couldn’t see Tarik anywhere. Some official-looking blokes wandered around the stage, and guards roamed all through the plaza. We’d had to squirrel through a maze of suspicion just to get in, and even then just barely. Folks who’d looked at us twice now edged clear of us—I was used to that—but the guards who looked twice kept looking. I wasn’t used to that.

			All those eyes wouldn’t do any good, though, if the Ghost came back. If he wanted Tarik’s life, he’d just take it. And not one of those guards would be able to do a thing about it.

			I shivered and hung close by Derrin, terrified of a Ghost appearing beside me, terrified of the tide of bodies sweeping me away.

			“Maybe the Prince won’t even show,” Derrin said. “Selfish bastard. Doesn’t know what it means to rule, does he?”

			“He’s just a kid—”

			“A kid!” Derrin laughed. “He’s a man now. Time for him to grow up and act like it.”

			I frowned and crossed my arms, shivering in the snow. For a while we stood side by side, watching the people churning about us. I’d never seen so many fine coats on so many fine dandies in my life. The girls were all done up in their best, too, with their furs and garish hats and lips painted cherry red, probably hoping they’d get noticed by the Prince. I’d always laughed at those girls before, but not now. I secretly hoped the same.

			At least the girls got the dandies’ attention. I listened to a group of gangly lads making comments, whistling at some doll and trying (and failing) to act suave, while the girls just laughed and shot them coy looks. My stomach squirmed, my fingers fidgeting on the ratty edges of my sleeves. My own rags had always been a shield—besides being heaps more comfortable than velvet dresses and beaded heels—but suddenly…suddenly I wondered what it would feel like to be admired. 

			It didn’t matter anyway. Nobody looked twice at street rats. Even lovely Gem knew that, for all her prancing and parading.

			A lone trumpeter sounded a fanfare and I forgot my self-pity, and the girls forgot the flirting lads, because Prince Tarik suddenly appeared on the stage. They’d got a microphone all set up for him—a huge shiny contraption so that everyone in the plaza could hear him. The things were spanking new. I’d only seen one used once, at the Fair last spring when the King had opened the festival.

			Tarik moved toward it, all calm and proud. He wasn’t like Jig though. Jig was arrogant and wanted to be admired, but Tarik was just there in some way that made you admire him whether you much wanted to or not. No wonder half the city was in love with him. I think even the folks who disapproved of his mischief secretly adored him. 

			But tonight he wasn’t smiling, not like in his pictures. He wore his face like a mask. I don’t know what I thought I’d see—fear, fury, sadness—but I didn’t see aught at all. Just a boy, slim in his dark coat, staring at the crowd. His head was bare, not just without a crown (which he never wore) but without even a hat. I couldn’t imagine how he didn’t freeze.

			He stepped up to the microphone, and just like that the crowd burst out in a birthday madrigal. Derrin had told me it would happen, because that’s what they did every year. You’d never know it the way Tarik took it, though. He just stood there, wide-eyed, as the chaos of voices chased through the song, until the last patters of applause faded away.

			He ducked his head with something like a bashful smile, then glanced over his shoulder. Zagger stood behind him, staring straight ahead, but somehow I thought Tarik seemed a bit steadier when he turned around. It kind of surprised me that Zagger would be the one Tarik would look at.

			“Thank you,” Tarik said, that low, smooth voice circling the plaza and quieting everyone at once. “Thank you.” A little rough edge snagged his words. “I’m grateful for this…for all that you’ve done.”

			I couldn’t tell if he was fitsy, but I kept willing him not to be. He looked so lost up there, standing all alone with the snow in his hair.

			He cleared his throat and said, “Most of you already know that my father was shot this morning.” 

			A murmur in the crowd suggested that some folks still didn’t. 

			“But he is alive, and his physician tells me he will recover.” Tarik’s gaze dropped, and I found I was holding my breath. “I also know that this morning I…I may have frightened some of you. I saw the man who had shot my father, and…I didn’t think before I acted.” He gave us a bitter smile and added, “Some of you will likely say that’s just keeping in character for me, I’m sure. But I am sorry for that, and hope you will forgive me.”

			Derrin stared, stunned. I suppose he never thought he’d hear the prince apologize to anyone, let alone everyone.

			“My family will be departing for Lamanstal early this year. And I will be leaving as well.” Tarik hesitated, then he bent toward the microphone, eyes blazing, and added, “But I assure you all that the person responsible for this will be brought to justice. I promise you.”

			Zagger shifted his weight. He must have made a noise or something, because Tarik straightened up with a sad little smile.

			“Thank you again,” he said. “Please, enjoy the gala.”

			And without even waiting for any applause, he spun away and disappeared. A few moments of quiet lingered, while folks thought over what he’d said, and how quick he’d shot off at the end, but then no one seemed to think much more about it after that. The music started again. The jugglers with their flaming batons went on juggling, and a fire-eater roared a red inferno over the heads of an unsuspecting crowd. And laughter and shouts and fireworks and every kind of noise swelled up to fill the void Tarik had left behind.

			“Want some food, Hayli?” Derrin asked.
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