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“Ione.  You are still here?” intoned the most respectable and highly-regarded Lady Hephastne of the House of Sapphe.

“Still here,” her first daughter affirmed in her usual too-calm, too-quiet way.  She was sitting in the window alcove of their Aur City townhome library, a book open on her knees.  The glare from the early evening light made it difficult to see more than her silhouetted form surrounded by an eerie glow.  It made her seem as if she wasn’t quite there.

Hephastne would rather not see her at all.

It rankled Hephastne’s fine sensibilities that the two of them should look alike.  Once Aurians reached adulthood, they didn’t age physically until close on a century, so the mother and daughter could be mistaken for twins at first glance.  Of course, no one dared mistake them for each other for long.  Aside from the superficial resemblance, Ione was nothing like Hephastne; to begin with, Ione utterly lacked elegance in her bearing.  She also dressed and arranged her hair with no sense of originality or style.  The worst of it, though, was, while Hephastne was every bit respectable and highly regarded as was her due, this daughter was the disgrace of the House, a disgrace as an Aurian.

Like all Aurians, they were quite beautiful.  They were a people with raven-black hair, golden complexions, and brilliant, sapphire blue eyes.  They were lithe and graceful, more like fairytale beings than mere mortals.  But since physical beauty was rather de facto amongst Aurians, individuals were judged more for other things – things no less unforgiving.

If only, Hephastne had often wished, Ione would just fade away completely and – more to the point - be forgotten.  Sadly, the various manners of premature death - accidental, suicide, or murder - would all become virulent gossip in the social circles of the small island nation.  And Aurians could have notoriously long memories, recalled at the most inconvenient moments.  Why, Hephastne wondered yet again to the capricious gods, had she been made to suffer thus, when she deserved only to be lauded?  Even now, after all her many accomplishments, she must continue to carry the reputation of the entire House of Sapphe on her worthy shoulders.  While the other members of the House whined and gave useless advice, only she was capable of maintaining the House’s standing in society.

“Do you not realize that the guests will be here any moment?” Hephastne presently said to Ione, outraged that she had to even remind her.

Ione had closed her book up and was rising without demur, but in a way that, Hephastne suspected, suggested mockery and defiance.  Hephastne’s elaborately bejeweled bosom heaved with indignation.

Away from the glare from the outside, Hephastne could make out the too-serene face of her older daughter, a face with the same curve of brow and mold of her own mouth, but with a vacant, stupid expression which Hephastne knew to be a blind.  Whatever it was a blind for always made Hephastne uneasy.

“You know very well that this is our chance to quell the rumors about Vivne,” she reminded Ione in repressive tones.  “We can afford no misstep.  If someone should see you - .”  She paused, then added, curling her fingers into fists until her nails dug into the soft palms of her hands, “It was a mistake to have you come to the City with us at all.  You should have remained at the fief.  Vivne has been an angel.”

“Yes,” Ione agreed readily, at least to the part about tagging along to Aur City.  Not so much the part about Vivne being an angel.

Her mother, Ione found, had the skill of remembering things as she wanted them to be, though sometimes past events didn’t cooperate.  Vivne, Ione’s younger sister and Hephastne’s presumptive heir, the one who was to ensure the House of Sapphe’s ongoing place in the First Tier of society, had been an angel for perhaps a couple of hours.  Hephastne appeared to have forgotten about the events of that very morning when Vivne attempted to send a message to her lover, not to mention the loud, long drama that ensued.

The note had fortunately been intercepted before it got out the door by their Scholar-in-Residence and Hephastne’s cousin, the most noble and righteous Cephas.  At least, he was noble and righteous when he was getting along with Hephastne and doing as she bid.  Whenever he was foolish enough to oppose her wishes, he was a stupid, clumsy, hair-brained lummox.

The drama had reached its resounding climax – literally resounding - when Hephastne confronted Vivne with the letter.  Hephastne’s righteous indignation quickly devolved into a shouting match between the two, overheard throughout the grand halls of the townhome.  Nothing very meaningful was said on either side for all that.

Vivne had ended up locking herself in her room.  Through her closed door, she informed Hephastne that she wouldn’t attend the fete that evening, much less get ready for it; her mother and the entire House of Sapphe were unbearably cruel and she didn’t care what they thought.  And then she demanded to speak with Ione.

Hephastne, bristling with impotent rage, sent for Ione.

Ione spent the next hours with her sister and listened while Vivne railed against all the injustice done to her and her beloved Gabrel.

As always, Ione gave Vivne her opinion in her cool, calm way.  And Vivne listened with more attention than she did to anyone else.  Why Vivne listened to her sister – but not Hephastne – was a point of outraged wonder to the lady.

“You’ve wanted to be a part of the Season since you were a young girl,” Ione had murmured during a lull in Vivne’s ranting, “and you’ve spent much thought and time on the gowns you had made for the occasion.  If you are seen with Gabrel in the City, or even if there are rumors that you are seeing him, you will be blocked from attending the Season.  Not only now but forever in the future.”

“Society is so unfair!” Vivne had cried angrily.

“It has its rules.  You have the choice to play by its rules and enjoy its fruits.  Or to ignore its rules and have none.  You can only choose once.”

Choice was more than Ione could ever hope for herself in their insular, island country of Aur, but that was beside the point.

Ione was actually surprised that her words had the effect of sobering Vivne rather than prolonging her tirades of self-pity.  More likely, though, she’d just tired of raving and wanted to get ready for the fete.  Because she really did want to go.  She dabbed fretfully at her tear-streaked eyes and rose.  Then she flounced over to her wardrobe, swinging the doors wide so that she could choose which gown she would wear.  After a pause, she testily commanded Ione to have Hephastne come to assist her.  Hephastne was the favored one when it came to clothes.  Even Vivne had to admit that Hephastne’s sense of fashion was inerrable.  Ione was dismissed after that.

Ione knew that despite Vivne’s attempts to see Gabrel, Vivne was only really interested in him because he was unattainable.  She had other ardent admirers, none of whom Hephastne considered good enough, of course, but Gabrel’s shockingly low social standing made him the worst of the bunch.  And therefore the most desirable.

But Vivne really didn’t want to run away with him and live in complete social disgrace, for that was what such an act would amount to.  Of course, if challenged, she would convince herself she did.  At least for the moment.  And if she followed through on it, she would, Ione knew, end up regretting it for the rest of her life.

It was because Ione was the only one Vivne minded – to a limited degree – that Ione had accompanied the House party to Aur City for the Season.  The Season was a three month period of assemblies and fetes, where alliances were reaffirmed or made.  It was also a marriage mart when there were enough prospective brides and grooms.

It wasn’t that Ione had a special sisterly bond with Vivne - at least from Vivne’s point of view.  Vivne “listened” to Ione mostly because Ione didn’t prevent her from doing what she wanted.  Ione was less annoying than their mother or anyone else.

And she had been of use in getting Vivne out of “situations”, though Vivne was sure she would have been able to get herself out easily on her own.

Hephastne would have greatly preferred that Vivne didn’t get into “situations” in the first place, but, the lady had to admit - privately only – Ione’s interventions were better than nothing.

Ione wasn’t sure if any of this was the case, but she loved her sister so she did what she could.

“Go to the topmost floor and don’t leave it,” Hephastne told her presently, taking an involuntary step back as Ione neared her, and thinking once again that it had been such a mistake, bringing her along.

Hephastne actually understood Vivne very well – more than the girl knew herself – but, most infuriatingly, this didn’t always translate into being able to control her.  Like Vivne, Hephastne had been a passionate, sensitive young woman – and Hephastne still was beneath the responsibilities she so nobly bore now.  In her youth, she had also been utterly contemptuous of her own mother.  But, of course, that had been different.

Hephastne’s curled fingers tightened as Ione met her gaze directly.  Ione’s eyes glowed in the increasing gloom of the room, clear blue flames that seem to burn through into Hephastne’s very soul, revealing that all she held important was of no significance whatsoever.

But there was nothing different about her eyes, surely, compared to everyone else’s, Hephastne reminded herself.  If anything, Ione should be an object of scorn, not fear.

All Hephastne could do was look away.

“Perhaps it will be best if you stay in your room,” she said, clearing her throat.  The blue sapphire ring she wore on her first finger caught her eye, blazed up at her with the same sort of clarity as Ione’s eyes.  She put her fists behind her back, clearing her throat again.  “Perhaps we can arrange for you to return back to the fief, though I don’t see how.”

What she meant was she didn’t see how it could be arranged without any gossip.  Ione could make the long journey back by herself to the fief easily enough, only she would be seen along the road, and it would be duly remarked upon how the Failed Scholar from the House of Sapphe was sent home alone.  It would only remind everyone that she existed.

And, of course, the irony of the matter was it would only be the truth.

Ione walked past her mother, through the doorway, without another word.

“Don’t you dare come down,” her mother thought to add to her back as a way to make up for her unreasonable fear.

Ione turned her head briefly to her mother with a thoughtful look.  It made Hephastne temporarily avert her gaze again.  But Hephastne managed to recover her poise quickly.

“And don’t you look at me like that,” she said testily.

A faint smile curved the ends of Ione’s lips, but still she was silent.  Her silence was louder than speaking the last word.  She continued her way down the hall without undue haste, heading to the staircase.
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Once Ione gained the top floor, she didn’t go to her own room at the back; instead, she went into her sister’s room, which was directly above the library.  It had a corresponding bow window alcove as well as a balcony next to it, which afforded a view of the townhome edifices across the way and the street below.

She made her way past strewn piles of clothes, jewelry, and shoes; Vivne had taken a great deal of time and effort deciding what she would wear for the fete, going through much of her substantial wardrobe.  Her mother had remained in her company throughout, both in accord with each other for once.  It really was no wonder Hephastne had forgotten their earlier drama.

Ione took a seat in the alcove, drawing up her legs and opening her book again.  But she stared at the pages without reading.

She allowed a flicker of emotion to pass over her face, the calm mask slipping.

Loneliness.  Self-pity, perhaps.

Ridiculous longings.

But only briefly.  She gave her head a slight shake.  She didn’t allow herself to dwell too much on her own feelings, ever, because she’d already concluded some years ago that it just made her more miserable.  Nowadays, she filled her head with books, reading as much as she could.  Back at fief, she’d been systematically going through the library’s collection.  Never mind that it was meager compared to the vast, comprehensive libraries at the College.

The fief collection had a decent number of books devoted to the rich history of Aurian decorative art, for that had been the pet interest of one of her ancestors.  So Ione had made quite a study of that topic.  She’d even had the exciting discovery of a reference to one of Sapphe House heirlooms, a blue sapphire ring of simple but masterful workmanship.  Hephastne always wore it on the first finger of her right hand.

Before Ione’s fall from grace many years ago, Hephastne had let her examine it.  Ione had only been ten years old, but even then she had realized that the engraving on the inner side of the band was a Scholar sigil.  According to the book she’d read years later, there was some speculation that the ring had been crafted by a First Scholar.  Ione knew now that it meant it was not only a ring but a weapon.  At least, it was a weapon of a High Scholar, not so much for an ordinary Citizen.

And, even though she was hardly High Scholar material, the image of it had remained vividly with her in the years after.  In her mind’s eye, she could trace out its intricately wrought twists and angles crossing and re-crossing each other in a complex dance.  She even knew what it did.

If only she’d thought to mention the sigil while she had been at the College, so she sometimes thought regretfully.  She might have been able to learn and understand more about the sigil’s meaning from genuine Scholar texts and from her High Scholar teachers.  Instead, she had only her belated piecemeal understanding - and a clumsy ability to use it.  But, of course, she’d been too busy humiliating herself at the College with her ineptitude to mention it then.

She wondered if she would have been able to do more with this one sigil if she’d at least been allowed to stay on at the College.  Maybe she could have eventually shown her teachers she wasn’t a complete failure after all.

In any case, there was never an option to rejoin in the ten years since she’d been ousted.  Tentative letters she’d sent now and then went unanswered.  A shame.  She had so many questions she would never be able to really answer, and not only about the sigil on the ring.

In the meantime, she was grateful that this trip to Aur City had at least given her the pleasure of more books.  It had been over ten years since she’d last been at the townhome – last left the fief grounds – and she had only vague recollections of the townhome library collection.  The books here turned out to mostly be light fiction that no one had thought to bring back to the fief.  She found herself enjoying them.

Still, despite this new supply of amusement, she would have preferred to return to the fief rather than stay on.  Because the House didn’t want to announce her presence any more than absolutely necessary, she was mostly confined to the townhome with only its small inner courtyard.  And, since a number of the House members had made the journey to the City, it was harder than ever to avoid her relatives, all of whom, she knew, regarded her with a mixture of fear and contempt.

They didn’t want her here, either.

At least, for now, everyone was downstairs on the main level, gathered for the fete.

But what Ione really wanted besides returning to the fief was something she could never have and knew she shouldn’t even consider: to leave the island completely, escape this closed society which had no place for her at all.

She tried reading again.  But failed.  Instead, she closed the book and leaned over and peered down at the street below, pressing her forehead against the cold glass windowpane.

It looked like Hephastne had spoken to her in the nick of time, she thought dully.  She could see the first of the guests starting to converge, walking down the broad mosaic-stone road from the other similar townhouse mansions that lined up on the southerly part of Aur City.

It was, Ione reflected, quite a pageantry of fashion and who’s who of the First Tier this evening.  It appeared to have even garnered an audience of lesser-tier Citizens gawking at the sides as if viewing a formal parade.

The House of Sapphe’s social standing was still in the First Tier.  For now.  Their status was less because of tradition than recent social triumphs, all Hephastne’s.  Hephastne had good reason to be proud of herself.  First, there had been her marriage to her cousin, Plaves.  Then there had been the birth of her daughters, Ione then Vivne ten years later.  Once each of them passed the danger years when they might have transformed, the House of Sapphe firmly established itself as First Tier.  The House had even survived the scandal when Ione was kicked out of the Scholar College.  But they would need to continue the line if they were to remain in good standing.

Continuing the House lines was an ongoing struggle for all Aurians.  They were a long-lived people, but each successive generation bore fewer and fewer children.  Now many Aurians were unable to conceive children, and those who did risked giving birth to an Impure.

The Impure, the nightmarish shame of Aur, were deformed, crazed monstrosities.  They were usually identifiable at birth, born with hallmark physical signs that they would go on to transform as they entered their teen years, though sometimes not.  It was always safer to wait until after the first decade to make sure, and so children were mostly sequestered at their respective fiefs until then.  Those who reached their tenth year without any sign of the discolorations on their skin or in their eyes were celebrated with much fanfare and boasting.

It was seventeen years ago when Ione had been brought to Aur City with her proud parents and a trail of other relatives, for a coming-out fete.  She’d been pronounced by the Chancellor of the Scholar College to also show promise of magical ability, of becoming a Scholar, and so was to enter the College.

Scholars were held in awe in Aurian society.  High Scholars, those who achieved astounding feats of alchemy and other abilities to bend physical laws, were considered demigods of sorts.  Low Scholars, less astounding, were nonetheless necessary if households were to run smoothly, and it was even better to have household Low Scholars from one’s own House.  Blood meant loyalty.

Ione was accordingly packed off to the Scholar College amidst high expectations that she would bring even more status to the House of Sapphe.

Only to return in disgrace after another seven years.

She had been dismissed from the College because she had been found severely wanting, unable to master even the most elementary of Scholar magic.  She obtained the dubious distinction of being among the most inept Scholar initiates in the entire known history of the College.

“You are hardly more,” her teachers had informed Ione before kicking her out, “than an Armchair Scholar.”  A damning insult.  This was the pejorative name Scholars gave to Citizens who studied non-classified facsimile Scholar Texts and fancied themselves Scholars, just without any magical ability.

Ione had returned, thus, in disgrace, back to her familial mountain fief.

To her family and other Citizens, she was much, much worse than an Armchair Scholar, and, actually, Armchair Scholars were called “Scholarly Citizens” outside the College and well regarded as lay-experts.

Unlike a Scholarly Citizen, to her family and other Citizens she was truly and utterly useless, for she had no magical talent that could run the household or help grow her family’s wealth and power.  And, because she was a Scholar, even a Failed Scholar, it also unequivocally meant she was barren.  There would be no chance of her continuing their House name.

She had been back for a decade now, an embarrassment her family tried to keep hidden away from the scrutiny of the rest of Aurian society.

In some ways, she was worse than even an Impure, for her family couldn’t just deny that she existed.  It didn’t help that she lurked about, ghost-like, making everyone uncomfortable.

Thankfully, there was the solace of the perfect Vivne, who was almost ten years younger than Ione.  She, too, had survived her danger years and was pronounced a true Citizen.  And she was now of a marriageable age.  There had been no other children in this generation for the House of Sapphe to ensure its ongoing place in the First Tier.  Vivne was its first and only hope.

Hephastne decided that nothing short of a brilliant match would do, perhaps between Vivne and the widower, Ursin of the House of Argens.  He had accepted the invitation to tonight’s fete.

Now with the fete about to begin, Hephastne could well forget – for the moment -that Vivne had nearly eloped with that calculating, mercenary Gabrel of the wicked and depraved House of Eles.

The drama of Vivne’s seduction or infatuation or love, depending on the point of view, had first unfolded back at the House of Sapphe’s fief only the previous week.  Vivne had attempted to elope or was just having a clandestine assignation – no one was sure which it was supposed to be – just before the family was to leave their fief for Aur City for the Season.

It was then that Ione had made herself useful – for once - and went after Vivne and brought her back.  And it had been Hephastne and Plaves’ fear that Gabrel would follow them to Aur City which prompted them to bring Ione, a decision they regretted now, for there was nowhere to keep her for the three months.

Ultimately, for this latest calamity in Aur City, it had been the worthy Cephas who provided the necessary assistance, not Ione, by intercepting the note.  No doubt Vivne would have gotten over her temper tantrum without Ione, Hephastne was inclined to think.

Ione also thought so.

Only, she also thought that once Vivne grew bored, she would just try something again.  Something stupid.  With or without Ione there.  And there was a strong likelihood that Vivne would take it too far.

From her perch on the window seat, Ione found herself watching the ostentatiously dressed First Tier Citizens arrive.  As they began to slowly congregate in the townhome, she could hear the distant ring of their voices filtering up even here on the third level.

Eventually, the stream of promenading people slowed to a trickle, and the streets were empty again; even the loitering audience drifted away.  The daylight slipped into night, and the streetlights blinked on.

Around her, the room seemed all the more empty, deep in shadows.

Ione left the alcove and slipped out the stained-glass door, onto the balcony.  The evening wind had picked up, carrying with it the ever-present smell of the salty ocean and the mountainous stone from which Aur City was carved.  The trees along the street fluttered their leaves and flowers, casting up a whirlwind of soft petals.

Ione leaned against the cold metal railing, letting the chilled, salty-sweet wind brush against her face and catch at her hair.

Below her, a lone figure appeared along the roadway.  From his formal clothing, Ione guessed he was a late guest to the fete.

She drew back slightly, and the jeweled comb that held her hair up slipped out and tumbled down three stories to the mosaic-patterned stone walk.  She pulled her freed tangle of hair back from her face and gazed down at the comb.  It lay there, some of the gems catching the light, winking up at her.

The man stopped before the comb and bent down to pick it up.  Then he turned his head up.  Their eyes met and held across the distance.  There was a hardness to his features which made Ione think he was older than her.

“This is yours?” he said after a moment.  He didn’t shout, but his voice, a cool, clear tenor, carried up along the swirling wind.

She nodded.

“You are coming down to the fete?”

She shook her head.

“You cannot speak?” he said mockingly, unsmilingly.

Ione decided she didn’t like him, whoever he was.  One of the First Tier, of course.  Since he came alone, perhaps he was a suitor and would become her brother-in-law.

“Will you toss the comb up?” she said, her voice coming out huskily.  She realized she hadn’t spoken aloud for some time, not since the brief words she had spoken to Hephastne.

Without further commentary, he threw it up to her.  His aim was good, and she managed to grab hold of it.

“Thank you,” she told him, and, without further word, pulled away from the railing and went back inside.

She realized her heart was pounding.

She’d not spoken to any strangers for the last ten years.
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As it turned out, Hephastne and Plaves should have been glad that Ione had come to Aur City with them.  Only, they’d already sent her packing the very morning after the fete, well before it would have made a difference.

The fete, itself, had been disappointing.  The eligible widower, Ursin, arrived late.  The fete was meant to formally reintroduce the First Tier to Vivne, and introduce Vivne to him, in particular.  When he did eventually arrive, he barely spoke with her and only danced one dance with her.  On top of that, there were more eligible ladies than gentlemen this Season, and so all the ladies were vying with each other.  Vivne, used to being overrun by suitors, sulked some.  But then some time into the fete she became quiet and demure, and Hephastne congratulated herself for the turnaround.

Ione could have told her parents that Vivne acting “quiet and demure” was an ominous sign; it meant she was plotting something.  But Ione was already gone from the townhome when the plot was inevitably hatched, and, in any case, her parents never asked Ione’s opinion.

Her worthy father, Plaves, was to be credited – for years to come - for shuttling her back to the fief so efficiently, and thereby leading to the social ruin of the House of Sapphe.

It was he who had come up with the idea during the fete, as he and Hephastne circulated amongst the other dignitaries.  He began spreading the sympathetic news that their eldest child, such a homebody, was feeling homesick for their beloved fief, and that she would be returning the next morning, escorted by their Scholar-in-Residence, Cephas.

Plaves had chosen Cephas because he didn’t like him and suspected that Cephas and Hephastne were carrying on an affair.  This wasn’t true, though it was true that Hephastne preferred the company of Cephas to her husband.

So in the early hours of the morning, after the last guests had gone, Hephastne informed Ione that, come dawn, she should be ready to set out for the journey back to their fief.

Cephas had learned along with the guests in the wee hours of the night that he would be accompanying her.  As such, he only got a few hours of sleep.

He grumbled peevishly as the two of them set out in the early light of dawn.  But his mutters dwindled to a pensive silence, for even he tended to feel uneasy around Ione, Scholar though he was.  He always instinctively curbed his tongue and manner when he was in her company, just he would in the presence of a High Scholar.

Hephastne found Vivne missing from the townhome only that afternoon, after finally rising from her own bed.  Vivne had left a note hours before saying she’d run off with her true love, Gabrel, rather than be married off to some suitor old enough to be her father or grandfather.

They wasted a great deal of time searching for her.  By nightfall, Plaves, whom Hephastne was already blaming for everything, set off to bring Ione back.

The road to the various fiefs, all scattered amongst the mountains of Aur, was hewn out of the solid mountainous rock or spanned by bridges, and guarded magically from Impure incursions by Scholar outposts.  The Aurian people, in a curious mix of magically-derived and pre-industrial technology, made the journey on foot and solar-powered carts.  They did not employ any beasts of burden.  Their fiefs and Aur City were run with the same type of innovations, all dependent on Scholars and Scholar magic.  Having a Scholar-in-Residence was a kind of battery to keep things running, which only showed how much Plaves disliked Cephas; they would have to rely solely on the elderly Crena to keep up the townhome’s various utilities.

The College and Royal House, of course, ran on much more powerful magic crafted and cast by High Scholars.  And the High Scholars provided major energy grids and security for Aur City.  But for household and day-to-day business of all the other Houses, the Citizens relied primarily on the Low Scholars.  Low Scholars were those whose abilities never went beyond minor magical ability, those who, upon completing their studies, had been unable to earn a place in the hallowed halls of the College.

Two more nights and three days were wasted as Plaves caught up with Ione and Cephas back at the fief and then turned around and brought them back again.

Cephas had the satisfaction of giving Plaves an “I told you so” look, even though Cephas had hardly predicted Vivne’s elopement.  He did his best to speed them back on the cart, but his magical skills were very limited, and they ended up having to walk for the last five miles.

By the time they returned back to Aur City, Cephas was too exhausted and humiliated by his lackluster magic to gloat much anymore.

And though Plaves wanted to fix some blame on Cephas, he, also, was too tired.

Ione, ghost-like as always, barely said anything.  During the trip, Plaves had to glance in her direction now and then to make sure she was still there.

By the time they returned to the townhome, however, it was too late to save the House honor.  The news of Vivne’s elopement had spread through all social tiers of Aur City.  The House of Sapphe was officially damned.

Hephastne announced this in a wrathful voice as they entered the townhouse.  They were all now completely, utterly ostracized from the First Tier, and the objects of scorn and ridicule to all.  They would have to leave the City at once.  Hephastne declared they would “leave that ungrateful girl to rot along with the House of Eles” for good measure.  “She is no longer of the House of Sapphe!”

Ione, forgotten in the shadows, considered what she should do.

From what she knew of Gabrel and the House of Eles, this was truly the most stupid thing Vivne had ever done, far worse than when she locked herself in a trunk in a rare-frequented tower, which Ione had until now thought took that honor.

Over the last handful of generations, the House of Eles had garnered the reputation of bearing more Impure than any other House, and so was shunned by the rest of the Houses.  They also bore no Scholars, so they had no magic, either.  There were rumors that they had fallen into the practice of incest.  There certainly seemed to be plenty of them still around.

Since they had no Low Scholars remaining in their family to run their fief, their fortress home fell largely to ruin, and most of them dispersed to Aur City and other Houses, taking on lowly positions.

Gabrel had been hired on as a gardener-laborer at the House of Sapphe only earlier that year.  Soon Vivne was spending quite a bit of time in the gardens where he toiled.

Before Hephastne finally realized what was going on and fired him, he had arranged clandestine meetings.  Or perhaps it had been Vivne who’d arranged them; Ione suspected that was more the case.  Ione felt sorry for the young man, who appeared as besotted of Vivne as others before him.

Her parents presently stood in the foyer arguing over when they would leave Aur City.  Cephas had already passed out in the entryway from sheer exhaustion.  They stepped over his prone figure, heading to their private sitting room to yell in comfort.

That was when Ione slipped out of the townhome, closing the door very softly behind her.

She went in search of her sister.  Almost automatically, she thought of the sigil on her mother’s sapphire ring, thought of how it curved, looped, and twisted into its tangled shape.  And then – as if by magic – for it was magic, after all - she had a good idea where Vivne had gone.

As inept a Scholar as Ione was, her one magical skill appeared to be her ability to find her sister.  Somehow – she had no idea how – she had discovered the secret of the sapphire ring’s sigil.  She knew the sigils were the means by which Scholars channeled magic into specific tasks, and this particular sigil represented a finding spell.  That she had been able to use it at all was the larger mystery.  For during all of her seven years at the College, she had not been able to cast the most basic of spells.

The first time she’d discovered she could use the Sapphe sigil had been when Vivne performed her hitherto most stupid stunt, locking herself in a trunk in one of the towers.  She had wanted to cause a panic, and so she did.  That had been six years ago.  Why Ione had even thought of the sigil at that moment, she had no idea.  After that, she found she was only able to invoke the spell when there was a real need, when she was worried for her sister; she couldn’t conjure it on a whim like a parlor trick.

She would have dearly loved to ask a High Scholar about the sigil and her unexpected – limited - ability to use it, but, of course, the opportunity never arose.  Her mention of it in a letter to one of her former professors was among many unanswered letters.

That really was the extent of her magic.  She couldn’t, for example, find one of her mother’s lost earrings, or tell Plaves where Hephastne and Cephas had gone off to together.  She could only locate Vivne with it.

Now, for the first time in her life, Ione was walking the streets of Aur City unaccompanied.  It was, she thought ruefully, an opportunity to see it, one she might never have again.

Or perhaps, if their House didn’t take Vivne back at all after this latest escapade, both of them would be left quite to their own devices in Aur City.  Then she’d have plenty of time to explore its streets.

It was mid-morning, two days after the fete, and the blue skies overhead were disturbed only by some inconsequential puffs of clouds.  The day was bright and golden.  The streets of Aur City gleamed and glittered.  Aurian culture prided itself in its tradition of artistry, which had from its early history always tended toward the highly decorative, intricate, and colorful, incorporating precious gems and metal interwoven amidst the stone buildings and streets, stone hewn from the surrounding mountains.  Everything sparkled and gleamed.  It was all almost too much, one could say.  Back at the fief, Ione preferred to escape the glitter, going off to the fields and orchards and surrounding herself with living things.

And for all the endless decorative design variations Aurians surrounded themselves with, Ione knew that they were also remarkably rigid in their customs and intolerant of change, of anyone who didn’t “fit in”.

Like Ione, for example.

······

As she walked down the shining streets, she wasn’t immediately recognized as the Failed Scholar of the House of Sapphe.  She dressed more like one of the Low Tier, with far less jewelry and rather plain clothing.  Aurians tended to wear clothes and jewels that announced their social status and identity as loudly as if they were wearing a lit sign; manner of dress typically conveyed such things as whether someone was a Scholar or Citizen, part of the First Tier, or otherwise distinguished in some way or another.  There were trademark designs and motifs, and, of course, style points for originality and intricacy for each individual piece.  But because she was a stranger, that, in itself, made her conspicuous.

No doubt it would soon get out that the Failed Scholar of the disgraced House of Sapphe was seen wandering the City alone.

Though, really, that made for much less interesting gossip compared to Vivne’s latest antics.

She made her way to the marketplace square, and from there into the maze of the dwellings of the merchants.  Most merchants and permanent residents of Aur City were Low Tier Citizens who had given birth to an Impure child and had been unable to cover it up from the gossip mongers.  Or they were Low Scholars with very limited magical talent - though more, Ione mused ruefully, than she could ever hope to have.

Nothing in Aur was run-down, but there were fewer luxuries in the merchant quarters.  People did not have time to live quite as decorously.

Some people walking by glanced her way openly, taking in her dusty and untidy appearance; she hadn’t thought to change out of her traveling clothes, and her hair was slipping from its comb.

Ione, if not used to being around strangers, was used to the same or ruder looks from her relatives, so they didn’t much bother her.  She was more interested in her surroundings as she passed through the narrow, winding streets, traveling deeper into the residential labyrinth.

She wondered, vaguely, after a while, if this part of the city was where she’d end up living one day.  Or starting today if her parents were already heading out of Aur City; she wouldn’t be surprised to find the townhome locked up when she eventually returned.

As she neared her destination, coming up to a dead-end alleyway, she stopped and, for the first time, hesitated, listening.  She wasn’t sure for what.  She only had the certainty that her sister was here in one of these dwellings.

Knowing Vivne as she did, she suspected Vivne had wanted to be found much earlier, probably the very day she’d absconded.  When she’d hatched her ridiculous scheme, she probably had no idea that Ione was already on her way back to the fief.

But if Vivne had possibly been able to, Ione wondered, wouldn’t she have returned to the townhome by now?  Would she or would she not have chanced facing the anger of her parents without Ione as a buffer?

The fact that she hadn’t returned worried Ione.  Her bit of magic told her that Vivne was – angry.  And scared and bewildered.

She wondered – a little belatedly, she thought wryly – if going at this alone was a bad idea.  Not that she really had any other option.

The problem was she had no idea what to expect – the House of Eles had the reputation of perpetrating the most heinous crimes, but it was impossible to separate fact from fiction.  And she didn’t know what Gabrel was like; she’d only seen him from afar, working in the fields.

Glancing again down the alley, she felt a growing wave of unease.

The unadorned stone faces of the townhomes were utterly mute and secretive-looking, all the windows blocked by shutters.  It was shadowy and a little chilled here; there was only the patch of blue sky above, far away.  The main streets of the market seemed far away, too.

She fought conflicting impulses to go to the door and bang on it, demanding entry, and to flee.

She felt rather puny.  Her lack of fighting skills had been another of her failings at the College; part of the training included the martial arts – both fighting and weaponry – to combat against Impure or anyone who threatened the College or Aurian society.  She hadn’t been the worst in her class of Novices, but she’d been close to it.  But she’d learned enough to recognize her limitations.

Then, unexpectedly, she found herself thinking of the sigil, tracing it mentally.  After she completed it, she wondered who the man she’d seen the night of the fete had been, the one who’d tossed up her comb.

Because, for some reason, she knew where he was, as distinctly as she knew that Vivne was in the townhome three doors down the alleyway, on the third floor.

The man was back in the market area of the City.  If she turned around and followed the labyrinth out, she would be able to find him.  Somehow, that was reassuring, filling her with an odd warmth.

And so she left the alley before even thinking about it. 

She wound her way through the twists and turns of the narrow streets and gained her way past the more respectable merchants’ homes, and soon was out in the market square.

There was a large fountain in the middle of it, toppling water from stylized fishes at the top of a twisting column, and casting rainbows above the rippling pool.

The sunlight was clear and bright here, dazzling to her eyes, and the air smelled of citrus and flowers, mixed in with the water droplets and salt from the ocean.

She made her way across the square, not paying attention to how undignified she looked and how many stares and whispers she was garnering.  By now everyone knew who she was and wondered what she was doing in the market square.

She went into one of the jewelry gilds, into the store area, which was filled with blinding displays of artisan jewelry.  There were some other people looking at pieces, but all she saw was him.

He was at a counter laid out with jewelry, bending over and examining a piece with a magnifying glass.  She couldn’t tell if he was an artisan or a customer.  He looked up as she came up to him.

She had only seen him for a brief moment, in uncertain light, some days ago, yet there was no mistaking that this was the same man.  Though she didn’t even know who he was.

He was really the most compelling man she’d ever met.

Not that, she reminded herself, she’d had the opportunity to see a lot of strangers up until this trip to Aur City.  Although all Aurians, as a rule - except the Impure - had harmonious features, this man was striking more than beautiful.  There was a harshness to the angle of his brows and his grimly set mouth.  At least there was as he looked back unblinkingly at her.

After a suspended moment of silence, he said in an unfriendly tone, “You wish to look at jewelry?  An attendant will be back shortly.  She has just stepped out to bring me something.”

It was obvious he didn’t remember her.  His nearly transparent blue eyes took in the strands of her hair falling down in tendrils around her face, took in her dusty clothes.

She could feel her face suffuse with a blush.

“No, she said.  “A mistake.”

And she turned quickly and was out of the building, nearly colliding with someone walking by.

She hurried across the square and then dived back into the maze of streets, retracing her steps to the alleyway.

She had almost run and felt a little breathless as she paused.

The earlier sense of unease for Vivne seemed a lot less – insignificant, really - in light of that recent bit of humiliation.

This time she went up to the third door on the right and knocked without thinking through whether it was a good idea or not.

After a pause, she heard a chair sliding back.  Presently, the tiny, barred eye portal in the door opened, and she knew she was being scrutinized.

A lock clicked open, and the door swung open.

Before her was Gabrel.

Amidst the filtered light and shadows, he looked very young.  His hair was in disarray as if he’d been dragging his hand through it.  Perhaps he’d been pulling his hair out, too, Ione thought, out of exasperation over Vivne’s behavior.  He had a mulish expression on his face.
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