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  This book is a work of fiction. All characters, locations, and events portrayed in this book are fictional or used in an imaginary manner to entertain, and any resemblance to any real people, situations, or incidents is purely coincidental.


  Chapter One


  I’d met senators before. Jie Yin had been an acquaintance of my mother’s since high school; I still remembered the time she spilled ice cream down the front of her dress at my parents’ Labor Day barbeque, and I helped her sponge it off.


  Meeting a senator on Capitol Hill was an entirely different thing.


  Julia Ramos was not an old friend of my mother’s, and her office stood behind a silver-lined iron fence positioned to disrupt any incoming magic. My visit was not a social occasion. Ramos was one of the people who held my future in her hands.


  I’d been to her office twice before, both times in the company of my mother, who leveraged her friendship with Senator Yin to get an introduction. This time, though, I was on my own. The Dirksen Building sprawled to either side of me as I came up the front steps, a blocky, mid-twentieth-century structure that made only passing nod to classical elegance. The effect wasn’t exactly friendly.


  Or maybe that was just my apprehension talking. Ramos wouldn’t have asked me to come by after work unless she had major news.


  The guards must have been told to expect me, because I got through the security screening in record time. I almost wished it had taken longer; my feet dragged as I climbed the stairs. Major news could be good or bad. I’d been sorely tempted to pull out my tarot cards and ask which way things were headed, but it was hard to get clear indicators on a question too close to yourself, and questions didn’t get much closer than this one.


  A lot of people had already gone home, but there were still plenty of staffers pulling late hours for their bosses. I passed half a dozen people on my way to Ramos’ office, and if five of them were too well-disciplined to double-take at the sight of me, I knew all six recognized my face—or rather, my eyes. No doubt they all knew what Ramos was working on. I wondered if I’d be the main topic of gossip over the coffee maker tomorrow.


  It was a relief to pass through Ramos’ door at last. Her personal assistant Eduardo greeted me and nodded toward the inner door. “She’s waiting for you.”


  At least I wouldn’t have extra time to fret myself into insanity. On the other hand, it also meant I didn’t have time to compose myself. Drawing a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and went in.


  Julia Ramos was a tiny woman, barely higher than my shoulder, with hair more black-streaked grey than the reverse. She carried herself with a presence three times larger than her body, though. I imagined she had to, if she wanted to get business done on Capitol Hill. And she didn’t flinch from anything: when I came in, she rose and shook my hand, in a grip no less firm for being so small. My touch had to make her skin crawl—she was a baseline, no psychic gifts at all—but she showed no sign of it. “Kimberly, thank you for coming. Have a seat. Would you like Eduardo to get you a drink?”


  “Just water, thanks.” I said the same thing every time I came. My mouth was dry with nerves.


  Fortunately, Ramos didn’t beat around the bush. She picked up a thick file from her desk and said, “This is what we’ll be taking to conference tomorrow morning. Do you want to read it? The part that has to do with you, that is.”


  The ice rattled as I took my glass of water from Eduardo. You would think, with me specializing in divination, that I would be okay with the idea of somebody holding my fate in her hand. But it was like Schroedinger’s proverbial box: I might be free or I might be trapped. I wouldn’t know until I opened the folder.


  Or until I asked. “No, thank you,” I said, clutching the glass in both hands. “Just—can you summarize it?”


  “What’s in there isn’t what we hope to end up with anyway,” Ramos said, tossing the folder onto a table. “We have to leave ourselves room to bargain. So there’s a few pie-in-the-sky elements, which we’ll end up conceding to Atwell and his crew—very reluctantly, of course—and when all the horse-trading is done, we’ll have something we can all live with. At least, we can hope so.”


  I understood the political realities. Ramos and her people could write up my dream law, word for word . . . but it would never pass. The House and the Senate were far from agreeing on anything right now, my own situation least of all. The conference over this bill was going to be a nightmare.


  Ramos gestured me to one leather-upholstered chair and settled into another. “The basic thrust of it is this. The people who wrote the original text for SUPRA assumed that anybody with a Krauss rating above point five was born that way—and mostly they were right. There were still a few wilders left who survived getting their gifts during First Manifestation, but by then most of them had passed away. Which meant everybody was willing to ignore the few leftovers and worry about writing a law that would apply to the children born in the future.


  “But we can’t assume that anymore, which means we need to adapt our laws to suit the new reality. So what we’re proposing is a newer, more flexible definition for what constitutes a wilder. Or rather, doing away with ‘wilder’ as a single legal category, and creating several new groupings in its place.”


  I nodded. I’d read through the text of the original Supernatural Powers Regulatory Act several times, to the point where I could quote parts of it from memory, but I preferred to deal with the plain-language version. “What will the categories be?”


  She began ticking them off on her fingers. “The first category will cover everything from infants born with psychic gifts—in other words, wilders as people are used to thinking of them—up through any child who acquires an abnormally high Krauss rating before the usual manifestation of gifts at puberty. They will become wards of the state, as usual.” She paused, eyes flickering upward in a way that said she was suppressing a frown. “I’m hoping to get rid of the current provision about their families. There was no reason other than hysteria and prejudice to write that into SUPRA, and it will be much less traumatic for the older children if they don’t lose all contact with their birth parents.”


  That would be a substantial change from the current arrangement. I’d asked Julian once whether he wondered about his birth family, and he’d shrugged it off with a total and apparently sincere lack of concern. He had a family: all the rest of the Fiain. They mattered more to him than the people who contributed DNA before handing him over to the state. But if the Centers started taking in children who had grown up in normal households, the close-knit bond between wilders might start to fray.


  Ramos continued on, not pausing for digression. “The second group are children whose Krauss rating becomes elevated after ordinary manifestation, but before the age of majority. They’ll be handled on a more individualized basis, depending on circumstances, but the general idea is that they go away to boarding school. Although the Centers will be responsible for training them, those children will not be wards of the state, and will retain contact with their families even if the first category doesn’t.”


  I couldn’t help but blow a breath out at that. This was what Ramos thought she could get through conference? She was a lot more optimistic than I was. Atwell wasn’t technically an Iron Shield, but he spent a lot of time listening to that crowd. They wouldn’t like seeing our current procedures revised this radically.


  If I was being honest with myself, it made me afraid for my own chances.


  “And so,” Ramos said, “we come to you.”


  Me, and everybody like me. Which at the moment was nobody . . . but that could change. The Otherworld was back, after untold thousands of years, and the sidhe had a way to jack up people’s Krauss ratings, inducing the runaway genetic mutation that turned an ordinary psychic into a wilder. What they had done to me, they could do to other people.


  But right now, what Ramos was saying applied to only one person on the planet.


  She said, “Bloods who have already reached the age of majority when their Krauss ratings increase will be evaluated by officials from one of the Centers, who will be given the power to require additional training if necessary. But that is the limit of their authority.” Ramos didn’t meet my gaze; she had the fortitude to endure a handshake for the sake of manners, but not eye contact. Still, she looked squarely at my chin when she said, “They won’t be able to shield you.”


  A shudder ran through me, down to my bones. That last bit wasn’t any kind of surprise; the whole reason I was here talking to Ramos, rather than being at the mercy of Atwell and the Iron Shields, was because she was willing to fight for my right to stay free. But hearing it still made me go weak with relief.


  This was the real point of contention. There were other laws that governed wilders, but most of them either didn’t apply to me—I was twenty-one; they couldn’t make me a ward of the state—or else weren’t much of a concern. It would be weird to be Kimberly Fiain, rather than Kimberly Argant-Dubois, and I’d be pissed at the forced change, but I could live with it.


  Whether I could live with the deep shield or not was something I’d prefer not to test.


  Every other wilder in the United States, and in most of the rest of the world, had it installed in them shortly after they were born. Julian had explained the basics to me last fall, when the sidhe first appeared and he was afraid they were going to find a way to control him. It was a permanent structure, anchored deep within the spirit, that allowed anyone with the key to shut down a wilder’s gifts in an instant.


  It was a training tool, and a necessary one. Nobody could maintain active shields on a kid for six years straight, until they were old enough to start learning control. And without some kind of block, those infants and toddlers would be lethally dangerous to themselves and everybody around them. So the deep shield let them grow up safely, in an educational framework that prepared them for the eventual release of their gifts. Once they were ready, the instructors would lift it—at first only for brief periods, getting longer as the kid’s control improved. By the time a wilder reached adulthood, he was fully trained and the shield was no longer necessary.


  But the structure for it was still there. And if that wilder ever thought about stepping out of line later on, the deep shield was a very effective threat.


  Julian hated it like poison. He’d spent two and a half years at Welton studying the theory and practice of shielding in a quest to get rid of the thing. These days I had a quest of my own: making sure nobody had a legal leg to stand on for inflicting it on me.


  If Ramos’ proposal made it into the draft legislation for the Otherworld Act, and if the Act got passed, then I would be safe. But . . . “What about the other two categories?”


  One thing I kept being grateful for: Ramos wasn’t the type of politician who buried you in a lot of puffery without ever quite answering the question. “Unfortunately, there’s no good answer for that. We have no feasible replacement for the deep shield when it comes to childhood training. So it will apply to Category One wilders, as usual. Category Two will be a grey zone, depending on what the Center recommends. Older children could potentially get away without it.”


  I doubted many of them would. The ability to control wilders as needed was too useful. “Okay, then what about removing it from adults?”


  Ramos shook her head before the words were even out. She knew that question was coming. “I’m sorry, Kim. Not right now. Not this bill. If we even touch that subject, it will guarantee failure for the whole thing. The Otherworld is back; sooner or later we’re going to have sidhe walking the streets of American cities. Nobody wants to hear that we’re removing safeguards—no matter how good the arguments for it are. But this creates a precedent: if you don’t have the deep shield, it becomes much more difficult to justify keeping fully trained wilders under that kind of control. Give it a little while, and we’ll have a basis of support for removing it from the others.”


  I’d heard that reasoning before. My lawyer said nearly the same thing when he told me he was going to drag his heels every step of the way in my court case. The lower courts had all ruled that under the current law, I was a wilder, and therefore subject to the authority of the Division for Special Psychic Affairs—deep shield included. We’d managed to get a stay of execution on that ruling while we went through the appeals process, though, and Lotze had taken his sweet time filing every bit of paperwork he could. It was a delicate dance, making sure he didn’t piss off a judge along the way, but the payoff was that I was walking around unshielded the whole time, a safe and trustworthy member of society. It didn’t have any direct bearing on the legal issues, but the effect was still real. A judge who didn’t believe I needed to be shielded was a judge inclined to look on our side’s case with a favorable eye.


  In political terms, I was a live grenade nobody wanted to be left holding. Congress wished the Supreme Court would rule on my case so they wouldn’t have to rewrite the law to deal with pesky ambiguities like me. The Supreme Court wanted Congress to fix the law so they wouldn’t have to rule on my case. And the Division for Special Psychic Affairs was screaming bloody murder the whole time, because their job was to make sure wilders didn’t cause mayhem in the streets. A brand-new wilder with no shield and only half a college degree in divination under her belt was pretty much their nightmare scenario.


  The worst part was, they weren’t entirely wrong. Before this happened to me, I didn’t use pyrokinesis much because my gift for it was really weak. Now I didn’t use it at all, because I couldn’t trust myself not to fireball an entire candle when I meant to light the wick. I’d spent the last nine years with a toolbox containing things ranging from screwdrivers to needle-nosed pliers, and then the Unseelie hid the toolbox and handed me a sledgehammer. I was still trying to find where my subtlety had gone.


  Which meant, among other things, that I was being exceedingly careful about reading other people. Ramos was hard to read anyway; being a baseline, she couldn’t do any of the unconscious telepathic projection that bloods often did. I had to go by body language alone, and that was an eye-opening experience. I didn’t realize how much time I’d spent around psychics until I found myself working with somebody who had no gifts at all.


  We talked a bit longer after that, mainly questions of how long conference would take—Ramos said, “Your tarot cards might know, but I sure as hell don’t”—and what little I could do to help. My mother had been acting as my advocate, working every D.C. connection she had on my behalf, but my own use basically ended at being a poster child for the cause.


  Which was galling as hell after last fall. I’d been an active participant in the return of the sidhe, even to the point of being kidnapped and genetically rewritten by the Unseelie. Now I was just a bystander.


  Maybe it was my frustration that made me pause as I was about to head out. “Did you need something else?” Ramos asked, already halfway back to her desk.


  Part of me said I shouldn’t ask, but the words refused to stay down. “Senator . . . don’t take this the wrong way. But — why are you helping me?”


  She stopped, laying her hands on the surface of her desk. Her steady regard made me shift uncomfortably. “You mean, why would a baseline like me take an interest in a cause that is so profoundly about sidhe blood and its gifts.”


  I never would have said it that way. But now that she had, I didn’t want to lie. I nodded.


  Ramos looked down at her hands. She wore a wedding ring, and touched it now with her thumb, rotating it slightly. “You never knew my wife. She passed away a few years ago—she was quite a bit older than I am. She was a blood, and a doctor. Her specialty was dealing with psi-sickness.”


  I swallowed hard. The return of the sidhe had brought the answers to a lot of questions, one of which was the nature of psi-sickness. It turned out to be the flip side of the wilder coin: if people like Julian were the success story, my brother Noah and others like him were the failures. I was lucky I’d survived what the Unseelie did to me. My odds had not been very good.


  Ramos said, “My wife had a child when she was much younger. A wilder. I haven’t mentioned it before now because I don’t feel right trying to claim her experience for my own; I’m not the one who lost a child to the current law. But I know that if she were still alive, she would have supported you.”


  “Thank you for telling me,” I said quietly. It seemed insufficient somehow, but I didn’t know what else to say.


  “I am not doing this only for Carrina,” Ramos said, her voice stronger. “Don’t start thinking you’re only a pity case, a memorial for my late wife. But that is where it started.”


  I would have accepted being a pity case, if it meant having an ally as effective as Ramos. But I was glad to be more than that. “Good luck tomorrow,” I said, and headed home to fret.


  ~


  “Mr. Fiain!”


  Surprise and confusion stopped Julian in his tracks. Almost no one called him that, because every wilder was a Fiain. Even in official situations, they usually went by their first names. The only reason for someone to call him “Mr. Fiain” was if the speaker had no idea who he was.


  He turned to look, wondering if someone was in trouble and calling for a Guardian—someone they assumed was a Guardian—to help. What he found instead was a table with a middle-aged woman standing behind it, and an array of flyers in front of her held down by lumps of crystal. It was still possible she needed help, though, so he kept his expression neutral as he approached. “Yes?”


  She was white and probably in her forties, and psychic. She didn’t meet Julian’s eyes, of course, but she directed her gaze and her words at his sternum with no shortage of enthusiasm. “Will you sign our petition? The government has to listen, if you speak.”


  It would be nice if that were true, he thought sourly. “What’s the petition?” A quick scan of the flyers showed an array of Wiccan symbols and some familiar words. Otherworld. Sidhe. It gave him an inkling even before she answered.


  “A request—no, a demand—for them to let the sidhe come home! The Otherworld has returned to us at last, and they think they have the right to keep the two worlds separate? They’re keeping you from your family!”


  At times like this, Julian was grateful for the long years of practice that taught him not to show his true thoughts. Without that, he would have laughed in this woman’s face.


  She didn’t recognize him. His name had been in the news often enough after Welton closed down, and sometimes they included his picture . . . but until technomagic found a way to convey psychic powers through audio or video, an image would always fall short of truly representing a wilder on screen.


  If she actually looked at him, she might recognize his face. So long as she kept her gaze below his chin, though, she had no idea he’d been the first one to make contact with the sidhe last fall.


  “They aren’t my family,” he said, trying to keep the words neutral instead of harsh. Even the friendly Seelie were far more alien to him than human beings were. “And the planar injunction is a good idea. Without it, we’d have chaos right now.”


  They had some amount of chaos anyway, and whether or not the planar injunction was having any real effect was anybody’s guess. It was the greatest undertaking of ceremonial magic in recorded history: a global ward placed at the boundary between the mortal world and the Otherworld, restricting contact between the two. Julian was certain the sidhe could violate it if they wanted to, though they had promised the U.N. they would respect it until some kind of agreement could be reached about relations between the two realms. Whether they could violate it without anybody noticing was less certain.


  But at least it prevented people like this woman from jaunting off to meet the fairies. And it meant there weren’t sidhe openly walking around every major city, sparking riots and religious revivals everywhere they went. There had still been some riots, usually when demonstrations and counter-protests went sour, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it could have been—at least so far.


  “Chaos?” the woman said indignantly. “This is the promised day! Our immortal cousins have returned to us at last! Once they bring their gifts to the whole world, we won’t suffer these problems, the hatred of the baseline for the blood. You won’t be shunned for your power!”


  There was no way to answer her that wouldn’t turn into an argument. Have you read any First Manifestation history? would only make her defensive. The Unseelie nearly killed the woman I love by sharing their “gifts” with her would give away his identity and draw far too much attention.


  If you’re so eager to see me welcomed in, why won’t you look me in the eye?


  “I’m afraid I have an appointment to keep,” Julian said, and walked away.


  Naive as that woman was, Julian had heard and read about far worse. A cult had formed in New Mexico and then committed mass suicide, convinced they would reincarnate as sidhe. A new Christian sect was on the rise in Iowa, preaching that the return of the Otherworld was the Second Coming, and a Seelie Christ would rain destruction on all the baselines while sweeping the sidhe-blooded psychics into paradise. Fiain had been attacked in Seattle, Houston, Kansas City. At least that woman and her petition weren’t violent.


  Things in D.C. had been relatively quiet, thanks to some well-calibrated efforts to keep the peace. A number of Fiain Guardians had arrived over the last few months, likely drawn there by the ancient geas that guided them to where trouble would be. Marches and protests were monitored for flash points even before they began, courtesy of extensive divination, and the failure of the nation’s capital to go up in flames helped keep things from spinning out of control elsewhere in the country.


  And the whole time, Julian stood by and watched.


  Four Mile Run Park wasn’t heavily populated after dark. A few joggers went by, some of them with dogs in tandem, and cyclists flowed past on their way through, but the night wasn’t warm enough for people to sit on the benches just for the pleasure of fresh air. The bars were chill beneath his legs before he threaded heat into them, and the wind bit at his cheeks as he waited.


  Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long. Grayson was a punctual woman.


  Julian rose to his feet when he saw her approaching. Once she was near enough to speak without raising her voice, Grayson said dryly, “You make me feel like a character from a spy thriller, meeting you this way.”


  She could pass for one without much trouble. Her black coat blended with the shadows, and her dark skin scarcely stood out more; only her cropped hair was a spot of brightness, shocking white beneath one of the scattered lamps. Julian said, “I can’t exactly do things officially, when nobody has made me official.”


  Grayson inclined her head to one side. He took the implicit invitation, ambling across the grass at a slow pace, away from the cyclists and joggers, toward the stream that gave the park its name. “Your unofficial status means I shouldn’t even be talking to you,” Grayson said. “Unless you called me out here for a chat about your courses for next fall — which I doubt.”


  Julian didn’t smile. They both knew he wasn’t likely to ever go back to Welton. As near as anyone could tell, half the impulse that sent him to college in the first place had been work of the geas. Now that the Otherworld had returned, there was no need for him there anymore. The other half . . .


  No one was likely to let him go on studying how to break the deep shield. Not when they were busy arguing about whether they should be allowed to inflict it on Kim, too.


  “I’m tired of being useless,” Julian said bluntly. “If they aren’t willing to make me a registered Guardian yet, fine. But I want to do something.”


  It was galling, being relegated the sidelines after everything that had gone before. Julian had no illusions; he knew the task of dealing with the Otherworld was no longer his problem. It had only been circumstance and the geas that put him on the front lines in the first place. The situation was much too large for any single person, and there was little space in it for a private citizen to help out. It was a matter for the governments of the world and their duly appointed representatives.


  At first he’d been able to help. He’d been questioned more than a dozen times by everyone from the DSPA to the CIA, relating every last bit of information he’d gathered about the sidhe. He even submitted to telepathic interrogation, letting one of his fellow wilders drag out shreds of memory too small for him to consciously recall. He hated the mental intrusion, but he was willing to endure it, for the sake of doing what he could.


  After that, though . . . nothing.


  “You took yourself out of the system,” Grayson reminded him. “There are well-honed procedures in place for shifting wilders from the Centers into the Guardian Corps, but not for doing the same with a college student barely two years into his degree.”


  The difference shouldn’t matter. College student or no, Julian was still a wilder. He had the Krauss rating and the resulting strength of gift, and he had all the training the Fiain received before reaching the age of majority. There were things he still needed to learn, but that was true of every wilder when they left the Center. There was no reason he couldn’t go through the usual crash course and be certified as a Guardian.


  No reason except bureaucracy. He’d dealt with it before, when he convinced everyone he should be permitted to get out of the system and go to Welton. Now he had to climb that mountain again, this time to get back in.


  “Are you active again?” he asked Grayson.


  She shook her head. “I did my tour of duty. I have official status as an advisor, but I’m not going back into the field.”


  Which meant she wouldn’t be able to pull strings on his behalf. She was just a professor, teaching students who sometimes became Guardians in turn.


  The next thought had barely formed in his mind before she shook her head. “No, Julian. I won’t train you on the sly. It isn’t my place, and if someone found out, it might do your cause more harm than good. I’m afraid you’ll just have to wait for the bureaucratic snarl to sort itself out.”


  There was an undercurrent to her words. Julian wondered what she wasn’t saying. “Is it just a snarl? Or is there something else?”


  The stream lay just ahead; Grayson stopped before the grass became marshy. She locked her hands behind her back and gazed at the water, not answering him.


  Which was an answer in its own right. Julian couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice as he said, “I suppose I haven’t really proved myself. I only have more first-hand experience of the sidhe than just about anyone on the planet.” Anyone except for Kim.


  “Look at it from the other direction,” Grayson said. Her breath huffed out quietly, almost a snort. “Think of history.”


  First Manifestation? No, something else; he caught a whiff of that from her, though no specifics. Julian’s knowledge of history was patchwork at best. It was a lesser priority at the Center than magical education. But with her comment about spy thrillers fresh in his mind, he saw where she aimed.


  He supposed it made sense. After all, the Unseelie had managed to suborn Kim for a time, turning her into their willing agent. What if they had done something subtler to Julian himself? The full extent of their abilities was still a dangerous unknown. With a jolt, he wondered if the telepathic interrogation had stopped at surveying his memories. He doubted it had.


  “I’m not working for the Unseelie,” he said. The words sounded flat and cold even to his own ears. “Not voluntarily. Not if my life depended on it. And if they planted any kind of trigger in my mind, someone would have found it.”


  Grayson nodded. “Indeed. And yet.”


  And yet, they didn’t trust him. Which was more valuable to them? One wilder, not yet fully qualified to work as a Guardian? Or the assurance that they could trust the Guardians they had?


  Julian clamped down on his anger by reflex, then almost laughed. He should be embracing the impulse. Weren’t his feelings a defense against the sidhe? If they’d left a trigger in his head, his sheer hatred of the Unseelie would have erased it by now.


  But the training was too ingrained, the years in which any open display of emotion would have met with disapproval, even punishment. He maintained control, even when he didn’t want to.


  Grayson said, “You have ways to keep busy, I’m sure. Assisting Kim, for example. And I happen to know that Guan recently came to the city. No doubt you have other friends here, too, who would be glad to see you.”


  Julian went still. Grayson’s expression was mild, looking out over the water, at the lights of the city. But that hadn’t been an idle comment. Grayson didn’t make idle comments.


  If Guan was in town, that might solve several problems at once.


  “Thank you,” Julian said.


  “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more use,” Grayson said. “Do stay in touch, though.” Without any further farewell, she turned and headed for the nearest path.


  Julian stayed by the pond, looking at the water. Then he took out his port and began to search for his old teacher.


  ~


  The rocking of the Metro train threatened to put me to sleep on the way home, but I tried to stay alert. The late meeting with Ramos meant the car was mostly empty, which was both good and bad. Good because nobody had to try to avoid bumping into me; bad because one of the few people there might decide to cause trouble. It had happened two weeks ago, when a group of guys started shouting at me—“Go home, changeling,” that sort of thing. Fortunately there had been enough other people in the car to keep them from really coming after me. But it meant I couldn’t relax.


  Not that I’d been relaxing much lately, on trains or off them. Going home to Atlanta after Welton closed down should have been a relief. As it turned out, not so much. My mother would never yell “Go home, changeling” at anybody on a train, but her prejudice against wilders was more deeply ingrained than I’d realized.


  So I’d fled Atlanta for D.C., persuading my boss at Future Advisory Research to let me start my summer internship a few months early. At least that gave me something to think about besides my own problems—even if that something was other people’s problems. Plus, being here made it easier to meet with my lawyer, Ramos, anybody who might be able to help me. I’d testified in front of congressional committees several times, and would have been called in more if my mere presence didn’t make people’s skin crawl. It was a fine line to walk between reminding everybody who would decide my fate that I was a real live human being, and reminding them that nearly a third of my DNA actually wasn’t human.


  Letting myself think about that was a mistake. It was just a hop, a skip, and a jump from there to remembering how I got this way. My breath shallowed; my heart sped up. I made myself go through one of the calming exercises my therapist had taught me, cataloguing everything on the train. Nine support poles. Eight seats in each block. Three blocks of seats on each side of the train. I wasn’t in the Otherworld. Hell, this was one of the old train lines; with the steel rails rushing by beneath me, I was about as far from the Otherworld as I could get.


  But my nerves were frayed by stress and bad sleep, and it was easy to get worked up over nothing.


  It would have helped if I had any social life to speak of. Apart from Julian, the only human contact I got these days was with co-workers, politicians, and my lawyer. Welton had closed for the rest of the academic year, scattering my friends to the four corners of the globe. Robert’s father had pulled strings to get him enrolled in the Ardcholáiste na Draíochta in Galway, and Robert feared, not without cause, that he might not be allowed to escape Ireland a second time. Liesel was having a better time of it: she’d been allowed to sit in on an interdisciplinary program for psychiatry, empathy, and social work, even if she wasn’t earning credits for any of it. The rest of the Palladian Circle were at various schools — not that I could count myself as a part of that group anymore. The sympathetic connection between us had been severed before I left Welton, as a security measure.


  No, that wasn’t fair. Michele had sent me a message immediately afterward: You’re still one of us. That bond was sacred as well as magical, at least to her, and no athame could cut it entirely.


  But messages were no substitute for real human contact. At least I talked with Liesel on a regular basis, though it shamed me to admit half of that was because I hadn’t yet found a therapist in D.C. Liesel wasn’t a professional—not yet, anyway—but she’d been there for the events at Welton, and that mattered. I didn’t have to recount yet again how I’d been kidnapped by the Unseelie, my genes rewritten, my spirit bound to fight for their side. I didn’t have to explain my mother’s prejudices against wilders; I could just tell her how badly my mother was coping with the fact that her daughter had become one. Liesel couldn’t work her empathic mojo over a video call, but being able to talk helped.


  The PA system announced my stop. Yawning, I got to my feet and slouched out onto the platform. Nobody else got off, which was unusual. I was reaching up to tie my hair back when I realized I’d made a mistake. This was McPherson Square, not Rosslyn—but the train was already pulling out of the station.


  I stood frozen, my hands behind my head. I was tired, but not that tired. I had distinctly heard the loudspeaker announce Rosslyn.


  A glitch, then. I would have to wait for the next train.


  But the platform was dim and deserted, and bits of trash made skittering sounds as a draft blew them across the concrete. It was late enough that I’d be waiting quite a while for the next train—much longer than I wanted to. The station was dim and grungy, barely renovated since First Manifestation, and I wanted to be home.


  Laughter ghosted through the air.


  Every nerve in my body went on high alert. This was all too familiar. Last fall one of the Unseelie had staged a poltergeist scene in Talman Library, starting with books and ending with shards of computer screens. Were they about to do the same here?


  There wasn’t much to throw, apart from stray candy wrappers. Unless they could rip the benches free of their bolts? I put my back to an information post, trying to look in all directions at once, and cursed myself for not carrying my athame. I still barely knew how to use the ritual knife as a combat tool, but it did give me comfort, and a way to focus my power.


  The Unseelie had left me alone since last fall. I’d deluded myself into thinking that meant I was safe.


  Or maybe I was deluding myself now. That could have been some passenger laughing, somebody downstairs on the platform for the Diamond Line. Just because I’d been their target once didn’t mean I would be again. The sidhe weren’t supposed to be here anyway; Ring Anchors like my mother were helping to keep them out.


  Even if this was just a panic attack, I’d feel calmer if I were ready. I brought my shields up, blessing the fact that I’d been practicing with Julian. Emotion, at least of the more complex sort, helped defend against the sidhe; they lacked our capacity for it, and it could eat away at their magic. But I couldn’t stage an empathic assault unless I had a target to aim it at.


  With the utmost care, I sent out a tentative probe. The iron in the architecture made it hard to do, but I persevered. If there was a sidhe out there, I needed to know.


  Something spun my mind like a top, giving me vertigo. Only my grip on the post at my back kept me upright. What the hell had that been? Some kind of attack? Or just my tiredness getting the better of me, too much energy drained out of me at the end of a long day?


  I could run. The signal boards were black and dead; it might be half an hour until the next train. If I left the station . . . McPherson Square wasn’t the best area at night, but I’d feel better with people around. Assume for the moment the Unseelie were indeed after me again: would that deter them, or just put innocents in the line of fire?


  The wind picked up. I craned my neck, but there was no train approaching, that might account for it. More and more trash blew through the station, as if all the rubbish of McPherson Square had been gathered for the purpose. I wrapped my hands around the post, bracing my hips against them, concentrating on making a telekinetic shield. Newspapers couldn’t hurt me, but gods only knew what might be concealed behind them. Did the Unseelie want me dead, for having escaped their grasp?


  The sudden blare of the train whistle made me scream. Light flooded the platform, the beams far too bright in the dimness. I flinched away—and that saved me.


  A figure had crept up the stairs on my right, shrouded by the whirling trash. Even as I turned, it raised its hands to shove me into the path of the oncoming train.


  I reacted on pure instinct. It wasn’t a fancy combat trick or anything Julian had taught me; it was just a gout of flame, roaring from my own hands straight toward the sidhe who was trying to kill me.


  Toward him . . . and through.


  The afterimage burned in my retinas, temporarily blinding me. I blinked it away, and found the station quiet.


  No whirlwind of trash. No approaching train. No sidhe.


  Just a smoldering sign where my flame had struck the wall at the head of the stairs—and a man collapsed on the steps, arms wrapped protectively over his head.


  My breath came in quick gasps. Oh, gods. A trick. None of it had been real. A glamour, maybe—several glamours—and I almost hit a stranger . . .


  “Are you okay?” I hurried forward, though not without a swift glance around to make sure nothing else was coming. The man started to get up; I reached out to help. My hand touched the bare skin of his arm, and he threw himself back with a cry.


  Shit. I had forgotten.


  He stared at me in horror. The light was full on my face; there was no way he could miss the golden eyes. Unseelie eyes, and a wilder’s skin-crawling touch—and from his perspective, I had just tried to burn him alive.


  “Please, wait!” I cried, but it was too late. The man flung himself past me at full tilt, just like I’d once run from the Unseelie in Talman. “It was—”


  He leapt up the nearest escalator two steps at a time and vanished into the station above. “An accident,” I whispered, sagging down onto the filthy floor.


  Except it wasn’t an accident. I closed my eyes and sent my senses outward again, bolder this time, sweeping the station for any hint of the Unseelie. I found nothing. They had to have been here, and probably more than one; we didn’t know all of their capabilities yet, but we knew it was hard for them to make large or full-sensory glamours. What I’d just experienced would have taken several working in concert: one for the train, maybe, another for the trash, a third for the attack. I cursed through my teeth. One on the train, to make me get off at the wrong stop, a deserted platform where I could be more easily manipulated.


  I couldn’t even be sure that man had been real.


  No, he was real. Maybe the Unseelie could have faked that — but it would entertain them more to make me endanger an actual person.


  My breath was still coming in quick gasps. I floundered for a calming exercise, but couldn’t think of one. Fuck. My focus was in shreds. I got up and started walking in little circles, burning off the nervous energy. The posts around me were not stalagmites, were not Unseelie sidhe lying in disguised wait. The Metro was not the cave where they’d changed me. Where had that guy gone? I wished I could run after him, try to explain what had happened. If he’d even listen. But the only way to find him would be to chase him down psychically, and I didn’t think that would help matters any.


  The sign at the top the stairs, announcing repairs to the Diamond Line, was still smoldering. I dragged myself together by sheer force of will and snuffed it out.


  Enough of my panic had faded that my body was shaking. I sank down onto one of the benches, wrapping my arms tightly around my middle. I had gone three months without facing any of the sidhe.


  It wasn’t long enough.


  
    

  


  Chapter Two


  Julian’s boots were on the rack outside the apartment door. My knees weakened with relief at the sight. I should have called him or sent a message or contacted him telepathically—anything—but just getting myself home had taken all my capacity for rational thought. If he’d been out for a walk or something, I didn’t know what I would have done.


  But he was home. I took off my own shoes and put them on the rack, very carefully, then unlocked the door and went in.


  Julian was sitting cross-legged in the armchair, reading. Before I could say anything, he looked up in alarm; I must have been leaking empathic traces of distress. Yes, definitely leaking—he just about levitated to his feet, crossing the small living room in three strides. “What happened?”


  “They’re back,” I said, and dropped my bag with a thud.


  I really just wanted to sink down onto the floor, but I made myself stay up until I reached the near end of the couch. Julian knelt by my feet, which both comforted me and made me feel hollow. A different boyfriend would have sat next to me, put his arm around my shoulders — but not Julian. We still didn’t really do casual touch, and probably never would. It no longer had any effect on me; now that my own Krauss rating had been jacked through the roof, Julian felt completely ordinary. But the habits of a lifetime—his even more than mine—didn’t fade that quickly.


  If I asked, he would join me on the couch. But I was doing my best not to push, except when I really needed it. I told myself I didn’t need it now. Wrapping my arms around my stomach, I fixed my gaze on the floor and started talking, Julian listening with no more expression than a stone.


  Telling it helped me pull myself together. By the time I was done, I was more annoyed at myself than anything else. Going through the whole thing step by step had shown me all the places I could have done better. Julian didn’t point that out, but his jaw tightened in the way that said he was biting back a curse. “Are you sure it was the sidhe?”


  My heart thumped hard. “What do you mean? Who else—” Then my thoughts caught up with my mouth. I wasn’t exactly a nobody anymore: the paparazzi had seen to that, blasting my story across every media outlet from the tabloids to the Psychic Sciences Report. There were plenty of people who didn’t like me. “The Iron Shield are all baselines. They wouldn’t have any way to stage something like that. Psychics, though . . .” I ground my teeth. “I suppose they could have done it. But it would have been hard. The illusions were detailed, Julian. And there was nobody else on the platform, nobody with line of sight—not unless they were hiding behind even more illusions. Have you ever heard of Occam’s Razor?”


  “Yes. And I agree. But we can’t leap to conclusions.”


  I sighed and slumped against the back of the couch. “No, I’ve done enough of that for one night.”


  Julian rose and paced, thinking it through. He didn’t have much room to move. The apartment my parents had rented for me was modest, and the furniture it came with ate up a lot of space. They hadn’t expected me to be sharing it with anyone else.


  And so far as they knew, I wasn’t. But until Julian’s own situation got sorted out, the only money he had to live on was the stipend meant to support him at Welton, and that would barely pay for a closet in D.C. At this moment, I was selfishly glad: it meant he was here, rather than on the other side of the city. I didn’t have to deal with all this alone.


  “You need to report it,” he said. “Not to the police—they wouldn’t know what to do about it anyway. But to SIF. If the sidhe are out and about, they need to know.”


  He was right, and I should have thought of that sooner. I swore, beating my head against the couch’s soft edge. Knowing I’d gone into shock didn’t really help; I still felt like an iron idiot, stumbling blindly home the way I had. It was the kind of thing I would have done at Welton, when we had no clue what was going on and no sense of its enormous scope. My therapist had told me, over and over, that the coping strategies that served me well last fall weren’t so useful in daily life. Apparently they weren’t much good in a crisis, either.


  Julian got my port out of my bag for me and went into the kitchen while I made the phone call. Neither of us could cook to save our lives, but he’d put a frozen lasagna in to bake before I got home; the smell gusted out when he opened the oven door. My stomach grumbled a reminder that I had not fed it since lunch, and it had been a long day since then.


  I’d put the number in my list under “SIF.” It had seemed cumbersome and more than a little pretentious to type in “Supernatural Investigative Force,” and when they first gave me the number to call, I hadn’t known who exactly it went to. This was back when nineteen different governmental groups had been busy questioning me; I’d demanded a way to ask them questions in return.


  The agent they’d assigned me to was a guy named Shawn Stutler. When he picked up, I got no video, but a rush of background noise. He was either at a restaurant or still in the office, along with a lot of other people. From what I could tell, SIF only hired workaholics, so I bet it was the latter.


  Stutler made me wait while he went someplace quieter. Then he brought up the video, confirming my guess; I recognized the grey-paneled walls behind him as the SIF offices. Or if not those, some other bureaucratic building. “Kim,” he said. “Is something wrong?”


  If my story surprised him, he was too well-trained to show it. Stutler wasn’t a Guardian; he was just a SIF agent, handling non-emergency affairs involving psychics, magic, and crime. But he knew his job. He got the details from me with efficient speed, and said he would send someone to the station to look for traces.


  It was the kind of thing I wished I knew how to do. Unfortunately, that was one of a million tricks I hadn’t learned yet. I’d always thought there would be time for it later, when I went to graduate school and started training to become a Guardian.


  When I was done, a brief silence fell. “I’m sorry,” I said into the port, knowing it was completely inadequate. “I just—I wasn’t thinking.”


  “They waited until your guard was down,” Stutler said. “After this, it won’t be.”


  Not exactly the most comforting thing he could have said. But maybe Stutler knew me better than I thought, because it actually did help. “Yeah,” I said. “Anything else I should do?”


  “Keep your port with you, in case I need to call. And keep an eye out, just in case.”


  By the time I hung up, Julian had dished out the lasagna. I ate it, even though I didn’t have much of an appetite, and waited for him to speak. He didn’t leak anything to my empathic senses, and his face was its usual mask, but over the years—and especially over the months since we’d started dating—I’d learned to read his body language pretty well. There was something he wanted to say.


  But he didn’t say it before we finished dinner. I took our plates to the kitchen; he followed me and leaned in the doorway. “Do you want to take tonight off?” he asked.


  “No,” I said. The dishwasher door slammed too loudly as I shut it. “I want to learn how to read signatures. If I’d been able to do that an hour ago . . .”


  I expected him to get a particular expression on his face, the one that said he knew how to do what I was asking, but didn’t really know how to teach it to me. I’d seen a lot of that expression since we started living together and began these evening practices. Julian had strong gifts, but he wasn’t a teacher, and we both knew it.


  Instead he nodded thoughtfully. “I might be able to arrange that.”


  Arrange it. Not do it. I cocked my head to one side, curiosity overcoming my bad mood. “What are you thinking?”


  He answered me obliquely. “I met with Grayson tonight. Didn’t get what I was hoping for, but—” He paused, then met my gaze. That, like touch, was a thing he didn’t do very often. “Have I ever told you about Guan?”


  A first name, with no last name attached, meant he was talking about a wilder. I shook my head. The list of people and things Julian hadn’t told me about was longer than the list of things he had. Not for lack of openness on his part, at least not anymore; we just had a lot to catch up on, and getting through it all was going to take a while.


  “One of my teachers,” Julian said. “From the Center. Grayson told me he’s in the city. I got in touch with him tonight, and asked if he’d be interested in meeting you. Informally, that is.”


  The last bit got my attention. I’d met plenty of wilders since the Unseelie changed me. The ones who didn’t go to work as Guardians were usually involved in the training and management of their fellow wilders, and I’d spent the last few months dealing with people from both camps. But those had all been official encounters. I’d never just . . . hung out with them.


  “What did he say?” I asked cautiously.


  “He suggested lunch tomorrow. And I’m hoping he might be willing to train both of us.”


  I used to think Julian knew everything already. Compared to most college students, he was ridiculously skilled. But when the Guardian Corps denied his application for entrance, I found out there were things he hadn’t learned yet. If I was reading him right, he hoped to make an end-run around those obstacles—and maybe I could hitch a ride with him.


  Not all the way to Guardianship; I wasn’t remotely qualified for that yet. But I could learn some of the things I needed to know.


  Lunch tomorrow. I ran through my schedule in my mind and said, “I can’t get away for long. Certainly not long enough to practice anything—assuming he agrees. But I could meet you guys at the food court near work. Is that okay?”


  Julian nodded. I stepped on the impulse to ask the next question, which was, “Do you think he’ll like me?” For starters, it would make me sound pathetic. And I’d find out soon enough.


  ~


  Julian met me in the lobby of FAR’s building and we walked over together. “Anything I should know about Guan before I meet him?” I asked.


  “He’s from China originally,” Julian said. “Emigrated here before I was born.”


  “I didn’t know governments let their wilders emigrate.”


  “Generally they don’t,” Julian admitted. Technically wilders were independent citizens; once they reached the age of majority, they were free to do whatever they liked. In practice, it was rarely that simple. “There was a deal struck over it, some kind of cooperation pact for bridging the differences between Eastern and Western magic. He’s been a teacher here ever since.”


  It was lunch hour in Arlington; there were a lot of people on the street. We had no trouble making our way to the food court, though, because they parted around the two of us like the waters of the Red Sea. Even people with their backs to us eddied unconsciously out of our way. “Personality?” I asked.


  “Laid-back,” Julian said. “He’s very efficient at teaching, but he doesn’t come across that way, which is part of why it works so well. You relax and the next thing you know, something you didn’t have a grip on at all seems easy.”


  I liked the sound of that—especially after grinding my way through Grayson’s classes last fall. Then we were at the food court: a pleasantly landscaped area between a number of restaurants and food stalls, part of it enclosed, part open-air. The weather was cloudy and damp enough that the outdoor tables were only half-filled. The empty ones, I noticed, were all clustered together, and right in the middle of that cluster there was a single table with two people sitting at it. Two wilders.


  One of them was clearly Guan: a forty-something Chinese man, stocky build, hair streaked with grey. He caught sight of us around the same time I spotted him, and rose to his feet. Next to him was someone I didn’t know at all, and she didn’t so much rise as leap up.


  She was a delicate little thing, hair more honey-toned than Julian’s but nearly as pale. Even if she hadn’t been a wilder, she would have looked otherworldly. I guessed her to be a fair bit younger than us, maybe in high school. When I turned to ask Julian who she was, I found he had stopped a few steps behind me, staring. And he might not show much emotion by most people’s standards, but I could tell he was both surprised and happy.


  He didn’t stay frozen for long. His stride lengthened, and then when we came close, I got my second surprise of the day: the girl ran forward and threw her arms around him.


  “Neeya, m’aithinne!” Julian said, laughing and returning the hug. I tried not to stare. “I didn’t know you were out!”


  “Just a few weeks ago,” she answered. When she stepped back from Julian, I saw she was at least six inches shorter than him, maybe more. It made her look younger than she probably was; I revised my estimate upward to eighteen or so. “Out”—that was probably “out of the Center,” the institution where wilders were raised and trained. Unless she’d been in prison or something.


  Guan nodded a greeting at me, then another one at Julian, whose answering nod looked more like a bow. “Guan, my apologies. This is Kim, who I told you about. Kim, this is Guan, and Neeya.”


  The girl’s manner cooled noticeably as she looked me over, though I couldn’t be sure how much of that was typical wilder reserve reasserting itself. “I know who she is,” Neeya said, with a tone that implied she’d seen me on the news.


  Reflex almost made me offer my hand to shake—a habit trained into me by my mother’s society gatherings. Wrong manners for this crowd. “Thanks for coming out today,” I said. “I don’t know whether you guys have eaten yet, but I need to grab food . . .?”


  We split up to get our lunches, each of us picking a different restaurant in the food court, then re-converging on the table. I tried to hurry, but Guan beat me back, leaving me no chance to talk to Julian alone. According to Julian’s quick advice this morning, one of the top rules of Wilder Etiquette 101, was no private telepathic conversations around other people. It was too hard to hide them completely, even if the other wilders couldn’t hear what you were saying.


  Which meant I had no chance to ask him whether I should be cautious about what I said around Neeya. Fortunately Guan got the conversation started by asking, “How is your case proceeding, Kim? Do you think the Supreme Court will agree to hear it?”


  “I hope so,” I said, aborting the bite I’d been about to take from my falafel pita. Partly because I didn’t want to talk with my mouth full, but more because the court case always made my stomach twist. “If they don’t, then the previous ruling stands, and that’s the one that says I’m a wilder.”


  “You aren’t,” Neeya said sharply.


  Her swift disagreement took me aback. Nor was I the only one; Julian cast her a sidelong glance, one I couldn’t read. “I hope they agree with you,” I said. “If I get classed as a wilder in legal terms, we all know what that will mean.” But that wasn’t why she’d said it, and we all knew it.


  Julian said, “Kim both is and isn’t a wilder. That’s the problem.”


  I thought of the dead zone around us, and the way I’d almost tried to shake Guan’s hand. “There’s three different ways to view it, and they don’t line up anymore. Not for me, anyway, and anybody else who goes through what I did. Legally, I’m in limbo. Biologically, I’m a wilder: I’ve got the Krauss rating of one, and, well.” I gestured at the empty tables. People weren’t even walking through the area; they were detouring to skirt the edges of the courtyard. “It isn’t just you guys they’re avoiding. The woman at the falafel place didn’t look me in the eye. She pushed my tray at me like she wished she had a ten-foot pole to do it with. The world sees me, and it sees a wilder.” One with Unseelie eyes.


  “But you aren’t one of us,” Neeya said.


  Well, at least she was refreshingly direct about it. “And that brings us to the third way. Socially. Culturally, even.” All three sets of eyes were on me now, making me uncomfortable: Julian’s familiar grey, Guan’s several shades darker, and Neeya’s violet. She avoided my gaze when I looked at her, which said louder than anything else that she really didn’t accept me as one of them. She wouldn’t even try for a staredown. “I wasn’t born with gifts; mine manifested when I was twelve. I wasn’t raised in one of the Centers. I don’t have your training, or any of the habits that come with it.”


  Guan posed his question in a deceptively mild tone. “Do you think of yourself as a wilder?”


  I thanked all the gods that he wasn’t the first person to ask me that question. My initial attempts to answer it had involved acquainting myself with the metaphorical taste of shoes. “I can’t answer that ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ It isn’t that simple, and my situation keeps changing, in all kinds of ways.


  “But here’s what I can say. I’ve got obligations now that I didn’t have before. I may not have your training or habits, but I’ve got to acquire at least some of them, for everybody’s sake. And if the world is going to treat me like a wilder—which it will, no matter what Congress or the Supreme Court says—then I’ve at least got to get to know you.”


  Neeya’s expression said she’d lick iron before she accepted me as any kind of kin. Given the kind of self-control they drilled into wilders, I had to assume she was deliberately flaunting her feelings at me—though it was all surface; on an empathic level, she was as buttoned-up as anybody. Guan, by contrast, was nodding. “Yes. The training more than anything, I think. People have certain expectations of what the Fiain can do, and they’ll expect you to match them.”


  I hadn’t thought of it from that angle. Now I winced. “Yeah. Gods help me if I’m walking down the street and, I don’t know, a golem starts running amok. I sure as hell can’t shatter an animation matrix at fifty paces.”


  “Shattering them is easy,” Guan said dryly. “But not advisable, unless you have something in place to contain the backlash.”


  His reply, so casually spoken, chilled my blood. I’d chosen the example at random, out of a movie I’d once seen. Never mind that it wasn’t likely to ever happen. If it did—or something similar—my response was likely to be conditioned by media and other foolish expectations. And I might end up causing unnecessary destruction as a result, just because I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.


  Everybody was so intent on shielding me to keep my gifts under control. I’d been thinking of it in terms of them blowing loose, like my brother’s had when he was dying of the psi-sickness—but I hadn’t thought about what would happen if I used them stupidly.


  “Can you teach her?” Julian asked, answering the question I hadn’t gotten a chance to voice, about whether it was okay to talk about this in front of Neeya. “Not animation matrices, of course. Not at first. But the things she needs to know.”


  Guan’s eyebrow lifted at Julian. “One suspects you could stand to be tested on your ability to manipulate matrices. How long has it been since you’ve practiced that?” Sitting next to Julian on the bench, I was close enough to hear his breath hiss out softly. Clearly the answer was, way too long. “But yes, I will see what I can do. For Kim, that is. For you . . .” He trailed off, looking speculative.


  Julian said nothing, but I felt him tense. He burned to become a Guardian, or at least a trainee; these months of inactivity had left him as restless as a cat in a carrier.


  “If you and Kim needed to learn the same things, I could manage it,” Guan said. “But I can’t teach you both at once.”


  The only reason Julian didn’t sag, I suspected, was because he was too disciplined to show his disappointment.


  Then Guan surprised us both by saying, “But I see no reason you can’t study with Neeya.”


  I almost laughed, seeing the way they turned to look at each other like startled birds. “She’ll be entering training tomorrow,” Guan said, “and she’ll be studying exactly the things you need to learn. Where her pedagogical skills fall short, I will assist, but in the meanwhile I’ll be free to devote my attention to Kim.”


  A grin spread across Neeya’s face. Then I felt it: a muffled tremor, just beyond the reach of my psychic hearing. A telepathic whisper, masked so that nobody but the recipient could hear it.


  Apparently she didn’t care much for Wilder Etiquette 101.


  “Neeya!” Guan said.


  His tone was still mild, but the rebuke was clear, and she flinched. “Sorry,” she muttered, not sounding very sorry at all. Whatever her actual age, I was beginning to get the impression she wasn’t very grown-up yet. The contrast with Julian was striking.


  Julian put his hand on her wrist—another surprise. “That sounds like a good plan,” he said to Guan. A smile touched his lips. “How soon can we start?”


  ~


  Julian would have walked back to FAR’s offices with Kim regardless, just for the companionship, but he also knew she would have questions. They were barely out of earshot when she said with a wry smile, “So . . . I’m guessing you know Neeya from before.”


  It still felt odd, talking to Kim about the Center. The system that raised wilders wasn’t any kind of secret, but Julian had resisted saying much about it at Welton, largely because of his experiences freshman year. Too many people asking prying questions, delving into his private life for no better reason than because they’d never had a chance to question a wilder. And while the basics were impersonal enough, the details became personal very quickly.


  But Kim needed to understand these things, and that led Julian to discover the other reason he’d never talked about the Center much: it was hard to put into words. He’d spent the first eighteen years of his life surrounded by people who knew the system and its effects firsthand, without need of explanation. Trying to explain it to Kim was like trying to explain walking. Ten thousand reflexes and assumptions he’d never thought about consciously before, and didn’t notice until someone pointed at one of them and asked, “What’s that?” He wondered ruefully how long it would take the two of them to unearth and work through everything he used to take for granted.


  He was getting distracted, his mind dancing around the task of explaining Neeya. Julian considered a few framings, then said, “Do you remember me telling you about the creche?”


  Kim approached learning about his past with all the intensity she’d given to her college classes, which meant she forgot almost nothing. “That was where you lived before you were old enough to begin training. They keep you there until you’re seven or so, then shift you to the Center proper.”


  “Right. What I didn’t mention before is that when you shift to the Center, they pair you with an older kid — a ‘big brother’ or ‘big sister.’ Somebody who knows the place and can help you get adjusted.”


  “And you were Neeya’s big brother?”


  Julian nodded. “I was nine when she came in. We’ve known each other half our lives. I didn’t realize she was out already — ‘out’ meaning she’s finished training.”


  “I guessed that one on my own.” Kim grinned suddenly. “Makes her sound like a Regency miss. Having her Season in Washington, D.C.”


  It went both ways, the lack of familiarity. Kim’s interest had always been in the psychic sciences, divination above all, but she’d still attended ordinary schools before going to Welton. Her education had included subjects the Center never bothered with. Julian had only the vaguest sense of what the Regency was, and no idea what comparison Kim was making. But asking about things like that was even harder than explaining his own life.


  Possibly Kim guessed that, too, because she steered the conversation back to more solid ground. “Are they going to get in trouble if anybody finds out they’re training us?”


  “Guan, probably not. He’s supposed to teach wilders, after all—if not quite like this. Neeya, maybe . . . but since we’ll all be together anyway, nobody will know he isn’t teaching you and me both.” The plan would be exhausting for Kim; it required her to go straight from her internship to the practice sessions, unless she had to attend some meeting related to the Otherworld Act or her court case. Julian wished he could build a power reservoir for her, like the one he’d made for himself last fall, but they had to be crafted by the owner. And there were too many other things Kim had to learn first. She was learning as fast as she could, but there were limits. Especially when Julian had no idea how to teach her.


  They stopped at an intersection, waiting for the pedestrian sign to light, and both fell silent. Even with the buffer zone of people avoiding them, it felt too much like people might be listening in. By the time the walk signal came, another thought had come to Julian—and not a pleasant one.


  “You shouldn’t tell anyone about the practices, though,” he said. “Not for Guan’s sake, or Neeya’s. For your own.”


  Kim frowned at him. She must have been thinking the same thing about the crowds, because after a moment, her telepathic voice sounded in his mind. Why not?


  Speaking in shielded whispers in public was still a little rude, but not remotely as bad as Neeya pinging him at the table. He was still shocked she’d done that. To Kim he said, Because people will take it the wrong way. Guan’s a teacher at the Center. If they find out you’ve gone to him for training . . .


  They’ll think it means I need training, Kim finished. Of the sort the Center provides. Which I do, technically—but not in the way they think.


  She needed skills, more than control. But whether it was out of panic or cold-blooded pursuit of political ends, people would spin it differently.


  Mind to mind, he could feel the chill of fear in Kim’s thoughts. She had a sense of what the deep shield was like; he hadn’t been able to strip away his feelings about it when he gave her the key for triggering it on him. If Julian had believed in any kind of deity, he would have prayed she never had to experience it firsthand.


  And he would have prayed for the ability to make sure that never happened.


  They walked in silence the rest of the way, speaking only a brief farewell when they parted outside the building that housed FAR’s offices. Then Julian was at loose ends, yet again. He was fundamentally not used to having so much empty time, and so little to fill it with.


  He could go to the library and read up on magical theory in preparation for tonight, even if he had nowhere good to practice. Julian shoved his hands into his pockets and began walking.


  He hadn’t gone more than two blocks before his port buzzed against his fingers. He pulled it out, wondering who would be calling him. Kim, reminding him of something he’d forgotten? Guan, changing the plan for tonight? Neeya, hoping to see him without others around?


  None of the above. He thumbed the call open. “Robert. Is something wrong?”


  Even on the small screen of his port, he could see Robert’s surprise. “No. Why should there be?”


  “You’re calling me.” His former roommate had once pontificated at length about the limitations of video and audio, disdaining them as “poor substitutes for the genuine warmth of human interaction.” Julian was fairly certain that was a smokescreen for the truth: that Robert was simply bad at remembering to call anyone. Either way, it was still a surprise to find him on the other end of the line.


  Robert contrived to look offended. “Can I not call simply for the pleasure of your conversation? I am not telepath enough to reach you from here, and a written message is far too impersonal of a medium for what I have to say — which is that I have had some thoughts on the task you set me.”


  It was hardly a statement to put Julian at ease. He ducked into the pedestrian alley between two buildings, going far enough back that no one on the street would be able to easily overhear. “I didn’t set you any task.”


  “You most certainly did. I recall it distinctly: you told me about the deep shield — which, I should add, you might have done far sooner — I responded with suitable shock and horror, and you told me there was no alternative that would keep young wilders safe.”


  Julian controlled a wince. “Tell me you haven’t been looking for ways to break the shield.”


  “Of course not. Your expertise in such matters far exceeds my own — and besides which, there is no Fiain here I might study. Unless you come to Galway or, and this would be preferable, arrange to have me brought to where you are, I have nowhere to begin.” Robert’s image receded slightly, and Julian realized he was in a chair, leaning back and crossing his arms over his chest in satisfaction. “No, I have been contemplating measures that might replace this abominable shield, so that future generations will not suffer its chains.”


  A flight of concrete stairs led up to an impersonal, grey-painted door. Julian sat on the bottom step, resisting the urge to drop his head into his hands. “Gods help us all. Tell me.”


  “Well,” Robert said. “I first attempted to calculate how many minders would be needed to maintain ordinary shields on a child of unusual strength, every waking and sleeping hour. Of course it was only a rough estimate — but I feel confident in saying the answer was, too many.”


  By Julian’s own estimate, it would require at least four: three working eight-hour shifts, in rotation with a fourth to allow for time off, backup in case of emergency, and so forth. Four if they were Fiain; if it were normal bloods, at least twice as many. And that was per child. He didn’t know how many Fiain were born in the United States every year — the number couldn’t be that high — but it hardly mattered. Nobody would pour out those kinds of resources for them.


  Robert had paused, giving Julian a chance to argue, and continued on when he did not. “Then I considered how one might construct a safe environment in which to house such a child, wherein their gifts might be allowed free rein, without harm to them. Unfortunately, it soon became apparent that such an environment would have to be exceedingly bare. Completely so, in fact. And when I mentioned this to Liesel, she asked me if I had ever heard of something called a ‘Skinner box.’”


  “You brought Liesel into this?”


  “Whyever should I not? She knows a good deal more than I do about child development, which is to say she knows anything at all.”


  There was a note in his voice that Julian recognized all too well. “Robert — how many people have you shared this with?”


  His gaze drifted away from the camera, toward something off-screen. He might as well have whistled to indicate innocence. “Kim’s tie to the Palladian Circle may have been cut, and strictly speaking this is not an issue that would help her —”


  ”Seven of you, then,” Julian said. The Wiccan Circle Liesel and Robert belonged to practiced ritual magic, but only on a casual level. They wouldn’t get far on their own. “Anyone else?”


  “I may have raised the question with some people here at the Ardcholáiste. In a general way, of course, naming no names or specifics.” Robert grew defensive. “Look you: if my father is going to trap me into attending classes here, as was always his preference, then I might at least get some use out of it.”


  Julian’s annoyance was fading. In truth, it wasn’t a bad idea. All his life, he’d been fixated on getting rid of the deep shield — but only for adults. Fiain fully grown and trained, ready to use their gifts at will. He’d taken the necessity of the shield itself as a fact of life, never considering that there might be alternatives.


  Nobody had ever found one. But back when the shield was developed, the psychic sciences had been far less advanced. And why would anyone look for a replacement method, when they had one that worked so well?


  That didn’t make it likely that one half-trained Irish sorcerer and a motley assortment of other psychics would stumble on a solution. There wasn’t any harm in them looking for one, though. “All right. I don’t know what a Skinner box is, but I can tell you that a lot of the early deaths, before the deep shield, were from self-inflicted pyrokinesis. Even a bare room won’t protect them from that.”


  “Indeed. So I have begun to think more creatively.” Robert steepled his fingers. He was clearly enjoying this, and Julian couldn’t begrudge it. He and Liesel, being foreigners, weren’t much use in helping Kim with her legal problems, nor could they get Julian into the Guardian Corps. But if they came up with even a hint of a workable idea, then he and Kim could present it to the Division for Special Psychic Affairs, who oversaw the Centers for Wilder Education as well as the surgeons who installed the shield. It wouldn’t be a quick fix — they would need to develop the idea, test it, make absolutely certain before it got written into the law — but it offered hope.


  Even if Julian never managed to break the deep shield directly, he could help make certain those who came after wouldn’t ever be gutted.


  Robert had already rattled off a list of discarded possibilities while Julian’s mind wandered. Now he was, in his characteristic long-winded manner, working up to something more promising, and Julian could see where he aimed. “A Kamiya shunt?”


  “Precisely,” Robert said, looking only a little disgruntled that Julian had stolen his thunder. “If you can channel all the power elsewhere, before it takes shape, then the child will have no chance to harm anyone with it.”


  “But where does the power go?”


  Robert shrugged. “I had not got that far yet.”


  Normally a Kamiya shunt was used to pass power from one psychic to another, in a more stable and controlled fashion than simply handing it off. If used on a child — “You’d end up turning them into batteries for other people to use.”


  Robert’s mobile face was capable of some truly impressive grimaces. “Ah. That . . . might be a problem.”


  “If you could build a reservoir, though —” Julian stopped the sentence before it got very far. All the existing methods of creating power reservoirs had to be performed by the psychic himself; they couldn’t be built with one person’s power to contain someone else’s.


  “Has anyone ever tried to staple a Kamiya shunt onto a reservoir?”


  Julian frowned. “You mean to channel the power in? The way Grayson taught me to do it, the structure of the conduit is almost the same —” He stopped again, this time because he realized where Robert aimed. “You mean, use the shunt to siphon off the kid’s power, and try to build the reservoir with that.”


  “I have no idea how one would do it,” Robert said. “Ordinarily, of course, one absorbs and integrates the power before doing anything with it. But if one could create — oh, call it — the psychic equivalent of robotic arms, to work with the power without taking it in.”


  Technomagicians kept trying to come up with ways to do something like that, and hadn’t succeeded yet. “Unlikely,” Julian said.


  “If any of these were easy, someone would have thought of them by now. But no matter; I have other prospects to pursue. Mind you, Liesel tells me at least half of them are wildly unethical.”


  It put a grin on Julian’s face, which might have been what Robert intended. “If you come up with anything that’s feasible and won’t land you in prison, let me know.”


  “Of course.” Robert hesitated, then said, “I did mean it, you realize, about coming out there. Should you find the slightest phantasm of a use for me —”


  Julian nodded, and Robert left the thought unfinished. He knew it had killed Robert, flying home after Welton closed down. He didn’t want to be in Ireland, no matter how good the curriculum was at the Ardcholáiste na Draíochta, and he wanted even less to leave behind friends in need. Short of sleeping on Kim’s couch, though, he and Liesel had nowhere to go in the United States. Not with Welton closed.


  “In the meanwhile,” Robert said, his tone deliberately light, “I will apply my creativity and will to this task. It is far more interesting than the work my professors have set me.”


  A sudden clank behind Julian brought him to his feet. The man who had opened the door at the top of the staircase shied back, startled by the unexpected presence of a wilder. “I should go,” Julian said into his port, and began walking toward the street once more. “And Robert? Thank you.”


  ~


  The office of Future Advisory Research had a glass front and a glass door, which meant I could see straight through into the lobby. Mariko was at the reception desk, and somebody was sitting in one of the chairs. A familiar silhouette: Stutler always sat perfectly straight, like he was at attention even when sitting. He made Julian look casual.


  My steps slowed. I expected him to get in touch again after last night—but not to show up at my internship. He’d had seen me through the glass, though, so I had no choice but to go in. “Agent Stutler,” I said, trying not to sound nervous. “Is there a problem?”


  “No, nothing serious,” he said, rising with the smoothness of someone whose job required him to stay in excellent shape. SIF agents might deal primarily with magic, but they had to be prepared for any kind of trouble. “We just need to talk to you about the incident last night—get the details down for the record.”


  I couldn’t hide my alarm. “Did you guys find the guy from the station? The one who ran away?” I almost said, the one I attacked. But Mariko was six feet away and all ears. I hadn’t told anybody at FAR about the attack, and I didn’t want to say anything that might get blown out of proportion by office gossip.


  Stutler must have been thinking the same thing, because he extended one arm, not quite touching my shoulder. “I can give you the full details at the office. Mr. Hodgson has agreed to spare you for the afternoon—though I doubt it will take that long.”


  Sometimes it seemed like I was taking more time off from my internship than I spent working at it. It was a miracle Adam hadn’t just given up and fired me. I sighed, grimaced an apology at Mariko, and said, “Let’s get this over with.”


  Stutler drove us across the Potomac to the SIF offices, not far from Union Station. They were housed in the Toorawa Building, constructed after First Manifestation, with new high-tech materials that included no iron at all. Psychic security here depended on wards, not iron fences.


  He took me up to a room I’d visited before. Or maybe it wasn’t the same; maybe they had a dozen rooms like it, nondescript little offices with video cameras to record testimony. I’d spent grueling hours here last December and January recounting my entire experience with the sidhe, from the tarot reading on my birthday that warned of catastrophic change to the night Julian and I battled one another and he freed me from the Unseelie.


  Another man waited for us there, a stocky fellow who introduced himself as Arav Kutty. He gestured for me to sit in front of the camera. “I’m used to the drill,” I said wryly, and settled in for what I hoped would be a short session.


  Stutler asked the questions, revisiting the things I’d told him last night, digging down for more detail. When I asked again, he told me the man I’d accidentally attacked had filed a report with the local police. “Shit,” I said, involuntarily. “I’m sorry. What’s—no, you probably can’t tell me his name. I’d like to talk to him, though. To apologize.”


  “I’ll see what I can arrange,” Stutler said.


  Kutty had been alternately taking notes and paging through a folder whose contents I couldn’t see. Now he spoke up for the first time. “Three weeks ago, on the fourteenth of March, you had a verbal altercation with a woman in the street—one Melissa Peters.”


  I winced, then thought, I shouldn’t have done that. The camera missed nothing. Oh, for Julian’s self-control. “Yeah,” I admitted. “She was wearing gold contact lenses. I saw them and thought for a moment that she was Unseelie.” It was a big fad now, green lenses to look Seelie, or gold ones for the countercultural types who thought being evil was cool. That was the first I’d seen of it, though, and I’d been having a shitty day, things going wrong every five minutes. When I caught a glimpse of gold eyes in my peripheral vision, my frayed temper leapt to the wrong conclusion. “But it definitely wasn’t a person in gold lenses this time. It was a glamour of a sidhe, and a well-crafted one at that. Not something your average psychic could manage. Especially since most of them haven’t seen more than a few pictures of the sidhe on the news.”


  He turned to another page, not responding to my point. “You also had an incident in a Wilson Boulevard grocery store on the twentieth of March. It says here that you hurled soup cans down the aisle telekinetically.”


  “What?” I stared at him, open-mouthed. “How did you—I didn’t hurl them. I was trying to catch the damn things. I had my backpack on, and there was this whole pyramid of cans; I must have hit it or something. They started to fall down, and I tried to stop it, but they were going everywhere and my control slipped.”


  As soon as the word came out of my mouth, I wished I could take it back.


  Control.


  Kutty closed the file. Standard law enforcement officer behavior, straight out of a show; this was to tell me he meant business. “Ms. Argant-Dubois. I understand that following the closure of Welton University and your departure on December twenty-third, you returned to your parents’ house in Atlanta, Georgia, where you remained until February nineteenth. Then you moved here, to begin your internship at Future Advisory Research some months ahead of schedule.”


  I nodded warily, waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  He didn’t make me wait long. “While you were in Georgia, you began seeing a therapist, did you not?”


  Lying would hardly make anything better. “Yes, I did. On the advice of both of my parents, as well as the agents who questioned me after I left Welton. I’d been kidnapped by the Unseelie; they rewrote my genetic code, for gods’ sakes. I attacked my own boyfriend and tried to murder him. It’s enough to give anybody PTSD.”


  “Since moving to this city, have you resumed therapy?”


  “No,” I said, through my teeth. “I haven’t found a therapist I like yet.”


  I heard Stutler draw in a deep breath. All my attention had been on Kutty; when I turned my head, I found Stutler’s expression had settled into grave lines. “Kim, we found no traces of sidhe presence at the station last night.”


  My jaw sagged. “No traces? But that many glamours—they would have left some kind of residue behind. Unless the sidhe sat around for half an hour picking every bit of it apart, and they’re not going to do that when—shit.” I growled in inarticulate frustration. “Iron. The rails are steel, and I’m betting half that station is, too. It’s old construction. The traces would have dissolved all on their own, because of the iron.”


  “It’s possible,” Stutler said, his voice carefully neutral.


  He didn’t believe me. A steady flow of profanity started up in the back corners of my mind. Would I believe me, in his position? Which was more likely: that the Unseelie violated their agreement and came in force to an area filled with iron, where they employed a series of linked glamours to provoke me into dangerous behavior, and that the traces of their handiwork were then erased before the agents could get there . . . or that a young woman with documented PTSD heard someone coming up the stairs, panicked, and lashed out?


  I realized, with sudden cold clarity, that I was a fucking idiot for having gotten in the car with Stutler today. For having come here like a trusting little lamb, all by myself.


  My voice shaking, I said, “I’d like to call my lawyer.”


  
    

  


  Chapter Three


  I didn’t make it back to FAR that afternoon.


  My lawyer came, and things got very unpleasant for a while. Kutty dragged out every single mistake I’d made since December—even things I didn’t remember—and piled up together, they made me look like a menace to society. I asked at one point whether I was being accused of a crime, and Stutler told me that no, the guy at McPherson Square had declined to press charges. The implication, of course, being that if he’d chosen differently, I’d be in even deeper shit than I was already.


  I had thought of Stutler as my friend in SIF. I didn’t anymore.


  My lawyer was a guy named Thomas Lotze. Unlike half the people I dealt with these days, he wasn’t a friend of my mother’s; he was the best lawyer she could hire. He gave me a piece of his mind for not having called him before going with Stutler, which I submitted to without protest. He was right, after all.


  It dragged on forever, until I was more than half afraid I wouldn’t escape. There was no crime, though, and holding me in the short term wouldn’t accomplish anything for anybody, so they finally let me go. By the time they did, it was well and truly dark out, and I was going to be late for my first training session with Guan.


  At least I’d had the sense not to say anything about that to the SIF guys, or even to Lotze.


  When I was alone at last, I dug out my port and called Julian. He answered after one ring, and listened silently as I told him what had happened.


  He stayed silent for a while even after I was done. My fingers curled around the edge of my port. Then, when I was on the verge of speaking again, he said, “It makes you wonder how many of the other problems were coincidence.”


  My fingers tightened around my port. The woman with the Unseelie contact lenses—it hadn’t just been the flash of gold that set me off. I’d been uneasy before then, my psychic senses on edge, because I kept having the feeling that somebody was following me. I hadn’t said anything about that at the time, or even today. I couldn’t tell whether that was a good decision or not. “You think they’ve been setting me up this whole time. Not just with the thing last night, but before then.”


  “Maybe,” Julian said.


  I couldn’t say this to Stutler. It would sound like a conspiracy theory, the product of an unhinged mind. I didn’t even think Lotze could do anything with it. Not without proof, and where was I going to get that?


  Every bad or weird thing that had happened to me since I came to D.C. took on a different cast in my mind. How many of them were happenstance, and how many were a plot to get me shielded?


  Despite my best efforts, my voice wavered as I spoke again. “I don’t know if I should come tonight. What you said after lunch—I don’t want them thinking I need training.” That I needed help controlling myself.


  “You’re just visiting the house of some wilders,” Julian said without hesitation. “There’s no reason they should find that suspicious.”


  “Unless somebody tells them what I’m doing there.”


  “Kim.” He said my name quietly but firmly. It steadied me. “No one will tell them. There isn’t a single person among the Fiain who wants to see you gutted.”


  Not even Neeya. She didn’t like me, but it was a long way from not liking to wanting to see me placed under the deep shield. Did they all hate it as much as Julian did? Were they really all rooting for me to go free?


  Julian thought so. I had to trust him.


  “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I said.


  ~


  I was hyper-alert on the Metro ride out to Eastern Market—even more so than usual. If the Unseelie really had been messing with me all this time, then I couldn’t take anything for granted. Was the drunk woman singing off-key at the other end of my car put there to annoy me, setting me up for some kind of confrontation? I didn’t know, but I switched cars at the next station to get away from her.


  I can’t live like this, I thought as I neared my stop. It really will send me insane.


  Maybe that was what the Unseelie wanted.


  It was a relief when I got to my destination. The townhouse was a small one in a quiet neighborhood, the sort of place somebody could afford on a federal paycheck as long as they had a roommate. Guan had suggested this as a good practice site; it was the home of two wilders, both of them Guardians. Marcus was at work that evening, but Toby opened the door a half-second after my knock.


  Seeing him made me realize how much my perception of wilders had changed. In the past I’d noted their appearances—skin color, eye color, that sort of thing—but their defining feature had always been their numinous quality, brought on by their high Krauss ratings. Now that was invisible to me, and other things came through. Toby looked hapa, like maybe one of his birth parents had been white, the other one Asian. Culturally, of course, he was still Fiain. For the first time, though, I found myself thinking about the fact that they came from somewhere. They had human ancestors, not just sidhe ones.


  Those thoughts made me slow off the conversational mark. He stepped in to fill the gap. “You’re Kim,” he said. “Welcome.” Not you must be Kim. No deduction necessary, not with my gold eyes advertising my identity. Contact lenses could only approximate that look.


  “Thank you for letting us use your house,” I said, stepping over the threshold. “I’m grateful for the place to practice . . . and I have to admit, I’m glad to meet other wilders.”


  He merely nodded. I wondered how he had interpreted “other”—did he think I was counting myself as one? Or that I meant wilders other than Julian? I wasn’t sure myself which way I’d meant it.


  A mrrrrp from the living room drew my attention. A moment later a calico cat put her head around the corner. Seeing me, she headed my way with an odd little galloping gait, and commenced butting her head into my ankles with a piteous air, as if she would die should someone not pick her up and cuddle her.


  “Kim, meet Hitomi,” Toby said with a grin. “Don’t believe her when she pretends to be helpless. She can jump onto the dining room table without any trouble.”


  When I bent to pet her, I saw what he meant. One of Hitomi’s hind legs had been amputated; that was why her gait was so odd. “What happened?”


  “Dog bite. She’s a rescue cat; we took her in when the shelter would have put her down.”


  Either Hitomi was entirely acclimated to her owners, or cats didn’t mind a wilder’s touch. She leaned into my hand, deftly catching her balance when I let up from scritching her cheek. I could see why they’d adopted her; she had the sweetest face I’d ever seen on a cat, and she used it shamelessly.


  Pets: another entry on the endless list of Things I Never Associated With Wilders. But of course they had lives beyond their duties. Through the doorway I could see the living room was lined with books, a large screen stuffed in one corner. I wondered if Toby and Marcus were a couple, or just roommates. Julian hadn’t said, and I wasn’t about to ask—not on a first visit, anyway.


  Toby offered me water, which I declined. Then we went down to the basement, where Julian was already at hard at work with Neeya. My eyes popped when I realized what they were doing.


  Neeya lounged against the wall on one side of the room, with Julian at the far end. She had a book on the floor between her feet, and I thought at first that she’d been reading while Julian practiced something on his own. Then the book shot across the intervening space and landed in front of Julian, who was sitting cross-legged as if meditating. His face was set in a look of intense concentration, and I couldn’t figure out why. Moving a book telekinetically wasn’t exactly hard—


  Then the book vanished, and reappeared between Neeya’s feet once more.


  “Don’t let me take it,” Neeya said with a taunting smile.


  Julian wasn’t just moving the book. He was trying to teleport it. Which was fine when you had a summoning circle to make it come to you . . . and insanely difficult when you did it with pure telekinesis.


  “Neeya’s very good at that,” Guan said. “But I suggest we stay on this side of the room, out of Julian’s line of fire.”


  With my attention on the other two, I hadn’t seen him sitting in the corner to my right, in one of a pair of battered armchairs. The basement was clearly outfitted as a practice room for Toby and Marcus; it had very little that could break or light the house on fire, but the open doors of a sturdy metal cabinet over by Julian showed various ritual items like candles, mirrors, and jars of powder.


  I went to sit with Guan. “Do you want to start work on something in particular?” he asked.


  He posed the question casually, but I heard a test in it. He was a teacher, after all. If he hadn’t already cooked up some lesson plans for me, I would catch in my teeth the book currently zipping across the room. He wanted to see what I went for first.


  The truth was, I really didn’t know where I should start. The list of things I needed to learn was as long as my arm, and figuring out which one ought to go first was impossible.


  But there was one thing I could tell Guan.


  “I think somebody is trying to screw around with me,” I said in a low voice, so Neeya wouldn’t hear. Toby had gone back upstairs. “Probably the Unseelie, but I don’t know for sure. You know better than I do what I need to learn first, but as far as priorities go . . . I want to protect myself against them.”


  “Combat magic?” Guan asked, his voice similarly soft. He was watching me closely.


  I shook my head. “As much as I like the idea of taking those bastards’ heads off, no. Right now I need to act like a nice, responsible member of psychic society. I’ve been practicing shielding with Julian, but that’s passive; it only protects me from direct attacks. It doesn’t make them stop screwing with me in the first place.”


  Guan had the full measure of wilder unreadability, but I thought the slight tightening around his eyes signaled satisfaction. I’d passed his test. He said, “Disruption spirals, then.”


  A quick press of my lips kept the words I’ve seen those in the movies from leaving my mouth. “Okay.”


  Before five minutes were up, I knew Guan was nothing like any teacher I’d had in my life, from my Yan Path tutor in childhood to Grayson last fall. For one thing, I was used to reading theory in textbooks before I moved on to actual practice. Maybe it was because Guan was doing this on the sly, ergo he didn’t have books on hand, but I got the impression he was used to teaching through lecture and example, not explanatory texts. I made a mental note to ask Julian later.


  He also didn’t hold my hand on anything. Julian had called him “laid-back,” and in a way he was; he didn’t radiate focused intensity the way Grayson did. But all of my college professors, I realized, had been pitching their classes to the lowest common denominator. Which at Welton was pretty high—after all, it was the top psychic sciences university in the country—but still, the roster for any given class ranged from strong talents to people who were just barely muddling through, like me when I took Effect Limits.


  Guan didn’t have to worry about that. Every single person he taught was a wilder, with a comprehensive suite of gifts. And he was clearly used to teaching the older kids, the ones who knew basic theory and had gotten to the point where their default state was being unshielded. So he hit the ground running—and so did I.


  I expected it to be grueling. In some respects, it was. My background in ceremonial magic was pretty thin, so I had to learn a lot of smaller things on the fly to make a disruption spiral work. They were constructs of pure power, designed to do what it said on the tin: disrupt any other effect within their zone of influence. As defensive measures went, they certainly had their limitations, but Guan had chosen well; I could fling one of these down around myself, or even at a distance, and buy myself time to prep something else.


  The thing that surprised me was how easy it was to power the spiral. I still thought of myself as I’d been last September: talented at divination, pretty decent at the telepathic sciences overall, weak on the telekinetics, and struggling with a childhood block against ceremonial magic. But under Guan’s tutelage, I realized for the first time that I was, in fact, a wilder. I might not know how to do things, but in terms of pure gift, my weaknesses were gone.


  That realization was exhilarating. Guan walked me through the construction of a spiral, having me copy him as he went, then made me do it again and again, faster each time. Pretty soon he was throwing minor effects at me, letting me bat them away with my spirals. After a while I realized Julian and Neeya had stopped their work and were watching me.


  When Guan finally let me pause, Julian grinned, clapped Neeya on the shoulder, and came over to crouch by my chair. “Nicely done,” he said.


  “Thanks,” I answered, a bit breathless from the exertion. “Those are fun.” Then, because Guan had gotten up to talk to Neeya, I asked the question I never would have dared voice in front of him. “Is it possible to make them glow, like they do in the movies?”


  Julian laughed. “Yes, if you overclock it enough. But it’s a flagrant waste of power.”


  Right then, I felt like I had it to spare. I knew it was possible to overdraw myself, though, even with my newly-amped reserves. I’d done it in the fight with Julian, and the memory of that sobered me like a splash of cold water. Everything I learned here . . . could I be sure I wouldn’t someday use it against my friends?


  Yes, because now I knew how to defend myself. Empathy wouldn’t do me much good against physical attacks, but if the Unseelie tried to control my mind again, I could stop them, could burn their touch out of my mind with the sheer human force of my feelings.


  But that didn’t stop me from being afraid.


  Guan didn’t put me through the wringer any more after that. Instead he talked to me about tactics: how to evaluate a situation, formulate a plan, and adapt it on the fly. Or at least, he started talking about those things. I’d thought of wilder training in terms of the magic they learned, and that was a big part of it, but I was beginning to realize the scope of what I didn’t know was even larger than I’d thought.


  I would have stayed at Toby’s until dawn if I could have, but before much longer I was starting to yawn so hugely it made my jaw ache. And I wasn’t the only one who had to get up early the next morning. “We’ll see you tomorrow,” Toby said—a reminder that I, like an idiot, had agreed to do this every night. My advisor Rodriguez would have fainted if I presented him with a course load that looked anything like my life these days.


  Julian must have been thinking something similar, because as we walked away he said, “We can take it slower, if you want.”


  I shook my head. “No. I need—I want—to learn as much as I can, while I can.”


  He heard what I didn’t say. If I ended up under the deep shield, these practices would be over until the government decided I could be trusted. Which might be days, weeks, months, years.


  Neither of us said anything more. But the whole way home, I was reviewing disruption spirals in my head.


  ~


  FAR’s offices sat on the top floor of a fifteen-story building, with views across the Crystal City neighborhood of Arlington. The fancy location wasn’t psychically necessary; the entire floor was wrapped in enough shields that we could have been parked in the middle of the Metro Center station and it wouldn’t have disrupted our readings. But if a divination firm wanted government contracts, they had to impress Capitol Hill types, and so here we were.


  I shouldn’t have thought of it in terms of “we.” After all, I was only an intern. Technically speaking, my only responsibilities were the mundane tasks of filing and reporting and making sure the precogs had all the equipment they needed. But the president of Future Advisory Research was a friend of my mother’s from back when his firm had been based in Georgia, and she’d pulled strings to make sure I wouldn’t be wasting my time here. She might be disappointed that I wasn’t pursuing a more sorcerous career, but if I was determined to specialize in divination, she would at least make sure I got valuable work experience.


  And that had been when I was just an ordinary blood, a divination major with a tarot hobby from the age of twelve. Now that I’d been turned into a wilder, Adam was panting to make good use of my gift. I hadn’t bothered pointing out to him that the change hadn’t done much to boost my precognitive abilities: I was too eager to be useful.


  The offices were quiet as I came through the glass doors at about eight-thirty. The hush had unnerved me at first; it made me feel as if I were in a library, the sort where the librarian could kill you with a look if your chair scraped the floor too loudly. It was a side effect of the shielding, Adam had told me — that, and the fact that most of the work done there didn’t involve any sound louder than a deck of cards shuffling. Still, I found myself walking carefully, as if the plush carpet wouldn’t muffle my steps into silence anyway.


  Mariko was behind the reception desk, sorting through a stack of files. She nodded toward Adam’s office when she saw me. “Wants to see you. Knock before you go in, though; he may be on the phone.”


  My pulse quickened. I’d been assigned some readings before, but usually Mariko handed those out. Adam only handled the big-ticket cases.


  Or it might be nothing to do with divination. Maybe this was fallout from the thing with Stutler and Kutty. Or maybe he just wanted to know how my meeting with Ramos had gone. I nodded thanks to Mariko and headed toward Adam’s office.


  His door was open, removing any need for me to knock. “Come on in,” Adam said when he saw me in the doorway, and gestured for me to take a seat. While I did so, he retrieved a file from the stack on his desk and wheeled himself around to join me.


  The file resting on his knees had a red border.


  Adam saw me looking and grinned. “Yes, it’s for you. Take a look and let me know what you think.”


  Red borders marked governmental contracts. They weren’t the only people FAR contracted with; we also handled plenty of business readings, even some individual matters for people rich enough and egotistical enough to want a big-name company looking into their personal futures. I knew perfectly well that not all of the governmental contracts were interesting: it was as likely to be earthquake prediction for the US Geological Survey as scrying on a heavily-armed extremist militia group in Wyoming. But this was the first time Adam had let me touch one of those files, let alone asked my opinion on it.


  Curious, I flipped the cover open. The red border wasn’t the only thing that piqued my curiosity. Adam did this sometimes, sounding out a diviner before assigning a job. He was looking for resonance — some kind of connection that would make the reading more successful. What kind of connection did he imagine I might have?


  The file didn’t provide many clues. It looked like a fairly routine piece of work, forecasting trends in illegal drug use — no, drugs that hadn’t yet been made illegal. Okay, so the client wanted to know where the danger points were, what would be the next hot thing for teenagers to snort or huff or inject or whatever. Not exactly my scene, even when I was in high school.


  But Adam wouldn’t have handed it to me for no reason. I ran my finger down the edge of the paper, hoping to pick up traces from the client. Something about it felt tantalizingly familiar, but it was too faint for me to identify. My gift murmured in approval, though. It had ideas about this one.


  “I’ll give it a shot,” I said cautiously. In fairness, that might have been my answer even if I’d felt nothing at all. Adam was giving me first crack at something important; it was a huge amount of trust to put in a twenty-one-year-old intern. Refusing that would have been hard.


  But I wasn’t lying: I thought I stood an actual chance with this one. Adam must have believed me, because he nodded his head toward the back hall. “Take any free room. Think you can be done by lunchtime?”


  However eager I was to prove myself, I knew better than to promise that. “If you mean a preliminary read, sure. Actual stats are going to take longer.”


  He grinned up at me. “Good girl. Take all the time you need.”


  So this was a test, at least in part. That didn’t quiet my nerves any. My palms were damp as I took the file to the locker where I kept my gear. What game was Adam playing? Other than “find out just what the intern’s capable of.” That part was obvious.


  The locker was less to keep anyone from stealing my cards, more to keep them shielded from outside influence. Companies like FAR practiced a vastly higher level of psychic hygiene than I’d ever bothered with at college. Then again, nobody at Welton had ever asked me to produce a statistical analysis of the probabilities I sensed, either. They saved that kind of thing for the grad students.


  I took my cards out of their silver-lined alcove and grabbed a map of the United States on my way to one of the divination rooms. I would save the pendulum and the planchette for after lunch, when I buckled down to try and get regional detail, but for now the map could stand in for the querent. These kinds of impersonal questions were much harder to get a read on — and truth be told, even if I hadn’t formed an ambition to become a Guardian, FAR’s line of work was not the kind of divination I wanted to do. It was just too abstract. But the experience was valuable, and I enjoyed the challenge of bending my mind in new directions.


  All the standard divination rooms were permanently shielded against the outside world. Even the best-built shields, though, got weakened by doors opening and people passing through, so there was a framework built into the walls and windows that made it easy to add a second layer once I was inside. Then, just for practice, I constructed a third layer, this one without the framework to assist. It was the main thing Julian had been able to teach me, after studying it so intensively with Grayson.


  FAR wasn’t paying me to conduct shielding practice, though. I laid out the map and my cards, then opened the file and read it through properly.


  The client’s name was missing, but that was no surprise; Adam routinely stripped out identifying information, in case it might bias the reading. This particular file was especially short on concrete details, though. They hadn’t provided a list of specific substances they were worried about — or if they had, Adam had redacted that, too. Probably it had never been there to begin with. They were more interested in effect trends, the kinds of experiences or results people were going to be seeking. I frowned at that. Without individual drugs to use as focal points, it was going to be damned hard to separate chemically-induced effects from the broader social trends of the nation.


  Well, I had told Adam I would try. I sat cross-legged on the floor and meditated for a time, focusing on the thrill and danger of the illicit; that would at least help me filter out some of the psychic noise. I probably should have spent some time researching the topic before coming in here. No doubt Adam had noticed my failure to do so. I’d have to make up for that during lunch, before I dug into the statistical details.


  Those thoughts weren’t helping me at all. I cleared my mind, focusing instead on my breathing. What mattered was the gift, more than anything else. My precognitive instincts, and my ability to listen to them.


  When I felt ready, I pulled the Moon from the deck to be my significator, then shuffled, cut, and began to lay the cards out.


  For a reading like this, where I’d been given a minimal amount of context, I liked to use a Wheel layout. I’d chosen the Moon as my significator because of its associations with illusion, change, madness, and more; it seemed an appropriate match for a drug-related question. Around it I set the first four cards: the nine of swords to the left, the two of pentacles reversed to the right, and then the six of pentacles reversed above, and the five of pentacles below.


  The two of pentacles worried me the moment I laid it down. I didn’t know yet what kind of trouble we were looking at, but the right-hand position stood for the near future, and that card said things were going to come crashing down pretty fast. Pentacles also indicated money, so whatever was going on, there would be a big market for it. The sky and root cards were no better. I had pentacles again in both places, telling me that money would be one of the driving forces. But the greed the sky card pointed at wasn’t just for money, it was for something more. Whatever experience the drug was going to grant, I suspected. Down in the root, the five of pentacles depicted beggars shut out of a church: people abandoned, or at least people who felt that way.


  Those three fit together. I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the nine of swords, though. It was an unpleasant card, full of conflict and impossible decisions, and its position indicated the past. Without context, though, I was having a hard time getting a bead on what conflict it might be pointing at. It could be anything from the return of the Otherworld down to recent economic policies that had pushed people into a bad corner. All the pentacles made me think something like the latter might be it, but I wasn’t sure.


  I laid the remaining eight cards in a circle around the first five, hoping they might clear it up. Fewer pentacles here: I got a couple of wands, a couple of cups, Temperance reversed, and on the last card —


  The last card was the outcome, the piece that tied it all together. I hadn’t even begun to think about what the previous seven cards told me, much less how they fit in with the first five; drawing conclusions based on one card was not best practice for tarot reading.


  But the instant I saw it, I knew.


  The High Priestess, reversed. She could indicate a lot of different things; many of the Major Arcana were complex that way. When I laid the card down, though, my thoughts made an intuitive leap, from the seated woman of the image to psychic powers to the purpose of this entire reading.


  The drug I was casting for . . . it was the powder the Unseelie had used to turn me into a wilder.


  The stuff wasn’t a drug, not the way we generally used that term. Last I’d heard, nobody really knew what it was—nobody human, anyway, and the sidhe weren’t telling. Somebody had dubbed it “fairy dust,” and the name stuck. The CDC guys who examined me thought it was some kind of retrovirus in powdered form; that was their best guess for how it had triggered the mutation in my DNA. But I’d also been questioned by people from the DEA, because the way the sidhe used it was more like a drug.


  And that was exactly the way humans would treat it, once they got their hands on the stuff.


  I quickly swept the cards together and began a second layout, this time with my thoughts focused on the powder. Even if the client wasn’t asking about fairy dust, I needed to know. Other people would need to know, so they could take action before things got bad.


  Sometimes the cards were cryptic, but not this time. If that powder became available to the general populace, it would find buyers. Bloods wanting to jack their gifts up to higher levels — that was how the sidhe used it on themselves, though for them the effect was temporary. “You bloody fools,” I whispered, fingers tightening on the remainder of the deck. I survived the transition, but that was no guarantee anybody else would be as lucky. The same transition had killed my brother Noah, years ago.


  It wasn’t worth the risk. But that wouldn’t stop people from trying.


  They wouldn’t be the only market, though. There were a thousand snake-oil salesmen out there, promising baselines that a secret regimen of herbs or meditation or whatever would unlock their hidden potential, triggering the awakening that nature hadn’t bestowed. If this powder could deliver on those promises, the sidhe could have a good percentage of the world’s non-psychic population eating out of their hands.


  My hands were shaking badly enough that I had to lay the deck down. Had Adam known what this query was about when he handed me the file? Or did he pick me because his own gift prodded him? I wouldn’t be surprised if the client kept the identity of the “drug” even from him. Whether it was the DEA or the CDC — and I would lay money it was one of the two, if not a joint team of both — they might very well want to keep the details under wraps. But I would have to put my suspicions in my report, and Adam would see that.


  Better to tell him now. I reached out to gather up the cards, but caught myself before I touched them. This second spread wasn’t technically part of my assignment, but I had to record it anyway. There was a box of spare forms in the corner; I grabbed one and wrote out the layout in a quick scrawl, along with a summary of my impressions. Then, file and form in hand, I went to find Adam.


  He was in the hallway talking to Latonya, the firm’s best runecaster. She was facing me as I came out, and put a hand on Adam’s to stop him mid-sentence. Distress had frayed my shields; I was leaking empathic cues to an embarrassing degree. Or maybe it was just my expression that warned her. Adam twisted his head to look over his shoulder, and his eyebrows shot up. “We’ll finish this later?” he said to Latonya. It was more of a statement than a question, and she nodded. “Kim, follow me.”


  A moment later we were back in his office, with the door shut behind us. “What happened?” he asked.


  I swallowed, steadying my breathing. “Shields?”


  He closed his eyes briefly, and my ears suddenly felt stuffed with cotton. I opened my jaw to pop them. Adam said, “Speak.”


  Fear had carried me this far, but now caution slowed me. I held up the file. “Do you know who this came from?” He nodded. “Do you know what they’re after? The specifics, I mean.”


  “No,” Adam admitted. “That is—I know there’s some specific substance they’re worried about, not just general trends. And although they didn’t say this, I suspect it has something to do with the sidhe.”


  Which explained why he’d passed it to me. I put the file down on the end of his desk, pressed my hand flat against it as if the force would make this any easier. “I had a suspicion of my own, so I performed another reading. And. Um.” The paper was inside the folder. I should never have filled it out; I should have thought the implications through before racing to tell Adam. “I know I’m an intern, and what I’m about to say is crazy. But . . . I need to go over your head on this one. I need to talk to the client directly—without you there.”


  Adam’s eyes widened, and his hands fell to the rims of his chair’s wheels. “Kim—I shouldn’t have even given you that file. There are regulations I’m supposed to follow, and one of them says, no contracts of that classification to be shared with diviners without security clearance. Which you and I both know you don’t have.”


  Intuition snapped into place again. I was riding the sharp edge of my gift, putting together pieces without the help of tools. Maybe being a wilder had changed my divination after all. “Plausible deniability. Who gave this to you—the DEA or the CDC?” I dismissed the question as soon as I asked it. “Doesn’t matter. The entire federal government knows where I spend my days; they damn near put a tracker anklet on me. They knew I might be able to get a better read on this, but they also knew I don’t have a security clearance. So they gave it to you.” They might have even nudged him to increase the chance of him passing the file on to me.


  My boss was staring at me like I’d grown a second head. “Why? What in the name of all the gods would merit that kind of scheme?”


  The file was under my fingers. If I didn’t think it would set off a fire alarm, I would have taken my report out and burned it on the spot. “I’m pretty sure I can’t tell you. If they say it’s okay, then I will—I promise. But right now . . .” The words sounded ridiculous, but concerns like this had become a part of my daily life. “I think it’s a matter of public safety. And it might be urgent.”


  I wasn’t Julian. I hadn’t been raised the way he had, and didn’t have the corresponding habits. But Adam had dealt with wilders often enough that he knew not to look them in the eye, and he had been avoiding mine all this time. When I said “public safety,” though, he met my gaze.


  It wasn’t the first time somebody had done it. But I still hadn’t gotten used to the full-body shiver, the way people went rigid as if they were mice under the shadow of a hawk. Adam’s fingers tightened on the rims, and his pupils shrank to pinpricks. I looked away, wincing, and heard him draw in a ragged breath. Well, that was more dramatic than I meant it to be.


  “All right,” Adam said, and his voice was unsteady. “I’ll let them know. Can you, uh—can you wait out in the lobby?”


  I nodded and shut the door behind me as I went. The shields kept me from hearing even a murmur as Adam made the call, but after a few minutes, Mariko’s screen beeped. She’d been eyeing me warily since I came out. I had no idea what my expression looked like, but apparently it raised her curiosity. “Go on back in,” she said.


  He’d put an envelope on his desk, of a type I’d never seen before. When I picked it up, my fingers buzzed at the contact. Sigils marched down the seams, and a wax seal on the flap had a Seal of Solomon impressed into it, not yet affixed to the body of the envelope. “Write up your report,” Adam told me. “The whole thing, not just what you’ve gotten so far this morning. When you’re done, put it in there, and fix the seal. Then give the envelope to Mariko. She’ll take care of it from there.”


  Document security. My training in ceremonial magic hadn’t gotten me far enough to recognize the sigils, but I was betting they were wards against scrying, fire, and various other hazards. “Should I put extra shields on the room while I work?” I asked.


  “Use the bunker.”


  Now it was my turn for my eyes to pop. The “bunker” was a room in the center of the office, shielded to hell and back again. Mostly they used it for the really complex and sensitive stuff, the things that involved not just divination but ceremonial rituals as well. Me, I’d never seen the inside of it. Interns were too low on the company ladder for that sort of thing.


  Apparently I wasn’t overreacting.


  I curled my fingers around the edges of the warded envelope. “What should I do with the materials during lunch?” Then, seeing Adam’s expression, I put up a hand to stop him from answering. “Never mind. Can I, um—” I was an intern, for the love of all the gods. I was supposed to be on the receiving end of what I was about to say, not the issuing end. “Is there any chance somebody could bring me back a sandwich?”


  Adam pushed a notepad and a pen toward me. “Write down what you want; somebody will take care of it. Just get that reading done.”


  
    

  


  Chapter Four


  Julian stopped on a quiet residential corner and cursed under his breath. He’d lost Neeya’s trail.


  She was supposed to be trying to lose him. That was her half of the exercise, just as tracking was his half. But the pride he might have felt at her success was tempered by annoyance at his own failure.


  Neeya was carrying a malfunctioning memory stone—or rather, one that had been designed to work wrong. It was leaking power, and he’d been following the traces ever since they left Toby’s house. Neeya was doing her best to erase them as she went, though, and somewhere between the previous corner and this one, she’d gotten the hang of it. He couldn’t find a hint of the thing anywhere.


  These practices had grown beyond the four of them, Julian and Neeya and Kim and Guan. Toby and Marcus were something of a social hub for Fiain in the D.C. area; when word got around that Kim and Julian were there almost every night, others started to show up. It was good to have other Fiain for company again, and being in their presence put Julian back into old habits of mind. When they ran exercises like this at the Center, the only way to truly fail was to give up.


  If this were an actual incident in the field, rather than merely an exercise, he’d be an idiot to quit pursuing his quarry just because he lost the trace. What other options did he have?


  He could search for Neeya psychically, but in this case that would be cheating. He knew her mind too well. The same went for trying to guess what path she might have taken, based on her usual habits. Most targets would be strangers to him, not people whose thinking he could predict in his sleep.


  That didn’t rule out logic, though. Julian thought about the neighborhood, what lay ahead if Neeya had gone right or left or had continued on straight. The lights of Kentucky Avenue were visible in the distance, and a fugitive with a leaking memory stone probably wouldn’t want to be surrounded by people. Left would take her back toward their starting point; would she avoid that, or choose it in the hope of shaking pursuit?


  “Are you going to stand there all night?”


  She’d gotten behind him faster than he expected. “Hello, Neeya.”


  A quiet laugh. She came up next to him and elbowed him lightly. “Lost my trail, huh?”


  “Trying to reason out which way you would have gone,” Julian admitted. “It’s still leaking.”


  “I know. I figured, if the exercise was over, I might as well save the effort.”


  Julian frowned down at her. “Your part of the exercise includes wiping its trail. You aren’t done until Guan takes it back or you can mop it up in your sleep.”


  Neeya wasn’t one to roll her eyes; habits like that could get you in trouble at the Center. She had a quirk of the mouth that served much the same purpose, though. “Fine talk from the guy who couldn’t follow me. What did they teach you at college, anyway?”


  By way of answer, Julian focused on the memory stone and wrapped it up in a shield, as neat as a bow.


  The humor went out of Neeya like a light switch turning off. “Right,” she said quietly. “Have you . . .”


  She didn’t finish the question, but she didn’t have to. “No,” Julian said. “The deep shield . . . it’s fundamentally different from other kinds of shielding. The woman who designed it was a genius; I’ll give her that. When it’s down, I can’t even find the structures it’s based on, they’re buried so deep. And when it’s up . . .”


  Another sentence that needed no finishing. When it was up, there was nothing he could do. A few years back, before he went to Welton, Julian had deliberately provoked the trainers into gutting him on three different occasions, so he could study the shield from the inside. All it had gotten him was a series of reprimands and the usual feeling of bone-deep loss.


  “What about that professor of yours?” Neeya asked. “Grayson. Would she know?”


  Julian removed the shield from the memory stone and took it from Neeya, studying its construction, both physical and magical. The exercise helped steady him. “The only people I can be sure know how the shield works are the ones who install it. But I don’t know if that’s written into the law somewhere, because everything to do with the shield is classified as a matter of national security. If anybody other than the doctors knows, then Grayson would be one of them. But I haven’t asked.”


  “Why not?” Neeya demanded. The light of a moment before might have gone off, but its absence revealed the embers burning in the dark. Most wilders learned to cope with the shield, one way or another. Julian supposed even he had learned to cope, if not as well as the others seemed to. Neeya was the only person he’d ever found who admitted hating it as much as he did. But just as there were fields where her gifts and aptitude trumped his, in this realm, they both knew Julian had the edge. If either of them was going to find a way to break the shield, it would be him.


  Which meant his failure cut all the more deeply. “Grayson knows I want to break it. She’s not an idiot. When a wilder enrolls in college and signs up for every shielding class they offer, she can guess what it means. If she wanted to help me, she would have told me by now.”


  “Then convince her.”


  Julian almost laughed. It would be like trying to persuade a stone to bend. “And risk her reporting me to someone? Besides, she isn’t the only one who can do the math. If she knew the secret and was likely to tell me, the DSPA would never have let me anywhere near her classes.”


  Neeya scowled, but any counter-argument she offered would have been simple petulance, and they both knew it. And she’d grown up since he went to Welton, because she didn’t indulge herself anyway. There was a time she would have argued until her voice gave out, just to have something to do.


  She took the memory stone back and began wiping its traces. “So what now?”


  He put one hand on her elbow, with gentle pressure. She nodded and began walking with him back to Toby and Marcus’ townhouse. “Maybe we break it the mundane way,” Julian said. “If we can win the case—get the Supreme Court to hear it and rule in Kim’s favor—or have the law changed to protect her, that’s a crack in their defenses. Hard to say we have to remain shielded, when she isn’t.”


  Neeya didn’t respond to that, but her control had never been the best. He could feel her suspicion. For her, the world had always been divided into Us and Them, and They were never to be trusted very far. Being out would cure her of that, he hoped. Fiain had to work with outside authorities in the course of their duties. He didn’t expect her to pin her hopes on Congress or the courts, but she might at least be persuaded to accept Kim.


  None of that was anything he could say to her, though. Nor could he voice his other thought, because it was too distant of a possibility, and he didn’t want to get Neeya’s hopes up.


  The sidhe rarely worked magic in the ways humans did. For them it was instinctual, though they could and did train to develop certain abilities more fully. Still, there was every reason to think they could do what Julian could not: find the roots of the shield, and cut them out.


  If he could convince them to do it. If he could even talk to a sidhe again. That woman with her petition outside the Metro had been ridiculous, but her words had lodged under his skin and stuck there. Never mind letting the sidhe “come home” or being reunited with creatures that had been his cousins thousands of years ago. He needed their knowledge, their help.


  Julian was patient. If it took ten years for the balance between the worlds to be sorted out so that humans and sidhe could live together once more, he would wait.


  In the meanwhile, he would keep looking for the key.


  ~


  After three weeks of training with Guan, I felt like my brain was going to start leaking if I crammed one more psychic technique into it.


  I hadn’t mastered everything he’d thrown at me. That would take time and practice — more time and practice than I’d had so far. But Guan at least made sure I understood the principles, even if I couldn’t execute them correctly at speed, on my first try. I could guess at his reasoning: we had no idea how long we’d be able to continue with this setup. If he got pulled away, by his duties or somebody interfering, he wanted to leave me with as much as he could.


  It was a relief to have an evening partially off. Julian and Neeya had the basement to themselves tonight; he was teaching her some of the reflective shield techniques he’d gotten from Grayson, and it wasn’t safe for us to be in the room with them. Guan and I were upstairs in the living room, talking about the law.


  We weren’t alone. Toby was on duty that night, but Marcus wandered in and out, and he had other guests besides. Word had gotten around that Julian and I were at their townhouse most nights; one by one, it seemed like every wilder in D.C. was showing up to look me over. Some of them stayed to practice or to talk.


  There were two others with us in the living room. One was a newcomer, a woman named Inola who looked like she had some Native American ancestry. The other was a black guy named Louis, who had been here a few times before. I didn’t know much about either of them beyond that, but wasn’t sure if asking more would be prying.


  I’d settled myself into the armchair, with Hitomi curled up in my lap. She purred and turned her head when I scratched her cheek, leaning into the touch.


  Guan was explaining some of the laws that addressed civilian intervention in psychic problems. As in so many other respects, I fell into a weird grey zone: wilders who had reached the age of majority were required by law to offer assistance when they could, and could be held liable for failure to do so. Ordinary bloods, on the other hand, fell under the umbrella of “Good Samaritan” laws, which varied widely from one jurisdiction to another. Until my legal status was settled one way or another, the only safe course of action was for me to offer aid, and hope I didn’t do anything I could be sued for.


  It wasn’t very a comforting answer.


  But it was more comforting than thinking about the results of my divination the previous week. I’d mapped out three variant scenarios, but even the best of them still wasn’t very good: people would try to get hold of this stuff, and when they did, some of them would die. Baselines would probably just become psychic, but psychics would turn into wilders — if they were lucky. I didn’t think we had the medical technology to stop the mutation once it began. At that point, it was a roll of the dice whether the user survived or not.


  I hadn’t told Julian anything about that. I couldn’t: the woman I’d met with, a suit from some government agency she hadn’t bothered to identify, had required me to sign a non-disclosure agreement that I wouldn’t share information about that with anyone unless authorized to do so. Authorization had not been forthcoming. I didn’t even know who to ask to get an update; I could only guess at what actions they might be taking to minimize the threat.


  For my own sanity, I had to focus on other things. And it occurred to me that I had a good audience for one of those, right there in the living room with me.


  “Can I ask a technical question?” I said, when Guan seemed to have reached the end of his spiel.


  “Of course,” he said. “About the law, or something psychic?”


  “Something psychic. But the law too, I guess.” I shifted in my chair, suddenly self-conscious. Hitomi meeped a protest and extended her claws, not scratching me, but pricking to send a warning. Too late, it occurred to me that the Fiain might see this as outsiders intruding on their business. “The deep shield. This whole fight about putting it on me — it’s gotten me thinking. Is there any alternative to it? Some other way to keep kids safe, without having to gut them?” The official term was “stripping,” but that wasn’t how wilders referred to it amongst themselves. I’d picked up their habit.


  Louis had been reading while Guan and I talked, but at my words he put down his book. Inola’s drifting attention snapped to me. I occupied my hands petting Hitomi, to hide my nerves.


  Guan said. “Do we have an alternative? No.”


  He left it at that. We were all psychic; he could tell I wasn’t asking idly, and I could tell he could tell. I sighed. “All right. Julian and I have some friends — Robert Ó Conchúir and Liesel Mandelbaum. Has he told you about them? When they found out about the deep shield, they started trying to think of other ways to handle the problem.”


  “Have they come up with anything?” Louis asked.


  I snorted. “Oh, they’ve come up with lots of things. Just none that work. Their best idea so far involves designing a new kind of power reservoir, one that can be built by an outsider, and bleeding off all the energy into that until the kid’s old enough to tap into it.”


  “Ye gods,” Inola said, coming bolt upright on the couch. “Do you have the slightest clue how much power would build up in there? Those children would be sitting on small nuclear bombs.”


  I shrugged helplessly. “Like I said, none of their ideas work. But —” I hesitated, looking down at Hitomi’s fluffy head. “I thought you guys might be able to help. If you wanted to.”


  Silence followed my words. Then Louis said, “We’re trained to be Guardians. Emergency response. It doesn’t set us up for the kind of technical work you’re talking about.”


  “Maybe not most of you,” I admitted. “But Guan — you train these kids. And more to the point, you know the people at the Centers who raise them. Would they want to look into alternatives?”


  His expression had settled into the bland mask they were all taught to maintain. I read that as a good sign; it meant I’d given him something to think about. Hopefully what he was thinking wasn’t this girl is insane. His answer was neutral. “I couldn’t say.”


  There wasn’t much point in backpedaling now. “Would you be willing to ask them? Or I’ll do it myself, if you tell me who to talk to. I —”


  Pounding footsteps on the basement staircase cut me short. The wards on the room soundproofed the place, but they didn’t extend to the stairs. Guan came to his feet just as the door slammed open, revealing Neeya. “Kleenex,” she said, eyes darting around the room. “I need —” She spotted the box on a shelf, teleported it straight into her hands, and bolted back downstairs.


  I followed her in time to see her pressing a tissue to Julian’s face, while he tilted his head forward. There were bloodstains all down the front of his shirt.


  For all my speed, Guan had beaten me down the stairs. I was willing to bet he’d witnessed scenes like this more than once in his teaching career. “What happened?” he asked.


  Julian took Neeya’s hand by the wrist, gently pulling her away so he could hold the tissues himself. “My fault,” he said, his voice thickened as he pinched his nose shut. “I didn’t tend my own shields well enough.”


  “It’s my fault,” Neeya said, hovering with one hand on his shoulder. “I reflected a bolt right into his face.”


  Inola and Louis had both joined us, at a more leisurely pace. Louis went to kneel by Julian; after a moment, I realized he was applying a finely-controlled cryokinetic effect, counteracting any swelling that might occur, and helping stop the blood flow. “Thanks,” Julian said. “Nothing’s broken. It’ll be fine in a little bit.”


  “Surprisingly careless of you,” Guan observed.


  The sound Julian made probably would have been a snort, if he hadn’t still been pinching off the blood. “Bad habits, sir. A bit of one-upsmanship — we won’t do it again.”


  Which implied they’d done it before. Well, they’d grown up together, and even wilders couldn’t be sensible every waking minute. I went and sat by Julian’s feet, across from Louis. He gave me a wry smile past the tissues. I said, “At least she didn’t light your hair on fire.”


  “I only did that once —!” Neeya caught herself and subsided to a glare. I hadn’t even meant it as a dig at her. It was just the sort of thing my parents said when I had mishaps during my own adolescent manifestation.


  Guan said, “I think you’re done for the night, Julian. Once the bleeding stops, why don’t you and Kim go home.”


  I resisted the urge to ask what he thought of my request. If he was in favor of it, I would find out in due course; if not, I didn’t think pressing right away would improve anything. At least I had planted the seed. For now, that would have to be enough.


  ~


  Mostly people avoided looking at the wilders on the Metro, but the stains on Julian’s shirt earned us some stares on our way back home that night.


  I wondered what the people on the train thought had happened. Probably something dramatic involving Guardian duties. Maybe a group of anti-sidhe punks who, deprived of their Otherworldly targets, turned on the nearest substitutes available. I was half-tempted to start making up a story, talking to Julian like we’d just fought off a dragon in Dupont Circle, but it would probably just remind him that he wasn’t a Guardian yet. Instead I sat quietly, trying not to sway into him when the train slowed at each station.


  When we got back to the apartment, Julian plucked at his bloodstained shirt and said, “I should put this in the wash.”


  “Let me grab some other laundry,” I said, ducking into the bedroom to fetch it. My parents, thank the gods, had put me in an apartment with its own washer and dryer. We didn’t have to go down to the basement or out to a laundromat.


  By the time I’d gathered enough to fill the washer, Julian had already tossed his shirt in and was standing bare-chested in the hall. I dropped the other clothes at his feet and slid past him into the living room, eyes averted. It wasn’t so much that I was embarrassed to see my boyfriend with his shirt off—though it was a little awkward, given how uncertain our physical interactions still were. But when I looked at him, I saw the scars: a knife cut along his chest, burns on his abdomen. I’d done those things to him. And physical healers like my father were rare enough that nobody was going to waste their talents on erasing the scars from one wilder, just for my peace of mind.


  Julian wasn’t nearly blind enough to miss my reaction. He stayed in the hall for a moment, loading the wash; then I heard him go into the bedroom and put on another shirt. I sat on the couch and wrapped my hands around my knees, knowing he was going to come in, unsure of what I would say when he did.


  He paused in the doorway and asked softly, “Is it the scars?”


  “Yes,” I said—and then, realizing the truth, “No.”


  He waited, letting me fight my way through to the words. They were surprisingly hard to get out: I was suddenly on the edge of crying, and really didn’t want to give in. It felt manipulative, like I was trying to use my emotions as leverage against him. And I wanted to keep my dignity.


  At last I said, “It’s Neeya.”


  The room was quiet enough that I heard his indrawn breath.


  “I’m not an idiot,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. My gaze was fixed on my knees. “I don’t think you’re in love with her, and I’m not jealous. Not—not like that. But you’re different with her; did you know that? She’s the one person you don’t avoid touching. I know I need to keep my distance, and I do my best . . . but it’s hard to do that, and then to see you so comfortable with her, and not feel the lack.”


  Silence. It lasted for long enough that I finally looked up. Julian was still in the doorway, one hand on the frame, eyes closed. He only did that when he didn’t trust himself to keep his emotions in check, hidden from view. I bit my lip, feeling the distance between us grow.


  Then Julian shook his head and opened his eyes, and I saw what he’d given up on concealing.


  Anger.


  At himself.


  “I am a gods-damned idiot,” Julian breathed.


  I didn’t know how I’d expected him to react, but this wasn’t it. I rose from the couch, not sure whether I should approach or give him space. “Julian—”


  “Wait. Please.” His mouth twisted in something like a smile. “You’re right. We’re taught from childhood to avoid touching bloods and baselines, since it has such a bad effect. And not everybody at the Center is a wilder, you know—a lot of the people around us aren’t. So we learn to keep our distance.


  “But Kim . . . we’re still human. Mostly. And we still need human contact, just like anybody else.”


  I thought about how isolated I felt these days, with everyone avoiding me—Julian included. I spent half my time at Toby’s with Hitomi in my lap, just for the warmth of another living body. “So with Neeya . . .”


  “Not just her. We touch all the time,” Julian said. “Casual stuff, mostly, but it’s constant. You see it with Neeya because she was my little sister, and because she’s fresh out of the Center. I didn’t even notice it until you said anything. Normally we’re less demonstrative in public. But when it’s just Fiain, and we’re by ourselves—” He grinned, a sudden lightening of expression, though the anger wasn’t gone. “Exactly the opposite of what everyone else sees.”


  Like theatre people, I thought, remembering some high school friends of mine, their casual attitudes toward contact.


  Julian hesitated, grin fading. Then he came forward and took me by the hands. Gentle pressure led me back to the couch; he sat close enough that our knees touched. Which was wildly out of character for him—except that apparently I’d been wrong all this time about what his character really was.


  “I owe you an apology,” he said, still holding my hands. “Ever since you got to D.C., before you even met Guan and Neeya, I’ve been telling the others that I accept you, that as far as I’m concerned you’re one of us. But they can see the truth. Whatever my mouth says, my behavior’s been telling them the exact opposite.”


  Because he didn’t touch me. Now I understood the self-recrimination. He’d been undermining me all this time, without meaning to. Worse: it was proof that on some subconscious level, he didn’t accept me yet.


  I swallowed, trying to ease the sudden lump in my throat. His grip was tight on my fingers, as if by sheer force he could undo the error of these past weeks. “It isn’t all you,” I said. “Every time I think about touching you—even casually—I’ve been holding back, because I thought it would make you uncomfortable.”


  Julian looked down. Then he went still, and I knew he’d noticed the same thing I had: that it was the way he would react around a non-wilder, avoiding their gaze. He drew in a slow breath, then looked up and met my eyes.


  All the breath went out of me. I’d suspected that Julian was sometimes lonely at Welton; he had no real friends there beyond me, Robert, and Liesel. But now I saw another layer to that loneliness, one whose existence I never guessed at. It was the hunger for simple contact, the starvation of someone cut off from the only people in the world who didn’t flinch away from him.


  “Don’t hold back,” he whispered.


  Reluctance still dragged at me, the habit of years. I told habit to go to hell, and kissed him.


  The difference was immediate, and electrifying. Julian was still awkward; I was the only person he’d ever kissed, and the distance between us these past months meant he hadn’t gotten much practice. But I felt him give himself over to it, dropping all the barriers that had restrained him before. Not just the metaphorical ones, either, the instinct to pull back. His mind brushed mine, and I lowered a few of my own shields to let him in.


  I had guessed at the hunger. Now it came in a wave, drowning me. His isolation, his love for me—they’d been eating at him all this time, but Julian was too used to controlling himself, to the point where he didn’t even let himself realize how badly he craved this. One moment we were sitting next to one another, knees touching; then, with almost no transition, I had molded myself to him, touching not just with lips but shoulders, hips, rising and turning to kneel over him and cup his face between my palms. Julian’s hands explored my back, one rising to bury itself deep in my hair. His breath was hot against my cheek as I broke away to kiss his throat.


  Then my shirt slid up, and Julian’s hand touched bare skin. He froze.


  I drew back. The look in his eyes was one I’d never seen before: a new kind of fear. He was on a precipice, one step away from falling, from letting go of control. And that was the one thing he never let himself do.


  I’d gone this far once, with a boyfriend in high school. Never any further. But one of us had to be the first to take that step.


  “I’m ready,” I said, almost soundlessly. “If you are.”


  For a moment I thought he would refuse, pull back, turn away. It was too soon; this honesty between us was too new.


  But then his hand returned, drifting down to rest on my hip, and he nodded.


  I kissed him again, then slid off the couch, catching his hands in my own. “Follow me,” I said, and led him to the bedroom.


  ~


  Julian lay on his back, staring at the dark shadow of the ceiling, and tried to separate himself from the panic that threatened to overwhelm him.


  At his side, Kim lay peacefully asleep. He thought he’d kept his reaction from her; he hoped he had. There was no good way to say that this had been one of the most wonderful nights of his life . . . and also one of the most terrifying.


  His gut twisted with remembered pain. Every time he lost control, let instinct take over, there had been one response: the deep shield. This wasn’t magic, but he couldn’t separate the two. He didn’t think he could have let go even now, except that Kim had wrapped herself around him, body and mind, and carried him with her. Just thinking about that sheer vulnerability made his breath come faster. He forced it to slow, repeating a calming exercise over and over again, shaping it silently with his lips.


  He craved contact so badly . . . and that was the problem. Two and a half years at Welton, training himself to stand alone, without other Fiain to lean on. Then Kim, and his feelings for her—feelings he had tried to renounce, except she wouldn’t let him. And as he had said earlier tonight, he was still human. The starvation of the past two years took the simple response of his body and multiplied it a hundredfold.


  The others would know. Julian didn’t think he could hide this from them if he tried; they would see the difference in how he behaved around Kim. He wanted them to see the difference. They were never going to accept her if he didn’t do it first.


  And it would take more than one night to do that. He had to unlearn the habits of years: not just the basic protocols of his childhood, but all his interactions with Kim since he met her. He’d thought he was succeeding, until Kim pointed out the truth.


  Neeya. Julian knew how she would react. Us versus Them; to her, Kim was Them.


  He couldn’t leave it for her to guess. That would only make things worse, leave her feeling betrayed. They’d see each other again at Toby’s the next night — but that wouldn’t be private enough. If he wanted to explain things before everyone else found out, he had to do it now.


  Moving quietly so as not to wake Kim, he slid out of bed, pulled on his jeans, and went out to the living room. There he sat cross-legged on the floor, centered himself, and reached out for Neeya.


  She was still awake, and studying. Sorry again about the bloody nose, she said once their minds were joined, and then—whoa. Something’s happened.


  Yes, Julian said. It was the paradox of the psychic powers they had inherited from the sidhe, that feelings, which interfered with most kinds of magic, could also be carried by empathy. It made them hard to contain. Neeya, I owe you an apology. I told you about Kim when I met her, told you that we became friends. You know what happened last fall. But I never came out and said, I love her.


  Neeya had to be devoting significant attention to her shields, for him to feel so little from her right now. The sheer length of the silence before she responded, though, told him plenty.


  Okay.


  It wasn’t okay. Not yet. He hoped it would be, though, once Neeya had time to adjust. I’m not saying that makes her one of us. But it does mean she’s going to be with me, whether they gut her or not. She’s important to me, Neeya.


  He sent that last thought as more than just words, letting his sister read the associations. Shock flared in their connection. You slept with her, didn’t you?


  The question came with a gleaming edge of curiosity. Wilders rarely paired up at the Center; the constant monitoring, the drumbeat of self-control, and the sheer familial closeness they shared all weighed against it. Even once out, they weren’t very good at forming romantic relationships. The nature of how they were raised meant some of them wound up with attachment disorders, despite the best efforts of their caretakers. Those with stable partners usually found them among the Fiain, especially those from other Centers. For someone like Neeya, only just now beginning to find her way in the outside world, it was like asking for gossip from a foreign country.


  I did, Julian admitted. And then, because he couldn’t really put it into words, he shared with her the complex knot of understanding that had come to him this evening, the ways in which he had and had not accepted Kim as a fellow wilder. Still didn’t, because understanding alone couldn’t get rid of the entire problem. But he was trying.


  Neeya received it passively, giving no hint of her reaction. It might be a sign of improved control on her part, but he feared it meant she was retreating, locking herself down rather than coping with what he’d just shown her. Neeya?


  Her reply, when it came, was carefully neutral. I should get to sleep.


  Which was her way of saying she wanted privacy in her own head. He bit his lip, wondering if he should say more. Maybe it would have been better to catch her tomorrow, before they went to practice; then Neeya would have had the space she needed to react. But mind-to-mind, he would see too much. If he pushed, she would either shove him out, or let loose on him — and he had a feeling he didn’t want to see just what she was holding back. Not until she’d had some time to process it.


  He did his best to wrap her in the telepathic equivalent of a hug. I’ll see you tomorrow night, m’aithinne. And this time I’ll guard my face.


  She cut the connection. Julian opened his eyes and stared at the dim outline of the window, wishing he could have done that better. But the problem wasn’t with how he’d shared the news; it was with the news itself. There was nothing to do now but wait for Neeya to work through things, and wait for her next move.


  In the meanwhile, it was getting quite late. He went back into the bedroom and looked down at Kim, curled on her side and breathing softly. Learning to sleep with another person in the bed had been hard; he’d had to lie still, not straying from his own side, lest the accidental contact of a foot or hand jar him awake. Now . . . he didn’t know whether to hold himself apart, so that his own restlessness wouldn’t disturb her, or give in to his impulses and curl himself around her body.


  He knew which one Kim would tell him to choose. Easing himself back under the sheet, Julian fitted himself against the curve of her back, draping one arm over her waist. She murmured something indistinct and shifted against his chest, but didn’t rouse. The warmth that grew within him was only partly from the contact.


  Even if he didn’t end up sleeping at all, it was still a good way to spend the night.


  ~


  The whole way to Toby’s the next day, I kept laughing for no particularly good reason. People on the Metro must have thought I was crazy. Or maybe they assumed Julian was telling me telepathic jokes. There was a joke, but it was entirely physical: his hand in mine, his shoulder brushing against me every time the train rocked. Julian was too disciplined to lose his cool the way I kept doing, but I could see the edges of the smile he wasn’t giving into. Happiness radiated off him, a quiet contentment I wanted to wrap myself in. And that made me laugh, too, for sheer delight.


  If anybody had told me a year ago that I would be this close to Julian, physically and emotionally, I would have laughed in their face. And I was a diviner: seeing the future was what I did. But we got blind, the closer to home things got.


  Gods, I couldn’t wait to tell Liesel. She was on a retreat in the Black Forest right now, and I couldn’t just type this up for her to read when she got home. Some things deserved to be told in person, or the closest technological substitute — if only so I could watch her reaction.


  Julian and I had to uncouple at the townhouse; going up the stairs hand-in-hand was too inconvenient. After Toby’s roommate Marcus opened the door, though, Julian ushered me through with one hand on the small of my back, nudging me toward the living room. Rumor said there would be some kind of major announcement on the news tonight, something to do with the sidhe. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be surrounded by other people when the announcement came . . . but I was sure that if I had a community these days, it was the wilders who came to Toby and Marcus’ townhouse. And this, Julian had said, was his chance to show the community that I belonged.


  I took a seat in one of the armchairs, as I usually did when we were in the living room instead of the basement. This time, though, Julian didn’t take the chair next to it. Instead he settled on the floor at my feet, leaning back against my knees.


  Marcus noticed it, and didn’t try to hide his noticing. His eyebrows went up. My angle didn’t allow me to see Julian’s expression, but I guessed from his stillness and the tilt of his head that he was giving Marcus a level, unblinking look—the sort that asks, Is there something you’d like to say? Marcus shook his head, his own expression unreadable, and went to call Toby down.


  I got to watch the pattern repeat with variations over the next fifteen minutes as people arrived. Guan came in, blinked in a way that was the highly-controlled wilder version of a double-take, and ensconced himself at one end of the couch. Toby clattered down the stairs, raised his eyebrows the way Marcus had, then sat next to Guan. Really next to him: in the middle of the couch, rather than at the far end, the way most people would have done. Their arms and knees were touching. The next wilder who showed up was Inola, who was the next best thing to a total stranger; she shrugged at the sight of me and took the remainder of the couch. Not just that, but she turned sideways, putting her back up against the arm and draping her legs over Toby’s lap, feet resting against Guan’s thigh.


  They really are theatre people, I thought, and suppressed a laugh. Which was easy: I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  It didn’t take long. Neeya came in, saw me—saw Julian at my feet—and stopped dead in the archway.


  No matter how hard I listened, I didn’t feel the subliminal tickle of a shielded telepathic conversation. The exchange between her and Julian operated on some other level entirely: the shared intuition of two people who had known each other since childhood, who didn’t need words or even psychic powers to communicate. I realized I was holding my breath, and reminded myself to act normally.


  Then Neeya jerked her chin, as if to say she didn’t care, and flopped down in one of the empty chairs. I couldn’t tell whether that was a statement or not. There wasn’t room for her on the couch unless she actually sat on somebody, and attaching herself to me or Julian seemed like a bit much this early in the game. But she squeezed Marcus’ hand in thanks when he brought her a glass of water, and I took that as a sign.


  Julian, by the simple act of leaning against me, had issued a proclamation to the rest of the Fiain. And they were listening.


  It was a start.


  We had twelve people there by the time things got started. Toby and Marcus had a large screen in the corner, which hadn’t been turned on at any point during my weeks of visiting. Now Marcus tapped at his port, sending a video feed up onto the screen. The image was of some news anchor standing in what the text at the bottom of the image identified as U.N. headquarters in Vancouver. Fortunately Marcus left the sound off, because it was clear nothing had happened yet; the man on the screen was just talking to fill time.


  Much like the rest of us were doing. “It’s going to be some kind of agreement,” Inola said. “If it were a declaration of war, we’d have seen the signs long before they made it official.”


  That was the closest thing I’d heard to actual news about the sidhe since the president announced the creation of the planar injunction. My mother undoubtedly knew more—as a Ring Anchor, she had to—but her work involved classified material often enough that she was very good about keeping it to herself.


  Come to that, I probably knew more than some of the people here. “Congress is still thrashing through the Otherworld Act,” I said. “I think they wanted to have it done before anything changed on the U.N. front, but, well. It’s Congress.” The return of the sidhe had split open every division between the three parties, and even set factions within them at each other’s throats. And nobody wanted a repeat of what had happened with the old Psychic Powers Act, back during First Manifestation—the so-called “Apocalypse Act.” That had been rushed through without even enough time for the senators and representatives to read what they were voting on. The results had been predictably bad.


  “This will probably send some of the text back to the drawing board,” Toby said, and I couldn’t argue with his prediction. It didn’t take divinatory gifts to guess that whatever got said today would affect how the U.S. would deal with the sidhe going forward.


  We continued to speculate, low voices betraying our unease. I was unspeakably glad that Julian and I had sorted out the touch issue last night. Having him leaning up against my shins kept distracting me in completely inappropriate ways; his head was right there, and I wanted to run my hands through his hair, or brush my fingers against his cheek. I kept having to tend my shields. But I was grateful for the reassurance of his warmth against my shins, because nervous tension made the rest of me cold. I leaned forward to put a hand on his shoulder, and he laid his own hand over mine.


  He and I, of all the people in this room, knew exactly what the world was facing.


  Movement on the screen. Marcus unmuted the feed. “— Security Council members,” the news anchor said. A number of men and women were filing out of the double doors, a heck of a lot more than the Security Council itself consisted of. Bodyguards, I supposed, and clerks, and—


  Julian’s hand tightened painfully on mine.


  The sidhe were there.


  Three of them, tall and silver-haired. The best efforts of the world’s technomagicians had yet to invent a way to communicate anything other than sound and image over broadcast, so we were spared the effects of their presence, which made your average wilder feel completely mundane. But there were little zones of isolation around each of them, as everyone avoided contact.


  As soon as I saw that, I saw something else, too.


  More than three people on that platform were being given a wide berth.


  I counted fifteen of them, scattered through the crowd. One accompanying each member of the Security Council. But the rest . . . they didn’t look like sidhe. Or rather, not like the ones we’d dealt with last fall.


  Their appearances varied wildly, sometimes paralleling the people they stood with, sometimes not. Skin shading all through brown to black, different colors of hair—but not of eyes. As the camera panned over the assembled dignitaries, I saw that no matter what else had changed, they still had eyes of emerald green . . .


  Or gold.


  “The Unseelie are there,” I whispered, staring in horror at the screen.


  It shouldn’t have been a surprise. It wasn’t a surprise. There were two Courts of the sidhe; of course the U.N. would have to deal with both of them. Or whoever led them. You kept communicating with the other side, even when you were at war. And we weren’t at war—yet.


  But it felt like a betrayal, seeing them standing there in peace with the representatives of humanity.


  “They don’t all look like you described to us,” Neeya said.


  Julian shook his head. The movement seemed to remind him that he was crushing my fingers; he released the pressure, but didn’t move his hand away. “Those others—I never saw anyone like them. They have to be sidhe, though. The eyes . . . and look at their faces. Look closely. They aren’t human, and it shows.”


  He was right. A certain cast marked all wilders as subtly different; my own face had changed when the Unseelie drugged me. Even in a digital image, the sidhe could not be mistaken for human.


  I let my breath out slowly, trying to steady myself. “There’s a lot we don’t know about the Otherworld. We don’t even know whether its geography is like ours, whether it has the same continents, the same kind of weather. They might vary just as much as we do.”


  “Or it might be a glamour,” Julian said.


  “Or what they showed you might have been a glamour,” Neeya said.


  Maybe, but— “I saw them when they weren’t putting on a show for anyone,” I said quietly. The memories of my time among the Unseelie weren’t anything I liked to revisit, but they were still there, and crystal clear. “They all looked like those three on the left.”


  Guan spoke up for the first time. I was pathetically grateful to him for it, because his words gave me something to focus on besides my ragged breath. “Look at the one behind the Chinese ambassador. She looks like a fox spirit.”


  The sidhe woman in question was as human-shaped as any of them, but I saw what Guan meant. Her hair was red, and the angles of her face gave a vulpine impression. Celtic legends had kept more of the truth about the sidhe because the crossbreeds, the half-sidhe hybrids, had been dumped in the British Isles before the Otherworld passed out of reach. They were kidnapped by the Unseelie, but the Seelie freed them, so that humanity wouldn’t forget about the sidhe entirely. But that didn’t mean the folklore from other parts of the world didn’t preserve their own bits of the truth.


  Hakeema el-Bayoumi, the Secretary-General of the U.N., stepped up to the microphone and began speaking. The early part was nothing of substance, just an unnecessary recap of history up until this point: the long-distant past, when humans and sidhe interbred; the departure of the Otherworld; its return last fall, and the reappearance of the sidhe. The woman knew this was a historic moment, and clearly wanted her speech to be remembered. I could barely pay attention enough to parse her words.


  But my attention snapped into focus when she finished her introduction and got to the actual point. “In the months since contact between the worlds was restored,” she said, “representatives from human governments around the globe have been in negotiation with the two Courts of the sidhe. Our worlds will merge in time; it is inevitable. We must therefore consider how our peoples, so long separated, may live in harmony.”


  The plan she outlined was simple—as it had to be. Nothing complex would survive worldwide experimentation. The two Courts had agreed to register all visitors with the governments of the countries they entered; any violators of this agreement would be subject to the full judgment of the local authorities, with no immunity granted. In exchange . . . they had the right to enter any place that did not deny them access.


  “That’s going to be a nightmare,” Inola said immediately. “If it’s determined on a country-wide level, the states will be screaming bloody murder tomorrow. If a state can block access, though, then what about a county, or a city? Are the sidhe really going to be negotiating with every local hat for permission to walk down the street?”


  Toby snorted. “Forget permission. Whatever the government says at any level, there will be chaos wherever they go. Sales of iron nails are up more than five hundred percent in the last three months.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Julian’s quiet voice cut through the rising chatter. “This is them putting a good face on the inevitable. Even if the planar injunction is keeping them out now—and we’ve got pretty good evidence it isn’t—that won’t hold forever. The closer our worlds draw together, the easier it will be for them to step through. The sidhe will come and go as they please, until there isn’t any ‘coming’ or ‘going,’ just one world with two species living in it. But this gives each country a cover. They can follow the ones who register with them, and if anything happens to the ones who don’t, they can wash their hands of it.”


  Swallowing hurt my throat. “What about humans going into the Otherworld?” Going, or being taken.


  We’d talked over that part of it, but Neeya had kept her attention on the screen. “They can register the intent to visit with the same offices that will be regulating traffic the other direction,” she said. “If they go that route, then they have a promise of safe conduct from the sidhe—which is, in theory, the same thing we’re promising to their visitors. If they hop through on their own . . .” She shrugged. “They get what’s coming to them.”


  “And what about those who don’t go willingly?” I asked. It came out as a growl, and Julian sent me a calming surge.


  Neeya shrugged again. “In theory, their kidnappers get prosecuted.”


  Just like the U.N. was prosecuting the Unseelie, who had kidnapped and brainwashed me. Just like SIF was dealing with the Unseelie who had assaulted me on the Metro. They were clearly suffering prosecution to the full extent of the law, standing up there in perfect friendship with the Security Council and the Secretary-General.


  My jaw ached from clenching so hard. Months of waiting, and this was what we got: a promise of minor bureaucracy, a passport control office for traffic between the two worlds. Beyond that, it was the Wild West. We could trust the Seelie not to screw us over for fun, but I didn’t trust the Unseelie any farther than I could throw the U.N. Headquarters.


  And now they were free to come after me as they pleased.


  They hadn’t done anything since the Metro station, not that I could tell. But the absence only wound my nerves tighter and tighter—which made me more likely to snap, of course, and knowing that made things even worse.


  In a way, it was a relief to know they would be out in the world now. If they registered, they’d have a tail watching them. And if they didn’t . . .


  Then I would blow them away by any means I could, and deal with the law afterward.


  
    

  


  Chapter Five


  Of all the things Julian regretted about being out of both Welton and the Center, the lack of practice space was at the top of the list.


  He didn’t like using Kim’s apartment, not with gifted neighbors who would wonder at the power he was deploying. Toby’s house was fine in the evenings, but he and Marcus were already being generous in letting people make use of their basement and living room every night; Julian couldn’t invade their space during the day, too.


  But with the sidhe given license to walk the world, he had trouble making himself spend his time on anything other than preparing. When Kim was at work, he was out here in the park, in a tree-shrouded corner that mostly hid him from casual view, practicing everything he could that wouldn’t draw attention and didn’t need a partner. When she left the office, they took the Metro to Eastern Market and practiced more in the basement.


  Kim was holding up under the strain far better than he’d initially expected. It was another reminder that he hadn’t thought of her as one of the Fiain, not really; he’d still been calculating for her old limitations. She lacked a wilder’s depth of training, but she had strong gifts now—stronger than Julian’s, in some cases—and more than enough determination to see her through.


  Wake up, eat breakfast, come to the park, eat the lunch he brought with him, go to meet Kim. She was pretty much the only thing that broke the constant drill of practice, and Julian had to fight with himself to let it happen. Every time his thoughts strayed to her—and they did, all too often—it felt like a failure of discipline. Other Fiain had told him it would be like this, once he was out of the Center; after a lifetime of someone else setting every rule, now it was his own responsibility to decide where the boundaries lay. Julian had found a balance of sorts at Welton, but now he was reeling again, unsure how much indulgence was wise.


  None of those thoughts would help him get anything done today. There were limits to what he could practice alone, without making himself a public safety hazard, but Julian was determined to get the hang of one thing: teleportation.


  He still hadn’t gotten the trick of it, and that failure was beginning to drive him up the wall. It wasn’t even a skill Guardians were required to possess. Some people, even strongly gifted ones, never managed to make it work. But it had its uses; more than one life had been saved by a weapon or ritual component blinking into reach or out of it at a crucial moment. And Neeya could do it, as easily as breathing. She even speculated she could move living creatures that way, though Guan had given her a look that said if she ever tried it without damned good justification, she’d find herself facing a board of inquiry five minutes later.


  Julian would settle for being able to move a small, inanimate object, like the rock lying in the grass a short distance from him. He took a deep breath and was about to center himself when the hairs on the back of his neck rose in a way that was all too familiar.


  He was on his feet in an instant, shields flaring to life. But the sidhe coming through the bushes wasn’t Unseelie; the green eyes told him that much. They claimed that was the one feature they couldn’t disguise, even with magic, and so far as anyone could tell, it was true. The individual approaching him now was Seelie, and familiar to him. Falcon.


  That was the name he used, at least. All of the sidhe went by use-names, keeping their true names secret from humans, and maybe even from each other. Julian had met Falcon last fall, when the Seelie pulled him into the Otherworld for questioning. From the start, they hadn’t gotten along.


  Reflex kept his expression neutral, concealing his dislike. Then he wondered why he was bothering. It wasn’t as if Falcon didn’t know how he felt. Julian shifted his feet to a more casual stance, but didn’t drop his shields. “With all your people free to walk the world now, I might have hoped to see someone other than you.”


  His antagonism had no visible effect on Falcon. It was entirely possible the sidhe were incapable of feeling hurt by such things. “I might have expected to find you somewhere more . . . interesting than this.”


  Julian’s shoulders tensed. There was a downside to relaxing his control; it meant the barb got in under his guard, pissing him off, awakening all the resentment and frustration of being left to sit uselessly on the sidelines. He drew in a deep breath, centering himself once more. When he could trust his tone, he asked, “Where’s your escort?”


  Falcon shrugged, unperturbed. “I do not have one.”


  “They’re letting you wander around alone? That hardly seems wise. Sooner or later someone is going to start throwing iron nails at you in the street.” Or else worship him as a god. Either one was a pile of tinder, just waiting for a spark.


  The sidhe gazed around the arc of trees that shielded Julian’s practice spot from view. “I made arrangements to be alone, and I have taken all appropriate care.”


  Legitimate arrangements? Or did he mean he’d given his escort the slip? Julian wasn’t certain he wanted to know. As much as he would have preferred to be visited by a different sidhe — Flint, perhaps; or better yet, Shard — it was a relief to speak with one of them again. These past months, it had been all too easy to imagine that the Seelie were done with him, now that his usefulness was gone. “Are others of your Court here as well? Shard, perhaps?”


  Falcon shook his head. “No. Recent events have wearied her; she is resting.”


  What could weary a sidhe? Their gifts outstripped those of the strongest wilder. And Shard was a seer. Divination wasn’t usually that draining.


  The question was on the tip of his tongue, but Julian stopped himself. Not because Falcon wouldn’t answer — though he probably wouldn’t. Because there was something strange about this conversation, compared to those they’d had in the past. Falcon’s voice was different: he spoke more slowly, and he had a perceptible accent.


  He was speaking English.


  All the sidhe, when he’d dealt with them before, had communicated via a powerful telepathic trick: they spoke their own language, but their minds projected the meaning alongside, so that the recipient heard the result as if it were their own native tongue. It worked best on people with strong telepathic gifts; Julian suspected it wouldn’t work on baselines at all. But Falcon was speaking actual English now, with no psychic intervention.


  “When the hell did you learn English?”


  “I have been studying it since we first made contact,” Falcon said. “Several of us have.”


  Julian said flatly, “Samhain was six months ago. You don’t become this fluent in six months.”


  The sidhe nodded, as if the point were true, but also irrelevant. “Telepathy aids in many things.”


  Not in learning languages, Julian wanted to say. Prior to meeting the sidhe, though, he would have thought it was impossible to create the near-seamless illusion of speaking another tongue. Who was to say they couldn’t reach into the mind of another person and lift out the understanding wholesale? Especially since the evidence before him said that was exactly what they had done.


  Assuming Falcon was telling the truth. He knew the sidhe could lie; they’d done it before. “How can I trust that? You sound different; for all I know, you might not even be Falcon. You’re Seelie, at least — but how do I know that face isn’t a glamour?”


  Falcon’s lip curled. “Your suspicion is laudable, changeling, but misplaced.”


  This time he spoke as he had before, in his own language, with telepathy carrying the meaning. Julian couldn’t rule out the possibility that the sidhe could fake an identity, even mind-to-mind — but the response felt right, down to the slur. Falcon disdained the humanity for having failed to remember enough, and he reserved the worst of his contempt for the Fiain.


  Speaking English once more, Falcon said, “But to answer your question: of course this face is a glamour.”


  It blindsided Julian, rocking him back on his heels. “What?”


  The sidhe shrugged, careless once more. “I chose this appearance. I suppose that to call it a glamour is inaccurate; it is no fleeting thing. But the two are not much dissimilar. Another of my Court could copy it, if they wished — though you would know the difference, if you looked closely.”


  “You mean —” Julian’s gaze raked over the sidhe, from head to foot. It wasn’t a glamour; he could see through one of those, if he tried hard enough. “What do you really look like, underneath that?”


  “There is no ‘underneath,’” Falcon said. “We are not humans. We have no appearance save that which we craft for ourselves. When we returned, we chose to take on characteristics you would recognize as signaling our nature.”


  Images flickered through Julian’s memory. The U.N. conference, the various sidhe scattered through the crowd. The variety they showed. A few thousand years of myth and folklore, fiction and art, had conditioned Americans to think of the sidhe like something out of Tolkien: tall and slender and pale. But there was plenty of folklore, even in Europe, that described fey creatures as looking quite different.


  He stared at Falcon. The glamour — or whatever it was — he couldn’t see through it. But Julian’s focus changed, as if the sidhe were an optical illusion, and he saw in an entirely new light.


  Falcon wasn’t a physical body, animated by a spirit, possessing gifts he used in a variety of ways. Everything about him — his face, his voice, even the way he walked — was a creation of . . . no, a manifestation of those gifts. Or even further: Falcon was his gifts. A self-aware locus of power, which took on physical form the way Julian might put on clothes.


  And that was why Falcon said Julian could tell the difference, if some other sidhe tried to copy his appearance. What his eyes received was just a psychic construct. The mind behind it was what he really had to scrutinize.


  If they had known this last fall, the Unseelie would never have been able to fool Kim.


  It took an effort not to ask his next question in a snarl. “Do the people you’re dealing with know this?”


  “Of course.”


  That must have given the security forces nightmares, no matter how many reassurances they got that the sidhe would remain recognizable from one form to the next.


  “But that is not why I came,” Falcon said, with the air of someone shaking off an irrelevant and annoying digression. “We —”


  Julian flung up one hand to stop him. A man pushing a stroller was approaching—not aiming for their corner, just passing by, but in a moment he was going to see the two of them, the wilder and the sidhe, and whatever happened next was likely to be bad.


  “Have no fear,” Falcon said. “He will see and hear nothing but grass and the wind.”


  A glamour. Of the sort Julian was much more accustomed to. “You’re maintaining that all on your own?”


  “Neither illusion is complex. He expects this corner to be deserted, and so it is easy to persuade him that it is.”


  At least it meant Julian didn’t have to fear sparking some kind of riot by talking out in the open like this. “All right. Why are you here?”


  “The Unseelie,” Falcon said, and Julian tensed once more. “We wish your aid against them.”


  “You already have it. But I don’t know how I can help.”


  Falcon sighed. “Your governments insisted on conversing with them. I concede this was inevitable, and we did what we could to prepare them. But the Unseelie have convinced some individuals that they are not the enemy—that they deserve equal freedom to enter your world, and that perhaps there is more benefit to be gained from alliance with their Court than with ours.”


  Cold fire burned in Julian’s gut. “After everything they did last fall. They say that, and people believe them.”


  “They claim their first attack on you was no attack at all, but merely the unfortunate consequence of an attempt to make contact too early.”


  Samhain night. The Unseelie had been trying to pull him into the Otherworld, but the realms had been much too distant for it to work. That one, perhaps, could be rationalized. But the others— “And when they tried to turn me to their side? Tortured me after it didn’t work? What about when they kidnapped Kim and fed her a drug that could have killed her?”


  “Regrettable errors,” Falcon said.


  If Julian had given in to his fury, he would have detonated the trees around them into splinters. “Errors?”


  “The point is, your leaders are willing to entertain the possibility of reconciliation—especially if there may be gain in it for them.” Julian wasn’t meeting Falcon’s eyes, but he felt the weight of the sidhe’s attention on him. “We need you to persuade them of the truth.”


  His breath blew out, not in a laugh. “If my testimony didn’t persuade them, I don’t know what will.”


  “You told us before that your kind hold authority in matters of magic.”


  “Guardians hold authority,” Julian said. “And many wilders are Guardians. But I’m not one yet, not officially. And even if I were—we can give orders in a crisis, take steps against people who are causing trouble. We don’t rule the world.”


  Falcon pursued the point with unwavering determination. “You can advise them. Make it clear that the Unseelie cannot be trusted. You have direct experience of them, as few do. Will they not listen to you? Or to your friend?”


  Kim. “The Unseelie attacked her,” Julian said. “Recently. On the Metro—” He sent a quick telepathic image, a condensed explanation of the concept. Falcon nodded. “It would be pretty hard to write that off as an ‘error,’ especially when it means they were in violation of the agreement to hold off on contact. But we don’t have any proof, and most people think Kim was imagining things. If you can help prove the Unseelie were here, that they went after her—then yes, I think I can make someone listen to me.”


  “I will see what I may do,” Falcon said. He didn’t sound optimistic, but Julian couldn’t tell how much of that was his usual impassive tone and how much was genuine doubt.


  His own hopes were not as high as they might be. “Hurry,” Julian said. “I doubt they’re done with Kim. And the sooner we can prove the Unseelie are guilty, the more good it will do both of our sides.”


  ~


  By the time I met Julian in the downstairs lobby of FAR’s building, I had a monster of a headache building at the base of my skull. It must have showed, too. Julian put his hand on my arm and gave me a look of concern. “Are you sure you want to go to practice tonight?”


  “Yes,” I said, hitching my bag higher on my shoulder. “Especially since this may be my last chance for a while.”


  The stillness of his body showed his alarm. I waved it off. “Nothing apocalyptic. Well, I hope not. But with the new agreement in place, my mother can take a break from maintaining the planar injunction and the eighteen other things she’s been juggling alongside it. She’s planning to come up here for few days, to see what she help she can give me on the political end.”


  My legal affairs were out of all of our hands at this point. Lotze had filed the cert petition with the Supreme Court, which meant nine Justices were currently pondering whether my case was worthy to be heard in their august chambers. He was confident they would grant cert, given the constitutional importance of my case and its potential consequences for me. Even then, though, he’d have only half an hour to persuade at least five Justices to side with me. The rest was all on paper: the findings in the previous trials, the lengthy transcripts of testimony from more than a dozen expert witnesses.


  The political side, by contrast, was in too many hands to count. The bill was stalled out in conference, all sides digging their heels in. I had an ACLU representative doing what he could to help me, along with a lobbyist my mother had hired, but she had a few personal connections she could leverage, in the hope of persuading someone to break the deadlock. It was more than I could do myself, and I was grateful to her for the help.


  Julian said, “Falcon came to me in the park today. Alone — I don’t know how he managed that. His people are worried by how willing our side is to deal with the Unseelie. I’ve got him looking for proof that they attacked you before the injunction was lifted, but I promised I’d do what I could on my own. Is there any chance your mother could look into that, too?”


  I snorted. “Ask her to campaign against the creatures that turned her daughter into a wilder? I don’t know; it’s an awful stretch.”


  It wasn’t supposed to be a reminder of the tension between us, but Julian heard the buried meaning anyway. “I’ll ask Toby and Marcus if they can put me up until she’s gone.”


  “You don’t have to do that,” I said, but it was a reflexive response. I had run the scenario a dozen times in my head this afternoon, in every variation I could think of. Telling my mother I was living with Julian. Not telling her, and hoping she didn’t stop by my apartment. Hiding his belongings in the back of the closet; he didn’t own much. No matter which way I spun my approach, it ended badly — I didn’t need divination to tell me that.


  Except this one: Julian moving out for the duration, and coming back when the coast was clear.


  He knew as well as I did that my protest was my heart talking, not my head. He took my hand in a reassuring grip. “It won’t be for long. And you have enough to deal with already; you don’t need the extra trouble.”


  Knowing he was right didn’t make me any happier. “I hate this,” I mumbled, gripping his hand hard in return.


  Julian didn’t answer that. What could he say? We both knew it couldn’t be fixed with words. “Come on,” he said instead. “Guan and Neeya will be waiting for us.”


  ~


  The apartment felt empty with Julian gone.


  It wasn’t a matter of physical absences. Most of what he owned was in storage at Welton, awaiting the university reopening or, more likely, him leaving school for good. The rest wasn’t much: clothes, a few books, his port. It barely filled a suitcase.


  But I’d grown used to having him there. I’d come to rely on it. I didn’t realize how quickly I’d adjusted to the little casual touches until they were gone. I felt cold and alone, and melodramatic for feeling that way. And I resented my mother for depriving me of that support, all in the name of her own comfort.


  It wasn’t fair, and I knew it. She hadn’t asked Julian to move out. She hadn’t known to ask. Maybe I was wrong; maybe she would have coped with it after all. But I couldn’t bring myself to test it.


  At least she was helping as much as she could on other fronts. “I’m optimistic,” she said her fourth night in town, over dinner at a local Tibetan restaurant. “The vote itself will be a nightmare, of course. Enormous bills always are. People can agree on ninety-five percent of the substance, and fight like wet cats in a sack over the remaining five. But it doesn’t sound like Ramos needs to trade anything to get your part of the law included. She just needs to not trade you in exchange for something else.”


  The prospect twisted my stomach. I poked at my spicy laping, trying to muster the appetite for it. “Do you think she’s likely to?”


  “Of her own free will? No.” My mother paused for a bite. No amount of stress ever seemed to kill her appetite. She’d even kept on eating when Noah was in the hospital, dying of psi-sickness. I’d hated her for that back then, thinking it meant she didn’t care. “But it’s possible she could be pressured into it by other members of her party. The Progressives may be sympathetic to you, but if they have to sacrifice your happiness for the greater good of the nation, they will. Our job is to make certain they don’t.”


  By which she meant, her job. I hated being so useless.


  But I could work on things other than my own problem. “What about the Unseelie? Are we really going to be making nice with them?” I hadn’t told her that Falcon had approached Julian. I didn’t have to. It was enough that the Unseelie were out there in public.


  My mother said, “I honestly don’t know. But Kim, you have to bear in mind that what happened last fall may have been the work of individuals, not sanctioned by their leadership. You can’t assume the entire Unseelie Court is like the ones you dealt with.”


  So much for eating more of my dinner. “I can’t? I was one of them. They’re not—not robots or anything, or a hive mind. But being Unseelie wasn’t just an issue of eye color, either. It was attitude, goals—” I fought for words, tried to remember how I’d described it before, when agents and other officials were questioning me from dawn to dusk. The phrases wouldn’t come. “Where did that come from, if not from some kind of controlling force across the whole Court?”


  “That was your experience of it,” my mother said, with surprising gentleness. Not that it did much good. “Are you certain the same is true for the sidhe?”


  I was, down to the bone. But I didn’t have any proof other than gut instinct, and the lack was driving me up the wall. “Has their leadership said it was just a few rogue agents going after us? Staged a few show trials, made an example of them to please our observers? Who the hell is their leader, anyway?”


  She shook her head, then sipped her tea. It was a stalling tactic, a chance for her to choose her next words. “I can’t talk about that, Kim. But I promise you, I share your concerns.” She fixed me with a sharp gaze. “Have you had any more trouble recently?”


  Even if I’d wanted to keep the Metro attack secret, Lotze would have told her. Attorney-client privilege covered what the two of us said to one another, but not incidents that got me investigated by SIF. Full disclosure was the safer course. “Not that I’ve noticed,” I said, sagging back in my chair. “Sorry, that sounds sarcastic. I don’t mean it to be. I’ve been trying to keep an eye out in nine different directions at once, but nothing.” I wasn’t about to tell her how many times I’d jumped at a shadow, and had to restrain myself from doing something that might make me look bad. Guan had taught me more subtle ways of scanning my surroundings — both magical and otherwise — which helped.


  “I hope you’re being careful,” my mother said. “Not being out in public alone, that sort of thing.”


  “I’ve mostly stayed inside,” I said, in perfect truth. She didn’t need to know that Toby and Marcus’ townhouse was one of my refuges. Ever since my manifestation, she’d wanted me to study ceremonial magic . . . but I didn’t think she’d be happy to know I was learning it from wilders now.


  So many damned secrets. I hated keeping this from her. As soon as my legal situation was settled, I vowed, I would tell her what was really going on. Once I could spare the energy for a new source of stress.


  She paid for dinner and walked me back to the apartment. I breathed a private sigh of relief that Julian had moved out. Just as I unlocked the door, though, my port rang. A quick glance showed me Toby’s number. “I need to take this,” I said to my mother, trying to think of an excuse to keep the conversation private. “It’s work. You go on in; I’ll be there in a sec.”


  FAR dealt with sensitive cases often enough that my mother didn’t question my need for privacy. Once the door had shut behind her, I went a little distance down the hall and thumbed the call through, voice only, and put the speaker to my ear.


  Part of me thought it might be Julian, using Toby’s port to avoid having his name on my screen. But the voice on the other end was Toby’s. “Kim? Can you spare a moment?”


  “Um, sure—though if you can make it quick, that would be good. My mother’s waiting for me.” Would she listen at the door? I told myself that was just paranoia talking.


  Toby seemed to be thinking along similar lines. Or maybe the paranoia was habit for him. “In that case, keep your answers as bland as you can. You’re aware the Fiain are trained in divination, right?”


  Wilders were trained in everything, at least to a point. “Mostly cards and runes, right?”


  “Yes. You performed a divination recently on a certain topic—one that shall remain nameless, because it’s classified. Imagine that information on this topic was subsequently passed to the Guardian Corps, and they conducted their own inquiries.”


  Fairy dust. Now I understood why Toby had warned me to be circumspect. “Okay, I follow.” My fingers cramped around my port.


  “I was searching for flash-points,” Toby said. “Places where trouble might start, where a timely intervention might head it off at the pass. What I got was a warning. About you.”


  My pulse sped up before he said it, as if anticipating the words. “What did it indicate?”


  “The runes—I think they’re warning me that what you experienced before isn’t over. Its effects aren’t finished. And what follows next will be worse.”


  I sagged against the wall, slid down until I was crouched on the carpet, curled around my port. Worse. I still woke up sometimes in the middle of the night, body twisted in remembered agony. I had burned for centuries when the Unseelie put that drug in my system. When I’d come out the far side, I’d been their faithful ally, almost to the bone. What could be worse than that?


  If Toby was right, I might be about to find out.


  I should go to the hospital. Except that doctors had checked me out already, a dozen of them, from an army physician before I left Welton to a trio of specialists from the CDC. They’d scanned my brain, tested my blood, run the Krauss test again to calculate my new rating. What could they possibly have missed that they would find now?


  Through numb lips, I said, “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Be careful,” Toby said. “I wish I could be more specific. But yes, I think you can avoid it—if you’re careful.”


  Some instinct for secrecy was still alive, because I didn’t say, Thank you, that’s very fucking helpful. Or maybe it was just manners. Toby was trying to help, even if he wasn’t doing a very good job. Wilders learned only the basics of divination. It wasn’t a surprise he hadn’t gotten more.


  Maybe I could do better.


  Not tonight, though. I needed to get a bit of distance before I attempted anything like this personal of a question—or maybe ask somebody at FAR for help. I pushed myself back to my feet. “Okay. Thank you; I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Would you like to talk to Julian?”


  Of course I would. It wasn’t a good idea, though, not right now, with my mind still reeling and my mother waiting inside my apartment. “I’ll call him later.”


  “All right,” Toby said, and then, “I’m sorry, Kim.”


  I didn’t even say good-bye. I just hung up.


  I crouched a moment longer in the hallway, gripping my port in stiff fingers. Should I tell my mother? I’d be an idiot not to—but what happened to me last fall had triggered all her old protective instincts, the hurt of a mother who’d lost a child to the psi-sickness. Half the tension between us now was because of the conflictbetween her grief and her aversion to wilders. She’d kind of lost her shit when she heard how close I came to dying. To tell her the risk wasn’t gone . . .


  And I would have to tell her how I knew. Even if I had the wits to make up a story right now, the last thing I needed was another lie to keep track of while I dealt with this. “Fuck it,” I muttered, then shoved off the wall and went into my apartment.


  I stopped in my tracks, just inside the door.


  My mother was standing in the middle of the living room, hands clenched at her sides, practically vibrating with tension. Her shields were buttoned up tight and her face was like a mask. Had she been listening after all? I didn’t think I’d said anything to Toby that would sound suspicious from the outside, but—


  “You lied to me.”


  I closed the door with one blind hand, unable to take my eyes off my mother. “What?”


  “He’s been here. He’s been living with you.”


  Julian.


  Anger brought me forward; I had to stop myself from getting right up in her face. “You went snooping while I was out in the hall?”


  “I’m not an idiot, Kimberly,” she snapped, iron-hard. “I suspected you were hiding something from me. I’ve suspected for a while.”


  “And that gives you the right to take a psychic sniff around my apartment?” Outrage almost strangled the words in my throat.


  “You’re my daughter, Kimberly. If you aren’t going to talk to me, then I have to do what I can. And now, to find this —” She flung one hand out, taking in the entirety of my apartment. The traces Julian left behind weren’t physical, but they were there if you looked — and she had. Auras of warmth, of intimacy. Everything we had become to one another, especially in the last week. Voice raw, she said, “You’re sleeping with him.”


  My own shields were disintegrating, fraying under the chaos of my emotions, and I knew I needed to stay controlled but I couldn’t find my center. A sea of betrayal had drowned it. “Not that it’s any of your fucking business, but yes, I have. I don’t give an iron damn what society thinks about him, Mother. Or about me, for that matter—or have you forgotten that I’m like him now? I love Julian and I trust him. That should be all you care about, not his gods-damned Krauss rating.”


  “He’s the one who got you into all this trouble in the first place!”


  “And he got me out of it, too,” I shot back. “If it weren’t for him, I’d still be Unseelie.”


  “If it weren’t for him, you would still be normal!”


  Silence landed like a stone. We stared at one another, frozen in place by words that never should have been spoken. But they had been, and she couldn’t take them back.


  Her mouth trembled. “Kimberly—”


  “Get out.”


  “Let me—”


  “Let you do what? Tell me that I’m a freak now? That I’m a changeling?” I spat the word with all the venom I could muster. “Be honest, Mother. That’s what you see what you look at me now.” I dropped what was left of my shields, seized her wrist, shoved all the inhuman force of my nature against her mind. Her own shields cracked beneath it, and I realized with a vindictive chill that I really was stronger than her now. The fear in her eyes was there for a good reason.


  She wrenched her arm away from me, stumbled back a few steps. “Get out,” I said again, gathering energy around me. I’d throw her out telekinetically if I had to. “Go before I do something I’ll really regret.”


  She went. The door slammed shut behind her. Then the rush of it hit me, turning my bones to water. I dropped to the floor, shaking, and began to cry.


  ~


  Julian didn’t allow himself to pace. Toby and Marcus wouldn’t have commented on it if he had, but being around other Fiain made it clear how much his old habits had slipped, after years spent living by himself among ordinary bloods. The first step toward controlling an emotion was controlling its outward signs. So he kept his impatience to himself, and didn’t pace. Instead he focused on his breathing, recited a mantra in Irish Gaelic, his ritual language, and waited for his port to ring.


  By the time it did, he had himself well enough in hand that he didn’t even lunge for it with noteworthy speed. The call came through as voice only.


  “You might as well come home,” Kim said.


  The words were flat and dull with exhaustion. Julian rose to his feet and went out onto the front step, shutting the door behind him. “What happened?”


  “While I was talking to Toby, my mother read the traces in the apartment. She knows about you. And she—she said—”


  He listened with growing fury as the broken pieces of the story came out. Julian had known for years that Dr. Argant hardly approved of him, and Kim had made no secret of the fact that her mother was adapting badly to having a wilder for a daughter. But he’d never guessed at how deep the rejection went.


  This was why the Fiain had no family but each other.


  He couldn’t say that to Kim. It wouldn’t comfort her, not now. Instead he said, “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Do you want me to stay on the line until I get there?”


  “No.” Kim sniffled, steadied her voice. “No, I’ll be okay. Sort of. Just—I really kind of need you right now.”


  If he could have teleported himself to her side, he would have. “I’m on my way,” Julian said.


  He didn’t bother going back inside. Gathering his belongings could wait for tomorrow. He sent a telepathic ping to Toby as he headed down the sidewalk to the Metro. Going back to Kim’s. I’ll explain later. And I’ll watch out for her, I promise.


  ~


  I was a zombie the next morning. I’d slept like shit, reliving the confrontation with my mother a hundred times over while I stared at the ceiling, then dozing off only to dream myself back in that cave in the Arboretum, the Unseelie holding me trapped and bringing that powder pipe toward my face . . .


  “You could stay home,” Julian said softly.


  I was sitting at the counter between the living room and the kitchen, staring vacantly at the bowl of cereal slowly turning to mush in front of me. I shook my head and made myself take a bite. “No. I mean, I could. But all I would do is sit here and—” The cereal felt like lead in my stomach. “I’d rather be at work. It’ll give me something to think about.” And if I collapsed to the floor with a fairy-dust-induced aneurysm, well, there was a hospital just a few blocks from the office.


  Julian drew in breath, held it, then expelled it with a grimace. I could tell he didn’t want me to be out of his sight. But he also couldn’t do much to help me. Not short of going into my mind and installing a block that would make me forget the entirety of last night.


  Part of me was tempted to ask him to do it.


  I knew what Liesel would say to that. Gods — just then I would have given my left arm to talk to her. But she was still out in the Black Forest on that retreat, cut off from all technological contact. And even with my amped Krauss rating, I couldn’t boost my telepathy all the way across the Atlantic. She’d be home in a few days; until then, I would have to cope on my own.


  My port beeped the arrival of a message. For one delirious instant, I thought that maybe it was Liesel, that some psychic intuition had warned her of my need and sent her home early. Before I could get up from the stool, my port flew into Julian’s hand.


  It roused me a little from my stupor. I’d seen some of the other Fiain at Toby’s do things like that, small, casual uses of power — but not Julian.


  He saw my surprise and shrugged, almost apologetic. “I broke myself of the habit before I went to Welton. Didn’t want to unnerve people.”


  It put an unexpected lump in my throat. Another difference between wilders and the rest of us. Between him and me. Should I start telekinetically whisking things into my hands? There was no point in not doing it, if everybody was going to treat me like a wilder anyway.


  Liesel hadn’t come home early. The message was from my mother. I almost didn’t want to open it, but now that I knew it was there, wondering what it said would eat at me until I looked. Once I did, I sagged with something that wasn’t quite relief, but could pass for it at a glance. “She’s gone back to Atlanta. Changed her flight to this morning.”


  “What does that mean for you?” Julian asked. He stood with one hand on my shoulder, a comforting weight—and a reminder that I had his support.


  It meant I wouldn’t have to face her again, at least not for a while. But that wasn’t what he was asking. “She’d talked to most of the relevant people already. What good she could do is probably done.” I wondered how sincere that effort had been, if she couldn’t even accept me as I was now. Then I told myself not to wonder, because that way lay madness. Besides, it was my mother. She couldn’t do anything half-heartedly if she tried.


  Coping with me included.


  I forced myself to shower, to get dressed, to walk out the door. Julian went with me as far as the Metro and saw me onto a train. He probably would have come all the way to FAR if I let him, but I kissed him and then pushed him away with a gentle hand. “Having you babysit me freaks me out more. Go. I’ll be fine.”


  The ride to Arlington almost made me wish I’d let him come. I never had to worry about being crushed in rush-hour traffic; nobody wanted to bump into me, no matter how crowded the train. Now that was just another reminder of my outcast status. Julian’s presence would have made the buffer zone larger, but at least then I wouldn’t have been alone in the middle of it. And I would have had someone to look at, to distract me from a guy partway down the car who kept staring at me with hateful eyes.


  Half the train was getting off at the Crystal City stop. I waited to let other people out, so they wouldn’t have to flinch away from me, then stepped off onto the platform.


  From behind me, I heard a man yell, “Hey! Changeling!”


  I turned. I shouldn’t have—I knew that even as I was turning. But my skull was full of cotton wool, and the thought came through too slowly.


  The guy who’d been staring at me was just a few feet away. As I turned to face him, he hurled something at me.


  It hit me before I could react, square in the chest, and exploded into a burst of powder. I inhaled it, involuntarily—


  — and burning fire traced its way into my mouth, my nose, my throat, my lungs, setting every nerve ending on fire.


  I reacted on instinct, shoving the guy away with my mind. But instead of stumbling back a step or two, he flew through the air, cartwheeling at a diagonal until he slammed into the coffered ceiling of the station, then dropped onto the people below.


  Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. That powder—it was fairy dust. The thing that almost killed me—


  But it wasn’t killing me now. It was filling my veins with fire, and the people around me were shouting, backing away. I tried to reassure them, but my words died in a fit of coughing, and when my vision cleared they were standing there like docile zombies because without thinking I had touched their minds and swamped them under.


  Something slammed into my side, and my muscles spasmed tight, dropping me to the platform. One of the station cops was aiming a stun gun at me, ready to fire again; then his weapon exploded in a burst of sparks. The fire still burned in me, cranking my gifts to heights beyond my control. I saw the future before it came, saw the Guardian come vaulting down the stairs after everyone who could had fled, dodging falling chunks from the ceiling I’d cracked; I felt him try to force a shield onto me and fail because I was too strong for him. But he spun up something I didn’t recognize and flung it at me, and then my mind went white and blank, and after that the future vanished entirely.


  
    

  


  Chapter Six


  “I’m sorry, sir, but I cannot share any information with you regarding suspects in custody.” The desk sergeant’s voice got more strident with each repetition; pretty soon he was going to call security. And in a federal detention facility, security was no small matter.


  Julian drew deep on his training to keep from completely losing his temper at the man. “I just need to know if she’s all right.”


  “As you are neither a family member nor the suspect’s lawyer, I’m afraid I cannot—”


  In his peripheral vision, Julian saw a tall black woman walking toward the exit. Even from behind, that silhouette was unmistakable, with the closely-buzzed cap of white hair. “Grayson!”


  She pivoted so sharply, he knew she was operating in something like combat mode. Her strides ate the distance between them in no time at all. “Julian. This saves me the effort of calling you.”


  The sergeant was clearly glad to see the end of him as Julian stepped away from the desk, walking with Grayson to one side of the lobby, where they could talk in something more like privacy. “What’s going on? Nobody will give me a straight answer as to what happened with Kim.” Then he thought again about who he was talking to, and the bottom of his stomach dropped out.


  It must have shown on his face, because Grayson put out a reassuring hand, stopping just short of touching him. “She hasn’t been stripped, Julian. The stay of execution is still in place.”


  For her to mention the stay, someone must have been pushing again to get it lifted. Still, Julian’s pulse slowed. He took what felt like his first deep breath in an hour. “Then why are you here? You told me you aren’t active.”


  “I’m not,” Grayson said. “They brought me in to consult on a shield—a temporary one, for Kim’s own good.” She blew out a slow breath, turning to keep an eye on the people in the lobby. “Someone assaulted her on the Metro. Threw a bag of that sidhe powder in her face. We don’t think it’s done anything to her on a genetic level, though that will have to wait for a Krauss test to be certain. What it has done is what the sidhe use it for: it’s boosted her gifts. Unfortunately, the boost went far beyond Kim’s ability to control it.”


  Julian’s hands gripped one another at the small of his back. His own voice sounded clinical in his own ears, habit taking over and keeping him steady. Information he could deal with, even if it the news was bad. Ignorance had been harder. “How long?”


  “We don’t know. We didn’t have the chance to observe her after the original dose, so we don’t even have that to compare to. There’s been concern that the powder might make it out into our world; this is the first street use we know of.”


  “The Unseelie,” Julian said.


  Grayson shook her head. “Not directly. The assailant is human. A baseline, even. Probably a member of the Iron Shield, though we haven’t confirmed that, since he’s presently unconscious. Kim wreaked a lot of havoc before Chen took her down, Julian.”


  “If he’s Iron Shield, how did he get hold of the powder? There’s no way one of them would talk to either Court.”


  “We’re tracing that now,” Grayson said. Then she paused, grimaced, and corrected herself. “They are tracing that. SIF agents and Guardians are. My only role is to make sure Kim is taken care of.”


  Julian’s hands curled tight behind him. He wanted to pursue this lead, follow it back to the Unseelie and nail them to the wall for their assaults on Kim. But he had little to no experience with investigation; that was part of the training Neeya was presently getting, the training they had locked him out of. Would Neeya help? He hoped so. Even then, though, he wouldn’t be much use. Here he wouldn’t be much better, but— “Can you get me in to see her?”


  “Not until we’re sure she’s stable. After that . . . I’ll see what I can do.”


  Meaning that Grayson didn’t think it was likely. After all, he was neither her lawyer nor family.


  Julian went still. Family.


  Dr. Argant was on a flight back to Atlanta right now. Given the way she and Kim had parted . . . No, Julian thought. She would still want to know. Would Kim want her mother informed? He had to believe so. Whatever Dr. Argant’s feelings about her daughter’s changed state, she’d spent almost every moment she could spare in D.C. trying to make certain Kim remained free of the government’s control. She needed to know about this new development, in case it changed the picture.


  Even as he thought that, he knew he was being optimistic.


  “Thank you,” he said to Grayson, distracted. “Let me know.” When she was gone, he pulled out his port and began to draft a message to Kim’s mother.


  ~


  My muscles were still twitching, the aftershocks of the fairy dust setting my nerves alight at random intervals. The fever had faded, though, courtesy of some weapons-grade medicine, and the massive shields locking me in meant my gifts were under control for the moment—if not my control.


  “They can’t blame this on me,” I said to Lotze, pacing the small room. I had to do something to burn off the twitch. “I mean—yes, okay, obviously I was the one who did all those things. But I wasn’t in my right mind. I was drugged.”


  Lotze nodded, but it didn’t look like a gesture of agreement. “I know that, Kim, and so do they. But you did a lot of damage. Six people are in the hospital, and nobody knows how long it will take to repair and reopen the station.”


  “So a few politicians and contractors will have to walk to the Pentagon City stop,” I snapped. Then I waved my hands, silencing Lotze before he could say anything. “Sorry. I’m just—never mind. They can’t override the courts just because I was drugged.”


  He exhaled slowly and spread his hands on the table’s aluminum surface. “No, they can’t. But they can keep you in custody. And they’re going to.”


  “For how long?”


  “Until your legal status is settled one way or the other.”


  I stared at him, appalled. “But—that could be weeks. The bill is still in conference. Unless the Supreme Court grants cert and shoves somebody else off the docket to make room for us.”


  “Which they might do,” Lotze said. “This just became a lot more pressing. We’d better hope they don’t, because if this pushes them into rushing the case, it might well be because the Justices are worried about the danger you pose, and are in a hurry to make certain that danger is controlled.”


  “But this wasn’t me!” I forced myself to stop, take three slow breaths. They weren’t steady. “I’m not at fault. This was done to me. Anybody could have been drugged the way I was.”


  “True. But an ordinary blood wouldn’t have been able to wreck a Metro station. And an ordinary wilder . . .” Lotze sighed, eyes grim. “An ordinary wilder could have been stopped more easily.”


  With the deep shield. I’d already thrown up twice, coming out from under the effects of the drug; now I felt like doing it again. The Unseelie had timed it perfectly. Setting me up to look unstable, then hammering the final nail in.


  This was what Toby had foreseen. Not the continuing effects of my original change, but a new attack. I’d been afraid of the wrong thing.


  “Is there anything I can do?” I asked. It came out as a strangled whisper.


  Lotze’s expression said no. Out loud, he said, “Wait. Stay calm. I know that doesn’t sound like much, but right now, that’s what matters. They can keep you for seventy-two hours without charging you; I suspect they’ll go right down to the wire if they can. That gives me time to prepare, though, and it will help if you look stable. Don’t fight their shields—the temporary ones, I mean. I might be able to get them to release you into house arrest, once we know the drug has worn off completely.”


  And that was the best I could look forward to. I felt numb inside, except for anger. I couldn’t tell whether that was an effect of the drug, or just my spirit going dead with despair. “Can I see Julian?”


  “I’ll try to get that approved,” Lotze said.


  It wasn’t a yes, but it was the best I was going to get. I swallowed hard, then said, “And somebody should tell my mother.”


  ~


  The twitching faded. I collapsed, exhausted, onto the cot in my cell. My heavily warded, nuclear bunker of a cell, in a detention facility designed to hold psychics, with two agents watching over me to maintain the active shields locking my gifts down. How long would I be stuck like this?


  I tried to focus on calming exercises, old ones from when I first manifested gifts, newer ones from my therapist in Atlanta. My mind kept outrunning my ability to settle it, though. The only hope I could see for myself was to prove this was an Unseelie conspiracy. It wouldn’t change Lotze’s point about me being vulnerable to attack, but it ought to get me some sympathy from the people who would decide my fate. But I couldn’t do that from within a federal jail, and I didn’t have much time regardless.


  In fact, I had no time at all.


  Lotze was the first one through the door, and words began pouring out of his mouth before I was even on my feet. “Kim, I’m sorry. I’ve asked for an extension of the stay, something to give us time to look for other options—”


  There were agents behind him, fresh ones, four of them, and I felt the ripple as they took over the shields. “What’s going on?” I cried, as two of them took me by the arms.


  “The Supreme Court denied cert fifteen minutes ago,” Lotze said. One of the agents shouldered him out of the way as they began to lead me toward the door. “They aren’t going to hear your case. The previous ruling goes into effect now.”


  The ruling that said I was a wilder.


  The one that said they could put the deep shield on me.


  I began to fight against their hands, reflexively, even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good. “No—they can’t—let me go! Let me go!” I struck out with my gifts, hit the smooth surface of the active shields. I couldn’t breathe. It was the Unseelie dragging me back into the cave, holding me pinned for the drug. Fairy dust. It took you away under the hill, and when you came back everything was changed. I screamed, kicked, tried to burst through the shields, until one of the agents took my jaw in her hand and caught my gaze before I thought to look away. Then her mind wrapped mine up in soft wool, silencing my protests, and I went limp as they took me to be gutted.


  ~


  Julian hit the doors at a run. His mind was a white blank of horror. Somewhere beneath the shock, he knew running wouldn’t change anything, he was too late, he’d been too late forever. Too late to protect Kim on the Metro, too late to keep the Unseelie from kidnapping her last fall. But he had to run, because there was nothing else he could do.


  Grayson caught him as he came through into the waiting room. Literally caught him: she clotheslined him with one stiff arm, got a double handful of his shirt and brought him around to face her. “Julian. Stop. They already took her in.”


  Of course they had. They’d been given the order to gut Kim months ago, when the lower court handed down its initial ruling; only the stay had kept them from following through. With that gone, they would chain her as soon as they could.


  He hadn’t even gotten the chance to see her first.


  Julian found himself gripping Grayson’s wrists, fingers digging into the cuffs of her sleeves, holding onto her as if she was the only thing keeping him up. It was very nearly true. A lifetime of training was collapsing into dust. He realized there was a shield around him—not his own—Grayson’s, holding in what would have otherwise flooded free. For once in his life he was grateful for it, as he was grateful for the hands still holding his arms, keeping him on his feet.


  She met his gaze squarely, not flinching from its effect. Her voice was low and firm. “Get yourself under control. Now.”


  They weren’t alone in the room. Two people stood near the far wall. One watched him: a middle-aged white man, dark hair going to grey. Julian had only met him once, but he remembered Dr. Dubois, Kim’s father. The other, resolutely looking away, was her mother.


  Julian dropped his hands, and Grayson let go of him. Dr. Dubois gave him a moment to collect himself, then came over, clearing his throat nervously. “They said it would be a little while. You might want to sit.”


  As if anyone here could. Julian looked past Kim’s father to Dr. Argant, pitched his voice to reach her. “You should have been here.”


  Kim’s mother pivoted sharply to face him. “I beg your pardon?”


  “You heard me,” Julian said. Grayson made a warning noise, but he ignored her. “Kim’s been talking for months about your influence, how many people you know in D.C. You could have done something to stop this.”


  Dr. Argant’s face stiffened with outrage. “I have done what I could, young man.”


  “Everything but using my name,” Julian said, advancing toward her. “Everything but accepting what your daughter is now. Say it: she’s a wilder.”


  “I do not need you lecturing me on my relationship with my daughter!”


  He laughed, short and cold. “Assuming you still have one, after this.”


  Dr. Dubois interposed himself between the two of them, hands extended. He was putting out a calming surge, trying to ratchet down the tension. It didn’t work. “There’s no need for this. We’re all exhausted and worried for Kim. The least we can do is be civil to one another.”


  “Civil.” Julian spat the word. “This is a fine time to be worried about manners, with them in there torturing your daughter.”


  “It’s not torture,” Kim’s mother snapped.


  “Let’s put the deep shield on you—see if you change your tune.” Julian glared at her. She looked away; she had to, if she didn’t want to meet his eyes, but it also was a gesture of defeat. “You don’t have the faintest fucking clue what it feels like to be gutted. Don’t talk to me about what constitutes torture.”


  “Julian,” Grayson said. It cut through the building fury, recalled him to himself. He breathed hard through his nose, grinding his teeth until his jaw hurt. Dr. Dubois put a hand on his wife’s shoulder and began to speak quietly in her ear. Julian retreated once more to the other side of the room.


  Too little, too late. He should have found a way through the planar injunction, contacted the Seelie as soon as he realized the Unseelie had gone after Kim again. Then they might have had enough time to help. It would have landed him in jail . . . but that would have been better than this.


  It was his imagination that told him he was feeling anything from Kim. There was no way anything was getting through to this room; they would have taken her in under shields, and the ritual room itself would be layered twelve deep in protections. Nothing could possibly leak through. But his mind was perfectly capable of inventing the torments for itself.


  He could do nothing but wait, and endure.


  ~


  Whatever was in the IV made me feel increasingly disconnected from my body. It did nothing to dull the terror; it just cut me off from my surroundings, leaving me floating, with nothing to hold on to.


  My head rolled around on the pillow as the gurney rattled down a hallway. We passed through a set of doors, the light briefly dimming. Then I heard echoing voices, and knew we were in the ritual room.


  The air was chill around me, but I smelled candle smoke. Hands lifted me, mattress and all, off the gurney and onto a new surface. Tears slipped down my face as more hands bound my limbs to the surface beneath with brisk, efficient movements. Someone pried my mouth open and put in a plastic bit that would keep me from biting my tongue. My body began to tremble uncontrollably; I heard a murmur about the IV, and then the shaking subsided.


  Stalagmites, forming a ring around me —


  An echoing thud as the doors shut. Candlelight glinted off the ceramic-tiled walls. I was distantly aware of movement, of people, making a circle around my bed.


  The stone vanished, transforming into the lithe forms of the Unseelie.


  I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t command my body.


  Hands grabbed my arms, stretching them wide; someone else pulled my head back roughly. They brought the tube up to my face —


  “No,” I whispered. The word barely made it past my lips.


  A puff of powder, and fire enveloped my soul.


  ~


  Sweat poured down Cooper’s face. The power in the room made the air thrum, made his bones vibrate. He’d known going into this that he was tackling something nobody had ever done before: installing the deep shield on a fully-grown psychic, a young woman already trained to use her gifts. He’d been preparing for this since the DSPA approached him four months ago. But there was only so much he could predict, even with the assistance of a skilled diviner, and he hadn’t known to prepare for this.


  He didn’t even know what was going on. The wilder wasn’t fighting back; she was too thoroughly shielded and drugged for that. But her body was trembling, as if she were having an epileptic seizure. Lunetta’s face was white, but the anesthesiologist had reassured him it was safe to continue. Cooper had to trust her. The sooner they got this over with, the better. No matter what the officials at the Division for Special Psychic Affairs said, he was beginning to think that putting the deep shield on an adult was a very bad idea.


  Four SIF agents were holding temporary shields on her; four of Cooper’s own residents were constructing the framework of the deep shield. Cooper himself approached the wilder’s shaking body. There were very few people in the world certified to do this work, and of them all, he considered only two his superiors. One was in Egypt, the other in India. There was no one else who could do this. He would have to be good enough.


  Working methodically, Cooper crafted the matrix that would allow him access and protect him while he was inside. When that was done, he announced to the room, “Beginning the foundation stage now.”


  Then he reached out, touched her forehead, and went inside her shields.


  His nerves shrieked as he descended into her mind. Strength was partly a function of skill; no infant was ever this powerful. He could feel the young woman’s rage and terror battering away at him, just barely held at bay by the matrix surrounding him. In decades of work as a psychic surgeon, he’d never felt anything like this — but he couldn’t focus on that. Down, down, sinking through the whirlwind of her spirit, until he reached the deepest layer, the font of her power.


  Gods, she was strong. He knew the number before he started, but embedding himself this deeply felt like standing in an inferno. Was it traces of that drug she’d been hit with? Kutty had assured him it was out of her system, but he suspected the man had lied in order to get the wilder in here as soon as possible. If so, and if that was to blame for this bad reaction, he would have Kutty suspended from duty before the week was out.


  But he couldn’t back away now. And it should still be possible to do what he’d come for.


  He searched for and found the anchor-point. Every psychic surgeon learned to visualize the spirits they operated on; he thought of this point as a crystal of unbreakable adamantine, a foundation from which nothing could be torn free. Cooper spun strands of power and wove a net around that stone, sinking the threads in until they became part of the stone, too deeply embedded to be torn loose.


  She was fighting him now, fighting the agents who held her restrained. Even drugged, she was a threat. A divination major, somebody had said; if that was true, she’d been taking other classes on the side. Cooper thanked all the gods this wasn’t a born wilder, somebody who had been through the system of training that produced Guardians almost ready-made. If she had been, of course, he wouldn’t have needed to do this, because she would have been shielded as an infant, the way she ought to have been. But if that impossible combination ever somehow happened . . . he wasn’t sure he would be able to do this.


  Where is that gods-damned shield?


  His residents finished it just in time. He felt a distant sensation: a hand on his shoulder, a reminder that he had a body somewhere up above in the physical world. Cooper opened a conduit in the matrix, and the framework of the shield settled into his mental hands. Linking that to the foundation he’d built was the work of mere moments. It wasn’t locked into place yet, but it was almost ready. He examined every point of the structure three times over, making sure there were no flaws. Of all the deep shields he’d put in, this one could not fail.


  Cooper steadied himself, then opened the conduit once more. His residents fed him power in a smooth flow, fusing the elements of the shield together so they formed a seamless whole, barely distinguishable from anything around it. The last parts to take shape were the keys, the triggers that could bring this whole structure to life or send it dormant in an instant.


  He activated the shield.


  The fire vanished as if it had never been. The shock of it hit him like the recoil of a snapped wire; instead of surfacing gradually, Cooper jolted back into his own body, muscles jerking as if from an electric shock. His eyes stung with sweat, and for a moment he couldn’t breathe.


  The others were staring at him, concerned. Cooper drew in a deep, shuddering breath, and fumbled out a cloth to wipe his face dry. “All right,” he said, his voice unsteady. “Check your shields.”


  Light shimmered around every person in the room as they reinforced their own shields to the point where the energy fluoresced briefly into the visible spectrum. The room itself could take the worst this wilder could do.


  He looked at the four agents holding the temporary shields on her. “Drop them.”


  The barriers around her faded.


  Cooper wasn’t the only one holding his breath. No one else, though, was keeping one psychic finger on the deep shield.


  Not so much as a tremor. Perfect.


  Everyone exhaled. Two of the agents exchanged high-fives. Tension flowed out of Cooper’s body in a rush, leaving him as exhausted as he had ever been.


  The wilder’s body lay limp under the bonds. Tears leaked from her half-closed eyes to join the sweat on her face, but she appeared unharmed. Other doctors would check on her momentarily, to verify that she was still in good health.


  But his job was done. She was safe now.


  ~


  Everything was gone.


  My eyes burned as I stared at the ceiling, because I kept forgetting to blink. Nothing. The word kept echoing in my mind. Absolutely nothing.


  I’d been shielded before, many times. When the SIF agents came to take me to the hospital. When the Unseelie took me prisoner. All the way back to when I was twelve and my mother would shield me at night so I could sleep without my gifts acting up in my dreams.


  When I’d thought about it—which wasn’t often—I’d imagined the deep shield would be like that: a wall blocking my gifts from touching the world.


  I was wrong.


  They weren’t locked in. They were gone. I might as well have been a child again, pre-manifestation. I might as well have been a baseline.


  It was like somebody had reached in and carved out the core of me, leaving a bleeding hollow behind.


  Gutted.


  “She’s still a bit woozy.”


  My head rolled to one side, and I blinked for the first time in what felt like years. The voice was coming from out in the hall. A moment later the door opened, and I saw they had granted my request, had brought me the only thing in the world that could begin to fill the void.


  Some reflex in me tried to reach out to him, to touch his mind and receive the comfort of its warmth. But I had no arms to reach with.


  Julian’s face was white and drawn. He came forward swiftly and I knew, in the part of me that had learned to link my sixth sense with the other five, that his body language meant his shields were wavering, their integrity threatened by his distress. But I couldn’t feel it. His barriers might have been down entirely, his mind completely open to the world, and I wouldn’t have known it.


  His hand found mine and took it in a crushing grip. From behind him, the nurse said, “I’m going to have to ask you not to do that. Not until she’s recovered.”


  Julian flinched. “Yes. I’m sorry.” But he didn’t let go of my hand. I stared in confusion, then realized the nurse wasn’t talking about the physical contact. He’d done something psychically, and my numb spirit had felt nothing.


  He was fighting to keep his breathing steady, and failing. “Please,” he said, his voice rough with tension. “Can you give us a moment? I promise I—I won’t touch her.”


  The nurse frowned, considering, then went back out into the hall.


  I rolled onto my side, facing him, my hand gripping his over mine. “Your parents are in the waiting room,” he said.


  “I know,” I said. “They told me. I don’t want to see them.”


  Julian nodded. “Then you won’t.”


  My knees drew up toward my chest, curling around the absence inside. The blank numbness of the drugs was fading, and its retreat uncovered the worse numbness beneath. Hot fire tracked down my cheeks and soak into the pillow. “Oh gods, Julian,” I whispered, my words strangled. “It’s gone. Everything’s gone. I—I can’t—”


  And then I couldn’t speak anymore, but I didn’t have to. He already knew. Julian wrapped his arms around me and held me while I cried.


  
    

  


  Chapter Seven


  The shield had to stay up for at least two weeks, the doctors said, until they were sure I was healed. They didn’t say they were guessing at that number, but I heard it anyway. Infants with the deep shield stayed under it until they were seven, sometimes older. Nobody really knew how long it would take me to recover.


  The word was a terrible joke anyway. I wouldn’t recover. Not until they gave me back my gifts.


  The closest thing I had to a silver lining was that they weren’t charging me with anything for the Crystal City disaster. What did they stand to gain? Lotze could probably get me off the hook with an argument of temporary insanity, and even if he didn’t . . . they’d already gotten what they wanted.


  I was on indefinite leave from work, and a SIF escort was waiting to take me back to my apartment once the hospital let me go—an “escort” that amounted to an armed guard who would watch over me for some unspecified amount of time. At least until I was deemed “healthy” again. I wondered which they were more worried about: somebody attacking me again, me killing myself in the aftermath, or me somehow slipping free of their shield.


  Maybe they knew I had plans.


  Leaving the hospital, I discovered that word of my release had gotten out. I no sooner walked out the door than there was a sudden rush of humanity in my direction, most of them armed with cameras, microphones, or both. Reporters shouted questions I couldn’t make out; my brain shut down under the onslaught. Julian supported me with one arm around my waist and my SIF-appointed watchdog tried to open a path to the car. I held back, though, because one thought had suddenly come clear.


  “I have something to say.”


  My watchdog turned and tried to stop me, but by then the reporters were shutting up and shoving mikes in my general direction. He couldn’t drag me away without it ending up on the evening news.


  To the assembled crowd, I said, “The Division for Special Psychic Affairs just stole something from me. They reached into my mind and took away my gifts, using a law that’s meant to protect children. But I am not a child. And neither are all the other wilders who have finished their training. The government keeps every last one of them on a leash, using the threat of this shield to keep them in line. Maybe you think that’s a good idea. Maybe you’re so uncomfortable around wilders that you don’t care about their rights. But if you do care—if you think the United States government stealing the inborn gifts of its citizens makes a travesty of our laws—then you know this has to change.”


  I picked one camera, looked right into it. “So this is my message to the Division, and to the entire federal Department of Psychic Affairs. Congratulations—you’ve gutted me. You’ve put me in chains alongside the others. But I will be free. Either you take this shield off me, or I do. Your choice.”


  The reporters began shouting follow-up questions as soon as they realized I was done, but I ignored them. With Julian at my side and the SIF agent scowling like a thunderhead at me, I made my way to the waiting car, and went home to plot my jailbreak.


  ~


  When they got home, Julian occupied himself for a few minutes with mundane tasks. Putting their shoes on the rack. Fetching two glasses of water from the kitchen. Anything to focus himself, to lead his thoughts away from the pit they kept trying to fall into.


  When he came out of the kitchen, Kim was sprawled across the couch, utterly limp. “Sorry,” she said dully. “This has been your crusade a lot longer than it’s been mine. I shouldn’t have declared it like I was the first one to come up with the idea.”


  She thought that was why he was upset? No, she knew him better than that. Kim sat up enough to let him claim part of the couch, then lay with her head in his lap. Julian said, “I don’t mind. A lot of eyes are on you right now; that’s a tool I’ve never had. If you making waves pushes people into doing something, so much the better.”


  “Assuming that ‘something’ isn’t bad for us both.” Kim sighed and stared at the ceiling. Julian brushed her hair back from her face with careful fingers. “I kind of just declared war.”


  Maybe it’s time someone did. Julian took care not to let any hint of that thought slip. Then his stomach cramped as he realized he didn’t have to worry. Kim wouldn’t hear anything he didn’t say out loud.


  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she opened them again and said, “A legislative fix might happen, but not any time soon. So it’s back to your original plan: break the shield.” She tilted her head so she could look into Julian’s eyes. Her own were bloodshot around the golden irises, but bright with determination. “I don’t want to waste time. Why don’t we start with you telling me what you’ve already tried?”


  Julian hesitated. Kim had a point, but— “I think it might be better if I didn’t,” he said. “At least, not just yet. Yes, you’re bound to duplicate some of my efforts. But if I tell you what I’ve already done, it’ll shape your thinking, imprint you with my assumptions. I’d rather see you come at this fresh.”


  “What good will that do? You know twenty times as much as I do about shielding.”


  “But you have one thing I don’t,” Julian said. “You remember what it felt like for the shield not to be there.”


  With her head on his thigh, he could feel the shudder that ran through her. Directing her attention to the shield must be awful, when she’d just been gutted for the first time. Part of Julian wanted to spare her the necessity. But this was Kim; he could guess what she’d say to that. And this was her idea in the first place.


  He assumed Kim was thinking it through, but when she spoke, it turned out her mind had gone in a different direction. “You told me once that you provoked them into gutting you a few times. So you could examine the shield from the inside.”


  “Yes,” Julian said.


  She wrapped her arms around her body, shivering. “Gods. I . . . I can’t even imagine doing that. Asking for this. When you knew what it was going to be like. Does—does it ever get better?”


  “No,” Julian said softly. “I just learned to endure.”


  Her expression wavered again. He knew what was coming. It would happen again and again, until they won or Kim found some way to cope.


  With a bone-deep ache of familiarity and despair, Julian stroked her hair while she cried once more.


  ~


  My port rang later that evening. It had rung two dozen times already, until I set it to refuse all calls from people not already in my contacts. A whole bunch of reporters wanted to follow up on my declaration outside the hospital. I’d have to figure out what to say to them eventually—make a statement, give an interview, something. But I couldn’t face it just yet. When my port started ringing again, I almost threw it across the room, until I remembered it had to be somebody I knew. With some trepidation, I picked it up—and hit “accept” the instant I saw Liesel’s icon.


  “Kim!” Her face filled the little screen. Even at that size, I could see her normally rosy cheeks had gone white. “Are you—no, you’re not okay; I shouldn’t even ask. I just heard the news. Lord and Lady, I am so sorry.”


  It almost set me off again, seeing her so distraught. But I’d cried enough already today; I wasn’t sure I had any tears left in me. “Hang on,” I said, and calmed myself by shifting the feed onto the larger screen in the bedroom, so Liesel would at least be something more like life-size.


  “So I guess I’m news in Germany,” I said, trying to make light of it and failing.


  “I think it’s been announced everywhere. I only just heard about what happened—we got back from the Schwarzwald an hour ago. They moved so fast!”


  Liesel didn’t normally leave words in German when she spoke to me. She’d been back in Germany for several months now, but the error was also a sign of her distress, and it made my breath hitch in my throat. “Yeah, they didn’t waste any time,” I said dully.


  She’d known me since freshman year, and was one of the best empaths I’d ever met. Even without psychic cues to help her, Liesel knew exactly what to say to me. “Neither did you,” she said, and managed something like a smile. “Your declaration has been playing on the news all night.”


  Julian appeared in the bedroom doorway, out of the camera’s sight line. I waved for him to join me on the bed, where Liesel could see him. His arm went around my shoulder, fitting me against his side, and I saw Liesel notice. Gods — I’d been looking forward to telling her about the changes here, the understanding he and I had reached. That seemed like years ago.


  But she didn’t comment on it. “Hi, Julian. How are you holding up?”


  He shrugged the question away. “I’m fine. They haven’t done anything to me.”


  “They’ve done the thing you hate most to the woman you love,” Liesel said, with surprising bluntness. It struck home; Julian’s fingers tensed on my arm. “You both need support right now. I wish I weren’t so far away!”


  If I could have teleported her there on the spot, I would have. Or would I? I remembered how our time at Welton had ended. The stress of supporting me through the return of the Otherworld had turned her into a temporary wreck, because she was always the one who gave help, never the one who asked for it. I used to call her the most seelie person I knew, before the actual Seelie showed up and made the slang usage awkward. It was good for Liesel to be at home with her family, good for her to get some distance from my problems.


  I remembered something Julian had said to me a few weeks ago, about his unexpected phone call from Robert. “Liesel — you’ve been trying to come up with a replacement for the shield, right? You and Robert, and everybody else from the Palladian Circle.”


  “Not just them,” she said. “I’ve been talking to some of my professors about it, too. Not with specifics, of course. We — well, we don’t have anything really workable yet, but if you want, I can tell you what we’ve thought of.”


  “No,” I said. I wasn’t usually so curt with her, but I didn’t have the energy to spare for indirection. “I mean, yes. I’m glad people are working on that. But right now, you know what my priority is; you saw it on the news. I’m going to break this fucking thing. Or Julian is. I don’t really care who does it, so long as it gets done. You can help me with that.”


  She sat up straighter. “How?”


  Her determination was so palpable, even without psychic contact, that it made me feel stronger. “I don’t really know yet. You can’t look at the shield directly — not unless you know some Fiain in Germany — but I need information. Details about how the shield works, how it got developed. That might give me a clue.”


  “I know some of that already,” Liesel said. “I was looking it up for Robert weeks ago. I can send you what I sent him. Has he been in touch yet?”


  “No.”


  Her expression softened. “He will be. Knowing him, he’s pacing his dorm room right now with your number half-dialed, trying to figure out what to say.”


  She was probably right. In his shoes, I wouldn’t have known what to say, either. “Send me anything you’ve got on the shield, no matter how off-base it seems. Stories about that one time something weird happened but it’s probably just an urban legend. If there’s anything out there that says how to break this thing, I’m willing to bet the powers that be have tried to discredit it.” That would be a lot more effective than trying to squash it entirely. Information never really died.


  Judging by the downward tilt of her head, Liesel was scribbling notes. She glanced up long enough to say, “I’ll see if I can’t get my mother to help, too. She—”


  Her voice cut off like somebody had hit it with a cleaver. I must have shown something in my expression. “Oh, Lord and Lady,” Liesel breathed. “What happened?”


  “I did,” Julian said, before I could find the words to explain.


  “That’s not fair,” I countered. My voice came out clogged. Gods damn it all, I was not going to start crying again. “You’re not the problem. My mother is. Her and her stupid prejudices. She can’t cope with you; she can’t cope with me. So to hell with her.”


  I knew Liesel almost as well as she knew me. I knew perfectly well that sooner or later she and I were going to talk about what I had just said, because she couldn’t let a declaration like that stand untouched. But she knew better than to tackle it right then. She only said, “I’ll get started on this right away.”


  Doing the math was reflexive enough that my brain spat out the number even in its ragged state. “For gods’ sakes, Liesel. It’s one a.m. over there.”


  “No time like the present,” she said, with a smile that might have been forced, but reassured me all the same. “Don’t worry, Kim. We’ll find a way out.”


  ~


  My SIF-appointed watchdog was good for one thing: if I didn’t want company, I didn’t have to have any.


  It was the second time in five months that I’d closed my parents out of my life. The first had been after Julian freed me from the Unseelie. Back then I’d refused their company because I couldn’t even live with myself; I was mired in the shock and horror of what I had done, and the thought of seeing them had made me nearly suicidal.


  Now it was pure fury that made me turn them away. My own mother had betrayed me. Right when I needed her most, she hadn’t been there. And not because of work or sheer bad luck, anything I could have forgiven—no. She was gone because she couldn’t cope with what I’d become. There was no forgiving that.


  My father . . . I might be able to talk to him someday. When I wasn’t gutted. When my sick fury at my mother wasn’t bound up in this feeling of unutterable loss. But not right now.


  Liesel would have helped me, but I wasn’t ready yet. For therapy, I poured all my anger and grief and terror into the task I’d set myself, the task to which Julian had dedicated his life: breaking the shield. There had to be a way. I just had to figure out what it was.


  My first idea was a complete non-starter. Lots of shields could be broken if you threw enough power at them; that was why it was so hard to shield a wilder in the first place. Obviously the deep shield wasn’t vulnerable to ordinary levels of power, or Julian would have shattered the damned thing ages ago . . . but the same drug that had gotten me into this mess could theoretically have gotten me out of it again.


  Except that the deep shield fundamentally didn’t work that way. It didn’t stand between my gifts and the world; it stood between me and my gifts. Trying to break it down with sheer force was like trying to kick a door open after someone amputated my legs. I couldn’t even begin the attempt.


  When I told Julian I felt like an idiot for even having considered it, he said, “Consider everything. No matter how stupid it is. If you start writing things off because you know they’re not worth your time, you might miss the answer.” His mouth twisted at the corner. “It’s entirely possible that’s what I’ve done.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Then I’ll start at the beginning.”


  Liesel’s history report arrived in my inbox not half an hour after I got off the phone with her. Some of it I knew already, in vague outline, but she’d dug up details I hadn’t seen before. The shield had been developed by a researcher in Mexico, a woman named Dr. Araceli Medina Perez. Her doctorate was in psychiatry, not one of the psychic sciences; this was barely ten years after First Manifestation, when degree programs were only just getting started. The U.S. organization that funded her research had tried to patent the shield, seeing an opportunity to make a quick buck, but Dr. Medina Perez was more interested in saving the lives of wilder children, who in those days had a life expectancy of about a year and a half. She’d contacted colleagues in a dozen different countries and shared the design—after which the organization sued her for breach of contract, but by then the cat was out of the bag.


  “So once upon a time, the specs for this were out in the wild,” I murmured, tapping my stylus against my opposite thumb. Unfortunately, that time was decades ago. In the interim, the information had either slipped through the cracks . . . or been swept there on purpose.


  Knowing the history was useful, but Medina Perez was a dead end, figuratively and literally. And there was no point contemplating what I would need to raise her ghost; so long as I was gutted, I wasn’t raising anything more mystical than my own hand. I had to look to the present, and that’s what I buckled down to do.


  Julian shared one piece of information with me, because it wasn’t something I could sense on my own right now: there were two layers to the shield. The bit cutting me off from my gifts was the important part, but on its own, it would have left me horribly vulnerable—unable to defend myself from any outside influence. So the structure included a more conventional layer, designed to hold everyone else out. “It’s rudimentary at best,” Julian said. “The idea is that anyone who’s been gutted won’t be walking around out there where they might be at risk; they’ll be watched over by whoever triggered the thing.”


  I shuddered all the way down to my toes, realizing that all of my normal shields were gone. “Can you put another layer on me? Please?” I might not be at risk inside my apartment, but I didn’t feel safe anywhere anymore.


  “Of course,” Julian said, and went to work.


  That sent me off down the path of theory. Shields came in two basic types, active and passive. The former had to be maintained by a supply of power, while the latter were built and then left alone. There was no way the deep shield could possibly be passive; those degraded over time. Unless— “Does anybody do touchups on you guys?” I asked Julian.


  He shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of. And it would be impossible for them to pull it off without anybody noticing. They’d have to refresh the shield on every single wilder on a regular basis—probably multiple times a year.”


  Talking to him drove me a little bit mad, like an itch I couldn’t scratch. Julian’s own shields had always been impeccable, but I never knew how many traces I picked up, even from him, until they were all gone. If talking to Ramos was like watching a screen with the sound muted, being gutted was like going completely deaf. I kept wanting to clear my ears, and I couldn’t. Maybe that was why I’d started talking to myself so much; at least then I could hear the whole conversation.


  The problem with the deep shield being active was, where the hell was the power source? In its dormant state it wouldn’t draw anything, but raising it would require a substantial infusion, and it would continue to draw as long as it was up. I knew the key to gut Julian; he’d given it to me last fall, when he thought the Unseelie might succeed in taking him. It didn’t involve me supplying any energy to the shield. QED, the only possible source was Julian himself.


  I sighed and dropped my head against the back of the couch. “Great,” I muttered. “If only I were a baseline, I’d be free of the shield. That helps so much.”


  Actually, it did—because it gave me an idea. I lifted my head and called out to Julian, who was scrubbing dishes in the kitchen. “Has anybody ever tried to put the deep shield on a blood? An ordinary blood, I mean, not a wilder.”


  He had an answer ready, which meant he’d thought of this before me. He came to the doorway and said, “I don’t know for sure. There’s no clear answer out there, just hints. But I think so—I mean, I think they’ve tried. An Argentinian named Sileoni tried to stage a coup about fifteen years after the design for the shield was widely available, and reading between the lines, it sounds like he wanted to put together an army of bound psychics to support him.”


  “Seems like a safe bet that he wasn’t just inept,” I said. “If it were possible, we’d have at least one dictator somewhere in the world with an army like that. Since there isn’t, let’s assume for the moment that the design of the shield can only work on a wilder. Why?”


  Julian didn’t answer that, and I didn’t expect him to. He gave me facts when he had them, but no speculation, and no leading answers. It was frustrating to reinvent the wheel in front of him, though. After a moment’s consideration, I said, “Power. If it really is drawing on the wilder’s own gifts to make itself go, then a lower blood may not be strong enough to keep it functioning.” I grimaced and tossed my stylus onto the coffee table. “I don’t suppose the sidhe have a drug to suppress gifts, as well as crank them up? If depowering myself back to normal levels would get me out of this, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”


  As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to take them back. It was easy for me to say that; I’d only been a wilder since late November. For Julian, though, depowering would be like cutting him off at the knees. I knew he would do just about anything to be free of the shield—but would he give up half his gifts for it?


  Judging by the cold consideration he was giving it right now, he might. “A drug like that . . . it’s possible. It certainly isn’t anything they would want us to know about, though.”


  Because we might use it against them. Might? No, we’d use it in a heartbeat. I hunched my shoulders into the couch’s cushion and bit my lip. “You know what I’m thinking, don’t you.”


  “You’re thinking about asking the Seelie to break the shield for us.”


  He didn’t say it like a fresh idea. Everything I thought of, he’d gotten to first. Had he already ruled this one out? “Have you asked them?”


  Julian sank down cross-legged on the floor, shaking his head. “No. I didn’t have the chance last fall. And when Falcon came to see me, I honestly didn’t think of it.” He grimaced. “I was thinking of too many other things.”


  Like the fact that they didn’t actually have faces. “They might refuse,” I pointed out. “Our government wouldn’t be too pleased to hear they’re trying to undermine the shield. Hell, I doubt there’s a government in the world that would like it. If the Seelie are worried about people making nice with the Unseelie, they’re not going to want to do anything that might rock the boat against themselves.”


  “It’s an option,” Julian said. “But not the first one.”


  I had to agree, and not just because of the political ramifications. So long as I was gutted, I didn’t have any way to contact the sidhe — unless one came and knocked on my door, or they started installing comm satellites and selling ports in the Otherworld. Julian could project his spirit out to look for one of them, but it was a good bet that would attract attention from the people whose job it was to police the connection between the worlds. We’d have to wait for our chance.


  The biggest thing that stopped me, though, was the fear I didn’t even like to think about. It crept up on me at night, though, when I was lying sleepless in bed and wishing I kept alcohol in the apartment.


  I’d stood in front of a dozen news cameras and declared I intended to break the deep shield. And yet the government had let me walk away without so much as a warning.


  I doubted they were in favor of me succeeding. With that ruled out, the only possible interpretation was that they weren’t afraid of anything I might do—because the shield simply could not be broken.


  Not even by the sidhe.


  
    

  


  Chapter Eight


  Four days after my release from the hospital, I had an appointment with a DSPA administrator to finalize my transition from ordinary citizen to wilder.


  For this I went to an unremarkable office building tucked away in a back street not far from the respective headquarters of SIF and the Guardian Corps. It was a depressing place, all fanboard partitions and low-burn lighting. The administrator was named Lualhati Masangga, and the first thing she did was slide a sheet of paper across the desk toward me.


  “What’s this?” I asked.


  Masangga looked like a motherly sort, but she had the brisk manner of an experienced bureaucrat. She said, “Ordinarily the change of surname is handled as part of transferring a wilder child to the custody of the state. Since you are not a minor, and are still a legal resident of Georgia, we need you to fill out paperwork informing the state of your intent to change your name. Georgia law also requires that notice be posted once a week for four weeks before the change takes effect, but we’ll take care of that for you.”


  She added that last part as if she were doing me a favor. I gaped at her. In all my focus on the deep shield, I’d forgotten that there were other legal effects from being declared a wilder. “You can’t be serious. I know wilders are supposed to be called Fiain, but—” Words failed me. “You can’t take my last name from me.”


  Masangga tried a motherly smile. She wasn’t very good at it, despite the soft bun and softer features. “I’m afraid it’s a legal requirement, Kim.”


  Normally I preferred my nickname to the full “Kimberly,” but I wanted to snarl at her for using it. “What the hell is the point? I’m a grown adult, not a ward of the state. It isn’t like you don’t have me recorded in the system, regardless of my name.”


  “Please don’t make this difficult, Kim. It’s only a formality.”


  And a pointless one. If wilders were free citizens upon reaching their majority, what was to stop them from filing the paperwork to change their names away from Fiain? I wondered if any of them ever had. Probably not. If Julian and the people at Toby’s were anything to go by, being Fiain was part of their identity, as much tribal as familial.


  But it wasn’t my identity. The only thing that stopped me from balling up the name-change form and throwing it at Masangga was that last thought: family.


  If I truly wanted to leave my mother behind, now was my chance.


  I looked down at the form, and the pen Masangga placed next to it. I’d been Kimberly Argant-Dubois my whole life, one part of it from my mother, the other from my father. I could cut one of my few remaining ties right now, with just a couple of lines on a form. Become Kimberly Fiain. Or flip Masangga the metaphorical bird and make myself just Kimberly Dubois instead—no. My father would never forgive me for that.


  I wouldn’t forgive me for it, either. However furious I was at my mother right now, I couldn’t repudiate her that way.


  What would Masangga do if I flat-out refused?


  I stared at the form, the blanks waiting for my new name. I hadn’t expected this—hadn’t given it any thought ahead of time. Then inspiration came. I scribbled quickly, not letting myself think twice about it, and shoved the paper back at her.


  Masangga picked it up and scanned it. Going by her expression, she was expecting me to have written “fuck you” for my new name. Instead she saw what I had chosen for myself.


  Surname: Fiain. First name: Kimberly. Middle name: Argant-Dubois.


  It meant letting go of my maternal grandmother’s name, Annette. I couldn’t quite bring myself to swallow the unwieldy prospect of being Kimberly Annette Argant-Dubois Fiain for the rest of my life. But I could live with this for a compromise. If I tilted my head sideways and squinted just right, I could pretend it wasn’t something forced on me by the government; it was something more like a marriage.


  That thought briefly killed my ability to breathe. In my head, I had just married Julian.


  If there was any advantage to being gutted, it was that Masangga had no idea what had just gone through my head. She nodded and filed the paper away. “Next matter. Are you familiar with the requirements of the draft?”


  The question helped kick my brain back into gear. As if I were in class and being called on by a professor, I parroted the words I had read a hundred times. “If an emergency situation of a magical nature arises, any Guardian on the scene has the authority to draft my assistance in any manner that does not directly endanger my physical or mental well-being.” Which was a moot point ninety-five percent of the time, because ninety-five percent of wilders were Guardians, and the geas the Seelie had laid on us would encourage me to pitch in regardless. Not that I would stand back if I could; I’d wanted to be a Guardian long before any of this happened. “Also, if war is declared, the government can conscript me for magic-related duties as they see fit.” That part might be very relevant to my future, depending on how things went with the Unseelie.


  “Yes,” Masangga said. “Now, there is a wrinkle here as well, in that you have not received the training expected of a wilder. The head of the Division for Special Psychic Affairs has consulted with the Centers for Wilder Education, and together they have formulated a course of study for you to begin as soon as possible—basically as soon as the doctor deems you fit to have the shield lifted.”


  My heart began beating faster. “What do you mean? What course of study?” I’d wanted to be a Guardian . . .


  “They’re making arrangements for you at the nearest Center, which is outside of Philadelphia.”


  I knew where it was. Julian had been raised there. “You mean—taking me out of D.C.?”


  Masangga nodded, as if it were both obvious and natural. To me, it was neither. “Outside of Philadelphia” meant way outside, in the Elk State Forest. The nearest town was the crumbling shell of a place that had been called Emporium, before it was deserted during First Manifestation. Unless they sent Julian with me—which I seriously doubted—I would be in the middle of nowhere, isolated from everyone I knew, and completely subject to the Center’s authority and control. Even if they had the best of intentions, it was too perfect a setup for things to turn absolutely awful. “No. Training, sure, but I’m not going to the Center.”


  This time she didn’t bother with a motherly smile. “Kim—”


  “There’s absolutely no need, and we both know it. You can’t tell me there aren’t shielded practice facilities here in D.C. Or on the outskirts of the city, if you want to be extra careful. But I have an internship and an obligation to finish it out; I have an apartment lease. And may I remind you, I am a free citizen.” My voice hardened on those words; I had to force myself to speak more evenly. “There is no law compelling training for wilders after the age of majority. I will accept it—but on my own terms.”


  Masangga looked like she’d bitten into an apple and found a worm. “The DSPA is not ignorant of how you’ve been spending your evenings for the last month.”


  “Good,” I said with a laugh that almost sounded real. It covered for the unpleasant shock that went through me. “Then they’re not incompetent. I’ll go back to Toby’s if the Division wants, or I’ll take more formalized training. Whatever you like, so long as it’s here in D.C. and allows for the fact that I’m a free woman.”


  She was silent for a moment. I let it stretch out. The ball was in her court; I knew the laws around me well enough to know the Division didn’t have a leg to stand on. The gun they’d been holding to my head for months had been fired, leaving them with no meaningful threats. If they got Congress to write a new law, that could cause me trouble . . . but until then, I wasn’t going anywhere.


  “I’ll see what I can do,” Masangga said at last, sitting back in her chair. Her tone didn’t promise much, but at least it was a start.


  “Thank you,” I said, with my best attempt at sincerity. “Are we done now?”


  “Not quite.”


  I’d already put my hands on the arms of my chair, started to stand up. Those words stopped me in my tracks. What had we missed?


  Masangga said, “Are you sexually active?”


  I thudded back into my chair so hard it squeaked. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Are you presently in a sexual relationship with any individual? Including, but not limited to, Julian Fiain.”


  “That is none of your gods-damned business.”


  She put her elbows on the desk, leaning back toward me with a hard stare. “Unfortunately, it is. If you are sexually active, then I need to confirm that you are using some form of birth control. You may not be aware of this, but wilders cannot bear or sire children.”


  There was nothing like that in any of the laws. If there had been, I would have known about it months ago, and the ACLU would have sued the living hell out of it years ago. This wasn’t like the deep shield; there was no possible justification—


  A chill went through me, down to my bones. “What do you mean, cannot?”


  “You are incapable of it,” Masangga said. “Conception, yes, but not a viable birth. The genetics are poorly understood; possibly we’ll get a better understanding of it now that the Otherworld has returned. It operates in a manner similar to psi-sickness, and runs a high risk of killing the mother during pregnancy.”


  I couldn’t have stood up right then if she’d offered to remove the deep shield as soon as I was on my feet. Not a law. Biology. Some kind of mutation, maybe, a knock-on effect of the original mutation that turned an ordinary blood into a wilder. I wasn’t scientist enough to guess beyond that.


  Masangga was talking again, my thoughts scrambling to catch up. “Many wilders opt for sterilization, for safety’s sake. This is not a legal requirement, but the procedure is covered under federal funding. You may want to consider it.”


  I bloody well bet it wasn’t a legal requirement. That was the kind of thing they did in the twentieth century, as part of the eugenics movement. I was pretty sure it was an actual crime against humanity, in the technical sense.


  My body was still limp in my chair. I couldn’t wrap my head around this. I’d never really given a lot of thought to kids, whether I would have any or not—I hadn’t needed to. I was twenty-one. I was barely even beginning to think of myself as an adult.


  Better get used to it, I thought grimly. You stopped being a child when the Otherworld came back.


  Masangga was waiting for my brain to start working again. “You don’t need to worry,” I said dully. “I—I’ll—” Gods, I did not want to be discussing such things with this woman. “It’s taken care of.”


  She let me leave it at that, which was the first bit of mercy she’d shown this entire time. “Then I believe we are done,” she said. “I will be in touch regarding the issue of training.”


  “Yeah. Sure.” I rose and left without saying goodbye.


  Outside in the sun, I stood and let people flow around me on the sidewalk. I should wait until we were face-to-face, but this would eat at me for the rest of the day if I stalled. I walked partway down an alley, pulled out my port, and called Julian.


  He answered promptly, and whatever my image looked like in the video, it transformed curiosity to concern on the spot. “Are you okay? What happened in the meeting?”


  “I’m Kimberly Argant-Dubois Fiain now,” I said inanely, as if that were the actual reason I’d called. “At least, I will be once the paperwork goes through. And they want to send me to Pennsylvania for training, but I told them to go to hell. Or to train me here, which would probably be better.” I was rambling, but Julian knew to let me keep going until I got to the point. “She also . . . told me about children.”


  His expression went blank. It wasn’t Julian trying to hide anything from me; this was a deeper reflex, the one that kicked in when something really threw him. Self-control, I thought, above all. “Oh,” he said quietly. And then, after a moment, “I should have told you. I didn’t think . . .”


  “You figured I was on birth control,” I said. I’d gotten an IUD when I was fourteen. My mother believed in health, and in playing it safe.


  Julian said, “I knew I was sterile.”


  So he had been sterilized. Probably right before he came to Welton; I knew he’d been eighteen at the start of our freshman year, and presumably he had to be a legal adult before the procedure could happen. The next question came out before I could think about it twice. “Was that your choice?”


  “Yes,” he said, without hesitation.


  I believed him . . . but I couldn’t help wondering. Given the way wilders were raised, the atmosphere of strict self-control—which was not far from strict obedience to authority—how many of their choices were really made freely?


  My silence must have spoken all on its own. Julian added, “There was no reason not to. I didn’t know when, or if, I would find someone I could trust enough to get close to—but I knew I didn’t want to hurt them. And there’s really no other outcome for us.”


  I slumped against the wall separating the alley from the neighboring parking lot and blew out a slow breath. “I guess that makes sense.”


  “I’m sorry,” Julian said, quietly enough that I could barely hear him over the rattle of a bus going by. “You’ve already been put through so much. I shouldn’t have left you to find this out from some bureaucrat.”


  I bit down hard on the impulse to say, No, you shouldn’t have. How often did he even think about it? From his perspective, the problem was taken care of. He never had to worry about it again. I couldn’t blame him for not telling me, not really. As for whether I would do anything more . . . I shoved the thought from my mind. The IUD was good for my health in general; that was enough for now.


  I had enough other goddamned things to worry about.


  ~


  Ramos had left a message for me while I was in the hospital. I couldn’t bring myself to listen to it for days, because I knew what it was going to say.


  After I finally scraped up the courage to face it, I called her office. Eduardo put me through immediately, which was both flattering and a bad sign. Ramos’ face was set in an expression of sympathy, but of course it would be. She was a politician. She had practice with breaking unpleasant news to people.


  “I got your message,” I said. “You’re going to drop my section from the bill?”


  Clearly she’d been planning some kind of introductory spiel, a lead-in that would let her soften the blow, but I’d headed it off at the pass. She simply said, “It’s already done. I know it doesn’t feel like it, Kim, but this is the best course of action.”


  My jaw ached from clenching. I’d waited until I thought I could have this conversation calmly, but maybe I’d been optimistic in my judgment. “All it does is leave us at square one. No, worse than that—square zero. Because according to the Eleventh Circuit judge, the existing law covers people like me. And that’s going to be cited as precedent for anybody who ends up in the same boat.”


  “It’s precedent, but it can be overturned,” Ramos said. “The Supreme Court didn’t uphold the ruling; they punted. Which leaves them room to rule differently at some point down the road. That’s a lot better than them deciding to hear your case, and ruling against you.”


  “But you could have made the whole thing moot.”


  She sighed and propped her elbows on her desk, her chin on her folded hands. “At a cost. Kim, the process of reconciling bills in conference is an enormous game of horse-trading. The other side offers to give up A if we give them B, and we offer C in exchange for D. The question has always been what we would have to give up to get you written out of the current system. Now that you’ve been shielded, most of my colleagues see the potential gain as close to nil. Fighting for this has become all cost, no benefit—at least in their eyes. Whereas if we gave it up, we could get something else we needed.”


  “No benefit,” I said, my voice stony. “Right. I suppose it looks that way, when you’re not the one who’s had the core of your soul ripped away.”


  Ramos flinched. I didn’t think it was staged, and I couldn’t have hit her empathically at this distance even if I hadn’t been gutted; she genuinely did regret how things had fallen out. “I haven’t given up, Kim. We may very well have better odds proposing this as a stand-alone bit of legislation, rather than trying to fold it into a monster omnibus like the Otherworld Act.”


  It was the closest thing I had to hope, so I clung to it. “Then no half measures, right? You’ll get comprehensive reform. A mandate to remove the shield from all adult wilders.”


  “We’ll see what we can do. Any such thing would need to be developed in consultation with DSPA leaders, of course . . .”


  She kept talking after that, but I more or less stopped listening. Gutted, talking to a baseline over a video call, I had nothing to go on but body language—and now that I was learning to pay attention, it told me things I didn’t want to know.


  That moment of honest emotion was gone. The cautious enthusiasm Ramos showed now was a mask for the truth: she wasn’t going to push for the shield to be removed. The words coming out of her mouth now were a political smoke screen, a flood of non-specific reassurances that promised exactly nothing.


  Two months ago, she’d supported the idea of freeing adult wilders, and I believed she had meant it. What had changed?


  Somebody had gotten to her, and talked her out of it.


  How?


  Blackmail? It was an absurd possibility, but the first one I could think of. Some kind of leverage, pushing her away from where she wanted to go. Or maybe some of that horse-trading she’d been talking about; maybe they’d offered her something else she really wanted, and she’d sold me out in exchange—never mind that fine story she’d told about her late wife and her lost wilder kid.


  My mother would have been able to find out what she’d gotten. But there was no way in hell I was asking my mother for any more help.


  Either way, it meant I was on my own. Or rather, we were on our own. The only people I could rely on in this fight were the other Fiain.


  And Liesel, I reminded myself. And Robert.


  It would have to be enough.


  ~


  That afternoon, while Julian was out grocery shopping, I called Liesel. “Tell me you have some good news.”


  I knew she didn’t. If her research had turned up anything useful, she would have called me. But the shield was eating at me worse than ever, to the point where I wanted to claw at myself, as if I could rip it off with my fingernails. I was curled up on the couch in order to keep myself from pacing a hole in the carpet, which was how I’d spent too much of my morning.


  Even through a screen, Liesel could read my state. Her sympathy and regret were clear. “I’m sorry, Kim. I’ve been looking, everywhere I can think to. I hoped there would be more in German than there is in English, but there just isn’t. It seems our government keeps things just as buttoned up as yours does.”


  “You’re sure it’s censorship from on high?”


  “Do I have proof? No. But I can’t imagine it’s anything else. There are enough academics in the world, studying every psychic subject in existence. One of them would have written about this by now.”


  I wrapped my arms tighter around my body, trying to contain the ache within. “I don’t know what I’m going to do, Liesel. Eventually they’ll let me have my gifts back, okay—but that won’t fix anything. It’ll be just as bad, in a different way. I won’t hurt like I do now, but I’ll know they can make me hurt like this, any time they want.” When I swallowed, it felt like I was choking. I’d vowed not to dump this on Liesel, but with her image on the living room screen, watching me with that compassionate, supportive gaze, I couldn’t keep the words back. “I’m afraid it’s going to drive me insane. Not metaphorically—actually insane.”


  “That’s a reasonable fear.”


  I sat up on the couch, staring at her. “What? No—you’re supposed to tell me that it’s going to be okay, that it won’t be as bad as I think. I don’t want to hear that I’m right to be afraid.”


  Liesel winced. “Lord and Lady, Kim. I’m sorry. I don’t mean you’re going to turn schizophrenic or anything. It’s just . . .” She sighed. “I haven’t found anything useful about the shield, but while I’ve been looking, I’ve ended up reading a lot of other things. Did you know that if you want to work for the Centers for Wilder Education, you need at least a master’s degree in child psychiatry, and have to pass a battery of empathy tests on top of that?”


  “No,” I said slowly, “though I guess it makes sense.”


  “It does more than make sense. Wilders are raised in an institutional setting, with a small number of people taking care of a relatively large number of children. And they aren’t raised like normal children; everything they experience, long before they get to actual psychic training, is aimed at teaching them to self-regulate. To control their emotions and their reactions, to concentrate on the task at hand even when there are distractions all around. That has consequences, you know. Wilders are at high risk for attachment disorders, anxiety, a raft of neuroses—all kinds of problems.


  “But it isn’t in anybody’s best interests for the world’s most powerful psychics to be emotionally unstable. So they put a lot of effort into making sure wilders are going to be as well adjusted as possible.” Liesel looked both impressed and helpless. “That means employing highly educated empaths to take care of the children’s psychological health.”


  I shivered. “Are you saying they manipulate the kids?”


  “No, I don’t think so. Not in the way you mean, anyway. That kind of thing . . . it’s unsubtle, and in the long run it isn’t very effective. I think they mostly put their effort into sensing problems early on, and then judging how well the treatments are working. I mean, the goal is to have everyone grow up to be a stable, self-regulating adult. You aren’t going to get that if you’re relying on empathy to shove their emotions in the right direction; they have to learn to do it themselves. Even so—” She paused, clearly wishing she hadn’t started that sentence. But Liesel knew me well enough not to think she could get away with stopping there. “Empathy and psychiatry degrees can’t make everything perfect.”


  I thought about the things I’d seen from the other Fiain, from Julian. The way they depended on one another for human comfort, and the hunger in him after so long without it. His initial attempts to deny his feelings for me, because attachment was too great of a risk. And those were the small issues. “He doesn’t deal with the shield very well.”


  Liesel’s eyes went wide. “Kim, he basically had a psychotic break last fall.”


  The term made me flinch, but I couldn’t really argue with it. After the Unseelie held him prisoner, Julian had more or less gone berserk. At the time I’d chalked it up to the fact that they tortured him . . . but that wouldn’t have sent him over the edge if he hadn’t been close to begin with. It had been the imprisonment, as much as what they did to him, that caused him to lose control so badly. And that was because of the shield.


  My fingers ached, digging hard into my arms. “Are you saying I’m going to end up like he is? The other Fiain aren’t.”


  “They’ve probably come to terms with it better than he has. And no, I don’t think you will. But it’s a huge psychological stressor, and that’s going to have an effect. That’s what I meant a moment ago: not that I think you’re going to go insane, but that it’s reasonable for you to feel unbalanced from this.” Liesel took a deep breath and smoothed her hair back into a fresh ponytail, as if collecting her thoughts again. “Have they assigned a therapist to you?”


  “No.”


  “They should,” Liesel said. She put her hands up to stop my next words. “I know, Kim. You don’t want them messing around in your head any more than they already have. But they’ve got specialists, people trained to deal with circumstances a lot like yours. A private therapist isn’t going to be as good at helping you come to terms with this.”


  “I don’t want to come to terms with it,” I said violently. “Gods, Liesel—they ripped my gods-damned heart out. I can’t be okay with that. Not even if it sends me crazy. Getting used to that is, is—it would be giving in. Can’t you see that? It would be me saying, okay, this is my life now. I guess I’ll live with it. But I fucking won’t.”


  Liesel’s gaze had gone soft and wounded, not for the angry words I’d flung at her, but for the pain that drove them. “I know,” she whispered, and in that moment I hated the thousands of miles that separated us. Liesel was my closest friend, dearer to me than anyone from childhood. Apart from Julian, she was the only person in the world I really trusted right now. I wanted to be back in our dorm room, where she could put her arms around me and help me believe there was a light at the end of the tunnel, something that wasn’t an oncoming train. But she couldn’t be here; her own family had called her home, and I couldn’t fight that. “I know. And it won’t work anyway, not unless you want it to. Or unless they force it on you. But—” Her breath caught, and I realized she was near to crying. So was I. “Kim, how long can you live like this?”


  I forced the turmoil down, grasping for calm as if I were about to perform a ritual. “As long as it takes to be free.”


  ~


  Julian came home to find Kim pacing the living room with precise strides. Four steps from one wall to the other, halt, pivot to face the other way. Each movement was as crisp as the movement of a clock. She didn’t pause when Julian opened the door, so he let her be, going to the kitchen to put the groceries away.


  He’d only just closed the last cabinet when Kim said, “This isn’t working. And it isn’t going to.”


  Not the pacing. Julian went back to the living room and found that Kim had stopped. “What do you mean?”


  “The shield. Me trying to break it. Julian, you know a hundred times more about magic than I do, and you’ve been trying to do this your entire life.” She waved away his comment before he could make it. “I know, I know. You don’t remember what it feels like not to have the shield, and I do. But that isn’t enough. It’s been more than seventy years since the shield was invented. I doubt you’re the only wilder who ever decided he couldn’t put up with the damn thing. If it were possible to figure this out by thinking really hard, somebody would have done it by now.”


  The words cut deep. No problem can withstand the assault of sustained thinking: that was a quote from Voltaire, one Dr. Argant had engraved on a plaque in her house. Kim had told him that. It was a foundational tenet of her life, and hearing her admit its limitations was almost an admission of defeat.


  Almost. But not quite. The stiffness in Kim’s shoulders was determination, not surrender.


  “The sidhe,” Julian said.


  “When it comes to magic, we’re like children scribbling in a coloring book compared to them. Everything except empathy, anyway, and the shield isn’t empathic in nature. So if we can build it, they can break it.” She hesitated, then looked down at the carpet. “They told me they could.”


  Julian’s hands half-curled before he could stop them. She wasn’t talking about the Seelie.


  When Kim had first been turned—when her spirit was bound to the Unseelie as their loyal ally—she’d taunted him with a promise, an offer of freedom from the shield. He’d tried not to think about those days, even though her golden eyes were a constant reminder. The sidhe could lie; they knew that. And the Unseelie could not be trusted.


  But that didn’t mean their offer had been completely false.


  Julian said, “Anything the Unseelie can do, the Seelie can do as well. But you know as well as I do, that isn’t going to be easy.”


  Kim drew in a slow breath, then sank to sit cross-legged on the floor. Julian came forward to join her. She buried both hands in her hair and said, “Politics, yeah. But let’s take this one step at a time. First we’d have to get in touch with them.” She swallowed convulsively, in a way Julian recognized: swallowing down nausea. She still wasn’t used to the shield—and as much as it pained him to see her suffer like this, it would hurt worse to see her adjust to it. “I can’t do it,” she said, soldiering on. “You can, but do we want to bet nobody would notice?”


  He held out one hand until she took it, then wrapped his fingers around hers. The contact steadied her. “Then we get somebody else to do it.”


  The thought had been in his head for days, but he’d held off on saying anything. Once they started down this road, they were playing with fire; officials who were perfectly content to let a few wilders flail around on their own might step in with serious force if they tried to ally themselves with an alien race. But Kim’s unique situation had been his best hope for breaking the shield with the resources they had. If that was a dead end, they had no choice but to look elsewhere.


  Kim’s gaze wandered across the carpet as she thought it through. “None of the Fiain here in D.C. That’s too obvious. But you guys have something like a network, right? We ask somebody in, oh, California, or—” She stopped, and made a sound that was the closest thing to a laugh Julian had heard from her since her mother came to visit. “In another country.”


  “Not a wilder,” he said, seeing where she aimed. “Robert.”


  “He’s known to be our friend, so it isn’t the most subtle route . . . but a stranger probably wouldn’t do this for us, and he would. It’s worth a try.” She twisted to look at the time, displayed on the lower corner of the living room screen. “Shall we call him?”


  “Not from either of our ports,” Julian said. “We can be a bit more subtle than that.”


  
    

  


  Chapter Nine


  My SIF watchdog didn’t like it when I said we were going to Eastern Market, to the townhouse where I had practiced for weeks.


  “Apparently you guys have known for a while what I was doing there,” I pointed out, leaning in the doorway of my living room. I knew I looked confrontational, with my arms crossed over my chest, but I was long past caring. “What exactly do you think I can do there while I’m gutted that I couldn’t do when I was whole?”


  Like wilders, agents were trained not to show a lot of emotion. I wondered if my watchdog had flunked that class, or been out sick, because he shifted his feet uncomfortably and glanced away. “I don’t have clearance for you to go there, ma’am.”


  “Clearance?” I laughed in his face. “Let’s settle this matter once and for all. Am I or am I not a free citizen, with the right to go where I please and do what I please, so long as I am not committing a crime? Because if you want to violate my civil liberties, go right ahead. My lawyer hasn’t left town yet, and I imagine he’d be delighted to take on another case for me.”


  To that, my watchdog had no response. And so Julian and I went to Toby and Marcus’ townhouse.


  Toby met us at the door, as usual. Except there was nothing usual about this; it was the first time he’d seen me since I was gutted. Sympathy didn’t show on his face, but the way he said my name, quiet and low, spoke volumes. “Kim. We didn’t expect to see you.”


  I affected a casual shrug. “Yeah, well. Sitting around at home got old. And until they find a better plan for training me than shipping me off to the Elk State Forest, I might as well hang out with fellow Fiain.”


  Both my reference to the Center and my use of the term “Fiain” registered on him; he let me see it. Then he opened the door wider. “By all means, then, come on in.”


  “Who all is here?” Julian asked when the door was closed behind us. My SIF watchdog remained out on the street, in the car he’d used to drive us here. I hadn’t been very polite, telling him he wasn’t welcome in the house.


  “Marcus, Neeya, Kasi, and Eliot,” Toby said. “We haven’t seen much of Guan lately.”


  Because there was nobody around who needed his teaching. But Julian had predicted he wouldn’t be there, and Plan B was good to go. He and I went in search of Neeya.


  I expected her to be in the basement. Instead she was out on the back porch, curled up on a porch swing that, judging by the mildew, hadn’t seen much use in years. Julian cocked his head at the book in her lap. Neeya lifted it to show him, grimacing. “Procedure. Of the non-magical sort. How to deal with civilians in a crisis, that kind of thing.”


  She wasn’t subtle enough to hide the fact that she was ignoring me. It looked different from all the other times she’d ignored me, though. Less hostility, more . . . reluctance? Because I was gutted, probably. It reminded me of the way people ignored strangers in wheelchairs. Awkwardness, mixed with the creeping thought of what if that happened to me?


  Or in this case, I know what that feels like, all too well.


  Julian said, “Neeya, I have a favor to ask. One that might get you into trouble—though I don’t think it will.”


  The prospect made her shrug. “Whatever. What do you need?”


  “Your port,” Julian said. “To call someone in Ireland.”


  She dug it out of her back pocket and tossed it to him. “I’ll be inside. Plausible deniability and all that. Maybe it fell out of my pocket while I was sitting here.” She took her book and went in, leaving us alone on the porch.


  Julian perched gingerly on the edge of the swing, wrinkling his nose at the musty smell. As I joined him, I saw he was signing into his own account and sending a quick message to Robert: Incoming. “Good idea,” I murmured. Robert might well ignore a call from a strange account. Julian gave it a minute or two to go through, then dialed.


  It had to be nearly midnight in Ireland by then, but fortunately for us Robert was a night owl. He picked up after two rings. One eyebrow rose when he saw the two of us crowded into the camera’s range. “How very cloak-and-dagger of you,” he remarked. “The lighting is particularly dramatic.”


  Glancing up, I saw that the porch bulb was almost directly above us, lighting our faces in chiaroscuro. “Unintentional,” I said. “The staging, at least. Calling from someone else’s port—that part, yeah.”


  His image retreated slightly from the screen, as if he had leaned back in his chair. I suspected he would be steepling his fingers, if he didn’t have to use one hand to hold his port. Robert had a great love for the dramatic; of course this setup would please him. “What merits such caution? Are we plotting rebellion?”


  “Yes,” Julian said.


  At that word, Robert’s attempt at humor fell away like a cloak. “Tell me what you need.”


  “The sidhe,” I said. “Are there many in Ireland right now?”


  “Lord and Lady, yes.” Robert rolled his eyes. “Seelie and Unseelie both, the latter ingratiating themselves with those who affect to be rebels. A recent report claimed we have no less than seventeen different cults in their honor—plus a few societies in protest, of course.”


  It was a more friendly balance than we had here in the U.S. Not surprising; after First Manifestation, thousands of romantically-minded bloods had flocked to Ireland, making it the center of the psychic renaissance. Of course the sidhe would appear there in greater numbers, and find a warmer reception.


  Which made it ripe for our purposes. Julian said, “We need to get a message to the Seelie, without the authorities here noticing. Do you think you can do that?”


  “Simplicity itself,” Robert said breezily. I suspected he would have answered the same had Julian asked whether Robert could nip down to Hell and retrieve a soul or two. He affected calm, but the rhythmic vibration of his image said his leg was jittering at high speed, down where we couldn’t see. As much as he enjoyed the intellectual challenge of dreaming up a replacement for the shield, the chance to take direct action was better.


  “The message is brief,” Julian said. He and I had discussed this before leaving the apartment, agreeing that we shouldn’t say any more than we had to. “Tell them we need to talk to one of them—preferably Shard. And it needs to be discreet.”


  Robert passed up the chance to claim that Discretion was his middle name, which told me how seriously he was taking this. “As discreet, I presume, as borrowing another’s port to make a call to a foreign country to pass your message along by indirect routes. Need the meeting be in person?”


  We had spoken to the sidhe psychically before, projecting our spirits into the gap between our world and theirs. Whether that could be spied on or not, we didn’t know, but it was a moot point. “Kim can’t project,” Julian said quietly. “And we don’t know when they’ll lift the shield. In theory a call could work, at least to start, but this port is only borrowed; there isn’t any good way for them to call us back without it potentially being noticed.”


  I’d wrapped my arms around my middle at the inevitable reminder. Robert, I could tell, hadn’t realized it was presently active on me; he blanched at Julian’s words, and stammered over his reply. “Yes, ah, I see. I will let them know. Is there a timeline on this?”


  “Yesterday,” I said, knowing it came out bleak.


  ~


  When we’d settled things with Robert, Julian went back inside to return Neeya’s port to her. I stayed on the swing, arms still wrapped around myself, trying to swallow down the taste of sickness in my mouth.


  I couldn’t argue with what Liesel had said—but I couldn’t go along with it, either. The thought of accepting a therapist from the DSPA . . . it just wouldn’t work. You had to trust a therapist before they could do much for you, and there was no way in hell I would. Even if they were the nicest, most genuinely sympathetic therapist in the world. Not after the way I’d been betrayed. And even a private therapist couldn’t help me come to terms with something I was determined to reject.


  That was probably why it hadn’t worked on Julian, either. Most of the wilders I’d met seemed . . . not at peace with the shield; that was overstating it. But able to live with it, in a way he couldn’t. It would be to the Center’s benefit—to everybody’s—if all wilders felt like that. But they couldn’t force that equilibrium on the Fiain, not if they wanted it to stick. And if Julian had decided in childhood that he wasn’t going to accept the shield, then no amount of therapy would make it happen.


  The screen door swung open. I looked up, expecting Julian, and found it was Neeya instead.


  She clearly had thought I’d gone back inside, because she stopped dead, letting the door slam shut behind her. The rush of air was cold on my cheeks, and I realized I’d been crying, tears slipping out without me noticing.


  We stared at each other in silence. Neeya held her book in one white-knuckled hand, like she didn’t know whether to start reading or throw it at me.


  The words came out before I could stop them. “What did I do to set you against me?”


  She scowled and dropped her book on the dirt-scarred porch table. Her body half-turned, as if she was going to go back inside, but she didn’t reach for the door. I persisted. “You aren’t jealous. I’m pretty sure of that. I believe you love Julian, but I don’t think it’s romantic. Is it just that I’m not Fiain? Do you think I don’t belong here?” A harsh laugh escaped me. “You’re probably right. But I don’t belong anywhere else, either.”


  Neeya stood rock-still, turned so that all I could see was the edge of her face, the tight line of her neck. I had to watch these things, because I couldn’t read anything else, couldn’t try to meet her in empathy. I was deaf and mute, clutching at anything that could help me communicate.


  I sighed, feeling empty and drained. “If we can’t be friends, can we at least have a common enemy? I believe this much: you didn’t want me gutted. And we both want it gone. I swear to you, I’m doing my best.”


  Then Neeya pivoted to face me, and I didn’t need gifts to read her at all.


  “Do you know what my clearest memory of childhood is?” Neeya asked. The light above cast her eyes into shadow, but I could see her mouth, set in a hard, bitter line. “I was eleven. I remember sitting on the floor of Julian’s room, him with his back to the wall, me curled up half in his lap, crying my soul out because I’ve just been gutted. Again. He’s got his arms around me, trying to comfort me. He doesn’t say it’ll be okay. That’s a lie, and we both know it. It isn’t okay, and it won’t be—not so long as they can do that to us. But he promises me it won’t be forever. My gifts will come back . . . and one day, the shield will be gone for good. We’ll find a way to get rid of it. He will find a way. He promises me this. And I believe him, because he’s fourteen and I’m eleven, and I desperately need a god to believe in. And so I believe in Julian.”


  How had I ever thought wilders were all alike, inscrutable and controlled? There was nothing controlled about Neeya right now. She came forward a step, leaning over me, blocking out the light, spitting the next words in my face.


  “Now you,” Neeya growled, venomous and low. “You come here—you, who are not one of us—and you sit there and look me in the eye and tell me you’ll do it. That you’ll succeed where Julian has failed.”


  I pressed against the mildewed back of the swing, retreating as far as I could from her fury. “Does it really matter to you, which one of us does it?” I whispered, my voice sticking in my throat. “Don’t you want it gone? Isn’t that the most important thing?”


  She didn’t answer, standing half-bent with her hands in fists at her side, vibrating with tension. “Gods above, Neeya,” I said. “If Julian got rid of it tomorrow, I’d be the first to fall at his feet in thanks. I don’t—I’m not trying to steal anything from him. Or from you. I don’t want credit, don’t want to be the savior of the Fiain. I just want my gifts back.”


  Nobody had forced me to learn self-control as a child. I didn’t even try to hide my anguish; I let it fill my voice, hoping that Neeya would hear and respond. I hadn’t suffered the same way she had . . . but we had pain in common.


  I couldn’t tell whether it reached her or not. She turned once more, stumbling as if half-blind, and fled back into the house, letting the door slam behind her once more.


  Julian came out maybe thirty seconds later. By that time I’d dried my cheeks and done my best to reassemble my composure. “Is everything okay?” he asked. “Neeya—”


  I couldn’t face the prospect of trying to explain our confrontation to him. Did Julian know Neeya saw him that way? Not just an older brother: an idol, the rock she clung to in the storm. “I should let her get on with her reading,” I said. “Come on—let’s go home.”


  ~


  I spent the next few days looking for sidhe around every corner. Robert sent Julian an innocuous message the following afternoon, saying that he’d made a new friend at the Ardcholáiste — a sidhe friend, presumably. But would the Seelie help us out? If so, when? Would they be as discreet as we hoped? If so, how were they going to pull it off?


  There were relatively few times when I could be spirited aside without anyone noticing. I went back to the hospital for a check-up, which brought back enough horrible memories that I ended up puking in the bathroom, but the surgeon who’d gutted me said I was doing nicely and the shield could probably be deactivated next week. The prospect of getting my gifts back soon made my current state both easier and harder to bear—a contradiction I didn’t even try to resolve.


  At home, I still had my watchdog. Or rather a series of them, switching off in shifts. Would the Seelie try to sneak past them? Teleport into my room? When I moved in, I’d put up shields, but nothing that would slow them down; it would be like bashing through a rice-paper screen. But maybe teleportation was difficult even for them.


  I felt like a wolf in a trap, gnawing my own foot off in the hope of freedom. And then, a few nights after we’d called Robert, I had a dream.


  Long before I went to Welton, I’d learned to manage my dreams. I could tell a precognitive vision from the ordinary firing of my synapses, bring myself to lucid awareness of my dreaming state and sometimes control it. That last stood me in good stead after my time with the Unseelie; my therapist had helped me break the cycle where I relived my kidnapping every night.


  I knew immediately that my dream wasn’t an ordinary one. But I was gutted, completely giftless. How could I be having a supernatural dream?


  Julian was there, standing just a few feet away. The dreamscape was my dorm room from last fall, the room Liesel and I had been living in when the Otherworld returned. Comforting and unnerving, all at once. “Kim,” Julian said. “You’re dreaming.”


  “I know. What is—are you here for real?”


  “Yes,” he said, gesturing for me to sit on the couch. “And if you’d prefer not to do things this way, just say so. But Falcon couldn’t see another way to talk to you without anyone noticing.”


  The name made me turn a full circle, scanning the room. “He isn’t here, is he?”


  “Not yet. Do you really think I’d invite a sidhe into your head — him especially — without asking you first?”


  It was a normal dream . . . but not. I couldn’t go spirit-walking so long as I was gutted, so instead Julian had entered my sleeping mind. It would let us talk to the sidhe in secret, without any outsider knowing.


  But for that to happen, I’d have to let Falcon invade my mind—while I was one hundred percent defenseless against him.


  “No, not defenseless.” It was supposed to just be a thought, but I was dreaming; thought and action weren’t so very far apart. Julian cocked his head at the words, no doubt guessing what sparked them.


  Weirdly, being gutted actually gave me a measure of protection. Baselines were often harder to affect telepathically than bloods, because they had no telepathic ability at all. And I could probably make my mind inhospitable enough to drive Falcon out, just by giving in to the emotional turmoil lurking not far away.


  The mere thought was enough to make the dream room flicker, rain starting outside the windows.


  Julian took hold of my arms, gripping just tight enough for reassurance. “I can talk to him on my own, if you’d prefer.”


  “No.” I drew a deep breath and stopped the rain. Lucid dreaming had nothing to do with gifts; baselines could do it. I just had to control my thoughts. And I trusted Julian to keep an eye on Falcon, in case the sidhe tried anything I couldn’t see. “We’ll do this together. Invite him in.”


  There was no visible sign, beyond Julian blinking. But then Falcon was there.


  I hadn’t stopped to consider what it would be like to have a sidhe inside my mind. If I’d still been an ordinary blood, I might have lost control entirely, shrinking away from the shimmering, dimension-warping thing invading my thoughts. A Krauss rating of thirty-one reduced the effect to just this side of manageable. But it felt like the fairy dust burning through my system: pure numinous force, threatening to overwhelm me. For the briefest instant, my dorm room darkened and rounded, stalagmites thrusting up from the floor.


  Then I wrenched it back. I wasn’t in the cave. This sidhe was Seelie, and an ally.


  Falcon made no response to the swift changes. He merely nodded a greeting to me and said, “What demands such secrecy?”


  “We’d hoped to see Shard,” Julian said while I settled the room in my mind, bracing myself against future upheavals. “Is there a reason she couldn’t come?”


  Shard was the seer he’d dealt with during the initial encounters, and probably the closest thing to an actual friend we had among the Seelie. Falcon said, “She has not yet recovered from her exertions.”


  He delivered the news in a level, uninflected tone. That was how the sidhe usually spoke, but it meant I couldn’t begin to guess what he meant, and how serious it was. What on earth could have weakened Shard for so long? She was a seer, not a combat sorcerer. I’d given myself a headache a few times by spending too long on divination, but nothing to merit that kind of pronouncement. I hesitated, then said, “Does this have to do with the Unseelie?”


  “I do not have all the details,” Falcon said. Still in that even tone, but it was clear he didn’t consider the matter fit for discussion.


  It wasn’t what we’d called him here for anyway—though on the wall behind him, a whiteboard that hadn’t actually been there last fall appeared, with a note on it saying, follow up re: Shard later. I erased it hastily, hoping Falcon didn’t have metaphorical eyes in the back of his head . . . or literal ones. It was a dream; stranger things could happen.


  “Please send her our wishes for a swift recovery,” Julian said, and Falcon nodded acknowledgment. “As for why we called you here—you know about the deep shield.”


  He didn’t phrase it as a question. Both Courts of the sidhe had been elbow-deep in Julian’s mind at one point or another last fall; it was a fair bet they’d noticed the structure buried there. The Unseelie must not have figured out how to trigger it, though, or else they would have gutted Julian as part of their games with him.


  “What of it?” Falcon asked.


  I could have gone into a long explanation, but something—my own frayed patience; the unsettling effect of his presence in my mind; maybe both—made me blunt. “We want to get rid of it.”


  His eyebrows went up. It looked like a rote gesture, performed to indicate surprise, rather than a natural reaction. Maybe it was; we still didn’t really know the extent to which sidhe felt various kinds of emotion. “Is this not part of your defenses?”


  We had thought of it that way last fall, when Julian feared the Unseelie would be able to subvert him. Things had changed, though. “It has its uses,” Julian said. As declarations of support went, it was far less fervent than the ones I’d heard from him in the past. “But one of those uses is control—a way to keep the Fiain on a leash. They put the shield on Kim, Falcon.”


  His gaze went to me. I spread my arms wide. “Take a good look. This is what a wilder looks like when she’s been stripped of her gifts.”


  He took me at my word, pacing a slow circle around me. My skin crawled, and I couldn’t tell whether it was psychosomatic or not. Whatever he was doing, I didn’t have the senses to feel it . . . but at the same time, he was in my mind. It was impossible to think he could do anything here without me noticing.


  “We tried to get rid of it ourselves,” Julian said quietly. “But it’s beyond us. That’s why we came to you, to the Seelie Court as a whole. To ask you—no, to beg you—to free us.”


  All the yearning and determination of his lifelong crusade was in his voice. Julian even went so far as to kneel on the carpet, head bowed, the ritual pose of a supplicant. Falcon watched him, impassive, then looked to me.


  I thought about kneeling, but it wouldn’t add anything to Julian’s gesture, and might look fake. “Please,” I said. I couldn’t show my desperation, not without possibly driving Falcon from my mind, but I could speak. “It would be the greatest gift you could possibly give us. Anything you might want us to do in return—just ask.”


  So focused was I on my plea that our surroundings faded away, leaving us floating in the blank, formless space of pure thought. In that darkness Falcon glowed, his emerald eyes like two stars in the sky.


  “No.”


  A single word. One syllable, whose meaning killed all the hope within me.


  Falcon stared at me, at Julian. “We—” The next word was choked off before it could emerge. His image flickered briefly. “We will not help you do this thing.”


  Then he was gone.


  ~


  I jerked upright in bed, found Julian beside me doing the same. We stared at one another in the dim light filtering through the blinds, wordless, bereft.


  Our best chance: gone, in an instant. Without so much as a word of explanation.


  “I don’t understand,” I whispered.


  Julian shook his head slowly, not blinking. “Falcon. He’s never liked me — liked us. Maybe that’s it.” But the sidhe had said we.


  There had to be a reason. But sitting there in the darkness, with Julian at my side, I could not think what it might be.


  
    

  


  Chapter Ten


  The next morning we were like the walking dead, going through the motions of life without a trace of vitality. Julian ate breakfast; I didn’t. He had a lot more practice than I did at keeping to routine, no matter what happened.


  Eventually they would lower the shield, and I’d have my gifts back. If I was lucky and behaved myself, I might go the rest of my life without ever being gutted again; Julian claimed it was rarely done to adults.


  But the threat would always be there. All it would take was a single touch, and the cage embedded in my soul would slam shut once more.


  We hadn’t said a word all morning. When I went to sit in the living room, though, Julian followed me, and stayed in the doorway while I sat. Eventually I looked up and met his gaze.


  “I’m not giving up,” he said.


  Of course he wasn’t. He didn’t know how. He’d made a promise to Neeya, a promise to me—a promise to himself. Maybe it was the geas mixing with his training, or maybe Julian would have always grown up to be the sort of person who would do everything he could, and more.


  A spark flickered in the gloom of my mind.


  My gaze settled on my hands, resting atop my knees, and stayed there as if moving would be too much distraction, would make me lose my train of thought. Everything he could, and more.


  “Julian,” I said slowly, working my way through one careful step at a time. “We’ve done everything we can think of to get rid of the shield. Right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Everything except the sidhe, because they weren’t here before. Now they are, so we asked. And they—they refused.” Even saying it hurt. I’d thought . . .


  That was a distraction, and not one I could afford right now. The next bit couldn’t be delivered to my knees; I had to see his reaction. I lifted my chin. “There’s another option.”


  “No.” He spoke without hesitation, iron-hard. “I don’t care what they said. We’re not going to the Unseelie.”


  I spread my mouth in something like a smile. “I’m glad we agree. But it proves my point: we haven’t done everything. Only the rational things. The sane ones.”


  He went very still.


  It was a knack I’d never learned; I got up and started pacing instead. “For example: have you tried asking?”


  “Asking who?”


  “There are doctors who put these fucking things on wilders. Surely they could take it off again.”


  I heard the sharp exhale, turned to see him staring at me. “Kim, there’s no way they would do that.”


  “Then we make them.”


  He put one hand on the door jamb, as if my words had staggered him. Julian was staring at me like he’d never seen me before. And maybe he hadn’t: the Kim who existed before the shield, before Falcon’s refusal, would have never contemplated anything like this.


  But she was gone.


  Julian shook his head, a faint motion at first, then a forceful one. “No. For the love of—you can’t be serious.”


  “Why not?” My hands sought out my elbows, clamping down on them, arms hard against my body, as if to hold something in. Or to keep myself from lashing out. “I know it’s crazy. That’s the point. Julian, your entire goddamned life they have trained you to be disciplined, obedient. To sacrifice yourself for others, but never to ask for anything from them. Maybe you’ve been holding the keys to your own prison this entire time, because they knew you would never think to use them.” My eyes burned with the threat of tears—but not because of misery. Not this time.


  He tried to come close, to take my hands in his, but I shied back. It left him alone in the middle of the living room, hands mid-air, silently pleading. “Kim . . . this isn’t you. Threatening a doctor, hurting one? You wouldn’t do that.”


  “Wouldn’t I?” The question ground from my throat, harsh and raw. The tears would become misery, if I let them. “Julian, this thing has made you insane. You went berserk last fall because of it, attacking doctors, nurses—remember that?” His flinch said that he did. “You think I’ll survive it any better? It’s killing me. I can’t think about anything else. There’s a hole inside me and nothing can fill it. You thought it might be different for me because I didn’t grow up this way? It is. You know how to live with the shield, even if you hate doing so. I don’t. I can’t.”


  I felt it then, in a weird, half-numb way: not the sensation itself, but its effect, and logic told me the cause. Julian was trying to enfold me in love and support, using his mind because I had spurned his arms.


  I jerked upright, hands coming loose from their death-grips and slapping the wall behind me. I hadn’t realized I’d retreated so far. “Don’t,” I snarled. “Don’t you fucking take this away from me, when I’m helpless to stop you.”


  “I’m not trying to take anything away,” he whispered. Bright light slid down his face: the track of a tear. “But I don’t have any other way to reach you. Kim . . . I can’t let you do this. Not because I’m afraid of the risks, and not because of my training. Because I would lose you.”


  It was too much. The cracks had been growing, though I tried desperately to hold them shut; the anguish in Julian’s eyes broke them wide open. I sagged against the wall, slid limp to the ground. The sound that came out of me was as much a scream as a sob.


  Because Julian was right. I couldn’t do it. And even if I could . . . I didn’t want to be the person who would come out the other side.


  Not even if she was free of the shield.


  Julian was at my side an instant later, arms around me, holding me tight against him. Even as I cried, a part of me remembered what Neeya had said, her memory of Julian comforting her. This was what it meant to be a wilder: not the powerful gifts, not the numinous presence that made other people shy away. Crying on a floor with the only person in the world who could understand how hopeless your situation was.


  When my breath finally started to slow, Julian spoke, in a quiet, hesitant voice. “You were half right, you know.”


  “What?” I sniffed hard, trying to clear my nose.


  “About the training. About the fact that we’ve tried all the rational things. But you were half wrong, too.” Curled up against his chest, I could feel his breathing, settling into a steady pace I recognized. It was Julian bringing himself under control, even as he faced something that unnerved him. “I have thought about other ways. I just can’t—couldn’t—bring myself to try them.”


  The correction made me stir, pulling back so I could look at him. “You have an idea?”


  “Yes.” His gaze was bleak. “But it’s dangerous. I’d gladly risk my life to get rid of this thing . . . but that wouldn’t work. To have any chance of success, I’d have to risk your life instead.”


  Tension thrummed in every muscle of his body. I didn’t have to ask why. It wasn’t just that Julian loved me and didn’t want to see me hurt. Robert had thrown this in my face last fall, when this entire business was getting started: For the love of all the gods, Kim, he’s Fiain! Endangering others is their cardinal sin!


  I was Fiain now, too. But that didn’t mean Julian would be any happier about putting me in the line of fire.


  My lips were dry against my tongue. “Tell me.”


  He let out a slow breath, closed his eyes and tilted his head against the wall. “I tried it once. Several times, actually. I think most wilders do, at one point or another. Neeya was gutted; I wasn’t. So I took apart her outer shields and went exploring, trying to find the root of the deep shield.”


  “You couldn’t find it.”


  “No. But that was before I’d gone to Welton, before I studied with Grayson.”


  He’d taken every shielding course he could sign up for, even aspects no Guardian ever bothered to study. No doubt there were still things he didn’t know—but he’d definitely have a better chance. “So where’s the risk?”


  Julian opened his eyes, but his gaze remained fixed upward, as if looking at me might make him lose his nerve. “What I know now might give me a chance of taking apart the shield, but it won’t help me find the foundation. I couldn’t get deep enough, even with Neeya’s defenses utterly gone. The surgeons who do this . . . Medina Perez’s invention couldn’t have just been a new design of shield. It had to be that and a way to install it. Which means she created a technique that lets you go deep into someone else’s spirit—deeper than anybody normally goes.” His shoulder shifted beneath me; I realized it was a shrug. “I don’t know that technique. Nobody’s ever going to teach it to me. But now there’s another way.”


  Now. Something new, something that came with the sidhe.


  Something that would let you go deep into the spirit of another person.


  My own body was rigid now. I knew where he was headed, knew exactly why he didn’t want to do this. The thought alone filled me with dread.


  More dread than living with the shield for the rest of your life?


  The answer to that was easy.


  “There’s a high chance it’s being sold on the street—or will be soon, if it isn’t already,” I said. “According to my predictions. But I have no idea how to get my hands on any of it.”


  Julian changed position, rising to his knees and cupping my face between his hands. “I don’t know what this would do to you, Kim. It cranks your gifts up, but you can’t use them right now. I can’t begin to predict what will happen when those two things collide. And even if it works like I hope it will—if it blows you wide open—” We were close enough that I could hear his teeth grind. “I’m not a surgeon. If I find the root of the shield, I’ll do what I can to take it apart, but I can’t guarantee I won’t hurt you in the process.”


  I knew without even asking that he would lie down for this procedure in a heartbeat. If he were the one gutted and I had my gifts, he’d put himself under the metaphorical knife. But I didn’t have his knowledge of shield theory; I wouldn’t even know where to begin on something as complex as the deep shield must be. The only way we stood a chance was if he was the one going after it.


  I knew something else, too. If I told Neeya about this, she would trigger her own shield on the spot and volunteer herself in my place. Not out of concern for me, but out of complete and unquestioning trust in Julian. And he would almost certainly accept the trade.


  I couldn’t show the slightest hint of hesitation or doubt.


  “I trust you,” I said, and I meant it. “Now let’s figure out how to get our hands on some fairy dust.”


  ~


  We had to move quickly, before the doctors declared me sufficiently recovered and deactivated the shield. For this to work, I had to be gutted; only then would I be incapable of fighting back against Julian’s invasion. “General anaesthesia of the soul,” I was calling it, putting the tiniest positive spin on my current state.


  Not that we didn’t have a fallback plan. Once the doctors cleared me, they would give me the trigger for my own shield. Every wilder had their own, for use in extremis; that was how Julian had been able to teach me his. I could gut myself at any time for this attempt. There were two problems with that, though, the second being that if Julian failed to remove the foundation of shield from me, I would have to go begging to the authorities to have it lowered again—and they would certainly have questions as to what had happened. But that all presumed I made it past the first problem: finding the nerve to gut myself in the first place.


  On the whole, I preferred to get the entire thing over with now.


  Julian made the arrangements at a distance, contacting Neeya telepathically. Everything she told him was confidential, and could get her disbarred from Guardianship if anybody found out she’d spilled the beans — but she didn’t make a single protest, or ask a single question. She told us the Guardians had tracked down where my attacker got his fairy dust from; the dealer was in jail, being questioned about his source. “No prize for guessing the Unseelie,” I said bitterly. “But if there’s one dealer in town, there’s got to be two. Do the Guardians have any leads on others?”


  “No need,” Julian said. “The dust they confiscated is still sitting in the evidence lockup.”


  My heart started beating much too fast. It was one thing to ask Neeya to share information. Stealing evidence . . .


  We didn’t have to ask her, and might not have been able to stop her if we wanted to. Neeya claimed afterward that it had been embarrassingly easy. The lockup was warded against outside interference, of course, but she got a tour from another Guardian, and teleported a dose out of the bag and into one she’d brought. She got it to me in the same way: a plastic ziplock covered in warding runes appeared in my shopping bag while I was on my way home from the grocery store. I twitched in surprise when I realized it was there, but stopped myself before I could look around for Neeya. Until they lowered the shield, I was still under SIF watch, and didn’t want to give her away.


  But we couldn’t carry out this ritual in our apartment, with an agent hanging around outside—not to mention all my neighbors, who would be caught in the blast if things went badly. Nor could we take over Toby’s basement. Julian hadn’t even told Neeya what we were planning; he just told her we needed a supply of fairy dust. We had to find another place to go.


  “It has to be someplace heavily shielded, or else away from everybody,” Julian said. “It isn’t just that we don’t want to attract attention. You’re going to be completely vulnerable. I can put some protections around the two of us that will help, but your mind has to be totally unguarded. I don’t want something wandering in while I’m busy.”


  The prospect made me shiver. Ghosts, imps, some adolescent mid-manifestation on astral walkabout . . . none of the possibilities were good.


  There was only one place we could go without attracting attention from my watchdog. I’d been avoiding it since I got on the Metro that disastrous morning, but I had a justification for being there. And if we played our cards right, we could buy ourselves some time in the bunker.


  FAR’s office building looked different as Julian and I approached. Nothing had changed; the windows were as clean and bright as ever, the ground floor lobby dominated by the same piece of bland public sculpture as before, a curving, abstract piece. The elevator smelled the same, faintly redolent of the pine-scented cleaning fluid the janitors mopped it with every night. Mariko was behind her desk as usual.


  It wasn’t the place that had changed. It was me.


  Mariko was on her feet before I even reached for the door handle, coming around her desk so fast she caught her thigh against the corner. I winced; that would leave a bruise. She didn’t seem to care. “Kim! Oh my goodness, we weren’t sure if we would ever see you again!”


  “Hi, Mariko,” I said, managing a decent excuse for a smile. “I’m, um. Not really back yet. I need to talk to Adam about that, and I figured, I should at least come by and say hello.”


  “Oh, of course!” She leaned over her desk and hit a button, which would turn on a discreet light in the various rooms. That way anybody in the middle of a divination or other piece of magical work wouldn’t have their work disturbed.


  But people must have been in between tasks, because it was only a few seconds before doors started opening, heads popping out. Within moments I was surrounded, Julian retreating to a quiet spot in the corner. Most of the people here had seen him at one point or another, and a lot of them had been introduced, but I was the one being welcomed home.


  Home. My throat closed up without warning, tears pricking my eyes. I hadn’t expected this kind of warmth and support, and it was shaking my composure. Not yet. Not yet.


  Then Latonya stepped out of the way and Adam rolled his chair forward. “Kim,” he said, holding out his hand. Surprised, I took it in my own; he held on longer than mere politeness required. His grip was strong and warm, and a clear signal that whatever had happened, I still had a place here. “Gods, it’s good to see you. There’s been a lot of stuff on the news lately, reports about wilders—about that whole arrangement. I never realized how serious your situation was.”


  I needed to talk to the reporters, keep the momentum going. It might do some good, if I leveraged the attention. “What kinds of things are they saying?”


  “This deep shield business,” Adam said. “There’s an investigative reporter—”


  I was supposed to be here to talk about the rest of my internship, the plans for me to go into training once the shield was down, which would keep me too busy to work at FAR for a while. It was a necessary bit of practicality, and made a good pretext for me to pay a visit to FAR, with Julian to keep me company. The next part was supposed to happen after that.


  But my breath caught in my throat, my gut twisting in that too-familiar way, and I realized I would never have a better excuse than now.


  A small sound escaped me, a sound I would have normally tried to suppress. It was a little gasp, cut off. Adam stopped, brows knitting in concern. “Kim?”


  I waved one hand, pressing the other against my stomach. “I’m sorry. It’s just—” In my peripheral vision, I saw Julian rise from his chair. He couldn’t nudge me, not without anybody noticing, but he didn’t have to.


  All I had to do was think about the shield. Not in a cold, rational way, trying to think of a method for cutting it out; not in hot anger, visualizing it as an enemy I could kill. An inexorable weight, pressing down on me, crushing the life from my spirit. Tears were spilling from my eyes. Every breath was a gasp, little sips of air that couldn’t fill my lungs. There were arms around me, a hand pressing gently on the small of my back, guiding my stumbling feet. I knew without asking that it was Julian. I didn’t lift my head to see where we were going; I just let him lead me, and then a door closed behind us and he said, “Kim. Can you pull yourself together?”


  When I dashed the tears away and looked around, I found we were right where we had planned: in the heavily-warded bunker at the center of FAR’s offices.


  I’d been in here last month, when Adam sent me to finish the fairy dust divination. It was a good place to take an emotionally fragile wilder — especially if the people there didn’t know what exactly the deep shield did and did not do — and it would keep us safe while Julian “comforted” me after my staged breakdown.


  How long we would have was anybody’s guess. Julian had convinced Adam to leave us alone, but sooner or later somebody would knock on the door and ask if I was okay.


  My body was still shuddering. The problem with staging a breakdown was, it had become entirely real. “Help me,” I said through my teeth.


  Julian knew what I meant. “Are you sure?” At my nod, he went to work doing exactly what I had cursed at him not to do just a few days before. I couldn’t feel the empathic contact, but my distress vanished as if it had never been, leaving me with nothing but burning eyes and an accelerated heart rate to tell me I had ever been crying.


  I sat down on the floor and opened my bag. This room was like the ritual spaces at Welton, an empty box with a copper ring in the floor. No cabinets of supplies or anything else, because the people who worked here brought their own. I imagined their supplies generally didn’t include coils of rope, nor plastic bags of illegal drugs.


  Julian was presumably busy dismantling my outer shields — both the ones he placed on me after the surgery, and the ones that were part of the deep shield itself. While he did that, I tied my feet together and prepared the dust. I felt like a coke fiend, pouring it onto a pocket mirror and scraping it into a neat line for easy inhalation.


  Then Julian was kneeling, using more of the rope to bind my arms to my sides. We didn’t know if I was going to thrash around, but figured it was better to be safe than sorry. And if we got caught mid-effort, me being trussed up like a hog wasn’t going to make it look any worse.


  He didn’t ask if I was ready. We were long past that point. Instead he held up the mirror and a short length of straw. I took one deep breath to steady myself, let it out—and then inhaled the powder.


  ~


  Julian was ready to catch Kim if she fell backward. She’d described the feeling of the drug to him before, even shared the memory with him; that kind of burning pain could make her convulse. But she only coughed briefly, swallowed, and then looked up at him.


  “I don’t feel anything,” she said.


  They’d administered it correctly. Both times Kim got hit with the dust, she had inhaled it. But that only held true if what Neeya had given them was indeed the same drug. Julian had never seen the stuff before, and Kim never had a chance to study it. They’d trusted that what Neeya had stolen had been the real thing, not a decoy or a different chemical.


  Kim said, “It acted fast before. Pretty much instantaneously. I don’t think it’s doing anything.” Her voice was tight with worry.


  All the breath left Julian in a rush. “Don’t worry. It is.”


  He could feel it when he reached out, flowering through her like a firework. Gods above, Julian thought in awe, watching the effect spread and build. I hope we didn’t give her too much. It was a quiescent fire, a paradox: enormous power, energy for the taking, and yet just lying there inert. He’d been prepared for her gifts to spin out of control, but there was no chance of that. They couldn’t act without Kim’s direction, and she had no ability to stir them even to the slightest degree.


  Absurdly, he found himself laughing. “You’re glowing.”


  Kim looked down at herself, but of course she couldn’t see it. Then she shook her head and shifted in his hands. “Lay me down. Let’s do this, before we lose our chance.”


  She was right. Julian lowered her to the floor, then settled himself cross-legged alongside. The dust was doing as he had hoped, opening up her psychic senses as far as they could possibly go, and then further still. If they hadn’t been in a shielded space, every passing thought and feeling would have flooded in on her, with nothing but her own will to stand against them. Julian’s own shields were locked as tight as they could go, so that he wouldn’t inadvertently push his fear onto her. It was horrifying to see her so vulnerable, bound hand and foot and open to the world.


  He laid the fingertips of his right hand on her head and his left hand on her pubic bone. Her chakras were blazing points of light beneath his touch, forming a pathway for him to follow. From the seventh down to the first, and then Julian was in freefall, diving into her spirit.


  An inferno blazed around him, fire without heat. What could he do, if that power were his? The thought was exhilarating. No wonder people wanted this drug: with it, Julian might even be the equal of a sidhe.


  But all of Kim’s current power wouldn’t help him with the shield. That work was done by ordinary bloods, people far less powerful in raw terms than any wilder. And it would be an unconscionable theft, a betrayal of Kim’s trust. Julian ignored the temptation and focused on finding his way downward, through the impossibly intricate web of thoughts and memories, feelings and sensations, all the endless complexity of a human spirit.


  Somewhere in that mass, there was a wall, and he was going to tear it down.


  And when he did . . .


  He’d put up a memory block to stop himself from even thinking about it around Kim, lest he betray himself by some word or hesitation. It was dangerous to be this deeply embedded in someone’s spirit, even with all the defenses he could muster. Right now, of course, he was completely safe; the deep shield protected him, by making it impossible for Kim to take any action against him. But if he succeeded in his aim, then he would still be in the abyss when her gifts came flooding back to her, amplified beyond her control by the dust.


  She wouldn’t want to hurt him. She would try not to. But her subconscious would reject the invasion regardless of her conscious will.


  Kim would never forgive herself if she hurt him, burned him out, killed him. In a choice between that and leaving her subject to the deep shield, though . . . there was no choice.


  Down, and down, and down. The wall of the shield wasn’t a clear landmark, nothing so simple as that—but he recognized the signs of its presence and followed them. Grayson had taught him well. Every shield had a foundation, and for the first time in his life, Julian believed he would find this one.


  There—


  And then with a wrench like every bone being torn from his flesh, he was on the floor beside Kim, out of her spirit, and he was gutted.


  ~


  A scream of denial ripped from his throat. From the inferno of Kim’s power to the cold, flat reality of a world he could no longer sense; from the verge of freeing her to absolute failure. He spun to look, expecting to see a phalanx of Guardians in the doorway, people coming forward with handcuffs and tranquilizers.


  Instead he saw Grayson.


  He didn’t even make it to his feet. His lunge toward her reversed abruptly, telekinesis throwing him against the far wall. “Julian, stop!” Grayson cried, hand outstretched. “You’ll kill her!”


  Kim was struggling to sit up, twisting to get free of her bonds. Julian couldn’t form words. He fought against the force pinning him to the wall, howling, completely helpless, expecting at any second that Grayson would clamp down on his mind to stop him. But she let him go on screaming and knelt to help untie Kim. “Please, listen to me,” Grayson said, the words pouring out of her. “Julian, I’ll unshield you, I swear. But I need you to calm down and not attack me. I was almost too late. I had to act quickly.”


  “What are you talking about?” Kim spat, scuttling clear of Grayson as soon as she was free.


  “The shield,” their professor said, hands clenching around the dangling ropes. “If he could get it off you—and he might—you would have died, Kim. Everyone dies.”


  It cut him off, with a wrench almost as bad as being gutted. When he could speak, Julian’s voice was raw. “Everyone?”


  She sighed, going limp. “Everyone they’ve ever tried to remove it from. They did try, back in the early days. Yes, it’s useful to have a leash on wilders; I’m sure there have been any number of politicians and government agents who were glad for a weapon like that in their arsenal. But not everybody wanted it to be that way. They tried to free the ones who were grown up, fully trained.” Grayson shook her head wearily and stood, dropping the ropes on the floor. “It killed them. The foundation of the shield can’t be removed without killing you.”


  The only thing holding Julian up was Grayson’s telekinetic cage. The room went away, and Kim and Grayson with it. All he could see was whiteness, the deafening silence of impossibility. All his life, he had one single, driving purpose — and now it was gone. No amount of training or cleverness or effort could ever bring him to his goal.


  What snapped him back into his body was the sudden return of his gifts. Grayson had done as she promised, dropping the deep shield. Kim was there, one hand on his shoulder; he could feel her fingers trembling. “Julian . . . ?”


  He clutched her hand in his own, each of them gripping the other hard enough to cut off circulation. The door to the room was closed, and with the shields on this room, no sound would escape to the rest of the office. Gods only knew what the people out there thought was going on. “How did you know?”


  “About the shield, or about you trying to remove it?” Grayson sighed, looking weary. Her hair had been white since her days as an active Guardian, but for the first time she seemed old. “I knew about the shield because I got curious years ago, and learned enough that I had to sign an agreement saying I wouldn’t share the classified information I’d uncovered. Which means I haven’t told you any of this, of course. As for you . . .”


  She stood for a moment, arms hanging limp at her sides. Then she turned to face him. Julian avoided her gaze by reflex, but she didn’t move, and after a moment he met her eyes.


  “It was obvious what you were after in my classes,” she said. The compassion in her voice was almost too much to bear. “There wasn’t any harm in teaching you, though, because there was no way in hell you could get at the root of the shield without training even I can’t give you. Until I heard that some dust had gone missing from lockup, and started investigating. Then it was just a matter of tracking you down.”


  Which meant Neeya might be in very deep trouble. Julian knew he should worry about that, and what was going to happen to himself and Kim. But he couldn’t feel anything.


  “I’m sorry.”


  It took him a moment to realize the whisper came from Grayson. He’d never heard her like that before, quiet and full of pain. The way a friend might speak.


  She wasn’t a friend. She had gutted him.


  To stop him from killing Kim.


  He believed her. As much as he wanted to, Julian couldn’t pretend, even for an instant, that Grayson was lying. Or that she had her facts wrong, that somebody else had fed her a lie. If she said there was no way to remove the shield safely, then it was true.


  Kim was in his arms, without him having made a conscious decision to embrace her. Which of them was holding the other one up, he couldn’t even tell. But it was Kim who turned her head enough to look at Grayson and say, “What now?”


  The professor shook her head. “Nothing. That is—I’m not going to report you. There’s no benefit that can come from it. And if I can cover up the way the dust got to you, I will.”


  It was a mercy beyond Julian’s ability to articulate. By all rights the two of them should have been arrested, and Neeya along with them.


  But Grayson shouldn’t have been able to do anything to help them.


  “How?” he asked, raising his head from Kim’s shoulder. “How did you know about the dust being gone, and how are you able to do anything about it? Unless—”


  Grayson nodded. “Unless I’m active again. The paperwork went through yesterday. I couldn’t do anything about the courts, Kim, and I couldn’t stop them from putting this thing on you; the least I could do was to try and give the pair of you something to do other than going out of your heads. I’ll be training you both for Guardianship.”


  He felt Kim’s swift inhale. She had wanted to be a Guardian before she ever became a wilder. And for Julian, of course, it was the future he had assumed would be his from childhood onward. To have the roadblocks suddenly removed gave him a purpose again.


  A tiny flicker of light, amid the smoke and ash of his dreams. Not even the geas could compel him to feel delighted by the prospect. But it gave him something to hold onto.


  
    

  


  Chapter Eleven


  The dust must have worn off by the following afternoon, because nobody at the hospital said anything to me about it. I should have asked Julian to look before I went to my appointment . . . but I preferred to risk an official interrogation rather than remind him about what had happened the previous day.


  Deactivating the shield was no big ceremony at all. One minute I had a giant hole in my spirit; the next, my gifts came flooding back. I felt like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, stepping from grey Kansas into a world of color. I wanted to laugh, sing, reach out with my psychic senses just because I could.


  But I didn’t. I remembered Julian’s stories. When wilder kids left the creche and moved into the main training facility, they were brought to a special room and unshielded for the first time since infancy. Invariably they lost control, whereupon the teachers gutted them again, and that set the pattern for the rest of their training: you only got to keep your gifts so long as you used them responsibly. I wasn’t a kid, and I wasn’t about to lose control — but any sign of frivolous behavior would have sent the wrong message. And I didn’t want to give them even the slightest excuse to lock me down again.


  So I sat patiently, focusing on my breathing, letting Dr. Cooper into my mind to make certain I had healed. If anything was going to go wrong, it would be here. I had no way of guessing whether Julian’s attempt or the fairy dust itself had left any marks on me. Cooper must not have seen anything out of the ordinary, though, because he nodded in mingled satisfaction and relief. “Everything looks excellent. Are you ready for the key?”


  It occurred to me that Cooper had both of my keys: the one that triggered the deep shield, and the one that took it down again. He was a strong psychic, but I was a wilder . . .


  No. If I smashed into his mind and took the second key, I’d only make things worse for myself. He’d gut me on the spot, and the unlocking key wouldn’t do me any good; I couldn’t use it on myself, not with my gifts sealed away. Then they’d probably throw me back into surgery and craft new keys, and all I would have done was prove that I couldn’t be trusted.


  So I sat like a good little girl and nodded, and he touched my mind and showed me how to rip my own heart out.


  After that I was free — or at least I had the illusion of freedom. The knowledge that they could take all this away from me at any time made the bright afternoon seem dark.


  I didn’t go home immediately. Instead I walked to a nearby park, built a cone of silence the way Guan had taught me, and called Liesel.


  Pouring the whole thing out to her took a while. Fortunately — this being D.C. — sitting in a park under a cone of silence, talking to my port’s earpiece, didn’t look out of place at all. I wasn’t supposed to be telling her the classified information Grayson had shared with us . . . but spilling secrets wasn’t exactly new for this city, either.


  “Lord and Lady,” she said when I was done. It wasn’t the first time she’d said it, but she seemed to be at a loss for other words. “How—how can they do this? How can they keep putting the deep shield on people if it’s a death sentence?”


  “Easy,” I said, with a bitter smile. “They just don’t take it off. Ever.”


  “Yes, but—” We were on voice only, so I couldn’t see her expression, only listen to the strangled sound she made.


  I sighed and leaned back against the trunk of a tree. “I wonder if this is why Ramos backed off. They probably didn’t tell her everything, the shield being lethal and all that — but they might have told her something. It would explain why she used to be in favor of mandating removal, then suddenly got cold feet.”


  Liesel hmmmed in my ear. “If so, then you might be able to get her on board with a replacement.”


  “We’d have to have one first,” I said. “Nobody’s going to chuck out the Cairo Accords for a will o’ the wisp.”


  “It would only be one part of the Accords. But you’re right; we’d need a concrete plan. One that stands a chance of actually working. We have some ideas, but . . .”


  But “we” consisted of a handful of college students and some of their professors. They’d been keeping me updated; I knew what they’d come up with so far. Kamiya shunts, power reservoirs, early empathic conditioning — that one was almost guaranteed to leave the kids with a pathological fear of their own gifts — a temporary geas, if we could persuade the Seelie to teach us how to craft one. Every idea had a flaw. It was unethical, or it would produce bad side effects, or it required too large an investment of resources to be politically feasible.


  “I know that silence,” Liesel said, and I heard her smile through my earpiece. “You’re thinking. And planning. I like the sound of that silence.”


  It made me laugh. An actual laugh, free of bitterness or tension; it felt like I hadn’t done that in years. “You’re right,” I admitted. “I may try approaching Ramos, see if I can get some backing for at least a preliminary discussion of this. I can’t say I’m eager to talk to her right now, but — well. It would be nice to give Julian something to hope for.”


  “How’s he doing?” Liesel asked quietly.


  I drew my knees up to my chest, wrapped my arms around them. “He’s . . . not well.” An understatement so bald as to almost be a lie. “I’m worried about him, Liesel. He hasn’t spoken much, not even to me. It’s like something inside him has died.”


  Her slow exhalation sounded like wind in the trees. “He’s dedicated so much of his life to getting rid of the shield. Finding out that it’s just flat-out impossible—on top of being told he almost killed you—”


  I nodded, even though she couldn’t see it. “I think if you’d asked him a month ago what he had to live for, he would have listed a bunch of things. But this one got ripped away, and he’s bleeding out through the hole it left behind.”


  Liesel was silent for a long moment. Down on the sidewalk, people came and went: men and women in suits, a few military types. For all the upheaval in the world, look at any random place, and life there would still seem pretty normal.


  To me, it had the look of the quiet before the storm.


  Another sigh. “I want to get on a plane and fly out there,” Liesel said. “Except I don’t know that it would do any good. If he isn’t talking to you, he wouldn’t talk to me, either. Much less let me get at his head.”


  She was right, but still— “I wish you were here.”


  “Do you want me to come?” she asked seriously. “I don’t know how soon I can be there, and I’d have to talk to my parents about the plane ticket, but I could try.”


  “You’ve got school.”


  “So? I mean, I can’t move out there for the rest of the year. But I could blow off classes for a week.”


  Would it be better or worse to have her company for a little while, and then to wave goodbye? “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Maybe. But I know it’s expensive.” With a shock like the bottom of my stomach falling out, I wondered what my own financial situation was. I still hadn’t talked to my parents, and they were the ones covering my rent. With my internship on hold, was I still going to get my paychecks? Or was I going to get wages as a Guardian trainee?


  Banal questions, and things I had totally ignored in the fog of my obsession with the shield. I could hardly forget the latter—but I needed to start paying attention to the world around me again.


  And trying to get Julian to do the same.


  “I’ll look into it,” Liesel said. “In the meanwhile, you can call me whenever. I mean it. Even if it’s the middle of the night for me.”


  Just hearing her say that helped, even if I knew I’d only wake her as a last resort. “Thanks, Liesel. For everything.”


  ~


  We didn’t talk much on our way to the Aegis Building, which was the local headquarters for Guardians in D.C. Ten a.m. was past the usual rush hour, so we had no trouble getting two seats away from everyone else. Julian’s hand lay unmoving in mine, as if he’d accepted the clasp for my sake, but not for his own. I feared I recognized his mood: grim resolution. This was the world he had to live in, and so he would soldier on.


  It wasn’t enough. But I was afraid to offer him the thread of hope I’d gotten from Liesel, for fear that it, too, would break.


  At least today would offer some distraction. We checked in at the door, then got shunted off to an office where a man processed our paperwork with admirable efficiency. Once our training IDs had been imprinted with our magical signatures, he directed us down into the basement, where Grayson waited in one of the shielded rooms.


  “Your handbooks are on the table,” she said when we came in, not looking up from her own paperwork. Two books lay waiting for us, twins to the one I’d seen Neeya studying at Toby’s house. The rest of the room was more or less bare, except for a circle chalked in one corner. “Read those every spare moment you have. In theory you aren’t held to the same behavioral standards as registered Guardians, but that’s the same theory that says you won’t jump in to help out with any magical problem you see. And gods help you if you get on the bad side of the Corps’ legal team.” The book was a floppy brick in my hands. Well, I didn’t have to wonder what to do with my evenings anymore.


  Grayson scribbled one last line and put her pen down. “All right. Julian, I want you to construct a containment field around the circle I laid down over there. I’ll inspect your work in a moment. Kim, to begin with I’ll be giving you a condensed form of the banishing course sequence you started at Welton.”


  The word condensed set off more than a few warning bells. The few weeks I’d had of Lesser Banishing Rituals under Grayson’s eye had been intensive enough, not just magically—that was less of a concern now—but mentally. And now she was going to give the rest of it to me at high speed?


  Yes, she was. Grayson started off with a rapid lecture on the underlying principles used to banish spiritual entities from an area, then showed me a method that was nothing like what she’d been teaching in class. Instead of chalking my own circle, I had to weave a net I could throw over my target. She ran through it once, then a second time. I was in the middle of scribbling notes when I heard her voice in my head. Get it wrong.


  What?


  “Now you try,” she said out loud.


  I must have looked stupid, sitting there with my mouth open, because she gave me a withering look and said, “Were my instructions not clear?”


  Yes, they were—both of them. What I didn’t know was why. I hadn’t expected to be given this kind of training so soon; I wasn’t eager to screw up the first thing she asked me to do.


  But Grayson wouldn’t have given that order without good reason.


  I licked my lips and concentrated. Even if I had to botch this, I wanted to think through the procedure correctly, to avoid training myself into a bad habit. So when I spun the web, I made very sure I knew which strand I had left out.


  That absence made the structure fall apart before I was even done. “Again,” Grayson said, and echoed it in my thoughts.


  She was setting me up to look completely incompetent. Why? I tried not to fume as I got it wrong a second time, and then a third. Before I could try a fourth time, Grayson cut me off with an impatient slash of her hand. “Let me in. I’ll show you.”


  Hoping I would get some answers now, I lowered my outermost shields and let her touch my mind more directly.


  I felt Grayson spin up a telepathic shield as she did so, blocking out anybody who might try to eavesdrop on us. Okay, so this was a setup for us to talk privately. What was she going to say that needed such precautions?


  Catch, Grayson said, and two pieces of knowledge slid into my mind.


  They came in at a deeper level than conversational telepathy; it took me a moment to even figure out what I knew now that I hadn’t known before. Two magical procedures, both of them tiny things, but remarkably complex for their size.


  The first is for Julian’s shield, Grayson said. The second is for yours.


  Then she was gone from my mind and saying out loud, “Do you understand now? Good. Then try again.”


  I nodded mechanically, keeping up the pretense while the rest of me reeled. She’d given me the keys for our shields. Not the ones to activate them; we had those already.


  She’d given me the ones to deactivate them.


  It was a good thing I’d paid so much attention while screwing up the banishment net, or I would have botched it for real this time. As it was, my execution was hardly a thing of elegance. “Practice that,” Grayson said, and went to check on Julian.


  Scribbling notes gave me cover to regain my composure and think through what had just happened. My own key was useless to me; deactivating the shield required psychic gifts, and I didn’t have any when I was gutted. But I could share it with other people, making it possible for them to free me. And with Julian’s key, I could free him.


  I cast a sidelong glance at Julian. Grayson didn’t seem to be criticizing his work, or coming up with any pretense to form a deeper contact with him. Then again, Julian was better at magically multi-tasking then I was. I studied his posture, the movements of his hands. He hadn’t been visibly tense before, but there was a looseness in his body now, an energy that hadn’t been there before. Grayson had shared the keys with him, too.


  Telling us the shield couldn’t be removed had been a breach of confidentiality, but one the powers that be might forgive, if they knew Grayson had been trying to stop Julian from killing me. This . . . was straight-up felony.


  Was Grayson trying to start a revolution?


  I couldn’t spare the time or attention to think about it much. Julian was here mostly for evaluation, and to learn the few skills he needed that hadn’t been taught at the Center. I, on the other hand, was getting the rocket-powered crash course. An active Guardian either had to be a wilder—a proper wilder, one brought up through the Center’s educational system—or else a Ps.D. I had two and a half years of an undergraduate degree to my name. I’d known since the beginning that Julian knew orders of magnitude more about magic than I did, but one day in the basement with him and Grayson was enough to drive it home in a whole new way.


  This is impossible, I thought, keeping the thought carefully to myself. How long would it take me to catch up? Even with one-on-one tutoring from Grayson and no free time, I couldn’t possibly do it in less than, what, two years? Maybe a year and a half, if I drove myself into the ground. But that was probably optimistic.


  Julian was in Guardian pre-training. I was in Guardian remedial pre-school.


  The thought didn’t make me angry, just bewildered, and maybe a little desperate. Nobody was going to hand me a badge and throw me out into the field next week—at least, I didn’t think so. In which case, why had Grayson looped me in for this? It couldn’t be just an excuse to hand me the shield keys.


  That, at least, was a question I could ask her.


  I waited until the end of the day, which might have been a mistake. Apart from a short lunch break and brief moments of breathing room while she worked with Julian, I’d been at it for hours, and my brain was turning to gumbo. But I didn’t want to go home without an answer.


  “Professor,” I said, then wondered if I should be calling her “Guardian” now that she was active again. Whatever. Worry about protocol later. “I know I was supposed to be sent for training, to make up the difference between what a normal wilder is expected to know and what I’ve been taught. But I didn’t think this was what they had in mind.”


  “It wasn’t,” Grayson said, sheathing her athame and placing it in a silk-lined case. “I intervened.”


  “Why?”


  She snapped the clasps of her leather satchel together and slung it over one shoulder. “Because what they had in mind would have been a waste of your time. The ordinary course of education for a wilder lasts ten years or so. The first four years of the curriculum are unnecessary for you, as are portions of the rest. But at a conservative estimate, training you in the remainder would have taken at least three years—and at the end of it, you would still not have been fully prepared for Guardianship.” She raised her eyebrows at me. They hadn’t been bleached by the accident that took the color from the rest of her hair. “I presume you still wish to be a Guardian?”


  “Yes, of course.” I floundered for words. Julian was standing off to one side, feet apart, hands clasped loosely behind his back. I wanted him to jump in, and knew that was stupid; this was my conversation, not his. “I just . . . I don’t get why you think this is worth your time. There’s fairy dust on the streets, riots in Chicago—so many other problems you could be working on. Why did you decide this was the one to tackle?”


  I wasn’t asking out of low self-esteem, and Grayson, to her credit, didn’t read it that way. “Because it should have started months ago. The Division for Special Psychic Affairs shouldn’t have waited on the determination of your legal status; they ought to have offered you training the moment you left Welton. Would you have refused?”


  The answer to that wasn’t as easy as it might have been. The thing I wanted, offered by the people I was trying to keep away from? I would have begun examining the whole thing for concealed hooks before they were done talking.


  But assuming the offer was genuine . . .


  I would have gone for it so fast I’d leave smoke in my wake.


  “But they didn’t trust you,” Grayson said. “Partly because you had been Unseelie, but more because you didn’t—don’t—fit into the structure they’re accustomed to. And so they have squandered a valuable resource: someone with more intimate knowledge of the sidhe than any human being on this plane of existence. And I include Julian in that assessment.”


  Hearing Grayson describe me that way was disorienting. She made me sound important. Which, rationally, I knew was true: I was the first person ever to be deliberately uplifted to wilder status, the first person we knew of to be bound to one of the Courts of the sidhe, one of the few people to have visited the Otherworld since it separated from our own realm millennia ago. But I’d assumed my importance was pretty much in the past tense. She was talking about me as if she expected me to do great things going forward, too.


  I cast a quick glance at Julian. His face was impassive, but when he caught me looking at him, he offered an empathic hand. Taking it, I realized that he felt the same way Grayson did, and irritated to boot. Okay, so we were a pair of twenty-something wilders, one of us not even half-trained. I’d assumed that meant we had no role to play in what happened next. He hadn’t.


  It hardly came as a surprise to know the last few months had been frustrating for him, with no clear path for him to follow. I’d been so focused on my legal problems, though, that I hadn’t realized just how deep it ran.


  And even now, thinking about my future, I’d been focused on wilders and the shield. Not on the sidhe. “Is there something you expect me to do, that you’re trying to prepare me for? Something specific?”


  Grayson shrugged. “Not especially. But I consider equipping you for every possibility to be a high priority.”


  Handing us the keys to our shields went well beyond mere preparation; it was provocation. I could hardly accuse her of lying, though. “It’s going to take a while,” I said dryly.


  Her answering smile showed teeth. “I trust you’ll learn as fast as you can.”


  ~


  Julian would have preferred to hold off on discussing anything until they were safely behind the warded walls of the apartment, just for the sake of caution. But he was honest enough to admit he would have been chewing on his own tongue to stay quiet for that long, and when Kim pinged his mind on the train home, he didn’t hesitate to respond.


  Holy crap, she said. I did not expect Grayson to do that.


  Mind-to-mind, it was clear she meant the shield keys, with an undercurrent of surprise about Grayson’s more generalized criticism of how the DSPA had treated her. Julian’s response was a wordless transmission of his own mixed reaction. He couldn’t truly say he’d expected it . . . but at the same time, he wasn’t entirely surprised. Grayson had been half on their side for a while now.


  Was she fully on their side now? How far could he push her?


  He’d been analyzing the keys when Kim made telepathic contact. They were fascinating things—not at all what he’d imagined, which was part of why he’d persistently failed at guessing their structure. They bore no resemblance to the trigger keys; that much came as no shock. If the two had been linked, then either the government wouldn’t have been in the habit of handing every wilder their own trigger, or somebody would have reverse-engineered the release by now. It didn’t feel like a randomized structure, though. There was an underlying logic to it, he felt sure. He just had to figure out what it was.


  Once he had that, he might have the key to everything.


  I can feel you thinking, Kim said. But I can’t quite see your thoughts.


  The habit of caution made him hesitate. After all, what he had in mind could well get him thrown in prison. The same was true of his attempt to remove the shield from Kim, though, and she hadn’t flinched from volunteering for that.


  He opened the connection between them and ran through his reasoning so far. Kim’s response came as the mental equivalent of a breathless laugh. Gods. I can’t follow that, even when I’m in your mind. He felt her trying to unpack it. Leaving aside the technical aspects for now . . . gods. You want to unlock everybody’s shield.


  The train slowed into Farragut West. A few people left, but more people packed on. The guy nearest Julian gripped the overhead bar and set his feet, resisting the push to move toward the pair of wilders in the end of the car. Julian and Kim were against the door already, leaving space between themselves and the legs of the people sitting to either side, using telekinesis to brace themselves when the train lurched into motion once again. The iron of the railway burned against Julian’s senses, but his mental push held.


  It doesn’t get rid of the problem, he said once the floor steadied. But if we can’t get rid of it, then this is the next best thing. Break the locks on the jail.


  Kim was silent, not just refraining from sending any reply, but momentarily masking her thoughts from his sight. Then she said, Liesel and I were talking about the possibility of an alternative. If we had one, something truly viable . . . then we could make a push to have that be the new standard, and just stop using this bloody thing entirely. That would mean revising SUPRA, though—and doing that would mean either walking away from the Cairo Accords, or getting the signatory countries to amend them.


  She had such faith in the legislative process, in formal solutions to problems. Even after the fight over her own status—a fight that had essentially been dropped when it became too inconvenient to everyone else—she still believed in changing the rules to be more fair.


  Julian kept that thought from her, as he kept his own visceral reaction. Right now, the world was in no mood to experiment with any more change than it already had. A generation from now, two generations, three . . . maybe then. But not yet. And he wasn’t willing to wait.


  He did share the more temperate version. How much of a relief is it to you, knowing I can let you out of the shield? Shouldn’t Neeya have that relief? Guan? All the others?


  Of course, she said without hesitation. But you aren’t thinking about getting the DSPA to share the keys. You’re trying to hack them on your own. How do you think they’ll react, if they find out?


  Lying was much more difficult in telepathy, and Julian didn’t even try. He made no effort to pretend he thought the Division wouldn’t find out. Even if every wilder kept their mouth shut—and he doubted all of them had the restraint for that—the cat would be out of the bag the first time someone escaped the shield without being released through normal channels. And when that happened—I don’t expect the reaction to be good. Probably they’ll lock down as many of us as they can, while they figure out the problem. We can’t free each other if we’re all gutted together. He could feel Kim’s alarm, and continued before she could interrupt. But think about Grayson. She won’t let that pass, and she isn’t the only one. There are people who will see it as unjust. And that will go farther toward making our point than any amount of begging at the feet of Congress.


  He let too much slip. Kim had been gazing straight ahead, at the backs of the passengers turned steadfastly away from them; now her head whipped around to face him.


  Julian expected her to be angry at him — and she was, a little. But not as much as he had expected. I think somebody got to Ramos, she admitted. I doubt they told her outright that the shield is lethal, but they must have done something like that. I believe what Grayson said, that they don’t leave this thing on us just because it makes a useful leash. But I also believe they like having the leash. And they’re going to react very badly if we try to take it away.


  She went silent again, closing her mind off from him to the point where he almost thought the conversation was over. Then she reached out again, and he restored the connection. How long do you think it will take you to hack the release? To the point where you could figure out the key to somebody else’s shield.


  I have no idea, Julian admitted. If you’d asked me a week ago, I would have told you that I’d do it in a day, with two actual keys to use as examples. Whoever designed this was a genius, though. It’s more complicated than I expected. He doubted the whole thing was the work of Medina Perez. Shielding hadn’t been nearly that sophisticated back in her day. They’d improved on her design, elaborated it, turned it into something more than a mere protective measure for children.


  A week, then? A month? Longer?


  He bowed his head, looking at his boots neatly aligned with the ribbed flooring of the car. I really don’t know. It could be a week. It could be a year. Right now, it depends on how clever I am. It would probably go faster if I shared what we have with certain other people, but—


  But that would increase the risk of you being caught before you get anywhere, Kim finished. What about finding an alternative to the shield? Do you think you could make a difference with what Robert and Liesel are doing, if you focused on it?


  Focused on that, rather than on the deep shield . . .


  It was something he should have thought about years ago — but he’d always assumed the shield could be taken out the same way it was put in. Because of that, he’d been willing to accept to accept the necessity for it in the first place. But that wasn’t true anymore.


  Julian blew out a slow breath, thinking. He didn’t have an answer before the train reached Rosslyn, and not much of one after they got off. “You realize there’s no simple answer to that,” he said as they went up the stairs.


  “I know. It’s like saying, ‘Do you think you could invent cold fusion?’ I guess what I’m asking, at least to start with, is whether you think an alternative is even possible.”


  That, at least, he could answer without hesitation. “Yes. I don’t know what it would be, and I can’t even promise it would be better than what we have now. But we know so much that we didn’t know even a year ago, and oceans more than we knew back in Medina Perez’s day. And what’s more, I think that’s something we can ask for help with.”


  Because they had switched to speaking out loud, her reply was circumspect. “We can, can’t we? I mean, I won’t pretend they’ll like it. But at least it’s a socially acceptable thing for us to do. Only—” She bit her lip, shaking her head. “I don’t want to divide your attention.”


  “Then don’t,” he said. “This is more your kind of thing anyway.”


  Her golden eyes widened. “Huh? I don’t think I can divine my way to an answer, Julian. And my knowledge of CM is hopelessly scattershot right now. If Robert hasn’t come up with the solution already, I don’t stand a snowflake’s chance in a pyrokinesis class.”


  They were in public, so he didn’t drape his arm over her shoulders the way he wanted to. He did smile, though, and gave it an empathic boost. “I didn’t mean you should invent the alternative yourself. You can be a spokeswoman, and a rallying point. For the Fiain and the public both.”


  He could sense her doubt just in the tension of her body. “You really think the Fiain would welcome me in that role?”


  “Not all of them,” he admitted. “But not everybody would welcome me, either. We aren’t a monolith, Kim, and gods know we aren’t much good at building alliances with the world outside our own borders. The most brilliant solution in the world won’t help if we can’t persuade the Division to start using it.”


  She wasn’t used to the protocols of wilder society, which said contact was a thing done out of public sight. Kim slid one arm around his waist, matching her step to his. Julian gave in, returning the embrace, and they walked in step the rest of the way home.


  
    

  


  Chapter Twelve


  I spent a couple of days thinking about what Julian and I had discussed. Not the technical side—well, mostly not—but the more immediate question of how to go about it. I came up with a few sensible approaches. Then, after consulting with Julian, Toby, and Guan, I went another route entirely.


  Messages had piled up on my port while I was ignoring the world, though they trailed off as none of them got replies. I went through them, deleted most, listened to a few, and finally made a phone call.


  “Artemis Chang,” a crisp voice said on the other end of the line.


  “Ms. Chang? It’s Kimberly Argant-Dubois. Fiain,” I added belatedly, remembering the legal change. “I’m sorry I haven’t returned your call before now. Are you still interested in doing an interview?”


  ~


  “Your declaration got a great deal of attention,” Artemis Chang said. “Why the long silence afterward?”


  She was the epitome of perfectly-groomed fashion, sitting across from me in a minimalist chair, her asymmetrical jacket hanging at an attractive angle. Even her haircut made me feel inadequate, every strand was clipped to such a precise standard. Her show’s stylists had worked me over before putting me in front of the camera, but I wanted to look like myself, inadequate fashion and all. So I was in the business clothes I wore to FAR, but had my hair pulled back in a simple ponytail, and relatively little makeup.


  I tried to focus on her and ignore the camera, the way she’d instructed me to do. “For the same reason I made the declaration to begin with—at least, that’s part of it. The deep shield is very traumatic. I’m sure many of your viewers have been shielded at one point or another during their lives, but this thing just isn’t the same. In the days after I left the hospital, I was in no state to talk to anybody.” I allowed myself a small, self-deprecating grin. “To be honest, I probably would have answered your questions with wall-to-wall profanity.”


  Chang didn’t laugh. This wasn’t that kind of interview, where we chatted like old friends and left everybody feeling mildly entertained. We’d agreed that I would crack the occasional joke—it would help humanize me for the people who couldn’t see past my golden eyes—but she would keep the tone serious. “When you say ‘traumatic’ . . . can you describe that?”


  I looked her straight in the eye. To her credit, she didn’t flinch. “Imagine,” I said, “that someone has reached inside you and torn everything out. You’re a hollow shell, somehow still walking around. It isn’t like being tied up. It’s like being paralyzed. Not only can’t you move, you can’t even feel that you have a body to move with.”


  She nodded soberly. “Is it like this for all wilders, or only for you? Does having the deep shield installed after you’re an adult change the effect?”


  “Yes and no. When they put the shield on me, I knew what I was missing. The other wilders grow up with that feeling; they don’t know what it means until they’re old enough to understand the explanation. For them, it’s more normal.” I paused just long enough to give my next words effect. “But that kind of suffering should never be normal.”


  “And so you’ve vowed to get rid of the shield,” Chang said.


  “It’s more than just that,” I said. This was the important part; this was why I’d decided to see if any of the interviewers who had contacted me were still interested. I wanted to spread this idea as far as I possibly could, so that even if I got shut down, somebody else might run with it. I just hoped my silence hadn’t lasted long enough that everybody forgot about me. “The shield was developed as a means of protecting wilder children, giving them a chance to grow up and then learn control of their gifts. The woman who developed it, Araceli Medina Perez, was a brilliant doctor—we owe her so much. But we’ve come a long way since then. I think it’s time we developed a replacement for the shield.


  “I’ll be the first to admit, I don’t know how to do that. I’m hoping other people will put their minds to the task. We have a lot of brilliant psychics these days, not only here in the U.S. but throughout the world. We even have the sidhe. I don’t believe there’s only one solution to this problem, and we’ve already found it. I want to find a new one.”


  Chang nodded thoughtfully. It was a pose, but a convincing one; there was a reason she was one of the most highly-regarded interview journalists out there. “What about those who say the shield serves another purpose? One that might not be replicated by your new solution?”


  “What purpose is that?” I asked, letting my voice harden. “To keep wilders in line? We’re talking about the people who invented the concept of the Guardian. Who still, even now, make up nearly a fifth of the Guardian Corps. Ninety percent of them volunteer for that duty. They willingly put their lives on the line to protect us. And we’re afraid they’re going to become the bad guys?”


  “You have to admit that their gifts—your gifts—are formidable.” Images of the Crystal City station would be inserted here after we were done filming, I was sure, reminding everybody just what I was capable of. “It’s the loaded weapon argument: if you’re carrying a gun around in your head all the time, isn’t it in the interests of public safety to see to it that gun is regulated?”


  “Last time I checked, we wait to imprison people until after they commit a crime.”


  “You consider the deep shield to be imprisonment?”


  It was easier to talk about the thing now that it had been deactivated, but it still made me tense up. I tried to let that show. “It’s worse than imprisonment. It’s cruel and unusual punishment, and it’s a violation of civil rights.”


  Chang spread her elegantly manicured hands. “A judicial review at the turn of the century concluded that it was acceptable to abridge the rights of wilders in that fashion so long as there was a compelling public interest to justify it.”


  She’d done her homework . . . but I’d done more. “That has never been brought before the Supreme Court. And the ‘compelling public interest’ is safety—the safety of everyone, wilders included. If we can ensure that safety by other, less problematic means, then we should.”


  The heat of the lights was beginning to get to me. I wanted to cool myself off, but that was subtle pyrokinesis, of a sort I still hadn’t mastered. If I tried, I was liable to do something that totally distracted Chang, like dropping the whole set to freezing. I had to trust that one of her people would call a pause if I started to sweat visibly.


  Which seemed pretty likely, given Chang’s next question. “In light of everything you’ve described, why are we only hearing about this now? Why haven’t any wilders brought the situation to public notice before, or filed a lawsuit against the state?”


  In other words, who the hell are you to complain, when they haven’t?


  The easy answer was “because of the geas.” But I couldn’t say that. It wasn’t public knowledge that the Seelie had laid a duty on the half-breeds all those ages ago, and even my thirst for transparency didn’t go that far. There were too many ways it could backfire—starting with giving people the idea that the only reason they could trust wilders was because the sidhe had compelled them to be trustworthy. If we ever got rid of that binding, I didn’t want the next step to be a pogrom against the Fiain.


  Instead I shrugged, trying to look wry. “Maybe I’m just not as good a person as the rest of them. The ones I’ve met are amazingly generous; they’d rather devote their lives to helping other people, and never mind their own happiness. But I’ll tell you this: I haven’t found a single one who likes the shield. If we had a viable alternative, I think they’d take it. I know for certain that some of them would. And really, is there any good reason not to at least look into it?”


  “That’s what you intend to do?”


  “With help, if I can get it. This is my call to the world, and I hope it’s one others can rally behind.” Now, contrary to Chang’s advice, I turned and faced the camera directly. “Let’s find a solution—together. I’d like to put together a research group, and a foundation to raise money for the work. It’s going to take a while to set those things up, but we don’t have to wait; we can start looking for answers now.”


  I wanted to go on with the rest of it, making it clear that my call was not just to the human population of the mortal world, but also to the sidhe of the Otherworld—the Seelie half of them, anyway. When I’d talked it over with Julian, though, he’d convinced me that doing so would only rile up anti-sidhe sentiment, poisoning people against my cause. I hadn’t been able to restrain myself from slipping in one brief reference to them; hopefully that would be enough.


  Because for all my optimistic words, I wasn’t sure we could solve this problem without them.


  ~


  I expected to get some messages from people after the interview aired.


  I didn’t expect a flood.


  “Gods and sidhe,” I said to Julian, the old curse slipping out by force of habit. “I’m glad I set up a dedicated account ahead of time. I wish everybody would use it, like I asked — some of them are pinging my usual account.” I grimaced. “If that keeps up, I’m going to need to switch to an unlisted service.”


  “Or move house,” he said, which made me go diving for my tarot cards. They said the odds of anyone showing up at my door were low—presuming I could trust a reading that close to my own life. I should ask somebody at FAR to check. Except, of course, there was no way I could afford their services.


  I couldn’t even afford an assistant to filter the garbage from the new account, which was looking increasingly necessary. It seemed like every third person in the world had ideas for how to replace the shield; another third had foul words for me instead. Michele, the leader of the Palladian Circle, had taken on the task of wading through the muck, for which I owed her an enormous debt of gratitude. Robert had offered to help her by answering the trolls and the idiots, but I suspected that wouldn’t end well. Once upon a time, we’d called his sense of humor “unseelie.” I tried to avoid using that word these days, but it didn’t mean Robert had changed.


  I also didn’t expect the response I got at—I found myself thinking of it as “work,” and had to stop and ponder my choice of word. FAR had been work, until Crystal City. I didn’t know if I would ever go back there. Certainly the paychecks had stopped, replaced by much smaller ones that were my training stipend. Which made the people at the Aegis Building—Guardians and other trainees alike—my co-workers.


  Most of them ignored me. They already knew everything useful I might say; my reports on the sidhe had long since been disseminated through their ranks, and beyond that, I was just a trainee. The day after the interview, a couple of them stopped me in the halls to deliver pointed comments about my priorities being in the wrong place. It was clear they thought I was being selfish. But none of them were Fiain, and so I didn’t so much take their opinions with a grain of salt as toss them out entirely.


  The Fiain in the Corps weren’t the only ones who supported me, though. When we started training with Grayson, Julian and I had eaten our lunches in the cafeteria with Inola, Neeya, and other wilders I knew from Toby and Marcus’ house. After the interview went live, I found myself at the center of a growing and ever-shifting crowd, only some of them wilders, discussing the theory and pragmatics of possible replacements.


  It was an exhilarating experience. I couldn’t follow half of what flew past, and knew by the subliminal buzz that there were another dozen conversations being carried out via telepathy — less to keep people from eavesdropping, more to save the speakers from having to make themselves heard over the din. But we’d said more than once that we had knowledge and resources Medina Perez couldn’t have dreamed of . . . and now I saw just how true that was.


  These people weren’t specialists. Whatever idea we eventually settled on, we would need the assistance of experts in the relevant fields, professors at places like Welton. Guardians were trained in quick response tactics, fixes that would last long enough for someone else to arrange a better solution. But that also meant they were used to thinking outside the box, applying unconventional methods to unexpected problems.


  And best of all, they lived for challenges. Back when I was fifteen and first had the idea of becoming a Guardian, one of my mother’s co-workers had said something that stuck with me. Two kinds of people become Guardians: wilders and adrenaline junkies. My call to arms had awoken a hint of the latter response, giving them a chance to stretch their creativity to the limit. In fifteen minutes on the first day alone, I heard people suggest everything from fostering wilder children with the Seelie Court — that was Inola’s idea — to crafting sympathetically-bound poppets that would take the brunt of anything an infant wilder dished out.


  I didn’t contribute very much to these discussions. How could I? They gathered around me, not because I was leading them, but because I’d blown the starting whistle for the race. My presence helped organize the cafeteria. People working on shield replacements sat near me, leaving the rest of the room for everybody else. We had every wilder in the place — bar Neeya, who always stayed nearby, but rarely spoke. She just kept watching me and Julian.


  I ignored her as best I could, and focused my attention mostly on the ordinary bloods. Their behavior was startling, and kind of a relief. Guardians were more accustomed than most to working in close proximity to wilders. They still practiced the usual habits, avoiding gaze and touch, but if somebody bumped into one of the Fiain at the coffee machine, they didn’t drop their cup. What mattered in this crowd was your skill at the job, and your willingness to put your life on the line for it. Here, even more than among wilders alone, I felt like I could be accepted.


  One refrain came up again and again. “You’ve got to assume the sidhe have this problem,” a woman named Marta said. “So how do they deal with it?”


  The question of the millennium. “I’d like to ask them,” I said.


  “You may get your chance.”


  The voice was Grayson’s. She waved me back into my seat before I even realized I’d risen from it. I just barely swallowed the urge to say “Professor?” Instead I asked, “What do you mean?”


  My answer came, not from her, but from the ceiling. The loudspeakers came to life, echoing through a room that fell silent in record time. “All Guardians and trainees to report to the Pearce auditorium immediately.”


  In any other group I’d ever been a part of, there would have been an immediate clamor as people started speculating what was going on. I felt the buzz of telepathic conversations in the air, but every full Guardian instantly put down their food or drink and headed for the door, followed a half-beat later by the trainees. These were emergency personnel; when they were told to do something immediately, they took that as a literal order.


  Julian and I exchanged glances, but neither of us spoke. We’d get our answers soon enough. Until then, we were just wasting breath.


  The Corps chief was waiting in the auditorium: Radha Sarabhai, a woman I’d seen at a distance but never met. When the flow of people into the room stopped, she closed her eyes for a moment, probably scanning the building to make certain nobody vital was missing. Then she opened them and said, “The White House has just issued a public announcement. They will be meeting with representatives of the Seelie Court in three days. Divinatory forecasts predict two large marches on the National Mall that day, one pro-sidhe, the other anti. The probability of conflict is high, and so we’ve been instructed to mobilize all personnel for the event. That includes trainees.”


  My heart skipped a beat. When she said “trainees” . . . did she only mean the ones going through the usual process, like Neeya? Or did that include Julian and me? Him I could see; he was mostly ready for it. Me, not so much—not to mention the sheer recognizability of my face.


  Now was not the time to ask. Other people had more important questions. And it seemed Guardians had adopted the wilder method of telepathic queuing, which I’d seen a few times at Toby’s house, because Sarabhai nodded at a woman who’d made no gesture I could see. The woman asked, “Has anyone made estimates of trouble elsewhere in the city, while our forces are focused on the Mall?”


  “Yes,” Sarabhai said. “The probability is lower, but we’re covering that eventuality regardless. Reinforcements will be temporarily seconded to us from neighboring regions.”


  Someone near the front of the room asked about measures to keep the two groups from colliding. I was busy parsing another part of Sarabhai’s announcement.


  She’d said the White House was meeting with the Seelie. Not the sidhe as a whole. Not the Unseelie.


  Not yet, anyway. The two Courts had managed enough of a détente to appear together at the U.N. announcement, but it seemed it didn’t go any further than that. I had to assume the Unseelie might come later; it was too much to hope for that our government would treat them as entirely hostile. And Sarabhai, answering another question, specified that we were to protect any sidhe who might show up, regardless of Court. Half the room shifted uneasily when she said that, but she quelled us with a look. I saw her point, though I didn’t like it: expecting random people on the street to check eye color before they reacted was a bad idea. The Seelie had gotten their foot in the door first; I would count that as a victory.


  Assuming their visit didn’t result in D.C. being burned to the ground, of course.


  I’d be doing my part to prevent that, though. After Sarabhai designated a slate of senior Guardians as captains for the event, I sought out Grayson. She didn’t have that title, but she was the person I reported to here. “Am I on deck for this?” I asked.


  “You’re a trainee, aren’t you?”


  “Yes,” I said, “but—well, let’s be honest. Me on the streets is not exactly going to help defuse anything.”


  Grayson smiled faintly. “You’ll be in street clothes, not a uniform. Trainees will be circulating in the crowds, in telepathic contact with their unit captain. Put on a pair of sunglasses, Kim—it’s time to do your duty.”


  ~


  The last time Julian had seen this many Fiain in one place, he’d still been living at the Center.


  They weren’t the only ones out patrolling the National Mall, of course. They were joined by SIF agents, Park Police, and the Secret Service, some of those forces making their presence overt with uniforms, others in plain clothes. But the Guardian Corps had sent all the wilders to the pro-sidhe march; anything else would have amounted to throwing a match on a pile of gasoline-soaked rags.


  The results were odd. Most of the crowd still tried to avoid him, but some were making an effort to overcome that reaction, realizing the hypocrisy in cheering the sidhe while shunning their closest genetic relations. One young man distributing flower wreaths even tried to embrace Julian, who shied back reflexively. There was hypocrisy in that, too—wilders avoided contact for the sake of those around them; if that young man didn’t mind, then caution was unnecessary—but Julian fundamentally wasn’t interested in changing his own ways for anyone other than Kim.


  “Ugh.” The sound came from behind him; he knew even before he turned that it was Neeya. “Do you know that one fellow asked if he could kiss me? Went on and on about how he’s heard that the kiss of a wilder is ‘thrilling.’ I bet I know where he got that idea from.”


  Julian knew what she meant. He’d gotten a few comments of that type at Welton, from people who had an entirely wrong notion of what a wilder’s touch felt like. One good staredown had gotten rid of them—most of the time.


  “We should stay spread out,” he said, scanning to Neeya’s right and left.


  “Why, so you can avoid me some more? Don’t pretend you haven’t been doing it. I know you, a leac.”


  She called him stone, as he called her spark: old pet names for one another, from their days of studying Irish as a ritual language. Right now, though, she was the one who resembled stone, stubborn and unyielding, her feet planted solidly on the trampled grass.


  And she was right. He had been avoiding her, ever since Grayson gave them the shield keys. He couldn’t tell her he had them, and not telling her ate away at him. He wasn’t in the habit of keeping secrets from Neeya, but this one wasn’t his to tell; it could get Grayson in a great deal of trouble.


  Only if I tell someone else, Neeya would say. The problem was, he couldn’t trust her not to.


  She wouldn’t do it on purpose. But the knowledge would burn inside her, until others saw the fire and went digging for its source. Sooner or later they would find out what Neeya knew, what Julian knew, what Grayson had given away. He trusted his little sister with everything . . . except this.


  Even as he thought that, Julian knew it wasn’t the whole truth. But it was easier to think about that secret than the other one, easier to focus on the way Neeya might fail him than on the way he’d failed her.


  He’d promised to get rid of the shield. Not just to find a replacement; not just to give wilders the ability to restore each other’s gifts after they’d been gutted. He’d promised to get rid of it, so that no one could ever use it against her again. And he couldn’t. Doing so would kill her.


  He couldn’t tell her that. Even if he wasn’t worried about betraying Grayson, he couldn’t make the words come out. Julian cursed himself for a coward, but he couldn’t admit to his sister that he would never be able to fulfill his promise.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, not even sure what he was apologizing for. Avoiding her, keeping secrets, failing.


  It softened her, but only a little. “We used to tell each other everything,” she said, her voice almost too quiet to be heard above the crowd.


  Before he went to Welton. They weren’t encouraged to communicate with anyone outside the Center; he’d sent her only a few messages after he went away. More than he’d gotten from his own elder brother, after Kristof left. And by the time Julian himself was out, Kristof was dead, killed in the line of duty.


  None of those thoughts were helping him. His pulse beat in his throat with the need to get away from the topic, before she made it impossible for him to focus. “Neeya, I can’t deal with this right now. We have work to do.”


  “Trainee work,” she said with a sniff, covering the moment of sorrow.


  He answered that with a look. It might not be full Guardian duty, but they wouldn’t be out here if they weren’t needed.


  She had a sense of responsibility, even if she liked to complain about it. “Fine,” she growled, taking refuge in annoyance, and stomped off. The crowd parted to let her by.


  They were out of place here, both of them, and not just because they were wilders. The mood around him was joyous, celebratory. People wore bright clothing, sang songs, waved banners and danced wherever there was room. The people here believed, or at least hoped, that the return of the sidhe would bring great things. He was willing to bet the other end of the Mall had a profoundly different atmosphere, and did not envy those on duty there.


  He was supposed to be keeping an eye out, but things kept distracting him. First Neeya, then a woman who reminded him of the one with the petition outside the Metro, albeit younger. “Excuse me,” she said—adding, after a moment of uncertainty, “Mr. Fiain.”


  “Yes?” Julian asked, wondering if she was going to ask when the speeches would start or anything else in that vein. A number of people had already mistaken him for staff, apparently assuming the wilders were all here to support the sidhe and their cause.


  “I saw that interview the other day,” the woman said. “The one with that girl, Kim? Is what she said true—about the shield?”


  Were other Fiain getting this question? Probably. If he’d thought about it, he would have suggested they put together some kind of informational pamphlet to hand out, or a packet he could send from his port to anyone who was interested. As it was, he had to field her questions on the fly, torn between the chance to recruit support and the need to do his duty. Yes, the deep shield was unpleasant. Yes, he would like to see it replaced by something better. Yes, if she’d like to write to her senator and representative, that might help. He escaped with a feeling of relief.


  Which vanished an instant later, when a wisp of contact brushed his mind. Nothing so solid as a thought, but even a trace was enough to make the hairs on the back of his neck rise.


  It was one of the sidhe. And it was coming from the west, near the bank of the Potomac.


  He didn’t want to draw attention to the spot, but he wasn’t foolish enough to head that way without alerting anyone. Possible disturbance near the Ted Kennedy Memorial, he sent to Carvalho, the unit captain for his area. I’m going to check it out.


  Acknowledged, Carvalho sent back. Re-check in five minutes, or I’ll dispatch support.


  It took him most of the five minutes to get there, but near the memorial, the crowds thinned out abruptly. There seemed no reason for them to be avoiding the area, until Julian saw something flicker. Movement . . . in the stone pedestal beneath the president who had guided the U.S. through First Manifestation.


  Green eyes, blinking in the midst of marble. Then a mind, touching his on a band so tightly shielded, Julian didn’t think even one of the sidhe could have maintained it beyond line of sight.


  Listen carefully, Falcon said.


  
    

  


  Chapter Thirteen


  With sunglasses on and my hair down from its usual ponytail, I looked sufficiently unlike the golden-eyed wilder who’d appeared on Artemis Chang’s show that I could move through the crowd mostly unrecognized. One teenaged girl who stopped to talk to me figured out my identity partway through the conversation, but I was able to escape before she advertised that fact to the entire world.


  It was still enough to make me question the Corps’ decision to put me in the field. Would one more body on the streets really make a difference? The crowd wasn’t as huge as it might have been—I suspected the White House had announced the Seelie visit on short notice precisely to keep half the country from showing up—but it was still impressive, with thousands of people milling around the western end of the National Mall. A stage had been constructed in front of the Lincoln Memorial, and currently a Wiccan priestess was reciting some kind of opening prayer, but where I stood, on the northern bank of the Constitution Gardens Pond, the atmosphere was more like a county fair. People chatted excitedly with one another, or engaged in magical displays that had me twitching. Every time a pyrokinetic set off a burst of light in the air, I wondered for an instant whether it was a bomb.


  Even if it were, it probably wouldn’t do much harm. We’d warded this place to hell and gone against fire and other such threats, and had teams of empaths ready to intervene if the mood got too rowdy. The trick was to spot those things before they grew beyond anybody’s ability to control them.


  I wasn’t likely to be the one to see it coming. I knew I ought to be centering myself, putting myself in a light precognitive trance. I was good at that kind of thing, and it might give us a few more seconds of warning. But my thoughts were scattered all over the map.


  The search for a shield replacement consumed half of my waking thoughts and all of my sleeping ones, except when I was actively working on something else. I was haunted by a message Michele had dug out of the dedicated account, from a woman who said she’d given birth to a wilder fifteen years ago. She pointed out that the pregnancy was normal—no psychic disturbances to warn her. So either the activation of a wilder’s gifts was triggered by separation from the mother, or the mother’s own abilities naturally suppressed those of her child until then. Both interpretations offered hope. What nature made happen, we could surely replicate on our own. If we just tried.


  And underneath that, something else. A scab I couldn’t stop picking at, even though it hurt, even though all it could do was make me bleed.


  The deep shield.


  Why? Why did removing it kill the wilder? I couldn’t believe the answer was “carelessness.” They knew how difficult it was to install; if they didn’t care enough to be cautious in removing it, they wouldn’t have tried in the first place. Which meant that even extreme caution wasn’t good enough. What happened when they tried, that made it so lethal?


  Maybe it changed after the initial placement. Maybe it sent out tendrils, threading itself through the psyche, growing like a cancer . . .


  I didn’t buy it. The shield wasn’t a cancer or a bloody starfish. Even if it did grow, you could cut off the tendrils to get the main structure out; the shield wouldn’t grow back or metastasize or anything like that. Besides, Julian had made precisely one comment on it after we left FAR, before lapsing into silence: “I saw it, Kim. The anchor was right there in front of me.”


  The shield had an anchor point. That matched what I’d gleaned from my research and Liesel’s. But what was it? What could be so vital to life, it killed someone if you broke it?


  I stopped dead on the path, so abruptly that someone slammed into me. I didn’t even hear what he said; I was staring straight ahead, at a guy selling bottles of water, until my vision started to swim and I realized I’d forgotten to breathe.


  The instant air returned, my thoughts flew outward, seeking a mind I knew almost as well as my own.


  Julian. It’s the geas. The shield is anchored to the geas.


  ~


  Kim’s message hit him a split second after Falcon’s, and it rooted Julian to the spot.


  The geas. The magical compulsion laid on the human-sidhe crossbreeds by the Seelie, before the two worlds parted. That was what he had seen in Kim’s spirit, the anchor at the heart of the deep shield.


  In legend, breaking a geas was fatal.


  He didn’t care that he was standing rock-still, staring at the base of a statue like he’d lost his mind. At the moment, nothing mattered but Falcon’s presence, and Kim’s revelation of the truth.


  You knew.


  With telepathic contact this close, Falcon couldn’t possibly miss his meaning. The sidhe said, That is not my purpose here.


  I don’t give an iron damn, Julian shot back. You knew, and you didn’t tell us. Did you see it in me, after you rescued me from the Unseelie? The geas, and the deep shield built on it?


  That doesn’t matter.


  Like hell it doesn’t! He didn’t want to restrain his anger; he wanted to rip apart the glamour concealing Falcon at the base of the statue, all but his Seelie-green eyes. Duty stopped him. That might well provoke exactly the sort of incident he was supposed to prevent.


  Thinking that recalled him to where he was, and what he was doing. Julian swore under his breath and reached for Carvalho again, hoping he wasn’t too late. Reinforcements not needed.


  I was just about to send them. Notify if the situation changes.


  Falcon said, You are wrong. You will need reinforcements.


  Right then, Julian would have laid money that Falcon would need backup, not him. Take it off, he said, throwing the thought like a punch. Remove the geas. We don’t need it anymore; the world isn’t going to forget about magic again. And we’ll defend the rest of them. We don’t have to be compelled into it. Remove the geas, and the shield will go with it. We’ll be free.


  He could feel the snarl on Falcon’s face, even if he couldn’t see it. The sidhe were capable of something like anger—but not compassion. Do you think my refusal was simply because of your ignorance? The geas and this shield of yours are a necessary defense against the Unseelie. Against being used, as you feared before.


  We have other defenses! And what if the Unseelie learn how to trigger the shield? It isn’t a wall to protect me — it’s a knife at my throat.


  Julian stopped, not because he was done, but because he couldn’t go on. Falcon had him in an adamantine grip: his body, his mind. He was a mouse, caught in the talons of the sidhe’s namesake. This was the source of his own gifts; this was the true thing, of which he was merely a bad copy, just talented enough to be vulnerable. Even a single sidhe was more than the most powerful wilder could hope to face down.


  That isn’t true. The denial slipped free of Falcon’s grasp. Kim had fought a sidhe in Talman Library and survived, even unprepared, untrained. At the time, she was just an ordinary blood. Robert picked a fight with another one and lived to tell the tale. And even if Falcon was more powerful, even if most of Julian’s gifts were dwarfed by the sidhe’s, he had a weapon none of Falcon’s kind could not withstand.


  Panic wouldn’t do it. The animal terror that lived deep in his mind, lashing out at anything that tried to chain him, could not break Falcon’s grip. Instead he thought of Kim.


  She would be waiting for his answer. He focused on that, on her. The blazing hope that had accompanied her telepathic message, the joy, realizing that she had solved the riddle. The agony he felt when they gutted her, and his determination to set her free — her, Neeya, himself, all the Fiain who walked the world and would come after they were gone.


  It burned within him like fire, and Falcon’s control fell away.


  The sidhe stepped forward, out of the concealing glamour, heedless of who might see him. One pale hand was raised in a warding gesture. “You fool,” he growled, biting the words off. “This is not the time for us to quarrel. Look! Even now, your enemies take the stage!”


  Julian didn’t want to look, didn’t want to drop the momentary advantage he’d gained. But he could not ignore Falcon’s words, and so he turned, looking down the path that led to the Lincoln Memorial, and the stage there.


  Five sidhe were on the platform, and the priestess at the microphone had fallen silent. At this distance, Julian could not see their eyes—but he didn’t have to.


  “I came to warn you,” Falcon said. “But you would not listen.”


  ~


  I’d expected some kind of reply from Julian: skepticism, curiosity, the fierce and single-minded force he directed against his lifelong foe.


  All I got was the awareness that he’d heard me—and then his attention went somewhere else.


  Almost all. I could tell he was over by the Ted Kennedy statue, which made no sense at all. We’d each been given an area to monitor, and his was around the D.C. War Memorial. Why was he on the far side of the Korean War Memorial?


  I wanted to go look, but that would mean abandoning my own area. I cursed under my breath, wishing I’d insisted the two of us to be stationed together. When I tried to reach for him again, I bounced off. He was holding a tightly shielded conversation, and had no attention to spare for anything else.


  Had he alerted his captain? I assumed so; Julian breathed this kind of procedure, much more than I did. But I didn’t like the feel of—


  No. It wasn’t Julian’s situation that had me on edge. That was my precognitive gift, trying to get my attention, but I was a gods-damned idiot, distracted by my own issues, and didn’t pay attention until too late.


  Silence fell over the crowd, rippling outward from the stage. Five figures were climbing the platform, and even from a thousand feet away, I recognized them as sidhe. The priestess stared at them as if she didn’t know whether to bow or not. She faded back, offering them the microphone with one faltering gesture, but they ignored her and the device both. When their leader spoke, her voice carried by magic from the stage to the Washington Monument.


  “Men and women of the mortal world,” she said, “we come to you from the Unseelie Court, to tell you that you have been lied to.”


  Even the sounds of the outside world faded away: traffic, the wind, the rival march being held farther down the Mall. The entire crowd seemed to be holding its breath, every pair of eyes riveted on the stage.


  “You have been told that the Seelie Court are your friends,” the Unseelie woman said. “And you have been told that we are your enemy. I am not here to tell you that we are your true friends. We are not. We care little for you, and will not pretend otherwise. But the care you believe you have seen from the Seelie is nothing more than a pretense.”


  Her calm, level voice was mesmerizing, magnetic—and wrong. I shook my head abruptly, teeth clenching so hard my jaw ached. It was a telepathic effect, an entrancement designed to hold everyone’s attention, keep them still while the Unseelie woman talked. For a moment there, it had even ensnared me.


  But I might well be the last person in the world they could hold for long. I hated them too much.


  A swift glance around showed me restlessness in a few places. Those were likely people who felt strongly about the Unseelie one way or another; some of the marchers were fans of all sidhe, while others wanted a formal alliance declared with the Seelie for war against the other Court. The rest gazed wide-eyed, obedient to the call. The net had even caught our defenses. My unit captain was staring at the stage, brow slightly furrowed, but not acting—not yet. Some of the mundane police exchanged frowns; those were probably baselines, harder to affect than the psychics. But at this moment, nobody seemed to know what to do.


  I could throw down a disruption spiral; that would probably release everyone in my immediate vicinity. I couldn’t possibly affect the whole crowd, though. Better to free my captain and then let him spread it from there.


  Incoming! Repeat, incoming! Movement toward the west, estimated three hundred people, intentions violent.


  The message blasted into my mind like a bullhorn. It was from one of the other Corps captains, a woman who’d been stationed at the anti-sidhe march.


  A portion of which was now headed our way.


  I stopped thinking and just acted. Flinging a disruption spiral at my captain, I charged forward, dodging people where I could, body-checking them out of my way where I couldn’t. We’d memorized the stations for the various captains, and I hit every one within reach on my way toward the stage. Behind me, a wave of noise swelled: people waking up, the enchantment unraveling, and approaching us fast, an animalistic roar.


  Other people were better equipped to deal with that than I was. I had to get to the stage.


  The Unseelie speaker had fallen silent. From her elevated position, she could see over the crowd to the incoming threat. She raised her hands, but I didn’t wait to find out what she was doing; I hurled my next spiral at her, amping it hard to cross the intervening distance. A flood of telepathic commands whirled through my mind as the various captains sent out orders; a telekinetic shield meant to hold off the anti-sidhe marchers failed under a barrage of iron. Shouts and screams began to rise: the pro-sidhe crowd was awake now, and noticing the situation.


  Another shield flared into existence over the stage. I didn’t know who’d put it there, our side or the sidhe, but my spiral sparked uselessly off its surface. A powerful empathic surge washed over me, trying to urge calm, quiet—but it didn’t stand a chance. Not against me, and not against the crowd. Bodies rushed toward the stage, the mass of humanity acting like a single organism, recoiling from the threat at its far edge.


  There was no way I could get through that tightly-packed mass. I’d made good progress before the crowd awoke, but shoving now would only get somebody trampled. Maybe me.


  The remaining rational fragment of my brain told me I didn’t have to get to the stage. I wasn’t a full Guardian. I should do what I could where I was, and let the people in charge deal with the Unseelie.


  That thought lasted for approximately three-quarters of a second—until I saw the Unseelie retreating toward the Lincoln Memorial.


  “Oh no you fucking don’t,” I snarled, and hurled myself into the air.


  Never in my life had I levitated myself. Six months ago I wouldn’t have been strong enough, and even now the strain was enormous. I had to run, instead of floating; sometimes my foot touched down on someone’s shoulder. But soon I was clear enough of the crowd that I could run on the ground instead, and then I put all my telekinetic force into propelling myself forward, pursuing the fleeing sidhe.


  They were angling northwest, over the roads closed for this march, across the surface of the Potomac toward the quiet refuge of Roosevelt Island. A flash of movement drew my attention left, and my right hand came up, crackling with energy, ready to hurl it at any new threat. The sight of Julian put fresh life into my limbs, because it meant I wasn’t alone.


  He didn’t slow when he got to the riverbank. I gritted my teeth and focused my energy downward. Time to see if I can walk on water.


  I could — though barely, stumbling to a wet-footed halt on the island’s shore. I’d lost sight of the Unseelie among the trees. Julian touched down next to me, breathing hard. I cast a glance over my shoulder, but we were alone. “Isn’t anyone else coming?”


  He shook his head curtly. “There’s a full-scale riot starting back there.”


  I wanted to ask what the hell had happened, how the rioters slipped free of the other crew’s control and made it all the way down the Mall to attack us. But there would be an inquiry into that later; right now, we faced our own problem. “Two of us, five of them. Do we go after them? Wait for backup?” Even as the words came out of my mouth, I knew I was being foolish. “They’re probably already gone.”


  Julian’s gaze went past me, unblinking and still. I turned to look.


  The woman who’d addressed the crowd had emerged from the trees. Golden-eyed, unnerving as all sidhe were, and then a second time over for being Unseelie. My gut twisted at the sight of her. She said, “Do not wait for backup. There is a glamour and a misdirection covering our retreat—though we should have expected that you two, of all those present, would see through both.” Her hands were empty and spread; she raised them in a theatrical gesture. “This is how you signal that you mean no harm, is it not?”


  If I’d had iron nails, I would have hurled them in her face. She wasn’t anybody I knew; her face was nowhere in the memories I tried not to think about. But the golden eyes were enough. Only Julian’s hand, catching my wrist, made me realize I’d been about to step forward—to do what, I didn’t even know. Hit her, maybe.


  But we’d been given orders. All sidhe were to be protected, regardless of Court. Until we had instructions to the contrary, I had to obey. So I checked my shields and said, “Why’d you run? Afraid of a few rioters?”


  “Wary of what else the Seelie might have sent against us,” she replied.


  Julian released my wrist. I cast a quick glance his way, but his attention didn’t leave the Unseelie woman. “You claim they’re behind that attack?”


  She smiled, without humor. “You think they would not use such tactics. I assure you, they would and have. You mortals mean no more to them than you do to us.”


  “They’ve done nothing to hurt us,” I snapped. “Can you say the same?”


  “Nothing to hurt you?” Even that excuse for a smile faded away, leaving her as grim and sharp as a golden knife. “They made certain you would be bound, changeling. I know you have accused us, but you miss your mark. It was the Seelie Court, not any of ours, who attacked you—the Seelie Court who haunted your steps, keeping you always out of balance, until at last they pushed you over the edge.”


  I laughed at her. It wasn’t even forced, though it wasn’t friendly, either. “Right. We know you can lie; you might at least try something plausible.”


  “It is true,” she said evenly. “I will say it again, if you like, and go on repeating it until I should fall at your feet, as senseless as a stone, if any word I speak is untrue.”


  Something about the way she said that stopped me. She was speaking English, not using their telepathic trick, but it still felt like I was picking up some kind of overtone, a hidden significance I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


  I couldn’t—but Julian could. He breathed, “Lying hurts you.”


  Her nod was almost a bow. “Consider that knowledge a gift, in token of my goodwill.”


  Goodwill, hah. She might be lying again. I had no way of knowing for sure, unless I convinced her to repeat something I knew to be false until it actually did hurt her—or failed to do so. But Julian tensed at my side. His question was a single word, a name: “Shard?”


  “Has lied on behalf of her Court until she is the merest shadow of her former self,” the Unseelie woman said. “If you do not believe me, insist to them that you see her. They will not let you. She is an embarrassment to them now—scarcely more able than the weakest of your people.”


  If she was telling the truth . . .


  She couldn’t be. “Why the hell would the Seelie do that to me?” I snapped. “What would they gain?”


  “A chain around your neck?” she suggested, her tone acerbic. “I cannot imagine how they might use that.” Then her gaze softened, became speculative, drifting between me and Julian. “We made you an offer once before. It still stands.”


  My heart began beating double-time. As much as I wished I didn’t, I knew exactly what she meant.


  It was after the Unseelie turned me, after I woke up from the drug and began helping them plan. They were fixated on the notion of wilders as a useful lever in our world, and asked me what could sway them to the Unseelie cause—since their attempts to force it had failed. I told them that even if the wilders joined them, it wouldn’t do much good, because the various governments could stop them cold with the deep shield.


  And then I said that if they could remove the shield, they might just have Julian for the asking.


  Thank all the gods, I’d been wrong. I’d made the offer, but Julian had shrugged it off, by what force of will I didn’t know. Probably the same force of will that let him face the Unseelie like a stone, his voice and expression giving nothing away. “Oh?” he said. “How would you go about removing it?”


  “Our people studied you, when you were in our keeping,” she said—for all the world as if the “studying” had involved magnifying glasses, instead of torture. “At the time, we did not know what that thing in your soul was, lying dormant. But we easily recognized the foundation it was built on. We would free you, changeling, by removing the geas.”


  I was right. Unless the Unseelie had heard the message I sent to Julian . . . but even if I was wrong, and they were using my error to lure us in, it wasn’t a very good lure. I said, “We don’t need your help for that. We’ll get the Seelie to do it for us.”


  “Ask them.” The words cracked in the air like a whip. “I need not look to the future to tell you what they will say. The Seelie Court will never remove that compulsion from you—do you know why? Because it does more than they have admitted.


  “It is true, so far as it goes, that the geas compels you to remember magic, to keep the memory of our Courts alive, to protect those around you and prepare for our return. But it also does this: it persuades you that sidhe of the Unseelie Court are and must be your enemies, and sidhe of the Seelie are your friends. It tells you that you can trust them. The geas lies to you, and if it were gone you would see those lies for what they are.”


  I stared her. Julian might not have even been breathing, he was so still. I could faintly hear the noise from across the river, people shouting, a crack that might have been a small explosion.


  Was it possible?


  My gut instinct said, no. Not a chance. Then again, if she was telling the truth, my gut instinct was reading off a script handed to it by the geas. It was a recipe for madness: I could second-guess myself from now until doomsday.


  Which was no doubt exactly what she wanted.


  In the end, I had to go with what I knew. I knew this woman came from the people who tortured Julian, the people who used me as their guinea pig. The Seelie, on the other hand, hadn’t done anything against me or mine—nothing I had any proof of.


  If it turned out she was right, and they’d been behind the incidents that got me shielded . . . I didn’t know what I would do then. But I wasn’t going to start doubting them on the word of a woman I had absolutely no reason to trust.


  “It’s a nice story,” I said. “But you’re preaching to the wrong crowd.”


  “No doubt,” she said dryly. “Unfortunately, I was interrupted before I could preach for long to the right one. We will simply have to try again.” Then her head came up. “But not at this moment. My companions have made ready the way; I will quit the field for now.”


  Meaning that they’d opened a passage back to the Otherworld. I wanted to stop her, but there were five of them, and only two of us: it would be suicidal.


  She offered a parting shot after she vanished into the trees. If you change your minds, you have but to ask.


  
    

  


  Chapter Fourteen


  Julian didn’t get halfway through his report to his captain before the man shifted him up the chain of authority to the field commander for the event, Daniel Nantakarn. It meant he and Kim ended up in together in the lobby of Mellon Auditorium, where a temporary command center had been set up. The lobby echoed with footsteps and urgent voices, Guardians and SIF agents hurrying in and out, dealing with the aftermath of the riot.


  They didn’t have to wait long. His captain and Kim’s told them to stay by the wall and pushed through to the auditorium, where Nantakarn and his assistants were issuing their orders. Most of the delay was spent trying to get his attention. But once Nantakarn heard they’d followed the Unseelie, they were brought into the auditorium immediately, and a cone of silence dropped over them all.


  Kim had begun learning the protocols. She stood at ease next to Julian, hands clasped behind her back, while he related what had happened. Nantakarn requested a summary first, then backtracked for details. “How did you see through the misdirection?” he asked.


  “Falcon helped me,” Julian said. “At the time, I didn’t know he had only broken the effect for me. I saw Kim following the Unseelie; by the time I knew we were the only ones in pursuit, it was too late to alert anyone and wait for support.”


  Nantakarn looked at Kim. She said, “I didn’t realize I had broken anything. I just saw them leaving.”


  “Empathic countermeasures?”


  “I assume so, sir.” She managed a tight smile. “I’m not sure anyone on the planet hates them as much as I do. Except maybe Julian.”


  It hadn’t been enough to let him see through the misdirection. Or maybe he’d just been too distracted by his argument with Falcon, the realization that the sidhe had laid the foundations for the deep shield themselves, thousands of years before.


  Not that they were going to tell Nantakarn that.


  They’d agreed on it before they left Roosevelt Island—by the footbridge, since neither of them was quite up to another dash across the surface of the Potomac. “It’s easy enough to change our minds and tell people later, once we’ve thought about it,” Kim had said. “But short of wiping people’s memories, it’s a bit hard to take that knowledge back.”


  Julian didn’t need convincing. He doubted that even the surgeons who put the shield in place recognized what they were anchoring it to. While it was possible to lay a magical compulsion on someone, the geas was a different order of magnitude entirely. It had lasted for millennia, and been inherited by every descendant of sufficiently strong blood; it had the power to kill when broken. That had been pure legend until the sidhe returned, and even now, very few people knew it was truly possible.


  Secret after secret. The secret that removing the shield killed; the secret of the geas; the secret that those two things were linked. And finally, the secret the Unseelie woman claimed to share, that the geas did more than they had been told.


  If it was true, then the world would need to know. But if it was a gambit on the part of the Unseelie, then Julian was not about to assist them in spreading it. Telling those two apart was not something he and Kim could do in the time they spent jogging back to the National Mall. Therefore, caution was the best course.


  They reported everything else: the accusations against the Seelie, that they had provoked the riot and manipulated Kim into being shielded. And, of course, the assurance the sidhe had offered for the truth of her words.


  “Lying,” Nantakarn murmured, staring off into the middle distance. “That’s something we can test, at least.”


  It wasn’t Julian’s place to press, but— “The seer, Shard. If they refuse to let anyone meet with her, that will imply it’s true. And if they allow it . . . I suspect that I, at least, would be able tell if she’s changed.”


  If Shard had been lying to humans enough to cripple herself, then he wouldn’t be the only one who knew her well enough to recognize a change. But he wanted to look her in the eye and see it for himself.


  He wanted to ask her why.


  Nantakarn waved this away. “Not my decision. And not something for us to deal with right now, regardless.” He straightened up and dismissed the cone of silence. The quiet roar of agents and Guardians at work came flooding back. “Well done, both of you. Not as well done as it might have been—you should have signaled before pursuing, even if you expected to have backup—but it’s more than we would have had otherwise. Olga will take you to file the formal reports. Dismissed.”


  Kim offered Julian a weary smile as they threaded back through the crowd. “After enlightenment, chop wood, file reports. Oh, the glamour of being a Guardian.”


  ~


  We didn’t hear anything for a while after the riot. Sarabhai issued a public statement decrying the violence, but she didn’t accuse either Court of anything. I hadn’t expected her to. The investigation into the cause of the attack would be happening quietly, out of the public eye. In the meanwhile everyone assumed it was just the expected tensions boiling over—and, of course, they blamed the authorities for failing to prevent it.


  I couldn’t say they were wrong. We should have prevented it. The security forces at the other end of the Mall should have noticed that group splitting away. Our own forces shouldn’t have been swept up in the Unseelie entrancement. I should have had my mind on the job, instead of having epiphanies that threw both my mind and Julian’s into turmoil yet again.


  When I thought about what the Unseelie woman had told us, I realized there was a gaping hole in her logic. Pretend for a moment that what she said was true, and the geas really did compel us to not trust her Court. Why then would she bother to make that offer? I wasn’t going to turn to them for help—not unless I changed my mind about trusting them, which according to her I couldn’t do.


  One thing was certain, though. She was right about the Seelie not removing it.


  “I asked Falcon, right before the Unseelie came,” Julian said on our way home from the riot. “He refused. Not for the reason she said—he thinks the shield protects us.”


  “We’ll just have to persuade him,” I said. “And by ‘persuade,’ I mean ‘browbeat.’” I’d managed to push him into giving us information and assistance before, but not by using sweet reason.


  That we needed the help of the sidhe, I had no doubt. No one in the mortal world had the first clue how to lay a compulsion of that strength and durability. What were the odds we could take it off again? Oh, sure—maybe if we just whacked at the thing with the psychic equivalent of a hammer until it cracked. But that was guaranteed to kill the target. Even if we were more careful, we’d lose gods knew how many people before we figured it out.


  I tried not to think about whether any wilders would volunteer as test subjects, for the sake of the other Fiain.


  I tried not to think about whether Julian would volunteer.


  His silence made me fear he might be considering it. Late one night, when I was curled up tight against his side in bed, I ventured to ask, “What’s on your mind?”


  His stomach muscles tensed beneath my arm. A year ago, I never would have voiced this kind of question. I’d spent most of our time at Welton striving to respect Julian’s privacy—perhaps too well, given his isolation there. Now I felt like I at least had leave to ask, if not the certainty of an answer.


  This time he did answer me. It took him a moment, but when he spoke, he didn’t brush me off with a noncommittal response, the way he would have done before. “The geas. It has me questioning . . . everything.”


  I raised my head to look at him. “What do you mean?”


  His gaze was on the ceiling, as if he needed that point of stability. “Not the Seelie. At least, not in the way she meant. But—” His lips thinned. “My whole life, I’ve taken pride in being one of the Fiain. After First Manifestation, the wilders who survived the onslaught of their gifts worked to restore order. They were the first Guardians, before there was a name for it. They founded the Corps, and their successors have been its spine ever since. You’ve seen the wall at the Corps headquarters, the names of Guardians who have died in the line of duty. How many of the names there are green, for a wilder? We’ve given our lives and our deaths for the greater good.”


  He stopped, and I realized it was a reflexive pause, allowing him to make certain his composure wouldn’t slip. “I should have seen it sooner,” he whispered. “The Seelie admitted the geas compels us to protect others against magic. But it wasn’t until today that I realized . . . that thing I’m so proud of—our history, our tradition—how much of that is us? And how much is the geas?”


  I tightened my arm around him, as if a mere hug could push those questions away. I wanted to reassure him, tell him he was being foolish and nothing had changed.


  But any such easy reassurance would be false. Instead I said, “One soldier is drafted for war; another volunteers. They both die defending their cause. Should we value one sacrifice less that the other?”


  “It isn’t about what we’ve done,” Julian said. “It’s about what we are.”


  Their culture—their identity. The selfless, driven protectors who gave up so much of their own freedom and happiness for the rest of us.


  I was thinking of wilders as them, not as us. And that was part of the answer right there. “If it were all the geas talking, then I should have changed a lot more when my Krauss rating went high enough for it to kick in.”


  Julian laid his cheek against the top of my head. “You wanted to be a Guardian even before you were a wilder. How much of a change could there be? And besides . . . even if part of it is learned, something we get from our training and our lives at the Center, all of that ultimately has its roots in the geas.”


  I squirmed away until I could rise up on one elbow and look down at him. His eyes were pale in the light from the window. “Julian Fiain,” I said, “I do not believe the only thing that makes you who you are is the geas. Not even indirectly. I think that if it were gone tomorrow, you’d still risk your life to help other people. And I think a lot of the other Fiain would do the same. Maybe not all of them — and sure, forty years from now you’ll have some wilders who would rather pursue careers as florists than throw themselves into the line of fire. But I think most of them will still want to help. Because you’re human, and one of your gifts is empathy. You won’t stand idly by and let people suffer. Not when you could help.”


  His eyes glimmered. Then he reached up and took my face between his hands, holding me there for a silent moment before drawing me down for a kiss.


  ~


  We didn’t talk about Julian’s fears after that.


  We went back to training with Grayson—and if I thought I’d seen Julian’s capacity for monomaniacal focus before, now I discovered just how far he could go. He woke before me, sometimes to the point of leaving the apartment before I even opened my eyes; now that we had access to the Aegis Building, he had exactly the kind of practice space we’d been lacking beforehand, and he didn’t hesitate to make use of it. It crossed my mind that he was trying to prove to himself that this was something he chose, not something pushed on him by the geas. But I was wise enough not to say it.


  In a sense, he and I were both holding our breath. Sooner or later we would have to act on what we knew . . . but first, we had to know whether that Unseelie woman had told the truth about lying.


  I chewed on it from every angle during that time. Even if it was true that lying hurt them, the effect clearly wasn’t obvious: they didn’t wince or cry out in pain or anything. Otherwise Grayson would have known something was amiss, back when the Seelie claimed to have rescued me from the Unseelie ambush at Welton. So that woman could have told us the truth in general, but still been lying in specific, when she claimed the Seelie were behind the attacks on me.


  The more I thought about that, the more plausible it seemed. The best way to hide a falsehood was to wrap it in a covering of truth.


  I thanked the gods I’d thought of the geas as the root of the shield before she said anything. Had the idea come from her first, I would never have trusted it. But I was willing to take her comment as tentative confirmation—which meant we needed to plan how to proceed.


  “I’m inclined to tell Grayson first,” I told Julian a few nights later, over takeout curry. Neither of us had the energy right now to deal with even the easiest of meal prep.


  Chewing and swallowing gave him a moment to think. “From a protocol standpoint, that isn’t the right course.”


  “I know. This is a wilder thing, not a Guardian thing, so we should be talking to someone in the DSPA. But we’re probably going to get her busted as soon as we do anything about this, because we can’t just wave our hands in the air and pretend we figured out the shield kills all by ourselves.” I dumped another spoonful of rice onto my plate. In the normal way of things stress might have put me off my food, but the energy I was burning these days demanded a steady supply of fuel. “Besides . . . I trust her. She’s helped us over and over again, here and at Welton. I’ll feel better taking this step if I know I’ve got her at my back.”


  “Don’t say anything until we know for sure,” Julian said.


  Meaning, until we knew what effect lying had. It might turn out to be very relevant when we asked the Seelie for help in removing the geas. “I won’t,” I promised.


  The problem with that was, it seemed increasingly unlikely that we would get a clear-cut answer. But as Julian had said to Nantakarn in the aftermath of the riot, evasion was a kind of answer in its own right.


  He got the message eight days after the riot. “They haven’t openly refused,” Julian said as we headed for the Metro. “But they won’t bring her out, either.”


  Shard. I’d never met her in person; all I knew was that she was a seer, and the one who had foreseen what would happen to me, though not in its specific details. Of all the sidhe, Shard was the closest Julian had to a friend. “I’m sorry,” I said, and threaded my fingers through his.


  He held on tight the entire way home.


  ~


  Julian was already gone by the time I got up the following morning. There was a nine a.m. meeting at headquarters, a riot post-mortem; our higher-ups had finished their analysis of the events and were going to tell us in detail how we’d screwed up. I didn’t blame Julian for wanting to get some practice in before lining up with the rest of us for the firing squad.


  Reluctance made my own feet drag, almost to the point of making me late. When I slipped into the auditorium, Sarabhai was already at the microphone, and we’d run out of seats; I had to stand along the back wall between people I didn’t know. By craning my neck, I was able to find Neeya, Toby, and Inola, but not Julian.


  Before long I was cursing whoever had thought we could all fit in the auditorium—or maybe people had shown up who didn’t have to, in which case I cursed them instead. My annoyance was equal-opportunity, though; I also cursed myself for not getting out the door faster, which at a minimum would have gotten me a seat, and probably would have meant I could sit with Julian. I dearly wanted to scan for his mind and send a few choice comments his way, but I didn’t stand a prayer of hiding that in a room packed full of professionally alert psychics.


  So I had to stand, on feet that were going increasingly numb, while Sarabhai outlined all of our mistakes. Nobody had yet determined what effect the Unseelie used to hide their presence before they reached the stage, but we’d mostly shielded ourselves against straight-up attacks, rather than the more insidious forms of influence. The problem with shielding against the latter, of course, was that it interfered with sensing other people’s emotional states, which would have hampered us in other respects. But, as Sarabhai pointed out, we should have divided our preparations, leaving a few people heavily sealed and ready to alert the rest of us if we fell under an enchantment.


  “Or bring along a few baselines in iron necklaces for comparison,” the man next to me muttered under his breath.


  At least there was no evidence to suggest any sidhe had been involved in the attack; that was one piece of good news. The ringleaders had been evicted from the other march for overstepping their bounds, and our forces on watch there had conducted a quick divination to check the odds of them causing trouble elsewhere. Unfortunately, since every man jack of them was sporting at least three pounds of iron jewelry, the results weren’t very reliable. The best guess had been that they wouldn’t do anything serious, and since they couldn’t be locked up just for being assholes, they’d been left to roam the area on their own. They’d found a bar, found some friends, and the rest had snowballed from there.


  The debriefing lasted until nearly noon. Grayson found me after I left the auditorium and said, “You might as well get lunch now. We’ll pick up again this afternoon.”


  “I’ll let Julian know,” I said. With the meeting over, I was free to scan for him—but I didn’t spot him anywhere in the Guardians and trainees streaming out into the halls. “Huh. Did you see him in there?”


  Grayson shook her head. “He may have been called away to speak with Nantakarn or someone else about his encounter with Falcon.”


  If so, gods alone knew when he’d be out. I went out to a food truck rather than stand in the enormous line forming outside the Corps cafeteria, and ate my lunch in the basement room where we’d been training with Grayson. Julian didn’t join us all afternoon, which I found ominous. After Grayson released me, I went upstairs to get signal and called Julian’s port. It went straight to voicemail.


  I stood in the lobby, tapping my port against my other palm, trying to decide what to do. If he’d been called away, he might not even be in the Aegis Building anymore. I wished he’d sent me a message before vanishing into thin air; it would have gone a long way toward reassuring me that he hadn’t been kidnapped by the Unseelie or something.


  Well, I had at least one way to check on his whereabouts. I went to the lobby and asked the security guards whether Julian had left yet.


  One of the women there consulted the logs and shook her head. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Julian Fiain has not registered here today.”


  It took me aback. “What? You mean he never came in this morning?”


  “That’s right, ma’am.”


  Where the hell had he gone?


  My fears, which had been nebulous and silly-seeming before, suddenly got a lot more solid. I walked away without thanking her and pulled up a new number on my port. “Grayson? Sorry to bug you; I know you’re on your way home—but I’m worried Julian’s gone missing.”


  A brief pause. Then Grayson said, “Are you still at headquarters? Wait there.”


  She must not have gotten on the Metro yet, because she came back into the lobby only a few minutes later. I gave her a rundown on the situation, including the last time I’d seen Julian, the night before. “I went to bed before he did,” I said—leaving out the comments I’d made at the time about Grayson’s determination to find out just how many quick-fire shields I could build before I died of exhaustion.


  Grayson, thank all the gods, neither dismissed my concerns as foolish nor fed them into a blaze. “It does seem out of character for him to wander off like this. But I think it’s unlikely that anyone attacked him. We have no reason to think Julian went anywhere after leaving your apartment except toward here. No point along that path is very secluded; if there had been trouble, someone would have noticed. And it is exceedingly unlikely that anyone managed to take him without a struggle.”


  “Unless they gutted him first,” I said in a low voice.


  She put one hand on my shoulder, which startled me out of my funk. “Kim,” she said. “Go home. I’ll pass the information along; if something has happened to Julian, we’ll find out. But more likely he simply went somewhere and didn’t tell you.”


  Robert had told me once that Julian vanished occasionally at Welton, without a word. It wasn’t as out of character as Grayson thought. But I’d never imagined Julian would do this to me—not anymore.


  Maybe I hadn’t read him as well as I’d thought. The shield, the geas, Shard’s apparent betrayal . . . it might be weighing on him even more than I’d realized.


  But if so, I wished he’d at least told me.


  “I’ll check around,” I said. “Maybe he went to Toby’s.” It didn’t seem likely. But right then, I would take a shred of hope over none at all.


  ~


  He wasn’t at Toby’s. Neeya, when I pinged her, messaged back to say she hadn’t seen him. He wasn’t at any of our usual haunts — not that we had many these days, apart from the Aegis Building and Toby’s house. And the apartment, when I got there, was as empty as I’d left it.


  I barely paused to drop my bag and flick on the lights before grabbing my tarot cards. My Piacenza was still in a shielded locker at FAR, but I had a backup Candleflame deck I’d bought when I came to D.C.; that would serve well enough.


  I wanted to know what had happened.


  First I had to meditate, clearing my thoughts as best I could of the fears and distractions plaguing me. To have any hope of a good answer, I needed to be as centered as possible. Then I spread a cloth over the carpet and began to deal the cards.


  This was not the time for a big, elaborate spread. I did a five-card reading, with the Knight of Swords to signify Julian; the traditional coloration of the card didn’t match him at all, but the personality it indicated did. Around it I laid the seven of swords, the Hermit, the Page of Swords, and the Ace of Swords, to give me the past, the future, his reasoning, and what he might achieve.


  Deception, enlightenment, curiosity, action. The Hermit drew me particularly. I lifted it by its edges, as if it were some kind of specimen I was studying, and tried to sort through what my gift was telling me. Questions, answers—whatever Julian had done, he was trying to get an answer.


  But what was the question?


  The last thing he and I had discussed, other than what to have for dinner, had been Shard. Maybe he’d gone to find her—to ask why she’d lied, what could possibly be so vital that she would destroy her gifts to keep it hidden from our own people.


  “Oh, Julian,” I whispered, laying down the card. Could he get to the Otherworld? I summoned my port into my hand and tapped out a quick message to Grayson, asking her to check whether he’d registered with the people monitoring passage back and forth. My bet was that he hadn’t. Which meant he’d have to make his own gate—could he do that? If he drained his power reservoir, maybe. But that would leave him stranded in the Otherworld, with no backup and no protection against whatever the sidhe chose to do to him.


  Even though the Seelie were our allies, I doubt they would take kindly to Julian poking around in search of their crippled seer.


  Message sent, I gripped my port my fingers ached. It felt like last fall all over again, with Julian missing and me wishing like fire that I could go after him. I didn’t have the first bloody clue how to get to the Otherworld, though; the Unseelie had always taken me. And even if he was still in our world, I couldn’t find him without a hell of a lot more ritual prep than I could stage in my living room. I’d never thought I would wish so much for Welton’s sorcery labs.


  If the powers that be got worried enough, they’d find him for me. Hell, there was an entire section in SIF devoted to searching for missing people. Julian might have warded himself against scrying—it depended on how secretive he was being—but they had specialists for that kind of thing.


  My port beeped the arrival of Grayson’s reply. Will do. Get some rest, Kim.


  There didn’t seem much chance of that. But Julian had a near-miraculous ability to sleep on command, courtesy of his training, and I’d been trying to cultivate something similar. I put my cards back in their box, brushed my teeth, and went to bed, where I stared at the ceiling for a long time before sleep came.


  ~


  As with the Falcon dream, I knew immediately that my synapses were not firing at random. This dream was real.


  And Julian was there.


  “Gods and sidhe!” I swore, flinging my arms around him. It didn’t give me the reassurance I wanted; “real” or not, this was still a dream, and I had very little sensation of touch. But my mind recognized him, which in its own way was as good as a hug. If I’d been awake, relief would have made my knees go weak. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”


  “Kim,” Julian said. It registered as much in my thoughts as in my ears—not that I actually had ears here. His voice rippled through my spirit, carrying with it a breathtaking sense of joy and wonder.


  In a blink, I flashed a little distance away from him. My gaze searched his face. “What is it? What happened?”


  His smile was faint, as if he didn’t quite believe yet in his own delight. “I did it, Kim. Or rather—they did it. They freed me.”


  The space around us had been vague in that dream-like way, but now it flashed to a forest. Not a specific place: just an imitation, cobbled together from the memories I tried to ignore. The Otherworld, with its spreading trees and deep shadows below. “You got the Seelie to remove the geas? How?”


  The smile faded. “Not the Seelie, Kim. She was telling the truth.”


  A cold wind snapped through, external manifestation of the sudden chill in my bones. “Julian . . .”


  “The Unseelie,” he said. “Her name is Ravel. Kim, everything she told us is true. About the geas, about the Seelie—everything.”


  The dream stuttered and caught, like a badly-streaming video. His meaning was there, but my mind wouldn’t let it in. Julian, unshielded . . . but it was the Unseelie, not the Seelie, who had done it.


  He had put himself in the hands of our enemies.


  “No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “It isn’t possible. You would never go to them.”


  “Because of the geas?” he asked. “I didn’t trust them, Kim. I still don’t trust them. But I didn’t have to. If the only option you have is a bad one, then you take it. I asked myself whether I was willing to risk the Unseelie taking me prisoner again, even killing me, if there was the slightest chance they might free me instead. And the answer was, yes.”


  His grey eyes were alight with some inner flame, glowing in the dark forest of this dream. They weren’t gold. If they’d turned him—they couldn’t, could they? It had only worked on me because they caught me in the moment of transition, when my blood and flesh and bone were rewriting themselves from human toward sidhe. But if they had, surely he couldn’t disguise it here. He wasn’t one of them.


  It didn’t matter if he was. Back then, he’d freed me; now I would free him in return.


  “Kim, listen to me,” Julian said, his voice low and urgent. “You won’t believe this—you can’t. But I have to tell you anyway. It’s lying to you. The geas is. No, the Unseelie aren’t our friends. They’re incapable of compassion, of empathy; friendship is impossible for them. But the same thing is true of the Seelie. It isn’t our allies versus our enemies, the kindly ones against the cruel. There’s no difference between them, not in any way that matters to us. I absolutely believe the Seelie attacked you, made you look unstable so you’d be gutted. Without it, you were a wild card: as strong as any of us, but free. So they betrayed you. They aren’t our friends, and if we let the world go on believing they are, that is going to put us in more danger than I can imagine.”


  A drumbeat pulsed through the air, low and accelerating. It was my heartbeat, spiking with horror. “For gods’ sakes, Julian . . . think it through! You put yourself in the hands of the Unseelie, and then you come here and tell me you know the truth? They’re manipulating you! They’ve put their own compulsion on you—can’t you see?”


  “I would know,” he said, with all the certainty of a born wilder, trained from birth to know and control his own mind. “They couldn’t do that without me noticing.”


  Just like they couldn’t sneak up on us during the most heavily-guarded public event in the last decade. Just like they couldn’t cross the planar injunction without alerting our watchers. There was nothing I would put past their skills.


  But it was a mental effect, an influence on his thoughts. I knew how to deal with those.


  In the dream, it manifested as me taking his head between my hands. Julian didn’t flinch back. He opened his mind to me, inviting me to search every corner. I didn’t bother trying; they could easily hide something like that from me. Instead I flooded his spirit with my own feelings: my fear for him, my love, my hatred of the Unseelie and my determination to root out every last vestige of their touch.


  He shuddered beneath my touch, overwhelmed by the onslaught he didn’t even attempt to defend against. When I released him, he caught my wrists and kissed each of my hands in turn. A ghostly pressure, indistinctly felt. “Nothing’s changed, Kim. Because it’s true. We cannot—we must not—trust the Seelie.”


  I wasn’t even thinking about the Seelie anymore. With his mind so open to mine, I’d picked up a trace of thought, even though I wasn’t looking for it. “There’s something more,” I whispered, staring at him. “I almost saw—what aren’t you telling me?”


  He wasn’t holding my wrists anymore. Between us, the ground began to fall away.


  Julian said, “I made a promise. To you, and to Neeya. In my heart, I promised all of the Fiain. Now, finally, I can fulfill it.”


  To get rid of the deep shield. To get rid of the geas on which it rested. But that prospect should have made Julian fierce. What I’d felt in him was something else: a quiet acceptance, tinged with sorrow.


  How would you go about removing a geas from thousands of people around the world?


  The forest faded into darkness, leaving just the two of us, and a chasm between. The words didn’t come from my mouth, just echoed out of my mind. Julian—no.


  There were tears in his eyes, and a painful smile on his lips. “I’m sorry, Kim. I wish I could have come home, said goodbye properly. But you would try to stop me. I don’t know if you’ll ever forgive me for this . . . but understand that I love you, more than I could ever say. I’m doing this so that you can be free.”


  I lunged on instinct, trying to catch his spirit in a net like Grayson had taught me. But I was too slow, and Julian was ready for it. My power flared sun-white in the darkness, too late: he was gone.


  
    

  


  Chapter Fifteen


  My port was on speakerphone and ringing as I grabbed the clothes I’d left on the floor and dragged them on, swearing when I realized my shirt was twisted half inside-out. The call went to voicemail; I hung up and redialed as I grabbed my athame and headed for the door. Voicemail again. I called a third time, and then my shoes were on and I was off down the stairs as fast as I could go.


  Then a click as she picked up. “What part of me ignoring you the first two times didn’t translate?”


  “Neeya—Julian’s in danger.”


  The exterior door banged shut behind me. I wasn’t running to the Metro, because if I tried I wouldn’t make it there before I wheezed a lung onto the pavement. But I was moving as fast as I could. I had no idea what time it was, but the streets were dark and almost deserted.


  All her annoyance vanished as if it had never been. “What’s going on?”


  “He went to the Unseelie. They offered to remove the deep shield, and Julian believed them. They may have even done it—he certainly thinks they have.” I should have tested it. But I hadn’t gutted him when I was Unseelie and fighting him. I didn’t know that I could have brought myself to try, now that I knew what it felt like. “He’s with them now.”


  She swore, and sounded like she could have gone on for quite some time. Then she cut herself off. “Where?”


  “In the Otherworld. I’m on my way to headquarters. Once I’m off the line with you, I’m going to call Grayson. We have to find him before the Unseelie follow through with their plan.” I only prayed they weren’t ready yet.


  The Metro loomed up ahead, lights out, gates locked. I swore under my breath. I would have to find a cab, and might just resort to calling one telepathically.


  Neeya started to say something, then cut herself off. “Wait a second. You haven’t told anyone else yet? Why the hell are you calling me?”


  No need for telepathy; there was a cab idling near the station. I ran for it, answering as I went.


  “Because you and I would burn hell itself down to save Julian’s life.”


  ~


  The Aegis Building wasn’t dark. Guardians existed to deal with emergencies, and those were no respecters of normal working hours.


  Grayson was already there when I arrived. I’d spent the cab ride rehearsing the facts in my head, so I could deliver a coherent report; Neeya showed up just as I finished, making me wonder if she’d just flown straight there under her own power. Grayson didn’t even ask why Neeya was present. She only led us down toward the basement rooms, saying, “I’ve already put in a priority request for SIF to track him. While they’re doing that, you and I—and Neeya—will talk to the Guardian Ring.”


  I’d been studying Corps procedure; I knew who our Ring Anchors were, and knew they were scattered across the United States. “By the time we wake them all up—”


  “They don’t have to wake up,” Grayson replied crisply, and opened the door on an empty ritual room. “Sit down, and put yourselves in light trances. I’ll show you the way.”


  Neeya and I both complied without hesitation. Training paid off; despite my agitation, I was able to center myself. When Grayson extended a mental hand, I took it, and found myself dragged free of my body.


  I’d never done much astral projection, apart from the time Julian and I used a form of it to contact the Otherworld. Grayson didn’t seek that new dimension, though, the path leading away from our world to the one beyond. Instead she executed a swift maneuver I didn’t recognize—some form of ceremonial magic—and then we were floating in darkness.


  A roundel of flooring appeared beneath us, grey stone inscribed with a complex ritual circle. Eight nodes decorated an arc along its edge, and as I turned to look, people began appearing in them. Four wilders and four ordinary bloods: the Ring Anchors were always evenly divided between the two groups. Sarabhai was the one who reported to the Secretary of Psychic Affairs, but this was the actual governing body of the Corps.


  “Alicia.” That came from a tall, thin black man near the center, a wilder I recognized as Mathieu. It took me a moment to realize he meant Grayson—who did, after all, have a first name. “You of all people wouldn’t summon us without good cause. Report.”


  Grayson prodded me forward. “Kimberly Argant-Dubois Fiain is the field agent for this incident.”


  Thank all the gods I’d prepared myself to report to Grayson. I took a deep breath and said, “A few days ago, Julian Fiain and I formed a theory that the geas is the foundation on which the deep shield is built. One of the Unseelie sidhe told us this theory was true, and offered to remove the geas. She claimed it compels us to trust one Court more than the other, and this is why the Seelie would never remove it. At some point between last night and this morning, Julian went missing. I don’t know the specifics, but he appeared in my dreams tonight and told me he went to the Unseelie in the Otherworld, where he asked them to remove the geas and the shield.


  “He claims they’ve done both. The shield may indeed be gone, but I have strong reason to suspect the Unseelie have used his vulnerability to influence him, compelling him to view the Seelie as his enemy. Furthermore, they intend to use him against us. Julian believes they’re going to perform a ritual to remove the geas and the shield from all wilders at once. Whether or not that is among their aims, I fear the Unseelie will also use the ritual to influence the rest of us, via sympathetic magic.” I had to pause; what came next cut deeply enough that it threatened my control. “Either way . . . they’re going to kill him. He will be the sacrifice they use to power the ritual.”


  The Anchors didn’t exchange looks, but I had the impression of a quick telepathic conference that served much the same purpose. Then Mathieu said, “Show us.”


  Letting them into my mind . . . I’d done it after leaving Welton, and hadn’t much liked it then, either. But it was possible they could glean something from my memories, some minor detail whose significance I had missed. The problem was, they would almost certainly end up seeing more than just Julian’s dream visit. And then they would know he and I hadn’t made a full report of our encounter with that Unseelie woman, Ravel.


  What the consequences for that would be, I didn’t know. Some kind of disciplinary action, certainly, but how severe? Would I be expelled from the Guardians, before I even became one in full?


  The real issue was whether my nascent career mattered more than Julian. Which wasn’t even a question.


  I thought back to the dream, then extended a mental thread to each of the Ring Anchors. Since nobody told me not to, I included Grayson and Neeya in it as well. Lasia, one of the other wilders, took charge of running me through the memories. Under her guidance they blitzed by at high speed, hopscotching around to follow associated links like she was doing research online: everything from the night Julian failed to recognize my transformed self to that conversation on the shore of Roosevelt Island. I knew she noted the omission there, but she said nothing about it right then. We had bigger problems to handle.


  When she was done, I cut the connection, and my head was my own again. One of the Ring Anchors asked, “Do we know his location?”


  I looked at Grayson, who flickered, as if most of her attention went elsewhere. Then she said, “The scrying office reports no success. High probability that he’s in the Otherworld, but warded against our efforts.”


  “We need a link,” Lasia said.


  Someone or something connected to Julian, which would give the scryers a sympathetic connection to use against the wards. When I turned to Neeya, she was already shaking her head. “Use Kim,” she said. “She’s more tightly bound to him than I am.”


  Short of a blood relation, that was probably true. And given that Julian hadn’t seen his birth family since he was an infant, I might be the stronger candidate anyway. But I hadn’t expected Neeya to admit it.


  “Get to the scrying office at SIF,” Mathieu said to me. “We’re assigning a divinatory team to create a tactical plan, and preparing passage to the other side. Should we approach the Seelie for assistance?”


  That last was directed at his colleagues, not me. One of them shook her head. “Diplomatic talks are still in progress. Until those are complete, that kind of open alliance is inadvisable.”


  This was almost certainly stuff I wasn’t supposed to hear. I sent a quiet, wordless query to Grayson, who nodded at me and Neeya both. We were done here.


  I snapped back into my body so fast it made my vision swim. Across from me, Neeya opened her violet eyes. They were solemn, but full of hesitant wonder. “Do you really think he’s free of the shield?” she whispered.


  “I don’t know,” I said. Then— “I think so. Maybe. Now let’s just make sure he doesn’t die for it.”


  ~


  At this hour of the night, the scrying office at SIF headquarters was running on a skeleton crew, which didn’t fill me with confidence. Judging by the flurry of activity, though, a lot of people had been roused out of bed, and would be arriving soon.


  One of the junior aides pricked my finger with a sterile lancet and collected a few drops of blood while the duty officer ran me through what sounded like a list of standard questions. When he got to “relationship with the subject,” I told him Julian was my boyfriend. He noted that and asked, “Is your relationship sexual?”


  Everybody and their third cousin seemed to think my private life was their business. But I couldn’t argue the relevance here; that kind of connection made me a better link for scrying. I told him it was, and didn’t look at Neeya.


  They were about to take me into a ritual circle when someone more senior arrived on site and nixed that. “If they’ve got him warded,” the new woman said, “then we have to assume they’ll notice when you break through the wards. At which point they’ll move him to a new location. We have to hold off on scrying until the strike team is ready to go.”


  “Wait a second,” I said. “Without a target site, the strike team can’t make as good of a plan. Divination will only get you so far; you’re asking them to guess at the rest.”


  “I know,” she replied grimly. “But the best plan in the world won’t do them much good if he’s gone before they can hit the place.”


  I ground my teeth, but didn’t argue. She was right. Besides, we had to move fast no matter what. My impression was that Julian had come to me in secret, without his captors’ sanction, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t figured out what he’d done. In which case their timetable might have just gotten compressed. We needed some information before we could go, and that meant waiting on the divination results.


  The delay left me standing in the middle of the ops room, indecisive and useless. I wanted to help the divination team, but I’d left my cards at home, and was far too close to the matter to achieve any kind of clarity in the first place. Unless—


  I grabbed the nearest agent. “Who’s leading the strike team?”


  “Grayson,” he said, not even bothering to look up from his screen.


  It was the best answer he could possibly have given me. I scanned the area and found Grayson near the door, carrying on three conversations at once. She really didn’t need her attention further divided, but I took a deep breath and dove in anyway. “Grayson—if you put me on the strike team, I can help the diviners out.”


  She signaled for me to wait and told the woman in front of her, “So get the authorization you need. If there was ever a time to test them, this is it.” Then she turned back to me. “Explain why.”


  “They can use me as a focal point. The Unseelie will have warded themselves against our seers, but they can’t ward me. If I’m on the strike team, our diviners can look at my future instead of Julian’s.”


  “The same is true of anyone on the strike team,” Grayson said. “You’ve acquitted yourself very well in the past, Kim, both at Welton and here, but you aren’t ready for this kind of thing.”


  She was right—but no way in any hell was I staying home. Not when it was Julian out there. “How many of your field agents are also specialized seers? I’m not just talking about positioning myself as the querent. I can be an active channel for their visions. You know Madison’s work on this, right? I can open up my third eye, and let them use it to see.”


  Grayson glanced away, and by that I knew she was wavering. “Besides,” I added, “we’re talking about going toe-to-toe with the Unseelie. Having somebody with you who’s emotionally invested in the target will help, not hurt.”


  The set of her jaw told me that including that last bit might not have been the best idea. Sure, my empathic defenses would be an asset . . . but they would come at the price of my ability to do practically any other magic at the same time.


  “You should take us both.”


  That came from behind me, and I recognized Neeya’s voice, even though I’d never heard her sound like that. She’d always been more volatile than the other Fiain, more ready to show her feelings, but now she sounded like Julian: detached, almost clinical. Utterly focused on the task at hand. She came up beside me and said, “If you try to cut your way through the Unseelie to grab Julian, it’s entirely possible they’ll sacrifice him before you can get close. I can pull him out.”


  Grayson hadn’t been to the practices in Toby’s basement; she didn’t know what Neeya meant. I did, and my stomach executed a backflip at the thought. “Teleportation. Neeya, it isn’t safe.”


  She regarded me with eyes that, but for their color, might have been twin to Julian’s. I’d seen this look on him dozens of times: cool and confident, and not willing to be questioned. “Do you think I would risk him if I weren’t sure? I can do this. You have my word.”


  Promises worked better with things that were under the promiser’s control. Neeya might be confident, but that was no guarantee she could actually pull it off. But tactically, she was probably right.


  And in the end, I trusted that she wouldn’t do anything to hurt him.


  There were people queuing up to talk to Grayson. She stood for another three seconds, considering. They felt like the longest three seconds of my life. Then she said, “Kim, you’re in. Go help the divination team. Neeya, I’ll decide after I’ve seen what the predictions say. Be ready to go if we need you.”


  ~


  “Third eye channeling?” The head of the divination team stared at me in disbelief. “I’ve never heard of that.”


  I opened my mouth to explain about Professor Madison’s research, then closed it. Any attempt to summarize it would just make it obvious how little I knew. “Look, the hard part’s on me. Just give me something to scry in—a crystal ball, a showstone, a bowl of ink, whatever—and set up a telepathic link. Once I’m ready, you should be able to use my mind as your focus. You’ll basically be looking through me at the focus I’m using. Do you follow?”


  “No,” he said, “but I’m willing to try. Thanks to their wards, we’ve gotten bugger-all so far.”


  Convincing him was the easy part. The hard part was actually doing it.


  Somebody brought me clothes while the diviners prepped. It was a Guardian’s uniform: jacket and trousers of dark green, the silver buttons printed with pentacles. They gave it to me because it offered a degree of magical defense, but I couldn’t help reading a different meaning into it. Registration was a mere formality; right now, flinging myself headfirst into danger, I was a Guardian.


  That thought should have distracted me. Instead it gave me focus, steadying my heart and breathing as I settled myself in front of a gleaming obsidian mirror in a plain silver frame. It wasn’t as good as a familiar focus would have been, but I hadn’t yet replaced the one Julian gave me, which had been ruined during our battle the previous fall.


  I couldn’t think about that. Only one kind of magic was helped by dwelling on emotional baggage, and this wasn’t it.


  The problem was, I couldn’t approach this divination the usual way, either. Normally I would try to put myself into a precognitive trance, directing my thoughts toward the topic on which I needed information. But that would warp the results here, because I was too close to the subject. For the other agents to use my closeness, I had to clear my mind as much as possible: pure meditation, releasing thoughts and feelings until there was nothing left, nothing but the image of the mirror in front of me.


  And I had to do it fast. No pressure.


  But my mother had prepared me for this, long before I became a wilder, before I even manifested psychic powers. I’d started practicing meditation at the age of seven, under the guidance of my Yan Path teacher. A lot of his lessons had backfired, giving me difficulty with ceremonial magic instead of a talent for it . . . but the meditation had stuck.


  The experience was unnerving. I woke from my trance to hear other agents giving rapid-fire reports about things I didn’t understand, things they’d gotten from me. The head of the team clapped me on the shoulder and said, “Good work. We’ve got a time frame, an estimate of numbers and positioning—even an educated guess at tactics. Where the hell did you learn that?”


  “Annals of the Future,” I said faintly, trying to blink away the sense of missing time. “Spring issue. Last year.” He gaped at me, and I was glad all over again that I hadn’t tried to explain.


  Half an hour had gone by, and I didn’t remember a bit of it. All that knowledge had passed through me, but none of it had left a mark in my memory.


  Except for one thing. It was with me, I thought, because the team leader hadn’t asked for it; the knowledge had slipped by stealth into my mind, and there it lingered. I knew why the Unseelie could use Julian’s life to undo the geas, as if he were the tab on a zipper and would pull the whole thing apart.


  Laying the geas all those centuries ago had required the participation of a willing sacrifice.


  Which meant the Unseelie were playing Julian like a fiddle. I had no doubt now that they had removed the shield from him; he would have tested that, triggering it on himself to make sure they’d told the truth. With his freedom in hand, and being told his death could give that gift to everyone else . . .


  He wouldn’t just be willing. He’d cut his own throat if they asked him to.


  And I, in my innocence, had fed that. My inability to live with being gutted was a fresh spur to Julian’s determination.


  Why could I not have been a reason for him to live?


  These were the thoughts cutting at me as I went at last to the scryers’ ritual circle. But here, at least, my distraction was useful, because my job now was to do no magic at all. All I had to do was sit and think about Julian.


  Nobody was linked to my mind this time. I had privacy in my own head for all the memories, the good and the bad alike. My first sight of Julian, at the First Manifestation monument, when I’d had to remind myself not to gawk at the university’s new wilder. Dinner in the Earle dining hall, me and Julian and Robert and Liesel, laying the first stones of a foundation that had withstood an Otherworldly storm two years later. His habits of self-reliance, even secrecy, which frustrated me even as I tried to respect them. Conversations about the psychic sciences; conversations about inconsequential things, like why the newest campus buildings were invariably the ugliest.


  Samhain. Growing closer to Julian, and then defending him against an attack neither of us could explain. Everything that had followed afterward — shouting at him for endangering me, then flinging myself into harm’s way for his sake. The battle I tried not to think about, when he saved me and I tried to kill him. Our life here in D.C., all the little domestic notes, our shoes on a rack together and frozen lasagna in the oven, and the astonishing transformation when I understood that Julian craved touch as much as he shunned it.


  Him holding me after I was gutted, and swearing he would do everything he could to save me once again.


  Even dying. But I wasn’t going to let him do that.


  “Got it,” someone said, and my eyes snapped open.


  They’d built a framework for the gate right next to the scrying circle, silver bars inscribed with sigils. The strike team was waiting, a mixed crew of Guardians and SIF agents in tac gear, festooned with amulets and carrying—guns? One guy was stashing additional clips in his vest, and I saw something painted on the side. For an instant I mistook it for the letter H; then the tilted cross-bar registered on me. Not H, but Hagalaz: the rune of destructive force. Was this what Grayson had told that woman to get authorization for? What was in those bullets?


  Now was not the time to ask. I scrambled to my feet and went to join them. One of the wilders was familiar: Inola, whom I’d met at Toby’s house. Then she stepped to one side and I saw that Neeya was there, too; apparently the divination team’s report had persuaded Grayson to let her come along. Or maybe she’d just argued until Grayson gave up. She was silent and white-faced, her eyes distant with the look of a person focusing intensely on something other than the world around her. I bit down on the urge to tell her not to grab Julian unless there was no other choice. If she did have to teleport him out, I wanted her as prepared as she could be.


  We reached out to one another with our minds, linking in a web that would allow us to communicate faster than words. I became hyper-aware of each person’s location, the Fiain glowing in my subconscious like points of fire, the other Guardians and the SIF agents shining more dimly. And Grayson, the keystone of this arch, the mind that would direct our entire operation. She didn’t have to give orders; we felt them instinctively. I shifted my weight forward onto the balls of my feet, ready to spring.


  The gate began to hum, the sigils carved into its bars sparking to life. I knew, without being told, that we weren’t just opening a passage to the Otherworld; our sorcerers were trying to bend the gate, putting us as close to our target as we could get without landing on top of it. The image was there in my head: a hill overlooking a broad river. Broader than I recognized, and the hill higher—but it was Bellevue, south along the Potomac in Maryland. The Unseelie hadn’t taken Julian far at all.


  The air between the silver bars flared and shimmered. Moving as one, we leapt through, out of our world and into the Otherworld.


  ~


  It was like the shock of cold water, except it didn’t end: there was no numbness, no adjusting to the new environment. Every shred of breath went out of me, and I had to struggle to draw it back in. All the strangeness of a wilder’s presence—the strangeness I had lost track of when I became one—this place was all that and more. The mortal part of me wanted to flee home, while the part that was sidhe sang that this was home, at last, at last.


  Around me was forest, thick and primeval, like something out of an old fairy tale. The darkness was near-total beneath the interlacing branches, only the occasional white trunk of a birch standing out like bone. I could hear animal life in those shadows, scurrying away from our sudden presence. I hadn’t known, when the Unseelie took me to the Otherworld the first time, that its geography mirrored ours . . . but this was the valley of the Potomac River, as it might have been had human hands never touched it.


  I scraped my sweaty palms along the sides of my uniform, my breath coming fast and shallow. I hadn’t thought about this before I asked Grayson to bring me—hadn’t realized what it would mean to return here, to put myself in the Otherworld, to remember all the things I wished I didn’t. I was a fucking idiot for coming along. This was where they lived, the Unseelie, the golden-eyed monsters that had invaded my mind and warped my thoughts until I didn’t know which way was up. They could be out there in the shadows right now. They were out there: that was the whole reason we’d come here, to fight them. But I couldn’t have mustered the focus for a levinbolt if you paid me.


  Neeya stepped in front of me and hissed, “Kim!”


  I stared at her, trying form words and failing. With a snarl, she balled up one hand and punched me under the ribs, hard.


  Back home, it might have been a bad idea. Violence could have been the trigger that sent me over the edge into a full-blown panic attack. Here, though, her fist was almost comforting: a human touch, a reminder of flesh and blood instead of the inhuman magic that transformed me last fall. I abruptly became aware that I’d been broadcasting my distress along our mental link to the entire strike team, and Grayson was standing three paces away. What she would have done to me, I didn’t know—but I held out one hand, wordless assurance that I would be all right. That I could pull myself together.


  By the set of her jaw, she regretted having brought me along. But it was too late to send me back. We had to keep moving, before the Unseelie found a way to stop us.


  Our scouts had already fanned out, interspersing Guardians with armed SIF agents, forming a perimeter while we got our bearings. Inola rose into the air; I caught the brief flash of surprise as she found himself ascending much faster, with much less effort, than she expected. This entire place was like a mild dose of fairy dust. Magic was almost as easy as breathing.


  Unfortunately, that would be even more true for our enemies.


  The gate sorcerers hadn’t managed to get us precisely where we needed to be, but they’d gotten us pretty far. Inola shared an image of rivers, a broad one curving off to the side while a narrower one cut along behind us; that was the confluence of the Potomac and the Anacostia. We were on the correct bank, at least. Now we had to get south, through where Congress Heights would be in the mortal world, to the promontory known as Bald Eagle Hill.


  It was two miles through the trees, with every nerve hyper-tuned for sounds, movement, the first touch of psychic influence against our minds. I stayed in the center of the group, because this was training I hadn’t gotten yet: how to keep watch on the move, shifting our shields to protect against the most likely avenues of attack. I hadn’t been getting enough exercise, either; pretty soon my heart rate and breathing were up for reasons other than fear.


  I used that. My pounding pulse became a metronome, a mantra, a way to banish extraneous thoughts. It was possible my usefulness had ended with my role in the divination and the scrying, giving everyone the link they needed to break through the Unseelie wards. I refused to accept that, though. Julian had saved me once. Now I would return the favor . . . and atone for the battle last winter when, obedient to my Unseelie masters, I tried to kill him.


  Misdirection.


  The thought came through our link, crisp and clear. One of the scouts had noticed us going wide of our mark, led astray by a telepathic effect. We were close; with the charm broken, I could see the shadow of the hill rising up before us, its crest barren of trees.


  I flung my senses outward, seeking the one mind I knew they couldn’t hide from me.


  He was there, charging up the hill. We’d caught them before they were quite ready; they’d meant to perform the ritual at dawn, and although the sky was beginning to grey in the east, the sun had not yet broken the horizon. There was significance to the dawn, the symbolism of light dawning—and I knew, in the part of my subconscious that touched on deep memories when the diviners used me as a channel, that the original sacrifice had been performed at sunset. But that didn’t mean they would wait.


  Fire roared toward us, searing and unsubtle. Grayson was already linked with two other agents, and they cut it apart. In the wake of that blast, one of the armed SIF guys took aim and fired, and an inhuman shriek split the air. Hagalaz: the rune of destruction. The ammunition was filled with pellets of pure iron, and it burst apart when it struck, sending the poisonous metal deep into the body of its target.


  I could have lashed out at the Unseelie, using what I’d learned to distract them while my teammates did something more effective. But as much as a part of me rejoiced at the sound of that scream, we hadn’t come here to kill them.


  We’d come here to stop the ritual.


  Grayson’s go-ahead came almost before the thought formed in my own mind. I ignored the battle around me and reached out to stop Julian.


  They’d put wards around him, but those were fraying as he ran, as the sidhe turned their attention to defense and iron shredded the air. My first tactic was deceptively simple, a telekinetic tripline he leapt over without bothering to counter it. That was only the feint, though, the distraction to let me get at his mind. I formed my energy into a blade, aiming to bore through his shields—


  There weren’t any. Julian’s mind was as open as the sky above us, bare of every wall it had ever held. Not just the deep shield, but all his personal defenses, every technique he’d been taught at the Center and studied under Grayson’s eye. For these, the moments he intended to be his last, he was as vulnerable as the infant he had once been.


  I slammed into that vulnerability with all the force of a wrecking ball. Julian staggered, dropped to his knees. The Unseelie on either side of him dragged him up and continued toward the summit of the hill. A stone waited there, ready to receive his body, but I was not going to let him go. Not even sparing an instant for apology, I took over his mind, paralyzing his limbs and then turning them against his captors.


  Or I tried to. He had one defense that didn’t go away with his shields, that only got stronger without them: his determination to die. He had fixed his soul on this sacrifice, on the belief that by giving up his life he would save us all. That belief burned through my control, our weapon against the sidhe now turned against me. He lurched onward, half-carried by the sidhe, and they had the attention to spare for everything I sent against them, because I wasn’t ready for this, I hadn’t learned enough.


  Neeya was ahead of me, blasting a path. We ran up the hill after Julian and the Unseelie, agents flanking us on either side. I gave up on attacking, gave up on control, just swamped him under with my desperation. They were lying to him, they were using him; I was going to lose Julian to this crusade, and all it would do was hand the victory to our enemies. His grief was immediate, and his regret. He didn’t want to hurt me—and I clung to that, tried to draw it out, tried to make him care more about me than about this moment. But it did no good: he’d made his choice, and even I couldn’t turn him from it.


  They were at the top of the hill, and we were still too far away. Julian lay down on the stone, his face turned toward the vanishing stars, and closed his eyes.


  Humans would have performed a ritual, with runes and candles and chanting. But these were sidhe, and they did not work magic like we did.


  One of the Unseelie raised a stone knife into the air.


  I couldn’t even muster the focus for telepathy. The command came out raw with desperation. “Neeya, do it!”


  I couldn’t save Julian. She might. If she was as good as she claimed.


  Neeya stopped dead, her body going loose and serene. Her gaze fixed on Julian, and through our link, I felt her lips curve into a sad smile. Every shield on her faded into nothingness.


  Forgive me, she said to Julian—and to me.


  Then she was gone, and Julian was there on the hillside next to me; but Neeya was on the stone, and the knife arced downward and plunged into her heart.


  
    

  


  Chapter Sixteen


  A scream tore from Julian’s throat and was echoed from all around the hill.


  Kim fell to her knees beside him, clutching her head. With a sensation like ripping cloth, the geas tore into shreds, into wisps, into nothing. There had been pain when the Unseelie removed it from him; this would be worse, the binding not picked apart with care but annihilated in an instant. Of course the Fiain would scream.


  But that wasn’t why he cried out.


  Forgive me. The words echoed in his head, a farewell whose meaning he couldn’t miss. He’d sworn to Neeya that he would remove the shield, and he’d found a way. But she wasn’t willing to let him die for it.


  She’d come here not just to rescue him, but to die in his place.


  The Fiain fell silent. All around them, the battle stuttered to a halt, rocked by the psychic earthquake that was the destruction of the geas. The only sounds were the wind and the gasps of the Fiain. Julian couldn’t even weep. Gutting was nothing next to this, the void in the world where Neeya had been.


  He sank to the ground next to Kim, clinging to her out of reflex. She trembled like a candle flame beneath his arm. When she turned her face up to him, her eyes were wide in the growing light, dizzy and lost. “Gods,” she whispered. “Oh, gods. You were right.”


  She wouldn’t believe him before. She couldn’t. The geas prevented it, binding her to come up with all kinds of plausible-sounding reasons why he had to be wrong about the two Courts. But there was no faking the change, no pretending that what she felt now was something imposed on her too subtly to notice.


  The Unseelie weren’t their friends. But neither were the Seelie. Both Courts were alien and untrustworthy—and the only reason Julian had trusted the Unseelie this far was because he knew this ritual would benefit their Court as well as his own people.


  The Fiain, free at last from the chains laid upon them by humans and sidhe both. Wild cards, random factors whose actions could no longer be controlled . . . but at least they were no longer the blind puppets of the Seelie Court.


  He’d been willing to die for that.


  He hadn’t been willing to let Neeya die.


  Kim knew it, too, because he hadn’t done anything to restore his shields, and there was nothing to hold him in. She clung to him and he to her, while all around them the other Fiain of the strike team picked themselves up from that bone-deep shock and stared at one another, speechless. Each knowing, beyond a doubt, what had just happened.


  “Grayson.” Kim didn’t let go of him, but she called out over his shoulder, and Grayson came.


  She was limping, and the hand that gripped her athame hung at her side, as if lifting it was only to be done as a last resort. “What the hell just happened?” Grayson asked quietly, keeping her gaze on the Unseelie.


  Kim’s arms tightened around Julian. “I was wrong. They weren’t misleading him. Everything I told you Julian said to me—it was true.” She twisted slightly, looking at the Unseelie, who were slowly gathering around Ravel, their leader. She also still held a knife, this one wet with Neeya’s blood.


  Julian met Ravel’s golden gaze. The Unseelie woman shrugged slightly. Of course she didn’t care; her goal had been the destruction of the geas. It made no difference to her which wilder died for it.


  He hated her for that.


  It gave him enough strength to rise. His voice thick with tears, he said to Ravel, “You know why they tried to stop me. Will you let us go in peace?”


  To a human, it would have been an absurd question. Sidhe lay unmoving on the hillside, many of them riddled with iron that poisoned the air. But the Unseelie wouldn’t care that their people had died, except as a pragmatic matter. They didn’t have the heart for that. All that would matter to them now was what came next.


  Kim had risen with him, and gripped his hand hard. She said, “You should let us go. Most of the Fiain back home have no idea what just happened, or why. All they know is that the shield is gone, and they don’t trust the Seelie anymore. You need us to explain.”


  Ravel’s smile was thin. “I am sure they will figure it out soon enough.” Then she turned one slender hand palm-up. The one that wasn’t holding the knife. “But if we were to kill you all for the damage you have inflicted tonight, it would only give your kin reason to maintain the alliance they have already begun to build. Behold our generosity: we will forgive you this destruction, and allow you to depart.”


  An arc of Guardians and SIF agents was forming behind the three of them, weapons and wards on a hair trigger. At a word from Grayson, the battle would resume—and maybe it should. The Unseelie were allies of convenience, nothing more, and all it would take was one shift in the wind to make them enemies again.


  And they had killed Neeya.


  No, Julian thought, sick at heart. She killed herself. For me. For all of us.


  Grayson was too cautious to continue the battle. There wasn’t enough to be gained by fighting here, and far too much to lose. She nodded and said, “So be it.”


  “Wait,” Julian said. He had to swallow before the words would come. “We can’t leave Neeya here.”


  The Unseelie faded back, opening a gap through which he could walk. Kim and Grayson went with him, two steps behind, giving him a measure of privacy. They expected him to break down — but he was too sick at heart for tears. Laid out on the sacrificial slab, Neeya looked tiny, childlike, far younger than her actual years. She’d been his little sister, and that meant he was supposed to protect her, guide her through the challenges of being a wilder. But Neeya wasn’t a child anymore; she’d grown up and made her own choices. If she’d died in battle as a Guardian, he would have grieved, but with pride. Instead he bled inside, because his own determination had blinded him until it was far too late.


  The sidhe watched with mocking golden eyes as he carried her body down the hill. The humans withdrew beneath the trees, retreating a half-mile or so, then formed a temporary perimeter while Grayson and the senior SIF agent conferred.


  Julian was crouching next to Neeya’s body, trying to restore his shields and failing, when he heard Kim draw in a sharp breath.


  It was enough to pierce the fog of his grief. He managed a thin telepathic wisp to Kim, a wordless question.


  She sank down next to him and answered in a whisper that was little more than an articulated breath. “We have to get out of here.”


  “Grayson’s working on it.”


  “No.” Kim’s gaze flicked to Grayson, then away, as if she didn’t want draw attention. “I mean we have to get away. I just saw—Julian, what do you think they’re going to do with us when we get back?”


  He hadn’t thought that far. Hadn’t expected there to be a future for him to think about.


  She’d said she saw. “A vision?”


  Her nod was minute. “The geas is gone from everybody, and it took the shield with it. They didn’t leave that thing on us solely as a means of control . . . but it was a nice little side benefit for them.”


  One that was now gone. From the perspective of anyone who had ever worried about the powers a wilder could command, the major defense against the Fiain had just irrevocably fallen.


  As had the means of protecting the Fiain themselves. Right now the Centers would be in a panic, every staff member scrambling to shield the youngest children. The big brothers and sisters would be organizing the rest, keeping order, helping their charges focus and maintain control until the crisis passed—but it wouldn’t.


  They didn’t have a replacement yet. The project that started with Robert and Liesel was larger now, but not large enough; they hadn’t had sufficient time. Julian knew that when the Unseelie persuaded him that the only feasible option was to tear the geas from everyone at once. Any slower approach would have been countered by the Seelie before it could get very far. With the geas no longer clouding his mind, Julian had looked at the trap the mortal world was walking into, and had judged the price acceptable.


  But again . . . he hadn’t thought he would live to see it.


  Part of him wanted to go back and suffer whatever consequences Kim had foreseen. They would put him on trial, maybe execute him; that would be all right.


  It wouldn’t just be him, though. It would be Kim—and Neeya, too. They couldn’t hurt her anymore, but they could drag her name through the mud, and they would. The world would make sure she went down in history as a dangerous rebel, rather than the hero she was.


  Julian bent his head over Neeya’s limp body. Her uniform was too dark to show the blood, but it was sticky and stiffening beneath his hand. He whispered, “Just tell me what to do.”


  ~


  The Fiain were too disciplined to drift toward where Julian and I knelt. It would have drawn attention. But we were all in contact with one another, a secondary linkage formed below the web that connected the whole strike team.


  Through the protected confines of that channel, I shared with them a condensed glimpse of my vision. Prisons, armed guards, walls of iron to replace the shield we had gotten rid of forever. Riots against wilders, a frightened populace catching wind of what had happened and drawing all the wrong conclusions. Getting our freedom wasn’t the end of our struggle — it was the beginning.


  Inola was the closest. She came and sat beside me. “Grayson and Harlow are discussing what to do with us,” she murmured, too quietly for anyone else to hear. “It doesn’t sound good.”


  Not staring at my former professor was a struggle. She’d given Julian and me the keys to unlock the shield . . . but that didn’t mean she supported a total break. Would she turn on us? Not maliciously, I thought; she would advocate for us to be treated with kindness. It would end more or less the same way, though: with imprisonment, punishment, backlash.


  “We have to run,” I said. “Not when we get back. All of us, now, before they expect it.”


  Inola’s breath hissed between her teeth. “That will only convince them they’re right—that the Fiain can’t be trusted.”


  “We can’t be trusted if they aren’t willing to trust.”


  The geas had bound every wilder to the side of the Seelie, but also to the side of humanity: it had told us to protect them, to be their guardians against the threat of magic and the Unseelie. I’d told Julian that I believed in the goodness of the Fiain, that if the geas vanished tomorrow they would still do their duty.


  Inola shook her head. “I won’t run.”


  Agreement echoed from all around us, some a bit swifter than others, but one wilder after another nodding or sending a wordless pulse. They knew they’d be walking into a conflagration. But even without an ancient compulsion driving them forward, they were willing to go.


  Call it peer pressure. Call it Fiain honor, and my determination to be worthy of the people I had joined. Whatever it was, I couldn’t bring myself to break ranks.


  Until Inola gripped my arm and brought me around to face her, heedless of the attention it might draw. “But you aren’t wrong. We’re going back, but you and Julian—they’ll crucify you. The two of you have to run.”


  Julian roused from his vigil over Neeya’s body. “Where will we go?”


  “Better if I don’t know,” Inola said.


  Because then they couldn’t take the knowledge from her mind. I’d said we should flee, but I’d hoped somebody else would suggest where we should flee to. The Seelie would be out to get us, the Unseelie couldn’t be trusted, and pretty soon there would be a manhunt on through the entire mortal world.


  Grayson turned to look at us. Her expression was cool as stone, giving nothing away. I knew what awaited us if Julian and I went back; she couldn’t save us from that.


  If we ran, whatever lay ahead might be just as bad.


  But at least we would have a chance.


  I gripped Julian’s hand. Harlow, the head SIF agent, finally noticed what was going on; he frowned and started our way. There was no time for anything subtle, no chance to slip away while his back was turned and hope Grayson could persuade him to take the wounded team home to safety instead of pursuing us. The Fiain were linked, and our massed power blazed up like a sun. Harlow acted on instinct, flinging out little matrices that had to be shield triggers; he’d learned them before we came out here, because he wanted to be ready to gut us all if he had to.


  But it was too late—had been too late since the moment the knife pierced Neeya’s heart. The shield couldn’t stop us anymore.


  The power flooded into the two of us, Julian and me. In the mortal world this would have been impossible, but we were in the place magic came from, and there was no one here who could match our strength. I focused the power and passed it to Julian, and he wove a circle around the two of us with no sigils or ritual components to help, nothing but raw force of will; the world went nuclear white around us, and we were gone.
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  Marie Brennan is an anthropologist and folklorist who shamelessly pillages her academic fields for material. She most recently misapplied her professors’ hard work to the Memoirs of Lady Trent (A Natural History of Dragons, The Tropic of Serpents, Voyage of the Basilisk, and In the Labyrinth of Drakes). She is also the author of the Doppelanger duology of Warrior and Witch, the Onyx Court historical fantasy series (Midnight Never Come, In Ashes Lie, A Star Shall Fall, and With Fate Conspire), and more than forty short stories.


  When she’s not obsessing over historical details too minute for anybody but her to care about, she practices shorin-ryu karate and pretends to be other people in role-playing games, which sometimes find their way into her writing.
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  MEMOIRS OF LADY TRENT
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    All the world, from Scirland to the farthest reaches of Eriga, know Isabella, Lady Trent, to be the world's preeminent dragon naturalist. She is the remarkable woman who brought the study of dragons out of the misty shadows of myth and misunderstanding into the clear light of modern science. But before she became the illustrious figure we know today, there was a bookish young woman whose passion for learning, natural history, and, yes, dragons defied the stifling conventions of her day.
  


  
    

  


  
    Here at last, in her own words, is the true story of a pioneering spirit who risked her reputation, her prospects, and her fragile flesh and bone to satisfy her scientific curiosity; of how she sought true love and happiness despite her lamentable eccentricities; and how she made the series of historic discoveries that would change the world forever.
  


  
    

  


  
    Buy the books!
  


  
    A Natural History of Dragons
  


  
    The Tropic of Serpents
  


  
    Voyage of the Basilisk
  


  
    In the Labyrinth of Drakes
  


  
    

  


  
    * * *
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    There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and prophecy.
  


  
    

  


  
    Kim never had to wonder what to major in at college. Her talent for divination made her future clear in more ways than one. But there are limits to what even a gifted seer can predict, and no card reading or prophetic dream can prepare Kim for what's to come during her junior year at Welton.
  


  
    

  


  
    Something has taken an interest in her friend Julian — an unseen force neither of them can identify. What starts as a dark omen quickly turns dangerous, as Julian finds himself under attack. To defend him, Kim will need more than her strengths; she will have to call on a form of magic she has never been able to master. If she can't learn fast enough, she may lose her friend forever.
  


  
    

  


  
    Kim knows she isn't ready for this. But if she wants to save Julian — and herself — she'll have to prove her own prophecies wrong.
  


  
    

  


  
    Buy the books! 
  


  
    "Welcome to Welton"
  


  
    Lies and Prophecy
  


  
    Chains and Memory
  


  
    

  


  
    * * *
  


  
    

  


  ONYX COURT
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      A second city lies beneath the streets of London: a place of darkness and mystery, intrigue and faerie enchantment.
    


    
      

    


    
      The Onyx Hall is London's shadow, a subterranean realm that protects its inhabitants from the powers of iron and Christian faith. The mortals above live their brief lives; kings and queens come and go; the fae of London are eternal.
    


    
      

    


    
      Buy the books! 
    


    
      Midnight Never Come
    


    
      Deeds of Men
    


    
      In Ashes Lie
    


    
      A Star Shall Fall
    


    
      With Fate Conspire
    


    
      

    


    
      * * *
    


    
      

    


    DOPPELGANGER
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      When a witch is born, a doppelganger is created. For the witch to master her powers, the twin must be killed. But what happens when the doppelganger survives?

    


    
      

    


    
      Mirage, a bounty hunter, lives by her wits and lethal fighting skills. She always gets her mark. But her new mission will take her into the shadowy world of witches, where her strength may be no match against magic.
    


    
      

    


    
      Miryo is a witch who has just failed her initiation test. She now knows that there is someone in the world who looks like her, who is her: Mirage. To control her powers and become a full witch, Miryo has only one choice: to hunt the hunter and destroy her.
    


    
      

    


    
      Buy the books! 
    


    
      Warrior
    


    
      Witch
    


    
      

    


    
      * * *
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      Have you ever:

    


    
      

    


    
      * Held a sword?
    


    
      * Taken a karate class?
    


    
      * Punched another person in the face?
    


    
      

    


    
      Even if your answer is "no," you can still write a good fight scene. In this guide, fantasy novelist Marie Brennan will show you how. Drawing on her experience with fencing, stage combat choreography, Okinawan martial arts, and above all writing, she lays out the components that turn the strikes into a compelling story.
    


    
      

    


    
      From purpose to tactics to prose, Writing Fight Scenes walks you through the anatomy and execution of combat on the page.
    


    
      

    


    
      Buy Writing Fight Scenes 
    


    
      

    


    
      * * *
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      Seven tales of supernatural horror . . .

    


    
      

    


    
      A maiden in a tower. A grandmother in a cottage. A stranger at a ball. None of them are what they seem, in this collection of very brief stories from fantasy author Marie Brennan. The dark forest of fairy tales hides things more perilous than wolves and wicked stepmothers. Are you prepared for what you'll find?
    


    
      

    


    
      Buy Monstrous Beauty
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