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Near-blind without his glasses, regarded as a burden to his family, Tyri left his clan to attempt a career as a runescribe in the city, taking his mute sister Vess with him so she doesn't grow up tormented as he was.

But finding a job proves more difficult than he anticipated, and his last hope to avoid being thrown out on the streets depends on the interview he has that morning.

A morning that comes crashing down on him by way of a thunderstorm and the stranger who runs into him and destroys his glasses…
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It was chilly when Tyri heard the knocker-up at the window. He groaned as he shoved his glasses on his face, climbed out of bed, and shoved the sash up. He leaned out, greeted by a face full of misty rain, and called out, "Thanks, Katy! Have a good day."

"And you, Tyri!" She winked and went on to the next window.

Tyri shivered, closed the window, and built the fire back up. It was a sad, tiny thing, as the room was barely big enough for the small fireplace and the furniture—which was just a bed, a rickety table and one chair, and a short, wobbly bureau.

Once the fire was going, he tipped the last of the oats into a pot and added water and a pinch of their limited salt. Then he got dressed for the day, making certain his clothes and hair were especially neat. He had to make a good impression—a spectacular impression. If he didn't get this job, there'd be no rent money, and he and Vessie would be sleeping on the streets. Some big brother he was. But he couldn't be sorry he'd brought her along on his mad attempt to build a life outside of the clan that didn't really want either of them. Their job was entertaining people and selling stuff to people, and of what use were a basically blind man and a mute girl for either of those things?

Not that he was sorry to have missed all that. He hated that life, and he loved being a runescribe, helping wizards with their work, being the highly skilled and capable assistant they simply could not live without.

That was the dream, anyway. Whether or not he'd achieve it… Well, so far it had been one failure after another. He wasn't thrilled with this latest prospect, but he was in no position to be choosy. He'd work for Daleus for a year, obtain a warm apartment in a good neighborhood, far away from the slums they currently lived in, then look for work with someone whose opinions he didn't despise.

He was just shaking Vessie awake when thunder cracked overhead. "Oh, no." He had to get to the job interview, and he couldn't afford to take a carriage to the end of the block, let alone clear across town. His only hope was to beat the storm. "Vessie, get up! I have to go. I'll be back in two hours. Behave! I love you!"

Grabbing his satchel and slinging it over his shoulder, Tyri raced out of the room, down the rickety stairs, jumping past the missing or broken ones with absentminded familiarity, and ran as fast as he could.

His feet splashed in puddles as he raced, which meant it had rained in the night too. He must have been sleeping hard to have missed that, but then it had been a long day moving cargo for a pittance.

He ran, lungs burning, splashing through the streets, praying fervently that the rain held off just a little longer. Ten minutes. That was all he needed to reach High Street, at which point he could take covered walks all the rest of the way to the Hall of Magic.

He looked up as thunder cracked loud enough it felt like the ground shook, even though he was running as fast as he could—

And saw, far too late, the man who came running out of the alleyway.

They collided painfully, and Tyri went down hard, cracking his head on the cobblestones. His glasses went flying, the world reduced to blurry colors. He scrambled frantically for his glasses, terrified—

Only for the dreaded crunch of boots smashing glass into cobblestones to fill his ears. No. No, no, no.

"Damn it," said the other man.

Then, just because Tyri's world hadn't completely fallen apart, the rain finally let loose. It didn't even have the grace to start out slowly. The sky simply tore open and dumped rain that fell so hard it stung where it struck his skin.

Tyri just sat there in the rapidly increasing mud and puddles, trying not to cry. It wasn't fair. He'd worked so hard to come this far. All he'd needed was for the spirits to give him this one morning, just one fucking morning where everything went right.

Instead, as usual, everything was going horribly wrong.

"Why are you sitting there? Come on, come on, this rain is too cold to linger in." The stranger yanked Tyri up and right against his side and threw something over him. A cloak. It was heavy, warm from the man's body heat, and seemed to repel water completely. That was expensive spellwork, never mind that the cloak seemed to be big enough for both of them.

Tyri tried to speak—to thank him, to ask what was going on, to explain that he was blind without his glasses and would not be able to find his way home—but they were moving too quickly and his head was killing him, between hitting it and not being able to see, skipping breakfast so Vessie could have what remained of their oats, soreness and exhaustion from laboring the other day…

He did cry then, as the loss of his glasses really sunk in. There was no way he'd be able to get new ones, not even at a junk shop, even pretending for two minutes that he could find his way to one. Vessie could guide him, but she couldn't speak, so if someone dangerous came upon them…

How was he supposed to go home and tell his baby sister his clumsiness was going to leave them homeless and starving? Tyri just cried harder. At least the rain made it impossible for the stranger to notice; he didn't need that humiliation on top of everything else.

"Come on," the stranger said. He had a beautiful voice, warm and bright, like standing in front of a crackling fire, wrapped in a soft, cozy blanket. "Just here, now."

Tyri cried out as he struck what he realized too late were stairs and pitched forward—but he was caught at the last minute, dragged close again.

"Are you alright?"

"I can't see," Tyri bit out. "My glasses—my vision is terrible."

"Of course," the stranger said, sounding genuinely contrite. "My apologies. It really was most stupid of me to bolt out of the alleyway like that. I should have had more care. Hang on tight."

"What—" Tyri yelped as he was swept up off his feet and flailed briefly before finally managing to throw his arms around the stranger's neck. So close, the cloak still mostly, awkwardly wrapped around him, he was struck by hints of the stranger's cologne—night jasmine, anise, musk. Mercy. He wanted to roll around in that scent.

He flushed hot. He must have hit his head hard to be thinking such a ridiculous thing about a man he hadn't even seen. His wits were finally well and truly addled.

But mercy, that voice, that scent, and the way the man carried him like he weighed nothing… If not for the wretchedness of his day, and the fact he had not a single pence to his name, Tyri might have been inclined to try a bit of flirting.

Then they were inside, though whether it was a house or a teashop or the home of the Great Spirits, Tyri couldn't begin to say. The man was giving orders to greenish blobs, never pausing in his stride as he spoke. The blobs replied, but Tyri was too disoriented to really listen to what was being said.

Finally, they came to a stop, and he was slowly lowered to his feet. "Where am I?" He pressed a hand to his aching head, which wasn't helped by the strain on his eyes. What was he going to do? Bad enough they would be homeless and starving, now he wouldn't be able to protect Vessie or look for work. Or do anything.

"My home," the stranger replied, and clearly he thought that was an adequate answer, never mind that they could be on one of the moons for all Tyri knew.

"I mean—hey, what are you doing!" Tyri tried to shove the man away but only got his hands knocked away for his efforts.

"You can't stay in these sodden clothes; you're soaked clear to the bone."

Tyri pulled away, face hot. "I can undress myself! I have bad eyes, not bad hands! If you please!"

The hands vanished, and an infuriatingly delightful chuckle washed over Tyri. "My apologies." Something warm and soft was pressed into his hands. "Here is a dressing robe. I'll return in a few minutes."

Then the man was gone. Without a name. A proper location. Nothing. What sort of mad fiend dragged a stranger to his home and began undressing him, all over broken glasses? Why not simply take him to a coffee shop or teahouse or something and resolve the matter there like a normal person?

But then again, normal people would have probably given him some money to pay for the damages and gone on their way, without even asking if he could find his way home or to his destination. At most, they might have offered to pay for a carriage.

Mad fiend or not, this man seemed to be trying to take care of him in a peculiar, roughshod way. Hopefully. Tyri couldn't, or wouldn't, think why else a stranger would drag him into their home without so much as a by your leave.

Tyri stripped quickly, piling his clothes as best he was able, and shrugged into the dressing robe. It smelled like the stranger's cologne and was so soft he was hard-pressed to stop petting it. He looked around, trying to discern which blob might be a sofa or chair or something, but before he could decide which to try, the door slammed open again.

"Ah, good. We'll get these cleaned and repaired, though it looks like the breeches are torn badly enough in the seat that you'll need a new pair. "Liste! Where are you? Oh. Why are you lurking over there?"

"I didn't want to get smacked while you're flailing about," Liste drawled. "I prefer to drink hot toddies, not wear them."

The man snorted a laugh. "Imagine that. Give it here, that one isn't for you."

"Never say."

"Oh, stop being impertinent and send the boys to fetch Borin and arrange for Clyra to come in the next few days. What are we having for supper?"

"Food, same thing we have every Tensday," Liste retorted loftily, and then Tyri could hear the click of his heels fading off.

Was Liste really a servant? How could he speak that way to his employer? Surely that was going to get him in trouble.

But the stranger only laughed and bellowed after him: "Make sure there's enough for three!" He gently pressed something into Tyri's hands—a mug, so probably the hot toddy. "No, wait." He took the hot toddy back, rested a hand on Tyri's back, and led him over to what proved to be a ridiculously comfortable sofa. Tyri couldn't remember the last time he'd sat on anything but his creaky bed or the chair that was liable to break at any moment.

"All right, now drink this," the man said, and gave him the mug again. "Liste doesn't believe in moderation, so there's lots of whiskey in that."

Tyri held fast, terrified of dropping what felt like fragile, expensive china. "Thank you," he said, and took a sip, not certain what else he could do under the circumstances. It burned all the way down and left him gasping. "You were right about the whiskey."

The man laughed. "You get used to it."

Did the man even realize how silly it was to say that to someone he'd never see again after he was done…doing whatever he was doing? As much as Tyri would love to get used to being served hot toddies by wealthy lords with lovely voices and sexy cologne, such things didn't happen in even his wildest dreams. His only wish for the day had been to tell his sister he'd finally gotten a good job. He'd planned to spend his first whole week of pay, after rent and food, on her: clothes, shoes, toys, and books. All secondhand of course, but it would have been something.

"Thank you for helping me, my lord. My name is Tyri Morsca."

"Oh! Yes, names! My apologies—again. My name is Rathte. I apologize profusely for crashing into you like that and then promptly destroying your glasses. I am truly sorry for that; my impatience and rough edges should not harm others. But never fear, I've sent for the man who does my reading glasses and a tailor to get you in new clothes, since it's also my fault your breeches are quite ruined."

"You needn't go to so much trouble," Tyri said. "I was running and not paying attention. It was as much my fault as yours, if it was yours at all."

Rathte laughed. "Oh, it was my fault entirely. One expects people to run on the street, especially from an oncoming storm. But bolting blindly from an alleyway? I know better. I was just impatient to be home and distracted by my thoughts. How is the toddy? Too much whiskey? Should I have Liste make you a new one?"

"No, no. It's wonderful. The best thing I've drunk in months." Not that it was hard to do better than tepid water, but even back when he was still with his clan, the toddies had never been like this.

"Tyri Morsca," Rathte repeated. "That's a nomadic name. Dancing River Clan, I believe."

Startled, Tyri said, "Yes, how did you know?"

Rathte laughed again, and Tyri wished that he could see. Someone who smelled so wonderful and had such a lovely voice and beautiful laugh…

It made his gut twist, though he couldn't say exactly why. Or didn't want to admit why, at any rate. Nobody like that was every going to regard someone like him with anything but pity.

"I traveled extensively in my younger days," Rathte said. "Spent some time with the Sunflower Clan, helped them over the wintering in the Black Peak Mountains, met many of the other clans."

"That's incredible." If they'd allowed him to travel with them and winter with them, they must hold this man is high esteem.

"I was most honored by their invitations. I keep in touch with them to this day, go to see them whenever they're in the Valley."

"Amazing," Tyri said, fighting back sudden tears. Dancing River wasn't nearly so kind or accommodating. Not with strangers. Not with those who left. "They must hold you dearly."

"They do, though I don't deserve it. I was even more of a trial in my youth than I am now."

"Youth? You don't sound even the slightest bit old," Tyri said.

Rathte replied, "Thirty-seven."

"That's not old."

"Depends on the hour and the day. What about you? Not a day over twenty, I would wager."

"Twenty-four," Tyri said sourly. He looked young, but not that young.

"My apologies," Rathte said, a grin in his voice. "Now, then. My glasses master will be here shortly. Would you like something other than whiskey with a splash of tea and honey in the meantime? I'll have it brought," he promptly added, standing and calling for Liste, his voice fading off as, instead of simply waiting a moment, he went searching.

Despite everything, Tyri laughed. Whoever Rathte was, he was quite the tempest. He reminded Tyri of his father a small bit, in that he handed out orders not because he just assumed everyone would obey him, but because it never occurred to him not to take control of a situation. His father, however, did get vexed when he wasn't obeyed, even if the order was a poor one. To judge by Rathte's interactions with Liste, he took corrections, suggestions, and adjusted accordingly—and didn't care if people smarted off.

Rathte might be a mad fiend, but he seemed wonderful at the same time. He was dizzying in the best, worst way. Tyri's day might have been completely ruined, but at least he hadn't been knocked over by some heartless ass who'd left him on the street.

Tyri hid a sigh in another swallow of the toddy. What was he was supposed to do, now he'd missed a chance to interview with Daleus? Runescribe postings showed up so infrequently. He could go back to the docks or the nightsoil yards, but the more time he spent doing cheap labor, the less time he had to find work as a runescribe.

Maybe his family was right, and this was all a stupid, futile waste of time, and he should have just done as the clan told him.

Of course, there was always Forri and his despicable offer. Maybe it wouldn't be completely awful.

Tyri swallowed, remembering the lascivious look on Forri's face, the mean glint in his eye, all the whispers from others in the slums who'd been desperate or foolish enough to accept Forri's offer.

No, he couldn't. He'd probably change his mind after sleeping on the streets for a few days, but right now his answer was still no.

Thinking about Forri ruined any desire for the food being brought. At least the whiskey was starting to take effect, dulling the whole world and quieting some of his tumult.

"Now I know I can be a bit much for even my mother to take, but surely my company is not so bad as to look that wretched," Rathte said as he reappeared as suddenly as he'd departed.

Tyri flinched. "No—of course not! I'm so sorry! I appreciate all you've done for me, of course. I simply was worrying—" He broke off as Rathte laughed and laughed.

An arm fell across his shoulders, tugging him closer, causing the toddy to splash a bit on his robe. "No need to worry; we'll set all to rights. I am certain you will feel much better once you can see again, hmm? Liste has set the girls to getting your clothes in order, and he also took the liberty of setting your soaked bag and the papers within to drying out."

"My papers!" In the tumult of it all, he'd completely forgotten about his bag and all the precious licenses, work history, and handwriting samples within.

"No need to fret. Liste is an old hand at rescuing paper from ruin. From the look of your papers, you're a runescribe. So where were you going, my fine new friend, when I so rudely knocked you about? Is there an employer I need to inform of your whereabouts? I should have asked sooner. You should have said something!"

When in the world would he have? But Tyri only said, "No employer. I was actually headed to interview for a job." Tyri tried not to notice that wonderful strength, the jasmine and anise scent, the beautiful voice. He ached to know what Rathte looked like but wasn't sure that was a good idea, given how enchanting he already seemed. "I came to the city thinking I could find work as a runescribe, but it's proven vastly more difficult than anticipated."

It didn't help that he didn't have anywhere near the fancy training as other runescribes. The Clans did not hold with High Magic and all the 'nonsense' that went with it, like runescribing.

Really, though, they had just hated that he was so blind, had been so for practically his entire life, it seemed. He couldn't do anything without his glasses, which meant he couldn't really perform, couldn't read and charm customers as easily as the others.

So he'd gone, and nobody had really tried to stop him. Nor had they tried to stop him taking Vess with him. Though they were probably waiting to say I told you so when he inevitably came crawling back.

"You are looking gloomy again," Rathte said, startling him from his thoughts. "I do not like unhappy guests. I think your toddy needs refreshed—" He broke off as a bell rang through the house, then clapped Tyri on the back so hard more of the toddy splashed out of his cup. "That will be Borin. Liste!" Rathte took off again, calling loudly as he went. "Is that Borin? Splendid to see you! Liste, another toddy for Master Tyri."

"Oh, you know his name. Did you actually ask, or did he tell you?"

"What do you think? Stop making fun of me and go get that toddy. And go easy on the whiskey, man. He's half my size and looks like he hasn't eaten properly in ages. Where is the food I requested?"

"Requested? Is that what you call your bellowing?" Liste asked, though there was laughter in his voice. "It will be here shortly. I already noticed he was skin and bones, and when I told cook, she insisted on fixing up 'something proper,' rather than sending out the usual tray of your 'airy, empty nonsense.'"

"Are you sure she wasn't describing my head?" Rathte asked.

"Not this time," Liste replied with a snicker as Borin choked on a laugh.

Tyri could only listen in awe. His family didn't talk to one another this way. It was something he'd only ever caught glimpses of when he watched and listened to customers. Envy and longing cut through him, but Tyri ruthlessly ignored it. There was no point in wishing for impossible things. One near-impossible thing was all the stress he could endure.

"Get on with you, then," Rathte finally said. "And I mean it about the whiskey—go easy!"

Liste made a derisive noise and then his heels clicked off again.

Tyri's face burned that they'd noticed he'd not been eating much. Did he look that awful? Maybe it was for the best he hadn't humiliated himself at an interview. Maybe the spirits were trying to tell him he was chasing clouds.

Rathte sat down next to him again, pressed far too close for Tyri's peace of mind. "As promised, we'll get you fixed right up." He patted Tyri's thigh. "Food and another toddy are on the way, as well."

"Thank you," Tyri said. "You're going to far too much trouble for me."

"I like trouble, ask anyone," Rathte said, and god, Tyri wanted to see the beautiful smile he could hear in that hearth-warm voice.

Before he could figure out a reply, a blur sat down in front of him. Borin, presumably, on a footstool or something. "My, my," Borin said, clucking his tongue. "You cannot see at all, can you, my dear? Brace yourself, I am going to touch your face." Calloused but gentle fingers rested on his cheeks, thumbs resting over his eyelids, and then came the soft thrum of low-level magic as Borin read his eyes.

After a few minutes, Borin withdrew, and then came the scratching of pen on paper. "Poor thing. I'll get to work as soon as I get back to my shop and have them ready by morning."

"That's fine," Rathte replied. "I'd also like some spare sets, but those don't need to be done so quickly. Just put everything on my account."

"Of course," Borin replied. "How are your new lenses?"

They lapsed into conversation, leaving Tyri to wallow in his own worries and fears. How was he going to get home? Vess would be expecting him soon, and Mrs. Tillery would not watch her all night—and he would have to go home empty-handed and blind, and how was he going to find his way anywhere to retrieve his glasses, and he shouldn't let Rathte pay for them, but what choice did he have?

He was stirred from his thoughts by someone pressing a large, heavy mug into his hands. Whatever was in it smelled divine enough the spirits would eat it. His stomach growled. "You are certainly pretty when gloomy, but I bet you would be prettier if I got you to smile," Rathte said, and the words should have bothered Tyri, too reminiscent of the things Forri said, but when Rathte said them they didn't make his skin crawl. They sounded like he just wanted Tyri to be happy, which was ridiculous, because why should Rathte care? And yet the impression persisted.

"I'm fine," he insisted. "I apologize for appearing gloomy. You—you don't have to pay for my glasses."

"You may as well give up protesting because I'm going to pay for the glasses and the clothes," Rathte said briskly. "Now, here is an early lunch for you. A nice, hearty barley soup with plenty of beef and fresh bread to go along, and a fruit tart for after. I never get those for lunch. Cook must really like you, or she's buttering me up for something."

Tyri's stomach growled again. Spirits, he couldn't remember the last time he'd had such food. Whenever he managed a bit of extra coin, he bought food and gave it all to Vess, ate whatever was left on the rare occasion there was anything left. He pinched his eyes shut to stop the tears and managed an embarrassingly wobbly, "Thank you." But it also reminded him that Vess was still waiting. "It smells wonderful, but my little sister—she'll be waiting for me. I really must go." He tried to set the mug down, but a hand fell heavily on his shoulder, another on his knee.

"Be still and eat your soup," Rathte commanded, wrapping his fingers around the spoon in the mug that Tyri hadn't realized was there. "We will not leave your sister to worry herself. Is there anyone else, or is it just the two of you?"

"You've done enough," Tyri said, shaking his head, drawing back.

"You still cannot see," Rathte said, voice firm, hand firmer as it held him in place. "There is little sense in protesting, and I want to help. Please."

Tyri sighed but was almost amused despite himself. "You don't get ordered around much, do you? Or refused."

"Oh, people refuse me all the time," Rathte replied. "I am quite unbearable, not least of all because I am good at bossing people around and have little interest in orders that are not my own. Now then, where do you live? I will send someone to fetch her here."

Cringing in shame, Tyri said, "Bluebird Street, Building 6, room 412A."

"Liste! Liste! Where are you?"

"Yes, my lord?"

"Our guest has a little sister who needs to come join him." He rattled off the address Tyri had given him. Tyri was grateful for his poor vision for once: he didn't have to see whatever looks they exchanged to learn he lived in the slums. "She—" Rathte stopped, seemed to turn, and spoke to Tyri. "What's her name? How old is she?"

"Vess, but I call her Vessie. She's six. She's also mute. People think she's deaf, but she can hear just fine. She was just born with vocal chords that don't work."

"And the two of you moved to the city alone? That is remarkably brave of you. I can barely get by in this city some days, and I have all my senses."

"I would argue the hearing," Liste drawled.

"I hear fine. I simply don't listen to impertinent wretches who should already be off telling one of the girls to go fetch young Mistress Vessie."

"As my lord commands."

When he'd gone, Tyri could not help but ask, "Is he always like that?"

Rathte laughed and once again reclaimed his spot right next to Tyri. "Mouthing off, you mean? Always. We've known each other since we were boys.

Silence fell again, and Tyri slowly and carefully ate his soup, not certain what else to say or do—not that he could do anything, but still.

"So what job were you going to interview for today?" Rathte asked.

Tyri shrugged. "I don't really know the details, only that it was one of a handful of runescribe positions for a wizard. He seems to be well-known but not much liked. A job is a job, though. His name was…" Tyri tried to recall it, but his head still hurt despite the whiskey, and the name wouldn't come to him.

"Daleus," Rathte said, voice going hard and cold.

"That's it," Tyri said, recoiling slightly. "It was the first runescribing job I've heard about since we arrived several months ago." He shrugged again, withdrew, hunching. "I don't know where else to look. Not many people want an unknown runescribe. I doubt I would have gotten the job, but I had to try."

"What level runescribe are you?"

"Master. My license and everything else were in my bag." Tyri gnawed on his bottom lip. "Will my papers really be all right? I can't—" He bit the words off, afraid it would sound like he was trying to wheedle even more out of Rathte if he said he couldn't afford to have new copies made.

Runescribes were really nothing more than highly specialized secretaries for wizards—they could read and write runes as well as, if not better than, the wizards who used them. It was the job of a runescribe to transcribe their master's work, do research as necessary, take notes, communicate with other wizards' scribes, and other such duties, leaving the wizard free to focus on his magic. That runescribes could not use magic was an asset, as it meant they could not steal, sabotage, or otherwise affect the work of their masters.

"It's rare that a nomad picks up such a skill," Rathte said thoughtfully. "But I guess with your vision—"

"Yes," Tyri cut in, not wanting to hear it.

"So what other wizards have you heard about?" Rathte asked.

Tyri shrugged again, stroking his fingers absently along the rim of his mug. He finished the soup, and Rathte promptly shoved a new toddy in his hands. Despite the fact more whiskey was probably a bad idea, Tyri took a generous swallow, then finally said, "Daleus is the name I hear the most. He's an expert on curses and charms—mostly curses." He grimaced at that because he did not really favor curses, but he favored less letting his sister go hungry, and so he had made himself ignore that element. "Uh—the only other wizard I hear people talk about is one that is always causing trouble, and who has been banned from several houses in the city. I heard the other day he's been banned from the royal presence, but I think that was an exaggeration. That's Wizard Rathtelon…." He trailed off as realization struck him and flushed dark in embarrassment. "You're—that's you, isn't it?"

Rathte laughed loud and long. When he finally stopped, he said, "Wizard Rathtelon Rediburgh, at your service." He grasped Tyri's chin, tilting his face up to kiss each of his cheeks softly in formal greeting. "I am the troublemaker, the one no one will associate with for fear of what I might do to them. I am bossy, demanding, impatient, scattered, and generally obnoxious. I have been banned from the royal presence, but only because Prince Ceddi is mad at me for making a better dragon than him. I've never kept a runescribe for longer than a week, though I am desperately in need of one."

"Um—why?" Tyri asked, heart thudding in his chest. He didn't want to get his hopes up. He didn't. But if Rathte was mentioning all this because he thought Tyri would be willing to accept the position out of sheer desperation…

Well, he would. In a moment. He'd start the very moment he could see well enough to write.

"Because I'm terrifying," Rathte said. "They don't like my assertive nature and roughshod ways."

Tyri laughed before he could catch himself. "Like practically kidnapping a perfect stranger after knocking him over? Carrying him upstairs, attempting to strip him naked, and then getting him drunk and paying for glasses and clothes no matter what protestations are offered?" He clapped a hand over his mouth as he realized what he'd just said and lowered his head, ashamed. "My apologies. That sounds ungrateful. I swear I'm not. You've been kinder to me than anyone else in this city."

Rathte only laughed and laughed. He was so close that Tyri could feel it rumble through his own body, and if not for the combination of whiskey and steadily increasing exhaustion, he might have embarrassed himself with how much he liked having Rathte pressed close and laughing so delightfully. "Precisely. You seem to have more patience than most. Liste is the only other one who can put up with me directly every single day. We grew up together. The only time we didn't spend at least part of every day with each other was when I went off to school and he went into the military. Now he insists on controlling my household. The rest of the staff uses him as a buffer or sees me only rarely, like Borin."

Though the words were spoken lightly, Tyri didn't think he was imagining the loneliness, the wistfulness, in his tone. "I appreciate what you've done. Disconcerting or not, everyone else in this city would have left me alone in the street, blind, wet, and with no way of getting myself home. I—"

He broke off as the door opened, and he heard the familiar sound of Vess running toward him. His drink was taken away just in time, and he held her tight as Vess threw herself into his arms. He kissed her cheek. "Hi, Vess. I'm sorry I didn't get you myself."

She pulled back and a moment later her little hands covered his eyes.

"That's right," Tyri said, smiling. "They got broken. I'm waiting for new ones. This is Lord Rathte. He's the noble knight who rescued me."

Rathte laughed. "I was also the dragon who broke them. My lady, it is an honor to meet you. Would you like something to eat? Liste! Oh, skulking in your corner again."

"My lord," Liste drawled.

"Oh, stop your smirking. Bring that tea tray over here. Have some rooms made up, if you haven't already."

"I'm insulted, my lord. I did that straight away."

"Serves you right after insulting me all day. My, look at all those little cakes. Did we always have these, and Cook has been holding out on me?"

"I'm sure I couldn't say, my lord."

"Of course." There was a clink of china and the rustle of clothes, then Vess was gone and, he thought, settled on a chair that had been brought over for her. "There you are, princess. Cake and milk tea, just like my baby sister liked it, gods grant her peaceful rest."

"I'm sorry," Tyri said, taken aback.

"It was years ago," Rathte said. "She was a few years older than Vess when illness took her. But come, come, eat up, dear princess. And you finish your toddy."

"My whiskey, you mean?"

Rathte laughed. "Just so." He patted Tyri's thigh, then said, "Now, pretty princess, do you know finger language? No? Well, that can certainly be taught! Here, copy me. Good, good. You have marvelously deft hands. There! Well done! You've just told me your name."

Vess clapped, and Tyri nearly started crying again. The two of them had their own little hand signals, but it had never occurred to him there was a whole proper language. Damn it, he wished he could see her face.

"There," Rathte said, "now you can ask for tea and say thank you for it. We'll have you chattering like a magpie before the week is out."

"You just did more for her in a few minutes than I've done my whole life," Tyri said, voice breaking. "I cannot thank you enough for being so generous, for what amounts to no reason at all."

"Not at all," Rathte said gruffly. "Normally when I run into people, all I get is screamed at and demands for money—which I'm happy to give, but not when people call me names and demand three or more times what the damages actually cost."

"That's awful. I'm so sorry that happens to you."

"Well, after a point, I'm sure I deserve it for never learning my lesson about barreling out of alleys without looking." He patted Tyri's thigh again. "Drink up, drink up, while I teach the little princess a few more basics. Then we'll get you fitted with some temporary clothes until the tailor can come and get you set proper."

Tyri obeyed, listening to Rathte chat enough for two, speaking to Vess as he would anyone else, instead of talking down to her like mute somehow equaled stupid. Neither was it a chore to simply listen to the sound of Rathte's voice. It was little wonder he was used to being obeyed, with a voice like that.

But the combination of the strange day, too much whiskey, warmth, and Rathte's voice conspired against him, and despite his efforts to stay awake and not leave Vess alone, sleep swiftly got the better of him.

*~*~*

He woke to sunlight on his face and jerked up—then remembered where he was, though he didn't remember going to bed. Spirits, had Rathte carried him again? Tyri rubbed at his burning cheeks.

There was a shift as someone climbed on the bed, small enough it could only be a small girl. Or a large dog, possibly, but dogs were usually rather boisterous. "Vess?" Familiar little hands rested on his and some of his tension eased. "Are you all right?" She patted his hands three times, signaling she was fine.

Before he could ask further questions, she pressed something into his hands—a glasses case, by the feel of it. Heart trip-trapping for no good reason at all, Tyri opened it and carefully pulled out the glasses inside. By the feel of them, the weight, they were better than any pair he'd owned before.

Slowly Tyri slid them—then blinked, adjusting. They were…crystal clear, perfect, and he could see better than he'd ever seen before. He pulled them off and wiped his eyes, then slid them back on and smiled at Vess. She clapped and hugged him. He tousled her dark curls, then slid out of bed, looking around the luxuriously appointed room in wonder and no little awe. After years in wagons and months in a shoddy one-room apartment, this place was like living in a palace. Once they left, he doubted he'd ever see anything this fine ever again.

The thought of leaving shouldn't hurt so much—but no, why shouldn't it? A kind man had given him glasses, had fed and clothed and frankly spoiled him rotten. And for no good reason at all, he was doing the same for Vess.

More than all of that, even the glasses, he had taught Vess a way to communicate. The moment Tyri had a job he would save however much it took to see she got further finger language lessons.

Unfamiliar clothes were draped neatly over a chair. Tyri touched them, rubbed the fabric between his fingers. Good linen, the jacket was fine wool, and the stockings seemed to be silk. If he sold them at the secondhand shop down the street from their building, he could pay rent for at least three months, possibly four. They weren't the kind of clothes he should be wearing, but he couldn't stay in his night robe—oh, god, Rathte had probably removed the dressing gown and put the robe on him, that man—so he quickly pulled them on, smoothing the fabric fretfully as he finished. Then he turned back to Vess and started to speak, but only wound up staring in surprise. "Wherever did you get that dress, Vessie?"

She beamed and stood up on the bed, bouncing and twirling to show off her violet dress and white, lace-trimmed pinafore with a matching ribbon holding back most of her curls.

"You look like a princess," Tyri said, breath hitching as he was once again forced to remove his glasses and dry his eyes. He could never repay all this kindness. Worse, he couldn't give Vess the same things, and how was he supposed to take them away now that she had them?

But hadn't Rathte mentioned something about needing a runescribe? Was he imagining that? The previous day was hazier than he liked, and spirits, how long had he slept?

Vess jumped off the bed, ran to him, and grasped his hand in both of hers, beaming up at him, the happiest he had seen her—practically ever, really. Still holding fast to his hand, she dragged him from the room, down a beautiful set of winding marble stairs, past paintings and tapestries and furniture that left him reeling at the sheer casual luxury of it all.

"How do you know the way so well, Vessie?" he asked with a smile. "Princess of the castle already, are you?" Oh, what was he going to do? He couldn't take her from this back to their hovel, back to their nothing.

She pressed her free hand to her mouth in a silent giggle and then let go of his hand briefly to gesture with both of hers.

While he didn't understand exactly, it wasn't hard to guess. "Charming a wizard, huh? Trying to wrap him around your finger so you can get more dresses and cakes?" He laughed when she stuck her tongue out at him.

Finally, they reached a room that seemed to have mostly windows for walls, looking out over a veritable rainbow of flowers, morning sunshine spilling across a table and chairs in the middle of the room—

And the most stunning man Tyri had ever seen standing off to one side, obviously having been looking at the garden until the door opened. His hair was so pale a blond it was nearly white, neatly braided back but with several wispy strands falling to frame his face. Warm brown skin and the constantly color-shifting eyes of a wizard. He was beautiful in a sharp, elegant way, like a well-crafted blade. He was dressed in a handsome blue and green jacket, well-fitted brown breeches, fine shoes with silver buckles, and silver and opal rings in his ears and nose.

His ridiculously distracting lips curved in a warm smile as he saw them and strode over. "Good morning. You're looking much better. I am glad. You slept so long, I was worried perhaps you'd gotten sick, but the princess here assured me that you simply work too hard. How are the glasses?" He lifted a hand as though to touch, then curled his fingers in and let his hand fall. "Borin thought he read your measurements correctly but said to summon him at once if they required adjusting."

"Perfect," Tyri blurted, face going hot. "I mean, the glasses are perfect. I've never had such fine ones. Thank you, my lord, for everything. Especially everything you've done for my sister; it shames me to admit it, but I never could have done all that you have."

Rathte made a soft noise that seemed somewhere between dismissal and comfort. "It's not hard to tell that I have more money than one person needs. I donate, sponsor, and more, and still I have piles of the stuff. All princesses should have pretty dresses—or breeches, whichever they prefer. Isn't that right, your highness?"

Vess giggled and signed something. Rathte smiled and replied in the same manner, then looked at Tyri and said, "She says she's never worn breeches, and I said we can certainly fix that. I think one of my half dozen nieces has some that were left here with everything else in storage. Mistress Vess is most welcome to them; I certainly don't have any use for children's clothes."

"My lord, you don't—"

"You may as well not bother," Rathte said with a crooked smile that somehow made him even more devastating, which was wholly unfair. He slid an arm around Tyri's shoulders. "I do as I like, and I would like for her to have whatever clothes she desires. It's not as though any of it will be missed; the nieces who once owned them have outgrown them by now."

"I—you've done far too much for us, my lord." Tyri looked up at him, then away before he did something stupid like kiss him. "This is far beyond compensating me for the broken glasses. I don't—I could never repay all of this. You did not—"

Rathte laid a finger over his lips and gave him that crooked smile again. He turned back to Vessie and said, "I think Cook was looking for you. She wanted someone to test her cakes and tell her if they needed more cream. Why don't you go see her?"

Vess nodded, gave Tyri's legs a quick hug, and then darted off, leaving them alone.

Slowly Rathte's finger slid away. Tyri could still feel it though, and fought an urge to lick his lips. His heart drummed in his ears.

"There is something I would like to discuss with you, now you've got your glasses back and are not relying on me or anyone else. Equal footing, as it were."

Tyri bit back a laugh. Him on equal footing to a wizard who was nothing more than amused that he'd been banned from the royal presence and nearly a third of the noble houses in the city. "Yes, my lord."

"Oh, stop your quiet laughter," Rathte said with a sigh that was completely ruined by his smile and the mirth in his rainbow eyes. "I mean, now that you're capable of walking away, without fearing you'll be dumped on the street with no way to get home safely or take care of yourself and your sister. Is that better?"

"I knew what you meant, my lord."

"Stop calling me that. Liste only says it sarcastically, so I'm going to keep thinking you're doing the same thing." He winked, then cleared his throat. "As you've realized by now, I don't listen to anyone but myself, and I like to take charge and make decisions and give orders and expect everyone to go along with it—for the most part."

Tyri blinked and said, "You are rather take charge, yes. But that's the way it is in the clans; my father is…not dissimilar to you. I bet you know that."

Rathte smiled faintly—hesitantly. "So, it doesn't bother you?"

"Only when I can't see, and strangers attempt to remove my clothes without so much as a by your leave," Tyri replied, and hoped his cheeks weren't as red as they felt, because thinking about Rathte taking his clothes off was doing him no favors.

"I suppose that's reasonable," Rathte said with a small laugh, but then that maddening hesitancy returned. Since when did Rathte dither or hesitate over anything? Tyri would bet he'd never done it once in his life.

Tyri peered up at him. "Is there—is something wrong? If you're trying to figure out how to tell me to go—"

"Stay!" Rathte burst out, and for a moment all his anxiety and hope showed in his face, and then he sighed and closed up again. "Well that was rather inelegant of me." He cleared his throat. "I would like for you to stay. I need a runescribe, as I mentioned briefly last night before I realized it would be in poor taste to ask you while you were…"

"Helpless?" Tyri asked wryly.

"Not at your best," Rathte replied. "You've already shown more mettle in a single day than the last twenty I've tried to employ showed combined. You're smart and hardworking if you've come this far on your own, and have a good heart—a wonderful one, I daresay—to have brought your sister along with you. I enjoy the clans, but I know they can be unreasonable, even cruel, with anyone not fully able in body."

"Yes," Tyri said quietly. "All my family did when I left was give us food for a few days and tell us yet again we were being fools."

Rathte's face clouded. "I know a bit about family letting you down. Thankfully for me, the only relative I have left now is the sister I get along with and her darling family. Anyway, despite the rumors you may have heard, I am not a horrible ogre of an employer. I merely have expectations that runescribes consistently fail to meet."

Tyri's mouth twitched, and at Rathte's tolerantly amused look, broke down and laughed. "I have seen you with Liste, my lo—and I have put up with truly unpleasant employers and even worse family. I think I'm more than capable of handling a man who is merely loud and imperious."

"Merely," Rathte repeated with a warm smile. "I believe that's the nicest thing anyone has ever said about my personality."

"Then you spend time with the wrong people," Tyri said. "A man as awful as rumors say would not buy me new glasses, new clothes, feed me, let me sleep all day, and invite my little sister over to be treated like a princess." He blinked rapidly and looked away. "Or give her a way to speak. That alone is worth more than I can ever repay."

"No one should be repaid for treating a person like a person," Rathte replied. "Those things seem large to you, but they are trifling to me, though I did them earnestly. Hopefully to my favor, as I would like to take you on as my runescribe. I am demanding, I'm not as glamorous or well-liked; many in the city will not even look at me in public, let alone speak to me. But I pay a good deal more because I work with summoning, and by law that requires a higher salary to compensate for the additional hazards entailed. I also work only for myself, not a college or the crown or anything else, so we work when and how we want, leaving plenty of time to have tea with a princess or take her to the park or to eventually buy more dresses."

"You…" Damn it, why did this man constantly leave him on the verge of tears. "You don't even know me."

"You have a good heart, which to be honest tells me more than enough. Your sister worships the ground you walk on, which says even more. I did glance over your paperwork, and frankly any wizard who fails to hire you doesn't deserve their magic. Your handwriting is better than any I've seen, and your testing scores are top tier. I don't know why in the world you were struggling to find work." He sighed. "That is, I do know why, and people are stupid. But I am offering. Saying I don't know you is a bit silly—you don't know me, really, either, and employer and employee seldom know each other before they start working together."

Tyri smiled. "That is true. You won't mind my sister being here?" Runescribes usually lived on the premises, or very close, because wizards often worked odd and extended hours. It was also a security measure, given the espionage and stealing that was always afoot, as wizards were possessive about their spellwork and disinclined to share knowledge.

"I like children," Rathte said. "They like me. If you're willing to give it a try, we'll start you on a trial basis. If it doesn't work out, you'll be free to go—and with three months' pay so you don't have to worry about that. I never send even the worst employee away worrying about surviving until the next job. Your job will include all the usual: writing, transcribing, record keeping, research, running magic-related errands, accompanying me to official events… There will be other duties, related to the summoning, but we can discuss those later. You will also likely be stuck in a role similar to Liste's, in that you'll be the buffer between me and most of the world. Everyone finds me vastly more tolerable when dealt with indirectly."

"Everyone is stupid," Tyri said, then went bright red.

Surprise filled Rathte's face, and that strange shyness returned briefly before he got control of himself once more.

Honestly, was no one ever kind to this man, just because he was loud and brash and bossy? That was so absurd, Tyri wanted to find every last twit who'd hurt Rathte and knock them upside the head.

Oh, he really was going to do something stupid, wasn't he? This was the strangest job interview he'd ever had, but that just reassured him in a way a formal one wouldn't. He could work with Rathte, he already liked Rathte, and he feared it wouldn't be hard to love him. Why did he always insist on doing everything the hard way? "I want to accept it," he said slowly.

Rathte's face fell. "But?"

"I definitely want the job," Tyri said, looking up at him, not caring how much of what he was thinking showed on his face, repeating softly, "It sounds like a dream come true…"

"Whatever is holding you back, I promise we'll find a way to work with or around it. Please?"

Tyri swallowed. That soft please, said with a faint edge of a desperation for acceptance…that was a feeling he knew well, so well he ached for both of them. "I don't think we can. You're…interesting and fascinating and beautiful. I'm worried I will not be able to regard you simply as an employer, and I do not want to force either of us to endure such an awkward arrangement. Accepting even a trial period would seem dishonest."

Instead of the horror or embarrassment or anger he'd expected, Rathte broke into a smile that Tyri could only describe as radiant. Mercy of the spirits, there went whatever was left of his mid.

"Well, that solves one problem," Rathte said.

Tyri frowned. "What do you mean?"

"I've been vexed all day that I could hire you or seduce you, but not both, as I would not have wanted you to think your job was contingent on sharing my bed." Rathte wrinkled his nose. "Too many wizards do that, like that odious fellow Forri. One day I'll get his license revoked, you just wait."

"He keeps making me offers."

"What!" Rathte bellowed, and mercy of the spirits, if that was what he was like when he was angry, it was no wonder people were afraid of him. But Tyri couldn't find much sympathy, given 'people' seemed like odious bastards. "I will kill that bastard."

"You'll do nothing of the sort," Tyri said. "I've been refusing him. I admit I worried I would have no choice but to accept soon, but then this mad fellow kidnapped me and spoiled me rotten. I'm not certain he understands how kidnapping works."

Rathte's angry expression froze, then collapsed into warm amusement. "I am known for being unorthodox. So since we seem to be in agreement on everything, will you take the job?"

Tyri's heart pounded in his chest, thrumming in his ears, making his stomach jittery. "I would be honored to accept."

Rathte smiled then, soft and satisfied, happiness and a small spark filling his swirling eyes. "Good, because if you'd said no, I was going to bribe your sister and my servants into helping me make you stay." He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Or steal your glasses, I hadn't quite decided yet."

"There will be no stealing of glasses, my lord."

"Ah, there's the sarcastic tone I know so well," Rathte said with a laugh. He cupped Tyri's chin in one hand, and then kissed both his cheeks, firmly, lingering just a breath too long each time. Heat flashed through Rathte's eyes again as he drew back, and something in his voice made Tyri shiver as he said, "Welcome, runescribe. I believe we'll get along famously."

"Th-thank you, wizard. It—it is my hope that we will," Tyri replied.

"Let there be no doubt," Rathte said, and then the damn man hesitated again.

Tyri huffed. "Stop trying to behave. It won't last, and it fits you like a badly measured jacket." Then he took a chance on acting as boldly as his new employer and yanked the fool man down into a kiss that blazed as fiercely as Rathte himself.

Rathte swept him up, quite literally off his feet, and kissed him back with an ardent heat that left Tyri shivering. When they eventually broke apart, both panting and flushed, he said, "I have never been more grateful to have knocked someone over."

"Well, next time you feel an urge to knock me over, make certain I land on a bed and my glasses survive, please."

Smiling against his lips, Rathte said, "You're already fitting in perfectly, my little runescribe." Then they were right back to kissing, until Liste showed up to blandly inform them breakfast was ready.

FIN
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