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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra hummed a familiar tune as she tended to a cut on Jon's scalp—just like Grandmother did when Lyra would help her with patients as a young girl. The old practitioner was quite incapable of working without some soothing melody waltzing in the air about her. But people seemed to like it when Lyra did it, too. They said it helped them feel better. 
 
    Jon would enthusiastically agree. “I'll say. The voice of an angel, hands of a surgeon, and face of a goddess all wrapped up in one? The plague wouldn't stand a chance! In fact, I think I'm coming down with something right now. (cough, cough) I may need her to work me over all night.” 
 
    He was biased, of course. Husbands often are. And this one was no exception, intentionally switched me's and over's and all. 
 
    That was her Jon. A mild reprimand from Lyra about the demerits of boasting of one's wife in public he would take as an invitation to continue the husbandly encomiums in private … whispered … in her ear … the phrasing sometimes devilishly delightful as his lips brushed against the sensitive skin of her lobe. 
 
    Lyra couldn't help but respond. Laughing, she'd invariably turn to him for a kiss or two, and when the kids weren't looking, a much longer three. 
 
    The tale of the newly acquired gash—Jon had come between an unruly nannabie and its newborn in the midst of the final roundup—was more dramatic rhetoric than anything else. The cut wasn't that big. Scalp wounds just bled more. Consequently, a note or two hung undecided as Lyra carefully foraged through reddish brown curls to continue her cleaning of the site. Jon sat patiently before her, a day old hardroll at his mouth and his twinkle of hazel gazing into her brown. 
 
     The red afternoon sun winked across Lyra's bottle of antiseptic salve while two of Geniven's moons observed the proceedings through a cloudless lens. Lyra breathed in more of the Forkor mountain range's crisp air of blossoming spring, and took a moment to gaze wistfully around at the colony's stripped wood pole housing frames that ambled at regular intervals through the wide meadow encircled by tall stands of yellow-shagged pines. She would miss this place. It had been home for the last four years. 
 
    The clucking of someone bringing in a final quartet of scrappy, bleating sheep, a cow, and a nannabie interrupted her reverie. It was Tempet, the youngest of their reserve tail group chosen to stay behind to scour the hillsides and gather up the last of the straggling animals capitalizing on the new sprouts and tender greens peeking up through rocky, mountain soil. Having just celebrated his nineteenth birthday, Tempet was of age to have his name drawn in the lottery as one of the “lucky” ten. 
 
    Not what he'd had in mind for a special coming-of-age birthday present. 
 
    He had been planning to ask pretty, little M'liza Grenthum to marry him. That was the rumor anyway—a rumor he was substantiating since the rest of the settlement and his M'liza had gone ahead a few days ago. He was uncharacteristically grumpy. 
 
    A peevish push of one more reluctant rump into the corral and Tempet practically slammed the  gate shut behind the animals. 
 
    “Easy there, lover boy. That poor gate needs to hold up for a whole twenty more minutes until we are ready to hit the path,” Jon called out good-naturedly. 
 
    Tempet sighed. “Sorry, Brother Woodrose. This whole thing just bites.” 
 
    “I know,” Jon said, understanding written in his grin. He briefly ducked his head from Lyra's grasp to pick up a shiny pulm'lon from the fruit basket at his feet and toss it to Tempet. “And it's Jon,” he reminded. “You're an official adult now, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Tempet regarded Jon's offering grudgingly, but eventually took a bite. 
 
    Around them, the rest of their company were also either eating or packing up the last of their things in anticipation of the departure. Tempet casually strolled closer. 
 
    “Just a few more days and you'll be with her again,” Jon said with a wink, his arm curling around Lyra's back. “And not long after that, you, too, will be privileged to begin your first thirteen years of marital bliss.” Lyra felt a playful tug at her dark waves that hung to her hips.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and thumped him on his shoulder. “Fifteen, my love. It's fifteen this year.” 
 
    “Fifteen,” Jon echoed without so much as a blink. “I was just seeing if she was listening.” That roguish grin appeared and Lyra huffed despairingly. “But thirteen … fifteen … fifty,” he quickly added, turning to gaze up at her, “it doesn't matter, because when I look at you, my sweet little Twitterbug, it is with the same eyes as the day we wed.” 
 
    “Nice save.” And with a smirk she gave him a quick peck on his dusty forehead.  
 
    Tempet half hopped up into the open back of a nearby wagon. “Do you think our new settlement will finally be far enough away to make the blasted Caldreen'n army forget about us?” He avoided Jon's disapproving eye at his questionable choice of words. “I hate all this moving every time they come close. Why can't they just be satisfied with the empire they have and forget about us?” 
 
    Jon's haughty snort diced the afternoon's calm. “Furgayt aboot th' Believers?” he said in a comically robust Caldreen'n accent. “Thoose 'Peculiars' who surely moost be schemin' somethin' awful against our Grahnd Repooblic else they would be clamorin' tuh cast away their stuffy morals, their suspicious god, and coome crawlin' on hands and knees, beggin' tuh be ruled by th' magnanimous High Lord D'Pendul?” 
 
    Lyra snickered at her husband's caricature of a Caldreen'n lord, but Tempet only harrumphed and ripped off another substantial chunk of pulm'lon flesh. “It just makes me so mad. We 'Percs,'” he spat out the popular derogatory slang (and a bit of pulp with it), “can't ever build permanent homes or gardens or pastures and … and we keep getting pushed up higher and higher against the mountains. Eventually we are going to have to learn to live above the treeline or figure out how to make it through the glacier wasteland all the way to the other side.” 
 
    Lyra exchanged glances with her husband. The Forkor range imposed its dominance from north to south along the continent. Reports of seasoned mountain men who survived the journey described only harrowing terrain and digit severing blizzards ending in a steep jaunt down to narrow beaches nearly swallowed by immense ocean. It wasn't encouraging. 
 
    “We just need to have faith in God that everything will be all right,” Lyra offered with a shrug. She refolded her damp rag to a cleaner spot and continued to gently wipe away more grit around her husband's cut. “As long as we keep the commandments and follow the prophet, Heavenly Father will protect us.” 
 
    Another sigh from Tempet. Restless fingers began to pick at the skin of his half-eaten fruit. 
 
    “Well, I hear the new place has a great lake nearby with some choice fishing,” Jon tried. “The other colonies are going to be jealous.” 
 
    Lyra grinned. Rorn, the eldest of their three children—a teenager, and Jon had already been making big plans for fishing trips together. It was their father/son “thing.” 
 
    At the mention of the other two Believer colonies likewise living for anonymity, Tempet looked up. “Do you think that, maybe, the time for Brother Oubwyn to gather everyone together and … you know …?” He gave a meaningful glance toward Lyra's backpack, resting innocently on the ground beside her, and let that finish his thought. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Lyra said quickly. “People have been speculating on that old prophecy for generations already, and it will probably be generations more before anyone ever sees what it's really supposed to mean. Besides, things have to get a lot worse, first, before it would be the right time to do anything so drastic. Until then, our creeds are 'turn the other cheek' and 'blessed are the peacemakers.'” Lyra set her rag down and picked up her salve to finish. 
 
    “Some of us think things already are pretty bad—” 
 
    “Oh, we have a lot to be thankful for, I think.” Jon was done with the young man's useless doom and gloom complaining. “A beautiful world to tame and explore, good friends, the scriptures and our knowledge of the Plan, and last, but most certainly not least …” His gaze returned to his wife, and his finger traced a line down her throat until it met with the silver chained necklet he had given her on their wedding day. “… wonderful people to love.” 
 
    Binding threads of security wound tighter around Lyra's heart as she grinned back, saying, “Ah, something we agree on!” 
 
    Honestly, it still surprised her sometimes, Jon's greater propensity lately toward sweet sentimentality. Lyra just chalked it up to years of maturing and mellowing that causes a soul to spend more time pondering life. At thirty-eight, Jontrell Woodrose was not quite the same vigorous, take-life-by-the-horns, bounce-back-from-anything youth that he once was, but Lyra quickly grew to appreciate the change. It had its perks. 
 
    A call for assistance led Tempet away and, somewhat alone again, Jon fondled a few wisps of hair that had escaped from the braid at her crown then gently brought her head closer for a kiss. “And thank you, by the way, Mrs. Woodrose, for agreeing to marry me—however many years ago that was.” 
 
    “Well, you were pretty charming back then. How could my naive, innocent, little teenage heart resist?” 
 
    “Oh, I was just lucky enough to snatch you up first.” 
 
    “First?” Lyra pulled back, making a face. “Try 'only.'” She plopped her salve into her medicine kit and ruffled his hair back to its previous untamed state when he had approached her with a sheepish grin and a bit of blood trickling down the side of his head. “As I recall, you were the one with scores of members of the opposite sex lining up for you. I was just awkward.” 
 
    “You mean the wild hair, big bug eyes, and intimidating talent?” he smirked, his eyes glowing with fun. “More like … unrealized potential.” Jon pulled her down on his lap and gave her thigh a squeeze that said mine—body and soul. “And besides, it wasn't scores, maybe just … three or four.” 
 
    “Or nine or ten.” Lyra continued drolly. She knew better. Jon's outgoing, upbeat nature paired with his husky, athletic build had always made him popular with, well, with everyone. 
 
    He gave her his best, dangerously charming smolder. “Okay, fine, maybe it was a few more, but they were only suckers for my straight teeth.” A parting of his lips unveiled the wide, brilliant grin that had made Lyra's stomach flutter at the tender age of sixteen. He laughed and shook his head. “No, Twitterbug. I never had your gifts.” 
 
    Throwing his head back, Jon suddenly started singing. Loudly. And off key. “And so I looovve yooouuu! My Leeeeeee-ra-Lyra-Lyra-Lyra. I see ya, believe ya, wanna be ya! I loooooooove … yoo-hooooooooo!” 
 
    His last note resembled the mating call of a drunk howler leopard—a drunk, deaf leopard. 
 
    Squealing, Lyra flapped out of his lap and turned on him, hands on hips. “'Wanna be ya?' Really?” The disparaging cock of her head was followed by a string of guffaws and whistles from their companions. 
 
    “Well, it rhymed,” he insisted as he popped the last of the roll obstinately into his mouth. He hadn't even quite swallowed yet when he added, “See? My singing would more likely kill whoever I was trying to treat.” 
 
    “Well, that singing certainly would.” But Lyra's attempt at a disapproving frown wasn't making it past a coy pout. So instead, she whipped around, hair defiantly flying, to stow her medical kit at the back of the wagon. “But you were trying to sound horrendous just now. Your real singing voice isn't …” Jon wasn't paying attention anymore. “Jon.” 
 
     He stared beyond the village boundary toward the copse of pines at the far end of the meadow. His smile—vanished. 
 
    A distant shout made Lyra turn, following Jon's gaze, and she saw someone running toward them, his arms waving frantically in the air. 
 
    Jon jumped to his feet. He slit his eyes against the sharp afternoon sun. “Is that … Dunhop?” 
 
    A crack of gunfire suddenly echoed through the clearing and Dunhop dropped like a rock into a patch of papery wildflowers. Lyra gasped. Her husband's face turned white. 
 
    From out of the tree line exploded a half dozen soldiers astride scaly zethrin bedecked in Caldreen'n red and green. Like ravenous fleas, the saddled mounts bounded toward the settlement in gliding, fifty yard leaps. Feathered wings sliced the air. Clawed feet grazed the tops of the low growing vegetation, skipping over Dunhop's already forgotten carcass. A weight like lead dipped to the pit of Lyra's stomach. 
 
    “Oh, God,” was Jon's bated whisper, “it's today.”  
 
    What? 
 
    With an urgent grip at her arm, Jon spun her around to face him. The hardened glint of determination that transformed the lines of his face caused any questions that may have been forming on her tongue to evaporate as, swiping her backpack up with one hand, he thrust her forward to start running. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    A zethrin landed in their path, hissing and squawking, daring them to take a step farther. Another landed off to the right. And another to the left. Spinning, Lyra was horrified to find their little group entirely and efficiently surrounded. The involuntary action of breathing suddenly wasn't so effortless anymore. 
 
    No, no, no! How did they know where to find us? They wouldn't have just wandered this far out so quickly! 
 
    For the last week there had been sightings of the Army of the Republic scouting the area, but the last word was that the nearest company was still miles away. The Believer colony's small militia had always been so vigilant about monitoring random travelers and troop movement. Dunhop on his watch must have been ambushed somehow. 
 
    Livestock gathered in the corral bleated and lowed in fear of the colorful, lizard-like creatures. Fence posts rocked and swayed under the pressure of the nervous animals' shuffling. Nobody moved to calm them. 
 
    “Good day, people o' the Grand Republic o' Caldreen,” a disembodied, amplified voice rang over the shell of a village. “You will no' be harmed if you make no aggressive movements.” The male voice was thick with the accent of a city dwelling Caldreen'n. Normally, Lyra liked listening to the charmingly lilting, earthy pitch of the Caldreen'n upper class in her infrequent visits to the towns for necessary supplies, but this person made it sound stuffy and condescending—not far off from Jon's mocking impersonation, in fact. 
 
    Ten foot soldiers jogged into reinforcing positions just outside the cavalry ring. Stark faces  prepared to follow orders. Stock infantry rifles gleaming in the sun. Starched uniforms appropriately pretentious and chafing.  
 
    Lyra's senses registered the solid weight of her pack inconspicuously settling into her arms. Jon's eyes bore into hers as he let go of it there. No. No, Jon! She knew what this meant. Don't make me do this! 
 
    The hotter flare of his gaze chided back that she had better get a grip on herself and remember her sacred stewardship wrapped in linen inside. With a gulp—and no small amount of guilt—Lyra threaded bumbling fingers through the leather straps. 
 
    Another zethrin glided toward the circle. This female of the species was larger than the others with a deep, red crest of feathers running from her head along the ridge of her back all the way to the tip of her forked tail. Her wings ended in powerful claws. Her underbelly scales shone ebony, with more dark of night running down powerful legs finishing in dagger-size talons. Making small clicks and grunts, her sharp eyes studied them all like prey. 
 
    The proud rider, a very young captain by the insignia on his uniform, was perched a good five feet off the ground in a sturdy saddle overlaid with intricate beadwork. One hand, adorned in an ivory sheepskin riding glove, held his mount's lead straps, the oiled leather creaking when he flexed his fingers. His other hand gripped a cone shaped, bulky amplifier. Its green, glowing power source encased in thick glass peeked out below the device's handle. The officer addressed them in his natural voice. 
 
    “My name is Captain Rookenik, Fifth Platoon o' the Great Army o' the Republic o' Caldreen,” he said with great pomp like he enjoyed the sound of the consonants coasting off his tongue. “In the interest o' national security, and by command o' the Grand Republic's Cabinet and the High Lord, the Supreme Chancellor, himself, I am hereby authorized to investigate all peoples residin' within the boundaries o' the great Motherland.” He paused to pull in a satisfied breath (or maybe to remember the next line of his script). “I am tasked to either confirm or establish legal citizenship o' said people, or bring to justice those judged to be threats to the ideals and well-bein' o' the continued prosperity o' the nation o' Caldreen.” 
 
    Lyra's saliva turned rusty in her mouth as she listened to the rationale for burning villages and terrorizing peasant families. With reluctance, she swallowed the bitter flavor. 
 
    Rookenik, his slicked hair combed severely to one side, his outcrop of a nose imperiously overshadowing a retreating chin, scrutinized them all with air of someone accustomed to looking down on people—even when he didn't have an impressive mount upon which to straddle rangy legs like hinged tent poles. Lyra noticed his attention stall on their few women. 
 
    She had heard many horror stories of the army's rampant defiling of female captives. Good for troop morale, so it was said. The captain's nose wrinkled in distaste when he came to Lyra in her unfeminine leggings … until his gaze began to climb up her body in calculable degrees. It made Lyra shudder. Jon bristled, shifting a half step forward. He had interpreted the linger as well. 
 
    Unperturbed, the captain demanded, “Who is in charge here?” 
 
    Horth stepped forward. 
 
    A rugged man, Horth was second in command of the colony's militia. He had been designated to stay behind and lead everyone to the new site. It had been a long time since the reserve company encountered any trouble, but it was just for unexpected situations like this that the lottery was conceived and the main body of villagers left earlier. 
 
    “That would be me, sir. How can I help you?” 
 
    Captain Rookenik assessed him up and down. Mostly down. “Oh, I just have a few simple questions to begin, and we will go from there, shall we?” 
 
    Horth nodded in grim compliance. He already had a good idea where this was going. They all did. A pounding pulse ricocheted in Lyra's head and she had to remind herself to breathe again. 
 
    She and Jon had told their children not to worry as they sent them along with one of Lyra's sisters and her family. Jon and Lyra's youngest, Iyalyn, had been especially distraught. It took a long heart-to-heart followed by giggle-inducing hugs and kisses to relieve the fears of their little, blond seven-year-old. 
 
    I'll pray for you every night, Mommy. 
 
    With ceremony, Rookenik extracted a dog-eared, folded document from his breast pocket. His eyes swept across his rapt audience once more with their well-mended attire, their neat and relatively clean appearance, their confidence with purpose—quite different from the common peasant rabble Lyra was sure he usually encountered. His hint of a smile as he turned to the papers plainly revealed his judgment, as surely as if he had said it out loud. Percs, for sure. 
 
    Oh, God help us! 
 
    He began. “Do you and present company recognize the government o' the Republic o' Caldreen?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Do you and present company recognize High Lord Staffir D'Pendul as lawful supreme chancellor along with his elected advisers, cabinet, and so forth?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Are you and present company law abiding, legal citizens o' Caldreen?” 
 
    “… No, sir. Well, what I mean, sir, is that we do not break the law. We mean no harm—” 
 
    “You will only answer 'Aye, sir' or 'No, sir' unless otherwise directed,” Captain Rookenik said with a disinterested sniff. 
 
    “Yes, uh, aye, sir.” Horth made quick eye contact with another of their group across the way, his mouth pressed into an austere line 
 
    Similar nervous glances flew around, many of them landing on Lyra, as white knuckles clenched on ropes or canteens—whatever they happened to be holding. Lyra's insides began an acrobatic act and she reached for her husband's hand. Jon barely responded to her touch. He was focused on the face-off. 
 
    “Will you submit to becoming loyal citizens o' the great nation o' the Republic and swear your fealty and your lives to upholdin' its interests?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Keep breathing. In. Out. … The world began to spin. 
 
    Finally, “No. No, sir. We will not.” Horth would not lie, and neither would any of the rest of them. Lyra's heart sank to new depths, nonetheless. 
 
    Captain Rookenik's eyebrow arched. “And will you explain the nature o' your traitorous convictions?” Another anticipatory creak of oiled glove leather at the reins echoed in every hostage's ears like cannon fire. 
 
    Horth's deep breath lasted long enough for brief connection with every individual of his company. Somber faces stared back, resolved. Prepared. He stood straighter. 
 
    “We refuse to swear loyalty to a corrupt government built on slavery and prejudice,” Horth answered, the force of righteous rebuke behind his tone, “in a tyrannical caste system that denies inalienable rights to its citizens.” 
 
    If Captain Rookenik was surprised by the forthrightness, he didn't show it. Quite casually, he began to refold the yellowing paper. “Well then,” he said, “I guess that brings this interrogation to an end.” The document was returned to his pocket and he coaxed his mount closer to the circle of bodies. “Let it be known that this group o' insurgents is hereby declared outlaws and enemies to the Republic …” 
 
    Jon's urgent whisper was hot on Lyra's ear. “When Horth gives the signal, drop under the wagon. I will lead attention away.” 
 
    “Jon!” Lyra shot back under the drone of the captain's voice. “I won't—” 
 
    “You will,” he asserted harshly. “As Bearer you will.” 
 
    More interested in the fine gloves he adjusted on his hands, the captain continued, “You are all under immediate arrest …” 
 
    Horth glanced solemnly at Lyra, then Jon, and gripped his walking stick tighter. 
 
     Jon gave Lyra's hand a furtive squeeze.“Tell the children that my last thoughts were of them.” 
 
    The captain's zethrin shifted nervously, grunting to its rider in alarm. It sensed a change in the prisoners. 
 
    “No, Jon! Don't talk that—” 
 
    “Keep the faith, my Twitterbug, and God will show you the way.” 
 
    Horth's stick suddenly delivered a stinging smack onto the snout of the nearest zethrin. Jon kissed his wife hard. “I love you,” he said.  
 
    Then, Lyra's husband of fifteen years pushed her to the ground. 
 
    An organized chaos erupted as the other members of the Believer reserve party, wielding either knives or bows or slings pulled from various places, suddenly charged at their captors. The Fifth Platoon of the Great Army of the Republic of Caldreen was caught off guard. Soldiers scrambled to load and cock weapons they had not bothered to make ready. Riders fought with their mounts who had grown complacent from too many acquisitions won without resistance. 
 
    Lyra's view between wooden wheel spokes framed perfectly the captain's stunned expression as he watched the clearly outnumbered and outgunned peasants throw themselves with amazing vigor and ferocity upon his men. Her people were not fighters, but something about defending life and liberty can bring out unexpected vehemence in a soul. 
 
    Move. Move! she yelled at herself. 
 
    Jon brandished a knife at a hissing, squealing zethrin. It was very angry from the slash it had received in its shoulder. He kept its attention while retreating slowly toward the abandoned framework of a dwelling. Attempted stabs every few seconds kept both mount and rider on the defensive, discouraging the soldier from taking good aim with his rifle. 
 
    Lyra kept glancing back at Jon, agonized, as she crawled along under the wagon. Her insides were tied in knots and her throat felt so constricted that she doubted she could speak. She was supposed to run, supposed to watch for her moment to slip away. This whole bloodbath of a diversion was really for her—or for what she had strapped to her back—and it took every ounce of resolve she possessed to not let her concern for Jon override this important detail. I can't believe this is happening! God and Father of the Heavens, this can't be Thy divine will. My husband, my friends! 
 
    A couple more wagons packed with final odds and ends for the exodus offered continued concealment for another ten yards. Then she had to chance a quick open sprint to her village's central well. She pressed herself into the side of its low stone wall as much for physical support as for shielding. Peeking around its side, Lyra gazed spellbound at the fray. 
 
    Two zethrin had been seriously injured with some well-aimed arrows. A few Caldreen'n soldiers lay dead or dying, blood running from fatal wounds. Some hope began to materialize in her … until Lyra found friends in likewise prone positions, still and broken. Hot tears blurred her vision as shouts and screams bloodied the air. The acrid scent of gunpowder scalded her nostrils. The whiz of an arrow vibrated overhead, its quest ending with a sickening thud into the back of an infantryman's head. 
 
    Lyra had to wait a moment—and not just for the nauseating vertigo to clear. She would be totally exposed for several yards until she reached the cover of brush; right now the fighting was too close. 
 
    Horth and a woman by the name of Petrona were backed up within the trusses of another vacated home. They were valiantly, if unskillfully, defending against the onslaught of a zethrin. A soldier just beyond was setting himself up for an easy shot at the two. Lyra automatically inhaled for a warning shout, but in the same moment the gunman's head jerked unnaturally to the side. Without another twitch, he fell dead to the ground. Tempet rose up slightly from his crouched position near a fire ring, reigning in the slingshot he had just used with deadly accuracy. His lips stretched into a grim smile. 
 
    Rejoicing, Lyra turned her attention back to the fighting couple just in time to catch Petrona flying head first into an upright beam, released from the sharp talons of a pale green zethrin. She fell in a heap at the base of the timber and lay still. Bile replaced the joy. Horth was not visible anymore. 
 
    Jon! Where was he? Lyra just realized she'd lost him, too. 
 
    She risked slipping around the curve of the well's above-ground mouth to get a better look. The stacked stone felt cool against the adrenalized heat of her arm, though it offered no relief to Lyra's fevered nerves. 
 
    There! 
 
    Jon was bleeding from his shoulder, but standing erect near the animal pen. The sheep, nannabies, and cows inside: completely panicked. From the corral's far side, a nimble zethrin weaved toward him fast. It bounded over the span and Jon reached for the pen's gate, springing it. He wedged himself in the space between the fully open gate and fence and ducked to let the fencing take the weight of the scaled belly. The zethrin's hind leg slammed against the gate's top edge. It screamed in pain as it rolled off to the side, dislodging its rider. 
 
    Lunging livestock stampeded out of the enclosure, eyes rolling wildly. Jon's bark carried across the yard. “Go! NOW!” 
 
    The message was not directed at the livestock that needed no encouragement. It shook Lyra back to her senses and she sprang up. There was no better time to make her mad dash. The entire company, human and zethrin, were now fully engaged in avoiding the throng of tri-cloven hooves, and one ton, horned mania. 
 
    Lyra wheeled toward the beckoning forest—and smacked full on into the chest of a waiting soldier. He had been sneaking up on her! They both went to the ground. Pushing off him, she made to run again, but only got one step before her face was kissing the dirt. Lightning pain registered up her leg and Lyra gasped through a bloodied lip. The soldier had managed to catch hold of her foot. Her ankle was not supposed to turn that way! With her good leg, Lyra kicked wildly at his face and, grunting, he let go. Then, gritting red-stained teeth against the sensation of torn ligaments, she pulled herself up and limped onward. 
 
    Not three feet from welcoming cover, Lyra felt a vise-like grip close over her left wrist. He was still at her! She spun and shoved her fist down and toward his body, forcing his hand to turn under toward the inside of his own arm. As the soldier's grip loosened, she was able to twist out and seize his wrist to make his arm roll even further inward, locking out his elbow. Then with all the force she could muster, she struck down heavily on the joint. She heard and felt it give way. With a scream, the soldier dropped to the ground. 
 
    Wow. It actually worked! Lyra was stunned. She no longer regretted all the times her father had forced her to spar with him in defense lessons.  
 
    Run … run! 
 
    Lyra obeyed the impression and threw herself into the shelter of brush. With the freed livestock quickly heading out of sight, the skirmish seemed muted now. Lyra stifled a sob. The thought of leaving her husband and the other people she loved to certain death about killed her, but no, she had to maintain control. 
 
    The plan dictated that she make distance between her and danger. Simple, right? Which direction? She needed to cover ground without leaving much of a trail, a feat much complicated by her new sprain. The river! 
 
    Assuming her ankle lost no matches with slick stones. 
 
    The river ran southeast along one end of the settlement. To get there, she had to travel parallel to the action for a bit, a reluctant, reeling witness to the reserve party's last stand just a stone's cast away. As she carefully picked her way under branches and over exposed roots, Lyra took every opportunity to move hand over hand using deeply ridged tree trunks heavy with moss as supports. She didn't trust her balance at the moment. 
 
    “Hold steady!” Rookenik's amplified command rang through unassuming valley and hollow skeletons of homes. 
 
    Through passing leaves, Lyra made out the survivors, surrounded, having gravitated toward each other for support. Jon was bloody, beaten, but still on his feet, knife at the ready. Horth labored to remain upright over a blown out knee. Only two others remained: the sturdy woman, Sonyam, and Valunt, a rather tall, unusually brawny man. Reappearing, the captain rejoined his men. There didn't appear to be a scratch on him, or his restless ride. 
 
    That pompous, overbearing slug! It was a momentary relief to feel something other than blind panic and utter hopelessness. 
 
    Jon discretely scanned the trees in her general direction, his breath hard and ragged from exertion, his face pale with worry for her. Her! He was the one facing the death squad. Lyra's heart went out to her lover and father of her three beautiful children. 
 
    Godly Father, please … do something! she prayed as she crept along. 
 
    The God of the Heavens was out there watching. She knew He could send miracles if it were His will. The only question was: Is it God's will that Jon die today? Jon's cryptic remark about “today” and his parting words to her stung in her brain. Lyra wiped angrily at another tear. Please no. Please send a miracle. 
 
    The Fifth Platoon, a handful of recruits and one zethrin short, had every gun pointed at the four survivors. They waited impatiently for the order to open fire, but Captain Rookenik was bent over in conference with a soldier. The soldier stood uncomfortably, one arm hanging limply at his side. Lyra knew that one! 
 
    The captain asked another question, it was answered, and he straightened back up in his saddle, smiling slyly at what remained of the rebel force. “It seems you have a deserter.” 
 
    Lyra froze. 
 
    The amplifier went back to his mouth. “I know you can hear me. Cremluss here says you have a bad ankle.” He chuckled. “But by the looks o' it, he is the one the worse for wear.” 
 
    There were laughs and snickers. Cremluss blushed violently while Jon's chin lifted a proud hair higher. 
 
    “I wonder …” Captain Rookenik paused as if a new thought had just occurred. “I wonder how you will feel if I do this.” 
 
    In one smooth move he pulled a pistol from its holster and shot Horth. Sonyam cried out in shock and began to sob. Valunt placed a trembling hand of comfort on her shoulder. 
 
    “That was for the bloody expensive zeth' you killed,” he charged the dead man. Then back out to the trees, “Look, I have a good tracker here. You will no' get far on that leg. Turn yourself in and maybe no one else will have to die today.” 
 
    He let that sink in for a moment. 
 
    The memory of the debate that had ensued when her name was drawn in the lottery to stay behind clawed at Lyra. It was quickly noted that she had also just started her week serving as Bearer, but eventually Brother Oubwyn determined that she would fulfill both capacities. Jon announced his decision to stay behind with her soon after. Despite Lyra's protestations, his request stood and he took the place of a grateful young husband and soon-to-be-father whose name had been drawn last. 
 
    Why did you have to be so noble, you incorrigible blockhead? You were not even supposed to be here! 
 
    In despair, Lyra clung to a tree for dear life. Even if she had been able to slip away unnoticed, it was not a guarantee that lives would be spared. However, understanding that as a concept versus actually witnessing it firsthand were two entirely different things. This was absolute torture! The thought of having Jon's murder tattooed in permanent, perfect detail on her brain made her stomach churn. Lyra tried to tell her body to start moving again, but it didn't listen. She felt completely immobile, like the cragged peaks to the west. 
 
    Unfaithful notions began to prickle inside. Maybe she should turn herself in. It might save Jon. 
 
    Stop that! She would not spit on the sacred artifact she had covenanted to protect all for the love of a man, though it seemed little more than an exacting, life-sucking parasite hitching a ride now. An almost imperceptible voice called to her, urging for reticence. Something warm and strong settled over her limbs, gluing them in place. Reason screamed for a calculated dash to the river. 
 
    Why couldn't she move? 
 
    The young officer finally dismounted, his lankiness even more pronounced as he strode long legs toward the threesome. With a rough yank of the sobbing Sonyam from Valunt's grasp, he stood her before a loaded barrel. 
 
    “Here goes number two!” he yelled, his amplifier left in its strap on the saddle. “But first, I am going to give this lady friend o' yours a chance to reason with you. If you surrender now, I promise no more o' you will be killed.” 
 
    Sonyam, puffy-eyed and heaving, peered suspiciously at the man, but he merely nodded for her to go ahead. In resolution, she managed to collect herself somewhat. “Don'—don't do it!” she finally choked out. “Remember … your  duty—” 
 
    Another shot split the air, and Sonyam's body crumpled to the earth. 
 
    Go now! Lyra shrieked to herself. But her body still wouldn't budge. Deliriously, she listed her head against the trunk's soft moss. She couldn't hold it steady any longer. 
 
    Blood spatter marring the finish of Rookenik's polished boot invoked a frown. This game wasn't playing out like he wanted. “I suppose I should no' be surprised by your lack o' response!” he shouted. “What else can I expect from an ignorant, rebel girl too frightened for her own life to stand alongside her comrades?” 
 
    The man turned on his two remaining prisoners. “Any last words?” 
 
    Jontrell Woodrose straightened to his full height—one eye on the officer and one gazing past him in the general direction where he seemed to feel that his wife was hiding. 
 
    “I'll be waiting for you,” was all he said. 
 
    He spoke just loud enough for Lyra to catch his message—a message that no one of the Great Army of the Republic understood. Jon's face softened in a smile. Then, he winked—past a greatly disturbed Captain Rookenik of the Fifth Platoon. 
 
    Two more shots echoed through the graveyard settlement, and a scream rose up behind—a piercing, primal wail that stiffened the hair on the back of every Caldreen'n's neck. 
 
    Lyra's voice had come back. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “NOOOOOOO!” 
 
    The scream didn't sound like her own. It didn't even sound human. Lyra buckled over and waited for the world to go black. She wanted to die, but she was not so lucky. Her hearing, still keen, picked up the rush of infantry boots heading her way. Oh, no! 
 
    Through a hot sheet of tears she saw them nearing and knew she wouldn't make it to the river before being spotted. God, what do I do now? Something drew her eyes up higher to the thick green of tazeberry branches overhead. She was sure she could scramble up. 
 
    Wait, she could get trapped up there. 
 
    No, do it! 
 
    Stuffing her despair and hesitation into a tiny, dark hole, Lyra reached for the lowest branch. 
 
    Moments later she lay horizontal and motionless in a layer of canopy as soldiers jogged by underneath, assuming she had bolted toward the river. A small movement very near the side of her face made her start and nearly fall, but it was just the glistening, white tendril of an early tazeberry blossom extending toward her—likely hoping she was a passing beetle it could shock and eventually digest. The current it generated would only produce a pinprick of a welt on a human-sized animal, but Lyra swiftly plucked the blossom and dropped it to the ground, nonetheless. She didn't need any more pain right now. 
 
    Crunch. Crunch. 
 
    The footfalls of a cavalry zethrin disturbed the leaf litter below, its snuffling azure snout curiously investigating the fallen blossom. Oh no, they're going to find me! Then Lyra noted that it had no rider. It must have wandered off. The adrenaline ebbed. 
 
    Lyra had little practical knowledge of zethrin. They were not native to this area. They were carnivores, preferring a diet of small mammals. They couldn't fly, but were very good gliders and they were extremely intelligent—prized possessions of the Great Army. 
 
    Well … do I dare try? 
 
    As silently as possible she let herself down, positively trembling and sure that she would be seen at any moment. She approached the shining blue beast with soft coos and gentle strokes of his feathery neck, then took a deep breath and swung up in the saddle. It remained calm and docile. The sounds of the searching soldiers continued at the river's edge. Still all clear. Lyra tried mimicking the leg squeezes and clicks she'd observed and, obediently, the zeth' started to take her farther into wooded coolness. 
 
    Heading out of sight of the abandoned settlement, Lyra did not look back at the body of her husband. She couldn't stand to. It wasn't him anymore, anyway. Just a shell of where he used to be. 
 
    When she was sure they were out of earshot, she coaxed her ride to a swifter gait—a rather jerky, swaying rhythm that felt unnatural to Lyra's hips, but she managed to stay on. Unfortunately, this mode of travel had its disadvantages. Although her mount was willing enough, she found she had to stick to the more open, exposed tracts of forest to accommodate its commanding, striding body. It had also sustained some injuries from the battle. Whatever tracker Rookenik was surely sending after her by now would be able to catch up soon enough. So, Lyra's focus was merely speed. She had to lead the platoon away from the Believers' migration course and head toward civilization to the southeast. She could get lost in the humanity there long enough to let her ankle heal and her hunters disperse before attempting to rejoin her people. 
 
    Lyra urged her ride over steep, rocky hills and along sloped, treed mountainsides as swiftly as she dared ask. At first, she was able to focus on the terrain and her plan for hiding out, but as the hours passed, her brain started replaying the horrors of the day. Over and over again. Twenty times. Fifty. Jon's last caress. His last kiss. His last wink just before the bullet dug a channel through his skull.  
 
    The threads of security that held her insides together unraveled, leaving frayed seams that bled into shredded nothingness, tattered bits that used to beat a rhythm of love. Shoulder-wrenching sobs tormented her frame and for long periods of time, she became oblivious to her surroundings. 
 
    At some point it hit her that it was very dark. Only one of the three moons made a drop of light in the sky and her transportation stumbled more and more—exhausted, traveling blind, and injured. Lyra determinedly brushed away dust-coated tears and made the animal continue for several more miles, encouraging it softly until she couldn't bear to ask one more stride of the heaving, faltering creature. 
 
    In a small clearing under a canopy of drooping shudder spruces, Lyra dismounted, touching gingerly on her throbbing ankle. The zethrin collapsed in a heap. She knelt and stroked its dirty, matted feathers. Through a grief stricken throat, Lyra hummed gently to him and told him what a good boy he was as she stripped off a clump of moisture-laden mothermoss growing on tree bark and wrung it out over a particularly large, crescent-shaped cut on the animal's side. Its calming antibiotic effects would help the healing. 
 
    She didn't worry too much about leaving the hurting zethrin resting on a thick carpet of needles and vegetative duff. It would be picked up in the morning by the platoon. So, through her own pain and exhaustion, she risked night travel in untamed woods. Occasional rustlings or crackling of twigs teased at Lyra's imagination, but she had a hard time working up the proper sense of fear. Death by vicious whorlock might be nice and quick, anyway. She hardly even noticed prickly tree branches ripping at clothing and scratching flesh as she limped ponderously along. She had to make it to Flantilly … or die trying. 
 
    When morning light stretched groping fingers along the landscape, Lyra dropped, pack and all, into a hillside of ferns to rest a while. Numb from misery, pain, and clinical shock, she soon fell asleep, lingering tears mingling with the dew. 
 
    A few hours later, Lyra was sorry she awoke. Every muscle in her body ached, her ankle was swollen to at least three times its size, and all she had on her was a little bread and dried sweetroot to eat. Her empty water canteen got a severe cursing worthy of repentance, but the Lord let her pay penance with the first mile of the day. It was agony. 
 
    A sturdy stick eventually helped support her weight. The pain dulled a little, too, once her muscles warmed up. 
 
    Her continuous prayer trickling out split lips asked for the strength to keep putting one foot in front of the other. Surely the Lord would help her evade capture. She was the Bearer, after all. Wasn't the security of the artifact of utmost importance?  
 
    Lyra just wished being faithful didn't have to be so … painful. God had just required literally everything of her—her husband, family, home. It was so much to bear, and she felt so alone. 
 
    “Be at peace,” something whispered. “Look.” 
 
    Lyra halted in surprise. The words had been distinct and clear as if someone were standing right beside her. She looked. 
 
    The view from foothill ridge number nine revealed cultivated farmlands and quaint habitations that was the western quadrant of the country town of Flantilly sprawling through the narrow valley below. She could make out the grid of businesses and homes beyond. Lyra dropped to her knees. 
 
    “Forgive my grumblings, Father. I have been weak!” 
 
    A warmth spread through her, enveloping her entire being, and for just a moment, she was not throbbing body and soul. She wasn't aching for her children, her heart not bleeding for her husband. She would see them again. She would be okay. God would protect her. 
 
    The distant striding of boots and men's voices cut short the brief respite, making Lyra jerk her head around. Oh no, the platoon! 
 
    She leaped up and began to sprint downhill, teeth gritted against her sprain. She didn't need to reach the inner city, just a rocky country road to help hide her steps. Then maybe she could take shelter in a barn or root cellar. 
 
    But after a day and a half of forcing her ankle to go above and beyond the call of duty, it gave out on a large stone. Lyra whirled out of control. She tumbled and bounced three quarters of the way down until a great, prickly oak stopped her with a sickening thud—forehead greeting trunk. 
 
    Gasping for air, and through the tingling fuzziness of fading consciousness, Lyra managed to untangle her arms from the straps of her pack and fling the leather and canvas bag as far away from her as she could. 
 
    God, protect it! 
 
    Huh, this seems like a nice place to die. 
 
    Man, I hate Caldreen'ns. …   
 
      
 
    Searing stiffness and—could it be true?—bacon. 
 
    Lyra stirred, struggling to open her eyes. Ugh. All was swirling, blinking colors. Even the dim light from the single, overhead bulb was too much. 
 
    “Ah, you are just in time for mornin' repast,” said a nasal Caldreen'n accent. It was familiar. Unfortunately. “Well, mine anyway,” it corrected. 
 
    The smiling face of Captain Rookenik crunching into a thick slice of bacon with relish eventually became recognizable and revulsion flared in Lyra's chest. It sharpened her senses. 
 
    She was in a small prison cell, dumped on a musty cot. The rust brick walls framed no windows. The dingy toilet in the corner was sole companion to a sink and faucet with a continuous drip. A thick wooden door sat open to a dark hallway. She had to take his word for it that she had been out for a day and night. 
 
    He swallowed. “Welcome to Flantilly's enforcement station.” 
 
    Lyra strained to sit up over protesting muscles and noticed her boots had been removed. Rookenik straddled a three-legged stool behind a compact table from which wafted the tantalizing smells of omelet, cheese, and a butter-drizzled biscuit. As if on cue, her stomach growled. Traitor. 
 
    The captain grinned broader. “Food will be brought to you—after we talk,” he said, and took a sip of some steaming beverage in a tin cup. “I have already ordered a nurse to come attend to your wounds.”  
 
    Lyra glanced at her distended ankle. It had turned a ravishing purple and was her primary source of pain. A close second: a pounding headache from the skull-melding-with-tree-trunk incident. The back of her neck also ached. Her right elbow … her tailbone. She could go on. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” Lyra's throat felt thick and sticky with dehydration. Physical complaint number ten. 
 
    “Well, to begin, I know your small company was part o' a larger group that left earlier. Where did they go?” 
 
    “I don't know.” That was mostly the truth. “Most of us weren't told the exact location in the event that something like you came along.” She tried to spit this venomously—a difficult task when you're running low on spit. “And the one man who knew where we were going, you shot in the head.” 
 
    Rookenik's egg-laden fork stopped midway to his mouth. “Aye,” he admitted, “but as I recall, he was no' the one you were really worried about, was he?” He spoke his next words slower. “You did no' react until someone else was executed. And o' those two … let me think,” he pretended to think hard, “I bet it was that handsome, husky fellow with the curly hair.” 
 
    Lyra knew her expression gave her away. She wasn't a good liar. 
 
    “Was he special to you?” the captain simpered. 
 
    Her fists balled up the cot's threadbare blanket at her sides and her jaw became rigid while, smirking, the captain went back to his breakfast still speared on the two prongs of his fork. 
 
    Now! 
 
    With her good leg, Lyra kicked hard at the little table's edge, forcing the opposite end into the captain's gut. He and his insubstantial stool careened backward. His head hit the floor with a satisfying thump and Lyra lunged forward. Snarling, she lifted the table over her head. You're going to feel on your face just how special Jon—! 
 
    “Excuse me,” a mild voice spoke from the door's threshold. “Would you like me to come back later when you are finished? It would be more efficient to treat the both o' you at one time.” 
 
    Lyra froze. A very aged woman hovered in the doorway, her large medical bag held at waist level, her plain, dark work dress adorned only with a modestly high collar and long sleeves.  
 
    An armed guard materialized from the hall, his weapon pointed at Lyra's head. “Put the table down and step away,” he ordered. His cliché tone almost made Lyra laugh. Almost. She did as she was told. 
 
    Swearing loudly, Rookenik clambered up. With a napkin he quickly began to dab at splashed beverage scalding his skin. “You sneaking little witch!” 
 
    He threw the stained linen against the wall and advanced, preparing a backhand to her face. 
 
    “Any further injury, Captain, will likely put this little tiger into shock. Then you will no' be able to finish your interrogation until tomorrow.” The woman's thin, white bun of hair floated above humped shoulders and her wrinkled face bore more resemblance to a wrung out rag left to dry in the sun. She skirted by the guard, brushing the gun away with distaste. 
 
    The young officer hesitated, then just shoved Lyra onto the cot. “Try something like that again, wench, and I will introduce a bullet to your skull just like your rebel lover.” Lyra remained hunched on her stomach against the cot, head and muscles screaming. That little maneuver had cost her. 
 
    Quietly, the old nurse began setting up her work space on Lyra's makeshift battering ram and Rookenik dismissed the guard. He rubbed, peeved, at the bump forming on the back of his head. “I will leave you to your work, nurse.” To Lyra, he sneered, “We will continue our 'conversation' in a little while.” 
 
    When he left, he didn't bother to close the door behind him. Odd. Of course, she wouldn't be able to make a quick getaway on her ankle. There was also the guard. 
 
    The nurse started by checking the responses of Lyra's pupils, then moved on to her pulse. “My name is Maehan,” she eventually offered. 
 
    “I'm Lyra,” Lyra whispered. “Thank you, Nurse Maehan, for your help.” 
 
    Maehan smiled. “How about we take a look at that ankle first?” 
 
    At Lyra's lift of her pant cuff, Maehan's eyes widened and she clucked sympathetically. She made Lyra move it back and forth for her as she palpated the area with arthritic, age-spotted hands. The treatment: wrap it snugly in gauze. 
 
    “I am no' a nurse, by the way—no' officially,” Maehan said. “I am a Keeper. Been doing that for many years. But the captain knows I have had plenty o' experience with these types o' minor injuries, and,” she chuckled, “I am cheaper than a clinical nurse and happened to be on a stopover here with the caravan. Convenient for him and his limited governmental budget, I would say.” 
 
    Lyra was puzzled. “A Keeper?” 
 
    “Keeper o' the Women.” Lyra's continued confusion was evident and Maehan paused in her wrapping. “Khari'na?” she tried. 
 
    Khari'na! The word made Lyra shudder. Concubines. Slave mistresses. Old-fashioned terms for the modern, extremely lucrative, government-run auctioning of women. Khari'na were not addressed like other women with a “Mrs.” or “Miss,” but bore a distinct title of “'Na” before their name. The sound of it filled her with disgust. 
 
    Maehan guessed at her thoughts as she finished the wrap. “You are no' from one o' the sanctioned towns or villages, I take it.” 
 
    “… No,” Lyra answered hesitantly. How much should she say? The less the better. 
 
    “Do no' look so horrified, Little Tiger. The great majority o' the girls come quite willingly. It is their best hope for avoiding poverty and sickness in the Republic's many poor settlements. The families also receive a percentage o' the sale. It can set them up for several years—more sometimes.” She began administering some antibiotic ointment to an open cut on Lyra's head. “Khari'na mostly live a stable, pampered life, child.”  
 
    Lyra said nothing. 
 
    “I think I need to give this one a stitch to keep it closed,” Maehan observed. “Are you up for it? I know in the hospitals they are experimenting with a painkiller that numbs only the spot needing treatment, but all I have here is some alcohol to dull the pain.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Lyra said. “I don't drink. I'll just … grin and bear it, if you can be fast.” 
 
    A sparse, white eyebrow was raised. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Lyra almost smiled. “I've been through childbirth three times, ma'am. I'm pretty sure I can handle one little stitch.” Then she abruptly shut her mouth. She shouldn't have said that. 
 
    Maehan retrieved a needle and thread from her bag. “So you have children?” 
 
    Lyra bit her lip and didn't answer. 
 
    Maehan tried a different subject. “Did I hear Captain Rookenik mention a man? A husband, maybe?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lyra allowed. Her wedding necklet above her breast was glaringly obvious. 
 
    “And you two were unfortunate enough to make the captain's acquaintance.” 
 
    “We did not wish to be brought under the wing of the Republic's 'care.'” Lyra winced only slightly as the sharp needle penetrated her flesh. 
 
    “Peculiars?” 
 
    “… Yes.” She would never deny it. Even if she'd remained silent, the woman would know anyway because any non-Believer would quickly disown such an association. 
 
    Maehan tied off the stitch and cut it. She taped a bandage in place. “Now let us have a look at the rest o' you. Any more major complaints?” 
 
    “The back of my neck at the base is really sore,” Lyra admitted. Wait. Why was she talking like this was a routine exam and she'd soon be free to go on her way? Despite the fleeting spiritual connection on the mountainside—just being honest—it really didn't look like she was going to make it out of here alive. 
 
    Maehan had her turn to the side. After a moment she said, “Do you know what the captain wants with you?” 
 
    “Probably interrogation before he kills me.” Her breath thinned at the last two words. 
 
    Maehan gently began cleaning the spot. “Oh, I would no' start digging my grave yet. Something tells me he has plans to keep you alive.” 
 
    Lyra's heart thumped. Did she mean torture? 
 
    Captain Rookenik returned, an ice pouch held at his head to nurse the bump, with new shirt and new glare in place. “How is the patient?” he muttered. 
 
    “She will live—if you two can avoid any more colorful exchanges.” 
 
    “Listen here, old woman! Do you know to whose son you are giving your cheeky comments?” 
 
    “Forgive me, Captain Rookenik, for my outspoken nature,” Maehan gracefully retreated. “I know very well o' your good family name.” She handed Lyra a glass of water with a couple pills for reducing the swelling, then busied herself cleaning up her tools. Lyra chugged all the water and medicine in one swig. Heavens, was she thirsty! 
 
    Back on his stool—placed as far away from Lyra as possible—Rookenik demanded, “Well? What is the diagnosis? Does she need anything further?” 
 
    “Do you want the version for her proper healing, or just keeping her alive?” 
 
    “Alive,” he answered, irritated. 
 
    “The ankle is badly sprained, but no' life threatening. It is the few deep cuts which worry me. They need to be kept clean to avoid infection.” 
 
    The captain nodded and waited for more. 
 
    Maehan looked down at her things. “It was dangerous to do the spinal implant in her weakened state. The surrounding tissue is irritated and I think she is feeling the effects o' the surgery.” 
 
    Good God of mercy! Lyra's hand flew to the back of her neck—the spot that was hurting—the spot Maehan had tended. She felt an oblong lump protruding from underneath her skin, about the length of the first joint of her thumb, running vertically exactly over the spine. A spinal implant! A permanent tracker literally attached to her bones! The privileged recipients: work farm slaves and … khari'na. 
 
    Dedicating their lives in the service of the People for the welfare and prosperity of all. 
 
    Or so the propaganda said. Any hope of escape that Lyra had been secretly harboring in the last bright space of her mind disintegrated to drifting ash. She clamped icy fingers around the edge of her cot as a wave of nausea washed through her. She really needed to keep that water down. 
 
    I guess that was why no one bothered to close the door, Lyra thought, blinking away threatening tears. The conversation between the other two suddenly sounded very far away. 
 
    “I knew she would live through it. It was rather convenient timing to perform the operation while she was out, anyway.” 
 
    A short grunt came from the Keeper. 
 
    “Now, it seems to me that your friends' attack on my men was really just a diversion, a ploy to distract me from something … more important.” 
 
    Oh. He was speaking directly to her again. Rookenik's mouth grew a malevolent smile and he folded triumphant arms across his chest. He said, “I think they were trying to protect something. I think they were protecting you—or something you were carrying.” 
 
    Lyra pressed nervous lips together and stared at a lump of cold omelet on the floor. When Rookenik leaned forward in his seat, she scarcely had time to note the small, boxy device in his hand before the barely audible click. 
 
    Fire! 
 
    Slashing ice! 
 
    A searing electricity like she had never felt before rocketed through her spine, seizing it into rigidity. Lyra's scream came out more like a strangled gurgle as she toppled to the concrete floor, face first. 
 
    A few seconds later the torture ceased, but it was many more before her muscles stopped convulsing. She lay curled in fetal position, her brain like jelly. What … was THAT? When she was finally able to lift her head, her eyes rolled to meet the captain's, watching her spasms with great interest. Lyra uncurled her hands and tested her weight on her arms. 
 
    “I shall report back to headquarters that the new model performed well.” Rookenik sounded as happy as a kid trying out a new toy for the first time. 
 
    Maehan was nearly white with alarm. “What did you just do?” 
 
    “Our Little Miss Spitfire here should feel honored. She just experienced the latest in bio-implanted criminal management.” He held up the tracking device, waving it teasingly at Lyra. “You are lucky my mandate forbids its use before proper medical care has been given. Ever since it arrived here last week, I have been itching for the excuse to make it back to Flantilly and try it out. You were a perfect candidate for my trial run.” 
 
    “But what did it do to her?” Maehan said. 
 
    “Oh, it is just a bit o' electrical pulse. Her implant has a mechanism that goes through the bone to grip the spinal cord. When I push this button …” He held up the remote, his thumb hovering over a small, protruding knob. 
 
    “No! Please!” Lyra choked. She couldn't take that punishment again. She was no soldier. She wasn't trained to withstand torture. Was this why the Spirit had led her forward? So she could be implanted and tortured? Oh God! I thought You— Lyra shook in quiet sobs.  
 
    Rookenik stayed his thumb. “So let us try this again. Why did your friends think your escape was worth dying for?” 
 
    Think, think! He knows! Lyra opened her mouth, not knowing what she should say. 
 
    “She is pregnant,” Maehan grunted as she placed the last tool in her bag. 
 
    The room's two other occupants stared at her. 
 
    “O' course, the fetus may have been injured or killed from the surgery and everything else you have put her through. She could start a miscarriage at any moment.” 
 
    To his credit, Captain Rookenik shifted uneasily in his seat. Lyra watched the Keeper, confused. She certainly was not pregnant. In fact, she had had major complications with the delivery of their third that made Jon reluctant to try for more. At his wish seven years ago, she started a daily regimen of a special tea that inhibited certain hormones. She hadn't gotten pregnant since.  
 
    “Her friends were only trying to protect the baby,” Maehan explained matter-of-factly. “Peculiars feel very strongly about the sanctity o' human life.” She gave Lyra a meaningful glance. 
 
    This woman was trying to help her? Uh, okay, play along. Lyra quickly wiped the shock off her face before the captain noticed. 
 
    “Is this true?” Rookenik turned to Lyra. 
 
    She attempted to lace her denial with nervousness. It wasn't hard. “No … sir. The Keeper is mistaken. I can't have children. My husband and I tried for years, but … it's not possible.” 
 
    Rookenik eyed her with suspicion. “Nurse?” 
 
    “She is, Captain. An old nurse knows these things. She only fears what you might do to her—and the baby.” 
 
    “Well, she should be worried.” 
 
    “Please, my lord.” Lyra voiced a tremble as she rose to a semi-kneeling position. “Have mercy.” 
 
    The captain lounged breezily back in his chair. “Protocol states that rebels may, at the discretion o' the ranking officer, be executed or turned over as property o' the Republic. Execution is the simpler, cheaper alternative, but I think you may yet serve some use—now that you have been properly tagged.” He extracted from his pressed trousers pocket a card. “… Asset o' the State number four, seven, seven, three,” he read. 
 
    Lyra basked in brief relief. It seemed Captain Rookenik had bought the story. Her secret, the one her husband and friends had died for, was still safe. But where was her pack? Still lying there at the base of the foothill? 
 
    “Captain Rookenik, I would like to propose an offer,” Maehan had stood, ready to leave, bony fingers curled around her bag's handles, “for the woman.” 
 
    Surprise fluttered across his face. “As a prisoner o' the state, she is no' for sale.” 
 
    “I thought you might be willing to consider an unofficial arrangement.” 
 
    The face darkened. “You are no' attempting to bribe an officer o' the Great Army o' Caldreen.” 
 
    The old woman shrugged. “It seems to me that a pregnant 'servant o' the state' would no' be well placed on a work farm nor in a citizen's home. Now that you are aware o' her condition, you are obligated to include it in her file.” 
 
    “There are provisions on the farms for women incidentally bearing children—” 
 
    “But those provisions would no' make you two thousand rednotes richer,” Maehan interrupted, placid as silk. 
 
    Rookenik went silent. After a moment, he rose to the cell door and closed it. “Is that your offer?” Sparks of greed flitted in his eyes, but before Maehan could answer, he quickly added, “What do you want her for, anyway? And how does a Keeper happen to have two thousand reds lying around?” 
 
    “I am getting older,” (the much younger man's snort at the understatement was ignored) “and I could use some help in my work. I will take responsibility for her pregnancy, should it go to term. As for the money, do no' worry about where it came from. I have it.” 
 
    The captain's gaze drifted back to Lyra—or rather her breasts, her curves—a naked scrutiny of her womanly endowments. It gave Lyra a strong desire to cover up, despite being fully clothed already. “Well, I was considering taking her to my family's estate. We are in need o' another servant for housework and … other personal uses.”  
 
    Lyra couldn't look at either of them anymore. The captain's intent was clear. The Keeper's … 
 
    If the woman was telling the truth, what would it be like, living among the khari'na? Preparing them for hungry, wanton men? The shiver that ran through her was not from the floor's dankness. 
 
    “I will offer two hundred and fifty more for the necessary modifying o' her file so you get no questions from your superiors,” Maehan countered. 
 
    “… Twenty-five hundred and you have a deal.”  
 
    A long pause followed. Two thousand five hundred rednotes was a lot of money for anyone. But after one more look at Lyra, Maehan finally lifted her chin. “Twenty-five hundred it is, young man. I will return shortly with your payment. At that time, you will turn over to me any personal items o' hers you may have confiscated, an official receipt o' sale, and that thing.” She pointed to the tracker. 
 
    “I have a whole case full o' these new models,” he said, nearly like a brag. “And I would say trial participant number one was a thorough success.” Rookenik handed her the small, steel box right then and there. “The range for the tracker is the usual ten miles on flat land, but the range for the clinching mechanism is only about thirty feet. The dial at the bottom controls the mechanism's severity—how much pain you want to inflict.” 
 
    Maehan regarded the instrument warily. “You had it turned almost the whole way up.” 
 
    The curl of his lip made Lyra feel nauseously sick again. Maybe she could aim for his shoes. 
 
    After the Keeper left, Rookenik stood. “I guess our business is concluded, rebel. Excuse me while I go take care o' some paperwork. In the meantime, clean up this mess and maybe I will have something brought for you to eat.” He turned, then paused at the door, his hand on the knob. “What a change—the khari'na caravan. I must admit it would be fun to see how a Perc handles that kind o' lifestyle.” Rookenik cast her a sidelong glance. “Well, perhaps I will be so lucky that our paths will cross again—'Na Lyra.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door closed, dispersing a chilly draft across Lyra's hunched frame. 'Na Lyra. Was she khari'na now? The cell around her began to blur, like the view out a rain-pummeled window. 
 
    A shiny object twinkled through her salty wetness and she made out the captain's fork, its prongs still spearing the chunk of omelet. Picking it up and turning it over in her hand, Lyra, by degrees, slowly but surely, felt her despondence and revulsion harden, sharpen, like the cold metal itself. With a scream she flung the fork against the door. It bounced hard off the solid wood, making a small dent before clanging to the floor. 
 
    That felt good. 
 
    The tin plate was also within reach. 
 
    “Perhaps ayee weel be so looky that our paths weel cross agin,” she mocked. The second projectile made an even more enjoyably offensive clatter and Lyra threw her head up shouting, “Well, the least you Caldreen'ns can do is come up with more original catch phrases, you morons!” 
 
    Her sound rang in her ears for a few seconds, then there was nothing but emptiness. Lyra drooped wearily against her cot for support. She cycled through emotions like the changing of seasons. Anger. Grief. Despair. Fear. Anger was the easiest emotion to live in. She felt less vulnerable. 
 
    A short rumble interrupted the steady plink of her cell's leaky faucet. It was her stomach growling again, reminding her that her first priority was to stay alive. It told her to start cleaning up the floor. 
 
    Yes. She needed sustenance. Food would provide energy for more fuming and venting later. 
 
    Grudgingly, Lyra cleaned up the captain's breakfast the best she could with a wet cloth napkin. Then she limped to the door to yell that she was done. Only a minute passed before something was brought, but to her chagrin it was just a bit of moldy bread and a cup. Oh well. Was she really naive enough to expect more? 
 
    The sink's tepid water was not as bad as she'd feared and Lyra drained her cup several times over. Then she slumped on the cot, legs dangling over the edge, her back against the wall—trying to ignore the light, disturbingly alien pressure from the implant—while she nibbled at the least moldy parts of the bread. What should she do now? What was this Maehan really going to do with her? Will she ever see her children again? Lyra closed her eyes with the enormity of it all. How nice it would be if she could fall asleep and never, ever wake up again … 
 
      
 
    The door scraped against the floor, dragging Lyra to some state of wakefulness. Apparently she had drifted off. A groggy will forced her lids open and she saw Maehan shuffle in followed by another figure that jump-started Lyra's adrenal glands and made her throat run dry: a huge, muscular mountain of a man. 
 
    His frame all but filled the doorway and he had to duck his head to enter. The transition from his thick neck to bulging shoulders, a ranging slope. The span between pectorals, a vast plain. But what disconcerted Lyra more was the pair of dark, discerning eyes that scrutinized her, as an entomologist would a rare insect pinned on display under lights. 
 
    His square jaw was clean-shaven, his long black hair, pulled neatly back in a tie. Layered over a collarless, button front top, he wore a black trouser and vest set that fit him well. In sculpted, dark-skinned arms riving out of sleeves rolled up to the elbow, he held … her boots! 
 
    Maehan stepped forward, a large, brown paper packet in her hands. “This is Gralion Hundt—head o' security over the caravan, one o' the best in the business, and my friend.” She glanced at him fondly. 
 
    “This is the new addition to the caravan?” the walking muscle rumbled in a gravelly bass. “This wild looking gimp?” It was not meant as an insult—merely a statement of fact. 
 
    “She will no' be for auction, Grally, she will be my assistant.” Maehan placed the packet on the little table and rested herself on the stool. Lyra had a sneaking suspicion there weren't too many people allowed to call him that. 
 
    “Could you no' easily find a much more qualified assistant in the city through the usual routes? This—” he lifted a hand to the room, “I do no' even know if this is legal.” 
 
    Hundt strode forward and silently presented Lyra her boots. Her eyes went wide as his huge hand rose over her scalp to—gently—turn her head to the side. He frowned at what he saw behind it. 
 
    “Her implant is brand new. Do no' ask me to believe she was implanted for normal khari'na induction—no' at her age and no' looking like she has been on the run.” 
 
    “Aye. She does come from an unusual set o' circumstances.” Maehan tapped arthritic knuckles on the packet. “But this makes it all proper and legal as far as you are concerned. You know I always follow my gut, Grally, and it is telling me in no uncertain terms to bring this girl with us.” 
 
    He sighed. “Okay, Mae. You are the boss on this one. By the look on that captain's face, he would no' be interested in refunding your money, anyway.” 
 
    A lull descended as two sets of eyes regarded her like a stray, malnourished kitten. Lyra squirmed. Were they expecting her to say something? She still wasn't even sure she wanted to go with them. 
 
    The Keeper finally broke the silence. “Lyra, do you have any other possessions besides these boots?” 
 
    “N-no.” This was not the time or place for discussing her other things. Hundt's eyes narrowed, but he didn't say anything. 
 
    “Then we will be on our way.” 
 
    Suddenly, Lyra was being scooped up, boots and all. Lord, save me! But Hundt merely cradled her comfortably in his arms and turned to carry her out. Oh. Of course. This was why Maehan had asked him to come.  
 
    They walked through the cell wing, more doors on either side lining the way, and Lyra soon detected a light herbal scent mixed with vanilla floating about Mr. Hundt's person. His shampoo? Hmm, she wouldn't have pegged him for the type. Hundt grunted briefly to a sleepy guard at the end of the hall and they entered a sparse, communal office area. A few desks. Some patriotic paintings of past Caldreen'n leaders all gazing sternly out into nowhere. Minimalist military chic. 
 
    A large banner of the Republic floated across the top of the main exit: a pale green triangle, one red stripe slashing it horizontally in half. Maehan and Hundt paused for an obligatory salute. Then they all passed under, stepping out double doors carved with scenes of some of the Republic of Caldreen's “glorious” historical battles. 
 
    It was late afternoon by the looks of it and Lyra's eyes smarted under the sudden, intense light. This part of Flantilly was not known to her. The Believers' infrequent shopping excursions took place at the opposite end. However, the basic scene was familiar enough: cobblestone streets, sturdy, family-owned shops, the general giving way and careful, averted faces for army personnel. 
 
    The locals had no problem casting curious eyes upon her trio though. Could she blame them? A bowed, elderly Keeper and a dark, forbidding giant cradling the small frame of a dirt-stained, beaten woman, her frizzled hair accented with bits of forest floor? No. 
 
    Before long they turned off on packed gravel and residential neighborhoods. The older homes, cabin-like. The new ones, larger, red-bricked with iron accents, and proudly displaying Caldreen'n flags billowing over neatly trimmed hedges and flower beds. 
 
    Drowsiness knit a shroud over Lyra again. It seemed those pills were still holding her body hostage. They rounded a bend and through heavy lashes Lyra made out the blocky train barges and yellow, canvas tents of a khari'na caravan in the distance. Her lids grew heavier. The relaxed prattling of female voices tumbled into her ears. Deep lowing and snuffles accompanied by the distinct odor of fresh manure told her that very large beasts of burden were bedded not many yards away. She struggled to remain alert, to identify the creatures, to study these foreign surroundings. 
 
    Gralion Hundt's gait crunched a steady beat. 
 
    The drugs slogged an indistinct lullaby in her head. 
 
    Sleep persuaded—and won. 
 
      
 
    The sound of Maehan pulling back a tent flap woke Lyra. The soft light that entered with the Keeper told her it was twilight and that she lay on a freestanding hammock. Another hammock and a large trunk against the wall opposite the door used up the rest of the available space. This abode was not made to accommodate two people. 
 
    Her head felt clearer now. It also helped that the light had dimmed. Maehan brought her a large bowl of a meaty stew and Lyra carefully sat up to take it. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. It smelled really good, and she was absolutely famished! 
 
    Also procured for her was a substantial slice of warm, brown bread and a mug of milk. Lyra dove in to her meal as fast as politely possible. 
 
    “This is my tent,” the old woman offered after a minute. “You will bed here with me during your recovery. Tonight I can help you bathe. Then you must rest. We have an early start in the morning. We have more girls to collect along this route and then it is onward to the capital city for auction.” 
 
    Lyra had to grab her bowl with both hands to keep it from falling off her lap. 
 
    “Ma'am, I … I need to stay here.” 
 
    Maehan shook her head. “I feel for your predicament, my dear, but I invested a lot in you and even above that, you are still property o' the Republic. Whether or no' I wish for your freedom is irrelevant.” 
 
    “No, I mean, I can't leave yet,” she clarified, heart hammering against her chest. 
 
    “Is there something you need to do first?” 
 
    What other option was there but to tell the truth? “I need to go get something. My backpack. It has … personal items of immense sentimental value. May I please go find it?” 
 
    “You are in no condition to go wandering about Flantilly in the dark by yourself.” 
 
    “Please. Please, my lady! I must—I have to have it. I'll do anything.” Lyra gulped. Did she just say that? 
 
    “Little Tiger, I am no lady. I am hardly even a ma'am. And sweet moon mother Henna, you do no' need to get yourself so worked up! Every khari'na is allowed one bag or trunk o' personals.” Lyra nearly tingled with relief. “But we will need to bother Grally again. He must accompany you tonight. He will be too busy in the morning overseeing the inventory and head count.” 
 
    The thought of asking a favor of the security guard for a second time in twenty-two hours tasted sour to Lyra, but incurring his disdain was better than being forced to leave Flantilly empty-handed. Maehan hailed a passerby to find Mr. Hundt and Lyra finished her meal, fretting over her ability to find the same spot on the slope where her tumbling had come to a stiff end. It would be even harder in the dark. 
 
    While Maehan started on some mending, Lyra took the opportunity to inconspicuously bow her head. 
 
    Father of All … I need help. I don't know what Thy plan is for me, but I am still trying to fulfill my stewardship. I'm trying to remain faithful and trust in Thy wisdom. Please … guide me to my pack— 
 
    “You again?” 
 
    Mr. Hundt! Lyra's head flew up. 
 
    “Grally, 'Na Lyra needs you to help her fetch a personal item she left behind before she was taken to the compound.” Maehan turned to Lyra. “It is in the city, correct?” 
 
    “Well, it—it's just outside the northwestern city limit, where the foothills meet the valley,” she stammered, her cheeks coloring. A frown dipped Hundt's mouth and he folded his arms across his chest. The fact that he couldn't stand up fully in the tent made him look even more forbidding. She tried not to shrivel. “Please. It's very important to me.” 
 
    “A trip to that point and back will take at least two hours,” he said. His tone was even with practiced patience. The tightening of his eyes, however, indicated something different. “I will also need to saddle up a pony for you. If this is about some lacy, frilly thing that is your favorite color—” 
 
    “No. I'm not asking you to help me find a stupid dress!” Lyra flushed. That came out stronger than she'd intended. “I mean … it's a backpack, containing some things of great personal value.” She could scarcely look him in the eye. Few probably dared speak to him that way. She was surprised then when she caught the hint of a smile. It seemed he found her little outburst amusing—this time. 
 
    He considered her a moment, then with a sigh, tersely began to outline a plan. Back in half an hour with mech torches. She needed a warm cloak and “something to cover that foot.” Upon leaving, Maehan received a wry arch of his eyebrow. Sure you don't want to reconsider your latest purchase? it said. 
 
    Maehan was able to dig out a thick, black cloak from her trunk. “This should keep you warm enough.” The task of finding something for Lyra's foot, however, made the old Keeper's lips pucker in deliberation. They finally decided to bind it up in scraps of leather. Next, Maehan thoughtfully combed through Lyra's matted hair so she could pull it back in a tight ribbon out of the way. 
 
    Exactly on time, Hundt returned with a shaggy brown and white striped pony. He helped Lyra mount up. 
 
    The stallion was of typical size, its fuzzy head as high as Lyra's shoulder, its youthfulness apparent by the shortness of its single, straight, off-white antler growing midway between arrowhead shaped ears. It was plenty strong to carry her though, and his sure, rubbery hooves would pick their way easily across unpaved landscape when it was time to leave the road. 
 
    The Woodrose family had occasionally enjoyed riding friends' ponies in the settlement. The women often used them for working the livestock, though Lyra, herself, preferred to jog with the men. For those with the stamina, running was actually the faster method as a ponies' short, stocky legs were not made for speed. 
 
    Nervousness boxed at her insides as she struck out into the darkness with the big man. She wasn't sure if she trusted him, and she hated to think how angry he might be if it ended up taking hours to find her pack. What if she couldn't find it at all? Lyra spent the first minutes gathering all her mental powers to picture the details of the nearest farm she had seen before her fall and loss of consciousness: the leaning barn with the weather vane, a fence line only fifty yards from the tree she hit, the tree itself, unusual in its crooked growth like a nest of worms. She was surprised at the clear vision that formed. 
 
    At junctions in the road, Hundt waited for Lyra to direct him. The triplet moons seemed especially bright tonight and, nearly without a hitch, they found the farm, the barn, the pasture fence. Thank the Almighty! There, they abandoned the road to trail up the mountainside. 
 
    The shrouding trees made it time to bring out their mechanical torches and Lyra flipped hers on, feeling the warm hum of the piphony plant's green jelly-like sap through the tin casing as it made contact with coiled filaments inside the tube. The glass bulb at the other end glowed and she shone it about. Moments later, Lyra was crying out softly in delight. Up the slope and a little to the left was the prickly oak, its coarse leaves curled at the tips in sharp ridges. 
 
    She quickly offered a prayer of gratitude in her heart. At least the Lord was making something go her way. Lyra clucked to her mount, but Hundt's massive arm suddenly shot out, laying hold of the bridle. He had turned his torch off and quickly commandeered hers as well, pressing a silencing finger to his lips. Lyra obeyed. Straining her eyes up the slope, she soon saw something: the faint glow of campfire not far from the tree. 
 
    With caution, Hundt led her pony to a thicket. He tied it there, giving Lyra a strict command to stay put and wait for his return. Then he disappeared into the shadows, leaving Lyra to marvel at how such a large man could move so quietly. 
 
    She sat for a minute, enveloped in sounds of the night, zealously dismissing any apprehension she was tempted to feel by calmly stroking her ride. Everything would be fine. She even tried to become annoyed over the new ache her ankle had developed from dangling off the pony's side for so long. 
 
    A deep bellow rang above the forest, interrupting the crickets' serenading and snapping Lyra's backbone to rigidity. Was that Hundt? Faint shouts erupted. The clunks and sharp knocks of clashing weapons followed. 
 
    Oh, no! Lyra slid off her pony and hobbled as fast as she could toward the glow. She was not as stealthy as her companion. 
 
    Then a new sound arose—a whistle of sorts. The hum came and went in short spurts. The same pitch every time. The tone was so clear Lyra could sing it if she wanted. A “B” below middle “C”? No, a perfect “B” flat. 
 
    Wait. How did she know that? 
 
    Lyra shook her head and jerked her bad foot along faster. 
 
    A break in the trees finally allowed visual on a small clearing that had been made into a campsite. A healthy, crackling fire licked at a pot hung overhead. Beyond the flames, part in shadow and part lit up in angry red and orange hues, was Hundt fending off attackers. Lyra crouched, tense, behind a downed, rotting tree. 
 
    The strange, monotone whistle originated from Mr. Hundt, or rather, from what he was wielding, for in his hand he swung a coppery rod about three quarters the length of a fishing pole, thicker at the base and narrowing in segments, like a seaman's telescope. Something round and solid hung a few inches off the tubular end. The slightly flexible rod and ball whizzed through the air, striking many an arm, head, and body with serious results. The weapon was the source of the tone, and Hundt was making it sing. 
 
    Wow. Lyra watched in fascination. 
 
    She counted ten men in all. Some already lay moaning on the ground or dead. Others were attempting to crawl away. The remaining few waved swords or knives, struggling even to get close enough to use them. Hundt looked relaxed and calculating. 
 
    He downed one more after which the last two finally demonstrated an ounce of brain. They ran. 
 
    Poised in readiness, dark skin glistening in the firelight, Hundt waited for the others that could still move to follow suit. Soon, all was still. 
 
    Lyra stood. “That was amazing!” she breathed. 
 
    Hundt's head jerked, eyes scouting for her beyond the campfire. 
 
    “Sorry. It's just me,” she called. She carefully began to maneuver over the trunk that had been her screen. “I heard the fighting and was afraid—” 
 
    Hundt leaped over the fire at her, his expression distorted and ugly. Shocked, Lyra ducked her head and threw up shielding arms just as she was yanked off the log with a ferocity that took her breath away. The weapon sang one more time. 
 
    It took a second for Lyra's senses to stabilize, to see that she was hanging folded in half over Hundt's rock hard forearm, her face in intimate greeting of his thigh. She craned her neck around to see past it. 
 
    Behind her rotted tree, a man slowly dropped to his knees, his face registering shock at the blood leaking from his chest where the sharpened, hollow point of Hundt's strange weapon skewered him. Trembling fingers dropped a dagger to the ground—a dagger that had been aimed at her. His body soon followed and, like the sharp knife, landed with a dull clap in the dirt, heavy and lifeless. 
 
    Hundt let her go, and Lyra landed unceremoniously on her backside, stunned. He had just saved her life! She watched the man retrieve his rod from the sticky sternum and pull a cloth from a pocket to wipe the blood from his curious pole. 
 
    “Thank you!” she got out. 
 
    Hundt snorted. “I told you to wait down there.” 
 
    “I was afraid you might be in trouble.” 
 
    He gave her a look. 
 
    “Well, how was I to know you had that thing? And against a whole gang …” Lyra stood shakily, testing her one, good leg. 
 
    “And if I were in trouble, how were you planning to intercede?” There was that glimmer of a grin again. 
 
    Lyra shrugged, feeling stupid. Even if he did know she wasn't totally incompetent in hand-to-hand combat, she still wouldn't have been much use tonight—not in her condition. 
 
    Hundt gestured to one end of the campsite. “Is that your pack?”  
 
    Yes! Lyra half limped, half scrambled to the place where it lay on the ground. Empty! She began a frantic search of the immediate area. 
 
    The stolid Hundt stood sentinel as, one by one, Lyra located her items. She felt his eyes on her as she lovingly dusted off Iyalyn's homespun dolly of wood and fabric and found Rorn's carved switchblade set aside on a rock. Lyra brushed the weight of his gaze aside to return anxious eyes to the ground for the really important object. “Did you see them handling anything in particular when you first got here?” 
 
    “One o' them was attempting to pry open a box on that stump over there,” Hundt grunted. “They were no' interested in letting me anywhere near it or your bag.” He shook his head. “Common gypsy thieves. They needed some … persuasion.” 
 
    Lyra flew to the stump and seized the ancient metal and wood box—still intact. Clutching it in quivering hands, she fell to her knees. Oh, thank the Heavens! Thank God! she exulted and wept openly. 
 
    Her warrior savior was made to wait as she ceremoniously re-wrapped her stewardship in its white linen covering then bowed her head in prayer, giddy with relief, exhausted by the day. 
 
    “Is that everything?” Hundt had held back until she was done and had a chance to dry her eyes with her sleeves. Lyra looked up. His stance indicated eternal patience, but the sharp gaze requested an explanation. 
 
    She had to disappoint. “Everything of importance.” 
 
    Something in his jaw shifted. 
 
    The return trip was uneventful and Lyra kept astutely silent, unwilling to open herself up for examination. It was hard though. Her mind was filled with questions about the security guard near her side—his weapon, his training … him. Strange. Was that type of skill and brute strength really necessary to guard a bunch of gossiping, raffish women? 
 
    Back at the caravan, Lyra gave him her most heartfelt thanks. “I am in your debt, sir.” 
 
    He gave a slow, deliberate tip his head. “Good evening, 'Na Lyra.” Then he was gone. 
 
    Lyra gratefully accepted Maehan's help straight to bed. She burrowed deep under the covers. Her stomach full, her pack retrieved, no imminent danger threatening, she blithely succumbed to sleep. Deep, deep, mind-numbing sleep. 
 
      
 
    Leaning on the train barge's window sill, with chin resting on overlapped hands, Lyra watched the scenery roll by. Verdant knolls domed the prairie landscape like velvet, overturned soup bowls. Wispy spikes of lavendrinias dotted the depressions in between. Twitchy-nosed marmins scampered between burrow mounds, twittering tails signaling the start of breeding season. Outside, all the glory of nature beckoned … but Lyra didn't see any of it. 
 
    She had largely been left alone since leaving Flantilly and she finally had all the time in the world to dwell on Jon's death. A deep depression had quickly settled over her. She didn't talk to anyone unless compelled. She barely ate. Hours were spent bent over, her arms hugging her knees or just curled against her stomach. She was given to rocking back and forth, slowly, as if she were comforting a baby, purring nameless tunes to no one. 
 
    A thousand times Lyra relived that horrific event, memorized in painfully crisp detail. The loss of her husband, her family, her everything consumed every waking moment—and the sleeping ones, too. The nightmares were maddening. 
 
    Lyra knew Keeper Maehan was concerned about her, but she didn't care. It was too easy to just sink into oblivion. 
 
    A breeze lifted, bringing with it more dust kicked up from plodding churung foot pads. The beast's pale pink scales glittered as they undulated over powerful muscles that pulled the barge on runners gliding smoothly over the murodium track's ice-like surface. Seven other rectangular passenger and storage cars, each about thirty feet in length, slid along in like manner. The khari'na caravan. 
 
    Lyra shared her coach with a dozen other women. Idle conversation floated about. Some fanned themselves. It was the warmest part of the day and each occasional wisp of air that entered stirred afresh the scents of stale perfume, musty upholstery, and fetid reminders that the caravan's occupants had been on the road for several days. 
 
    A burst of giggles broke the monotony as two of the women, hardly more than girls in Lyra's estimation, with heads tilted together in conspiratorial glee, risked surreptitious glances at her. Lyra ignored them. She knew she was a curiosity. She had a good fifteen years on most of them. 
 
    This was a younger woman's realm. 
 
    Shifting position, Lyra tucked her legs up underneath the skirt of her plain yellow frock. Her left ankle twinged at the sudden transition—but only a little. It was mostly healed now. With a sigh, Lyra settled herself in to wear away yet more minutes of the long afternoon. 
 
    The compartment door soon opened with the Keeper pulling behind her a cart stocked with a large pitcher of water and a few choices of breads, fruit, and vegetables. The mood was instantly transformed. Khari'na cooed and flounced forward, eager fingers sought plates stacked on a tray underneath, and food was heaped in sloppy mounds and spirited away. 
 
    Lyra just put her head back down and resumed her blank staring out the window. 
 
    The scar over her implant began to itch again. She rubbed at it a little—a shudder passing through her as she did so. The thing still gave her the creeps. 
 
    A light touch at the side of her neck, however, brought her attention around and Lyra affectionately took Maehan's wrinkled hand in her own to kiss the back of it. The Keeper grinned. Her cataract-paling eyes, already nearly hidden by creases of skin, became mere slits. “You have no' been eating enough, Little Tiger. Please take this.” A filled plate was set on her lap. 
 
    More out of respect than a desire for nourishment, Lyra manufactured a grateful smile and started to pick at a roll. She was grateful. Really. What horrors would have been hers had the captain kept her? 
 
    Maehan poured her a glass of water and hovered until she was satisfied that Lyra was eating. As soon as the old woman left, however, Lyra pushed it all aside and leaned her head against the bench seat's back, closing her eyes. The memory resurfaced again, and the events leading up to Jon's murder played on the inside of her lids for the thousand and first time … the thousand and second. … 
 
    … The wide open space exuded an ethereal brightness. It seemed to go on forever, nothing but glassy floor as far as the eye could see. But wait. In the distance, something rose vertically, extending upward into the frothy mist overhead. Lyra set her feet toward the barrier. 
 
    She neared and saw that it was actually an immense, ivory curtain, the limpid fabric stretching forever in either direction. There was movement on the other side of the airy weave. Human-shaped silhouettes. Many of them. 
 
    Against her hand the fabric was light and smooth to the touch, but … it wouldn't budge—not even a centimeter. Lyra tried a light slap. The same result. It was like steel covered in silk, only, no sound rang from the impact. Lyra hit it harder. Nothing. All was silent and serene. 
 
    One silhouette appeared closer, more distinct. It stood placidly—motionless—several feet from the curtain, but Lyra recognized it in an instant. 
 
    “Jon!” 
 
    She pressed her nose against the strange wall, fingers clutching at the interminably flat surface in vain. All she could make out was his familiar outline. “Jon!” she yelled louder this time. 
 
    The shadow made no response. 
 
    “Jon, please talk to me!” she plead in near hysterics. “Please say something!” 
 
    Lyra pounded on the curtain, screamed at the top of her lungs. She wanted him to do something—anything. 
 
    “I'll be waiting for you.” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Her eyes flew open; her heart was beating rapidly, breath coming in labored spurts, and Lyra found that she was coated in a layer of perspiration from head to toe. It took a moment to release her muscles from the seizing nature of the deep dream state. Then she noticed that the caravan was stopped and she was alone in the coach. 
 
    A breeze wafted in. Its coolness pimpled the skin of her bare arms. The sun was just settling behind a stand of broad-leaved trees and the broken rays from haloed limbs splashed a mosaic of light and dark against the coach's interior. Outside, a pleasant commotion pounded and rattled away. It was the sounds a company of about three-score bodies makes after a long day on the road. 
 
    Like every night, the caravan had veered into a rest area side track to pitch tents, make the evening meal, and, by lantern light, engage in whatever nightly amusements someone was sure to conjure up. Unable to deny her legs a good stretch, Lyra stepped outside to sweet air and soft grass, but she wouldn't let herself appreciate it. The nightmare—it had come to her many times now—was still too fresh. 
 
    She wandered past the meal canopy, already wreathed with tantalizing hints of the night's supper, and past the caravan's few male laborers busily erecting the sleeping tents. She kept her head down, her movements and posture aloof. 
 
    The sound of moving water caused Lyra to change course and it soon brought her to a bubbling stream about eight feet wide. Many of the other women were already up to their knees all along the bank, skirts raised high, splashing each other and laughing. Upstream was less populated so it was here that Lyra sat down on the sandy bank to take off her shoes. 
 
    She didn't like these hard-soled, cropped, ladies' boots she had to wear that pinched her toes, but her own tall and roomy leather ones had been compelled into storage—indefinitely—as they didn't belong with the caravan petticoats and lace. Pooh! A Caldreen'n woman's attire was supposed to make her resemble a beautiful, delicate flower. Consequently, Lyra's pullover top and leggings had been promptly burned. Given their sorry state, it was probably for the best, but Lyra sorely missed them. 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath when the brisk water rushed by her calves and in between her toes. Spring runoff from the summits. Lyra had been hoping to wash off some of the day, but the icy stream was also rather murky, laden with the Forkor range's red soil. She contented herself instead to a quiet wade. At least the cold water felt good on her ankle. 
 
    She spotted industrious mudfish in a calm eddy, probing the loose silt with rudimentary appendages. A dragonfly the length of her arm whizzed past her face. Ducking, Lyra's gaze happened to fall on a point of iridescent light among the reeds and she almost gasped. A fishing toad! She had only seen pictures of these in books! She waded closer. 
 
    Its unique hunting apparatus, that of a limb of cartilage growing out of the top of its head at the end of which dangled a teardrop of transparent tissue was fascinating to behold. The orange liquid that filled the teardrop actually glowed. Lyra held her breath as a fly landed on the little ball. 
 
    Zap! The fishing toad's long, sticky tongue flashed and caught its meal. 
 
    “I suppose you have been feeling a lot like that fly,” a soft, wavering voice said. Lyra almost lost her footing. 
 
    She spun to Maehan sitting comfortably on the embankment like she had been there for some time, studying Lyra like Lyra had been studying the amphibian. “Oh, you startled me!” she said, making her way over to the old woman.  
 
    “You look like you are moving around better on that ankle.” 
 
    “Yes, ma'am, I am.” Lyra knelt and bowed her head to one hand in respect. 
 
    “Little Tiger, get up.” 
 
    “Ma'am?” 
 
    “I am too old to care anymore about formality. My name is Maehan, and all you get for kneeling there,” she chortled, “is a skirt full o' wet sand.” 
 
    “Yes, ma'am—Maehan.” Lyra stood and attempted to brush off the grittiness. 
 
    “Come with me, child. We have much to talk about.” 
 
    Maehan waited patiently for Lyra to don her stockings and boots, then together they walked back to the camp, Lyra matching the Keeper's careful, unhurried pace. 
 
    “Has it been ten days since I found you showing your claws to that spoiled captain?” 
 
    “Eleven,” Lyra corrected quietly, her lip twitching in bemusement. 
 
    The meal canopy loomed, where the caravan's cook, a mousy, greasy little man with darting eyes that followed the pretty young females he served a little too closely, was just setting up the buffet table. He bared small teeth in his approving smile at Lyra's approach, already mentally undressing her, groping her. Lyra hitched her shoulder seam a little closer to her neck and blessed the long table that stood between them. 
 
    “I am no' quite ready to ring the dinner bell yet,” he crooned silkily, leaning forward, “but for you, 'Na Lyra, I might be willing to make an exception.” Ignoring the Keeper he went on softer, “A trade o' favors, perhaps?” 
 
    “Would you 'trade' with me as well, Snivelee?” 
 
    The deep, no-nonsense voice of Hundt rumbled up behind Lyra. A very large, very protective hand came to rest on her shoulder. How had he heard that? Whatever. The man had great timing. 
 
    Snivelee's silk depreciated to burlap. “Uh, sure thing, Mr. Hundt, sir.” He coughed nervously. “Just let me grab a plate or two …” And the cook scurried off, positively twitching with industry. 
 
    “One could easily believe that you enjoy scaring the whiskers off that scrimp.” Maehan looked sideways at her friend. 
 
    “Just keeping him in line,” he grunted. His hand slid away from Lyra's shoulder. 
 
    Lyra hadn't seen much of the head of security since that first night, but in their passings, he always tipped his head to her with a quiet, “'Na Lyra.” 
 
    Tonight's main course was a deliciously-seasoned flank of beef with roasted pashu'root in a cream sauce. Regardless of what she thought of the man, Lyra had to admit that the rat sure could cook. 
 
    She and Maehan parted ways with Hundt and carried their hot plates to their tent where, after a few minutes digging into their meals, Maehan dabbed at her mouth and settled her eyes on Lyra. “When I brought you here, I could see that it was more than just your body that needed time to heal. For that, I have let you be these many days to mourn your loss. But I must insist that you put your past behind you now and begin to earn your keep.” Her tone was gentle, but firm. 
 
    Lyra put her fork down. She knew this was coming. And she knew the woman was right. Maehan had been more than generous in the space and time she had granted her. Mourning Jon more was not going to bring him back. At least her children were safe and sound with her younger sister. Vahny would love them as her own. Lyra also knew she was losing her mind living like this. She needed an occupation. She needed work. 
 
    Even if that work is preparing young women for sexual slavery? Lyra chewed at her lip. Well, regardless, it was time to focus on life again … such as it was. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lyra whispered, willing it to be true. 
 
    “Good. Tomorrow we arrive at Bansool to pick up the last o' the applicants. I always get a large number from there and then I only have two days to pass them through final orientation before we reach the capital. But, it is the forty-four hours before auction that are hardest for these old bones to handle anymore. That is when I will need you the most, Little Tiger.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” Lyra said. She meant it. The sweet woman sitting before her had earned her respect. With a determined push of a stray lock of hair behind her ear, she met the Keeper's eyes. 
 
    “I know you will,” the Keeper answered. Maehan took one more bite then set her plate off to the side. “So, first, do you have any questions?” 
 
    Questions? Oh, where to begin! As a guarded observer peering through wary lashes, she had only gleaned so much from her perfunctory observations of her “fellow” khari'na. The question she wound up blurting out first, however, had nothing to do with loose, buxomly girls. 
 
    “Where did you get the money to bribe the captain?” 
 
    It had been a matter of curiosity from the beginning. It didn't matter how many years Maehan may have been saving up, even five hundred rednotes was an awful lot for a second-class citizen to be carrying around. The old Keeper had paid two thousand five hundred for her. 
 
    “Ah,” the old woman smiled, revealing a few missing teeth. “If you really want to know that, I need to show you something first. Go to my trunk and bring me the red case, there on the right.” 
 
    Lyra put her half eaten meal down and did as asked, hefting open the trunk's heavy lid to sift through eclectic depths. She soon located an oval box covered in deep, red velvet. Lyra sat beside Maehan while the woman set it on her lap to open. Oh. It was a jewelry box! 
 
    The first silk-lined level was filled with earrings, bracelets, and trinkets of no particular remark. This Maehan removed. Then she hunched over to pick through the lower level's contents. Lyra was astonished to catch sight of a tell-tale bump at the base of the Keeper of the Women's neck glowing a faint green. 
 
    Maehan was khari'na! 
 
    How had she never noticed before? 
 
    In the days they had spent together, Lyra recollected always seeing the Keeper in the high collared blouses called for in her uniform. When the two of them undressed for bed at night, Lyra would modestly avert her eyes. She just never thought to look! 
 
    Khari'na! 
 
    She didn't think tagged women were eligible for paid positions. They were slaves—barely human. Okay, so now she had even more questions. 
 
    Maehan pulled out a very small, framed cameo sketch of a young couple, only a few inches wide and tall. The richness of detail in the faces, however, revealed a talented hand. The young man looked kind with a definite genteel air, and his partner—well—she was stunningly beautiful. Luminous eyes slanted upward at an exotic angle framed by gracefully arched eyebrows. Creamy, high cheekbones sloped dramatically down to the delicate tip of a nose. Full lips curled up in a becoming, shy smile. She was in three quarter profile, glossy hair swept into a fancy twist to better show off her ornate, bejeweled earrings and matching, even more impressive, necklet. 
 
    “Is this you?” 
 
    “Aye,” Maehan whispered, nostalgia evident in her reverenced tone. Then the Keeper put on a grin. “I used to be quite the beauty in my youth, was I no'?” 
 
    Lyra nodded. She could pick out a few traces of Maehan's worn features still bearing some resemblance to the brilliant creature in the picture. “How old were you?” 
 
    “Twenty-three.” Wistful fingers brushed over the young man's face. “This was my second lord, the one I spent over forty years with. We were one o' the lucky few who actually fell in love.” 
 
    “Your second?” 
 
    “My first lord was a very wealthy old man o' seventy-something. I was his khari'na for only two years before he died and I was auctioned again.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lyra tried not to sound too disgusted at the thought. 
 
    “Burr and I were quite happy together for many years—until I outlived him, too.” 
 
    “Did you have any children?” 
 
    “No. The child o' a lord and his khari'na is born to a tenuous existence. Much depends on the attitude o' the extended family. Burr loved me enough to make sure I always had a ready supply o' contraceptives.” 
 
    “And he left you money when he died?” 
 
    “No' exactly. It is no' lawful to leave land or monetary inheritance to one's butlers, khari'na, or cat,” Maehan's lips pursed briefly, “but, a lord may give certain gifts.”  
 
    From out of the box she lifted a pair of earrings. Lyra admired the brilliant jewels and metalwork. It was the same set as in the sketch.  
 
    “In his will, my Burr left me the necklet set he presented me at our joining.” 
 
    Lyra suddenly blinked, realization dawning. “Wait. You sold that necklet for me? The last thing your love gave you before he died?” Her voice rose in pitch. 
 
    “Just the necklet. I still have the earrings,” Maehan answered lightly. 
 
    “Maehan!” The pitch leaped. “What possessed you to let something so special go for a total stranger? As far as you knew I was a criminal!” 
 
    Maehan chuckled as she patted Lyra's hand. “It did no' take much to see that you were no criminal. As I said that day when we met, I had a strong feeling that I needed to get you away from that man. And besides, I do really need the help.” 
 
    Lyra stared at the rheumy eyes, the papery, wrinkled skin, the colorless, striated lips. Then she was hugging the old woman. “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking, “I never told you … well, thank you for heeding that—that feeling.” 
 
    Weak hands returned the embrace and when Lyra pulled back, she was looking into the face of wizened lucidity. Wait a minute. 
 
    “But your necklet—” Lyra said. “He loved you, right?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Well, if a man really loves a woman and knows he's going to die, he would want to make sure she was provided for her after he was gone.” Lyra paused, thinking. “Maehan, if he just wanted to leave you something of sentimental value, a beautiful love letter would have sufficed better than a really expensive jewelry set you no longer had the right to wear and would have to painstakingly guard for the rest of your life. Surely he intended this set for your own comfort or security somehow.” 
 
    “I never said he did no'.” 
 
    “So, what was that necklet's real purpose?” 
 
    With a sigh, Maehan put the earrings back in the box. “The set was meant for my retirement. I am due to be freed later this year.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra sprang to her feet. 
 
    “Freed? Freed! How is that possible? I thought—”  
 
    “Do no' look so hopeful, child. I was referring to my term o' servitude ending when I turn ninety. It is standard policy.” 
 
    Lyra deflated. She plumped down on her hammock opposite Maehan. Criminy! If the old woman kept going with the revelations at this rate, she would have to start taking notes just to remember. Then guilt started to seep in and Lyra looked up. “Maehan, you shouldn't have sold it. How will you survive now?” 
 
    “Do no' worry about me. The earrings will provide living for at least a year.” Then she laughed as she laboriously rose to put the jewelry box away. “If I am lucky, I will no' last any longer.”  
 
    Lyra frowned. “Don't talk that way. You spent the bulk of your retirement to help me and now I feel responsible for you. I don't know what I can offer, but … I promise I will do what I can.” 
 
     Maehan returned to her hammock holding a small pile of mending. “You are a sweet girl, Little Tiger. Between you and Grally I think I will be fine until it is time to become one with the soil.” 
 
    Lyra felt a little better—better enough to move on, anyway. 
 
    “So, my implant. You still have the tracker?” 
 
    “Grally has it. He holds all the khari'na units for safekeeping.” 
 
    “Does he have yours too?” 
 
    “No. I have special status. The caravan manager holds mine. And by the way, the less you see o' Mr. Shorn the better. Your file reads that you were a khari'na for ten years with a Lord Pruk'wist who beat you senseless regularly, and the family recently convinced him that you were no good anymore. I told Mr. Shorn they were happy to sell you cheap, given your weakened condition.” 
 
    “Oh … okay.” Above offering her last name, Lyra had no idea what Maehan had used to fill out her file. Mental note: avoid the manager. 
 
    “How did you gain your special status?” Lyra said next. Perhaps that avenue held promise. 
 
    Maehan sifted through a hodgepodge of holey stockings and split skirt seams to select her first project. “It was Burr's connections. In his last year, when he knew his health would no' improve, he bought favors to ensure I would no' be sent to a work camp. Because o' my experience and longstanding good record, I was a natural candidate for the Keeper position anyway.” 
 
    “So, when you are freed next year, what happens to me?” 
 
    “Your paperwork states that I have ownership. You should be able to leave with me.” 
 
    “Should?” 
 
    At this, the Keeper looked up, her mouth set in a grave bearing. “Lyra, never forget this: a khari'na is property o' the Republic first. We use the words 'bought' and 'owned,' but the proper term is really 'leased.' Only, no one likes to say it like that. The high cabinet may remove any khari'na at any time from her lord and place her elsewhere. This rarely happens, but it is something you need to understand.” 
 
    Lyra nodded solemnly. She didn't want to think about that detail very often. 
 
    “Any more questions?” Maehan made her selection—a chemise with a broken strap—and spread it out on her lap. 
 
    Lyra hesitated a little. “The tracking devices. Can they—can they be … disabled?” 
 
    The wrinkles at Maehan's jaw grew more severe. “They can, but if you are thinking about trying to run away, it will no' work. Every tagged individual is assigned a specific frequency to which their tracker is attuned, and you can bet your birthday suit that each one is carefully noted and labeled in a government office somewhere. If your tracker is destroyed, another one can easily be calibrated to your signal.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lyra focused on her hands in her lap. “And the implants will never stop giving off the signal?” 
 
    “The implant's power cell lasts about five years. Like any other piphony-run device, you can tell it is time when the glow begins to fade. At that time you will need to get to a sanctioned medical facility for a liquid transfusion.” 
 
    “And what if the energy completely expires before the transfusion happens?” 
 
    “You will die.” 
 
    Calmly, Maehan took her time to thread a needle while Lyra stared at nothing, her throat, coarse and dry. Die? As if the government didn't already have a tight enough noose around her neck! 
 
    The Keeper's voice came softer now. “The energy cell does more than power the signal. It also keeps a sharp point from puncturing a vial o' a very stable, very potent poison. When that power is gone, the spring holding the point back releases and it breaks the vial. The poison will kill you within minutes.” 
 
    A dull emptiness spread through Lyra's chest, heavy and suffocating. There had been times in the last several days when she had cautiously begun to consider possible escape scenarios. They mostly involved stealing her tracker and hoping she could run hard and long enough to get out of range before anyone noticed. She could do it. She often ran for miles at a time in helping with the herding. 
 
    The implant itself, however— 
 
    Surely there was some skilled surgeon somewhere who could figure out how to remove it safely. If she could find such a person … 
 
    … who had the proper equipment  … 
 
    … and they were willing to try … 
 
    … really fast. Ugh. 
 
    Lyra felt as trapped and hopeless as ever. 
 
    Maehan's returning grimace embodied decades of the experience Lyra had only just begun. “A spinal implant is a carefully designed, ingenious device. Leave it to the government to take its best and brightest in the fields o' science and medicine and turn them over to the military for inventing new methods o' population domination.” 
 
    With that, the woman bent over her sewing and Lyra was left to continue denigrating governmental rationalization on her own. She hoped using swear words just in her head wasn't as much of a sin. 
 
    Presently, the strums of music and laughter drifted in. Lyra went to the door flap and tied it open. It looked like some at the meal canopy were launching into the night's festivities a little early. A laborer's fingers picked out a rousing tune on his wirebush-strung instrument while others clapped along. 
 
     The stars had begun to appear, lit holes poked into a fathomless blanket of celestial energy with the blue moon Minhdow stitched neatly to the front. Ainjier would rise in a few hours, its magenta and brown swirls resuming the endless chase of her larger brother across the void, never overtaking, and never able to reclaim her rightful crown. Lyra couldn't remember how many times she had used that colorful legend as a bedtime story for her children. It was a favorite. A lump began to form. 
 
    “Look over there, Lyra. Glowbirds.” 
 
    Commanding the lump away, Lyra returned to the terrestrial where twenty or so of the mammal-like fliers whizzed around each other in the distance. 
 
    She should have known they might see glowbirds here. Earlier, she had noticed the nectar-rich bellspree flowers extending their velvety heads just above the height of the wild grasses. Glowbirds possessed special glands able to convert the nectar into flashes of light emitted through the skin. They grazed over trembling grass tips. They soared up in swirling patterns like mini, rainbow-streaked tornadoes. They dove straight toward the ground only to pull up at the last second. They twisted and rolled. Their mating dance. 
 
    The whoops and hollers at the meal canopy grew louder. Dinner plates were abandoned for energetic stepping in time to the music over flattened grass. One khari'na had converted some empty pots to drums, her hands a blur as they skipped rather expertly across the varied surfaces. More feet joined the music and the beat accelerated. 
 
    “They look so carefree,” Lyra said more to herself than her owner/friend. “Like they're on some kind of grand adventure.” 
 
    “As far as most o' them see it, they are,” the owner/friend returned. 
 
    “But do they really realize what they signed up for?” Lyra went back to her hammock and lay down so she could still see out the door.  
 
    The sewing needle paused in mid-stitch. The chemise came to rest on Maehan's lap. “Do you see the red-headed one there, dancing barefoot?” 
 
    Lyra nodded. A cute, rosy cheeked khari'na, flame red hair cropped close at the nape, danced with abandon to the beat. 
 
    “That is Trysta from the township o' Clune. The caravan added her three weeks ago. Before she was implanted she had no' known a full meal. Her family is trying to farm a miserable piece o' land in a swamp. Her father is the town drunk and she is the oldest o' seven brothers and sisters living in a one room hut. Her sale is the hope for the family to be able to purchase a better tract and buy food for the next year. Her first day with us she told me how happy she was to be away from her father. She is thrilled with the thought o' sending a large sum o' rednotes to her mother and siblings, and she looks forward to joining with a kind, wealthy man who will take care o' her. Trysta's story is very typical.” 
 
    “I don't suppose things like virtue and chastity are given much consideration in that kind of environment,” Lyra mumbled blackly. She watched Trysta twirl joyfully arm in arm with another khari'na. Mr. Hundt's shape was discernible in the background, his saturnine bearing erecting an unapproachable barrier around his person as he watched over his charges. 
 
    “Be careful who hears you speak that way. Such ideals were thrown out o' the public vocabulary a long time ago.” 
 
    Lyra sighed. “I know.” 
 
    “And even among free women, there is little concern for abstinence and monogamy,” said Maehan, eyeing her curiously. “Do you no' believe that the act o' love is a wonderful, pleasurable thing?” 
 
    “Of course I do. Just … in the right time with the right person. Under certain conditions.” 
 
    Maehan chuckled. “You make a simple, natural experience more complicated than it needs to be.” 
 
    Lyra chose not to press the argument. How could she expect the old khari'na to understand the sacred vows she had made many years ago? The spiritual comfort of a one and only? She decided to move on. “But how many of these women will really go to a man who treats them with decency?” 
 
    “Most o' them.” Maehan's tone was confident. “Khari'na are very expensive. Only the wealthy can afford them and o' those, only the ultra wealthy can afford more than one. We are also non-refundable. No man with any sense will neglect such an investment.” 
 
    Lyra shifted uncomfortably. She didn't like hearing Maehan include the two of them in this. “You make them sound like prized livestock.” She was careful not to say “us.” “And what about the others? The unlucky minority?” 
 
    “Some are returned to the caravan,” Maehan said softer. “They are given time to heal before reevaluation to determine if they can be resold.” 
 
    “Do others … not return?” 
 
    “Aye.” Maehan's face became grave as she quietly worked out a knot in her stitching. 
 
    “So does anything happen to the lord? Any consequence?” Lyra pressed. 
 
    The old Keeper didn't look up from her work. “He is usually fined or publicly reprimanded.” 
 
    “That's it?” Lyra felt her blood pressure rise with the lifted vocal inflection of the question, and Maehan suddenly thrust her sewing to her lap. 
 
    “This is the way things are, 'Na Lyra. And I will no' apologize for circumstances beyond my control.” 
 
    It was the first time Lyra had ever seen the woman angry. Lyra also realized that she had risen from her cot and was nearly in Maehan's face. She retreated. “I'm sorry. I—I just didn't know.” With a nod, Maehan calmly returned to her mending while Lyra yelled at herself to relax. “So, what happens to a returned woman who cannot be resold?” 
 
    “A khari'na deemed unfit to continue in her service is turned over to the state. From there, she might be sent to any number o' alternative work situations—agricultural farms, sewing shops, public laundry facilities …” 
 
    … Sweat shops, sleeping on the ground in groups of a hundred, the regular rape and abuse from both guards and other prisoners, alike. Lyra had heard stories about these federally run operations before. “In other words, dismal slave labor for the rest of her life.” She tried to keep the disgust in her tone to a minimum … and failed. 
 
    “Khari'na are well-motivated to please their lords for the long-term,” Maehan grimly agreed. 
 
    A round, exceedingly white face suddenly popped through the doorway of the tent. “Keepah Maehan,” the young woman said. “Would ya come see Cindry? I thin' she is quite sick.” 
 
    By the accent, milk white skin, and pale yellow eyes, this girl was from the northern lowland tribes—underground cave dwellers. The region's unique topography of a glassy ore caused the sun's rays to produce an intense heat on the surface. Below, light penetrated a hundred feet down through the transparent rock that was riddled with huge tunnels and caverns like a colossus cheese. A thriving society had been built farming the nutritious lichen and mosses that grew in abundance over the subterranean walls. 
 
    Maehan set her mending aside. “Lyra, please grab my medical bag and come along. No better time to begin helping me than now. Which way, 'Na G'lint?” 
 
    Irises the color of ripened grain washed out by afternoon glare darted nervously over Lyra and Lyra produced a reassuring smile in return. Contrition for her previous self-absorbed aloofness needled at her now. None of the girls trusted her. She was going to have to fix that. 
 
    “I've nursed my own family and friends for quite a few years, 'Na G'lint. I'd like to help, if that's okay with you.” 
 
    The frosty white head tilted in curiosity. “Youra accen' is funny, 'Na Lyra. And ya mush some o' youra words togethah.” The girl giggled then turned on her heel to jog a few tents down the row. Evidently she was appeased. “She is in hee-uh!” 
 
    Lyra and Maehan's welcome into the much bigger tent consisted of wheezy breaths interspersed with coughing fits from the only occupied hammock where a long, skinny frame poked out from under a blanket. Short blond bangs clung wetly to a forehead, and Lyra couldn't tell which was redder—the girl's nail polish or her fevered cheeks. G'lint went to the forehead and dabbed gently at the perspiration with a damp rag. 
 
    “She was feelin' bad yestuh-day too, but it is much wuhrse tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you, G'lint. 'Na Lyra and I will take it from here. Go eat your supper.” 
 
    G'lint looked at her friend. “Do ya want me to bring ya somethin'?” 
 
    A couple more coughs and Lyra heard a weak “no.” 
 
    After G'lint left, Maehan sat on an adjacent hammock near the sick girl's head, motioning for Lyra to bring the medical bag. As she did so, reddened, sunken eyes regarded her with suspicion.  
 
    Lyra backed off to watch the Keeper work from a distance. 
 
    Cindry's symptoms had actually started two days before. A sore throat and headache had developed into a fever with a persistent cough. Maehan felt Cindry's pulse, took her temperature, then had her open up for a throat check. 
 
    “Mm, hmm,” Maehan grunted after only a second's look past the depressor stick holding the girl's tongue down. “Pock throat.” 
 
    “Uh, uh!” Cindry contested. 
 
    “Come look here, 'Na Lyra. Have you ever seen pock throat before?” 
 
    “No,” Lyra said as she stepped closer. “Just read about it.” 
 
    And there they were. Distinct, white, raised bumps on the tonsils extending down the back of the throat. 
 
    “Which o' the laborers have you been sneaking around with, young lady?” said Maehan, a hardened edge to her voice as she continued to study the extent of the infection. 
 
    “Mobuhdy,” Cindry insisted, tongue still pinned. 
 
    “'Na Cindry Belovir, I know pock throat when I see it and we both know how it is passed from person to person. The symptoms show up within two days. We have been on the road for almost a week.” 
 
    “… I mow,” Cindry finally relented, her remorse bearing remarkable resemblance to a kid being scolded for sneaking a cookie. The bouncy, blond ringlets about her crown only added to the effect. 
 
    Maehan finally gave the girl her mouth back. “I am sorely disappointed in you. You know khari'na are no' to be having any relations from the time they are selected until auction. Can you no' control yourself for just a few months?” 
 
    The chapped lips curled into a pout and Cindry sullenly looked away, but another coughing fit sent any remaining respectability from her surly silence hurtling away with the expunged phlegm. Maehan brought out a small pouch. 
 
    “We will steep a generous pinch o' this in a tea. It will soothe your throat and fight the infection. Aside from that, all you can do is rest and hope the Mother Moon sheds a tear for you to come out o' this symptom-free by auction day.” 
 
    “But Keeper Maehan,” Cindry's eyes went wide, “I must be sold—(wheeze, cough)—and fetch a good price for my mama and papa. They have planned for years that I should make a very good sell. They need the money!” she rasped. 
 
    Something in Lyra's gut twisted. To raise a daughter with the intention of selling her … 
 
    “You will no' be auctioned with any lasting symptoms,” Maehan stubbornly maintained, “—no exceptions. Now, who gave this to you?” 
 
    A frown-shaped crease darkened Cindry's chin and she rebelled in the only way she could think. She flopped over, pulled her blanket high over her curls, and lay there, hidden. Barricade by broadcloth. 
 
    Maehan remained placid before the obstinate, pothering lump. “'Na Lyra, please go explain the situation to Mr. Hundt. He will find the culprit.” 
 
    The lump issued a smothered squeak of alarm, but the yellow ringlets didn't appear again. 
 
    “Yes, Keeper,” Lyra said. 
 
    Stepping in long strides, Lyra headed to the last place where she had seen the head of security. It suddenly struck her that her ankle was readily taking her full weight. Oh, it felt good to be able to walk normally again! 
 
    At the mess tent the party was in full swing. The song of the moment: a flirty tune in a call-and-response style between the men and women. 
 
      
 
    Come along, my sweet. 
 
    Let me sweep you off your feet. 
 
          Will you take me to the dan- (clap) -cing (clap) tree? (clap, clap) 
 
          Oh, oh. (clap, clap) 
 
    By the light of three, 
 
    We can join the jubilee. 
 
           Is it over by the dan- (clap) -cing (clap) tree? (clap, clap) 
 
          Oh! 
 
    Take---my ---heart---and 
 
    love---for---free.  
 
    Will you give it underneath the dancing tree? (clap---clap---clap) 
 
    Wrapped---in---gold---and 
 
    on---one---knee. 
 
    Only if you take me to the dancing tree. 
 
      
 
    She found Mr. Hundt the same as before, a steadfast pillar gazing stonily out, surveying the camp perimeter. 
 
    “Mr. Hundt?” Lyra bent a knee and inclined her head. 
 
    “Aye, 'Na Lyra?” 
 
    “Keeper Maehan sent me to tell you that 'Na Cindry is sick with pock throat. She's pretty sure she caught it from one of the men.” 
 
    Lyra didn't need to say anymore. Hundt's eyes were already roving over the merrymakers, a soft curse at his lips as he zoned in on his target. Long, beefy legs took off at a decisive pace, into the pool of lantern light, cutting a path through surprised dancers. Lyra didn't know what else to do but follow at a distance. She halted when Hundt stopped before a young man leaning back in a chair—his arm cocked casually across the bared shoulders of a laughing khari'na, his bright, violet eyes exuding a certain youthful magnetism that stood out from an otherwise plain, narrow visage. 
 
    The young laborer was picked up by his lapels and dragged to the nearest table where Hundt lay him forcefully on top, bending over the startled offender's face. “Open up, Mr. Waldik,” he growled, pointing a small dagger at Waldik's semi-open lips. 
 
    “Are you kidding m—!” The rest of Waldik's sentence dissolved into gargling mush as Hundt wedged the blade between his teeth and gripped the thin jaw to force it more open. The inside of Waldik's mouth was inspected.  
 
    All music and activity stopped cold and Lyra got to see what forty people gawking with the same open-mouthed expression looked like. It would have been humorous … 
 
    A few moments later, Hundt withdrew the dagger. “You show scarring from healed pock throat, Mr. Waldik, and it seems you passed it on to one o' my women. What part o' 'absolutely no touching the merchandise' do you no' understand?” 
 
    Waldik's answer was pitched about an octave higher than normal. “Wait! Just because I had pock throat at one time does no' mean I am the one who gave it to her.” 
 
    Hundt was unconvinced. “I have caught the two o' you acting suspiciously already, and I seem to recall being told four nights ago that you were almost an hour late taking your watch post.” 
 
    Indecision flashed across Waldik's features as he stared at the mountain of muscle towering over him. Then, his shoulders relaxed. He resumed the same confident air as before, his voice mellowing to a svelte, wheedling persuasiveness. “Look, she came on to me.” He let loose a little laugh. “You understand, right? We are men with needs. How am I supposed to resist a beautiful woman who is hinting so strongly o' her willingness—” 
 
    “I do no' care if she threw herself at you stark naked.” By the shirt, Mr. Hundt pulled him to his feet. “You are supposed to have a brain above your belt. I expect you to use it. I thought I made myself very clear when you were hired. Do you remember the penalty for inappropriate conduct with the khari'na?” 
 
    Waldik's face turned almost as pale as 'Na G'lint's. “What? I thought you were joking about that!” 
 
    The dagger came forward again, hovering with intent under the hammered copper button of Waldik's pant waistband. “Start laughing.” 
 
    Suddenly, Hundt jerked and the sound of gunfire reverberated off metal canopy posts. The big man doubled over in pain. Amid screams and bodies throwing themselves to the ground, Lyra lunged for Hundt while Waldik scrambled away, a smoking pistol in his hand. 
 
    He turned and aimed the barrel at his superior a second time. “You are no' going to cut off any part o' me, you sick lunatic!” 
 
    Waldik squared his shoulders, preparing to pull the trigger, and something shiny whizzed through the air. It embedded itself in the young man's thigh. He screamed, his second shot streaking wildly up into the night sky. 
 
    A third shot rang over the terrified huddles of khari'na and Waldik's body dropped dead to the ground. A shocked silence descended. Then someone started crying. 
 
    Lyra knelt beside Hundt. She was trembling all over. “How bad is it?” 
 
    An irregular circle of blood had spread across his whole right side just under the ribs. Lyra found the handkerchief in her apron pocket and gave it to him. 
 
    “I think he just grazed me,” Hundt grunted, the pain obvious by the stiff way he returned his revolver to its shoulder holster. He pressed Lyra's hankie against his wound. “I almost got out o' the way in time.” 
 
    His breath hissed out as he carefully stood and Lyra hovered close just in case, but Hundt was fine as he walked to Waldik's body and gingerly bent to pick up the man's pistol from the ground. He also retrieved the object in Waldik's leg. Lyra flinched at the little cracking sound it made when it was wrenched from the femur. 
 
    Two men were assigned to carry the body to Mr. Shorn and explain what happened. Then Hundt's eye settled warily on Lyra. 
 
    “Shooregood, take over the watch,” he said. Lyra felt a grip like iron cinch around her arm. “Carry on, Mr. Sprill.” Hundt's nod was to the flushed string player, but those two black orbs of his never left her face. 
 
    Shooregood jumped to attention. Sprill's fingers obediently went to work. No notice was taken as to whether anyone was still in the mood to dance. 
 
    “You are coming with me,” the deep, grating bass grumbled for Lyra's ears alone. 
 
    Lyra was half led, half pulled across the camp. They paused at the door of a storage barge where Hundt opened it and conducted her into pitch blackness. His tight grip finally released her and Lyra rubbed at her arm a little. Nervous. Wary. Listening anxiously to the gruff man's movements. 
 
    Light flared from a lantern. It illuminated a rectangular space lined with open shelving. Boxes and crates of food, tack, toiletries, and tools filled each level. In the near corner sat a small office area. The lantern was hung on a hook and Hundt sat her down on a stool. His glare was made more ominous by the backlighting that cast harsh shadows across the angles of his face. 
 
    “You are bloody lucky no one else noticed it was you who threw this.” He held up a small, star-shaped disk—the object he had taken from Waldik's leg and Lyra regarded her bloodied razor star guiltily. 
 
    “I'm sorry! It was an emergency,” she blurted. 
 
    “No one is to be carrying weapons in this caravan, except me.” 
 
    “So, I guess Waldik didn't get the message!” 
 
    Oh, crap. Hundt took an angry step toward her, raising the star blade in taut fingers. Lyra cringed against the wall at her back, but then he turned. 
 
    Whizzz-thwack! The blade landed dead center in the middle of a target nailed to the far wall of the barge and Lyra jumped at the sound. The scowl loomed above her a few moments longer. Then he just emitted a low growl and stomped away to the chair behind the desk to—carefully—sit down. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered once she had coaxed her heart down from her throat. “I was out of line.” 
 
    “Aye, you were,” Hundt agreed. 
 
    He sighed and began to take off his vest. 
 
    Lyra sat up straighter to get a better look at his wound. “Will you let me help you with that … sir? Or maybe you would like me to go fetch Keeper?” 
 
    Hundt looked her over a second. “Will this make you squeamish?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then come help me see if this really is just a graze.” Hundt started undoing the buttons of his shirt. “I have a first aid kit here in the drawer.” He nodded toward the lower right of the desk. 
 
    Lyra went to the indicated drawer and located the metal container. A hint of scorched flesh and blood prickled her nose as she knelt beside him and carefully pulled away one side of his shirt while he lifted his arm for her to see better. 
 
    “You're right,” she said. “It looks like the bullet passed through just under the skin. The entrance and exit holes are just an inch apart. You're still bleeding a lot, though.” She took some gauze padding from the kit and placed it over the small holes, applying gentle pressure. 
 
    “Then just set that in place for now. I will rinse it later.” He handed her a roll of some medical wrap. 
 
    Lyra unrolled the long cotton strip across his back then reached around his rib cage to bring it around. Her fingers almost couldn't touch. And then the thought struck her that she was embracing the man's six pack! Lyra worked faster. 
 
    “The knowledge that you have been walking around secretly armed this whole time is no' my main concern,” he told her, his gruff edge softening. “Do you realize that this caravan is probably the safest place for you in all o' Caldreen? You should no' be doing anything to jeopardize your position here with Mae. What do you think Shorn would do if he discovered your part in tonight's events?” 
 
    Lyra made another loop of the wrap. “I know,” she mumbled. “Maehan already warned me not to bring attention to myself.” Then she looked up. “So, was I supposed to just stand there and let that guy put a bullet through your heart?” 
 
    Hundt didn't answer. His cool gaze went to his throwing target. Lyra stretched the wrap two more times around his middle, cut the extra, and started to tie it off. 
 
    “Were you carrying those on you when you were captured?” he finally said. “I did no' notice any pockets or holsters on you when I brought you here.” 
 
    “I keep them in a leather band that I usually wear around my arm.” 
 
    Hundt looked down at her. “You do no' strike me as a warrior, 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm not—not really.” Lyra tossed the extra wrap into the first aid kit and stood. She walked to the pinkish softwood target. Her hand plucked free the polished, star-shaped blade that was not quite the size of her palm. “These little things work well as a distraction and hindrance to the occasional, ornery predator in the mountains. I never considered using them on people.” Then Lyra half smiled. “I totally forgot I had them on me that night when you helped me find my pack.” 
 
    Returning to Hundt's desk, she placed it there in front of him. “I like how they are easier to use at variable distances than regular knives.” 
 
    Hundt was buttoning his shirt. “You throw knives, as well?” 
 
    “Just in target practice.” 
 
    He watched her a moment, then, without preamble, brought out a knife from a desk drawer and presented it hilt first. “Show me.” 
 
    Taken aback, Lyra studied his expression. Was he serious? 
 
    Okay, he was. 
 
    “Well … okay.” Tentatively, she wrapped her fingers around the handle, feeling its weight and the smoothness of its black leather worn shiny with use against her palm. She admired the expertly beveled sides, her eyes following the blade's equilateral lines that ended in a perfect, harmonious point. 
 
    With one more hesitant glance, Lyra turned to face the target. Calming herself, she took a step back to adjust for distance, raised the knife over her shoulder and … thunk! It hit low and to the right, but it stuck. 
 
    “It usually takes a few throws for me to get warmed up,” she grinned back at Hundt sheepishly. “Jon and I would—” Lyra's smile faded. 
 
    She returned to her stool, numb, and empty once more. 
 
    “… I suppose it would be wrong o' me no' to thank you, 'Na Lyra,” Hundt said after a minute. “Your assistance with Waldik is appreciated.” A small grin emerged. “You may consider your debt to me as paid.” 
 
    A stirring of life rippled through her and Lyra managed a smile back. “You're welcome, sir.” Then she proceeded to play with her fingers a moment. “So … am I not going to be punished?” 
 
    The grin broadened. “I need you to stay for a few minutes more.” He put his medical kit away and scraped his chair around to face a filing cabinet. “I need to fill out some forms o' termination o' employment … and life. Tomorrow will be busy. I would rather get this done now.” Some folders were rifled through until he found what he was looking for. “Some o' these need Mae's signature and her documentation o' that khar's illness. I would like you to take them to her for me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Hundt began his work and Lyra let her eyes roam over the work space while she waited. The old, dark wood desk was in neat order—an open box for papers, a cup holding some quill pens and pencils, a large mug sitting on a cloth coaster, a short stack of papers that looked like supply lists and reports. But it was too small for the hulking shoulders and defined, upper body of the man bent over it. Every time Hundt shifted, his chair would creak and protest under the strain of his weight. It made Lyra want to giggle. 
 
    “Mr. Hundt?” she said after a while. 
 
    “Aye?” He didn't look up. 
 
    “Will there be some kind of memorial or something tomorrow for Mr. Waldik? Tonight was pretty shocking and … a lot of the girls seemed rather traumatized. I think he was well-liked and—” 
 
    “This kind o' thing happens occasionally. Most o' them will be over it before their head hits their pillow.” His head shook back and forth once. “Such simple-minded drivel—khari'na.” 
 
    Lyra's cheeks grew hot as she sat unmoving on her stool. Her jaw clamped shut. 
 
    Hundt checked a few more boxes on his page, then his quill paused. “I was no' including you in that generalization, 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    “Oh? Oh, uh, it's okay.” 
 
    The quill pen went down. Hundt leaned back in his chair, his dark eyes pinning her down once again. “Mm-hmm. You know, I have five older sisters, and I know when a woman is offended.” 
 
    A blush bloomed on Lyra's face. He read her too easily. Lyra didn't like it—especially given that his stony facade efficiently hid nearly everything about him. He displayed the emotional range of a sea sponge. He saw everything and revealed nothing. 
 
    But the burly Mr. Hundt as younger brother to a bunch of sisters? Hmm. Intriguing. 
 
    “Please accept my sincere apology,” he offered. 
 
    More intriguing. Lyra nodded and Hundt returned to his forms. 
 
    A small motion behind him caught Lyra's eye. It was leaves, or rather, the fronds of an unusual looking ferny plant. It grew from a beautifully decorated ceramic pot on a short file cabinet placed just below the barge's single window. Lyra's first impression was that he must have bumped the dark-reddish tinged blades, but the movement wasn't quite natural. Slowly, the fronds retracted closer to the base of the plant. Something stirred in her memory. 
 
    “Is that …?” She leaned forward on her stool. “Is that—” 
 
    “Nali Kahnl,” Hundt said matter-of-factly. He went to his next form. “The common name most people know it by is—”  
 
    “Infant's Caress,” Lyra broke in, anticipation rising. She stood. “May I?” 
 
    Hundt glanced around at the deeply veined foliage. For a moment, his eyes seemed to— 
 
    It was gone and he returned to his work. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    Lyra approached the lush, bushy plant, sidling between the back of Hundt's chair and the cabinet. She studied the glossy texture and the form of its branching fronds spraying upward directly from the root ball, a foot above the crown, only to arch gracefully downward at the tips. 
 
    “It's native to the island of Pakelle, right? In the tropical waters of the south sea,” Lyra practically quoted from her father's encyclopedia set—prized possession of the household from her youth. 
 
    “Aye.” Then he added, “While you are there, would you mind giving it a spray with the mister? The climate here is rather dry for its taste.” 
 
    Beside the pot's humidifying pebble tray rested a tin watering canister with a push pump. Lyra pointed the nozzle at the fronds and gave the pump a try. It sprayed water droplets so fine that the mist floated in the air a few seconds before settling gently down on the feathery greenery. Several more pumps evenly misted the entire plant. 
 
    “Does it really feed off the electrical currents coming from our bodies?” Lyra returned the watering can next to the tray. 
 
    “It takes nutrients from the soil for most o' its energy needs, but can also feed off o' energy from other living things when available. Go ahead and touch it if you want.” 
 
    Lyra drew a hand close to a near branchlet. She gasped when the frond reacted, slowly reaching out to her. Lyra curled her fingers away. The frond hung there for a moment, then slowly, slowly, retreated to its original position. Her heart beat a little faster. “Does it hurt? I read that it doesn't hurt, that it kind of just pulls, but … does it really?” 
 
    Lyra heard another one of Hundt's single, communicative grunts. This one sounded amused. 
 
    Gathering her nerve, she stretched her fingers out again, this time holding them steady for the frond's light touch. It moved up her hand at a dawdle bug's pace, letting more of its tiny pinnae make contact with her skin. A gentle pulling sensation started—not pulling at her skin, but the sense of something being drawn out of her, like the suckling of a baby. It didn't hurt. 
 
    “I would not guess you to be the type interested in horticulture,” she remarked, transfixed by the plant's feeding. 
 
    “You would be right,” he said. “It was a gift.” 
 
    Lyra waited for him to elaborate. No such luck. The scritching of pen on paper resumed. 
 
    Suddenly, the plant's red tints seemed to grow brighter, more vibrant, until Lyra would swear that they were glowing. Wow. 
 
    The shuffling of papers behind her said that Mr. Hundt was done and, gently, Lyra pulled away from the frond's grasp. She examined her skin. No marks. “My hand feels tired, like I've been cutting with scissors for the last hour.” 
 
    The thick neck craned around to look at her. “One time I fell asleep in this chair, leaning back against the cabinet here. When I woke up I had a headache o' mind splitting proportions, but that plant was glowing like firesparks at summer solstice.” 
 
    Lyra laughed and returned to her stool. 
 
    Hundt came over with the paperwork. “Take these to Mae. When she has finished making her notes, return them to me tonight. I will be back on watch for a little while longer.” 
 
    The nurse in Lyra wanted to protest him working any more tonight, but the defiant flicker in his eye dared her to try to order him away from his job. Fine, she sighed. Typical man. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She took the papers, bent into a curtsy, and turned to leave. 
 
    “'Na Lyra?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “When the auction is over, the caravan has a break before beginning the rounds again. I like to spend some time in target practice then. You may join me if you are interested.” 
 
    Lyra didn't know what to say. His black eyes were still unreadable, his stance and demeanor, confident and calm, like he didn't care one way or another what her answer was. “Um, sure. I think I'd like that. Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded. “Oh, and one more thing. I need to see your right leg.” 
 
    Lyra started. Then she rolled her eyes. Bringing her right leg forward, she lifted her skirt to the knee for him where, crouching, Hundt undid the soft, brown leather band that hugged her leg just above her calf. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I must still confiscate all weapons.” He stood and counted three more razor stars inside. 
 
    “But, sir!” 
 
    “Do no' worry. You will probably be allowed occasional visiting rights … under supervision.” A smirk appeared at his full lips. 
 
    “Fine,” Lyra huffed. “May I go now?” 
 
    “You are released.” 
 
    Stiffly, Lyra bent her knee one more time and marched outside into the darkness. 
 
    Her stride through the camp however quickly deliquesced to one of bemusement. Was she really developing friendships in this place? Did she want to? Target practice would be fun. It was several weeks ago the last time she and Jon— Jon. She missed him so much. She missed her children. Was her sister giving Iyalyn kisses every night before bed? Were they crying for her? For Jon and the other lost friends? Surely by now the massacre had been discovered and, perhaps, a search party was even organized for her. Obviously it had not yet been successful. Everyone probably assumed the worst. 
 
    Lyra's arms ached to wrap around her son and two daughters. Hug them close. Feel their living warmth. But all they could do now was clutch at the gnawing emptiness and heartache she held inside. Even now as she walked through the camp, she was aware that they'd automatically folded across her middle, as if she literally needed holding together. Recent habit. 
 
    A few escaped tears descended the sides of Lyra's nose. She neared the meal canopy and slowed to get a handle on her emotions before facing Maehan. Snivelee was scraping out pans. Mr. Shorn sat nearby, helping himself to a large meal, part of which was getting lost in his heavy whiskers. 
 
    The caravan manager was short and very round, an older gentleman with more gray than color in his hair, and the little that Lyra had seen of him reminded her of a brittle, steaming teapot about ready to explode. (“By the zeth's claw! Which deity did I offend to end up in this dung hole o' a job?” and “Keeper Maehan, will you please inform the girls again that they are to get three days out o' one frock before tossing it into the laundry hamper? Our bill from the last stop was astronomical!”) 
 
    A play-by-play version of the evening's drama was being relayed to Shorn, courtesy of an enthusiastic Snivelee, and Lyra heard part of Shorn's response just before she stepped out of earshot. 
 
    “Blast that Mr. Hundt, making us a man short three days before auction! You can bet I am going to get an earful from the others about being paid for overtime …” 
 
    Maehan was still mending when Lyra entered their tent and handed over the documents, explaining to the Keeper what had happened—minus her own part. No need to excite the woman anymore. Maehan just shook her head and clucked sympathetically at the young man's fate. She had already heard bits and pieces. 
 
    While Maehan made her notes, Lyra took over the mending. “How was Cindry when you left her?” she inquired after a few minutes. 
 
    “Pouting. But eventually she will be fine.” 
 
    “Do you think she will be healthy in time?” 
 
    “I have my doubts. Mr. Shorn is no' going to like having to keep her for another three months until the Vorstovehr auction, but I will wait until the morning o' to make my decision.” 
 
    Lyra remembered she had more questions about the auction, khari'na, her new duties, but she bit her tongue. Maehan needed to concentrate. 
 
    By the time the Keeper was finished, Lyra was yawning. She had gotten sleepy sitting there so comfortably with her work. Then she noticed Maehan staring at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I know you have been in mourning, Little Tiger, but I must insist now that you stop wearing that necklet.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    A protective hand flew overtop her simple, silver chain. “But—” 
 
    But what? 
 
    A necklet signified a commitment to a living spouse. Among her own people she could have worn it the rest of her life, or until she was ready to court again. But she wasn't among her own people. 
 
    “You are an unjoined khar,” Maehan reminded. “That necklet is only rousing more suspicion about you. It needs to go.” 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbled. 
 
    It shouldn't have been, but taking off her wedding necklet for the first time was hard. Very hard. It was as though she were throwing off the last vestiges of everything in her old life—a ritual acknowledgment of her widowhood and slavery. 
 
    Carefully coiling the chain up in her palm, Lyra could almost hear the lament of each individual link as it came to rest. Jon. Rorn. Verise. Iyalyn. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Family. Friends. Freedom. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Her fist abruptly closed over the chain. Lyra grabbed the forms and left the tent nearly at a run, weeping her way across the quieted camp. Great gorebugs! When would she be able to get through a day again without crying? 
 
    The evening darkness was much appreciated as she approached Mr. Hundt, back on watch. He stood comfortably, feet shoulder width apart, hands crossed behind his back, like he could remain in that position all night. He had changed his shirt. 
 
    Lyra swiftly dammed up her emotions. “Sir.” Her tear-stained face bowed lower than necessary as she passed off the documents to brawny but clean hands. Hundt folded the pages twice and slid them into a breast pocket. Lyra bent a knee very quickly. “Good moonrise, sir.” She turned, looking forward to melding with the night. 
 
    “'Na Lyra, is something wrong?” 
 
    Her feet stopped. Wrong? 
 
    Wrong! 
 
    Should she list for him all the things that were terribly wrong in her life right now? Lyra threw her silent frustration up to the cold stars above—as if they could console her—and her fist clenched even tighter around her necklet. 
 
    “I see Mae finally made you take off your wedding chain. You have much to grieve for. My condolences on your loss …  Mrs. Woodrose.” 
 
    Lyra spun to face him. Her name. Her real name! 
 
    A floodgate opened and before she could even think about stopping it, she completely disintegrated before the caravan's head of security. She couldn't see. She couldn't talk. She could barely breathe through the racking sobs. Instead, Lyra just opened her palm, recklessly baring her heart and soul in exposing her cherished necklet to a man she still hardly knew. 
 
    He came closer and picked up the chain. The aged silver sparkled in the soft moonlight. 
 
    “Give me your foot.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” Lyra stepped back in surprise. 
 
    Hundt squatted, patting one of his knees. “Give me your foot, right here.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    With a resonant sigh he said, “Once in a triple eclipse I am grateful for sisters and knowing more about a woman's uses for jewelry than I ever wanted.” His hand beckoned. “Come on.” 
 
    Tentatively, Lyra complied and Hundt unlaced her boot just enough to loosen the top. He wound her necklet around her ankle a couple times and, after only a little fumbling with thick fingers, was able to reattach the two ends together. 
 
    “You canno' wear it round your neck anymore, but you should be able to get away with hiding it here most o' the time.” 
 
    In awe Lyra watched him retie her laces. “That's perfect,” she croaked after a loud, rather unfeminine sniff. That one small act of kindness made her feel so much better. “Remind me to thank your sisters someday—if I ever get the chance to meet them.” 
 
    “Humph,” he grunted, but when he stood Lyra could definitely make out a smile hiding behind those strong features. 
 
    “Good moonrise to you, Mr. Hundt.” 
 
    “Good moonrise.” Hundt nodded and went back to resuming his watch. 
 
    The latest tears were dried with a bit of her skirt as Lyra returned to her tent, musing over the head of security. He had surprised her again. 
 
    Snivelee's clanking around in his kitchen area made her look up and she saw Mr. Shorn, still sitting there … watching her. Lyra sucked in a breath and dove into her tent. How long had he been staring? Had he observed her whole exchange with Hundt? What might he have been able to make out from that distance? 
 
    Maehan was working over a blue stocking as Lyra sat heavily on her hammock, suddenly quite tired. Her necklet pressed against her skin in her boot and it comforted her. 
 
    I am still your wife, my love. 
 
    Their earlier discussion finally resumed. First, preparation packages for the khari'na needed to be assembled while on the road tomorrow: lotions, soaps, dental supplies, feminine products, general medication, all the basics for auction preparation as well as getting through the first week in a new home (should it be less than adequately prepared for receiving a mistress). Second, nine more girls awaited pickup at the Bansool khari'na station, needing only their final physical exams and some last minute education from Maehan before they were deemed auction worthy. Third, once in the capital, the caravan would be off to the dress shop for auction gown selection and fittings. 
 
    “All at one time?” Lyra exclaimed. “That will be like …” she did a quick estimate in her head, “…  almost fifty women!” 
 
    The Keeper of the Women's hearty chortle was infectious. “Do no' worry. The store owner and I have been doing this for a long time.” 
 
    “So, am I to just shadow you the whole time?” 
 
    “No' necessarily. I think I will make use o' those young legs o' yours and send you on a shopping trip tomorrow in Bansool. I think we are going to come up short in kit supplies.” 
 
    “Okay.” A big yawn overcame Lyra and she apologized. 
 
    The Keeper just grinned. “Enough talk for tonight.” 
 
      
 
    The nightmares that made Lyra's sleep a fitful wreck continued. 
 
    After reliving Jon's murder, Lyra once again found herself standing in that bright, empty space before the strange curtain. Once again, she recognized Jon's silhouette just on the other side, and once again, he was totally unresponsive to her shouts and pounding. 
 
    But even worse than the actual nightmare was waking each morning and remembering that it was true—that Jon was not lying next to her anymore. She endured a daily trickle of tears down her cheeks for the first few minutes, missing the feel of his lips on her skin, his warm breath at the side of her face, sensitive fingers roaming across her frame. 
 
    This morning she was able to roll out of bed a little faster, if not feeling better, at least resolved. She greeted the emerging light of dawn head-on as she briskly brushed the tangles from her long, unruly tresses. “Well, time to get on with your new life.”  
 
    Oh, she would still keep her eyes open for a possible escape, but until that opportunity presented itself, she knew she had better just make the best of what she had. This wasn't so bad really. She had kind people watching out for her, and perhaps the constant ache in her heart would, in time, fade. 
 
    Please fade. 
 
    After breakfast, Maehan left to check on Cindry and take care of other business while Lyra packed up their belongings onto a barge. When she was done she looked around for something more she could do. Other khari'na who had already finished their own packing lazed about, chatting, watching the men do the heavy work. Some carried morose expressions—gloominess left over from last night's violence—but Hundt was right, it was already a passing memory. 
 
    The “heavy work” entailed collapsing caravan tents and placing them in the equipment barge. Lyra was sure the laborers could use an extra pair of hands until a replacement could be hired; she decided to take her and Maehan's tent down herself. 
 
    It was an unexpectedly pleasurable thing, using her muscles again after spending so many days in lethargic inactivity, and Lyra attacked her tent with gusto. Pulling it down proved to be easy. The hard part was hefting the old, thick canvas and iron poles wrapped in the fly tarp into the air. Straining and puffing, a great heave got it into her arms and over one shoulder. 
 
    Oof! 
 
    It was twenty-five yards to the tent storage barge and, putting one foot in front of the other, Lyra coaxed herself along until eventually, she let the weight drop to the floor inside the open bay door. Phew! She sucked in a long breath and turned. 
 
    Across the campsite, eight pairs of male eyes were turned on her. Most of them did not look happy. 
 
    “Back to work!” Hundt's voice reverberated over the heads as he made his way over. “Good morrow,” he greeted Lyra, tossing an even larger tent next to hers. The certain set of his mouth made her feel like she had missed an important joke. 
 
    “What?” she demanded. 
 
    Hundt sat on the lip of the storage bay and gazed across the meadow. “They were making bets on whether or no' you could carry that tent the whole way.” 
 
    Lyra's cheeks colored. “And how did the betting turn out?” 
 
    His grin was the broadest one she had seen so far. 
 
    “I won.” 
 
    She giggled. “They don't know I'm accustomed to hauling hay bales and wrestling runaway calves. So shall I start on another one?” 
 
    Hundt hopped into the barge and began piling the rolled tents against the back wall. “If you want to keep collapsing tents, you may, but let me carry them. I need my men concentrating on their jobs if we are going to get out o' here on time.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    It was another hour and a half before the packing and loading up was finished, at the end of which time, Lyra managed to get some smiles and appreciative nods. She even felt a little lighter as she met up with Maehan again. More at ease. 
 
    They entered the barge that stored the toiletries and medicine supplies and, to the clucking and whistles of the barge drivers to their churung, the women went to work assembling the auction preparation kits. 
 
    In the three hours it took to get to Bansool, they discovered that they were indeed short on some supplies. Maehan made a shopping list and drew a crude map of one of the city's market districts for Lyra. It seemed that not only was Bansool much larger than Flantilly, it was also only fifteen miles from Caldreen City—the Capital of Caldreen the nation. She was definitely entering “hostile” territory. 
 
    The outskirts of the city eventually slid by and Lyra watched Bansool's buildings get taller and taller the closer they came to city center. Some of them, erected with metal beams and a cement compound, rising thirty stories or so, looked as though they could scrape the sky. But more marvelous were the fashionable pedestrians below, ornamenting the ground like brightly variegated leaves at the base of an architectural forest. She had never seen such bold, tailored clothing or shiny high-heeled shoes before. Unusually shaped hats decorated in cascading feathers seemed to be the rage for the women. The men's styles, only slightly more muted. 
 
    Smaller public and private transportation vehicles crowded the streets, the newer ones sharing the network of tracks with the caravan (which had been outfitted with runners itself just two years before). All vehicles, wheeled and runnered, were pulled by smaller beasts of burden—ponies, woolly threshers, and even large dogs. Suddenly, Lyra was looking forward to her shopping trip. She wanted to soak in this interesting cacophony of new sights, sounds, and smells. 
 
    She disembarked with the other passengers when they arrived at the Bansool khari'na holding station and everyone was herded into a comfortable commons room filled with plush settees and lounges. A kitchenette area offered trays of interesting assorted breads, vegetables, soup, and pastries. Maehan and Lyra left the other khari'na to the filling of their mouths and luxury of flopping onto soft furniture, and continued on to the next room—a smaller version of the first. Here, Lyra came face to face with nine young women. 
 
    The new recruits. 
 
    An abundance of red hair seemed to have sprung from the southern, high plains. Red or auburn hair and very dark, tanned skin was the common denominator, and in the initial roll call and get-to-know-you minutes, Lyra found out why. 
 
    Six of the nine girls were related: twins, two sisters who were cousins of the twins, and two young women who were cousins to each other and the other four. Apparently the collective family business had recently gone bankrupt and suddenly it was in everyone's best interest to get the girls connected to wealthy families the “easy” way. Not that anyone had actually asked the opinion of the young women involved. 
 
    Lyra helped Maehan with the physical check-ups, checking things off or making notes as Maehan dictated. 
 
    “Heart—good.” 
 
    “Lungs—good.” 
 
    “Eyes—clear.” 
 
    “Respiratory—clear.” 
 
    “Make a note about this skin rash. An allergy to grass. …” 
 
    It was during interviews for auction introduction material that Lyra got a dose of Caldreen'n cultural reality. At twenty-five, the oldest of the nine could read, dance, and play the lute. Of the others in general, six knew how to cook, four had some childcare experience, and only three could read. That was it. They sat like pretty princesses awaiting their gilded crowns. The theme of their reign: to be attractive decor, useful appliances. Lyra swallowed her indignation and reminded herself to maintain a looser grip on her quill. Her fingers were cramping. 
 
    When she was released to go clean herself up before the shopping, Lyra stole a quick moment at the kitchenette for a few cut veggies and a thick slice of sweet bread studded with dried fruit. Yum! Evidently her appetite was returning. 
 
    Outside, dark storm clouds greeted her with a brisk breeze that chilled her exposed extremities. The caravan had descended into a wetter, breezier environment and the climate change was evident. Lyra decided she had better find herself a cloak. 
 
    Maehan's black one that she used before was folded neatly on top in the trunk, but Lyra chose Maehan's older purple, velvet one instead. The solid black on the gaily colored streets of Bansool would only bring a lot of curious stares. 
 
    Fresh clothing in arm, Lyra found her way to the station's communal washroom where most of the other women were already enjoying their first shower in nearly a week. Lyra shared their enthusiasm. It had been even longer for her. 
 
    Since her first morning with the caravan when Maehan had made her bathe, Lyra had expended little effort for personal hygiene beyond some tooth and hair brushing and an occasional quick wash of her underwear. Now she was grudgingly ready to reenter the world of the living … and the clean and fresh. 
 
    She undressed, wrapped herself in a towel, and caught a glance of herself in a mirror on her way to the showers. Oh. My. Goodness. Her thick, dark hair, normally shining and free, had become plastered in grimy, kinky waves against her skull, and her longs locks, separated into heavy greasy vines, had accumulated enough oil and travel dust to probably double its weight. 
 
    It was so gross it was fascinating. 
 
    Glancing around quickly to make sure no one was watching, Lyra grasped a section and pulled it straight above her head. When she let go, the lock held for a second until slowly, slowly, it sank back down. She laughed. “Ugh!” 
 
    Gathering up more hair, she twisted and stretched it out in every wild direction. Lyra's mouth curled into a sultry pout when she was done and she murmured low and seductive to the reflection, “Don't hate me because I'm beautiful.” The woman in the mirror burst into giggles. 
 
    A passing khari'na regarded her with an uneasy curl of her lip, and Lyra hastily patted her hair back down. Ducking her head she hurried onward to the first empty shower stall, embarrassed, but not so much that her cheeks weren't dimpled with a small, secretive smile. 
 
    The hot, steamy water was heaven. Lyra shampooed three times before she felt clean. Then, she just stood there for a few minutes, basking in the hot water running over her skin. Ahhh … indoor plumbing. 
 
    After drying off, she found herself staring into the mirror again, only this time, more critically. She spied wrinkles developing at the corners of her eyes. The rosiness of her cheeks, she thought, was beginning to fade into an aging pallor. Oh no, was that a gray hair? Maybe it was just the light. Lyra sighed. 
 
    “Nearing thirty-seven, old girl.” Where did the time go? Lyra's disgruntled huff at her reflection jostled a loose wisp across her forehead. Well … never mind the aging body, she had shopping to do. 
 
    Her hair got quickly arranged into her usual pair of temple braids that she drew around the sides of her head, securing them with a tie in back. Her soiled yellow raiment was happily relinquished to the overflowing laundry hampers in exchange for a clean green frock with yellow buttons down the front. Lyra suddenly felt remarkably refreshed. 
 
    Finding a large basket and tote, and with her supply list and map slipped into her cloak pocket, Lyra was almost ready to go. Just one more thing. 
 
    “'Na Lyra,” Hundt stated when he opened his office door at her knock. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Keeper needs me to buy supplies and she told me to get the money from you.” 
 
    Hundt let her in and went to a small safe behind his desk. The safe's key, Lyra saw, was retrieved from probably the most secure place on the planet: a chain round Gralion Hundt's thick neck. 
 
    “Did she write down how much you would need?” 
 
    Lyra showed him her list. “Yes. And she wants me to return any extra to you. Will you still be here later?” 
 
    Hundt took a quick look at the list. “It does no' look too long.” He checked his wristwatch. “I can plan to be back here in two hours. Shall we meet up at sixteen o'?” 
 
    Lyra nodded. 
 
    When Hundt counted out the rednotes and put them in her palm, his hand lingered over hers a moment. Lyra looked up questioningly. “Keep your hood on and do no' do anything to bring special attention to yourself. You are an unjoined khari'na. There are those who would take advantage o' you if they knew.” 
 
    Oh! She hadn't thought of that. “Okay.” 
 
    Shoving the money cards deep into a skirt pocket, she said goodbye and strode off the khari'na station premises, making extra sure her faded velvet hood was securely in place. Why did she already feel like eyes were watching her? 
 
    The Bansool market was an exciting, loud, colorful, dizzying kaleidoscope of sensory input for a first-time visitor. Brick-faced shops and painted businesses were strung together ten or more to a block on each side of the avenue. An even greater number of merchant carts and portable stands sat in front, crowding the narrow streets. Everything one could imagine was available for sale: produce, flowers, cookware, jewelry, spirits, live poultry … one's self. The bordello on the corner advertised rooms by the hour, one khar included—and if you wanted a second she was half off. The business appeared to be flourishing. Lyra's feet automatically diverted to the other side of the street. 
 
    She passed a magazine stand touting, among other regular periodicals, the Bansool Banter Ladies' Journal—what passed for local news among the few literate women, she guessed—and continued to slide her way through the congestion of humanity. Her ears perked at the sound of street performers on stringed lyricords and various woodwinds. They played such engaging and spirited, toe-tapping music that Lyra nearly walked into someone: a heavily tattooed man, skin littered with pagan symbols, performing street sorcery and telling fortunes. She hastily skirted around the necromancer, making careful note of the location of his hands. They were likely quite skilled in the art of misdirection and surreptitiously guiding the unguarded rednote from out of an observer's pocket. She double-checked her stash as she walked on. 
 
    Her first stop was the pharmacy for several bottles of fever reducing tablets and conception inhibitor medication in pill form. Much more convenient than her former homemade tea. Maehan had begun offering them from the caravan's supply her first full day in residence “just in case,” and Lyra hadn't argued. At the lotions and cremes boutique, Lyra lingered in the perfume aisle sampling the delicious scents of wildflowers, fruits, and herbs. The cloth store with its bolts of rich fabric in every color imaginable was just as enticing. 
 
    Nearly every turn in the market was a new delight to her senses, so many fine things that she had only ever read about. And some she hadn't. The “amazing” Veggie Gobbler peeler/dicer/slicer/shredder (with bonus accessory storage bag) on the inventor's cart was quite something. Too bad the price was too. 
 
    It was some time later that, with a grin of satisfaction, Lyra checked off the last item from her list: a few reams of paper. Maehan's map had been accurate and she'd encountered no delays. She felt pretty certain she had some time to kill before she had to turn around and go back “home” so Lyra scanned her surroundings for a possible amusement. 
 
    And then she saw it—a beckoning beacon of clapboard and wood shake shingles in humble repose at the end of the street. 
 
    Bless the Holy Creator! A bookstore! 
 
    Lyra's family had owned precious few books throughout her life, but she loved them all. She loved the scholastic satisfaction of unraveling nature's secrets in scientific journals, the tickling bemusement of glittering fairy tale adventures, and the skin-prickling what-ifs of science fiction and its strange aliens in galaxies far, far away. This shop tempted her like no other. 
 
    She should check the time, though, just to be sure her internal clock was correct. 
 
    A watch on a wrist engaged in replacing a sagging price board over a modest tart stand looked promising. Lyra walked over. “Excuse me, sir,” she said to the bakery stand owner, “may I beg you for the time?” 
 
    One more swing of the hammer from a sturdy, tanned—and rather dirty—forearm, and the man looked down at his watch. “It is half past fifteen, ma'am.” 
 
    Good. Just enough time for a saunter. 
 
    Her quick, grateful smile was received by a surprisingly dusty, unkempt, and honey-brown bearded face. Random flecks of dirt freckled the sun-acquainted skin. The languid collar of the man's work tunic declared an intimate, long-term relationship with unapologetic sweat. That rich baritone, however, carried a pleasant timbre, and … wow, what beautiful gray eyes … 
 
    Oh dear! Lyra realized she had begun to stare. “Thank you. Uh, good day, sir,” she said, tucking her head. Be inconspicuous, you dolt! 
 
    Spinning for the bookstore, she barely registered his, “My pleasure, ma'am.” 
 
    The welcoming smell of leather bindings and fresh ink inside the near empty business immediately enveloped Lyra in a comforting cocoon of weal, its sedative magic pacifying her pulse, inviting her stresses to take a break. The stuffed center aisles surrounded by book-laden walls evoked an air of blithe amenability, and with every step, Lyra felt lighter. This was a place in which she could happily lose herself for weeks! 
 
    Her pace slowed to a lazy stroll as her fingers brushed dreamily over richly stained spines and the thin, serpentine furrows of stamped lettering. Children's stories. Poetry. Fantasy. Instructional literature on machinery and cooking. World history. Philosophy. Speculations on mysteries of the planet. It was all here, a treasure of epistemic, pressed wood pulp delights, whispering the wisdom of the ages with softly rustling lips. 
 
    A rue smile struck at Lyra's features with the thought of her ten-year-old, Verise. She would have joined her in the swooning for the printed word if she were here. Of Jon and Lyra's children, Verise was the most like her mother—a nature-loving book bug. But Lyra hesitated to pick one up. It would be so easy to become engrossed, lose track of time. She should just be content with wishful window-shopping. 
 
    What she saw after the last aisle, however, blew that wise and prudent thought away. 
 
    “No. Way!” she breathed in wonder. 
 
    Along the back wall, between Daxim's Complete Dictionary and Zoology from A to Zethrin was her father's encyclopedia set! Not the actual set, of course, but a new printing. Very new. Third edition. Lyra had grown up with a first, but the emblem of The University of the Republic embossed across the front was the same. Her brightened eyes eagerly skimmed over the letters on the spines until they came to R. Yes! 
 
    The caravan's purchases went to the floor. Lyra freed the large black volume with gold lettering from the entrenched collective identity of its neighbors, and sucking in a small breath of anticipation, opened it. The binding creaked deliciously. The crisp pages seemed to crackle with energy. Lyra started in, devouring its contents. 
 
    Rabbits, rainbows, recession …  
 
    … reefs, rifles, roundworms … 
 
    # # # 
 
    The old knot-riddled price board stubbornly resisted, but with a firm hand and years of dogged practice, Kade drove the nail straight, putting it aright once again. Meanwhile below, the hunched Reef consulted his confections, loading up a small bag of Kade's favorites for him. 
 
    “I am in yer debt, my lord,” said the wispy-haired, little baker. “These old hands canno' swing a hammer like they used to.”  
 
    Kade grinned. “Reef, I am just grateful they can still knead dough. You know I never buy from anyone else here.” 
 
    Beaming, Reef placed the next nail into Kade's outstretched hand. “You have been sayin' that fer ten years, my lord. I may just start to believe you. Did you make a good sell today?” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, may I beg you for the time?” 
 
    The question was tentative, in a softly rolling accent like the break of waves on the sand. One last, solid thwack and Kade looked at his watch. “It is half past fifteen, ma'am.” 
 
    Upon turning, he was pleasantly surprised to find the sparkling voice connected to a lovely form in an old, deep violet cloak, and when their eyes met, Kade caught a glimpse of the most enchanting pair of light brown eyes he had ever seen. 
 
    Then she suddenly dropped her head. 
 
    “Thank you. Uh, good day, sir,” she quickly mumbled. 
 
    The woman was already heading away before Kade could answer a, “My pleasure, ma'am.” What? Did he smell that bad? 
 
    She hastened across the street all the way to the end of the block where she entered the bookstore. Her lack of a wedding necklet laying claim to her breast was noted. 
 
    “I said, did you make a good sell today, my lord?” 
 
    “Oh, er, aye,” Kade answered, turning back to Reef. The day had been a long one, transporting a hundred head of his sheep to Bansool, but he had succeeded in bargaining well. 
 
    “You did? I am so glad. The wool from yer flocks knows no equal.” 
 
    “The flattery is appreciated, friend,” Kade smiled, “but we both know the majority o' the credit goes to my father. I am only attempting to refine his stock further.” He glanced once more at the bookstore. 
 
    “Aye,” Reef agreed, nodding his head. “He liked my snowberry tarts, as well, if memory serves correct.” The baker dropped a couple more in the bag before offering it up. 
 
    Kade snorted. “The man was addicted to them,” he said, reaching for a powdered-sugar coated tart and popping it whole into his mouth. His grin through a mouth full of fruity and sweet, baked goodness held no shame. “He got me addicted to them, too.” 
 
    With a careless wipe of his hand on his stained tunic, Kade took out his wallet, but his attempted payment was waved off. 
 
    “They are on the house today—fer yer handyman services.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I know your wife is requiring extra medical care these days—” 
 
    “—And she would skin me alive fer takin' yer money after repairing our cart. Please, take it.” Reef determinedly presented the gift once again. 
 
    With reluctance, Kade returned his wallet to his satchel. “You are a good man, Reef. Give my regards to Y'leen, will you?” 
 
    “I will do that,” Reef said with a nod. “So are you heading home now, my lord?” 
 
    “No' quite. I wanted to see about purchasing an encyclopedia set for my children there in Iech's Books.” 
 
    “Ah, they will like that. Good day to you, my lord.” 
 
    “Good day, Reef.” 
 
    Continuing on to Iech's, Kade carefully reminded himself that he was only looking for books inside that building. He was no silly romantic. As a forty-year-old widower with two growing children and a farm to run he had higher priorities. Besides, he was still adamant in his decision of a couple years ago to not pursue any more “real” relationships. They always turned out complicated and the subsequent, inevitable breakups were such a pain. Therefore, he entered rather willfully, his firm, somewhat belligerent steps propelling him purposefully along, until his eyes betrayed him with a quick scan of the store. She was not in sight. 
 
    … Good. 
 
    Kade carried himself through the neatly swept business, past the aisles, past the attendant who nodded a greeting, all the way to the back until—Henna's bosom! There she was—of all places—planted smack dab in front of Caldreen's one and only option in comprehensive reference material. 
 
    Stopping short, Kade was unsure if he was pleased to see her again or annoyed because of the internal conflict she was stirring. Probably a little of both. 
 
    The woman stood there, a good head shorter than he, deeply engrossed in one of the set's volumes. Somehow, she emitted a lambent quality even in her preoccupation, like the room's light was drawn to her, gathering about her in a soft halo. The glow of her complexion alone tendered further radiance to a frame of glossy dark hair pulled away under a hood which, try as it might, fell sorely short of concealing such luster. The curves and angles of her neck and profile: decidedly feminine. Her lips: very touchable. 
 
    Kade had enjoyed the company of many beautiful women in his life—his late wife being one of them—but this one was … different. She possessed no glamour, nor did she secrete any sleek, alluring sensuality. No. Her loveliness emanated from somewhere else. Was it the graceful way she carried herself? The intelligent expression denoting poise and personality? Or the set of that full mouth that said she enjoyed laughing? 
 
    One thing Kade did know: she was not from around here. Her time-worn cloak and cropped boots encased her awkwardly, like a stocking trying to mold around a hand, and her accent did not resemble any of the regional dialects in the area. Something in the far recesses of his mind needled at him that he may have heard something like it before, but the vague sensation was fleeting. 
 
    Aye. This woman was one hundred percent atypical. 
 
    Well, since he had to be here anyway, he might as well say something. Kade approached and folded his arms across his chest, facing the wall like she. “Are you familiar with this set?” 
 
    She didn't look up. “Yes, very.” 
 
    Really? 
 
    “Then, might I ask your learned opinion o' this collection?” he said, the tiniest hint of sarcasm coloring his tone. Fascinating woman or no, the urge to challenge such a bold answer was hard to deny. 
 
    Without so much as a single pause for thought, she answered, “The dissertations on history and philosophy are clearly partisan, even prejudiced. Freedmal's conquest of the bushmen of the upper plains, for instance, is grossly idealized. And any of the great artists deemed unpatriotic are only given passing mention. But … Spinnar's sections on animal husbandry and botany are first-rate. You can tell those are his specialties. I love his descriptors. They border the poetic.” 
 
    Kade was undeniably astounded. “Are you telling me that you have entirely read every volume o' this set?” 
 
    She halted in mid page turn, as if coming out of a trance. “Well … no. Not R. It was missing from my family's set.” The woman finally looked up as if preparing to show him her volume, but upon recognizing him, froze. She paled and clutched the book tighter to her. 
 
    “Forgive me. I did no' mean to—” Kade began, but she was already placing the volume back on the shelf. 
 
    She bent to pick up her things. “Excuse me, sir. I need to go.” 
 
    No' again! “Now wait a minute. I was no' following you.” Without thinking, Kade reached for her loaded basket in the crook of her arm, but his hand was instantly knocked away. The force of her blow, surprising. 
 
    Then the woman gasped, horrified, at what she had just done. “I … please, sir—” she stumbled, eyes wide with fear. 
 
    “No, I am sorry. I—I did no' mean to frighten you.” Kade observed her clear apprehension with wonder. He sensed her heart racing, her body trembling with adrenaline. “I meant no harm. I was just asking about the set.” 
 
    You moron! 
 
    The woman watched him through cowed lashes, hesitating, as though fighting some inner battle. Speak or escape. Answer or run. Words appeared poised at her open lips. 
 
    She turned and swept away. 
 
    “Miss!” Kade followed in the woman's wake all the way to the entrance, until an unexpected sight made him pause. A mirror just left of the door reflected the image of a barbarous, intimidating man staring at him. Kade's forehead wrinkled in astonishment. Bloody zeth', I look like a deranged mountain hermit! 
 
    The reflection—his own reflection—was considerably revolting. His beard and hair, matted and crusted from earlier wind and sweat, hadn't been trimmed in weeks. A layer of dirt practically smothered his face, and his entire frame clothed in his pullover work tunic and coarsely woven leggings was a dusty, dung-smeared mess. 
 
    Well, maybe “deranged hermit” wasn't quite accurate. 
 
    It was worse. 
 
    He actually looked like a diseased cave gorilla who had just lost a fight with a swamp slog trying to pass for a deranged mountain hermit. 
 
    The face in the mirror scowled. It was times like these that sometimes made him second-guess his choice to abnegate the family fortune and take over his family's generations old farm against his mother's will. Making sheep one's life could certainly take a toll on one's appearance. And “one's” appearance was showing it today. 
 
    Resigned, Kade turned and watched the outline of the woman's cloak get smaller and smaller. Well, it was better this way, anyway. Complications, remember? 
 
    Still, he remained there, long after her figure was swallowed up in the crowd. Customers sidled past him as his mind replayed each moment of that brief interaction. 
 
    Those eyes. 
 
    Her glow. 
 
    The sound of her voice when she—Kade's lungs suddenly interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    Breathe, stupid. 
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    Lyra was too nervous to look back until she had gone about four blocks. When she did, all appeared clear—no familiar faces—so Lyra slowed her pace and made herself shrug off the creepy feeling of being followed. Jon always did say she was on another planet when she poked her nose in a book. It seemed he was right after all. 
 
    That man—that baker. What was his deal? He said he hadn't followed her in, but … 
 
    Voices inside whispered that he was no pastry merchant. His dress was of a common workhand's. Lyra shook her head. That didn't make sense, either. The lilt of his speech, his bearing, his manner … If she hadn't smelled the dung on his clothes herself, she would have pegged him for a gentleman. 
 
    And those eyes. Like the turbulent sky before a spring rain— 
 
    No! Lyra irksomely shoved that last thought aside before it got any further and crossed the final street that brought her back to the holding station. She unloaded her shopping and massaged her tired arms as she went to meet Mr. Hundt. 
 
    He was already waiting for her, the pleasant scent of his shampoo hanging about him once more, and Lyra wondered if this was another product of sisterly influence. The thought almost made her smile. 
 
    She was given a note after returning the extra money. It was from Maehan, asking her to finish the prep kits and bring them to her in the smaller commons room once she'd had a chance to eat. Polite goodbyes were exchanged with Mr. Hundt then Lyra headed straight to dinner, her stomach leading the way. Evidently, all that walking and shopping had made her hungry. 
 
     In the large commons room that also served as the dining area, almost everyone else had already finished and gone. Lyra loaded up a plate and took some pleasure in reacquainting herself with her previously estranged appetite, until she noticed she was quite alone with Snivelee wiping down tables. A few more quick bites and she left before he got too close. 
 
    The preparation kits took another hour to finish. She stacked them in a large box on a dolly and wheeled them to where the Keeper was in full-swing orientation. All the khari'na were there. Lyra quietly placed the dolly just inside the door and sat on a nearby chair to listen. 
 
    Details of the joining custom the girls would perform for their new lords after the auction were being discussed. Apparently, there was kneeling involved with some recitation. (The only formality of the otherwise mundane transaction that was the purchase of another human being.) Then, a new lecture was broached: What to expect the first week in your new home. 
 
    Stifled yawns and overall bored expressions predominated, the attention span threshold having been exceeded an hour ago. Maehan was similarly nearing the end of her patience stores. No one was listening. With a terse wave of her hand, she finally just opened the floor for questions. 
 
    Everyone sat up straighter. 
 
    “Do we get to choose our own necklet?” one of the new, redheaded recruits asked first. 
 
    “That depends. Your new lord might already have one for you.” 
 
    “What if he is really old?” said another. Giggles cascaded through the room. 
 
    “He is still your lord and you will perform your duties to him as he desires.” 
 
    “Even if he has trouble … you know …” More giggles. 
 
    “Aye,” was the flat reply. 
 
    “Will we have to do cooking and cleaning as well?” a bored voice called from the back. 
 
    “Aye,” someone else whined, “that cleaning stuff chafes my hands—“ 
 
    “You will do exactly what is commanded o' you and nothing less!” Maehan snapped. 
 
    Everything went quiet and the girls stared at their Keeper who glared right back. “You already know this,” the old woman urged in exasperation. “Do no' forget that your life depends on your ability to keep your lord happy. The laws do no' favor khari'na in matters o' domestic disputes.” 
 
    Young women shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Then a nervous, high voice inquired, “But what if we try hard to please him and he is still … cruel?” 
 
    A deathly silence followed. 
 
    Maehan motioned for Lyra to begin passing out the kits. Her features softened. “There is a card in each o' these bags with the wire numbers o' the three main khari'na holding stations on the caravan's circuit. Should you have reason to fear for your safety, wire the one nearest you and you will have a chance to plead your case with a Keeper.” She drew in a deep breath. “My girls, your lord's well-being is your first priority. Any other work is irrelevant if you canno' handle that.” 
 
    There were solemn nods and murmurings of assent. They had all heard about where returned khari'na could be sent. They had all heard about the state in which some khari'na were returned. Lyra's outer shell of polite disinterest began to wear dangerously thin as she distributed the kits. 
 
    … egotistical, self-serving, hypocritical, slobbering brutes who have the gall to call themselves gentlemen! 
 
    “But, do you want to know a secret I learned long ago about lords?” Maehan said, her voice suddenly sheathed in a tone that set every ear to tingling and every eye to watching. “The khari'na who pleases her lord best will find she is able to hold a certain influence that can pay off in many ways. When exercised carefully, she can enjoy privileges of society and wealth that would make even a lady jealous.”  
 
    The woman winked and a general intake of breath was heard. Lyra rolled her eyes. She had no doubt what Maehan said was true. What was the phrase her people used to describe the underlying major influences of this society? Sex, lies, and politics? 
 
    When the kits were all distributed, permission was given to look inside. The atmosphere instantly transformed to birthday party mode. Everyone eagerly tore through their bags while Lyra worked her way past flying arms and exuberant cries to kneel at Maehan's side. “Will you need any more from me tonight?” 
 
    “Aye,” Maehan said softly. “Please take my personals to our room—the local Keeper will show you which one—then return here to me. The day spent in this chair has no' been kind on my legs. I am afraid I will require help getting to bed tonight.” 
 
    Lyra kissed the old hand trembling with fatigue, and rose. The Keeper smiled affectionately upon her before turning back to her young, enthusiastic charges. “Your final auction preparation will begin on the road tomorrow with manicures and—Ekili, please do no' take anything out o' its original packaging until it is time to be used …” 
 
    Lyra left the room, another small grin reawakening nearly forgotten laugh lines. 
 
    The Keeper of the Bansool holding facility was much younger than Maehan, and of a much more severe countenance. She resembled a boot camp sergeant, barking off rules and regulations while showing the way. Lyra became even more grateful for her own sweet, old Keeper.  
 
    The room, with its dilapidated vanity, mirror cracked in two places, and accompanying rusty metal chair, was not much more inviting than the prison cell in Flantilly, except it had real beds. Beds with frames and mattresses. Fitted sheets and full-size pillows. Everything. Lyra flopped onto one as soon as the Bansool Keeper left, stretching her body luxuriously to its full extent. Ahhhhh! 
 
    She had never owned a real bed. They were too bulky for nomads like the Believers to transport. Jon did an admirable job of keeping their homespun bedcase stuffed with fleece and soft, dried grasses, but that was nothing compared to the even comfort of the hornroot's spongy, empty seed pods used in these commercial mattresses. Lyra's fingers lazily ran across the thin, silky sheets by her head. She should sleep well tonight—troublesome nightmares notwithstanding. 
 
    When Lyra returned to the commons room, Maehan was fielding questions about etiquette in upper-class social situations, but soon concluded the evening and briskly sent everyone to bed. Not only did Maehan end up needing help to her feet, she required support heading down the corridor to the sleeping quarters, as well. 
 
    “I am so glad you could do that shopping for me,” she told Lyra. “I do no' think I would have made it myself today. Did everything go well?” 
 
    Lyra nodded vigorously. “It was quite enjoyable, actually. I have never seen so many shops and people and fine things for sale, all in one place, in my life.” Wow. Was she gushing? 
 
    “Ah. There is that elusive smile on my little wildcat,” Maehan observed, pleased. “We have no' seen much o' it yet. Do you think your broken heart is finally beginning to heal?” 
 
    Lyra sobered at the thought. “Well, all hearts mend with time, right?” 
 
    She remembered she hadn't cried once today. Also, the constant dullness in her chest seemed less present. Pangs of longing and worry still spiked on occasion, but they weren't as intense anymore. 
 
    It was a start. 
 
    Lyra helped Maehan through her bedtime routine, eventually ending up at the vanity, Lyra brushing out Maehan's thinning, white hair. Lyra began to hum softly. It quite surprised her. It seemed like the music was all gone out of her these days, but this was a favorite lullaby. She often sang it to her girls while combing the day's tangles away and tucking them— 
 
    Suddenly the music got stuck in her throat. 
 
    Yeah, singing was not helpful anymore. Now she just felt … drained. Between the mirror's cracks, Lyra noticed that her eyes had welled up. Reddening. Ready to overflow again. Oh well, maybe tomorrow. 
 
    “Lyra, who taught you to do that?” Maehan's question broke through her thoughts. The woman was staring oddly at her through the reflection. 
 
    Lyra quickly blinked the moisture away. “Do what? Brush hair?” 
 
    Cry? 
 
    “No. Your … singing, your—” Maehan hesitated. 
 
    “Oh, that? Uh, I—I just like to do it.” At least, I used to. “I'm sorry, was it bothering you?” 
 
    “No, no. Just—“ Maehan stopped. “Never mind. Thank you, my dear. I think I am ready to lie down now.” 
 
    And before Lyra could put the brush down to help, Maehan rose and went to her bed. 
 
      
 
    Lyra did sleep more comfortably than she had in a long time. Deep and calm. 
 
    … the colors of honey and storm clouds … 
 
    “I meant no harm … Miss!” 
 
    Her lids flashed open to the light of morning creeping across the cracked, plaster ceiling above. Lyra yawned and stretched, trying to remember what she had been dreaming about. The memory was like a thick fog, present but ungraspable. It faded. 
 
     Oh well. At least the nightmares had not returned. That was a first. 
 
    Lyra soon discovered she wasn't the only one that liked her bed. Maehan looked much better this morning. Rejuvenated. 
 
    In fact, everyone seemed in high anticipation to get on with the day. Most of the girls had never been to the capital city, Lyra among them, and with no tents to break down, the caravan got under way quickly.  
 
    Lyra's first task entailed helping with manicures. However, her services were quickly commandeered by the barber/laborer in the next coach when her tongue accidentally blabbed that she had experience cutting hair. He was quite enthused to have a partner. 
 
    “But I am not a professional by any means! Just family really.” 
 
    “Girls?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    “That will do,” he grinned broadly. “Most o' these heads only need a trim anyway.” 
 
    An air of festivity permeated the coach, akin to the sleepovers Lyra's daughters would plan, and she got an earful of all the gossip there was to tell between young women looking forward to entering lives associated with high society. Extremely rich family names were passed around like candy. Rumors of their extravagant lifestyles, tasted with hungry speculation. 
 
    Hot debate erupted over certain notoriously eligible bachelors and who was more handsome or charming. At the top was Lord Devor D'Pendul, son of the supreme chancellor, himself. This was news to Lyra. Who knew that the tyrannical embodiment of all that was evil and unjust in this world had a son? 
 
    The knowledge was third hand, colored by servants, adapted by merchants, and shaped into town news, but nobody cared. It was fun. 
 
    Unfortunately, Lyra also learned more than she ever wanted about many of the young women's past conquests—in explicit, full-color detail. They boasted of long lists of boyfriends. Steamy one-night stands. The occasional married dignitary bearing gifts. 
 
    “What about you, Lyra? Tell us about your first time.” 
 
    Lyra looked up, startled. She had been in the middle of taming a head of coal black curls. All eyes were turned on her, expectant, curious about the unusual, more mature shadow of the Keeper who kept to herself. 
 
    “Oh, uh, nothing unusual or exciting, really,” she stammered. What was the story Maehan had made up in her file? Lyra suddenly couldn't remember a thing. “You won't want to hear about it, I'm sure.” 
 
    No one was deterred. The head of hair she was working on spoke up. “We want to hear, Lyra. Come now. Spill the palts.” 
 
    “I bet she does have something real good to tell and she wants to keep it a secret,” a voice guessed. 
 
    “Mr. Hundt seems to enjoy your company enough. You must have a few skills you are working to get someone like him to notice you.” 
 
    Lyra didn't see who made that last comment. She only knew she had begun to blush violently. To think that she and Hundt and their few, innocent interactions had become a topic of gossip! 
 
    Drat. She had better say something. “… Well, honestly, my first time was on the night of my, uh, joining.” Use that word. 
 
    There were gasps all around. “No way!”, “Are you serious?”, “You must be joking!”  
 
    “It's true,” she shrugged, taking another snip of ebony. “I wanted to save myself for one man.” 
 
    “It must have been awkward—your first time on a night like that,” the black curls said. 
 
    “No. It really wasn't.” 
 
    The memory of Jon on their wedding night suddenly washed over her. He had taken her in his arms in the privacy of their newly erected home, and his kiss—it held something new. Something more fervent. Something terribly exciting. 
 
    Lyra remembered his husky murmur of her name, his first husbandly touch and the shooting tingles it left behind. She remembered the giddy pleasure of being undressed by warm, solicitous hands, and the heat of his body against hers. Somewhat shyly at first she had encouraged his advances. But within Jon's attentive presence, under his careful, considerate hand, the timidity soon progressed to eager discovery where, to a duet of wildly beating hearts, two innocents became one. Husband and wife. Lovers. 
 
    Her first time? It was fevered anticipation. It was blessed release. It was needing and giving. 
 
    Plunging and soaring. 
 
    It was … exquisite. 
 
    A chorus of blissful sighs arose, and with a start, Lyra realized she must have expressed that last bit out loud. 
 
    “That is soooooo romantic,” Black Curls gushed. 
 
    A moment of thoughtful silence followed. Then a mischievous voice trilled, “I would never have been able to wait that long. I like men too much.” The coach instantly burst into squeals and giggles. 
 
    Thankfully, the conversation moved on to other things and Lyra was let off the hook, but not before one round-faced girl caught her eye with a shy smile before turning away. 
 
    Phew! 
 
    By the time every head was neatly trimmed and every nail perfectly smooth and polished, it was well past midday. Lyra brushed her perspiring forehead with a weary back of her hand, cramping fingers limp and red. She helped clean up then threw herself onto a padded bench to rest for a minute. 
 
    The air drifting in from open windows had taken a humid turn. They had dropped further in elevation as they continued coastward and Lyra took in a lung full of blessed, oxygen-rich air. 
 
    Suddenly, there it was—Caldreen City—erupting hazily along the horizon. 
 
    Whomping wetworms! (as her children would say) It's huge! 
 
    Dark roofs stretched for miles like a blob of thick, brown oil settling puddle-like across the otherwise bright green landscape. A massive clump of altitude-defying buildings grew near the middle, each one fighting its neighbor for domination of the sky. The caravan drew closer and the slight haze blurring the city revealed itself to be more than just atmospheric distortion. Tree-size factory smokestacks blew up black clouds that hung grayish and murky, as if trying to obscure the glory of the great city from prying eyes.  
 
    “The population just surpassed half a million, last I heard,” Maehan said from the door. 
 
    Lyra continued peering out the window. “How can so many people live so near each other all at once?”  
 
    “Oh, somehow they seem to manage quite well. Caldreen is emerging as the superpower o' the continent. It is only a matter o' time before its banners stretch from ocean to ocean across the whole land.” 
 
    Lyra blanched at the thought. “Have you eaten yet?” she said. 
 
    “Aye. And you need to as well before the food is put away. Go on. Have a few minutes to yourself before we reach the city. Remember, we still have the dress shop today.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lyra laughed. “And that is an event I don't want to miss.” 
 
    Lyra found enough leftovers on the snack cart to tide her over till dinner, but seats on the city side for reclining while she ate were coming up scarce. They were all taken up by gawking faces. Lyra settled herself by a window on the opposite side instead and was treated to a surprisingly delightful panoramic view of the wide, deep Thest River, whose head began at the northern Forkors and which flowed all the way to the coast in a journey of over a thousand miles. 
 
    The river teemed with life. Marsh stalkers meandered through the shallows among the reeds, their long, hairless legs stepping carefully, feeling for plump worms burrowing in the muck beneath. A flock of divers whizzed over the caravan. In formation they flew straight into the water, their long, pointed jaws poised to spear a surprised school of fish below. On the riverbank's far side, a commercial fishing boat cast nets, while downstream, the water was frequented by a few walking trees. They stood high above the surface on stilt roots. When Lyra watched closely, she could make out the tree roots' slow movements, taking their wispy top growth upstream to a new spot of riverbed from which to glean nutrients. 
 
    The caravan eventually diverted from the river's edge. It got on a road that led straight into central Caldreen, passing the city outskirt's farm lots that were much bigger—and more ominous—than any others Lyra had ever seen. In lieu of quaint, single-family homes, large, blocky buildings, ugly in their crude construction, vilified the property grounds. Their long rows of dirty windows stared like dead eyes upon hundreds of bent, ragged bodies tending crops in acres and acres of fields. 
 
    Work camps. 
 
    Shuddering, Lyra cast her gaze ahead to the looming city main. 
 
    Tall, gleaming, glass and bluegrain ore buildings shot upward, side by side, looking like the baleen plates of some gargantuan, oceanic whale. Lyra did indeed feel swallowed up as the caravan passed between them on a slit of road. Then the inner city opened wide before her, revealing a distant end where more of the same skyscrapers loomed. Lyra finally comprehended that the bluegrain buildings actually made an irregular circle—a protective perimeter and psychologically intimidating barrier to outside potential hostiles. 
 
    Like a kid, Lyra stuck her head out the window as they went along. She gaped in awe of stunning white mansions surrounded by immaculate grounds studded with stone statues of fanciful figures and animals. Bright market malls and restaurant blocks filled the spaces between the luxurious neighborhoods, each mall cluster appearing to have its own color scheme and decorating theme. On every block corner the green and red striped flag of the republic hung proudly at the top of ribboned poles. Underneath, the people walked about, dressed even more ostentatiously than in Bansool. It was like a scene from a story book. 
 
    Every few blocks, however, large sections were encompassed by a high plank wall. Narrow gates allowed much more humbly dressed passersby in and out, and a glimpse through one revealed depressingly small apartment quarters crammed together in tight rows. The lower class neighborhoods. 
 
    The caravan finally arrived at a grand women's clothing store and a general rush for the coach doors transpired. No one got too far, though, for the small army of waiting sales clerks outside, dressed in crisp, light-pink skirt and blouse uniforms. 
 
    Standing on the step plate of the passenger barge, Lyra beheld the eager khari'na get sorted into smaller groups each headed by a clerk. She trailed behind the auctionees as they were driven up shining stone steps, past marble columns, and into the large, beautifully decorated, domed store that was entirely filled with formal wear of all kinds. Wow. 
 
    Maehan was helped onto a short ladder and, using a mechanical amplifier, reminded everyone to carefully consider the image a prospective gown ensemble would portray on the auction stage. It should amplify a khari'na's character and best traits, thereby enabling the gentlemen to determine their best match. Thus, Maehan urged the girls to carry out their selection process in a calm, methodical manner. 
 
    The amplifier was lowered and chaos ensued. 
 
    Enthusiastic khars pounced on their clerks, shouting over each other what they wanted. They mobbed the dress racks. Gowns were seized off the displays in threes and fours, girls crowing their finds in piercing, joyous voices. A short stampede to the dressing rooms had to be reigned in. Some cat skirmishes broke out over particular dresses, but only one turned serious. It required two clerks and one Hundt to subdue it. Through it all, Lyra did her best to help maintain order. 
 
    All kinds of fabrics and textures were available, as well as colored feathers, lace, even dyed leather. Many khari'na favored the strapless, short gowns or the asymmetrical styles whose neckline plunged off a shoulder. A particularly daring few emerged with reflective bikini tops in transparent tights under short frilly skirts. Evidently the general goal was to not leave much to the imagination. 
 
    They reached it. Lyra had underwear that covered better. 
 
    Three and a half hours later, an exhausted Maehan was settling the bill while Lyra continued to help clerks return leftover accessories to their original places. She had seen Cindry up and about choosing a skimpy red thing, but the girl still looked pale and tired. Hundt was loading everyone onto the barges again when, in a moment of frazzled candor, Maehan dryly admitted that the gown shopping did seem to get worse every year. (“A stampede o' angry churung is more manageable!”) 
 
    Another half hour moving slowly through busy, tracked streets, and the caravan arrived at what everyone referred to as the “khari'na spa.” Lyra soon understood why. The sleeping apartments were modest enough, but the adjacent bathing and preparation building: luxury itself. It looked sculpted out of golden marble. 
 
    While the auctionees got fed, Lyra wandered closer for a look around. Great, soft armchairs and lounges piled with tassled pillows littered the spaces. The floor was covered in huge, furry animal skin rugs of white and red bordering in-ground pools. Natural hot springs, so it seemed. She understood they were rather common here. 
 
    The spa had been readied for the complete khari'na ritual cleansing process: full body exfoliation, scented oil baths, luxurious moisturizing lotions, and so on. Several masseuse were still preparing their tables, laying out soft towels on warming plates to the side. Lyra gazed about her at the serene fantasy of pampering splendor and was suddenly reminded of the ritual fatted calf before the annual sacrifice. 
 
    Khari'na began to filter in. Lyra took that as her cue to leave and go help Maehan sort auction ensembles and work on some necessary gown alterations. She looked forward to one more night in a real bed before the auction was over and the caravan left to more rustic—and cheap—lodgings outside the city. At least they would all get several days off before starting the rounds all over again. Maybe Hundt could be persuaded to accompany her for some fun city exploration before they got busy with that target practice “date.” Another smile emerged. Living with the caravan wasn't turning out to be too bad. 
 
    Much later, to the sound of Maehan's soft snoring, Lyra slipped into bed and caught sight of her necklet—her anklet now—still hugging her lower calf. It infused her with warmth and comfort and, closing her eyes, Lyra noted that she had finally made it a whole day without shedding a single tear for her Iyalyn. 
 
    Verise. 
 
    Rorn. 
 
    … Jon. 
 
    Two hours later sleep overcame an exhausted Lyra clutching at a wet pillow. 
 
      
 
    Auction day dawned cool and wet with spring rain. They had all morning to do hair and makeup, but it was barely enough time for forty-seven nervous, eager women, all trying to share the limited number of hair rollers, dryers, finishing sprays, lipsticks, eye colors, and blushes.  
 
    Lyra was once again asked to assist the balding, bespectacled barber/caravan laborer—known as Curly—with hair setting, style malfunctions, and coloring emergencies. She rolled up her sleeves and jumped in. Lyra wasn't familiar with the cell powered curlers or straighteners, but proved quickly that she could braid hair like nobody's business and quickly became a favorite, working all kinds of intricate variations and ribbons into the mix—in accordance with tradition. Apparently, khari'na typically pulled their hair up only partially. Who really wanted those unsightly implant bumps to show, anyway? 
 
    It was nearly time for midmeal when Maehan approached. “Mr. Shorn wishes to see me in his office. Please come with me. I need help finishing the last gown alterations as soon as I am done there.” 
 
    With a few bobby pins, Lyra finished setting a light brown braid in place—a swirl pattern around the crown—and looked up. “Okay. I just finished this one.”  
 
    She nodded to Curly who said his goodbye with a comb wrenched between two fingers, his other hand busily grappling a mass of hair being teased to nose bleed heights, and his lips hosting several bobby pins that protruded like zethrin neck spikes. Lyra prayed that the poor man would not be overcome by a sudden urge to sneeze. 
 
    A steady drizzle met them when they stepped outside. Each cold droplet raised goosebumps on her arms, but Lyra didn't mind. She loved the rain. She loved rainy afternoons when she could curl up with a book and a blanket. She loved listening dreamily to the patter outside as she pictured the life-giving moisture trickling through soil and rock to thirsty roots below. 
 
    “He probably wants to complain about all the shampoo that was used yesterday,” Maehan muttered as she knocked on the door of Shorn's private coach. 
 
    Mr. Shorn's office was much larger than Hundt's—and much messier. Piles of papers covered every square inch of surface and filing cabinets were filled to overflowing. A large trash can in the corner was similarly doomed. Shorn sat moodily behind his black desk upon which perched untidy stacks of nondescript folders and documents, leaning precariously on each other, in danger of tipping over at any second and drowning the man in an ecru sea of serif type and writ. 
 
    Was this a typical example of Caldreen'n government efficiency? 
 
    “Oh, it is you, Keeper.” Shorn barely glanced up from his grumpy survey of the confusion before him. “I have had it with the post delivering the new khari'na applications and financial statements this early. Can they no' let me get through one auction before starting plans on the next?”  
 
    Impatiently, he transferred one mess of papers onto another, though how this action helped in any way Lyra could not fathom. 
 
    “It is a never ending cycle for sure, Mr. Shorn,” Maehan sympathized. 
 
    “Nothing but bills and profiles and expenses!” Shorn continued his agitated paper shuffling for a minute, muttering to himself and occasionally throwing a curse at a random nature god for his troubles, until it appeared he had quite forgotten his two guests. 
 
    “Did you wish to see me, sir?” Maehan finally prompted. 
 
    She got an annoyed glance, but presently, Shorn leaned back in his chair and interlocked thick fingers over a bulging belly. He cleared his throat. “'Na Maehan Gowltir, we have worked together for … fourteen years?” 
 
    “That is correct, sir.” 
 
    “You were here years before me and your record o' dependability has long remained untarnished. In fact, I have come to respect you as one o' the few people in this caravan with a sensible head on her shoulders.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Shorn.” 
 
    Lyra hung behind Maehan, listening silently like a dartfly on the wall. 
 
    “Your lifetime o' service to the nation has been commendable, and I was recently reminded on your payroll account that you are coming up on your ninetieth birthday, soon to conclude your obligation to our great society.” 
 
    “Thank you again, sir. Aye, that is true.” 
 
    “And in all the time I have known you, you have never given me any reason to doubt your honesty or judgment.” Shorn twisted in his chair to reach for something behind him: a nearly empty, light brown khari'na folder. “Until now.” 
 
    “Sir?” Maehan answered, startled. 
 
    The greasy beard jutted brusquely toward Lyra. “I took the liberty o' examining your 'assistant's' file a little more closely today and the lack o' detail in her history and previous service record is disturbing.” 
 
    Moons and stars, this meeting was not about wasted shampoo! Lyra reached behind her to feel the wall's support while Maehan found her voice again. “Sir, the lord and family she came from—” 
 
    “—does no' exist,” Shorn cut her off curtly. “I looked into the Pruk'wist name you listed. There is no record o' them anywhere. Furthermore, I noticed this morning that her tracker is a brand new model.” Lyra wished she could sink into the wall to avoid the heavy, watery blue gaze that settled on her now. “This woman is no' who you say she is.” 
 
    “Mr. Shorn,” Maehan defended, “please understand that despite the … liberties I may have taken with her file, she was bought and paid for by me, with my own honest savings, in a mutual agreement with her previous steward. No laws have been broken.” 
 
    “That is probably only partially true, Khari'na Maehan.” The round man's hairy jowls jiggled in increasing impatience. “Judging by what I could understand o' her tracker, I have a sneaking suspicion that you have purchased some kind o' criminal.” 
 
    “Sir, I assure you she is no threat to anyone. If you wish, Mr. Hundt would be happy to offer his confidence in her good character, as well.” 
 
    Shorn looked on the Keeper with all the apathy of a rock. “Do you want to know something, Keeper? In the end, I really do no' care about her character or where she came from. I care …” He dropped the folder on top of a pile in front of him and the entire mass on the desk shifted dangerously. “… about making money.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “I have contracts and quotas to fill. When I canno' honor those contracts, I lose money.” The smile he gave now did nothing to improve his looks. “So, I am no' going to worry about 'Na Lyra's sketchy past because I believe she can help me with a particular problem I have at present.” 
 
    Maehan eyed him warily. “What do you need o' her, sir?” 
 
    “She can fulfill her duty to the Republic by taking 'Na Cindry's place on the auction stage this afternoon.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Mr. Shorn, you canno' be serious!” Maehan was beside herself. Lyra's knees threatened to buckle and the paneled wall at her back literally became her lifeline to remaining upright. 
 
    “It is already decided, Keeper.” Shorn went back to his paperwork. 
 
    “But sir! She is only just healed and is no' back to full strength yet.” 
 
    “You must no' have seen her hauling the tents around the other morning.” 
 
    Maehan's sharp look at Lyra could only be returned with an apologetic and frightened shrug. Dismayed, the Keeper turned back to the caravan manager. “Also, she is pregnant, Mr. Shorn.” 
 
    “That condition was no' listed in her file.” 
 
    “We only just found out and I have no' yet had a chance to update her health record.” 
 
    Shorn gave Lyra's petite leanness a blatant, skeptic once-over. “It must be very early in the pregnancy.” 
 
    “Well, aye, it is—” 
 
    “Then IF that is true—and right now, mind you, I am having a very hard time believing anything you say—then it is no concern o' mine. Her delivery date would be far enough away to pin the conception on her lord.” 
 
    “Then, the auction, sir! It is only two and a half hours away. She has no' gone through the cleansing process or chosen a gown, and no one here has the time to help her get ready.” 
 
    Each word was spoken slowly with deadly distinction. “Then, I suggest you wire a friend.” 
 
    “But, she is mine!” Maehan suddenly sputtered. “I paid twe … fifteen hundred reds for her!”  
 
    “You spent fifteen hundred to loan her from the Republic, and now your motherland has need o' her elsewhere!” Shorn's tone was reaching dangerous levels. 
 
    “But, fifteen hundred, sir. That was most o' my retirement. She is my retirement plan!” 
 
    The caravan manager's fists came down on his desk as he shot up from his chair, enraged. “Great Mother Moon, woman! Who ever heard o' a khari'na owning a khari'na in the first place? What makes you think you have any rights in this matter?” 
 
    A collection of folders slid haphazardly to the floor, landing in a mess at Maehan's feet. It was the only sound disturbing the otherwise suffocating silence that had gripped the room. 
 
    Finally Maehan mumbled, “Please forgive an old woman,” and bowed her head, but Lyra could see the arthritic fists clenched at her sides. 
 
    Stiffly, Shorn returned to his seat. “In a matter o' a couple hours, over a hundred gentleman will be collected in the arena, ready to pay handsomely for a woman, and I have forty-seven to sell. Forty-seven. I canno' keep up with the demand as it is, and I will no' bear the brunt o' breaking the contract for forty-eight when I have a perfectly eligible khari'na within arm's reach.” 
 
    Lyra felt sick. She turned hollowed eyes on her friend, but the woman only whispered, “I am so sorry, Little Tiger.” 
 
    “Now, Keeper Maehan,” Shorn said, taking a moment to reclaim a more dignified bearing, “I am no' completely without a heart. I am willing to offer you … five hundred in compensation—despite your less than truthful conduct.” 
 
    The patronizing tone, the thinly-constructed pretense of magnanimous altruism, Lyra wanted to leap at him and forever solidify her nickname from Maehan. But when Lyra noted the fierce indignation rolling off the old woman, the gritted teeth, the subtle trembling, she realized Maehan might just beat her to the attack. “Thank you, sir, for your generosity,” muttered Maehan, using every ounce of constraint her frail, nearly ninety-year-old body could summon. 
 
    They were dismissed. 
 
    The kettle blew once they were back in the lot out of earshot. “Five hundred!” the old Keeper seethed. “Very generous. Oh aye, a real saint o' a man, that one!” She began to pace—which was still a shuffle at her age. “Filling a quota, is he? We both know he has come up short before. It is no' the end o' the world!” 
 
    Lyra, meanwhile, stood quietly on the cold, wet ground, her heart fluttering erratically, her systems freezing up in immobilizing panic. 
 
    Sold! She was going to be sold! To—to some horrible, lustful, disdainful lord! Someone who would view her as a crude object of pleasure. Someone arrogant enough to assume that she wanted him, that she would enjoy him on her And she! She would have no choice but to submit—to bend to his will! The stone exterior of the khari'na spa across the lot started to blur and spiral dizzily. 
 
    “Lyra, Lyra, you are hyperventilating.” Maehan took Lyra by the shoulders and looked up into her face, forcing eye contact. “Breathe slowly. In … out … good. Now slower.” 
 
    “What … what now?” Lyra said. “Maehan, what do I do? What's going to happen to me? I—I haven't been trained, haven't been oriented. I don't know the khari'na customs or how I am supposed to act. Oh God, I have never been with another man! Maehan, I can't do it. I can't!” Tears began to make rivulets down her face. 
 
    “Look at me, child. Look at me.” Maehan's fingers dug into Lyra's shoulders with surprising strength. “You can do this. You must. Your life depends on it. Oh, this is my fault!” The old woman suddenly let got and resumed her pacing. “I should have been more careful with your records! But, I canno' change that now. You are going to go on that stage and you will be sold. The only thing I can do for you now is help you go for a good price. Aye, that would be safest.” 
 
    “But, why does the price matter?” 
 
    Maehan turned on her. “Because the men who buy the cheaper khari'na are usually from that despicable fighting khar troop or a local bordello. Believe you me, child, you will be left alone more with a man who has money enough to take you for granted, and a nice rich lord in a respectable, high society household is the most preferable place to be. “ 
 
    As the woman's words sank in, Lyra's body became cloaked in chills. Then she felt warm hands cradling hers. 
 
    “Lyra, go back to our room and wait for me there. I need to make a wire call. Hopefully, I will no' be long.” Maehan started leading her along. “In the meantime, I think the best thing you can do is pray to your god for strength. You have to be able to step on that stage calm and collected.” 
 
    Pray? Lyra thought. 
 
    Pray? 
 
    With a pang it struck her that she couldn't remember the last time she had prayed. When was it? The day before yesterday? Last week? 
 
    At the door to their room, Lyra finally recollected that the last time she had prayed or even really thought about God was that night with Hundt recovering her pack. 
 
    It had been almost two weeks! 
 
    Two weeks! Lyra stepped inside the small room, dizzy again. She had never gone so long without prayer. It must have been the depression. She had forgotten her faith. Guilt like a cold, northern wind swept through her, and as soon as Maehan closed the door, Lyra dropped to her knees. 
 
    “Oh, God! Please help me!” 
 
    # # # 
 
    The taxi carriage rolled up to the sprawling country estate that ushered its guests in with perfectly manicured shrubbery bordering either side of a long driveway. Kade opened the coach door and hopped out. Yesterday's moisture still clung to the drive's paver stones and as he briskly took the glistening steps of the portico two at a time, he knew they were destined to remain that way for a while longer—what with the continued cloud cover. Another anxious check of his watch and Kade knocked hard on the generously-sized, double doors. 
 
    A head of short, light brown hair with salon-colored highlights poked out. “I did no' think you were coming,” the man said testily. “You have ignored all my wires.” 
 
    Kade only rolled his eyes. “Can you blame me?” 
 
    The head stuck out farther. “Henna's bosom! Did I no' already tell you I was sorry? I distinctly remember telling you sorry at least ten times that night. 'Kade, I am sorry.”, 'Kade, please forgive me.', 'Kade, how can I make it up to you?'” The man paused for a breath and sniffed. “In fact, I have a mind to just stay home. Maryn is making tea and pasties and she is having friends over later to play wimples.” 
 
    “Sal,” Kade grinned wryly, “Maryn's friends annoy you and you hate wimples. But … if that is how you would rather spend your day then I will no' darken your doorstep any longer. Kindly ask Maryn to save me a pasty, will you?” He turned to leave. 
 
    “What!” Sal exclaimed, “And miss out on seeing Lord Kadent J'Kor finally make the second best decision o' his life?—The first, by the way, being the day he decided to make yours truly his best friend? No' likely!” 
 
    “Well, are you coming then or no'?” He was halfway down the steps. “I am already running late.” 
 
    “All right, all right! Twist my arm to get me to go along, will you? That will no' be necessary.” Sal flung the door fully open to reveal that he was, in fact, already dressed in formal length swash tunic, fully prepared for a day of high class auction splendor. His agile, medium frame moved fluidly across the portico's smooth tile flooring, his fashionable walking cane clicking along as he went. 
 
    The taxi driver stood ready with an open door for his two passengers, and with overdone ceremony, Kade tipped his head to his friend, inviting him to climb in first. Then he settled himself on the black leather opposite his friend, whose sharp, green eyes appraised him. 
 
    “I see you finally decided to clean yourself up a little,” Sal said with a point of his cane at Kade's face. Kade pushed it away with a grimace, but the twinkle in Sal's eyes only grew brighter. “You know you have been looking rather shaggy o' late, and it has been far too long since anyone has seen you in your blacks.” 
 
    “Aye,” Kade agreed with reluctance. His hand ran over his clean, trimmed beard before returning to the leg of his carefully ironed, ebony trousers. “I know. With Ahna gone it has been very easy to lose track o' my appearance.” 
 
    “A vice that will be remedied quite soon again, I hope.” Sal winked at him. 
 
    Kade shrugged, his hint of a grin belying the nervousness he felt inside. “We will see.”  He patted the ceiling behind him and the carriage lurched forward, the thresher team's smooth, two-legged jog soon accelerating to an even, brisk pace. 
 
    “This is very nice,” Sal said, gazing about the taxi's interior. “It relieves me to finally see you spending some money on a few luxuries. Did you buy it?” 
 
    “No. Just rented for the day.” Kade fiddled with his neck sash. It felt crooked and tight. “I want to treat her well while we are in town. You know my home and life are … no' like yours. And I am going to' be asking a lot o' her. I also made reservations for dinner at The Vishke. Give her at least one high night on the town.” 
 
    Sal whistled. “Very classy. There is hope for you yet, my friend. Though, why you are so concerned about impressing a khar, I canno' understand. She will likely be just as happy to go straight home and let you bed her.” He leaned forward to help Kade redo his sash's knot. 
 
    The suit used to be a regular part of Kade's wardrobe. His upbringing and subsequent marriage to a socialite dictated steady attendance at dinner parties and political gatherings, but after his wife's death, he vigorously threw himself more into his farm work, letting the formal wear collect dust in his closet. He'd never had any love for such receptions, anyway. The frivolous pettiness and deceitful facades of so many of the “inner circle” got extremely tiresome very quickly. 
 
    His mother kept pecking at him to accept invitations to functions, but Kade had turned rationalization into an art form. He always came up with a good excuse. 
 
    “Come to think o' it,” Sal mused, his fingers working expertly away on the length of fine cloth, irritable accessory that it was, “these benches feel pretty comfortable. I could take my own taxi home if you and she do no' want to wait that long.” 
 
    “Sal, I am serious. Whoever I buy will still be expecting servants and fine furniture. I do no' want her to feel too let down.” Kade's gaze turned to the window. “Perhaps I should no' do this.” 
 
    “Will you stop worrying? You sound like an old woman.” Sal laughed. “We are no' going to pick you up a new wife. We are getting you a khar, and any khari'na would be ecstatic to be bought by a lord with a good looking mug like yours. Alas, brother, it is no' as handsome as mine, mind you, but we canno' all be so lucky, can we?” 
 
    The sash retied to perfection, Sal patted Kade's cheeks and only laughed more when Kade swatted him away. 
 
    “Besides,” Sal added, “we are talking about khari'na. Why would you care what she thinks? Do you ever see me asking the opinion o' Maryn—voluptuous, delectable creature that she is? Remember, this is why we buy khari'na. And it is part o' why I have been on your back for the last two years to get yourself one.” He leaned back against his seat, closing his eyes and clasping his hands behind his head. “Sensual softness at the snap o' your fingers and no one throws a fit when you forget her birthday. I am telling you, Kade, it is the only way to go.” 
 
    Chuckling dryly, Kade pulled from a pocket the coin his father had given him as a boy and began flipping it expertly back and forth between his knuckles. It was habit. His ritual while thinking—and his mind was very full today. 
 
    “Look at me, mate,” Sal said, not liking the expression he evidently saw on Kade's face. “This is going to be a good move for you. You have been a single father single-handedly running your own business for too long, and you know you need someone to help you keep house and take care o' Breht and Jos'lie. Jos'lie especially.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    His sweet Jos'lie—his innocent daughter, born with slight mental deficiencies. Her loving, happy nature was a bright rainbow across the gray clouds of life, but at eleven years old, she still struggled with reading and basic math. Kade worried constantly about her future. The fact that she didn't have any real friends weighed further on his fatherly heart and Kade's interest in having a woman in the house again was almost as much for Jos'lie as it was for him. 
 
    “But even more,” Sal added, “I have seen the stress taking its toll on you, my brother. And from one man to another, I think breaking this streak o' celibacy is all you will need to get your edge back.” 
 
    Kade allowed a little grin to materialize and his best friend smiled back. 
 
    “Just think o' later tonight. The kids will no' be home from school until the end o' the week. You will have the house to yourself. I trust you are caught up on the chores?” 
 
    “Aye,” Kade said, reminded of the extra preparations he had made before leaving this morning—extra preparations that had caused him to get away later than hoped. 
 
    Sal clapped his hands together in anticipation. “You see? This is going to be great. Just you wait. After this, you will be singing my praises in gratitude.” 
 
    “For your sake, I hope you are right,” Kade returned, finally relaxing. “If this does turn out well, I just might decide to forgive you after all.” With a flip of his coin into the air, Kade deftly caught it and returned it to his pocket. 
 
    “Oh, you just had to bring it up again! In my defense, it is no' like we have no' had a good many glorious brawls in the past. They are a time-honored ritual for us,” Sal said, lifting a solemn hand to his heart. 
 
    Kade looked at his friend. What Sal really meant was that picking fights was a time-honored ritual for him. His gift for working his way underneath the skin of the common riffraff who often mistook the two gentlemen for patsies was befuddling. Kade's role merely entailed ensuring that the extent of Sal's injuries were merely black eyes and bruised ribs.  
 
    “Really,” Sal insisted. “What is the fun o' having a few drinks a couple times a month just to go home in one piece, anyway? There are no laughs later over boring nights like that.” 
 
    “Might I remind you that the cuts and scrapes I get from our more 'colorful' excursions are usually given to me by nameless, drunken half-wits—no' my best friend.” 
 
    “So I was a little more intoxicated than usual! But I swear your back looked just like that merchant's. At least it was only a little piece o' broken glass and no' a real knife.” 
 
    “Five stitches, Sal! That glass piece was no' as little as you want to remember. You are lucky one o' my ribs was the way so it did no' penetrate farther.” 
 
    At this, Sal's defensive energy waned. He slumped in his seat, uncharacteristically forlorn. 
 
    Kade leaned against his seat back, tracing a finger along the window shade's geometric pattern in a lackadaisical manner. “I just wonder if we are no' getting too old for these kinds o' wild nights. I do no' bounce back quite like I used to in our army days. And what kind o' example am I setting for Breht when I come home from a night on the town with a swollen eye? He is fifteen and beginning to turn into a man much faster than I want to admit.” He rubbed at his forehead and ran his fingers through his hair. “What are we doing anyway? Trying to make some immature point about the virility o' upper-class men?” 
 
    “Immature is a strong word,” Sal muttered. He found a spot of dirt on his cane and sullenly scratched at it with a fingernail. 
 
    Silent seconds passed, each man to his own thoughts as the carriage wheels spun along the dirt road, bumping over the occasional pothole or rock. 
 
    Then clasping his hands thoughtfully between his legs, Kade decided maybe Sal had been punished enough. “So … how many did we take on that night, again? Five?” 
 
    Sal instantly brightened. “Six, if you count the badgie that tried to break us up. He did no' know where that chair across his back came from, I am sure!” Good thing, too. Sal would have been hauled off with the other sots if the officer had known. 
 
    Kade grinned. “How did that one get started anyway? I canno' even remember now.” 
 
    “Oh, it probably had something to do with the comment I made about the shape o' that merchant's cranium.” They looked at each other, and both men began to snigger. “He really did no' like 'jar head,' did he?” 
 
    “No, he did no'. And when you were done with him, his nose was a funny shape too.” Sal's snickering intensified and Kade sighed mirthfully. “Just think how horrified your saintly mother would be—if she were still alive—to find that all those years o' forcing etiquette and decorum on you were wasted.” 
 
    “No' wasted.” Sal chose his next words carefully. “I practice it selectively. Am I no' the best dancer in the province?” 
 
    “Aye, you are that, mate.” It was true. Kade glanced at his watch again and went back to staring out the window, mentally willing the taxi to go faster. His friend watched him a moment. 
 
    “What are you worried about? We will get there on time.” 
 
    “I do no' want to be on time. I want to be early,” Kade told him. “I was hoping for an hour early. I want time to scout out my options. Take advantage o' the pre-sell perusing.” 
 
    “And just what kind o' woman are you hoping to find?” 
 
    A pair of expressive light brown eyes appeared in his mind, watching him, but Kade blinked the image away. Impossible. 
 
    “Oh, someone with, at least, some formal schooling would be nice—someone I can have an intelligent conversation with, and who can help Jos'lie with her homework. … I think I would also prefer a little maturity—” 
 
    “Whoa, mate. Stop right there,” Sal broke in. “One: We are going to a khari'na auction, no' some matchmaker's dating service. And two: You are looking for a female companion, no' an old nursemaid. Khari'na are no' like free women, remember? You are going to have very slim pickings in the intelligence and personal charm areas, you will be lucky if she even knows her alphabet, and maturity? Let me remind you, brother, that anyone worth having over the age o' twenty-five will have already been bought five years ago.” Sal looked him up and down. “What do you have against a sweet, fleshy thing in the first bloom o' her adulthood anyway? Maryn was only nineteen when I bought her seven years ago, and her ability to perform has been nothing but top notch. So, are you interested in some good sex or no'?” Sal finished, having worked himself into quite a passion. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Kade lifted hands in surrender, “you have made your point. My expectations are probably unrealistic.” Kade hated it when Sal actually made good sense from time to time. “And you are right—my bed feels extremely empty at night.” 
 
    His hunger for the pleasures of a woman was, of late, nearly overpowering. More than once he'd almost gone back on his resolve to not get involved with someone, but only almost. For while the ladies' lips elicited assuring words of a “simple” relationship, in their eyes Kade always detected plans. Self-serving interests. Goals to eventually arrange things to their liking, mold him into something more … convenient to their lifestyle. Like Ahna had wanted. 
 
    He hated that. 
 
    He had dutifully loved his wife. For twelve years he had. But he could sense her constant restlessness; restlessness regarding having to live miles outside the city; restlessness at the distance between her and the glamorous daily bustle of high society; restlessness at missing out on the latest gossip because her sheep farmer husband was too cheap to buy her her own carriage and driver to take her into town every day. 
 
    Instead, Ahna developed the habit of spending days at a time in the homes of friends and family in the city—a practice that eventually changed to weeks as the years went by. She always had a kiss and a smile for him when she returned home, and she seemed glad to see the children, but every story told and phrase spoken about her time away just confirmed Kade's suspicion that she was happier there. And all the other eligible women he had encountered in the society circles since her death appeared to be the just same. They liked him, but not the life that came with him, nor his “baggage” children. 
 
    Sal was right. He needed a khari'na—a simple, accommodating, uncomplicated khar. She would warm his bed at night so he could spend his days in a more fulfilled state of mind. She would be a companion playmate for Jos'lie so Kade could worry about other things. And he might even be able to get some decent housework or cooking out of her, too. Sal was right on all points. 
 
    Except one.
“However, I do no' believe I would be comfortable sleeping with someone young enough to be my daughter. It would be awkward … probably for Breht, too.” 
 
    Sal shook his head and laughed. “Okay, brother. I will give you that one, but only because you are my best friend. A more frustratingly principled man than you, I am certain I will never find—but no matter. With my expert help, we will get you joined up right well.” 
 
    A period of casual silence followed until Sal eventually said, “So, did you catch last week's disc game on the—?” 
 
    The carriage jolted and suddenly skidded to a bumpy, slanted stop. 
 
    As soon as they regained their balance, both men were clambering to the ground where the driver, Sullee, was already bent beside the frame assessing the damage. He swore when he saw the crooked front wheel and bent axle below the vehicle's floorboard. Then Sullee looked up. “Beg your pardon, my lords,” he said, apologizing for both his bad language and the unexpected inconvenience. “Are you two all right?” 
 
    “Aye, we are just fine,” Kade answered. He and Sal squatted next to the man. Kade wanted to swear, too, when he saw the taxi's axle, clearly bent at a thirty degree angle near the center. It looked like the metal tubing just collapsed from wear. “Do you think you can jerry-rig that somehow to make it last until we get to town?” he asked doubtfully. Kade looked at his watch for the hundredth time. Two hours until auction. 
 
    “Well, I can try to brace it, I suppose, my lord. I have some tools and spare parts in back. I canno' promise anything though. And it will take some time.” 
 
    “What luck!” Sal exclaimed. He jumped up and began to pace randomly. “Where are we anyway? Probably still nearly an hour and a half away. How much time do you think it will take to get this buggy running again?” 
 
    The stout and bow legged driver was already opening up his tool compartment. “I will only be able to answer that question, my lord, when I have finished the patch.” 
 
    Kade shook his head. Blast! It looked like he was going to have to wait several more months for the next auction. 
 
    With a deep sigh he took off his dress tunic and laid it on his seat. Then he removed his bow sash and began to roll up his sleeves. “Let me give you a hand with that.” 
 
    For the next twenty minutes the three men worked to unhitch the team, jack up the carriage, and take the front wheels off. While their driver pounded away at bent tubing, Kade and Sal led the threshers to some grass on the side of the road. 
 
    Sal patted the long, thick fur on the shoulder of the one he held and eyed his friend. “You know, brother, this kind o' thing would never be a problem if you would just pay to have your drives tracked. When are you going to let go o' any o' that money you have been saving up for the last who knows how many years?” 
 
    “When I can afford to build a new house on the property,” Kade answered sourly. “You know that. Besides, I was planning on spending some o' it today.” His thresher's long, flexible nose nuzzled his arm and Kade felt the creature's small forepaws touch him near his hip, its agile, padded “fingers” obviously hoping for a hidden treat in a pant pocket. “Sorry, boy,” he said, rubbing the top part of its sensitive nose in a friendly manner. “I have nothing for you in this getup.”  
 
    He tied the animal to a sturdy shade tree to graze and meandered down the lane a bit, putting his hands in his pockets as he gazed across the sleepy countryside. Sal followed. 
 
    “Aye, but you must be getting close by now.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I should be able to start drawing up plans with a contractor this fall and begin the groundbreaking next spring.” 
 
    An encouraging hand was placed on his shoulder as Sal told him, “I will say one thing, no one but you could have turned that ranch around to start making a good profit again after so many years. You know, my offer to help you move things along a little faster still stands.” 
 
    “Thank you, brother. I know. But no.” 
 
    “Blast that wretched resolve o' yours!” Sal slapped him on the back, his good-natured smirk cracking between merry dimples. 
 
    “Oy! My lords!” cried Sullee. 
 
    The driver's finger was pointing up the road at a large, dirty barge pulled by a team of churung slowly ambling toward them. As it neared, Kade read Spit Shine Custom Mobile Parts painted in large, red letters on the side. The two friends hurried back to their taxi to greet this timely traveler. 
 
    A barrel-shaped, middle-aged man, all scruff where hair was exposed and grease stains everywhere else, pulled up beside them, tipping his cap. “Good day to you, friends. Are you fine fellows havin' a little trouble with yer rig there?” 
 
    “Aye, sir, as a matter o' fact we are,” replied Sullee. “I am afraid my axle is bent. I am trying to fix it enough to transport these gentlemen the rest o' the way into Caldreen this afternoon.” 
 
    “Ha! Well, what do you know?” the barge driver laughed in a most amused away, heartily slapping his thigh. Kade and Sal gave each other looks. Then Kade noted the small collection of beer bottles rolling idly on the seat beside the stranger. Most of them were uncorked and empty. 
 
    The man chortled. “Do you know that I do no' usually travel this way from S'looth to Wern? But just an hour ago, I was leaving home and, says I to myself, 'Yute,'—fer that is my name—'Yute, why no' take the scenic route today?' And since I always listen to myself, I did.” 
 
    “But, my good man—” Sal began. 
 
    “Yute. My friends call me Yute, friend.” 
 
    “Yute.” Sal humored the drunk. “Do you realize that coming this way is adding nearly three hours to your journey?” 
 
    “Three hours, you say?” Yute echoed, taking off his hat and scratching his head. “Well, it seemed like a good idea at the time …” Then, his thoughtful expression brightened. “Ah, but if I had gone the usual way, I would no' have time to finish this fine quantity o' spirit nectar here.” Very pleased with his conclusion, Yute merrily lifted the bottle propped at his side and took a healthy swig. Then, he looked upon his company, suddenly embarrassed. “Great gutlins, where are my manners? I beg you pardon my rudeness, good sirs. Would any o' you care fer one?” Two more bottles were taken by the necks and held out. 
 
    “Why, that is very generous o' you, friend Yute,” Sal said quickly. “My throat is feeling rather parched.” He took a hopeful step forward, but Kade's hand on his chest stayed his feet. Sal shot him a grumpy look. 
 
    Kade addressed the man. “Am I to guess correctly—Yute—that you might have something in there that would repair this vehicle?” 
 
    “Might have something? Might, you ask?” Yute's belly shook heavily as he laughed. “Yer lordships, sirs, this is yer lucky day indeed! Er, which one o' you offered yer proper oblations to the moon gods this morning, I wonder?” The inebriated man chortled at his own joke. “Someone wants you to make it to Caldreen today, I do no' doubt it. No, I do no' doubt it, indeed!” 
 
    Kade patience was thinning. “Good sir—” 
 
    “Yute,” Yute corrected again. “My friends call me Yute, friend.” 
 
    “Yute.” And Kade ignored Sal's jab to his ribs. “Are you able to help us repair this carriage?” 
 
    “Repair it? Repair it! Why, o' course I can.” Yute struggled to scoot his bulk to the side and ease his way to the ground. “What a silly question that is.” The built-in step on the side of the barge, set about two feet off the ground, made for a short hop resulting in a rather unsteady landing. “Whoa there!” But once his squiffed inner ear became master of the planet's orbit again, he stood up fully. Yute tugged at his trousers, sagging despite the effort of sturdy suspenders, and addressed them grandly. “Yer lordships, right back there in my barge you will find the most beautiful collection o' carriage axles yer eyes will ever be privileged to behold.” 
 
    Another skeptical glance between the friends. Then Sal said, “Is that so, my good man? Just how many are you talking about.”  
 
    “Oh, nigh about a hundred I would say, all stacked in pretty rows running the whole length o' Ole Sharlissa here.” He proudly patted the barge's side wall. “I deal wholesale to repair shops and am on my way making deliveries.” 
 
    This news was surely too good to be true. Who would have believed the coincidence? Kade, Sal, and Sullee followed Yute to the back of the barge whereupon the doors were opened wide. Daylight flooded in, dispersing the darkness and revealing a specialized shelving system that allowed axles to be neatly stacked upright in two rows through the thirty foot length of the unit. 
 
    Sal gave a low whistle. “Well, will you look at that?” He turned to Kade with a jerk of his thumb toward the shelves. “Axle rows.” 
 
    The right one was soon found and all four men assisted in replacing the part and making the carriage travel-ready once again. Kade was surprised how quickly the job went. In no time, the threshers were back in place, Yute was paid by Sullee, and the two men were patting shoulders in parting. Kade checked his watch again. One hour! 
 
    “Well, I may no' have time to do any scouting,” he told Sal, “but we might still make it for most o' the sales.” 
 
    Thanking Yute once more for his most generous assistance, Kade felt somewhere inside that he might also express gratitude to some greater power, but he knew no such entity nor how to speak to it. His culture's fondness for making references to gods of the moons and elements were only expressions. Ancient myths and legends. No one really believed in those things anymore. He didn't appreciate the concept of extraterrestrial beings somehow dictating his fate according to their passing wills and pleasure, anyway. It made him feel like a microbeetle crawling across a vast desert landscape under the scrutiny of some “moon mother” who, in a sudden fit of random temper, might step on him just to make herself feel better. No. He much preferred to just call it luck and be done. 
 
    From inside the coach they waved to Yute and Ole Sharlissa rolling past. With a wave back, Yute lustily struck up a merry song—interspersed with frequent pauses for another swig from a sun-warmed bottle, while his barge's back end expounded an inspiring valedictory bromide in bold script. 
 
    I listen to the voices in my toolbox 
 
    “I rather like that Yute,” Sal reflected happily. “And why you would no' let me share a sip o' spirits with such an amiable fellow, mate, I do no' know.” 
 
    “I need you sober until after the bidding is over.” 
 
    Sullee appeared at the window. “Are you two gents ready to take leave o' this fine wayside spot?” 
 
    “More than.” 
 
    Kade gave in to his watch's incessant need to be looked at one more time and, taking notice, Sal turned to the driver. “So, Sullee,” he began in a rather conversational manner, “would you say that this buggy is back in tip top shape?” 
 
    “Aye, I would, my lord.” 
 
    “And would you agree that your young yoke o' threshers there are rested and raring to go?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lord.” 
 
    Sal nodded approvingly. “Very good. Well, my good friend here is very anxious to make it to the capital as swiftly as possible for a certain important event that happens to begin just shy o' an hour.” 
 
    “I understand, my lord. We will pick up the pace a bit.” 
 
    “Aye,” Sal readily agreed, “but I would like to inquire o' one more thing first.” Out came Sal's wallet, positively bulging with rednotes. He began to finger through them. “I am wondering just how fast your pretty pair can go.” 
 
    A portion was handed to the driver whose eyes grew a touch. “Well, my good lords, shall we find out?” 
 
    “Now that is a good man!” Sal playfully tapped Kade's leg with his cane. “Brother, how did we end up so fortunate today to find ourselves in such good company?” 
 
    Pocketing the cash, Sullee leaped to his driver's seat like a coiled spring just released. “Hold on to your pant seats, my lords!” he called as he snapped the reins. “This might get a little bumpy!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra prayed—harder than she ever had in her entire life. 
 
    She thanked the Eternal Father for deliverance into the hands of good people—Maehan, Mr. Hundt—and asked for blessings on their heads according to the kindness they had each shown her. She spoke words of gratitude for her returning health, and prayed for the safety and well-being of her children, as well as the rest of her family and friends, too.  
 
    Then Lyra pled profusely for forgiveness of her neglect, her forgetfulness, and recommitted herself to more diligent faithfulness. She also prayed for the ability to continue to fulfill her stewardship. She prayed in the sacred language and order handed down from God himself to His holy prophets and immortalized in scripture verse—just as she had been taught to do all her life. 
 
    With head bowed and hands clasped, kneeling before her God, Lyra continued in humble petition to the Creator of the Universe to watch over her, to be mindful of her predicament. She was facing impending sexual servitude and she needed guidance. She needed direction. She needed to know what to do! 
 
    What options does one really have with no allies and a deadly tracking implant screwed into one's bones? Lyra wasn't sure. She could make herself so sick she couldn't go on stage. She could try to dig the thing out of herself. What would Hundt do if she came to him begging for possession of her tracker so she could make a run for it? 
 
    No. None seemed a viable choice. Anything she could think of only seemed to lead her right back to where she was now—but in bigger trouble—or dead. But wait.  
 
    Might death be an answer? 
 
    Suicide was a terrible sin, Lyra knew this, but was it suicide to fight to the death to defend your honor? 
 
    An uncomfortable stirring in her soul steered her thoughts to an even more difficult dilemma. Her stewardship was worth dying for, yes … but was it worth living for, as well?  
 
    A morose weight settled thickly on her with this thought. She had covenanted to keep the contents of that box safe, and choosing a course of action resulting in her demise could be construed as breaking her promise. She would be leaving her backpack in the hands of the enemy. Giving it up to the very people she was supposed to hide it from. Lyra's spirit groaned.  
 
    Please, no, Father. Please send a miracle. Pass this bitter cup from me. Don't ask me to give up my virtue for Thee! I have sacrificed so much already. A tear ran unchecked down her cheek. 
 
    A light knock sounded and Lyra, finishing her prayer quickly, wiped her face dry. 
 
    Thy will be done, but a special miracle would be really great about now. 
 
    Somehow, by virtue of the peace that comes naturally from sincere communication with God, Lyra felt a little better, and in faith, she left the spot of floor made warm by her kneeling. Taking a deep breath and squaring her shoulders, she opened the door … and found herself greeting a young and rather extreme-looking couple loaded with organizer totes and various appurtenances. No kindly old Keeper in sight. 
 
    They didn't wait for an invitation, but just carried themselves in, smiling brightly as they unloaded their paraphernalia onto Lyra's bed. 
 
    “'Na Lyra?” the woman said, stepping rather close to peer at her intently through unnaturally black lashes. 
 
    “Uh, can I help you?” Bewildered, Lyra acknowledged herself with a curtsy while the man started to circle her, examining every inch up and down, as if he were critiquing a piece of art. 
 
    The woman, fuchsia-haired, perhaps mid-twenties, chirped, “I am Mar'go and this is my brother, Go'mar.” Lyra must have looked at her funny because her vibrantly glossed lips stretched into a crooked grin. “Aye, we are twins and, aye, our parents had a weird sense o' humor.” 
 
    Mar'go's attire, bright and sharp as her hair, was practically molded to her body, except for the long, flowing skirt wrap cut at an extreme angle from the thigh of one leg to the foot of the opposite. She sported a colorful, stylized zethrin tattoo running up her neck, the uppermost wingtips extending past one jawbone to end delicately just below her cheek while the beast's writhing tail dipped across her breast to an unknown end below. It held a flower in its mouth.  
 
    Her brother had hair dyed white as snow, styled up in short, wavy spikes. He shared his sister's fashion sense, minus the skirt and zeth tattoo. Instead, Go'mar had decorated himself with a shimmering gold tattoo that made a concentric circle around his right eye. The tribal themed line work was very intricate, making it appear as if he had mystic powers. Lyra figured the sibling pair was probably considered ultra chic in their own social circles. 
 
    As fraternal twins go, they looked no more alike than brother and sister, but they did share a strong family resemblance in their wide, pleasant features and light, freckled skin, and guessing from their eyebrows, also a true hair color of berry blond. 
 
    Sweeping up one of Lyra's hands, Mar'go began a scrutiny of her fingernails. “We are friends o' Maehan—Ooh, when was the last time you had your cuticles pushed? She wired us a little while ago asking for our expert help in—how did she phrase it, brother?—a particularly singular makeover.” Her brother “hmm-ed” in the affirmative and continued his silent appraisal. “How could we say no to such an intriguing request? Oh, and she wanted us to tell you that she was sorry she had no' the time to come introduce us personally.” Mar'go went on to an examination of Lyra's calloused elbows. “… Some blond started throwing a fit that she was no' to be auctioned today.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lyra said, trying really hard to take Mar'go's utter disregard for personal space in stride. “Um, I guess you are stylists?” 
 
    The woman stepped back in astonishment.“Have you no' ever heard o' 'Go-Two's Salon and Styles'?”  
 
    Lyra didn't have time to answer, for Go'mar came to a stop beside his sister, and in a light, airy tenor said, “A little more than two hours to 'magic' time, sis. Shall we discuss our game plan on the way to the bath house?”  
 
    “We shall, brother.” 
 
    The twins grabbed some of the things they had brought and the door was opened for Lyra to lead the way. The couple followed right behind. 
 
    “Maehan was right,” Lyra heard Go'mar tell his sister, sounding quite enthused. “This should prove to be a most interesting challenge.” 
 
    Lyra wondered if she should be offended. 
 
    Then a twin consult ensued. “Gracious gods, we only have one hour until she needs to leave with everyone for the Coliseum! All right, you stay with her to get her bath, buff, and shave done then you can start on her hair.” Gulp. Was that Mar'go telling her brother to help with the bathing? “I have the lotions and oils right here. Do you have the hair dryer?” 
 
    “Aye, and the gel and pins and hot iron and whatever else I may need.” 
 
    “Do you know what you want to do with her hair yet?” 
 
    “No,” Go'mar snipped. “I will take care o' it when the time comes. Stop picking.” 
 
    “I am no' picking. I am planning ahead for efficiency. We have never done such a fast makeover before.” 
 
    “You just worry about finding a gown and getting the makeup and nails done in time.” 
 
    “Fine. But I may need to take a little time for experimenting with her face. She has such a different look about her. Her age is part o' it, but there is something else too.” 
 
    “There will no' be time for experimenting, Mar, unless you plan to do her finishing touches walking onto the stage.” 
 
    “Well, it just might come to that, Go'mee. I will no' sacrifice my art to hurry things along. The auction will just have to wait until I am completely satisfied with her appearance.” 
 
    A quick peek back and Lyra caught the end of Go'mar's eye roll.  
 
    “The auction does no' wait, sis. When it is her turn, she will walk up those steps even if you are only half done and then the word will get around that it was you who was no' up to the challenge. And it will be on your head when no one wants to bid on her.” 
 
    Lyra knew Go'mar was just engaging in some brotherly badgering, but his words echoed sickeningly through her gut. They turned a corner and she heard someone get slugged, presumably in the arm. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    It was Go'mar. 
 
    “Hmph! Just you wait. My makeup job is going to be ten times better than whatever frizzle-picked effort you tease up.” 
 
    “Is that so? Would you like to put some money on that?” 
 
    They arrived at the doors to the spa room and Lyra stopped, the siblings as well, though their mouths didn't. 
 
    “I just might!” 
 
    “I have ten reds right here in my pocket that says her hair will be the talk o' the night.” 
 
    “Um, we're here,” Lyra said. 
 
    “Well, I have twenty—and it will be her face that will get the bidding above twelve thousand—” 
 
    “Excuse me!” Lyra interrupted, making them fall silent. “Uh, remember me? The one whose life is at stake?” Lyra had meant to rattle the question off as a joke, but a little hysteria tainted her delivery. 
 
    Go'mar remembered his professionalism faster than his sister. “'Na Lyra,” he opened the door for her with a reassuring smile, “you have nothing to worry about. You are in the best hands Caldreen City has to offer. Come with me.” 
 
    A gentle hand at Lyra's back directed her onward and Mar'go followed after, scowling at her brother. 
 
    The room was noticeably empty. Everyone else was working on final touches elsewhere. Mar'go took her to one of the in-ground baths and told her to undress and get in. Lyra obeyed, removing her shoes and stockings. Then she quickly went to work on the buttons of her frock to get it off and herself in the water while Go'mar's back was turned fetching towels.  
 
    Father, she prayed silently, I still don't know— 
 
    Patience. Wait. A warm swelling filled her breast. 
 
    What? Wait? 
 
    Was that her answer? That's what she's supposed to do? 
 
    She dropped her dress to the floor. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    It was Mar'go. 
 
    “Stand right there and let us see what we have to work with.” 
 
    “What?” Lyra asked startled. 
 
    She was in nothing but her two-piece underwear set from home—her last original clothing she had been allowed to retain. The snug, light weave covered her from shoulder to mid-thigh. 
 
    “Stand up nice and tall. Good. Now turn around. No, do it slowly.” 
 
    Lyra tried to follow the instructions as Go'mar returned, joining his sister. 
 
    He whistled low and slow. “You do no' see muscle tone like that every day. What did your last lord have you doing for him—bench pressing the bed?” 
 
    Mar'go gave her brother an elbow jab in the ribs. 
 
    Lyra blushed a bright red as he eyed her curiously from top to bottom. She suddenly felt like some freak show of hardened sinew and callousness. “I—I  did a lot of farm work—herding, planting, harvesting tree fruits …” The list continued in her mind—target practice, wrestling fun with her kids, chopping wood, sparring practice, hauling water. The build kind of came with the lifestyle. Her pulse began to race. “Oh no, this is bad, isn't it?” The vision of a motionless, glassy-eyed room full of men preferring soft and tender youthfulness flashed before Lyra's eyes. 
 
    “No!” they both said together. 
 
    “And you do no' look as muscle bound as my moron brother so carelessly joked,” Mar'go said, giving him a nasty look. “Just … different.” 
 
    “We do no' see much in the way o' 'athletic' around here,” Go'mar clarified. 
 
    The twins began another sibling chat, all the while continuing to stare at Lyra as if she were an interesting hunk of sculpture. 
 
    “Hmm, well that changes things, do you no' think so, brother?” 
 
    “It could be an interesting theme.”
“I do like her proportions, and good skin for being as old as she is. In fact, I think she could go for much younger than what Maehan told us.” 
 
    “Aye, that is so, but she definitely needs a good eyebrow pluck.” 
 
    “Aye, and her hands are a roughened wreck.” 
 
    “I think you could make something quite nice out o' those homespun features once you glam her up a bit with some color.” 
 
    Through the conversation of which she was the subject—but definitely not a part—Lyra stood in tremendous embarrassment, keenly aware of her every physical flaw and all the reasons why she was not good auction material. How in the world was she going to garner a respectable price like Maehan desired? 
 
    “Well, it looks like I shall need to find something very particular for you,” Mar'go concluded. She spun and left the room, mumbling to herself, “No frills, powerful, strong colors. But Tweezers and Toner, something has got to be done with those heels! Like cracked leather …” 
 
    At being left alone with Go'mar—who continued to just stand there curiously studying her, Lyra's self-consciousness swiftly upgraded to a new and previously unexplored level. She wanted to plunge herself into a deep, dark closet under three feet of heavy blankets. 
 
    “You do no' seem like a normal khari'na,” he finally said. 
 
    His penetrating tattooed eye was too much and Lyra decided the floor was a much safer view. She greatly feared he was expecting her to finish undressing right in front of him. 
 
    “Would I be wrong to conclude that your khari'na induction was rather 'unexpected' and quite recent?” 
 
    Oh. “No sir, you would not.” 
 
    “Ah, then that explains a great deal.” 
 
    Go'mar went quietly to her with a towel. “'Na Lyra,” he said very gently, “now I understand the concern I heard in Maehan's voice when she wired us. You need no' have any fear o' me. This is my profession and I have seen hundreds o' women. I am only here to help you.” 
 
    Lyra could only manage to address his plain eye. “Thank you, sir. I am grateful.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, you can remain in those underclothes for most o' your bathing. They will be thrown out after this anyway. Now please, get in the water. We canno' waste any time.” 
 
    Lyra nodded and slipped into her bath. It troubled her greatly, knowing that the very last of her raiment from home would soon be tossed, but she forced the thought aside. She had weightier matters hanging over her. 
 
    She was handed a slightly abrasive, sudsy body cleanser to start with and Go'mar poured some kind of floral scented granules into the water. Then he rolled up his sleeves and settled himself on the floor behind her to begin her shampoo. They worked in silence for a few minutes until, in the middle of his lathering, Lyra heard a “tsk, tsk, tsk.” 
 
    “I am loving this texture and fullness, Honeybud, but these split ends! I could sweep my Grandmother's porch with them! When was the last time you had a trim?” 
 
    “Um, a year? Maybe longer?” 
 
    “Henna's bosom! Are there no barbers where you are from?” 
 
    “Well, I was the barber for my family, but by the time I got everyone else done, I was usually more than ready to just leave myself for another day.” Sometimes that “other day” didn't come for a long, long time. 
 
    His woeful groan touched the melodramatic. “It is enough to keep me up at night! Worrying over beautiful heads like yours walking around with nary a pair o' sharp scissors to tend to them.” 
 
    Lyra let out a little giggle. It was good of him to try to lighten the mood. Her tension had her wound up tighter than Sister Weavem's poor pet doshter when her children set fire to its tail. 
 
    “Use this next,” he commanded, giving her a porous, lightweight stone that fit in her palm. Lyra stared at it, perplexed. “For buffing and exfoliation,” he explained. “It will smooth that roughness on your heels.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Lyra started in on her cracked feet, pausing periodically to dip her head for rinsing. Go'mar washed, conditioned, and then worked something he called a “glosser” into her waves. 
 
    During the last rinse, Lyra remarked, “Is all this really necessary?” 
 
    “The ritual preparation is a long-standing tradition. The gentlemen have come to expect their khari'na to be presented in a certain way.” 
 
    “But this scented stuff and skin smoother? These things won't be noticed on an elevated stage.” 
 
    “You are forgetting about the pre-auction socializing.” 
 
    “Socializing!” Lyra jerked up, sloshing water everywhere—including on her stylist. 
 
    “What? You do no' know about that, either?” Go'mar exclaimed, graciously more concerned for his client's ignorance than his soaked lower half. 
 
    “No—I …” Lyra felt stupid. What else did she not know? How many blunders would she make before the day was through? Enough for her head to end up on a chopping block! 
 
    “Okay. Calm down. It is no' as difficult as it sounds.” Go'mar wrapped her head in a towel then got one for himself. “An hour before the bidding starts, the gentlemen have an opportunity to visit with you. All you need to do is stand there, look pretty, and answer any questions an interested lord may pose. Keep scrubbing,” he reminded, then left her to begin arranging his tools and accessories at a vanity. 
 
    Lyra started taking her new anxiety out on her heels. 
 
    “That is your biggest chance to make a good impression, though,” Go'mar said. “The social hour is the time for khari'na to try to place themselves into a higher bidding bracket—to get the lords really looking at them.” 
 
    Lyra scrubbed harder. 
 
    After a minute she asked, “Is twelve thousand rednotes a good price? Mar'go said something about it earlier.” She needed to get her mind on something other than face-to-face interrogation. 
 
    “Aye. A decent one. Typically the range is between eighty-five hundred and sixteen thousand. Occasionally, a particularly desirable khari'na will go for as high as twenty. How are you coming with that stone?” 
 
    Lyra pulled it away. “Nearly raw.” Ugh. Focus, Lyra. 
 
    “Good. Now start shaving.” 
 
    The stone was traded for a strange little instrument made of a lightweight material like tin, only heavier duty. One end was obviously the handle. The other was inset with a few tiny razor blades, one behind the other—definitely not the switchblade razors the men of her colony used. Go'mar sensed her hesitation. 
 
    “Look, you glide it along your skin like this.” He showed her the basic motion on the inside of his forearm. 
 
    Lyra tried one slow swipe up her calf and was amazed at how easily it cut through the hairs. Wow! 
 
    “Mar'go and I invented it a few years ago. We needed something faster and easier for women to remove body hair. Here, use this first. It will soften the hairs to reduce irritation.” He passed her a small bottle of cream. 
 
    “It feels like it's just rolling over my skin and the hair is magically gone,” Lyra marveled. 
 
    Go'mar's smile was broad as he strode back to his work space. “Our first clients said the same thing. Since then, we dubbed it the 'Rollerblade.' We have made a small fortune from this little side business alone.” 
 
    Lyra made a few more swipes of the Rollerblade up her leg, admiring the smoothness it left in its wake. The women of her settlement rarely tried to shave any parts of their body. It was just not practical enough to take the time for it.  
 
    “Please move along a little faster, Honeybud. You have a lot o' shaving to do.” 
 
    “How much hair am I supposed to remove?” 
 
    “Everything below the neck,” Go'mar said, fiddling with his mechanical hair dryer. 
 
    “All of it?” 
 
    “All o' it,” he confirmed, and his tattooed eye bore into hers, telling her he was not joking. 
 
    It was time to give up her undergarments. 
 
    A short time later, Lyra was wrapping herself in a towel to proceed to the next phase. She peered down at her natural spring pool, watching it simultaneously drain out one side and cycle in fresh water from the other. Good thing. It would have been as murky as a summer hurricane by now. 
 
    Go'mar unceremoniously dumped her sopping underwear into a garbage can and Lyra tried to take consolation that at least she still had her necklet. He invited her to sit in a chair. Then Go'mar keenly began an eradication of her split ends while Lyra rubbed in more special lotions and smoothed her nails with a file. All was quiet for some minutes until Mar'go burst into the room, breathless and flustered. 
 
    “Maidens and Moor Mist! I have never shopped so fast in my entire life!” She swept over to a settee and dumped onto it the colorful array of clothing and accessories overloading her arms. “How are we coming along in here?” 
 
    She examined Lyra's progress with the nail file and quickly appropriated it to finish the job herself. There was actually something to work with after two weeks of sedentary living with the caravan. As Mar'go worked, she chattered along excitedly.  
 
    “I brought several different gowns and possible outfit combinations—good gods, look at the time! I may have to do your makeup on the way to the Coliseum. Go'mee, how much time will you need to finish the hair? These cuticles have seen better days, girl. At least you managed to make something decent o' your heels, I see. I was thinking we should go with a very strong, almost masculine theme. It will help her stand out from all the girlish foofiness that will be flouncing across the stage. Do you remember, brother, that one khar last year in the hot pink crinoline?” Mar'go paused a moment to laugh then went right on, seemingly without a breath. “I about gagged! She was so encased in folds and gathers that she looked like a neon glow worm with arms. …” 
 
    Go'mar remained astutely silent through the deluge. He knew his twin well. 
 
    When the file's work was done, Mar'go skipped to the heap of clothing, plunging in both arms up to the elbows. She soon triumphantly emerged with … very little. “This is your pretty new underwear, 'Na Lyra! Hurry and put it on so you can start trying everything else.” 
 
    Two pieces of black, lacy strappiness with not nearly enough actual fabric attached was tossed at her. She caught it, cringing. Go'mar finished his trimming and pulled her hair up in a quick twist to be out of the way through the fittings, and getting up, Lyra felt more scrubbed, polished, and smooth than she had ever been in her entire life—even more than her wedding day. She felt weird, sterile, like a sparkling glass goblet, soon to be smudged by a thirsty pair of lips. 
 
    In apprehension she approached the alien mound of fashion that suddenly seemed a lump of predatory sludge waiting to ooze onto her, cling to her, smother her. At least a nearby broad pillar allowed some privacy in donning the lingerie—not that Lyra still didn't feel absolutely naked before the twins when Mar'go called her out. 
 
    Then the fuchsia hair was flashing back and forth between the mound and Lyra, Mar'go yanking things over her head and pulling things up around her body right where she stood. Mar'go insisted on helping and Lyra didn't get to see the back side of the pillar again. Meanwhile, Go'mar made himself comfortable in a velvet armchair to watch. 
 
    The first four ensembles were tried and rejected in under five minutes. 
 
    Mar'go had chosen very deep colors for Lyra with top and bottom pieces that exposed her midriff or barely hung past her backside. One had braided shoulder straps interwoven with black leather and included a headdress of deep red-striped feathers spread in a fan. Lyra caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored wall. 
 
    Good night! Just give me a whip and call me jungle warrior maiden, why don't you? 
 
    The next couple revolved around the same idea, but it became obvious very quickly that this particular “power” theme was not really working. That led them to a dark, purple strapless gown that hung all the way to the floor. It was … better. The skirt was made up of strips three inches wide that exposed the whole of her legs every time she took a step. Mar'go had her try on some knee high, shiny yellow boots with it. They further invited the eye to stare at her thighs. 
 
    “No. That is no' right, either!” Mar'go whined as she studied the effect and took another harried glance at the ever-advancing time. “I want to show off her athleticism, but seeing these ensembles on her, they are all wrong. She comes off looking like an old woman trying to appear young and reckless!” Exasperated, she threw herself onto a sofa and waved an arm in Lyra's general direction. “Put on the next one!” Mar'go shut her eyes and began a massage of her temples. Go'mar said nothing. He rested his chin lightly on raised fingertips, looking studious, like he was working out an equation. 
 
    The “next one” was an actual black and white spotted, animal skin bikini top with matching wrap-around skirt. It included a long, black scarf that was supposed to encircle Lyra's neck, twine about her chest and waist, and hang off her hip at the side. It looked like a giant, constricting snake. 
 
    This is hopeless! Lyra gazed, appalled, at her reflection in the mirror. What kind of sick lord was she going to attract in this? 
 
    The last one held more potential: a puffy white silk number with cutouts at the shoulders and torso above the full length skirt. But Mar'go only shook her head miserably. “I can see a certain innocence about her that made me want to try that gown. It still shows off her body some.” She mushed her face into a pile of decorative pillows. “But now she looks like a giant baby. Eek!” Her muffled scream still managed to echo through the room. 
 
    “I think she needs something more mature, more sophisticated,” Go'mar finally said. 
 
    “But there is no time to go back to the store for more!” Mar'go yelped, straightening in panic. 
 
    No one had noticed when Maehan entered the room, but suddenly the old Keeper was shuffling toward Lyra, a frown etched upon her features. She touched a gnarled hand to Lyra's cheek in concerned greeting. Lyra greeted her back, eyes filled with trepidation. 
 
    “Having troubles, are we, Little Tiger?” 
 
    “Maehan!” Mar'go rushed over. “Oh, Maehan, I wanted to give her a certain look, but it is turning out all wrong! All wrong! And we have run out o' time to—” 
 
    “I know you have, my dear. I am making the rounds now to gather everyone to the barges.” Maehan gently unloosed Mar'go's rainbow enameled talons from her arm and stepped back to appraise Lyra. After a moment she said, “Mar'go, look at her. Look into her eyes. What kind o' woman do you see?” 
 
    They both stared at her, the young stylist in indecision, Maehan … with a growing clarity. 
 
    “Hmm. I think … aye.” She turned. “Mar'go, do you remember the barge I was in when you arrived?” Mar'go nodded. “Run to that one and bring me back the crate on the second shelf in the corner labeled 'Chyristelle.'” 
 
    The woman's forehead, crinkling with confusion, suddenly smoothed. She sucked in an excited breath and left the spa nearly at a run.  
 
    “Who is Chyristelle?” 
 
    Lyra was led by Go'mar back to the chair for hair drying. Maehan pulled another next to Lyra and settled herself in it. “My daughter,” she said. 
 
    “Your daughter!” Lyra jerked up. “But I thought you said—” 
 
    “I said Burr and I did no' have any children. Do no' forget he was my second lord.” 
 
    “You had a baby with that old man?” Lyra's jaw dropped. 
 
    “That 'old man' was my great-grandfather, actually,” Go'mar said. He indicated Maehan with a tip of his head. “That is how we know each other.” 
 
    Lyra colored. “Sorry. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    “No problem, Honeybud.” He smiled at her through the mirror. “He was pretty old when he bought her.” 
 
    Maehan explained, “After his death, the family kept Chyristelle to raise and I was sold again.” 
 
    “Oh Maehan! That must have been awful.” 
 
    She nodded. “I missed her dearly sometimes, but it was for the best. Chyri was able to grow up in privilege and even receive an education. She became a favorite o' the family. Later, I was allowed to see her every once in a while at parties and gatherings that we both happened to attend. She was a teenager by then and the family let us become friends.” A twinkle developed in the old woman's smile. “We had a few good years in correspondence and then she happily became engaged to a young man o' good family. When she asked me to make her wedding dress, o' course I was only too happy to oblige. 
 
     “The Highwurt family—my first lord's and Go'mar's relations—were in the exotic textiles business and they supplied the fabric. That was, oh, almost fifty years ago.” Maehan paused. 
 
    “And did she use it?” 
 
    “No.” The word fell like a drop of water into a dried up well. “She died o' a sickness the week before the wedding.” 
 
    “I am so sorry, Maehan. I can't even imagine.” 
 
    Maehan smiled, shaking off the sad memory. “I finished her gown quickly with the intent o' having her wear it for burial, but the family insisted I keep it in memory o' her. It is all I have o' hers.” 
 
    Lyra stared at her friend. “Well—then, I won't wear it,” she suddenly declared. “You already gave up your retirement for me. I can't take that, too.” 
 
    “No,” Go'mar said. He raised another section of hair to the steadily blowing dryer in his hand. “It will be perfect for you. I remember my grandmother telling me about Chyri and that dress. It was a very rare fabric and Maehan was an extraordinary seamstress. The family requested her many times for special jobs after that. If Maehan was not khari'na, she could have made good money in the trade.” 
 
    Almost abashedly, Maehan brushed the compliment away and said to Lyra, “You must take it. It is time to let it be worn.” 
 
    Lyra hesitated. “Well, how about I just give it back to you after the auction?” 
 
    “No. A khari'na wears her gown the rest o' the day until she arrives at her new home. You keep it. I insist.” 
 
    Her “new” home! A strange man's home! New flutters arose at the reminder of where she'd be going later tonight, but Lyra squared her jaw and determinedly squashed each one to weakly quivering lumps. Not now. 
 
    The door burst open and Mar'go triumphantly bounded in. “Is this what I think it is?” She placed a small, wooden crate on Maehan's lap. “Grandmother Highwurt described this dress to us once. Remember Go'mee? I canno' wait to see it. Eek! I am so excited!” 
 
    Lyra regarded each of her three companions. “What's so special about it?” 
 
    With a click of the latches, Maehan lifted the lid, and from underneath a corner of protective paper, a glowing, silvery gray peeked out. 
 
    Mar'go murmured, “The fabric is made from the hibernating silk worm, found on just one o' the islands o' the South Seas cluster. They only come out once every fifty years to eat—” 
 
    “—spin a silk cocoon, metamorphose, and lay eggs,” Lyra finished for her, anticipation rising, undeniably interested in seeing something else she had only just read about. “They only live for one week after that and when the eggs hatch, the pupae eat leaves for a month, then dig a tunnel into the ground to hibernate for fifty more years!” 
 
    Three pairs of eyes stared at her. 
 
    “What? Encyclopedia set.” 
 
    Maehan turned back to her box and lifted the shimmery gown from its container. Mar'go gasped. The fabric ran like water over Maehan's fingers. When she turned it this way, the light gray threads reflected a white hue and when she turned it another, the hue turned lavender. The thing seemed to emit its own light. Lyra watched the changing colors in awe. 
 
    “Are you sure it will even fit me?” 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Maehan held it out to her. “Try it on. Quickly. It is nearly time to go.” 
 
    Lyra never felt anything so smooth and lightweight against her skin before. The gown was full length with one long slit in front, trailing all the way up her right leg, and when she saw her reflection in the wall mirror, she nearly forgot to breathe. It was as if she were clothed in moon glow itself. 
 
    The fitted bodice blossomed into full folds at her breast, extending over her shoulder tops for another graceful cowl neck drape behind. The skirt filled out as it billowed toward the floor, stirring gracefully like a breeze every time she moved. No other lace or adornment spoiled its elegant simplicity, and the whole thing sparkled and shimmered in the light. It was a gown fit for a— 
 
    “No,” Lyra suddenly blurted. “This is too nice for me. I'm too simple and unrefined and—” 
 
    “Shut it, girl,” Mar'go said, grinning. She handed her some strappy, silver high heels. “It is perfect for you. Now put these on and the length will be exactly right.” 
 
    Lyra was not convinced. She swiftly appealed to Go'mar. He would see that this kind of empyreal glamour was not her. 
 
    The man betrayed her.  
 
    “This time, sis, you are exactly right.” He went to Lyra, fingers swirling her hair loosely on top of her head to contemplate how it all looked in the mirror. 
 
    Lyra sought out Maehan's reflection. Maybe the bereft mother would decide she didn't like seeing someone else in her daughter's dress. 
 
    Darn! 
 
    Maehan was beaming. In fact, she looked quite peaceful. 
 
    From the discarded accessory pile, Mar'go dug out a pair of full length formal, white, ladies' gloves. Ripping off the black and brown feathers that ringed the cuffs, she said, “I think these will be the only accent you need.” 
 
    Unanimously defeated, Lyra reluctantly pulled on the first long, skinny thing with her unpracticed hand. She suddenly became aware of Go'mar's nearness at her back, his head quite close to hers. 
 
    “Hmm,” he smiled slowly through the mirror's reflection, “if I were ten years older …” Lyra flushed, cheeks burning, and Go'mar laughed merrily at her response. “Ah, 'Na Lyra! What a beautiful color you have conjured. We need to match that. Sis, you have that shade, do you no'?” Raising Lyra's satin covered fingers to his lips, he kissed them chivalrously before turning back to his hair things. 
 
    Ooo …  
 
    Lyra yanked on her other glove. “Nice line, sir. Tell me, does it work on all of your clients or just the desperate ones?” 
 
    Mar'go winced audibly in the background, but her brother simply smiled, his tattooed eye giving Lyra a wink. Lyra shook her head hopelessly at him and sat down to attempt a fitting of the shoes. 
 
    “You are partly right,” Go'mar said after a moment. “You are no' ready for this dress … yet.” 
 
    Mar'go continued his thought in a twin-ish way, “But all we need is a half hour more and you will be.” 
 
    “Little Tiger,” Maehan came to her, cupping her face in two wrinkled hands, “I need to go attend to my duties, but Mar'go and Go'mar will stay with you. Keep your head up. Be strong.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lyra said, suddenly sober again. 
 
    To the twins, Maehan said, “I think Mr. Hundt's office barge will allow you enough privacy and space to finish. Lyra knows the one.” She started for the door. 
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” the siblings said together. 
 
    Lyra stood up in the shoes. They were beautiful and airy—a perfect match for the gown, but she had never been in five inch heels before. She loathed to let go of the chair's back to try walking around. But, taking a deep breath, Lyra took the plunge and attempted a few tentative steps. 
 
    “Uh, uh. That old anklet simply has to go,” Mar'go said, watching her. “It is going to show very conspicuously every time she moves that foot.” 
 
    “No! Please! Let me keep it on.” Lyra nearly stumbled. 
 
    Don't take Jon away from me now! 
 
    “I am afraid Mar'gy is right,” Go'mar said. “It really does no' work with—” 
 
    “The anklet stays,” said the voice of Maehan ringing through the room with shocking authority.  
 
    Stern, hard eyes made sure the siblings knew this was not up for debate, then with a nod to Lyra, the Keeper left, closing the door behind her with unquestioning finality. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    The patter of feet through the stone corridor echoed as Lyra hurried barefoot with the twins back to her room. She had the heels clutched in one hand, the gown's skirt carefully wrapped up in the other, while her stylists juggled the haphazard armfuls of supplies they had taken with them. In her room, Mar'go and Go'mar hastily reorganized their bags and kits while Lyra swept through the quarters collecting everything else of hers and Maehan's. 
 
    Well, Maehan's. It suddenly dawned on Lyra that nothing here actually belonged to her. She paused in her packing and looked around. She owned none of this. Everything she was using was borrowed, and besides her boots and backpack, she had nothing else to claim. 
 
    Mar'go looked up. “What is wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Lyra mumbled. Then she almost laughed. 
 
    That was the right word. Nothing. No clothes, no money, no basic supplies. She was totally at the mercy of whoever ended up buying her today. Lyra shuddered. 
 
    Lord God, be with me. 
 
    Both stylists smiled at her encouragingly. “You are going to be fine,” they said simultaneously. 
 
    That made Lyra laugh. “You guys are scary. Has anyone ever told you that?” 
 
    “Only all o' our lives,” Mar'go said with a sweep of her arm. 
 
    “And every minute in between,” Go'mar finished. 
 
    The travel trunk was placed outside the door for the laborers to collect then they were rushing to the courtyard where a brisk wind had picked up under threatening clouds. Lyra longed for an extra layer of warmth. When she began to notice all the turned, curious heads, she longed for a layer of concealment, too. She knew exactly what everyone must be thinking: “Why is the Keeper's assistant being sold?”, “Who are those people following her?”, “And how, pray tell, did she come by a gown like that?” 
 
    Hundt was not in his office, and Mar'go and Go'mar immediately took over, shoving things aside on his desk and cabinets to make space. Lyra wondered if she should say something. Surely, Hundt would not be pleased. But with a clean linen draped over his chair, she was made to sit and work on her began again before she could even raise a finger in objection. 
 
    No one noticed when the caravan started moving. Go'mar was blowing up a storm of Lyra's tresses while Mar'go fell upon her nails with a bottle of polish.  
 
    With nothing to do but contemplate the reason for all this trouble, Lyra soon began to feel that panicky light-headedness again. She quickly endeavored to chat with Mar'go, and asked about her life. That was all it took. The woman kept up a steady stream of conversation very nearly all on her own the entire short ride to the Coliseum. 
 
    It was under her account of the rudest client she had ever known that Lyra recognized the moans of the churung impatiently calling to be unharnessed and taken to a comfortable stable. Shortly thereafter came the excited, high pitched twittering of forty-seven khari'na exiting the passenger coaches. 
 
    Mar'go had just started on Lyra's makeup and Go'mar was smoothing some last style product through her locks when Hundt suddenly walked in. His eyes widened at the sight of his office. 
 
    “'Na Lyra—” He stopped short as the situation quickly dawned glaringly clear. “When was it decided you would be sold?” 
 
    His features, as usual, were a blank slate. He stood towering over everyone in his white, collarless top with matching vest and slacks, though his sleeves were smoothed all the way down and buttoned at the wrists. Everything was neatly pressed. Auction formal. 
 
    As evenly as she could, Lyra told him, “In the name of the Republic, Mr. Shorn is having me take 'Na Cindry's place. He let Maehan and me know about an hour before the caravan left the spa.” Lyra's gaze went to the target at the barge's opposite end. “I am afraid I won't be able to make our target practice date after all.” She attempted a smile. 
 
    Something shifted in Hundt's jaw. “Evidently no'.” He stood only for a second. Then his head lowered and he began to work his way around the threesome behind his desk. “Excuse me,” he grunted not too kindly to the siblings. They grudgingly got out of his way. 
 
    Of course he doesn't care. She was nothing more to him than just another charge. An interesting charge maybe, but a charge, nonetheless. 
 
    “I am going to put it all up,” Go'mar warned his sister, running his fingers through Lyra's dark waves one more time. 
 
    “Nonsense. Her implant will show. Just leave the back part down like usual.” 
 
    “Sorry, sis. I was no' asking your opinion—just letting you know what I have already decided.” He took a few strategic strands and pinned them out of the way so he could pull up the rest. 
 
    “But everyone will see that ugly bump!” 
 
    “So? Everyone already knows it is there. Why keep trying to hide it? It is the right style for her, after all. Look at this neckline leading into her shoulders. I have to be able to show it off.” Mar'go huffed, but said no more and went back to her foundation powdering. 
 
    “Anyway, the way I see it, Honeybud,” Go'mar continued, “we are dealing with an unconventional gown on an unconventional khari'na, and maybe today is a good day to shake things up a bit. What do you say? Are you ready to be bold?” 
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    “Aye.” Hundt's deep bass answered for her. 
 
    Hefting a crate at eye level to swing over the clustered trio's heads, he sidestepped his way out from behind his desk. When he reached open space, the crate was lowered to a comfortable carrying position. It was filled with a number of large, bulky envelope packets. Forty-eight, to be exact. All the khari'na files with their trackers. 
 
    With his eyes, he pointed out the very top one. “Your answer is 'yes.'” He stared down at Lyra. “And I had better no' see you shrinking out there. It will only hurt you. You are stronger than that. Do you hear me?” 
 
    “What are you? A friend o' hers?” Mar'go eyed the giant peevishly. 
 
    He ignored the woman, waiting for his answer. 
 
    “Okay,” Lyra whispered. Hundt's expression darkened. 
 
    “I said, 'Do you hear me?'” 
 
    “Yes!” Lyra snapped back. “I hear you, you big jerk! Assured. Confident. I get it.” 
 
    A smile twitched across his face. “Better.” He looked down his nose at Go'mar. “Put it up, little man.” 
 
    As for Mar'go, he barely gave her a glance before leaving—his sense of professionalism probably censoring any parting words. 
 
    When he was gone, Mar'go gibed, “Your friend—the pectorals with an attitude. Was that his idea o' a pep talk?” 
 
    Lyra suppressed a grin. “Oh, he was just being … Hundt.” 
 
    It took a little while longer for Go'mar to set her hair while Mar'go continued work on her face. No one offered a mirror for Lyra to watch the progress. They were too busy working as fast as they could. But finally, the tugging, pinning, curling, and tucking and pinning some more ceased and Go'mar's hands came off, pronouncing her done. He sprayed a fine mist of a hair-setting product over her several times. Mar'go told her to hold still “just a little bit longer” so she could finish some uncomfortable thing she was doing very near Lyra's lashes. 
 
    Then, the team stepped back and told Lyra it was time to go. 
 
    Mar'go threw some extra makeup things in a bag, mumbling how she would have to finish her on-site, and they hustled her outside, still barefoot, with shoes in hand. A sudden cloudburst sent them all scuttling back into the barge. 
 
    A moment later, the trio was ready to try again, armed with the linen Mar'go had spread over Hundt's chair. They held it above Lyra's head while she gathered up her gown's skirt. Then they plunged outside once again. 
 
    The linen sheet shielded everything overhead and the wet ground had to be watched as she ran. Lyra couldn't tell at all toward what kind of structure they were heading. It was only after they entered a large gate and found shelter in the form of a dark brick hall that they slowed a little and she could peer about her. There was not much to see. 
 
    Lyra began to shiver. Her gown did nothing to insulate her from the chill, damp air, and the ground was frigid against the soles of her feet. 
 
    They turned into a different passageway then descended a set of stairs before continuing along a more narrow hall that finally ended in a set of double doors. Here, everyone paused for breath. It didn't do much for Lyra. A tumbling circus act had begun in her stomach, and she started shivering inside as well as out. 
 
    “Welcome to the Coliseum, 'Na Lyra,” Go'mar said grandly. 
 
    The metal hinges creaked as the door opened into a huge indoor arena. The floor stretched at least a hundred and fifty yards to the other side, and around the oval-shaped perimeter, extending upward for rows and rows, were long wooden benches. A high, domed ceiling floated seventy-five feet above it all.  
 
    “This place must seat thousands!” Lyra exclaimed in hushed awe. 
 
    “Eight thousand three hundred and thirty, to be exact. It sure beats the little hall where the auctions used to be five years ago,” Mar'go said. 
 
    Go'mar beamed. “This architectural marvel is Caldreen's pride and glory. The largest known man-made structure to date.”  
 
    “All this for the k-k-khari'na auctions?” Lyra's teeth had begun to chatter. Mar'go quickly wrapped the linen round her shoulders. It was damp, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “No,” Go'mar laughed. “This is where all the major sporting, musical, and political events happen. Then, all these benches are filled all the way to the top. The auctions are a much more intimate affair. Only the upper class are allowed in to watch and participate.” 
 
    They took her onto removable, stained wood flooring that covered more than half of the arena floor. Above, the space was lit with modern electric bulbs made to resemble elegant torches and sconces. Many of the lights were not on, creating a more intimate ambiance. 
 
    Go'mar led her past round tables that seated four, each covered with a white, satiny tablecloth. At this time, however, only some hosted formally dressed gentlemen enjoying drinks together. 
 
    To Lyra's left a modest-sized stage rose up to a level of about three feet. It boasted a catwalk center front that extended right past the first few rows of tables. Draped above was a huge national flag. 
 
    Hired hands were still constructing the stage's final details. Others tested the overhead spotlighting before a tall, richly textured background curtain that was pulled partially open. A worker pounded loudly away at something behind. Lyra averted her eyes. 
 
    Don't worry about going up there yet. You'll ford that river later. 
 
    A new prayer for strength and courage pressed upon her chilled lips as she followed Go'mar up a few steps to the first level of spectator seating. It was about ten feet deep with the space having been partitioned lengthwise by a single rope suspended a few feet off the ground. The khari'na stood on the outside of the rope while interested buyers walked up and down the length on the inner. This was where the majority of the gentlemen mingled. The social hour was more than halfway through.  
 
    Mar'go lifted the barrier for Lyra to duck under and a few nearby gentlemen turned to look, interested at the latecomer. Lyra willed her teeth to stop chattering as she clutched her makeshift cloak about her harder. It was definitely warmer in here, but her cold extremities weren't all that was making her tremble. 
 
    They had Lyra sit on the second level step. Mar'go took up where she left off with Lyra's makeup while Go'mar hovered around her head, checking for unruly hairs that had escaped their bounds. From this relatively safe distance, Lyra observed the other khari'na and their suitors.  
 
    It was soon evident that the flimsy rope barrier was only a suggestion. There was nearly as much friendly, flirtatious touching as get-to-know-you dialogue—like the khari'na in the bright magenta gown that was greeted with a caress to the side of her neck before the man's fingers slid over her front, searching their way across the thin, clingy fabric to her hip. The sight inspired in Lyra a few choice words regarding her first impression of Caldreen'n high society lords.  
 
    She wanted to look away. Badly. But she made herself keep watching. She had to; she would be over there herself in just a few more breaths. 
 
    Thankfully, it was also soon made manifest that not all of the patrons were so uncouth. One lord moved along the rope line at a steady pace, nodding kindly to each woman he passed. Granted, he also looked about eighty-five and traveled in a wheelchair, but Lyra didn't let this fact extinguish her tiny spark of hope. Besides, it seemed that the khari'na being groped most were the ones really encouraging it, the ones willing to do whatever it took to intrigue the richest and handsomest gentlemen they could get to glance their way. Lyra didn't know whether she should be disgusted or simply pity their upbringing. On the other hand, they were khari'na after all. This was their purpose. 
 
    “Done!” Mar'go proclaimed. 
 
    She and her brother stood before Lyra to admire their work. 
 
    “Very nice,” Go'mar admitted, “but the bet still stands.” 
 
    “You are on, bro!” This time, Mar'go's punch in the arm was more affectionate. 
 
    “Um, do either of you have a mirror or something?” Lyra desperately wondered what her stylists had made of her. What will the animals be seeing? 
 
    Mar'go grimaced. “Ooh, sorry. I forgot to grab one.” 
 
    “Do no' worry, 'Na Lyra. You look maahhrrrvelous.” Go'mar said, drawing the word out comically with a wink, but Lyra could only give a token grin in return. Her fingers maintained a white-knuckled grip of her security blanket linen round her. Go'mar kindly knelt to help her with her shoes after which he and his sister stood before her. 
 
    “Good luck,” they said, each twin giving her one more encouraging smile. Then suddenly they were gone—melding with the crowd of bodies on the other side of the rope. 
 
    Wait! Uh … 
 
    Lyra felt utterly alone. 
 
    Her heart started racing and the continuous prayer in her heart intensified ten fold. Blessed heavenly hosts! How did she ever think for a second that she could do this with the poised calm she had promised Hundt? Impossible. She was scared out of her wits. She would be seen as old and dowdy and no lord with the kind of money Maehan wished for her was going to look at her twice. She would be sold at the starting bid to one of the whorehouse bordellos. 
 
    Father help me! 
 
    Building tears threatened to run down Mar'go's carefully applied makeup, until Lyra noticed something—something at her feet that was not there a moment ago. She breathed out in surprise. It was a single, long-stemmed flower. A lilicanth! 
 
    She bent over to pick it up. These were her favorite. 
 
    A scan of the crowd up and down the lane brought no results. No face looked like the considerate “guilty” party. In fact, many bodies were wandering back to the arena floor. They wanted to get good seats before the show began. 
 
    Disappointed, Lyra's eyes returned to the beautiful bloom in her hand. She gently stroked the velvety, cupped-shaped petals, their fluted edges, a fitting showcase to the blush pink pistil and stamens arcing gracefully from the base like a fountain. Her spirits lifted as she breathed in its heavenly scent. The lilicanth had great meaning among her people. In their scriptures, it was symbolic of purity and light. More importantly, it was also closely associated with strength and power. 
 
    God must be watching out for her. She was going to be okay. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    Clasping the flower to her breast, suddenly the room full of life-sucking egomaniacs in swash tunics and satin weren't so scary anymore. They seemed more like a bunch of bratty, spoiled boys that needed to be reminded how to treat a woman. A smoldering indignation warmed Lyra's chilled veins. Strengthening her. Creating focus. 
 
    Okay. It was time to play the game. 
 
    Lyra scanned nearby faces for a likely first candidate—some shamefully rich soul that really needed a healthy dose of feminine manipulation. She met eyes with a bulbous-nosed, rather stodgy countenance pasted under a comb-over that had lost its effectiveness ten years ago. He raked her up and down with great interest. Lyra noted his doughy hands flaunting more jeweled rings than he had fingers.  
 
    Too much money, not enough brain. Perfect. 
 
    With a smile, she let her linen slip into soft folds on the floor around her, and Lyra breathed in the lilicanth's heady perfume one more time. 
 
    Then the flower tipped out from delicate, manicured fingers to plop softly at her feet, the bloom discarded for something infinitely more desirable: that of the nubile dish of wealth, wittiness, and power before her hot, pining limbs; gracing her with his notice and attentions; a man that she could happily make her whole world and never want for anything else ever again. 
 
    At least, as far as he knew. 
 
    One hip at a time, Lyra ambulated toward him. The man squared his shoulders in preparation to meet her, his smile growing broader with her every step, her every promising glance from under insinuating lashes. 
 
    Dear Heaven and Earth, please don't let me trip in these heels now! 
 
    “Good afternoon, my lord,” Lyra said with a tip of her head. “I trust I find you well on this fine day.” 
 
    “Very well,” he replied, looking extremely pleased. “Lord B'ohkyn, at your service, miss—looking forward to a beauty like you, perhaps, soon being at mine.” 
 
    Lyra didn't disappoint the ego's effort at cleverness. She tilted her head, grinning in amusement, but when his right arm twitched in a move for her waist, Lyra deftly caught it at the wrist.  
 
    “Oh, not so, my lord,” she said, her levity twisting to an alluring scold. “My services are earned, and first, you must prove over there,” she indicated the stage with her chin, “that you can afford me.” Teasingly placing his arm back at his side, she made it quite clear that he should keep his crystal studded fingers to himself. 
 
    “Indeed,” replied the lord in wonderment. 
 
    “Now,” Lyra said, eyes still locked on his, “what would you like to discuss next?” 
 
    In such manner, Lyra attracted the attentions of a steady stream of lords—sometimes two and three at a time. 
 
    To the question, “What is your name?”, she'd answer softly, “That depends. What would my lord like to call me?” 
 
    When asked of her talents or skills, she'd laugh. “Oh, I am tolerably efficient at a number of things … but only the man who wins me tonight will learn the limits of what I'm really capable,” (a subtly meaningful graze of him up and down) “or able to master, given a little time.” 
 
    At an inquiry regarding her gown, she gave a mysterious grin. “It was custom made by a khari'na for a ghost, decades ago, but I fear it is doomed to remain an absolute one-of-a-kind, seeing as how this silk in this quantity is nigh impossible to find anymore.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Well, wasn't the worm's habitat nearly decimated in the hostile takeover by our own army? It is such a shame. That entire, beautiful, islander culture is now lost forever.” 
 
     “I think my 'lady,'” (said in enamored, though slightly patronizing tone) “does no' understand the intricacies o' foreign commerce and how much more expensive free trade would have been.”  
 
    (Bat the eyelashes.) “But aren't we still unable to replicate the islander's traditional silk synthesis process? The quality, I hear, is greatly diminished.” 
 
    At the poorly concealed astonishment and a fumbled answer of confidence in Caldreen eventually cracking the mystery and successfully building up the worms' population again, Lyra heartily agreed. 
 
    “Oh, I have no doubt. The men of Caldreen are so clever and intelligent. It's just that … I wonder if our leaders may have acted a little rashly and the army went in too fast and hot.” Her voice leaned toward husky with that last word and she shifted closer. “You see, I appreciate a man who takes his time, a man who calculates what he wants … and can coax his prize to come to him.” 
 
    And so forth. 
 
    With the mention of the attractions of a man with power, two lords were maneuvered into a debate over the justification of the High Lord D'Pendul's recent veto of his cabinet's suggested amendment, who had (so Lyra learned) been urging him for some time to ease up on the compelled military service placed on the Republic's peasantry. There was fear of revolt. A heated argument erupted between the pompous pair over whether Supreme Chancellor D'Pendul's subsequent firing of half his cabinet was warranted, but after they satisfied their pride with lofty rebuffs and quoting obscure political theories, things calmed down. Then Lyra was ready with an innocent, demure smile for the two, fostering a different kind of warmth in them. 
 
    “Gentlemen, the event is about to begin,” a voice echoed over the loudspeaker. “Please take your seats.” 
 
    Lyra suddenly sensed Maehan's presence. The Keeper had come up quietly, patiently waiting for the conversation to finish. Lyra sent the gentlemen on their way with a deep curtsy and an especially encouraging smile to the older one. He did not appear to be in as robust health as his companion and through the course of their conversation, had revealed that his land holdings were extremely impressive. She allowed him a kiss to the back of her gloved hand. 
 
    Once they had walked off, however, a long sigh streamed from her and her shoulders slumped. She suddenly felt worn out. 
 
    Maehan came round to her front. “You are doing very well, Little Tiger. How are you feeling?” 
 
    Lyra huffed bitterly. “Cheap. Deceitful. … Scared.” 
 
    “Do no' lose your faith now, child,” Maehan said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “I know it must be hard to see it at this moment,” a figure approached along the rope barrier, “but your god has something special in mind for you.” Lyra heard something like, “move it, old woman,” but Maehan, didn't notice. Her hand came to rest over her heart, saying, “I can feel it.” 
 
    “I said, out o' the way, crone!” an impatient voice snarled. “I wish to view the merchandise.” A threatening arm reared to push Maehan away. 
 
    Lyra's reaction was instantaneous. 
 
    She pulled Maehan to the side and redirected the arm with an upward block. Maintaining a tight grip on the jacket sleeve over her head, she glared into shocked, yellow eyes. “I would treat my elders with more respect if I were you.” 
 
    “How dare you!” A strikingly handsome face glared back, his pleasing, masculine features, full head of white blond hair, and light, smooth skin shadowed only by his dangerous expression. 
 
    Yanking his arm out of her grasp, the lord went for a backhand across her face, but Lyra shifted sideways and deflected it away. Then she used the deflected arm as a shield to check his next blow aimed at her jaw. Surprise and frustration bellowed from thin lips framed by a smartly cut goatee, and the man flung his tangled arms away, incensed. 
 
    This was the time for a retreat, but Lyra had become unbalanced her in her uncomfortably tall shoes and fell hard to the floor onto her side. Livid, the lord stepped over the slack barrier, coming at her. 
 
    Panicking, Lyra ducked her head and kicked at him with all her might. There was a sharp grunt. 
 
    … But it wasn't from her kick. Her heel had only met with empty air. Three loud heart beats passed before she ventured to peek up. 
 
    There was her attacker, standing there with murder in his eyes, being held off by Mr. Hundt in a bear hug from behind. 
 
    The gentleman fumed, “What do you mean by apprehending me, you idiot! Did you no' see what that—” Lyra cringed at the vulgar name he hurled at her, “—just tried to do to me?” His carefully combed, silvery-blondness lay askew across his forehead. 
 
    Hundt's pleasant, gravelly bass spoke down to his captive. “Please forgive an unlearned brute, Lord Malig'ahnt. I was only meaning to preserve your ability to procreate.” 
 
    Another full second rolled by, however, before Hundt finally released him and turned to help Lyra up. Every single eye in the arena was fixed on them. 
 
    Dead silence had never sounded so loud. 
 
    Lord Malig'ahnt tried to advance again, but Hundt smoothly placed himself in the way. “I am afraid I must ask you to return to the floor, my lord. The auction is about to begin.” 
 
    “She just committed a felony, sir, and I intend to carry out her sentence immediately.” 
 
    “I saw no crime, my lord,” Hundt responded. 
 
    Lord Malig'ahnt spluttered, “Are you blind? She blatantly lashed out at me!” 
 
    “Ah,” Hundt said, casually draping an immense arm across the man's shoulders and directing him back over the rope, “you must have mistaken simple evasion techniques for strikes. And I do no' believe you got kicked once.” 
 
    Lord Malig'ahnt swept Hundt's arm off. “Do no' play me for a fool! I am completely within my rights.” 
 
    The security guard placidly returned his arms to his sides, but lowered his head enough to look the man in the eye. “Look, friend,” he said, all pretense dissolved, “there are a lot o' good people here who only wish to have a few drinks with comrades, watch the show, and spend a lot o' money. I am fairly certain that a public beating will only serve to dampen spirits and ultimately hurt the financial success o' this auction.” 
 
    “Perhaps it will serve as a good reminder to the merchandise o' their place, friend.” 
 
    “And perhaps my lord needs reminding that until money is handed over,” Hundt pointed a finger at Lyra, “that khari'na is my charge. You have to buy her if you want to break her.” 
 
    Malig'ahnt's golden eyes burned dangerously. “We have an agreement, then?” 
 
    Hundt straightened to his full height—a whole head taller than the man before him. “Excuse me, my lord. I must ensure all is ready for my women to take the stage.” 
 
    Without another word, Gralion Hundt beckoned to all the khari'na. Nervous girls crossed the rope line, gingerly sidling by the scowling gentleman, and it didn't take long for Malig'ahnt to realize he was in the migration path his adversary had just created. With reluctance, he stepped out of the way. Then, giving Lyra one more heated glance, he whisked his fingers through his hair to ease it back in place, lifted a defiant chin, and stiffly retreated. 
 
    Urgent whispers began to float up from the arena floor. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Maehan said, taking Lyra's hand to lead her back to her former seat.  
 
    “Um … I think so.” It took Lyra's rattled brain a few seconds to stabilize. She saw Hundt following the other women toward the stage and the people on the floor slowly returning to their own business. “But Maehan, are you okay?” 
 
    “Little Tiger, you should no' have done that.” 
 
    “And let him knock you to the ground?” Lyra retorted. “You could have broken something!”  
 
    “Lyra, you are too kind for your own good.” Taking an assessment of Lyra's appearance, the Keeper spotted a small scuff mark at Lyra's hip where she had fallen. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Lyra wailed quietly, “Maehan, I'm so sorry.” She quickly pulled off a glove to try wiping it away. “I'm so sorry!” 
 
    “Oh, never you mind that. It is nothing a good dressmaker canno' clean up good as new again.” Maehan gently smoothed Lyra's skirt folds into a more natural lay. 
 
    “That man,” Lyra mumbled. “Would he really buy me out of spite?” A shiver passed through her. 
 
    “There is no telling what he will do. The Malig'ahnt family is very rich. Very powerful.” 
 
    “But you said khari'na are expensive, even for the rich.” 
 
    Maehan's eyes turned cool. “There are the rich, the very rich, and then there is the family Malig'ahnt. I know for a fact that that young lord has already purchased two khari'na in the last several years and I fear the wealth he possesses would allow him to purchase five more if he cared to.” 
 
    Lyra's pulse fluttered, growing erratic. “I … that's it then. I'm done for.” Oh God! Is this Thy will? 
 
    Through the numbing fear, a sudden strange urge—a pull—came from the arena floor. It wanted her attention— 
 
    “Lyra, look at me,” Maehan said. The urge left. “All is no' lost. I think you made a good impression earlier with many o' the other gentlemen. If Lord Malig'ahnt really means to bid on you, he is probably counting on getting you cheap.” 
 
    “Well, I am too! No one else is going to want me after what just I just did.” 
 
    The old Keeper sat down beside her. “Lyra, my child, Serpahn Malig'ahnt has a well-deserved reputation for being dishonest and violent. I would no' be surprised if many o' the other lords quite enjoyed watching you knock him off his pedestal.” She chanced to glance toward the arena floor. “Besides,” she added through an emerging grin, “it looks like you still have at least one admirer.” 
 
    Following her gaze, Lyra made out the figure of a tall, fair-haired gentleman in a black swash tunic—a gentleman she did not recall conversing with earlier, but a lord with mesmerizing eyes who felt so familiar somehow that Lyra almost didn't notice how nicely his build filled out his suit. His bow sash beneath his short trimmed beard—like his wind tousled hair—was slightly askew, and his unbuttoned waistcoat exposed a rather pell-mell tucking job of a pastel dress shirt that covered an otherwise trim middle. Oddly enough, he looked out of breath. 
 
    The man was studying her across the twenty-five feet that separated them. Her. Not her gown, nor her bust, nor the carefully decorated khari'na doll into which she had been plucked, painted, and pinned, but her. Their eyes locked and he offered a small, humble nod, the look on his face … like he wanted her to know something. Understand something. 
 
    The gentleman's charmingly disheveled appearance alone induced a grin out of Lyra—in spite of everything—and she nodded back, amused. Then his lips parted into a dazzling, relieved smile that, paired with the light eyes framed by dark lashes, caught Lyra off guard. Her stomach flip flopped. 
 
    Oh, my goodness! Where had that come from? 
 
    Then it finally hit her—like a bowl of ice water thrown in her face. 
 
    Great God Almighty! The man from the bookstore! 
 
    The lights over the arena blacked out, drowning the strange Bansool laborer—no, lord—and everything around him in a lake of inky shadow. 
 
    Auction time. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade and Sal held on for dear life as the taxi careened down the road. The threshers' galloping over the rutted, well-traveled roadway had Kade's teeth rattling. A little bumpy?  
 
    Sal yelled over the pounding of swift, padded feet and crashing wheels, “Ready to rethink that murodium tracking investment yet?” 
 
    “Shut up, Sal!” Kade shouted back. 
 
    His friend laughed. 
 
    At least they had made good time. They had fifteen more minutes according to Kade's watch, and they were already passing the puffing smokestacks of Caldreen City's factories. The heavy snuffling and snorts of the thresher pair as their lungs fought for air were getting more desperate, however. The animals had obeyed their master's urging admirably, but were now totally spent. Kade thought he should probably get Sullee's attention. Tell him to slow down. 
 
    Then the taxi suddenly decelerated of its own accord. City traffic on the road ahead. Kade's gums and conscience were grateful, but a hand jutted into his pocket wrapping tightly round his coin, as if the action could do something useful, like make time go slower. 
 
    Several minutes later, they rolled into the inner city circle and Kade got a toothy grin from his companion. “Brother, it seems I am going to get you there in time after all. Do I no' always take care o' my friends? You may express your gratitude by offering to pay for a few extra drinks later over dinner.” 
 
    The carriage suddenly halted. A look out the window revealed a completely congested road. O' course. 
 
    “How much farther, Mr. Sullee?” 
 
    “Only about six or seven more blocks to go, my lord.” 
 
    Kade got out and climbed up to Sullee's seat for a look around. The taxi began to move again, but at a dawdle bug's pace. Sal's head poked out. “Can you see it?” 
 
    “No' quite.” 
 
    Living as far out in the country as they did, and usually paying a driver to take them where they needed to go, the Lords J'Kor and Salkin (Sal) Mejhisk were not as well acquainted with the city main as they would have liked. Agitated, Kade clambered to higher ground: the carriage roof. He squinted down the road. Ah, there it was. The shining metal dome marking the city center rose up from sprawling businesses to overlook everything within Caldreen's fortress-like ring of skyscrapers. 
 
    “I see it now. But at this pace, it will be another half hour.” Kade growled and ran hands through windblown hair. Curse the travel gods! It was just his luck! He chuckled darkly, “Even if we traveled on foot, we would have to run for it.” (Sigh.) At least they will only miss the first several of the lineup. 
 
    A look down at Sal showed his mouth spread into his signature smirk and his eyes flashing that familiar glint. 
 
    “Really?” Kade grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, miss!” 
 
    “Sorry, coming through!” 
 
    “Oof! Forgive me, my lady,” Kade apologized as he sprinted past the woman he had just accidentally jostled. 
 
    “Watcha there! A thousand apologies.” 
 
    Thump! “So sorry, my lord! Ooo …” 
 
    Under the umbrella of a patio dining table in front of a fashionable little restaurant, Kade halted, hurriedly pulling out a handkerchief to begin dabbing at a splotch of deep red wine he had just caused a lord to spill on his wife's bust. Kade chuckled in embarrassment. “Well, that is a beautiful color on her, at least. And it matches her … er, oh, never mind.” He dodged an angry grab from the scowling husband and continued his headlong rush, leaving his hankie in brazen festoonery upon the lady's bosom. 
 
    They bounded up the Coliseum's front steps, suffering brief detainment at the entrance to pay event fees, and were soon striding briskly toward the heart of the building. To the Caldreen'n banner hanging above the sculpted arch leading into the arena, each man offered quick salute with left hand clasped on right shoulder, the crook of the elbow placed over the heart. May Caldreen ever reign supreme. The national motto rang through Kade's head, ingrained long ago from early school days. 
 
    A clock mounted next to the flag read six minutes to fifteen o'. They actually made it! No time to socialize, but at least he was here. 
 
    It took Kade several seconds to adjust to the dim lighting, to see that the khari'na were still in their places on the first level spectator seating. Good.  
 
    Still breathing hard, Sal laughed, “That was a bit o' good fun there now, 'eh, brother?” 
 
    “Aye,” Kade wheezed in agreement, but the throbbing stitch in his side said otherwise. He had not run that hard for that long in a long time. And in his dress shoes! At least the cool, damp weather had saved him from sweating very much.  
 
    “How about I find us a table while you take a quick walk around before they all move?” 
 
    “Sure.” Kade's eyes drank in the menagerie of enticingly clad women before him, all lined up for the social hour, draped in delicious finery, and perfectly composed from head to toe to capture a man's attention. But where to start? He didn't have time for a close look at all of them. Hastily tucking his dress shirt back in, he took a few steps. 
 
    A particularly striking khar with an absolutely gorgeous complexion and midnight black hair done in tight ringlets to his left caught his attention. Her bright pink gown plunged severely from her neckline, trailing black feathers the whole length down. Her figure: tall with nice curves in all the right places. She was engaged in intimate conversation with an interested lord. The corners of her deep, red lips curled up for him as she drew him closer, snaking purposeful fingers down his front. 
 
    Beautiful, sexy … but too young. Way too young and too … 
 
    Kade pictured her sitting in his great room with his children. No. And he moved on to the next khar down the line—who was entirely blocked by two gentlemen bristling at each other in animated debate. He caught a flash of brunette and snippets of a silvery gown that shimmered softly in the low lights. 
 
    “Why, Lord J'Kor! I have no' had the pleasure o' seeing you in the society circles o' late. Where in Geniven's secret lands have you been hiding yourself?” 
 
    A very tall, long-faced gentleman with ears straining to leave the surface of his head approached with a smile. 
 
    “Lord Ablimahn,” Kade responded in surprise. He clasped a hand on his acquaintance's shoulder in greeting. “How nice to see you again. I know it has been a while.” 
 
    Ablimahn returned the gesture. “Are you here for socializing today?”  
 
    “Well, actually, I am here to buy.” Why did he suddenly feel sheepish? 
 
     Ablimahn blinked in surprise. “Is that so? I would no' have pegged you for the type.” Then he quickly shook his head. “Well no matter, er, have you seen anything you like?” 
 
    “Lord Mejhisk and I just arrived,” Kade explained, glancing toward the concealed brunette again. “We had a bit o' trouble—” One of the gentlemen shifted and the khari'na in the softly sparkling gown passed within full view. Kade completely forgot what he was about to say. 
 
    Bloody whorlocks! It was her! 
 
    She smiled coyly at her two suitors, her shining hair swept into an elegant, braided twist with a few long, wavy strands left undone to romantically frame her glowing face. Folds of airy fabric floated against graceful shoulders to lay loosely upon her breast. From there, the bodice gathered around her narrow waist in a curvaceous hug only to flare out long and dramatic all the way to the floor. 
 
    She looked like some ethereal fay spirit, ready to lift off the floor and ascend to the heavens on gossamer wings at any moment. But it was … her. 
 
    “Er, trouble? Did you say?” Lord Ablimahn prompted. 
 
    “R,” Kade murmured, remembering their very short and extremely awkward first encounter. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    A grin tugged at Kade's lips. “The missing R, Xavilar.” He finally turned to his friend again and patted him jauntily on the chest. “Please excuse me. I have someone to properly meet.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, the event is about to begin. Please take your seats,” the official voice announced. 
 
    With haste, Kade started making his way through mingling bodies toward the woman. She was khari'na! How was that possible? He watched her flirtatiously allow her hand to be kissed as the pair of lords departed. But suddenly, her shoulders slumped and she breathed out wearily, like she was carrying the weight of the world on them. Kade halted. 
 
    Her eyes looked so sad. And frightened. A very old Keeper spoke to her, consoling her, perhaps. Then another figure strolled into the scene. Unfortunately, it was a figure Kade recognized. 
 
    Malig'ahnt, you snake, what are you up to? 
 
    Just as he feared, Malig'ahnt soon raised an arm to shove the bowed Keeper out of the way and Kade lunged forward in readiness to come to the woman's aid—until … the arm paused in mid-air. The khari'na had blocked the swing! 
 
    Her enchanting eyes that, only a moment ago, expressed such despondence now burned up at Serpahn in a righteous indignation and Kade watched mesmerized at the woman's response to Malig'ahnt's next attempted strike. Her reflexes were fluid and precise. Fine muscles in her arms and shoulders revealed an unusual athleticism that her gown's light fibers could not hide. 
 
    Then suddenly she was on the ground. Like lightning she struck out with a delicately shod foot aimed precisely for Serpahn's groin who got yanked out of reach in the nick of time by an extremely large—and agile—security guard. The sharp heel and the leg to which it was attached remained suspended in the air, poised for a few seconds, before it was finally brought down. 
 
    “Wow,” Kade whispered, not readily aware how fast his heart was beating. 
 
    The arena floor became engulfed in absolute silence. It was easy to hear Malig'ahnt's outraged insistence for “justice.” A tense conversation developed between the lord and guard while the khar was helped to her feet and led by the Keeper to sit down. 
 
    Just great! There was no way he would be allowed to speak to her now, and it would be no use looking at any of the other woman. Surely no one else was nearly as interesting.  
 
    Kade stood alone on the floor, quietly flexing his fingers in frustration as Malig'ahnt was eventually “enticed” to stalk away. Slowly, people began to return to their business. Kade watched the two women whisper to each other, the younger's expression soon turning even more frightened and despondent than before. She had good reason. Malig'ahnt was not the kind to let public humiliation go unavenged—deserving though it was. 
 
    Suddenly Kade began to wonder if it really could be the same woman from the bookstore. Just how many layers of personality could one female possess? Scholar, flirt, seductress, victim, warrior. Warrior. The defensive reflexes were certainly the same. 
 
    “Look at me and recognize me,” he willed under his breath. “Then I will know.” 
 
    A long half a minute passed before the Keeper turned her head and noticed him standing there. Kade grimaced. It seemed his manly vibes were still working, they were just working on the wrong woman. 
 
    Then she finally looked at him, too, and he quickly nodded dumbly in greeting. 
 
    You idiot. Do something more charming! 
 
    Kade became acutely aware, once again, that he probably was not looking his best. It flustered him to feel such diffidence before a woman. He was not naive. He was well aware that most women found him attractive. Usually he was the one making them feel flighty. She was the lowly merchandise, for Henna's sake! 
 
    So why did he feel like an awkward, prepubescent school boy under the schoolmaster's knowing eye? The sapient, exquisitely beautiful schoolmaster. 
 
    As if indeed she did see him in just that way, she grinned, humored, tipping her head in response. Well, it was a start. He was just relieved to get a smile. Now he could go talk to her! 
 
    Eagerly, Kade started forward—but then her expression suddenly changed into one of undeniable recognition. It was the same woman! He knew it! Only, her look of shock and alarm that came with that recognition told Kade she wasn't necessarily happy to see him again. The floor suddenly went dark. 
 
    Blast! 
 
    “Brother, did you see that scrumptious little tart in action?” Sal chortled as he came upon Kade. “What I would give to feel that bit o' firmness next to me under the covers for a night!” 
 
    Kade knew she couldn't see him anymore though she continued to peer into the darkness, concern shadowing her brow. He sighed. She must think he was stalking her. 
 
    “I know that one, Sal.” He watched the Keeper gently lead her toward the stage. 
 
    “What, what? That vixen-ish delight? And just what other dirty little secrets have you acquired during your long silence o' these last several days?” 
 
    “None,” Kade retorted. “I just met her briefly a couple days ago in Bansool—by accident. And I do no' think she liked me very much.” He shook his head. “I had no idea she would be here. I had no idea she was—” 
 
    “Here now. I know that tone, mate. Is she the one on which you have set your sights?” Sal laughed incredulously. “You are joking, right?” Kade didn't smile, and Sal sobered faster than a bull on castration day. “Now wait a minute, brother. Far be it from me to quell any healthy, impetuous behavior  in a stiff like you, but, as your best friend—and understanding that I do ultimately have your best interests at heart—I must be responsible and say that a hot and savory flavor like that might be a little more woman than someone like you is prepared to handle.” 
 
    Kade's eyes were drawn to the area left of the stage where all the khari'na had congregated. He could almost sense her presence there, feel her pull, as if she had him on a line. Hook, line, and— 
 
    “I have to have her.” 
 
    A silent moment passed, then Sal placed a somber hand at his shoulder. “Brilliant argument, mate. I am astonished you never became a lawyer.” 
 
    “Well, brother,” Kade drolled, turning back to his friend. “I just thought I would try being more like you today.” 
 
    The hand lifted off. “Ah! Then who am I to debate such a wise choice? I bow to your intelligence, my friend. The spitfire it is!” 
 
    Kade chuckled. How dull would his life be without Salkin Mejhisk? 
 
    One more glance toward the shadowy khar lineup at the far end of the room and he allowed Sal to conduct him to their seats at a table occupied by two other gentlemen. They politely stood, gesturing a courteous, customary welcome, and Kade and Sal soon made themselves comfortable. Once seated in the darkness, however, the voice of reason started in on Kade. Maybe Sal was right. Maybe he was just caught up in adrenaline and emotion right now and something else pretty and reasonably witty would catch his eye. Something safer. 
 
    He rubbed at his temples. Okay. Just relax and use your head. Do no' get sucked in again. There were plenty of women here that would do. After all, she could not be that special. 
 
    Bah! 
 
    It was disgraceful, a grown man outright lying to himself. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Softly illumined tables in staggered rows across the floor made ghostly silhouettes of their occupants, but Lyra perceived the multitude of eyes on her as she fell in line with the other khari'na. Her heart palpitated fitfully in her chest. Finally, the perimeter lights were lowered as well and she gratefully faded into the darkness with everyone else.  
 
    That man—that lord. Was this the Father's idea of a joke, throwing him before her again? Was the man planning to bid on her? An unexpected rush pulsed through Lyra. 
 
    No! … No. She guiltily shook off the fleeting sensation. No. They were all nothing but lust-loving wolves. The most amiable emotion she might ever be able to drum up for any of them was a stiff tolerance. The vision of Lord Malig'ahnt as her winning bidder coalesced before Lyra's eyes, making an oppressive cold settle into her bones and a lump formed in her throat. 
 
    You're screwed, girl. 
 
    “Lyra, here is your glove. I assume this linen came from Mar'go? And I picked up this lilicanth off the ground, as well. Did a gentleman give it to you?” Maehan said as she unloaded everything into her arms. 
 
    “I think so. I didn't see who gave it, though. It just showed up at my feet.” Lyra fought for an even tone. At least the dim lighting hid her reddened eyes from the Keeper.  
 
    “Ah, a secret admirer is a good thing. Hold on to it.” 
 
    Lyra nodded. Could it have come from that man? 
 
    Over the intercom system, bidders and other audience members were welcomed. 
 
    Maehan said, “You are number forty-one. Just watch the other girls and you will see how it works. Did you meet anyone that you think you would prefer?” 
 
    Prefer? I would prefer none of them. I'd prefer to be a million miles away from here! “Um, maybe one or two. I spoke to a couple not too vigorous looking ones … who might leave me alone more.” Her voice began to tremble. 
 
    Thankfully, Maehan didn't notice. “Good. In your case, wheelchair bound and older would be so much the better. If you can see one o' them from the stage, make eye contact. It will encourage him. Now, I need to make sure everyone else is ready. Good luck, Little Tiger.” The old woman cupped Lyra's face in her hands. “May your god deliver you to a good man.” 
 
    Clapping and cheers erupted from the audience as the announcer finished his introductory speech, and bright lighting flooded harsh and white onto the stage. Khari'na number one was invited to come forward. 
 
    Oh Father, there must be a better alternative! What if she went to … Reluctant gears began to turn. Would that really be so bad? 
 
    Hundt was suddenly at her side. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Avoiding his eye, Lyra said somberly, “I'm wondering if I might rather battle my way through Caldreen'n society … than sleep through it.” 
 
    “Lyra, you do no' mean that.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “Maybe I do. The fighting khar troop can't be that bad. It's all just for show anyway. Isn't it?” 
 
    A fire lit up Hundt's face and, with a growl, he took her roughly by the arm and pulled her to a more private location behind the stage. The huge man stared gravely down at her. “It is no' just a show. Khari'na sometimes die during the challenges. And do no' think for a second that your virtue will be respected there as it has been in the caravan. There is little supervision o' the handlers hired to train the fighting khari'na. You do no' want to go there. Is that clear?” 
 
    He had been squeezing her arm almost to the point of pain, but finally let go. It was the most agitated she had seen the big man so far. Lyra couldn't hold back the tears any longer and she nodded weakly in compliance, trying not to sniffle too loudly. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Please stop,” he grumbled softly. “This will do you no good.” 
 
    Hundt pulled from his breast pocket a carefully pressed, white handkerchief and began to dab gingerly at the wetness around her eyes. In the background, congratulatory clapping started as a winning bidder for the first khari'na was declared. 
 
    “Mrs. Woodrose,” he said, “I am sorry you find yourself in this position. It is no' fair—what happened to you and your friends.” At Lyra's surprise, Hundt shrugged. “Mae told me.” 
 
    Lyra grabbed at his arm with a sudden fervor. “Then, Mr. Hundt, please … please help me. Let me take my tracker and run. I can run fast and I can run hard. If you and Maehan just don't say anything, maybe I can get beyond range before they start looking for me.” 
 
    With reluctance, he pulled away. “It will no' work. You would no' be able to evade the dogs for long. The government knows how to find runaways. And,” he took a deep breath, “Mae and I would be held responsible for your escape regardless. It would mean a life o' imprisonment for me and for Mae—death. I am sorry. I canno' let you go.” 
 
    A gnawing emptiness tore at Lyra. She mumbled, “I am going to die in the fighting troop anyway, you know. I'm sure they are very interested in me after what I did to that lord. And no one else with any respectability will want me after that stunt.” 
 
    From Hundt's chest, a strange, deep grumble billowed that took Lyra a second to recognize as … laughter. It startled her so that, for a moment, she forgot about her dread. 
 
    “'Na Lyra,” he chuckled, “I do no' think you appreciate the impression you made on those unsuspecting patrons out there, sitting in their stiff white collars and polished, patent leather shoes.” 
 
    “Yes, I'm afraid I do, Mr. Hundt. They saw willful insubordination from a rough-hewn farm girl!” 
 
    Hundt brushed a tendril of hair away from her eyes. “They saw an intelligent, strong, beautiful siren o' a woman, and the poor saps hardly know what to do with themselves over it.” 
 
    Hot color rose to Lyra's cheeks at the unexpected compliment, and she stepped back in embarrassment. “I don't believe you. I think the men here are looking for compliance and softness—” 
 
    “And I think you do no' know men as well as I do.” Hundt folded ripply arms across a brawny chest in challenge. 
 
    A whisper of a grin passed across her features. “I don't think those lords out there are much like you, Mr. Hundt.” 
 
    “And you do no' realize how much we are the same.” Hundt plucked the lilicanth from off Lyra's pile of things and, with the knife from his waistband, smartly cut the stem a couple inches from the bud. Then he tucked the bloom into Lyra's hair over one ear. “You need no' worry about having a shortage o' good bidders. Trust me.” 
 
    “… Okay.” Lyra felt somewhat comforted. And unsettled. He was standing so close. 
 
    “Hmm,” he chuckled again. “Try harder than that.” 
 
    “Okay.” This time she smiled. For real. 
 
    “Much better.” Hundt dabbed a little more at her face, then offered his arm for Lyra to take. 
 
    Their walk back to the line, however, was interrupted by a short burst of steam blowing out from a large water heater just behind the stage. Hundt detoured them over to the flustered mechanic kneeling on the ground beside it. “Are you still having trouble there, Mr. Yaliguhd?” 
 
    “Aye, Mr. Hundt. This confounded boiler has been giving me fits since yesterday.” 
 
    The bulky unit was set up to service the beverage and appetizer tables placed behind the stage. 
 
    “Could you use some help?” Hundt offered. 
 
    “I thank you, but no. I think I know what the trouble is now. The hard part is getting to it behind all the other pipes and whatnots.” The wiry mechanic guided a wrench far into the depths of the machine. Scraping and light squeaking were heard as a nut was laboriously tightened. Another small puff of steam escaped. The boiler shuddered. Yaliguhd swore under his breath and tried again. 
 
    “Good luck, then,” Hundt said. 
 
    “Aye.” Yaliguhd waved an arm. 
 
    Hundt returned Lyra back to her place in line and she accidentally wobbled on the last couple steps. “What I will be worrying about,” she joked nervously, “is falling flat on my backside again in these shoes.” 
 
    He just gave a small smile and took her linen, saying he would return it to the twins. Lyra replaced her glove. She thanked him sincerely for his help. 
 
    He nodded. “I will come back and check on you again as it gets nearer your turn. Do no' worry about the bidders, all right?” 
 
    “All right.” She felt more confident this time. 
 
    Hundt nodded once more and made ready to leave, but as he brushed by her, she heard the whisper in her ear, “You would have my bid.” 
 
    Spinning in surprise, Lyra saw Hundt's commanding outline fading into the dimness between candlelit tables. An uproar of applause signaled the completion of another sale. Wait. Did she just hear the final price at sixteen five? A particularly fresh and becoming girl emerged from the high wattage flood of stage illumination accompanied by a well-dressed young man with slicked hair. He escorted her down the steps and onto the floor where she was handed off to Maehan. The young man took the next khari'na in line and stood ready at the steps for the announcer to beckon them forward. 
 
    The sold khar was congratulated by the Keeper for fetching such a good price. She flushed with pleasure. To the gushing and “oohing” of her comrades over her success, she made her way down the line to head to the waiting room. Lyra readied herself to offer congratulations, as well, but the girl's deep blue eyes flashed at her as she neared, and Lyra's words got wedged in her throat. 
 
    “Try no' to make any more stupid mistakes, Miss High and Mighty,” she charged in a bristling whisper. “You are going to get us all into trouble,”  
 
    With that, Lyra was left standing distraught and confused as the young woman went her way. Similar warning looks from others quickly confirmed that the blue-eyed one wasn't alone in her feelings. Lyra wanted to hide in a hole. Trouble? What did she mean by that? 
 
     The bidding began for khari'na number three. All attention went back to the stage. Almost all. 
 
    “'Na Lyra?” a high, soft voice said hesitantly. The khari'na just ahead in line—number forty—was watching her from behind large, trusting eyes. She looked very young. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Hi,” she grinned. “I am Bit.” 
 
    “Bit?” 
 
    “My real name is Behrlitelle, but my parents always just called me Bit.” 
 
    Lyra smiled at her. “Hello, Bit. It's nice to meet you.” 
 
    Bit's gown was a pretty, blush pink and white chiffon arrangement—quite modest considering— that flattered her long, silky brown hair set with white-petaled blossoms encircling her crown. It effected innocence. Blushing youth. Bit still bore some roundness in her cheeks left over from childhood, too, and Lyra couldn't help but think that Bit must barely be of age. 
 
    “You should no' let what Zentlee said bother you,” Bit told her. “She is mostly just jealous. Everyone is wondering where you got your gown, and they are jealous over all the attention you have been getting. But no' me. I like you.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, Bit. I can already tell I like you, too.” Lyra grinned at the sweet candor. Then she quietly said, “But do you know what 'Na Zentlee meant by saying I was making trouble for everyone?” 
 
    Bit glanced quickly about for eavesdroppers. “Some o' the girls have been whispering. They think your actions may make some o' the lords think they need to show who is boss right away tonight, you know, when they take us home.” Worry crossed her pixie-like, freckled face. 
 
    “Oh!” Lyra hadn't thought of that. Darn her defensive reflexes! “Bit, I certainly hope that is not the case. If there are any repercussions, I wish them all on myself. Okay? And I am so sorry if anyone else has to suffer at all because of what I did. … Do you believe me?” 
 
    The girl's flowers bounced with her nod and Bit linked an arm through Lyra's. It reminded Lyra greatly of her daughters and how they acted with their friends. The quick trust. The instant friendship. In tandem, they began to watch the goings on, the latest khari'na on display executing the usual presentation routine—glide and pose, glide and pose—while the caller on the floor out front of stage left worked to extract more bids. 
 
    Bit turned to her after a minute. “'Na Lyra?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Did you mean what you said the other day in the coach when you were cutting hair?” 
 
    “Uh …” Other day? Hair? 
 
    “You know. On the way here, about your first time. You said it was on your joining night and it was 'exquisite.' Was that true?” 
 
    “Well, yes, Bit. It was true.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The girl sounded relieved. A little too relieved. 
 
    “Bit! Have you never …?” 
 
    “No,” Bit replied, shamefaced. “I was afraid to say anything when everyone else was talking about it.” 
 
    “Mom” mode instantly took over. “Wait, how old are you? Really. The truth now.” 
 
    “Well …” Bit cowered slightly. Then she suddenly blurted, “I turned sixteen a few weeks ago.”  
 
    “Bit!” Lyra exclaimed through her teeth. “I thought the age limit was eighteen. No exceptions.” 
 
    “I am tall for my age and it was easy for my mother to just tell them I was old enough. Please do no' say anything, 'Na Lyra. Please!” 
 
    Both women were struggling to keep their voices down. “Bit, I—I don't know if I can promise you that.” Heavens! She was not much older than Rorn! “You should not be here.” 
 
    “Please, 'Na Lyra.” Tears began to fill Bit's wide eyes. “We have no money and my father … he, well, he was starting to pay attention to me … in ways I did no' like. And Mother told me it would be better for me to just be with a lord.” 
 
    Lyra was in shock. Her father! “Bit, I—” She wrapped protective arms around the teen in a tight hug. —I don't know what to say. 
 
    All of a sudden, Lyra's own fears seemed minuscule. What was she so worried about? She was a mature woman with fifteen years of lovemaking practice. That it was all with the same man did not negate the fact that she was still much more experienced than this young thing—this child. Lyra held Bit, bequeathing to her all the tenderness of a mother's love that she possessed. 
 
    When Bit looked up at her again it was with complete trust. “I am going to be sold to a very nice man, right? And he will love me and take good care o' me.” 
 
    Lyra didn't want to lie. “… I wish it with all my heart, Sweetness.” Then she quickly put on a smile. “But I can promise you this: if your lord ever treats you unkindly, you let me know, and I will personally kick his fanny all the way to the Barrier Region. Deal?” 
 
    Giggling, Bit held up a hand, touching the tips of her thumb and middle finger together to make a circle. “Girlfriend guarantee?” 
 
    “Girlfriend guarantee,” Lyra pledged, creating the same shape within the circle of Bit's to make a link. Huh. The old girlhood vow was still alive and well. 
 
    They “shook” on it and another sold khari'na came off the stage. The two women returned to watching the auction progress. 
 
    “'Na Lyra?” Bit said after a minute. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What does 'exquisite' mean?” 
 
    Lyra laughed. 
 
    Thereafter, Bit stuck like glue to Lyra. For the girl's sake, Lyra whipped up some enthusiasm for gown-and-makeup critiquing as they spoke in confidential whispers. Lyra only became disconcerted when she noticed that, in the darkness, a khar's implant could be seen glowing softly through the skin if the hair was pushed out of the way. She carefully kept her front toward the arena floor after that. 
 
    As expected, the khari'na with unique or particularly useful traits or talents went for more money. G'lint, the exotic, pale white cave dweller from the north, was quite popular. One of the red-headed girls from the well-to-do family collection commanded a lofty nineteen thousand and three quarters. Not only was she extremely beautiful, but she was the more skilled of her refined cousins. 
 
    The emcee always started with age, height, natural hair color, and place of birth. Then he would go on to list any special skills of interest, his tone growing increasingly bored as the event wore on. The men raised sticks with numbered paper squares attached to indicate their intentions. Under the glare of the stage lights only the first couple rows of tables were visible. 
 
    As she and Bit neared the stage, Lyra thought she deciphered the fighting troop table from the men's unusually rough choice of clothing compared to the rest of the tucked and shined lords. Hmmm. So it wasn't strictly just the upper class allowed in. Another nearby table featured a couple women in company. They exuded a definite hardened appearance under the layers of heavy makeup and revealing gowns. One of the bordellos? Fortunately, these two tables had remained rather inactive today. 
 
    Lord Malig'ahnt sat very near the front along one side of the catwalk, and the hair on Lyra's arms tried to prickle under the confines of her long gloves when she saw him. His rather disinterested and condescending air mirrored that of the very old gentleman's next to him. Malig'ahnt occasionally twiddled with his number two bidding stick, but had not as yet used it. 
 
    The patrons in general reflected a mellow enthusiasm, as eagerness would be considered sub par. After all, the matter of spending such large quantities of money was a serious business. Many were only there anyway to sit back and observe who bought what and, more importantly, for how much. When a sale happened to close particularly high, it seemed they were actually applauding each other on what a fine, wealthy assemblage of masculinity they were to part with so much money over a simple luxury. Lyra silently scorned them with her eyes. 
 
    Before they knew it, Bit's turn was next and the young escort was extending a forearm to take her up. Gracious, were they here already? Lyra gave Bit a last, quick hug, wishing her good luck. 
 
    “Khari'na number forty,” the announcer droned. “Eighteen years, five foot six inches, medium brown, o' the township o' Wyrie. Two years o' formal schooling, sews—special skill in embroidery, cooks, certified 'pure.'” 
 
    A small ripple swept through the tables with that last detail. The only bona fide virgin of the day. That alone increased Bit's value a few thousand. The auctioneer began and sticks poked into the air. 
 
    “… ten thousand to number thirty-five. Do I see ten-five? Ten-five on number eighty-four. Eleven thousand? Thank you, number twelve. Eleven-five to number twenty. Twelve thousand? Twelve? Twelve—number seventy. …” 
 
    Lyra's heart pounded for Bit. She was just a baby. The problem was, Lyra didn't even know to what kind of man she would prefer to see Bit go. An impossible quandary. A prayer for Bit went up to the heavens and a favorite childhood song inexplicably started playing in Lyra's head. 
 
    … Help me to follow Thy path and to pray. 
 
    Help me return to Thee, Father, some … 
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
    Hundt. 
 
    Lyra let the last word of the cherished melody hang unspoken. Her mouth opened to answer something, but she stopped herself. No. Sarcasm wouldn't help. Besides, she'd made a promise to the Eternal Father, and she wasn't about to let anger and worry drive the Spirit away now. The only impression she had received was to continue in patience and wait. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The caller was wrapping up Bit's sale. “Seventeen thousand and three to fifty-two. Seventeen thousand and four? Seven—aye, seventeen-four thousand number twenty. How about seventeen-five, number fifty-two? Seventeen-five. …” 
 
    Lyra couldn't see bidder number fifty-two, but after a moment, he must have raised his stick because the caller suddenly went back to bidder twenty asking for seventeen-six. There was another long pause, then the caller pronounced Bit sold for seventeen thousand five hundred to bidder number fifty-two. The usual appreciative applause transpired. 
 
    Bit was led back off stage.  
 
    “Oh, 'Na Lyra, I was so nervous!” Bit exclaimed, hugging her. “I could hardly move! But did you hear the price? I canno' wait until Mother sees the money that will be sent to her!” 
 
    “You did beautifully, Sweetness. I am very proud of you.” 
 
    Maehan came forward to receive her, looking quite weary, but bearing a smile for the girl nonetheless. “Aye, 'Na Behrlitelle. You did very well.” Maehan patted Bit's cheek. “Now go to the waiting room and relax for a while.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Bit, flushed with excitement. “Good luck, 'Na Lyra. I know you are going to do great, too.”  
 
    With one more hug, Bit left and suddenly the escort was waiting expectantly for Lyra on the bottom step. Gulp. 
 
    She whispered quickly to Maehan, “What did you put down for the emcee to say about me?” 
 
    “Nothing, my dear. Mr. Shorn had your file already when we visited him and I believe he put it with the others in Grally's office later.” Worry made new creases across Maehan's brow. “Your fake history was the only thing in there. Surely, he wrote something on a bio sketch form for the emcee.” 
 
    Lyra's pulse started a pounding rhythm in her veins. Mr. Shorn knew absolutely nothing about her!  
 
    The escort cleared his throat softly in an effort to get her attention and the announcer beckoned khari'na number forty-one onto the stage. The skin over Lyra's implant begin to itch again. It mocked her, reminded her that it was the very reason she was here—about to be sold. Nearly trembling, Lyra reached for the escort's hand. 
 
    A much larger, stronger one intercepted, enveloping Lyra's fingers in a firm but gentle grip. 
 
    “If you do no' mind, sir,” murmured Hundt in a tone that said he really was not asking permission, “I will present this one to the lords personally.” Lyra peered, surprised, into the dark, unfathomable expression of her volunteer. 
 
    The escort grazed quickly over Hundt's massive form and stammered something in the affirmative, then stepped away, not about to argue with biceps three times the size of his own. Lyra managed to recover her wit soon enough. 
 
    “A highly irregular request, Mr. Hundt. I'm sure this is not part of your job description.” 
 
    Hundt turned his back on the disturbed escort. “And trust him to save you from your own clumsiness in those shoes? I do no' think so.” 
 
    Lyra giggled. “Was that a joke from the mouth of the staid Gralion Hundt?” 
 
    “It has been known to happen,” he grunted. 
 
    Lyra let her new personal escort-giant carefully lead her up the steps and nervous hyper-awareness kicked in. The remaining khari'na behind clumped together, whispering to each other. Overhead, the blinding wash of lights waited to drown her. The intermittent groaning and clanking from backstage had grown louder. 
 
    Ching! Pssssssssss. 
 
    Lyra and Hundt's heads whipped toward the sound. 
 
    Large puffs of steam pushed forward under the bottom edge of the background curtain and up through the cracks in the stage flooring. What in the world? 
 
    Yaliguhd's flustered face suddenly popped up from under the curtain. “Sorry about that! Oh! It is you, Mr. Hundt. Well, the boiler clamp just broke—but keep going. Just a little steam.” Then the head disappeared, leaving a disturbed, swirling patch of mist hovering in its place. 
 
    Lyra stared uneasily at the fogginess billowing across the stage. She turned large, questioning eyes to Hundt who only shrugged. The emcee called once more for khari'na forty-one. 
 
    Lyra quickly whispered, “I just want to say thank you again, Mr. Hundt—for being so kind to me.” 
 
    “It has been my pleasure, Mrs. Woodrose.” His gaze went out over all the people waiting to see the woman that the breadth of his body still largely shielded from view. Then it returned to Lyra, and rested there. “And by the way,” he said, raising her hand in readiness, “you can call me Grally.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hundt led Lyra to center stage. 
 
    Steam flowed around them in great swelling clouds. It settled as it cooled, rolling off the front edge of the stage in slow-moving, eerie sheets. Lyra waited for Hundt to take her onto the catwalk for her initial presentation to the audience, but he paused, thoughtful, as he took in the scene that had been created. 
 
    “Walk out there by yourself,” he suddenly commanded. 
 
    Lyra's grip on his hand intensified. “Are you kidding?” she whispered harshly back. “You are supposed to make sure I don't trip.” 
 
    “You will be fine.” He unlocked her death grip and turned her about. “Just take one step at a time. Go out, pause, turn, and come back. Do it now.” 
 
    By the waist he practically shoved her forward and Lyra cruised into clear air, alone, and keenly aware of the precarious battle she fought with her stilettos and the real possibility of misstepping off the catwalk. The overhead lights were blinding. Lyra swallowed back her stomach and reminded herself that now was not a good time to panic. Slow down. Left foot. Right foot. Good. You're nearing the end. An unknown strength helped her set her shoulders square. 
 
    On the floor below, the mist parted into rivulets as it crept between tables and eventually disappeared into the black beyond. Everything it touched was silent and still. Everything it touched was … silent … and still. Oh God, the emcee had not begun! 
 
    At the end of the catwalk, Lyra had to force her arms to remain at her sides. Instinctively she wanted to hug herself and run screaming from the stage. Don't panic. Don't panic. Look confident. Lyra's panic increased. 
 
    Remember who you are, my daughter. 
 
    Lyra stopped breathing. 
 
    All of a sudden, an inexplicable burning lit up inside, a mysterious energy filling every cell of her being, pulsing through her heart, and electrifying her senses. The sensation was so sharp, so intense, it almost hurt and, for a moment, Lyra was certain that if she moved a muscle, she would literally burst into flames. 
 
    The announcer finally started. “Khari'na number forty-one: twenty-eight years, er, about five foot four, dark brown hair, from the town o' … Flantilly. … Ten years experience.” The man fell silent.               
 
    Holy Heavens, that was it? 
 
    The unseen force dissipated and Lyra felt free to make a quarter turn. Giddy with anxiety, she addressed the spectators then continued around to the other side. It took several seconds for the auctioneer to finally realize that no more information would be forthcoming. He broke the dead stillness to begin at nine thousand. 
 
    Slowly, Lyra turned again. Not a sound whispered through the hollow silence. The caller asked again for nine thousand. Lyra's legs felt like jelly. She was sure they would give out at any moment. On her next turn she saw that Hundt had come forward part way, and a few panicked fingers rose toward him. To her immeasurable relief, he swiftly closed the gap, ending her solo act. 
 
    With a supportive hand at the small of her back, he guided her next turn. 
 
    “My bio was awful and nothing is happening,” she whispered while she faced away from the audience. 
 
     Hundt gently twirled her then pulled her against him, leaning her back slightly, his face close to hers. “Wait for it …” 
 
    “Nine thousand to number thirteen!” the caller exclaimed, relieved. “Nine thousand. Who will give me nine-five? Nine-five to fifty-seven. Ten-oh? Thank you, thirty-six. Ten-five? …” 
 
    Hundt walked Lyra back to the stage. He waited until they passed the nearest tables before mumbling out the side of his mouth, “Stay focused on me alone, for now. Understood?” Lyra nodded nervously. They reached the stage and on the next turn he whispered, “Good. Now smile. Loosen your grip on my hand. Lengthen your stride. Do no' walk—flow.” 
 
    The bid reached fourteen-five and the caller didn't appear to be slowing. 
 
    Hundt turned her again at stage left. “I said to keep your eyes on me,” he chastised. “You are wandering. You must block out the caller. It is making you stiffen.” 
 
    “I'm trying!” 
 
    “Try harder,” he growled. 
 
    Breathing in deeply, Lyra searched for the reassurance of the Holy Spirit again, and soon discovered a tiny, residual spark of warmth still encircling her heart. With equal parts dry humor and dizzy relief, she told it, Oh there you are! Now, you led me into this mess so you'd better stay with me! 
 
    Perhaps if she just pretended that she and Hundt were having fun at a party together. Miraculously, the tension left. Lyra smiled freely and received an approving nod from her escort. He spun and dipped her once more—low and dramatic this time. 
 
    “One would think,” she observed slyly, “that you have held a woman like this before.” 
 
    “Sisters,” he grunted. “It was five against one. I was doomed from the start.” 
 
    She stifled a laugh. “Okay. What do we do now?” 
 
    With a grasp to the back of her knee, Hundt pulled her leg up tantalizingly against his hip, his lips parting to reveal startlingly white teeth. “We dance.” 
 
    # # # 
 
    Kade sat. Agitated. Silent, as the auction progressed. His number ninety-seven bidding stick lay untouched next to fingers that drummed nervously on the table. He didn't know when he would see her and his anxiety increased with each completed sale. 
 
    Every once in a while a woman of potential would appear and he would get a meaningful glance from Sal, but each time Kade would only shake his head and go back to frowning at his knuckles. Consequently, Sal spent most of his time quietly nursing a stiff drink and wondering what had come over his best friend. 
 
    Their fellow table-mates, a rather fat lord in his late forties and a short, bald man in company of a paunch of no inconsequence himself, possessed one bid stick between them. But it was only a token. Just two more of the many men and occasional woman in attendance merely to see and be seen. 
 
    Around khari'na number thirty, a stout lady—a wife by virtue of her thick, gaudy, gold necklet—joined the bald man at their table. The lady seated herself and immediately launched into a hushed, though animated, play-by-play description of each of the stores she had visited and “with whom” she spoke. The lord “hmm-ed” and nodded at the right times to the satisfaction of his wife. 
 
    Long minutes rolled by with earfuls of “Lady So-and-So looking a bit rounded in the tummy—if you know what I mean,” even though her husband had been on deployment for the last six months, and Lord and Lady What's-Their-Name spending five hundred rednotes on their daughter's coming-of-age cotillion. 
 
    At khari'na thirty-six, Kade took a little more notice of the exceptional beauty in green. Her shoulder length, fiery red hair billowed in soft waves about her heart-shaped face. Education level: eight years of schooling under private tutelage. Age: twenty-five. Skills and Interests: painting, poetry, music instruction on the harp. Just the type of woman he had been hoping to find. Wasn't it? 
 
    He could feel Sal watching him carefully from under knit brows, but after a pause, Kade only leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands wearily behind his head. He would have bid hard for that one, if it weren't for …. Sal returned to his drink.  
 
    The girl eventually went for nineteen thousand, seven hundred and fifty—a price that made Kade whistle softly. That extended well past his own sixteen-five that he had transferred out of his savings the other day. And taking out that much had been a worrisome enough experience as it was. He was still in desperate hope that he would be able to return at least some of it when the day was through. 
 
    Khari'na number forty did not help his mood. Even from forty feet away, he could tell the pretty, budding, young virgin must not be more than sixteen or seventeen—no matter what the emcee had written on his paper. She reminded him quite a bit of his own sweet Jos'lie, too, and that didn't settle well. 
 
    The bidding eventually slowed for her around seventeen thousand. The lead bidder, fifty-two, was just a few tables up—an older couple with a young man placed between them. The young man appeared to be not yet twenty. Honest-looking. A little soft. Was she going to be some kind of present? 
 
    When khari'na forty-one was brought up, Kade could barely see any of her for the muscle-bound figure blocking her from view. It was the same guard that broke up the tussle with Malig'ahnt. Hmm. Where was the usual escort? 
 
    Then the stage began to fill with fog, a whitish, grayish haze, and the khari'na and the guard were two ghostly silhouettes floating across it. Some equipment mishap? None of the arena crew seemed too concerned, however, so Kade and Sal just remained in their seats with everyone else. 
 
    Suddenly, she blazed out of the mist. Kade bolted upright in his chair. 
 
    The full force of the center lighting struck khari'na number forty-one's gown and glittering flecks of light exploded off her, splashing prismatic onto nearby surfaces like spray from a sparkling waterfall. Kade's pulse slammed through his veins. 
 
    By herself, she stepped to the end of the catwalk. Glowing. Haloed in the lights. Her gown shimmering in soft colorful hues. The billowing steam turned to swirling tendrils in her wake, and for the second time in an afternoon the woman dictated absolute silence across the arena. Like a queen commanding the attention of her subjects, she stood. Her gaze penetrated through every single man, humbling him, stripping him of his pathetic titles, his wealth, his masculinity, and causing each to wonder secretly within himself if she would find him worthy. Was he? 
 
    “Khari'na number forty-one,” the emcee finally began with uncertainty. “Twenty-eight years, er, about five foot four, dark brown hair, from the town o' … Flantilly. … Ten years experience.”  
 
    Silence. 
 
    That was it? Wait, that couldn't be right! 
 
    The hush did not lift as she turned gracefully alone at the catwalk's end, the embodiment of power, agility, dignity, and elegance all rolled into one. A more beautiful sight Kade had yet to witness, and he could not take his eyes off her. The caller began at nine thousand. 
 
    No response. The guard rejoined her and when he took her hand, it was with the respect and admiration of one handling a precious jewel. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Ow! A not too subtle kick squarely against Kade's shin under the table made Kade glare at his best friend. Sal was quietly pushing his bid stick toward him with an expression that said, Well, Mr. Impetuous, are you going to put your money where your mouth is, or no'? 
 
    The khar's dark escort suddenly drew her close, towering over her as he lowered her into an intimate dip, sensual and possessive. Kade reached for the stick. 
 
    “Nine thousand to number thirteen! I have nine thousand. Who will give me nine-five? … Nine-five to fifty-seven. Ten-oh? Thank you, thirty-six. Ten-five? …” 
 
    Looking somewhat like a pincushion, the arena floor was soon littered with upraised sticks. Kade held tightly to his ninety-seven on the table. It was useless to jump in until things began to slow down. But after a minute, he and Sal exchanged uneasy looks. Things were not slowing down. 
 
    Fifteen thousand … sixteen-five … seventeen … The escort spun and dipped her low and seductive, making a show of grasping the back of her knee and lifting it to his waist. The long slit in her skirt allowed the airy fabric to fall away revealing a tantalizing, light muscle definition along her shapely leg from hip all the way down to the tiny sparkle of an insignificant chain round her ankle. 
 
    New numbers went up and the lady at their table suddenly smacked her husband smartly in the shoulder with her substantial purse. Kade looked over in time to see Lord Baldy glumly lowering his bidding stick. 
 
    This is ridiculous! Kade let go his stick. “I canno' compete with this!” he told Sal over the general buzz of excitement that had arisen. 
 
    “Nineteen-five to number seven. Twenty? Thank you, number fifty-five. Twenty thousand-five? …” 
 
    Dumping his face in his hands, Kade groaned. Through parted fingers he watched the mysterious khari'na float and turn with her partner. She looked quite at ease now, almost coquettish even, smiling up at him. It was almost like they were dancing. 
 
    “I must say, he moves well for such a large man,” Sal commented, impressed. 
 
    Sal received a withering glance that would scorch the needles off a pricklycact. 
 
    The bid reached twenty-two thousand and finally, there was a slight pause. Kade sat up, scanning the tables. A number thirty held it for the moment. Then he saw a number seven in the air near the front. He cursed under his breath. It looked like one of those gladiator troop scouts. He didn't think they ever spent this much money on an auctionee. 
 
    The bids went back and forth a few more times between the two until there was another pause for twenty-four thousand. The woman, who up until now had given complete focus to her escort, swiped a glance at number seven's table whereupon her brilliant smile wavered. 
 
    “Twenty-four thousand to number ninety-seven back there! Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Kade was still holding his number aloft when he heard, “Kadent.” Sal's tone was as a patient father to a naughty child caught drawing on the wall. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Picking up Sal's drink, Kade took a hearty swig, closing his eyes as the heat and bite drizzled reassuringly down his throat. Sal grinned at him. 
 
    “And you are really prepared to spend this much?” 
 
    Number seven bid twenty-four-five which Kade countered. “I have more in savings,” he said, focusing mulishly ahead. He slid the drink back toward Sal. 
 
    The cup was smoothly pushed right back. “Uh, huh,” Sal chuckled. “I think you need this more than I do, mate. I will order myself another.” 
 
    “Twenty-five-five?” the caller's voice rang out. “Twenty-five thousand five hundred?” 
 
    No movement at table seven. Finish it, Kade willed. 
 
    “Twenty-five-five to number two!” 
 
    What? A new bidder! 
 
    “Ah, now that is just no' fair.” 
 
    Sal, his voice thick with sarcasm, had swiveled his chair so he was facing Kade more than the stage. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Kade's heart thudded heavily as he motioned to increase the price. 
 
    Sal laughed. “Brother, watching you sweat in your pants like this is much more entertaining than anything happening over there.” 
 
    After making a mental note not to speak to Sal for another week after tonight, Kade went back to worrying about the new, unidentified competition—who raised the price again. 
 
    “You know, I have no' seen you this uptight over a woman since that time we snuck backstage to meet that stripper you liked.” 
 
    “Sal, not now.” 
 
    “Remember her?” Sal went on, uninhibited. “That was our first year in the academy together. You were going to impress her with your sleight o' hand.” 
 
    “Sal.” Blast! Too many heads in the way for a look at number two. Kade countered again. 
 
    “I think that was your first time, too. What was her name again?” 
 
    “Sal! Will you just shut it and tell me if you can see who number two is?” Kade snapped. 
 
    Their pretty server brought Sal his new drink and he took a merry swig before standing up for a better view. “Ooo, you are no' going to like it,” he warned, gazing ahead. Number two flashed up once more. 
 
    “Serpahn Malig'ahnt,” Kade guessed in disgust. He was afraid of that. 
 
    The khari'na and escort pair slowed their dance to a picturesque walk from one side of the stage to the other. No more showing off. They were merely watching now to see what became of the last two bidders. Kade shut his eyes and raised his number. 
 
    “Twenty-eight thousand, gentlemen! Twenty-eight!” The auctioneer strode closer to table two, waiting expectantly for a response. The lord did not disappoint. Kade went to raise his number again, but Sal's hand was suddenly clasped over his stick, concern darkening his features. 
 
    “Kade, wait. Are you sure you know what you are doing? Are you no' dipping heavily into your savings now? Remember your savings account? That pretty money you have spent the last twelve years breaking your back to accumulate? Tell me there is more somewhere that I do no' know about.” 
 
    Kade ground his teeth, making himself think things through a moment. Recognizing ninety-seven's hesitation, the auctioneer brought the proposed counter down to twenty-eight thousand seven hundred and fifty. “I will make it work,” Kade finally muttered. He pulled his stick out from under Sal's hand to raise the bid again. 
 
    Malig'ahnt gave the go-ahead for twenty-nine and Kade signaled again. Twenty-nine thousand two fifty! Going back and forth between the two, the audience looked like they were watching a courtball match. 
 
    “Twenty-nine-five from number two, ladies and gentlemen!” 
 
    Kade waited for the caller to decrease the next proposal to twenty-nine six hundred before he signaled again. Without a blink, Malig'ahnt went to seven hundred. Kade raised for eight hundred. Nine hundred. Kade wanted to scream. 
 
    Blast the Mother and all her Stars! You are just kidding yourself to hope that Malig'ahnt is as daunted with this much money as you are! 
 
    Quite nearly in a passion, the auctioneer asked for thirty thousand. Kade sat in private agony. This would require absolutely everything he had in savings and then some. He would have to borrow. And the new home plan would, once again, be just a distant dream. Kade stared at his paper number. 
 
    “Kade,” Sal broke in gently, reading his thoughts, “think o' your children. Think o' your business. Are you sure she is worth it?” 
 
    Kade felt every eye in the arena boring into him. The steam had cleared by now and the woman, she too was waiting, breathless, for his response. She knew who number two was just as he did. 
 
    “Thirty thousand, my lord?” the auctioneer asked again. 
 
    Suddenly, khari'na forty-one dropped her escort's hand and strode out onto the catwalk alone. All the way to the end she went, peering into the darkness toward him—and Kade saw fear in her eyes.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Sal whispered again. 
 
    You must protect her. 
 
    Kade's lips silently formed the words of the mandate introducing itself into his thoughts. He blinked. Protect her? She needs me? A sudden calming peace washed over him and Kade met Sal's gaze. “I wish I was no', brother.” He raised his number one more time. 
 
    The reaction through the arena was audible. 
 
    “Thirty thousand! Gentlemen, thirty thousand!” the caller exulted. 
 
    Kade abandoned his chair as all eyes bounced back to Serpahn's stick at table two. Please! he pleaded to any omniscient power that might be listening. 
 
    A low, but heated conversation had erupted between table two's occupants—between father and son. Malig'ahnt senior was gesturing angrily toward the woman and Serpahn was biting back—not wanting to give in. 
 
    Sal stood again, joining Kade at his side, and whispered, “How much do you want to bet that Daddy is going to win this one?” 
 
    “Well, how about a halfpen'? That is all I will have left to my name if you are right.” 
 
    “What about thirty thousand and fifty, my lords?” the auctioneer prodded. 
 
    Oh, come on! 
 
    Serpahn motioned to raise his stick, but his father caught his arm and lowered it again. More stifled, angry words transpired. 
 
    “This is a fine, one-o'-a-kind khari'na, my lords. Exceptional grace. Exceptional poise,” the caller wheedled. “Thirty-thousand and twenty-five?” Kade was about ready to run up there and punch the guy's lights out. 
 
    With a tenacity that defied the old man's age, Malig'ahnt Senior took the stick from his son and laid it to rest between them. 
 
    “Thirty thousand it is! Sold to number ninety-seven!” The caller threw his hands in the air. He expected an uproar of applause, but the anticipated reaction did not come. Everyone just sat dumbfounded. No one had ever outbid Lord Serpahn Malig'ahnt before. And at such a sum! 
 
    In the uncomfortable silence, Kade and Sal, as inconspicuously as possible, found their seats again. Slowly, their table companions began an appreciative fist pounding on the table's surface. Others began to chime in, and others, adding whistles and cheers—until at last, the din nearly became deafening. 
 
    Kade suddenly felt very hot. Henna's bosom! What had he just done? His eyes sought out the khari'na at the end of the catwalk, hoping for reassurance of the impression he had felt so acutely a moment ago, but she was already gone. 
 
    The applause continued and Sal was instantly back in excellent humor. He swigged the last of his drink and slapped the glass on the table. “I tell you what, brother. That woman you just bought with everything you had?” He laughed with a merry ease. “That must have been some first encounter.” 
 
    “Aye,” Kade agreed less enthusiastically, feeling strangely alone now. Everyone and everything else seemed to fade into the background, peculiarly dim and muted like in a dream, and in that moment, he had a sinking feeling his life would never be the same again. “I guess it was.” 
 
    The last of his drink sat dumbly in his hand, and Kade downed it. It really was. 
 
    Things began to quiet down and the emcee called for khari'na number forty-two. 
 
    Kade leaned over to Sal. “I think I am going to leave now. Will you stay here and claim her for me until I get back?” 
 
    “Sure thing, mate.” Sal twirled Kade's bid stick lazily between his fingers as he eyed the figure of their waitress refilling drinks the next table over. “Going to make some sizable withdrawals?” 
 
    Kade nodded. “And see how quickly I can take out a loan.” 
 
    # # # 
 
    “Thirty thousand it is! Sold to number ninety-seven!” 
 
    Lyra felt a hand wrap round her waist. “It is done,” Hundt said close to her ear. “I want you out o' sight o' Malig'ahnt immediately.” 
 
    He led her back to the stage, but from the floor nearby a dangerous voice uttered venomously, “Another time then, whore.” 
 
    The words stung like one of her razor stars and Lyra clung tighter to her friend. At the stage's side steps, the next khar in line looked like she was going to be sick. However, Hundt didn't let Lyra stop to speak to anyone. He pulled her past Maehan, past the remaining khars in line and, brushing away the caravan laborer that waited to guide Lyra to the waiting room, whisked her out of the arena. 
 
    Lyra found herself moving through another long hallway. They finally stopped at a wide door. 
 
    “You did well,” he said. “I am proud o' you. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I guess so.” Lyra felt dizzy. 
 
    Already, her time on the stage seemed blurred, like a distant memory. She had felt fine until she realized the fighting troop really was interested in her. Then the number two stick began to be raised. Sometimes it was Hundt's steadying arm alone that kept her upright and moving after that. Consequently, she didn't know by what power she managed to leave him and go stand at the end of the catwalk, peering into the sea of blackness in supplication to bidder ninety-seven. But any owner besides Malig'ahnt was preferable, of that Lyra was certain. 
 
    “Go in and rest. The auction will be over soon and I will be back with Mae to oversee the transfers.” 
 
    Lyra nodded dumbly while Hundt produced a key and let her inside. She just stood there after the door closed behind her. “It is done.” I've been sold. It finally hit her. 
 
    I'm someone's khar! Oh God and Creator, I'm someone's khar! Father, what are You thinking? Where is my miracle? 
 
    Bit pounced on her with a big hug. “Oh, 'Na Lyra, you took so long! Did the bidding go high? Did you see who got you? How was it?” 
 
    Conversations in the waiting room lulled as the other khars paused, waiting to hear her response. “It went well,” Lyra told Bit softly as she hugged her back. “I couldn't see the lord who won the bid. It went fine,” was all she decided to say. 
 
    Bit hopped up and down. “Come see the beautiful necklets we get to choose from! I already know which one is my favorite.” 
 
    The “waiting room” was actually a long ballroom. Several tables filled with necklets and all kinds of jewelry lined one wall with a few sales clerks scattered about helping the enthusiastic auctionees find things they liked. Along the opposite wall stood a long counter-height table with men in cashier uniforms preparing to receive payment and handle amounts of money that Lyra couldn't even imagine. The near end of the room housed the expected seating area, occupied by small groups of sold, waiting khars, while the other was decked out in long swaths of fabric overhanging a number of delicate, freestanding arches. Each was decorated differently with taffeta and silks, or greenery and flowers, or combinations of both. 
 
    Bit dragged her to the first jewelry-laden table and started sifting through necklets. Lyra said, “Bit, what is all that decoration for over there? Those arches?” 
 
    “Oh, that is for our joinings, silly—where we give our pledge and we get our new necklets. Do you no' remember that from orientation?” 
 
    Lyra pretended to be engrossed in the sparkling, silvery array before her, but inside, she was hurling barbed impeachments. Oh, so making the part where the drooling owner clamps his chain on his new slave's neck look kind of like a wedding meant that it was all okay? That it was real affection and earnest goodwill? How many of the girls really fell for that? 
 
    (Sigh.) Probably most of them. 
 
    Viewing the necklet display, Lyra was confused at first with the abundance of silver and silver alloy spread before her. No gold or warm and precious syllomite anywhere to be seen. Then with a jolt, it came to her. Silver, the common metal (and the only metal most Believers could afford), was the designated color for khari'na in this society. The color-coded collaring must make for easy identification at a glance. 
 
    Free woman—Slave. 
 
    Someone deserving of a measure of respect—Someone deserving only slightly more regard than a doormat. 
 
    Barf. 
 
    The sprightly teen was intent on pointing out many pretty pieces to her, but it was hard for Lyra to concentrate. Everyone was staring: sales ladies, cashiers, other khari'na. Why did everything about her have to stand out? She was different, odd, and Lyra longed once again for the shrouding comfort of Mar'go's linen. The attention got worse when the next khari'na began to arrive and the story of her sale spread through the ballroom.  
 
    A few appeared impressed when they heard the news, but the majority acted like it was all some planned stunt that she had orchestrated. “She is obviously sleeping with Mr. Hundt, after all.” 
 
    Lyra's face burned at the indelicately loud gossip, but fortunately, Bit appeared oblivious to it all. She was too busy gushing over the sparkly trinkets. Thankfully, it wasn't too long before the last auctionee finally walked through the door followed by Maehan and Hundt, and an eager rush for the Keeper and her list of winning bidders with their corresponding numbers transpired. Everyone was dying to know their new lord's identities. 
 
    While Bit skipped happily over to join the others, Lyra took the opportunity to disappear into a remote corner of the seating area. She desperately needed some solitude. Scooting a high-backed sofa chair around to face the blank wall, she sat down, with great relief, to remove her fettering heels. Then curling her legs up under her, Lyra sank into the chair's upholstery, closing her eyes in an attempt to shut out her poignant reality. 
 
    For some minutes, she managed to remain in anonymity, mouthing some favorite, comforting hymn lyrics as she lightly stroked the petals of the lilicanth still secured over her ear. She really needed those uplifting messages to work for her now. Naturally, a prayer soon developed. 
 
    She thanked the Father for giving her the strength to get through her time on stage. She prayed for faith and the ability to understand why it appeared necessary that she remain on this path to unholy seduction. She even concluded with a thought for the mysterious number ninety-seven. Please. Let him be a man of, at least, some decency. 
 
    Someone approached, ending her solitude. 
 
    “Lyra, do you no' wish to know your new lord's name?” It was Maehan 
 
    “What does it matter? It's done, and they all only want one thing, anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, Little Tiger,” Maehan soothed, patting her hair, “promise me you will at least give him a chance before you decide to loathe him forever. You might be surprised.” 
 
    Lyra sighed, “Of course I will give him a chance.” Granted, I could never enjoy the company of a man who condones prostitution and slavery, but … I promise to try to not despise him. 
 
    Men began to pour in and Lyra peeked around her chair. She saw Hundt lining the girls up to be received. “Come along, my dear. It is time for you to join the others,” Maehan said. 
 
    Lyra rose. “But, do I have to put the shoes back on?” she said with a grimace. “My feet feel like they are about to fall off.” 
 
    The Keeper smiled. “I suppose you can just carry them until you go to the joining arches.” 
 
    That reminded her! “Maehan, I have no idea what I'm supposed to do or say.” She supposed it was in her best interest to pretend that she was a normal, prepared khari'na. She didn't want the lord to start asking prying questions. 
 
    Maehan passed her a folded slip of paper. “I wrote the pledge out for you. You can keep this tucked into your glove sleeve until it is time. He will take you under an arch and you will kneel before him. Recite these words, then stand to receive your necklet.” 
 
    “That's it?” Lyra eyed the paper with a morbid curiosity. Then she stashed it as suggested. She didn't want to worry over what was written there just yet. One thing at a time. 
 
    Lyra took take her place in line and her stomach began to flutter. She was about to discover just what kind of Caldreen'n she would be forced to deal with next. Probably a very, very rich and snobbish nobleman—someone who never had to lift a finger for himself and always had every hair and thread perfectly in place. Perhaps it was that older lord with all the land who she had allowed to kiss her hand. Well, if it was him, she knew what to do. That one wanted an elegant figure to hang on his arm at social functions, a khar who would know the right thing to say when asked and be mature enough to keep quiet and out of the way otherwise. 
 
    People walked by, but Lyra kept her head down. She didn't want to meet eyes with more curious onlookers. Next to her Bit was trembling slightly. 
 
    Presently, a threesome approached—a graying lord and his wife with a young man between them. They stopped before Lyra first, which caused her heart to skip. But no. The lord held stick fifty-two in thick fingers at his side. Not hers. The bid winner finally addressed Bit, introducing his son, a stocky young man with straight, black hair who stammered a quick hello. He blushed deeply before his new, perhaps first, woman. 
 
    A minute later, Bit was following her new lord to the Keeper and her official clipboard. She turned to give Lyra a small, hopeful wave goodbye. Godly Father be with her. 
 
    Lyra went back to mostly staring at the polished floor. She made quick scans of the milling bodies here and there for number ninety-seven but, inevitably, would find someone staring at her. After a few minutes of feeling embarrassed, however, Lyra finally decided that she should just hold her head high and offer a little curtsy in cordial acknowledgment. Much better. She had no reason to be ashamed of herself or her actions. 
 
    Feeling much more free, Lyra began to observe the goings on in earnest. She soon discovered Mar'go and Go'mar flitting gaily about from one small gathering to another, like bees making their rounds in a flower-filled meadow, and becoming responsible for even more unwanted attention on Lyra. No doubt their bet was still on and they were gathering opinions. 
 
    It was difficult to see what was happening at the joining arches at the room's opposite end. There were simply too many people in the way, but Lyra did inadvertently meet eyes with a certain lord, probably mid twenties, who bore a particularly refined look about him. He wore an official governmental sash of bright red, running from shoulder to opposite hip across the front of his stately, medium build, as he watched her intently, almost brazenly. After a moment he offered a short nod in greeting and calmly turned back to his companions—a selection of punctilious, inner-circle nobility who seemed eager to lap up his every word. It was hard enough to hold the man's gaze the first time with any degree of confidence, but when he glanced at her again, and again, in between dialogues or some line that made everyone laugh appreciatively, Lyra could scarcely take it. The unwonted notice of a politician—and evidently a popular one—was worse than all the other stares combined. 
 
    Lyra finally had to make herself ignore him completely. She turned to observing the transactions at the cashier tables, and gentlemen counting out stacks of rednotes or presenting credit books to pay for their “prizes.” There was Shorn, hanging about behind the cashiers, personally overseeing his favorite part of his job. Back at the necklet tables, Lyra spotted Bit joyously holding up the one that was her absolute favorite to her new lord. Fortunately, the family seemed to approve the choice.  
 
    Glancing back toward her fellow line-mates, Lyra suddenly realized that she was one of the last women still standing there. Nearly everyone else had been claimed. She shifted her weight uneasily. The obvious tardiness of the lord that bid thirty thousand rednotes for a khari'na—for her—made for some extreme awkwardness. Strained glances from Shorn and other auction officials proved that her concern was shared. Lyra grew more worried. What would happen to her if no one showed up? 
 
    She looked to Hundt for support. He had been maintaining a watchful position at the entrance. Sure enough, she found him still there, but with brow furrowed as he surveilled a figure that had just entered the room. A lord holding a bid stick. 
 
    Number ninety-seven. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra's eyes flew to the face that went with the stick. It was … no one she recognized. He was lean, very well-dressed, and looked to be about her same age. The slightly receding, soft curls of his head were stylishly highlighted and his posture bespoke breeding and sophistication. His “blacks,” the traditional term for men's formal suits, was actually a matching three-piece in deep purple with lavender lace accents. In his other hand, he held an intricately carved walking cane—in place only for fashion. 
 
    Bright green eyes fell on Lyra and long legs broke into confident strides under a crooked, twinkling grin that gave the impression it was about to deliver a great punch line. Out of a sense of rebellion, Lyra wanted to label this character as annoying, but actually … the mannerisms, the look in the eye, the mouth in constant ready position to laugh, it kind of reminded her of … Jon. This was her new owner? 
 
    He bowed low before her. “Please forgive my lingering in the arena. I was detained by the lure o' engaging conversation with a new friend.” Was that some lipstick he just wiped off his mouth? Lyra curtsied and the lord raised her hand to his lips. “And now, so that the fullness o' my heart may be complete, may I be endowed with the great pleasure o' hearing your name?” His eloquent speech was done with just enough tongue-in-cheek that she knew he didn't really take himself that seriously. Lyra breathed easier.  
 
    “It is Lyra, my lord. 
 
    “Ah! 'Na Lyra. The sound of it coming off lips such as yours is like heavenly music. I could relish in your melody all the long day.” 
 
    She gave a short laugh for his poetic efforts—making herself play his game. “It gladdens me that my lord enjoys the sound of my voice.” Then she watched his expression carefully for his reaction to her next words. “But if my lord intends to have me speak at long intervals for his listening pleasure, I fear I cannot guarantee he will always like what comes out.” 
 
    “Indeed! The lady speaks the truth!” The lord's smile widened and his eyes took on a brighter gleam. Lyra relaxed. “But in fact,” he added with a wink, “I do sincerely hope she will surprise me at times. I find that surprises lend to more 'interesting' and enjoyable relations later.” 
 
    Lyra bent her head in mock modesty. “Then I suppose I must endeavor to surprise my lord often.” 
 
    “Well said, my lovely Lyra!” he quickly complimented. 
 
    Lyra felt a sudden flush of horror. Wow! Did I really just utter that terribly flirtatious innuendo? She couldn't help it. She had automatically jumped into the character she knew he wanted. She was just playing a part. How long she could keep it up remained to be seen, however—especially when it came to later tonight. She didn't know yet how she would handle—how she should handle—the carrying out of her primary khari'na duty. Lord of the Universe, help me! 
 
    “You suddenly look a little peaked, my darling.” The lord grinned. “What say we stroll over there to some nice, comfortable seating for a while and you can dazzle me further with the sound o' your voice?” 
 
    Hundt had planted himself protectively off Lyra's shoulder, waves of dislike rolling off his body, but the lord completely ignored him, offering his arm, which Lyra took with some confusion. “My lord does not wish to make his payment and finish the joining process now?” 
 
    He dismissed the question with a vague wave of his hand. “Oh, there is ample time for that later, although your interest in following me into a more intimate setting is duly noted and appreciated.” He winked again and Lyra blushed. The lord finally seemed to notice Hundt staring him down, in terribly intimidating fashion. 
 
    He simply smiled—not intimidated in the least. “Hold this for me, will you, big fellow?” he said, and plopped his bid stick onto Hundt's folded arms. Hundt's eye twitched most irritatingly. 
 
    With a look, Lyra quickly warned her friend to let it go. She would be fine. 
 
    She was placed on a sofa and the lord pulled a padded armchair closer, settling himself on it comfortably to gaze upon her. “Now, you must tell me all about yourself, beginning with this magnificent thing you are wearing. I must say, I have no' seen its equal.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Maehan said from nearby, clipboard in hand. “May I first, please, ask about you, my lord. Your name?” Like Hundt, she was eyeing this dandy with great mistrust. 
 
    “Ma'am, I believe the name you are looking for is Lord Kadent J'Kor.” The flip of his fingers told the Keeper she should leave them alone again. 
 
    “Aye, my lord,” the old woman reluctantly confirmed. Lyra mulled the name over in her head. J'Kor. Kadent. 
 
    “Maehan,” Lyra said, turning to her friend. “It's all right. Really. I'm okay.” 
 
    She must have sounded convincing enough because Maehan solemnly bowed her head to the lord and quietly left. Lyra sat up straighter. She turned back to Lord J'Kor. Okay. Here goes nothing.  
 
    “Well, if my lord wishes to know,” she grinned, “believe it or not, it is actually a hand-me-down. …” 
 
    It turned out that the man was quite adept at carrying on a friendly conversation. Further, it was with little effort that Lyra maneuvered the subject matter over to things about him, instead, and he happily launched into talk of his lovely home and prized game lands. He was terribly fond of hunting, it seemed. His favorite hobby. And Lyra was quite entertained for a while with lively stories of particularly exciting and sometimes bungled adventures going after large, flightless fowl of the marshlands or stalking the elusive pronghorned shocktails he loved so much. He liked to talk with his immaculately manicured hands. A lot. 
 
    Time slipped away for a while until Lyra suddenly came to in a wandering moment and saw that the ballroom had become rather sparsely populated. How long had they been sitting there? For what purpose was this man so content to just keep talking? Every once in a while he glanced toward the entrance doors, but otherwise appeared very much at his leisure. 
 
    He told her about his childhood growing up near the seashore, and how he lived for the summers when his family would vacation in the Forkors, camping out in the woods. Lyra began to open up a little about her own love of the mountain range and her favorite parts of the alpine forests and majestic glaciers. As a girl, she loved following the tracks of the wildlife to try to discover their secret dens and hiding places. 
 
    Once more he glanced over his shoulder and suddenly, the gentleman's countenance changed. “Ah, lovely Lyra,” he said with renewed energy, “it is my great pleasure to finally introduce you to a friend o' mine.” 
 
    “I am quite positive, brother,” said a rich, baritone, “that I am the one feeling the greater pleasure.” 
 
    Lyra's back seized into rigidity as a shock of recognition shot up her spine. That was his voice! Once again, she was met with the gaze of those beautiful gray eyes—the same from the bookstore, the same from the arena floor. And once again, she was totally at a loss to know how to feel about it. Father, have mercy! Are you serious? 
 
    His true black, swash tunic ensemble was straightened and properly tucked now, and his honey-touched straight hair had been tamed with only a few unruly strands still trying to hang boyishly across a tanned forehead. For a moment, Lyra lost the power of speech. 
 
    He had halted several feet away—as if she were some rare, flighty creature he didn't want to make nervous. He seemed a little nervous, himself, in fact. In two large hands he fidgeted with a yellow envelope that looked quite stuffed. 
 
    “You took long enough,” Lyra's lord told the man, and he followed with pleasure the subtle surprised and confused expressions that were evidently playing across her face. He casually draped an arm across the back of his chair. “I was afraid I was going to have to start in on my escapades at charm school from the sixth grade.” 
 
    “Then she is lucky I was able to get back here as quickly as I did,” the other lord said with a grin. “Now, will you please introduce us properly before you make a further mockery o' your sweet mother's upbringing?” 
 
    Lyra's lord leaned forward and took her trembling, gloved hands in his. What was going on? Who was this man? What was he talking about? She really didn't need this right now. 
 
    Studying her in earnest, her lord said, “I really like this one, Kade. You are a lucky man.” He politely kissed her fingers. 
 
    Kade? As in Kadent? Lyra pulled out of the gentleman's grasp, eyeing both men fearfully. The new one read her surprise. 
 
    “Sal,” he groaned, as if it were a great effort to sound patient, “please tell me you have no' been impersonating me … again.” He hurried forward. 
 
    The not-Lord J'Kor chuckled. “Mate, you asked me to watch over her until you could get here. Now did you really think I could pass up a prime opportunity like that with what little time I knew we would have alone?” 
 
    Through tight lips the other responded, “Well, actually, I did. I am certain she really does no' need this confusion right now.” Lyra started at the perfectly correct words. 
 
    “Is there a problem here, 'Na Lyra?” Hundt suddenly appeared, stepping between her and the two lords. He had just returned from being called out a while ago by one of his men. 
 
    The impostor Lord J'Kor craned his neck around the muscled midsection. “I see it is time for my hasty exit.” Hopping up sprightly, he bowed low before her. “My sincerest apologies, 'Na Lyra, if I have caused you any real distress. May I die a thousand deaths for you and never be forgiven.” With a flourish of his hand he spun to face his friend. “All yours, brother.”  
 
    “Sal” strolled leisurely away, whistling as he went, but the awkwardness at the sofa did not lessen with his departure. “'Na Lyra?” Hundt asked again. 
 
    Gathering up her courage, Lyra placed her hand lightly on the guard's arm. “Thank you, Mr. Hundt, for your concern, but … I think we are okay now.” Is that really the truth? 
 
    A low growl rumbled up the back of Hundt's throat at Lyra's dismissal and he glared hard at the new gentleman, but within a few moments, he had returned to his position near the doors. 
 
    Too afraid to look at the real J'Kor again, Lyra stared at a certain embroidered flower sewn onto the back of the recently vacated armchair. She didn't like these fluttering feelings. They made her feel out of control and terribly confused. In addition, the fact that she found this man immensely attractive actually made her trust him less. He was probably accustomed to getting exactly what he wanted out of women … and everyone else, too. And (she quickly reminded herself) he had just bought her for a slave. He was a godless, immoral, stinking rich Caldreen'n and she was mature enough to see through his facade of thoughtfulness. Right? 
 
    Right. Her hand in her lap curled into a determined fist. 
 
    The man continued to stand silent before her. 
 
    Well? Was he going to say anything or not? Lyra's resolve to avoid eye contact began to waver embarrassingly fast. 
 
    “Forgive my tardiness,” he finally said. “I found it necessary to make a visit to my bank to … take out some extra funds.” He turned the bulging envelope over in his hands, mumbling more to himself than her, “You came at a slightly higher cost than I was expecting. And—and please tell me my friend behaved himself with you,” he quickly added. “One would think that the years would mellow him—” 
 
    “He was a perfect gentleman, my lord. I assure you,” Lyra said. “I rather enjoyed his company while I waited, as a matter of fact. It was very kind of you to send someone to be with me while you were detained.” She continued to concentrate on the flower. 
 
    “Oh, well, good then.” There was another long moment of silence. “Sooo, Lyra, is it?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    He came over and sat—right in front of the floral shape. Great! Now she had to find something else to watch. More uncomfortable silence passed. 
 
    Then suddenly, “How did you—? I mean, when I saw you in the arena … well, I was no' even expecting to see you in the bookstore. No' really. I had planned to go in there, and then you happened to be in the same section I was. And then you were here and I could no' believe my eyes—” The man huffed, frustrated at his inability to express himself succinctly. “What I mean to say is … I have no' been stalking you,” he finished in a rush. 
 
    Lyra turned wide, disbelieving eyes on him, her mouth almost hanging open. He was afraid she thought he was a stalker? She stifled the laugh building up in her throat. “My lord fears too harsh a judgment. He may certainly approach and speak to whomever he chooses.” 
 
    “Aye, but I really was no' following you. I was already planning to stop in there that day for a reference set.” At Lyra's skeptical look, he held up a hand in honorable testimony. “I promise. After you left, I bought the whole set. You will see it when we get home.” 
 
    The reminder of where she would be laying her head tonight sent something careening woozily through her system and Lyra found a scuff mark on the floor at her feet to study. Father, help me be strong. Help me be strong. 
 
    Two fingers gently lifted her chin and a pair of concerned eyes searched her expression, clearly trying to understand why she was so nervous 
 
    “You do no' need to be afraid o' me,” he whispered. 
 
    He had no idea. “M-my lord already proved his sincerity and kindness in the arena,” Lyra conceded, trying to glue on a calm, brave face. Play your part. “You need not justify yourself to me any further. I am yours to command.” She managed a smile. 
 
    This seemed to please him and Lord J'Kor's calloused fingers lingered at her jaw, tenderly— 
 
    “'Na Lyra! You were magnificent on stage!” Mar'go danced to her and bent to give her a light hug. “You must tell me how you orchestrated that wonderfully mysterious fog. It really made a brilliant statement! Do you no' agree, Go'mee? My heart did little pitter leaps when you emerged into the lights.” Go'mar tipped his head in greeting as he came to his sister's side. 
 
    A slightly discomposed J'Kor leaned back, politely giving them space. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lyra said, surprised. She had supposed everyone just thought the steaminess annoying. “It was really just an accident, though—boiler incident from backstage.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mar'go looked disappointed. “It is just that, most o' the other khari'na we spoke to seemed pretty positive that it was planned by you and Mr. Grump over there.” She poked a thumb toward Hundt. Lyra flushed. The gossip was spreading. 
 
    “I promise you that is certainly not true. It was pure coincidence and Mr. Hundt and I have done no such scheming. He has just been a friend. That's all.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” Mar'go shrugged, “if you say so.” She reclaimed her enthusiasm, however, when she turned to Lord J'Kor. “So, is this the bold number ninety-seven?” 
 
    Hastily rising, J'Kor gave a polite bow and introduced himself. Lyra introduced the twins as her talented, emergency stylists. 
 
    Puzzlement wrinkled his brow. “You were no' prepared to go on stage today?” 
 
    Oh dear! 
 
    Lyra thought fast. “The … decision to be sold today was last minute.” Would he buy it? Lyra didn't wait to find out. She quickly changed the subject. “Mar'go, Go'mar,” she turned to them a little too enthusiastically, “how did your bet turn out? Have you heard a consensus?” 
 
    Go'mar said, “It was pretty much an even split between the hair, the face, and the dress.” Mar'go looked a little sour until a thought seemed to strike her. 
 
    “Could you settle it for us, my lord?” Her eyes glinted at J'Kor. “Would you please tell us which part o' her popped out to you most when you first saw her?” 
 
    Not prepared for the blunt intensity that was Mar'go, J'Kor hesitated, and Lyra jumped in. “My lord, please do not feel obligated to answer that very direct question from my over-exuberant acquaintance. I fear she is a little too competitive with her brother.” 
 
    She shot Mar'go a warning look who only made a funny, goading face back. Go'mar, for his part, remained silent. He also was too interested in hearing the opinion of the lord who bid thirty-thousand rednotes for Lyra to let his sense of propriety intervene. 
 
    Lord J'Kor recovered quickly. He shook his head and grinned. “Well, I am afraid I will no' be much help to your contest tally. Honestly, I did no' take much notice o' those things.” Nodding respectfully at Lyra he said, “I was far too enraptured with the woman underneath.”  
 
    Lyra gulped. That was terribly thoughtful! Then the dark voice of reason snuck in. No. That was just a sly line to appear charming, and you know it! You are no naive school girl to be taken in by a pleasing face and slick phrases and there is no way this Caldreen'n—that bought you—is going to ooze his way under your skin. 
 
    The twins looked quite dissatisfied, but Lord J'Kor just smiled. “Now, if you will excuse us, the hour is getting late and 'Na Lyra and I have reservations for dinner.”  
 
    Finally remembering their manners, the twins bowed graciously while Lyra stood to receive hugs from each of them. Thank yous, good lucks, and goodbyes were spoken and Lyra returned to the sofa to grab her shoes. Huh? Where did they go? 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    Seated across from her was J'Kor with her heels at the ready. Slowly, Lyra lifted a foot for him, and as he took it, she tried not to notice how gently he handled her calf and how his large, toughened hands were clean and respectably trimmed. Instead, she studied the top of his head that shone in the artificial lighting with natural, dark gold highlights and just a few gray strands scattered throughout. Seeing them made her smile. Jon's hair had been doing the same thing— 
 
    Stop that. Keep it together, girl! 
 
    J'Kor finished and stood. “Shall we?” 
 
    Her feet protested returning to the strained position in the tottering heels, but she ignored them. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    At the cashier table, Lord J'Kor began the payment transaction for khari'na number forty-one while Lyra watched Shorn, still seated at the end of the table, still engrossed in counting the stacks of cards in front of him and sorting credit checks. It looked like a lot of money. Wait, the money! 
 
    Lyra politely excused herself from J'Kor's side and went to stand tentatively across the table from the manager. “Um, Mr. Shorn?” She got a scowl for interrupting his work, but he went back to his task with a little grunt that said she could speak. “Mr. Shorn, I would like the family portion of my sale money to go to Keeper Maehan, if you would, please. She is the closest thing I have to kin here.” 
 
    Without a look, Shorn grumbled, “You have no next o' kin. It says so in your fake information biography.” He still had crumbs of food lingering in his beard. 
 
    “Then, I will ask Keeper to make that addendum immediately, sir.” 
 
    “Too late. It is already going to the default party.” Shorn began securing wraps around the stacks in groups of a hundred. 
 
    Default party? “And—and may I ask who gets the sale money by default?” 
 
    Shorn's thick fingers paused, and a sly smile played about his moist lips underneath the greasy coating of facial hair. 
 
    No! He was going to take that money for himself! His brief glance up at her was only to take pleasure in her shock and Lyra's blood began to boil. She spun and went straight to Hundt still at his post by the door. He had been watching her with Shorn. 
 
    “Mr. Hundt,” she began in a low voice, “can you answer me a question, please?” He nodded slowly. “When there is no next of kin listed in a khari'na's file, does the designated family percentage of her sale automatically go to the caravan manager?” 
 
    Hundt's eyes flitted between her and Shorn, absorbed once again in his counting. “By default, the family portion is dissolved,” he answered guardedly. “It should move along with the rest o' the sale profit to the government treasury.” 
 
    “That's what I thought,” Lyra muttered, her anger growing. Her eyes left off burning a hole in Hundt's chest and rose to his face. “Thank you, Mr. Hundt, for being my friend. It has meant the world to me.” Her subsequent, fervent hug surprised him until she pulled away, turning to leave, and he caught her hand—the hand that had just pickpocketed his knife out of its waistband sheath. 
 
    “'Na Lyra?” he growled.  
 
    Aggravated, Lyra rolled her eyes. “Will you please not be 'ever vigilant' for like, two seconds?” She gripped the knife harder. “Grally,” she risked taking the recently granted liberty with his name, “he already swindled Mae once today, taking me away from her, and now he is doing it again with my sale money that I want her to have. Please. I just want to put the fear of God in him a little.” 
 
    “Fear o' who?” He looked at her like she was totally losing it. 
 
    Lyra nearly laughed at her friend's absolute ignorance of anything religious. “Look, I promise I won't really hurt him.” Maybe she was losing it. 
 
    “Lyra, you are being irrational. Let me try to reason with him.” 
 
    “Yeah. All that will do is get you fired and then you and Maehan will both be in financial straits.” 
 
    Hundt bent his head closer. “You are playing with your life here.” He spoke concisely, though, as yet, he had not made her loose her hold on his blade, and a thought struck her. 
 
    “Grally, how many other times have you suspected Mr. Shorn of skimming caravan money for himself?” 
 
    The intensity wavered. Stone silence. It was answer enough. 
 
    Lyra squared her shoulders. “I'm a big girl. I know the risk I'm taking. This is my life and my choice.” 
 
    Hundt didn't like the wild look in her eyes, but Lyra stared him down until she felt his hand loosen up on hers. With a final, sullen grunt he turned away to observe some of the last auction attendees exiting the holding room. 
 
    “Thank you, Grally,” Lyra whispered. 
 
    He muttered out the side of his mouth, “If Shorn orders me to react, I must obey.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    With the knife handle-side down in her palm, blade close against her forearm, Lyra took a cursory glance about the room. Only a few khari'na with their lords remained: a couple still making their final decisions at the jewelry tables and a pair at the joining arches. Maehan was laid back in a chair in the corner, eyes closed. She looked exhausted. J'Kor, who had been joined by his friend again, was still working out the details of her sale with the last remaining cashier. All were occupied. Perfect. 
 
    Taking a nervous breath, Lyra walked measured, even steps back to Shorn who was filling a large metal box with the sorted and tabulated money. She came to a stop just behind his shoulder. 
 
    “Keep your hands on the table and say nothing to bring attention to yourself,” Lyra ordered quietly. She let him feel the point of the blade against the rotund flesh at the side of his gut. 
 
    Shorn started. “What do you want?” he muttered under his breath, his eyes locking on the faithful security guard Hundt who was astutely watching elsewhere.  
 
    Heart pounding, Lyra whispered heatedly, “Well, the way I see it, you are a lying, thieving slime mold and I'm willing to bet all the rednotes on this table that you have been planning to get me on that auction stage, one way or another, from the day Maehan brought me to the caravan. What I want is for my friend to be treated fairly and have my due thirty percent given to her as per my wishes.” 
 
    Shorn snorted incredulously. “You must have a death wish, you stupid girl. You realize I can just order your execution as soon as you step away?” She noticed he didn't try to refute anything of which she had accused him. 
 
    “You could. But you want to see me leave here with that man—alive and well.” She poked the blade a little farther into his skin. “Start counting.” 
 
    Shorn sucked in a short, pained breath. The knife was getting dangerously close to actually cutting into him. Obediently, he began fingering through some cards, but he hissed back, “And how, pray tell, do you figure that?” 
 
    Lyra bent even closer. “Do you think you are going to get to keep one cent of the khari'na sale of your lifetime if that man has to go home alone?” 
 
    “Perhaps it would give me more pleasure to see you die for this outrage,” he spat, jowls shaking as he held tightly to the cash. 
 
    “Listen here, chubby,” and Lyra gave the blade a little, teasing twist, “if you think those words are going to scare me, you are greatly mistaken. In the last two weeks, I have witnessed my husband brutally murdered; been hunted, implanted, and tortured; and was just sold as a sex slave. Now you look into my eyes and see if I don't think death might be a blessed release.” 
 
    Shorn didn't look. He sat there, gripping the money, nearly trembling with fury until …  grudgingly, he thrust the specified amount into Lyra's waiting hand. He believed her. Lyra quickly let the money get lost in the soft folds of her skirt and drew the blade away, again nestling it against her forearm. “By the way,” she whispered into his hot, red ear, “may I suggest you take a bath? Saving food for later in your beard is really not very attractive.” 
 
    She turned to leave and the portly manager sneered softly, “It will no' be difficult to take it back from that old woman after you are gone.” 
 
    Lyra paused, her back to him. “That's why I am turning this money directly over into the honest hands of her friend, Mr. Hundt. I feel pretty certain that he will have something to say about your shady financial transactions should you attempt to demand it of him.” 
 
    Almost dizzy with apprehension, Lyra waited to see if he was done. She was glad he couldn't see the sweat beading on her forehead. Nothing more came, and Lyra gratefully left the man to his private seething. I'm okay! she exulted on her way back to Hundt. I'm okay. She really wasn't sure how that was going to turn out. She had been banking that he was the type who cared more about satisfying his greed than his pride. 
 
    It suddenly occurred to Lyra, however, that she had just acted quite thoughtlessly. She wasn't even thinking about the box hidden in her pack when she made the decision to fight for her money. What if she had been killed? Oh … sorry Father. 
 
    Only a few hours since she had pledged complete devotion and she was already slipping up! Guiltily, she offered thanks to the Creator for the success of her little mission—despite being less than responsible. Perhaps, at least, He would categorize it as a worthy cause. There were times in scriptural history when His people had been commanded to go to war to defend their lives and liberty. This was just her own little war to right an ethical wrong. There was no other way Shorn would have given her the money. 
 
    Lyra also had to quickly repent of the nasty words she had said, especially that last stab. That was not really necessary. Sorry, she thought again. I will try to remain more calm next time. Then she choked back a snort. Next time? She certainly was not planning on doing anything like that ever again. 
 
    In triumph, Lyra handed over the money and knife to Hundt who glared at her very disapprovingly. Then he called over her head, “Sorry, Mr. Shorn. I guess she snuck it off me when my back was turned.” 
 
    The insincere apology was not lost on the manager and, incensed, the man gave each of them a scorching glower before going back to his organizing. 
 
    Hundt looked down at Lyra. “I hope you appreciate the hit in my reputation I just took for you. My record was unblemished before now.” 
 
    “Well, if anybody asks,” Lyra said, teasing, “I will say I had to sic a dozen, zethrin-mounted ruffians on you before I could steal the knife away.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Hundt smiled. Then it left. “You had better get back to your lord now. He is waiting for you.” 
 
    “I know. I will see you around then?” 
 
    He shook his head sadly. “Probably no', my lady.” Then Hundt turned, reverting to his typical “on duty” stance. “Goodbye.” 
 
    That was her cue to go. Bye, Grally. 
 
    Returning to Lord J'Kor, Lyra was able to put on a smile. Despite … other things, she felt a lot better now—more capable to effect change, less helpless, and she met his gaze unflinchingly. God was still in control. He would continue to take care of her. Somehow. 
 
    “My lords,” she curtsied before J'Kor and his friend. 
 
    Behind his returning grin and nod, J'Kor looked a little ill at ease. Lyra hoped he wasn't upset about the liberty she had taken to have a private conversation with another man—two other men. She ought to be more careful now how she spoke to people, especially those of the opposite sex. There were likely a million and one rules in Caldreen'n high society about appropriate socializing as a khari'na, and she only got to hear about two of them in the time she was with Maehan during orientation. Darn! 
 
    To make up for it, Lyra wrapped both hands round his arm and sidled up close, feeling the width and breadth of a musculature along his— Not important, Lyra! But the gesture worked. He was pleased. 
 
    “I suppose I am obligated to formally introduce you to my longtime acquaintance here, Lord Mejhisk,” he told her with a wry smile, “whom, I fear you have already gotten to know too well.” 
 
    Lord “Sal” Mejhisk took position off Lyra's open shoulder. “Though our time together was short, my lovely, I will always look back on this day and remember, 'At least we had the waiting room.'” A melodramatic hand swept to his heart. 
 
    Lyra laughed, “So he is always like this.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, aye.” 
 
    J'Kor led her to the jewelry displays where Lyra waited patiently for any kind of prompting. She could care less about this part. The only necklet that would ever hold any meaning for her was wrapped twice round her ankle. 
 
    “Have you already seen something that you like?” he inquired politely. 
 
    Why did he sound so hesitant? 
 
    “No, my lord. I mean, I haven't really looked yet. It would please me for my lord to choose something of his own liking.” 
 
    “Well, I would wish you to be happy with the choice, as well,” he hedged. 
 
    Mejhisk stepped in, nudging Lyra off J'Kor's arm. “Let us have 'Na Lyra take some time to see what strikes her fancy. Go on, Honeyspark. Pick yourself out something pretty.” 
 
    Some short, silent battle of wills seemed to pass between the two gentlemen before J'Kor nodded for her to go ahead. Lyra dutifully began a scan of a nearby selection, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw the lords quickly get caught up in a tense, whispered conversation: Mejhisk reasoning and J'Kor not wanting to be convinced. 
 
    Lyra looked at the necklets. From her browsing with Bit earlier, she knew that the lower cost items were to her left and things got more expensive in the opposite direction. A brief impulse enticed her to go all the way to the very right end and pick out the gaudiest, most jewel-encrusted, ridiculously priced strand she could find. He could afford it, right? She turned her head to peek at J'Kor again, and the vindictive thought melted. He was standing by himself now, staring off into space with his hands in his pockets, worry shrouding his features. Worry over … something. 
 
    He glanced at her and Lyra quickly turned away. She sighed. This was no snooty upper-class snob. He seemed genuinely kind and polite and good humored. And anxious. Her conscience pricked at her again, reminding her that he was also personally responsible for saving her from certain torturous abuse. She left the necklets and went back to him. 
 
    “My lord, I really have not the slightest idea how to choose a piece of jewelry to reflect your kindness to me,” she offered humbly. “I would be honored to wear a boot string if it so pleased you.” Lyra tentatively looked up into those eyes. “The choice really is yours, anyway.” 
 
    A smile to die for broke upon his features and he took one of her gloved hands in his. “As you wish,” he said. Against her better judgment, Lyra let the soothing voice and lilting accent wash through her as, together, they went to a section of necklets—some less expensive ones. 
 
    For the next several minutes, she let J'Kor and Mejhisk debate and prattle over pieces. Mejhisk seemed to be enjoying himself more. He had opinions on just about everything, from the sheen of the finish to the proper placement of the gem setting to how it lay on Lyra's neck. Finally, he and J'Kor agreed on a delicately linked necklet of several chain strands all twisted together. Lyra couldn't help but like it. It was reminiscent of the fence whipping ropes she and her people made from the long fibers of nithusk. Then J'Kor flipped over the price tag. His mouth twitched in disappointment and he began to put it back until Mejhisk grabbed it up again in protest. 
 
    “Mate,” J'Kor told him, “it is too much.” 
 
    “I will decide what is or is no' too much to spend on my best friend, thank you very much.” Mejhisk glanced at the tag and hailed a saleswoman to ring it up. “You are far too touchy when it comes to money, brother.” 
 
    J'Kor frowned, but said no more. 
 
    At Lyra's questioning expression, Mejhisk grinned broadly. “My joining present to the both o' you.” Then he leaned in conspiratorially, whispering, “He never lets me offer financial assistance as a rule, but I managed to convince him this time for you. I have no' seen him this smitten over a woman since—” 
 
    “Sal,” J'Kor warned. 
 
    “In deep smitt,” Sal confirmed very mischievously in her ear before moving away. 
 
    “O' course, he knows I plan to pay him back in a timely manner,” J'Kor said pointedly. 
 
    “Posh! Now get along you two, over to the arches and let us finish this. I am starving!” 
 
    While Mejhisk paid, Lyra was led to the decorated arches, confusion intensifying the flipping of her stomach. J'Kor needed to borrow? And she still didn't understand why he had been traipsing around Bansool the other day as a common, dirty laborer. 
 
    He brought her by the hand under the romantic white silk and rosewood twig arch and Lyra tried to concentrate on slowing her heart rate as she remembered she still had a slip of paper to read. Why was she feeling so nervous about this stupid little pledge? According to the Caldreen'n nation she was already property, bought and paid for. This part—well, this part was merely vocal acknowledgment of ownership. Nothing more. 
 
    But when she looked up at him, she knew. She didn't want to act out any false pretense of commitment, say words she didn't mean. The whole setup was so ludicrously superficial that she felt cheap just thinking about it. 
 
    Unfortunately, J'Kor didn't appear to regard it with the same derision. He brought himself close, both her hands in his, his pleasant earthy, fresh scent—like sweet grass and summer citrus—seeping into her airway like a gentle narcotic as he lightly caressed the side of her cheek. “I was so surprised to see you again there in the arena,” J'Kor told her softly, “but afterward … I had no desire to bid on another.” Lyra's heart doubled its output. 
 
    When Mejhisk came over, new necklet in hand, Lyra swallowed nervously and lowered herself rather unsteadily to her knees. This was it. She would just read the words without thinking about them and get this all over with as quickly as possible. 
 
    She pulled the slightly crumpled paper from her glove and quickly scanned over the few lines of Maehan's shaky script. 
 
    Bless the Saints, you've got to be kidding me! 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence. 
 
    Lyra read through the pledge again and again, getting more upset each time. She tried to tell herself it wouldn't be a sin to vocalize the statements and not mean a word of it. This was a forced situation. If she made a scene now, J'Kor could still demand his money back and she would be back facing Shorn again. 
 
    Yeah. She didn't want to go there. 
 
    The memory of her wedding, long ago, suddenly blazed to the fore: Jon dressed in white, kneeling across from her, their hands clasped over the specially consecrated altar between them. He had gazed on her with such love as they made sacred promises to each other and God—promises to love, serve, and honor each other, and not just for this life, but for eternity. Their family and loved ones were present to celebrate with them. It was all so perfect. So pure. 
 
    Not like this. 
 
    J'Kor shifted his stance. She should begin. 
 
    Still, she had never outright lied before in her entire life. And compelled or no, wasn't a pledge a pledge? Wouldn't she be obligated to honor her words, at least to some degree, or else be unclean before God? 
 
    Tears threatened and Lyra took a shaky breath. Suddenly, J'Kor was crouched in front of her. “Lyra?” He saw her reddened eyes, her trembling lip. With a meaningful thump on Mejhisk's leg and a quick word, he procured a handkerchief which he began to gently use on her salty wetness. “Are you no' feeling well?” 
 
    You have to do this! 
 
    Lyra carefully brushed his hand away. “In the name of Caldreen, our glorious motherland, under whose benevolent wing I owe all happiness,” she decided to hold the paper up in front of her so she could also look into his eyes, “and to whom I willingly offer myself as a faithful servant, I pledge my body … and soul to you, my honorable lord and master, in companionship, in service, and in devotion so long as I have breath to give.” 
 
    There! Lyra breathed out heavily, dropping her hands in her lap. She did it! He probably thought she was crazy, but she did it. J'Kor, still crouched on one knee, stared at her. Yup, crazy. 
 
    Then he gave a little sigh. “Look, I can see how going home with a total stranger could be … stressful, and honestly, I know it would be unrealistic to expect anything more than a cordial friendship, but please believe my honest sincerity in this commitment anyway.” He tenderly brushed at a tear threatening to run down her cheek. 
 
    Ugh! How dare he be so thoughtful. Again! 
 
    Reassure him. 
 
    Lyra obeyed the Spirit. She sniffed, half laughing, “I am so sorry, my lord. I guess … I guess I am just nervous. And today has been quite unexpectedly eventful.” She quickly wiped at another wayward tear. “Please don't be angry at my hesitation.” Be sincere. “It's just that, I take my promises seriously and—” 
 
    J'Kor touched a couple fingers to her forehead and slid them lightly across her brow. Then they went down the side of her face, curving to end with a soft touch at her lips. Lyra was almost in shock. That gesture was usually reserved for someone very special, someone regarded as an equal—symbolic of respecting the mind as well as the beauty. 
 
    He smiled, causing cute crinkles in the corners of his eyes to appear, and something began fluttering giddily through her. “To a beautiful friendship, maybe?” he asked. 
 
    “… Maybe,” was all that came out. 
 
    “Will you two please take me to dinner before you go find a room?” Mejhisk quipped, merrily rocking back on his heels as he stood off to the side. “Look at me. I am almost blushing.” 
 
    Mejhisk was not blushing in the least. But Lyra was—hot and red as a horn pepper in a skillet. She swiftly ducked her head, hands flying to her cheeks. Lord Almighty! She had only been a widow for two weeks!  
 
    Get a hold of yourself you hypocritical weakling! He is only buttering you up for later. And we'll just see how tender he talks in bed after this dress comes off. 
 
    J'Kor chuckled. “Fine. I guess I can wait a little longer.” He brought her head back up, looking quite pleased over her flattering physical reaction, and dabbed a little more around her eyes. Lyra feverishly collected her wits about her to hold herself steady and solemn. 
 
    “There. Perfect again,” he pronounced, finishing his ministrations. J'Kor helped her up and took the new necklet from his friend. Bringing himself behind her, he said softly, “May I never give you cause to be ashamed o' this symbol o' our connection.” And he put it on her, connecting the clasp at the back of her neck. “My Lyra,” he added, like he enjoyed the possessive sound of it. A few fingers slid down to touch the skin stretched over her implant. 
 
    “My congratulations to the happy couple!” Mejhisk wrapped his arms around them both in a group hug. “May I kiss the new Mistress J'Kor?” 
 
    J'Kor regarded his friend. “Would you be able to kiss her like a sister?” 
 
    “O' course no'.” 
 
    “Then my answer is an emphatic no.” J'Kor entwined his fingers through Lyra's who managed to gain enough possession of herself to give Mejhisk a teasing shrug in apology. The man laughed and gave his cane a little toss in the air. 
 
    Lyra almost giggled. Clowning around with him was much easier than dealing with the complex emotional intensities sparking between her and her new owner. 
 
    They headed toward the exit where Maehan and Hundt waited. The small, hunched Keeper looked rather emotional. Lyra disentangled her hand from J'Kor's and stepped ahead to envelop her friend in a hug. 
 
    “Goodbye.” 
 
    “Little Tiger,” Maehan whispered tearfully, “Grally told me what you did for me. How can I ever repay you? I canno' even keep you safe with me.” 
 
    “I owe you my life, Maehan,” she murmured back. “And this new turn of events is not your fault. You did your best to protect me. I will forever be indebted.” Lyra let go and bent her knee in respect to the wizened face. 
 
    The side of her neck was touched once more by Maehan's wrinkled hand. “Lyra, I only want you to promise me one thing.” Lyra looked up into eyes suddenly bright and keen upon her. “Promise me you will keep singing. It … it is important.” 
 
    An odd sentiment, but Lyra nodded nonetheless. She was sure she'd feel like singing again. Someday. When she was long gone from here. She took the old woman's hand and kissed the papery thin skin affectionately in return. Hundt was next. 
 
    Lyra hesitated. What does one say to the most extraordinary, taciturn, surprising, thoughtful, warrior brute one has ever known? A sly grin emerged. “You will be able to keep your men under control without me, right?” 
 
    A small, very Hundt-like grunt issued from the man. Then he turned to J'Kor. “My lord, I strongly advise you to offer proper care and respect to this one.” His eyes settled back on her with a distinct spark. “You have no' seen what she can do with knives.” 
 
    Lyra struggled to keep a straight face. She turned. “Shall we, my lords?”  
 
    Glancing uneasily between her and Hundt, J'Kor took her by the elbow to walk her out. 
 
    “Grally,” she said, inclining her head as she went. 
 
    “Lyra,” he grunted back. The simple words spoke volumes. 
 
    Going down the hall, J'Kor only lasted about twenty feet. “So,” he said lightly, “am I going to get any explanation about what that guard meant?” 
 
    Lyra thought a moment. “Does my lord command me to answer?” What were his expectations? His first impulse? 
 
    He didn't respond right away. “I do no' wish for the new woman o' my home to feel invaded with prying questions,” he finally replied. “Though, I do hope that in time she will choose to offer the mysteries o' herself willingly.” 
 
    Good answer. 
 
    Darn. Wasn't there anything for which she could justify hating him? 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Lyra said, grateful nonetheless. “Mr. Hundt was only teasing about an incident that happened a few days ago. It was nothing, really.” Then she went quiet. Would he honor his statement? Allow her some independence—even this meager bit? 
 
    To his credit, J'Kor kept his mouth shut. Mejhisk on the other hand … 
 
    “'Na Lyra, such tight lips on a mouth lovely as yours is unquestionably unbecoming. I insist you spill every juicy, gruesome detail immediately,” he said with a tap of his cane on the floor. “Kade, tell her.” 
 
    J'Kor shook his head. “Sorry, my friend. The woman is allowed this one.” 
 
    The hallway eventually conceded to a large lobby with windows that showed they had reached the structure's perimeter. They were hailed to an exit door where a very small pile of things sat at a worker's feet: Lyra's backpack, a colorful tote bag filled to the brim, and a tan paper packet. 
 
    “Khari'na number forty-one's personals, my lord,” said the worker, holding out to J'Kor a voucher to sign. 
 
    Lyra knelt down and took a peek into her pack. God bless you, Grally! Not only was her precious box still nestled within its cotton wrapping, but Iyalyn's doll, Rorn's switchblade, and her boots and armband were all carefully packed as well. A test lift of the armband told her Hundt had seen fit to return her razor stars. There was also a piece of paper sticking out from the pocket slit. A note. 
 
    Within the pack's sheltering sides, Lyra quickly slid it out and read the penned words: 
 
    Thought you might appreciate these back. Hope you do not need to use them on any more Caldreen'ns. If you find yourself in trouble, a message can be left for me at the following number. Grally. 
 
    At the bottom was a six number sequence. Grinning, Lyra returned the note to its hiding place and pressed a fervent hand over the pocket. The man would never know how much that meant to her. Then she shouldered her pack, picked up the auction prep kit—Cindry's auction prep kit, and stood. 
 
    “Is that all you have?” J'Kor said, packet in hand. Her tracker and official papers, no doubt. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “You have no clothing to come with you?” 
 
    “I've got my boots right here.” Ooo … Lyra winced at the mental image she had just so conveniently created. 
 
    “Well,” J'Kor chuckled, wrapping an amorous arm round her waist, “I canno' wait to see them on you.” Then he gave her a friendly squeeze before letting go. “No worries. I already have some things at home that should fit you well enough until we can get you outfitted properly. Here, let me take that for you.” 
 
    Uneasily, Lyra passed off her backpack—the receptacle of her holy, sacred stewardship—onto the shoulder of the enemy Caldreen'n lord, terribly aware of his slight surprise at its weight. But thankfully he chose not to comment. 
 
    The fading softness of dusk on the streets outside was muddled further by continued cloud cover, and J'Kor removed his swash tunic for her before they stepped into the damp, spring chill. 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured.  
 
    “Ah, there we are.” Mejhisk pointed out into the street. “Our carriage awaits.” 
 
    Lyra beheld a splendid taxi coach with a pretty pair of threshers and a driver who stood at the coach door, holding it open for them—for the lords, that is. Mejhisk hopped in first followed by J'Kor. At the step he hesitated, but only for a moment. 
 
    Of course. I am subordinate. Resigned, Lyra put a foot on the step plate.  
 
    J'Kor's hand was suddenly there to offer assistance. Tentatively, Lyra took it and let it guide her to the spot beside him. Mejhisk had settled opposite. 
 
    The driver stowed her pack in a back compartment and put his face in the window. “Where to next, my lords?” 
 
    “The Vishke, Sullee,” J'Kor ordered. Then to Lyra kindly, “Are you very hungry?” 
 
    The carriage got under way. “A little, yes.” 
 
    Truth be told, she was ravenous. Her midday meal had been completely forgotten. No wait. She had missed breakfast too! Oh gutlins! She had jumped right into hair that morning, planning to just grab something later. 
 
    Now consciously aware of its extreme emptiness, Lyra's belly began to make small movements under her hand, threatening an embarrassing growl. She reminded herself, however, that she had better ration her portions carefully tonight. Eating large amounts of food during emotional upheavals had never equaled a happy stomach. 
 
    “Good.” He sounded pleased. “The Vishke is the premier establishment for fashionable dining in Caldreen City. You will probably get to see some o' your friends there, too. It is the place to go for post-event socializing.” 
 
    He spoke like making an appearance in this place would be a real treat for her. Little did he know that everything he had just said sounded extremely repulsive. She didn't want to be in the public's eye anymore. She had no friends—well, maybe Bit, if she was there. She was also not interested in challenging her palate tonight with unrecognizable, strangely spiced foods. Lyra was exhausted and scared and her feet were killing her. 
 
    Her mouth opened, hoping to form something like, “That sounds fun,” or “I can't wait!”, but all that happened was a forced smile. 
 
    “'Na Lyra,” Mejhisk said, “do you dance?” 
 
    “Um, yes. I do a little.” Her people planned regular gatherings for music and dancing. She and Jon would energetically whirl around the ground in the lively two-step reels, then enjoy slowing things down during the romantic waltzes. He would hold her closer than needful and whisper things in her ear, making her laugh, and sometimes blush with pleasure. 
 
    “Ah, I knew it!” Mejhisk slapped his thigh. “I could tell from watching you on stage.” 
 
    “But, I'm sure I don't know any of the same ones as—” 
 
    “Why was that no' mentioned in your introductory sketch?” J'Kor interrupted, his gaze suddenly sharp and precise. This time, he did want an answer. “And why did it no' mention anything about your reading ability or anything else? It was mysteriously absent o' material.” 
 
    “Brother, could you no' tell it was all part o' her brilliant stunt to create a mystical persona for herself?” Mejhisk said. “The fog? The dress? Her guard friend? It is all so obvious now. Everyone was talking about it. I am even beginning to wonder if that business with Malig'ahnt was a gutsy, planned move, as well. 'Na Lyra, you pulled it all off amazingly well, I must say.” 
 
    “No! No, my lord. There was no stunt,” Lyra retorted, temperature rising. Was everyone really believing that? “Th-the steam was just a fluke of mishap and timing. This unbelievable gown was pulled out at the last minute by the Keeper who had been secretly saving it for years, and it was only through her special connections that I could even get someone to help me prepare so quickly. Then I was only defending us from that disgustingly violent lord. It was not my intention to make the other girls look bad. I was not even supposed to be auctioned … today.” In her growing passion, Lyra almost forgot to slide that word in there. “The emcee had nothing but my basic history because Mr. Shorn forgot to take care of the important little detail of my personal qualifications before the folders got passed off—although, now that I think about it, I wouldn't be surprised if he did that on purpose, as well, that crooked stinkrat. He's had it in for me since the day I joined the caravan. And I have not been having an affair with the head of security!” 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    The sounds of the city night life outside grew much louder as the two gentlemen stared at her in awkward silence. 
 
    Where in the world had that come from? 
 
    Weakly, Lyra clarified, “I, uh … he—he just knew I wasn't steady in these shoes and … he didn't want me to fall.” 
 
    Way to keep your cool there, Miss Calm and Composed. 
 
    Clearing his throat—or stifling a guffaw, Lyra couldn't tell—Mejhisk turned with raised brow in expectation of his friend's response. 
 
    It was several seconds before J'Kor seemed ready to speak. When he did, Lyra didn't know what to make of it. “Move over there, mate, will you?” 
 
    Mejhisk did as asked and J'Kor took his place, directly opposite Lyra. He sat forward so that their knees were almost touching and reached for one of her arms. To Lyra's surprise and trepidation, he began to pull off her long, white glove. 
 
    “'Na Lyra, I must say, you come across as something o' an enigma, and this little time I have had with you so far has no' been helpful.” A faint smile passed across his features. “Forgive me, but, for my own peace o' mind, I think we had better clear up a few things about you.”  
 
    Taking her other arm, he removed that glove as well, then he tipped her chin up toward him and placed her hands palms up on his knees. His fingers made stroking motions across her wrists before, satisfied with their placement, he let them settle there against her skin. Lyra tried to block out the feel of his touch as her mind raced, trying to understand the strange ritual. A glance at Mejhisk showed the man relaxed in his seat, content to observe his friend at work. 
 
    “What are you—?” Lyra started. 
 
    “Now,” J'Kor said, “I am going to ask you some questions and I want you to simply answer honestly, all right?” His voice remained mellow and nonthreatening, but his eyes locked on hers like an iron manacle. 
 
    Mejhisk nodded at J'Kor. “How many years has it been since you last interrogated someone?” 
 
    “A few,” J'Kor answered, disturbingly placid. 
 
    Interrogation? This guy was a PROFESSIONAL? 
 
    “I think you are scaring her, mate.” 
 
    “I am no' going to hurt you,” J'Kor said. “I just need to make sure you are telling the truth.” She felt his fingers adjust slightly at her wrists. 
 
    Mejhisk offered, “When we were in the army together, years ago, Kade was one o' our best interrogators—remarkably gifted in reading people, really.” 
 
    Blessed saints, he can't be serious! Lyra felt cold under the heat of Lord J'Kor's touch—a touch that knew, understood, and possibly became violent to draw things out of people. Maybe he wasn't as kindhearted as he seemed. He was ex-military, an experienced interrogator, a loyal patriot to the Republic! This was not good. 
 
    Breathe slowly. Keep steady eye contact. 
 
    “When did you join the caravan?” he began. 
 
    “About two weeks ago, my lord.” 
 
    “And at that time, you were to remain with the caravan past this auction?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She could answer this fairly cryptically. “I came pretty beaten up and I needed time to heal.” 
 
    The tendons in his neck tightened and Lyra saw concern—anger?—flash across his features, perhaps assuming harsh treatment from a previous lord. “And when was it decided that you would go on stage today after all?” 
 
    “A few hours before the auction.” 
 
    “Because …” 
 
    “Because there was another khari'na that took ill and the manager wanted to fill his quota.” She tried not to spit out that last word. 
 
    “Are you still … injured?” 
 
    So far so good. “No, my lord.” 
 
    “And did you consciously orchestrate any o' the unusual events surrounding your sale?” 
 
    “No.” She was happy to answer that one. 
 
    “Did you sleep with the caravan's head of security or engage in any other inappropriate conduct?” 
 
    “No! … My lord.” 
 
    At this, the corners of J'Kor's mouth twitched upward. “And what were you doing wandering through Bansool by yourself the other day?”  
 
    “The Keeper asked me to run some errands for her. Her legs were bothering her and she needed help.” 
 
    “She trusted you to do this? Alone?” 
 
    “Evidently.” 
 
    “The bookstore—it was on your 'list'?” 
 
    “No,” Lyra admitted. “I had finished the shopping a little early and … I love to read.” 
 
    He grinned at her, then asked, “Where did you learn how to fight?” 
 
    Uh, oh. Here it comes. “I learned a little self-defense from my father,” she pointedly corrected. 
 
    “He taught you about knives, too?” 
 
    Lyra rolled her eyes. “Yes. He taught me how to throw knives.” 
 
    Just please don't get more personal. Please. 
 
    “And is the study o' 'self-defense' and tactical knife wielding a common practice among the people with whom you were raised?” J'Kor sounded much more like an officer now. Lyra gulped. 
 
    “No. They are just some skills my father picked up years ago as a younger man—from a friend, and he taught them to me. Or more like, forced them down my throat.” Lyra grimaced at the memories, fond ones now, of times she had resisted having to spar with him over and over and over again—a practice that had never fostered popularity with the boys. She glanced out the window in reminiscence. Luckily, Jon was one of the few not intimidated. 
 
    “All right,” J'Kor told her. “I need to see your eyes again. Just a couple more questions and then I promise the mental invasion is over.” Lyra took a breath and, feeling more hopeful, turned her chin to that piercing gaze one more time. Maybe she wouldn't be revealed as a former prisoner of war labeled an enemy to the Republic with a secret she would die for, after all. 
 
    His fingers over her wrists readjusted ever so slightly and his expression seemed to intensify. “Are you an honest person?” 
 
    Lyra squared her chin and looked straight into his eyes. “Yes.” — Darn it all! That was part of the reason she was in this mess in the first place! 
 
    The carriage slowed and came to a halt, and Lyra caught sight of a magnificent dining establishment with classic Old Oth'pilt style accents, reminiscent of the castles of Caldreen's feudalistic history. Caldreen'n high society, dressed to the hilt in trendy fashion, entered and exited from the grand, canopied and carpeted entryway. Smartly uniformed doormen, valets, and greeters worked in perfect harmony to direct the bustling traffic. 
 
    Their driver hopped down to get the door and Lyra made to pull her hands back, but J'Kor gripped her forearms tighter. “Wait. One more question.” 
 
    “Okay …” 
 
    Slowly, contemplatively, his fingers slid up the inside of her arms then caressed their way back down again. He shifted forward just a little closer, his large hands completely enveloping hers. If he was still feeling for her pulse, he would know that it had just doubled. A sly smile touched his lips. 
 
    “Do you find me attractive?” 
 
    Oh, no, no, no, no, no! That was almost worse than giving up her deepest secrets! Lyra's heart skipped a beat. “My lord—” But she got no further. The triumph in his face said he had just read her like a book. 
 
    Grrr. 
 
    Lyra sank into embarrassed silence, staring moodily at the laces of his waistcoat, mad at herself. Her hands were finally let go and J'Kor sat contentedly, smugly, back in his seat. 
 
    “Wait!” Until this point, Mejhisk had been quite happily playing the role of silent observer. He slid forward eagerly. “Can I ask her a few questions, mate?” 
 
    “No.” And J'Kor motioned for his friend to lead the way out. 
 
    Lyra was furious. She was trying so hard to keep a handle on this “game” she was being forced to play and he had just snatched the upper hand for himself, and … it just wasn't fair! 
 
    He stepped to the ground and turned to offer help. Lyra glared at his outstretched hand. She didn't care for any more false gentility from a smug pretty boy pinning her for some weak-kneed, starry eyed skirt who was falling for him just as easily as every other woman he knew. 
 
    On the other hand, the step down looked large and the street beneath, rather slick. She took the offer. On the way in, she also sullenly decided that she was not noble enough to return his tunic jacket still draped upon her shoulders. It was cold. 
 
    Lyra worked her gloves back on and looked over her shoulder at their taxi driver maneuvering his animals into a space for waiting. “Is Mr. Sullee going to stay with the carriage the whole time we are inside?” 
 
    “He should,” the interrogator answered, walking ahead through the thick, glass door held open by a uniformed doorman in bright green. “Are you concerned about your things?” 
 
    “Well …” 
 
    The words waiting to follow the “well” never made it out for, just inside, she was stopped dead in her tracks by a wall. A mirrored wall. Lyra stared in awe at the woman looking back at her. 
 
    “Have you no' seen yourself today?” J'Kor grinned through the reflection behind her, taking back his swash tunic from her shoulders. 
 
    “No,” Lyra whispered. 
 
    She didn't appreciate before how Maehan's daughter's, magically iridescent gown fit her frame so well. Loose folds swept across her breast and over her shoulders, accentuating a sloping, graceful neckline below a glossy mantle of hair, twisted and tucked in a very sophisticated arrangement on top of her head. The few small, wavy strands left down artistically framed the angle of her jaw. The flower Hundt had neatly tucked over one ear only complimented the style. 
 
    And Mar'go's makeup job, well, she may have flailed a little in the ensemble area, but when it came to the face, Lyra had to admit that the girl really knew her stuff. Everything was a little on the dark side under the restaurant foyer's personal lighting scheme, but it was spot on for the glare of the stage: cheeks glowing underneath a delicate pink blush, eyes outlined and shadowed in a rather neutral color scheme, brows, a perfectly plucked arc above them, lips, the perfect shade of red for her skin tone. It all produced for Lyra a natural radiance and intelligence … and dignity. 
 
    Her eyes fell to the new, sparkling necklet resting primly at her collarbone. It went beautifully with the gown. Lyra quickly found her real necklet, still inconspicuously embracing her ankle near the floor. 
 
    Warm hands rested at the outside edge of her shoulders and J'Kor lowered his head near hers. “You did no' know that you looked like an otherworldly queen o' divinity, did you?” Quietly, Lyra met his gaze in the mirror while those hands slid slowly down to her wrists. “Did you also know that you took my breath away when I saw you?” 
 
    Lyra shook her head. “But this is not the real me, my lord. You forget the much plainer woman you approached in the reference section.” 
 
    A deep, masculine laugh rumbled out. His warm breath tickled her skin. “That was the image to which I was referring.” 
 
    Oh great. Another charming comeback. She wasn't about to humor him with a pleased blush, though. Not after that carriage ride. She just tipped her head, mumbling, “Thank you, my lord. You are too kind.” 
 
    Out of the blue, it suddenly dawned on Lyra how true her words were. What kind of anxiety and stresses must he have been reading from her in the short while they had been together? Surely with his skills he would already suspect that she was desperately trying to hide things about herself. Yet, the only questions he had asked pertained to present, relevant issues. It would have made more sense for an interrogator to start at the very beginning with where she was from and how she came to be with the caravan. 
 
    “Are you an honest person?”—his careful catch-all question to determine if he ought to be concerned. 
 
    The truth was, he had let her off easy. He was being very kind. Or very stupid. 
 
    Humbled once again, Lyra followed her owner to the maitre d' waiting behind a lustrously smooth podium heavily carved in sweeping lines and curlicues. 
 
    “How nice to see you again, Lord J'Kor. It has been a few years, has it no'?” said the short, doughy faced man with the round belly. 
 
    Round nose. Round glasses. The maitre d' was an artistic study in spheres. 
 
    “Aye, sir. I do no' make it into the city quite as often anymore.” 
 
    “So sorry to hear about the passing o' your wife. We have certainly missed her presence here. She was a very respected and regular patron.” 
 
    “Thank you,” J'Kor said shortly. 
 
    Wow! He's a widower, too? 
 
    The maitre d' glanced at his reservation book. “Well, we were expecting you nearly forty-five minutes ago, but I am certain we can still find something for you and your party.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. I had an unexpected delay.” 
 
    A gorgeous dining room was opened up before them. Vaulted ceilings. Dramatically clothed tables placed around the perimeter, creating space for a generously-sized dance floor above which hung an immense chandelier dripping with white crystal. Delicate glass sculptures, giant abstract paintings, and oversized floral arrangements were slathered about. The whole scheme made Lyra afraid to touch anything for fear of smudging or breaking something. 
 
    On a tiered level on one side, a small, stringed ensemble played a lovely nocturne. Their table in the far corner beyond was draped in a shiny black cloth accented with scented, melting candles and blood red, linen napkins. The location made for an obstructed view of the dance floor, but Lyra appreciated the privacy it afforded. 
 
    Just as J'Kor had predicted, there were many khari'na here that Lyra recognized. Bit didn't appear to be among them. Lyra held her breath as she scanned through the multitude of bodies a second time for the white-blonde silkiness of Lord Malig'ahnt. He was not to be found, either. Phew! 
 
    The waiter took drink orders from the lords, asking J'Kor if he wished to order anything for her. Evidently permission was needed and she was not intelligent enough to order for herself. 
 
    J'Kor leaned over to her. “Do you have a preference in wine or champagne?” 
 
    “Um, no, my lord. Nothing of that kind for me, please.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I will order you anything you like.” 
 
    “No thank you. I don't drink.” He might as well know now. 
 
    “No' at all?” J'Kor eyed her curiously. 
 
    She quickly shook her head. “I would be quite happy tonight with just some water, please.” 
 
    Picking up his menu, Mejhisk “tsk”ed at her. “'Na Lyra, I am rather disappointed. I have always said that I canno' trust a man who does no' drink.” 
 
    “Then, I guess it's a good thing I'm a woman.” 
 
    Mejhisk's eyes shone over top his foldout menu before he went back to his reading. “Aye, indeed, brother. She is a good one, that,” he murmured approvingly from behind. 
 
    It did not take long for stares and whispers to start as news of her arrival at The Vishke spread. Lyra wished she could slink under the table. It was okay in the holding room when she thought everyone was just curious about her, but that was before she heard Mejhisk's surmisings in the carriage. Now she had a nagging feeling that the theory of her and Hundt masterminding an underhanded scheme to help her go for a higher price was the current prevailing opinion. Her implant began to itch again, taunting her. 
 
    A couple of gentlemen soon approached whom J'Kor and Mejhisk appeared to vaguely know. J'Kor was congratulated on an outstanding auction showing and each man took his turn giving Lyra the once over with their eyes. She tried to just smile politely back, but no sooner did they walk away when another lord presented himself in greeting, and another … 
 
    They hardly had a moment's peace to consult the menus. Lyra caught indistinct references to J'Kor's business affairs regarding how his stock must finally be doing quite well and how they must have underestimated the profit margin in the fine wool and fur trade. But ultimately, it was quite obvious that everyone just wanted to have a quick, closer look at the thirty thousand rednote khari'na. 
 
    For the most part, J'Kor received the comments and attention with good grace. His words only became short and clipped when men he clearly had never met before would pronounce their greeting then simply gawk at her. Meanwhile, Lyra quietly sipped her water—doing her best to pretend she didn't mind. 
 
    She soon found herself scanning the walls near and far for some sign of a powder room, though. No luck. 
 
    At present, a trio of men with a couple ladies in company were gathered around, making their appearance. With scathing glances, the ladies appraised her haughtily and then gave each other looks like they didn't know what all the fuss was about. 
 
    Lyra tried to patiently wait out the group before she sought to speak with J'Kor, but unfortunately, these were friends and a new line of conversation opened up with Mejhisk over a shared hunting excursion, leading to playful inside references and banter. Meanwhile, the women, introduced as the Ladies Hit'sik and Jayn, started in on how they had been missing J'Kor—and his late wife, “Ahna”—something terrible at the society gatherings. They so wished that he would come to the next one at Lord So-And-So's mansion. 
 
    More minutes passed. Lyra grew more and more urgent, but there was no way she was going to interrupt the women to ask for the location of the bathroom. There was also no way she was going to just stand up and walk away from the company to try to find it herself. She tried leaning closer to J'Kor and wrapping an arm around his to get his attention, but in his politeness to the speakers, he only placed a responsive hand over hers and continued to give them his undivided attention. Lyra waited one more minute until she couldn't stand it any longer! Finding his thigh under the tablecloth, she gave it a definite squeeze. 
 
    J'Kor stumbled slightly over his sentence. Finishing quickly, he cleared his throat lightly and excused himself for a moment. With a meaningful look, Lyra tried to whisper in his ear, but Mejhisk and another lord were laughing heartily at someone's joking comment. Her words got lost in the boisterous noise. The ladies watched Lyra through half-lidded eyes. She could feel her cheeks beginning to color. 
 
    Suddenly, J'Kor was pulling her up with him, politely begging their pardon. He walked her away to a nearby marble pillar surrounded in tall, leafy, potted greenery and looked down at her, a little mischief in his crinkles. “Will that be your usual signal when you wish to speak to me in private?”  
 
    “No. I mean,” Lyra suddenly felt shy, “forgive me, but I really need directions to a lavatory.” 
 
    “Oh!” His face registered a hint of discomposure. “Uh, it is right over here.” 
 
    He showed her to an inset section of wall and Lyra zoned in on an elegantly stained door with a placard nailed above labeled “Women.” Very relieved, she thanked him profusely and went to the door. 
 
    “Great! Another stupid khar,” a female voice snipped. “Read the signs, girl. This one is for women, that one is for you.” 
 
    Quickly drawing herself back, Lyra apologized to the disdainful lady who had approached from another direction. Khari'na segregation? The woman pushed her way past. 
 
    Flustered, Lyra searched in the direction the lady had pointed. There was another door about ten feet down the way, much plainer, labeled “Khari'na” where, through the thin wood came the casual laughter and prattle of women. With a glance back at J'Kor who had been beset with yet another lord, Lyra opened it. 
 
    The sudden, brutal silence hit her like a brick wall. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra stood stock still. Six khari'na were gathered at the two sink and mirror sets. She recognized three from the caravan and even remembered helping one of them with her hair this morning. The hostility irradiating towards her, however, was evident. They stood silent and glaring. 
 
    “Uh, eh-excuse me,” she stammered. “I just need to ….” Lyra nearly dove into the first available curtained stall. 
 
    Whispers started—accusing whispers. Swindler. Two-faced. Slut. Lyra tried her best to block it all out. She wasn't very successful. 
 
    Fortunately, they didn't stay long, and when all was quiet, she emerged to wash up. She ended up swallowing back a lump in her throat a few times as she scrubbed. Really, was a simple, friendly smile or accepting gesture too much to ask? 
 
    Upon entering the dining room again, Lyra caught sight of J'Kor across the way, in profile, leaning casually against a marble column, one foot propped against the smooth, carved surface, and engaged in flipping a large coin rather expertly back and forth between the knuckles of one hand. Then, his hand rotated a certain way and the coin suddenly disappeared into thin air. Oh! J'Kor looked up. 
 
    He quickly straightened when he saw her, readjusting the lay of his jacket, a grin lighting up his face. Lyra clenched her teeth and ducked her head, tugging at her glove irksomely as she went to him. 
 
    “Heavenly Father,” she muttered, “you have got a sick sense of humor. The understanding, friendly face I want is not supposed to be this slave-owning, emotionally complicating, ex-examination officer with whom I will be forced to share a bed tonight.” 
 
    J'Kor read her body language. “Did something happen?” 
 
    “Oh,” Lyra tried to sound more exasperated than hurt, “I got a less than warm and fuzzy reception from a few other khari'na. That's all.” 
 
    Impulsively he reached for her hand. “Oh. I am sorry about that, but I do no' suppose one can expect much from a bunch o' ignorant, unrefined females who have no' been brought up in the ways o' proper civility.” 
 
    Lyra huffed darkly. “Forgive me, my lord, for my naive insolence, but one of your 'refined' ladies gave me no better compliment, either.”  
 
    “Oh.” Nonplussed, J'Kor dropped her hand. “Well, I hope you do no' mind that I took the liberty o' ordering one o' my favorite dishes for you. And I thought while we waited, the both o' us might avoid more annoying interruptions … if we were together on the dance floor.” 
 
    His intonation indicated that it would be okay for her to decline, but honestly, despite her aching arches and knowing that dancing would require being close to him, Lyra decided it was the lesser of two evils. She couldn't stand the thought of sitting at that table again with nothing to do but graciously endure more ogling faces. 
 
    “Er, J'Kor, is it?” A heavyset lord with a prominently styled mustache bowed formally and introduced himself as Lord Candorwyt, an associate of Highwurt Import Enterprises. Lyra blinked at the business name. That was Maehan's first lord's family. 
 
    “I am terribly sorry to interrupt you on a pleasurable night such as this to talk business, but I saw you here and could no' resist a quick consult.” Candorwyt waited for J'Kor's nod to proceed. “Well, you see, Highwurt Enterprises is wishing me to expand a small sister company devoted to the manufacture o' domestic spun fabrics. We are trying to finalize some decisions in the next few days, in fact, regarding our choice o' wool suppliers.” 
 
    “My Lord Candorwyt, I would be happy to meet with you this week to discuss a possible business contract, if that is what you are implying.” J'Kor sounded strangely enthused. 
 
    “Well, my lord, I would very much prefer to speak to you right now, so I have something to take to the board in the morning. We will be reviewing contract options at that time, you see.” 
 
    It became clear. If J'Kor wanted a chance to compete for Highwurt Enterprises' business, he must vie for his bid here on the spot while given the chance. 
 
    “I see.” J'Kor pursed his lips. Then he said, “Return to our table, 'Na Lyra, while I discuss some business with this gentleman.” He squeezed her hand briefly before letting it go, but the condescending attitude was evident. 
 
    Coolly, Lyra curtsied—“Immediately, my lord.”—and walked quickly away. Yeah. Lowly khar. 
 
    Finding their table empty, Lyra sat by herself to the strains of the orchestra playing a stately march. A lot of couples were on the dance floor. They skipped and twirled in a regal, coordinated promenade, the men and women facing each other in two long lines. Lyra eventually spotted Mejhisk paired with a particularly graceful companion, moving together in perfect tandem. His poise and finesse were impressive. 
 
    The last chord resounded. Appreciative applause followed and Mejhisk flirtatiously kissed the hand of his dance partner. She appeared to be enjoying his attentions greatly. He wrapped an arm round her waist and they spoke quietly together in smiles and giggles as they waited for the orchestra to strike up their bows again. 
 
    The next selection was a flowing waltz that Lyra recognized from her colony's extremely humble collection of coilspring recordings that the children delighted in playing on their dilapidated, hand-cranked player. The first of three movements. 
 
    “May I have this dance?” a congested, stuffy voice said. 
 
    A narrow-hipped, slim lord with wiry, dirt brown hair stood before Lyra, holding out a hand. 
 
    “I—” Was she allowed to turn down a lord's request to dance? Was it okay to dance with anyone other than her owner? The man waited confidently and expectantly, like she should be honored for the invitation. Lyra decided it must be her place to oblige. Unfortunately. “Why yes, my lord. Thank you.” 
 
    As he led her proudly onto the dance floor, Lyra prayed in gratitude that she was at least fairly familiar with this dance. The lord didn't bother to introduce himself, but just took her—a little too tightly—at the waist, and danced her around the floor in a circuitous manner. She tried to smile and anticipate his blunt physical cues while he just looked down his nose at her, smiling arrogantly back. 
 
    About the time they had circled the floor once, a gentleman cut in and Lyra was soon twirling about under the chandelier in the arms of a husky lord with very dark, dry skin. He held her more gently and even had the courtesy to give his name, but Lyra soon felt his hand slithering down the small of her back. Again, they only got once around the floor before she was passed off to a third lord asking for a spin. This one held her very close and Lyra feared it was only a matter of time before someone's foot got stepped on. 
 
    A fourth lord cut in—very tall, aging, but eager to have his turn and impress her with his footwork. As he whirled her energetically through the spaces between couples, Lyra caught a glimpse of Mejhisk dancing with his partner nearby. On her next spin she managed to catch his attention and give an imploring look. Help! 
 
    The final grand measures of the “Waltz of the Leaves” played. Lyra's partner dipped her nearly to the floor, and in that veritable horizontal position where there was a real possibility that the guy might lose his balance, Lyra saw Mejhisk give his partner a parting bow, one concerned eye on her. The man managed to muscle her back up (barely). 
 
    Lyra, a little dizzy from the exertion, stress, and relief at not having ended up on the floor with a Caldreen'n socialite on top of her, swiftly broke from his grasp to offer a curtsy and thank you. Mejhisk was on his way. With a curt, farewell smile, Lyra spun to meet him—and collided with a starched, white, buttoned collar suddenly standing in her path. Her hands instinctively flew up to cushion the blow and horror flooded through her when she realized she had inadvertently grabbed hold of the wide, red sash running diagonally across the regal chest on which it hung. 
 
    “May I have the pleasure,” a resonant voice with impeccable diction intoned, “o' taking the next turn with you?”  
 
    Lyra's eyes slowly lifted to the strong but well-proportioned features of the government official who had been watching her in the holding room. Oh stars, the politician! 
 
    “I am so sorry, my lord!” Lyra sputtered, “I-I didn't see you there.” 
 
    Her fingers released his insignia like red, hot coals, but she couldn't pull away. He had caught her at the waist so she wouldn't fall and as yet, had not loosed his hold. A desperate glance toward Mejhisk proved disappointing. He had halted, his hands going to his pockets, his features drawn up in an apologetic grimace. 
 
    What? Was there some first come, first served rule he had to follow? 
 
    The music began again. 
 
    Without waiting for any actual verbal answer, the lord smoothly lifted Lyra's right arm to his shoulder in formal dance position. The second movement, “The Flower's Blush,” was slower. Romantic. He danced her in a wide figure-eight pattern around and through the other couples, holding her respectfully. It was obvious the man was quite skilled in leading and he allowed her a minute to become comfortable with his cues before he spoke again. 
 
    “Is this your first time visiting our fair city?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “And may I inquire o' your first impressions?” He watched her with deep blue eyes. His short, thick, black hair had a slight wave to it and he smelled of fresh laundering with a hint of clean shoe polish. 
 
    “It is magnificent, my lord,” Lyra admitted, although she wasn't about to say anything negative anyway, “—a marvel of architectural ingenuity and planning.” 
 
    He directed her in a slow twirl before resuming their normal step pattern. “Indeed,” he agreed. “Has the food agreed with you, as well?” 
 
    “I really cannot answer that, my lord. I only arrived with the caravan yesterday and have not had opportunity yet to sample authentic Caldreen'n City fare.” 
 
    “Well then, may I suggest you try the hookgill in rum butter sauce at your first opportunity. It is a noteworthy house special o' The Vishke, and my personal favorite.” He smiled cordially with pleasant, full lips above a trimmed goatee. 
 
    “I will be sure to remember that thoughtful suggestion. Thank you.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence, watching her, before he continued. “So, Lyra o' Flantilly,” he said. What? He knew her name? “That was quite a spectacle on the stage today with the boiler steam.” Oh no, not that again! “An interesting coincidence I presume.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Well, yes, my lord, it certainly was. The escort and I were prepared to wait for it to clear, but the technician told us to go ahead. I feared it was bothering people.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he nodded in understanding. “I would like to apologize for the uncouth behavior o' my fellow citizen, Lord Malig'ahnt, by the way. I am afraid he has a bit o' a temper. Although, from what I could see, it seemed he had more to fear than you.” Under his inquisitive gaze Lyra just shrugged her shoulders innocently and remained silent. He went on, “I sincerely hope that his treatment o' you has no', in effect, brought your condemnation upon the rest o' the many good lords here.” 
 
    “Certainly not, my lord.” Lyra said, taken aback by his consideration. “I have already been privileged to make acquaintance with several decent people of this city who have treated me with kindness.” 
 
    “That is good.” He smiled again. “I imagine your contact with citizens has been severely limited in the isolation o' your last household with the family … Pruk'wist, was it?” 
 
    Lyra faltered in her step at the mention of the fake family name Maehan had written in her file. He had checked up on her! 
 
    Well, until he gave some indication that he knew no such family existed, she supposed she ought to maintain the fabrication. “Yes. They appreciated the isolation and privacy of the foothills beyond the town. They were rather eccentric at times.” She smiled becomingly. 
 
    Okay, he's had his few minutes, now would be a great time for another cut-in. 
 
    Lyra quickly glanced around in hopes of seeing Mejhisk, or even another lord, looking like they were preparing to ask for her. Unfortunately, she beheld no such intending body. 
 
    “Were you born and raised in Flantilly? I must admit, I am having trouble placing a region to your accent.” 
 
    “No, my lord. I grew up quite remotely out of the way of any other sizable town. We farmed and harvested natural resources from the land, but made trips into Flantilly several times a year for supplies we could not make or grow ourselves.” 
 
    The names of the nearest towns had frequently changed throughout her life, but the last several years spent within two days' walking distance of Flantilly had allowed her some familiarity with vendors in the market district—should he ask questions to verify her claim. She even knew several of them by name and occasionally made small talk with a couple of the more friendly ones, at times, while things were being loaded. 
 
    “Yet, your speech indicates at least some degree o' formal education,” he stated. 
 
    “I had good parents who thought it prudent to home-educate their daughter from a young age.” 
 
    “Ah, it sounds like you were lucky to be raised among some forward thinkers.” He regarded her with increased interest. Then his lips pressed together as if in concentration. “And, what was the name o' your remote, authorized settlement?” 
 
    Lyra's heart thumped harder in her chest. Someone cut in NOW! 
 
    “Oh, I am sure you have never heard of it, my lord. A tiny, dump of a place, really. We were hardly worth the Republic's notice—” 
 
    “Try me, 'Na Lyra,” he encouraged. “It is part o' my work to stay abreast o' all our nation's collateral hamlets and outposts.” 
 
    The last strains of the waltz sounded in Lyra's ears and she breathed a nearly audible sigh of relief. Thank you, Father! 
 
    She reclaimed her hands as quickly as politely possible. “Thank you, my lord, for the dance,” she said, speaking fast. “It was very nice to meet you. I am afraid we shall have to continue our conversation another time as I believe I have a friend who is waiting for me now. Good moonrise, my lord.” 
 
    She curtsied low and Lyra barely gave the man opportunity to bow in return before she rushed from him in desperate search of Mejhisk—her only “friend” in this whole place. He was nearby, waiting for her, and she practically threw herself into his arms before anyone else could get in the way. 
 
    “Ask me to dance the third movement, now,” she commanded. 
 
    Mejhisk quickly obliged and the orchestra began again. 
 
    “'Na Lyra, you need no' command me so urgently,” he said playfully as he led her in a line away from the floor's perimeter. “No' in a lifetime, could I resist the advances o' a beautiful woman such as yourself appearing so utterly joyous to fly into my arms.” 
 
    Lyra ignored his flirting while she took a few moments to let her blood pressure stabilize. Then she lifted an assertive chin. “Why didn't you cut in to let me get away from that last man sooner? Everyone else was doing it before!” 
 
    He laughed, gazing on her in affection. “'Na Lyra, one simply does no' 'cut in' on the Supreme Chancellor's son.” 
 
    A shudder swept through her from head to toe and Mejhisk's grip on her firmed up in response. 
 
    “Ho, there. Stay with me, little lady,” he joked. 
 
    THAT was Devor D'Pendul? The very devil's son? 
 
    The man still stood in nearly the same place, conversing with a couple gentlemen. He glanced her way. Lyra quickly took to staring at Mejhisk's chest. 
 
    “What are you so worried about?” Mejhisk said. “He was polite to you, was he no'?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, he was.” Lyra shook her head to clear it. “I just … didn't know,” she finished lamely. 
 
    Should she be worried that a man of such power and influence had taken a personal interest in her? 
 
    Yes! 
 
    She wouldn't even kid herself for a second that he didn't already know that the Pruk'wist name was nonexistent. That was probably why he was so intent on discovering her roots. Lyra shook her head again—this time in agitation. If she was the kind to use foul language, she would have uttered a curse right then. 
 
    Mejhisk suddenly spun her out then pulled her back in close for a long, romantic dip. “So, what happened to Kade, by the way? He should be the one making love to you on the dance floor. It is no' like him to leave his lady alone for so long.” They continued dancing. 
 
    “Oh, we were going to dance, but then some guy came along wanting to talk business.” 
 
    “Did you happen to hear what this 'business' was regarding?” 
 
    “Something about a contract for wool with Highwurt Enterprises. Does Lord J'Kor do ranching  on the side?” She still hardly knew anything about him. 
 
    “Ah,” Mejhisk said, like he finally understood. “Well, aye, but I will let him tell you all about his boring personal life, himself.” He winked. Then, “I think by the time this suite is over our orders should be ready. Have you worked up a hearty appetite?” 
 
    “I wish to have my turn with the khar, my lord,” an oily voice requested. 
 
    Lyra looked into a pair of thickly lidded eyes surrounded by pasty white skin, dark, thinning hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a greasy smile. She gripped Mejhisk's hand harder, but, he, with reserve, passed her off to the newcomer. Argh! Stupid social conventions! 
 
    “I will see you at the table immediately after,” he told her, encouragement written on his face. 
 
    Lyra shot fierce daggers back before turning to greet her new partner with a felicitous smile. “Good evening, my lord.” 
 
    “Khari'na,” the lord returned simply, raspingly. He pulled her way too close and slowed their steps completely out of tempo. Holding her smack dab in the middle of the crowded dance floor, his hand began to make rubbing motions up and down her spine. The presence of alcohol was readily apparent on his breath just inches from her face. 
 
    “Did my lord make the auction today?” Lyra said, trying for some distracting small talk and desperately hoping for another quick cut-in. 
 
    “Aye. I bid on you for a little while until the price got too high.” His gaze blatantly dropped to  the loose gathers of fabric at her breast. 
 
    Lyra's temperature rose. “I am flattered. Did my lord come away with a different satisfying purchase instead?” 
 
    His mental undressing of her body continued. “No. I will be traveling home alone tonight.” 
 
    It killed Lyra to say the next words. 
 
    “I am sorry for your unsuccessful conquest. Perhaps next time—” Groping fingers felt along the curve of her hip down to the flesh of her thigh. “Um, my lord …” 
 
    “Come now, khari'na,” he murmured, pulling her tighter to him. “This is your purpose, after all, to men such as me.” 
 
    His hand planted itself firmly on her backside and gave her a squeeze. 
 
    Oh, that is IT! 
 
    With the pointed heel of her shoe,  Lyra stomped on the jerk's foot with all her might. The lord grunted in pain. Shocked. 
 
    Mejhisk suddenly arrived, forcing him off her. “Excuse me, 'Na Lyra,” he nodded curtly. Then he turned and landed a stinging punch square on the man's nose. The lord staggered backward, almost falling to the ground. Mejhisk gave his stunned knuckles a shake. “No one gropes my best friend's woman,” he muttered. 
 
    J'Kor materialized out of nowhere and stepped to the bleeding lord's side. He apologized profusely, helping the man position a handkerchief under his nose. All dancing stopped. 
 
    Lyra looked around. Yeah, now was the time to lie through her teeth. 
 
    She swiftly knelt before the sputtering lord. “Please forgive the stumbling, clumsiness of a lowly khari'na, my lord. I accidentally tripped. I did not mean to hurt you.” 
 
    “I did,” Mejhisk mumbled from behind. 
 
    With a glare at his friend, J'Kor pulled Lyra up by the arm. “Back to the table,” he said. “My sincerest apologies for the crudeness of my acquaintance,” he told the lord. “He has had too much to drink.” J'Kor's eyes swept across the motionless dance floor. “Forgive us.” He bowed stiffly in the general direction of the nearest group of couples then pulled Lyra briskly with him to her chair at their table. It looked like their food had just been brought. No one gave it any regard. 
 
    Mejhisk sat himself down and leaned toward Lyra, winking. “Fret no', Lyra darling. I will handle this.” He turned to his friend. “Kade, now, I know you might have a hard time believing this, but she started it,” he said, pointing a melodramatic finger at Lyra. 
 
    In mock horror, Lyra swatted Mejhisk's hand and turned on him, a grin sprouting in spite of the circumstances. “You are such a traitor. I did not ask you to knock the jerk's lights out. At least I made what I did seem like an accident.” 
 
    “Quiet. Both o' you,” J'Kor ordered. With a long sigh, he passed his fingers through his hair. “So, you did stomp on him intentionally?” 
 
    “Brother, did you no' see that he had his hands all over her?” Mejhisk said, jumping in. “It was plain as day even from twenty feet away.” J'Kor's raised hand silenced his friend. 
 
    Lyra's face turned to stone. “Am I expected to accept fondling from strangers?” 
 
    Both men answered at the same time. “Aye!” J'Kor said. “No,” said Mejhisk. Then he gave J'Kor a stern look. 
 
    “I mean … submission at all times.” J'Kor looked strained. “Let your lord decide what is or is no' appropriate behavior toward you.” It was like he was quoting rules out of a handbook Lyra had never seen. “You know these things already, do you no'? You should have waited for me to get to you.”  
 
    “Of—of course, my lord,” she replied. Ugh. This was draining. 
 
    “Gentlemen, I am afraid I must ask you to leave. Immediately.” 
 
    The maitre d' had approached with a wide, burly oaf of a man off his shoulder, no longer the congenial host from earlier. Their plates of food sat enticingly before them. 
 
    “Good sir,” J'Kor began, “please give a little allowance. That man was clearly drunk and acting lewdly on the dance floor. My friend was only trying to protect the woman here.” 
 
    The maitre d' looked down his nose at Lyra. “She was probably asking for it, if you ask me, and deserves a good beating for her insolence. I will tolerate no such disrespect or violence from a khari'na—or anyone else—” a scathing glance was aimed at Mejhisk, “in my restaurant. You are dismissed.” 
 
    J'Kor stared at his plate, struggling to keep his composure. Finally, he stood. “Very well. And I apologize for the disturbance my party may have caused the respected patrons here.” 
 
    He motioned for Lyra to join him and waited for Mejhisk to do the same. Poor Mejhisk. He eyed his sumptuous meal with longing, and it seemed to take a great deal of effort to push it away. 
 
    “A host will help you handle your check on your way out, o' course,” the maitre d' added. “We canno' serve these entrees to anyone else now. You understand.” 
 
    J'Kor's features hardened into sharp, dark angles, but Mejhisk, with a stubborn jut of his chin, went back to his plate and willfully stuffed one large fork full of herb-crusted hind steak into his mouth. 
 
    “Come, Lyra,” J'Kor murmured, taking her by the arm. “I will take you somewhere where the people are … more civilized.” 
 
    Mejhisk, his mouth full of juicy, seasoned beef, stared down at the head host. “Aye. More civilized.” Colorful spittle sailed through the air and landed directly on the portly man's glasses. 
 
    While J'Kor settled his bill, Lyra kept her eyes down, ignoring her grumbling stomach as she stood inconspicuously against a wall. He barely gave her a passing glance when he strode outside to hail their carriage, and it was Mejhisk who soberly offered her a tunic jacket and walked with her. Inside the coach they found J'Kor seated. Brooding. Lyra strategically took a spot in the far opposite corner. 
 
    “Please give us a moment, Sullee,” J'Kor told the patiently waiting driver who tipped his hat and returned to his upper bench. J'Kor moodily scrutinized his hands in his lap. “I should be giving you a proper beating right now, you realize?”  
 
    “You speaking to me or her?” Mejhisk said tersely. 
 
    J'Kor chuckled darkly, flexing his fingers a few times, and Lyra went stiff against the back of her seat. Then he just sighed. “Oh, probably neither, my friend. In fact, I guess I should thank you for coming to her aid.” 
 
    “Anything for 'family,' mate.” 
 
    “But as for you, young lady …” J'Kor's eyes landed on Lyra. She cringed. “… what, under Henna's heaven, am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “Uh, not beat me?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    J'Kor surprised her by laughing. He reached for her and pulled her onto his lap, wrapping his arms snugly about her waist. “Well, now that depends,” he said with a twinkle. “In the half day I have known you, you have already accosted two gentlemen.” 
 
    Well, Shorn actually makes three, but you don't know that. 
 
    “Is this a regular habit o' yours—man beating?” 
 
    Lyra's answer was only half in jest. “Only when there is no other willing to fight my battles for me, my lord.” 
 
    He looked at her strangely a moment, then he brought his face close, his nose softly brushing at her cheek. “I am sorry I left you alone,” he murmured gently into her ear, “but I really needed to strike that deal. You know—business before pleasure.” 
 
    Large hands slid intimately across her midsection and, unnerved, Lyra closed her eyes against the sensation. She had enjoyed this touch a million times from Jon, but coming from a different set of hands, coming from him, it felt surprisingly new and … surreal. 
 
    “Ah, I believe feeding best friends should also come before pleasure,” Mejhisk quickly suggested before J'Kor's mood got any better with his new mistress. 
 
    “But, there is a compelling question here that must be answered first,” J'Kor said, his mouth drifting across Lyra's hair, almost tasting her scent. “Where does one safely take conspiring disturbers o' the peace for a decent meal?”  
 
    Shooting up in his seat, Mejhisk looked at J'Kor. “Can we take her to Burhnee's? Please? Please?” 
 
    J'Kor's initial reaction bespoke hesitation. 
 
    “Oh come on, she will like it,” pressed Mejhisk. “I already paid in full for the damages from last time.” His fingers waved away Lyra's surprise. “Er, little misunderstanding with a few gents a week ago—nothing to worry about.” He turned back to his friend. “Best food in the Caldreen commons, too, remember?” 
 
    Mejhisk practically bounced on the edge of his seat in anticipation while J'Kor eyed him warily. “Will you be on your absolute, best behavior?” 
 
    “O' course! Anyway, I already got it out o' my system for tonight,” he said, pointing his cane toward the opulence of The Vishke. 
 
    With one more warning look, J'Kor swept Lyra's legs around to rest on the seat at his side. His eyes twinkled. His grin—dazzling. “So, my Lyra, do you like really good music?” 
 
    Music? 
 
      
 
    The two gentlemen watched Lyra take a tentative bite of the special, hot sandwich J'Kor had ordered for her. She chewed and swallowed. 
 
    “Wow! It's delicious,” Lyra said, unable to suppress her enthusiasm. She studied the curious ingredients layered between the two halves of the toasted bun once more. “What did you say this was again?” 
 
    “Burhnee's Beefcake Special,” J'Kor said. He took a sip of his frothy sweetmalt. “It is odds and ends o' beef ground up, seasoned, and pressed into that patty-cake shape.” 
 
    The meat form was grilled, sitting underneath layers of cheese, a crisp, leafy green, and some sweet and tart vegetable puree. Simply divine! She took another bite. 
 
    “The man is a genius, if you ask me,” Mejhisk said, mouth already full with his own. “We stumbled across this dive a few years ago. Have no' been able to stay away since. Caldreen's best kept secret, I say.” 
 
    “The man,” Burhnee, had already greeted them personally upon their arrival at his humble, tiny business tucked between a diviner's shop advertising elixirs and mystic healing and a seedy, dilapidated pawn store. The graying, whiskered barkeep, as wide as he was tall, wore a heavily stained apron over a threadbare undershirt that had seen better days. But his eyebrows only lifted for a moment at the sight of Lyra before taking her hand warmly in his red but clean ones and respectfully welcoming “such a distinguished lady” into his modest home. Burhnee didn't even look upon Mejhisk with much soreness for, with some pleasure, he quickly showed off his brand new cash register—paid for by Lord Mejhisk's penance funds. 
 
    J'Kor appeared to be a favorite of his and Lyra's ears perked up curiously when Burhnee asked how his back was healing. Lyra liked the naturally jovial, hardworking man. She was much more comfortable in this relaxed environment, too. Thankfully, it was sparsely populated tonight. 
 
    Her escorts happily dressed themselves down to the casual dress code, removing swash tunics, untying tight bow sashes, and rolling up their sleeves, and Lyra was encouraged to remove her gloves—if only to keep them from getting soiled with the hands-on food. 
 
    The music to which J'Kor had referred was delightful. On a small, rickety stage, a quartet of musicians thumped soulfully away on their instruments to a stimulating, swinging beat pattern new to Lyra's ears. The drummer played easily over the surface of a complicated array of drums, cymbals, and beat boxes, and one of the musician's guitars was somehow powered electrically, creating an entirely new sound. 
 
    As they ate, Lyra asked questions about the instruments with which she was not familiar. She reflected at length on the interesting tight chords and melodic modulations, while J'Kor sat with a permanent grin fixed upon his face as he watched her finally relax and look like she was enjoying herself. 
 
    Mejhisk happily downed his sweetmalt with gusto (he was already on his second one), but J'Kor seemed careful to sip at his much more conservatively. Instead, he appeared to take greater pleasure in studying Lyra's every move and word. It was terribly discomposing. Was he just viewing her as the body to which he would soon be enjoying full access? 
 
    When their stomachs were nearing full and the food, sparse on their plates, Lyra saw J'Kor sit back contentedly and slide one hand into his pocket. Curiosity took over. 
 
    “My lord,” she ventured after a moment, “I saw you doing something with a coin earlier—” She left it at that. 
 
    “Oh, this?” His hand came out of the pocket, the coin in it. “It is just a bit o' sentimentality from my father, when I was a boy.” He held it out for her. Nothing but a normal, copper ten-note. 
 
    “But, you were doing something, and then it disappeared.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean this,” he said too innocently. With a flick of his fingers, the coin was gone. 
 
    Lyra let out a little gasp. 
 
    J'Kor rotated his hand back and forth to show that the ten-note was no longer there. Then he made a fist, put his other hand on top, and shook it once. Upon opening his fingers, Lyra saw … that there was still no coin. What? 
 
    She looked up as J'Kor reached to touch her open lips. Suddenly, the weight of the hard metal was there and J'Kor retrieved the coin from her mouth like she had been hiding it there all along. Lyra laughed, shaking her head in wonder. 
 
    “Kade has been doing that trick for nigh twenty years now,” Mejhisk told her. “Learned it from a gypsy mage back in the day when we first met.” 
 
    Immediately, the image of the dark, street necromancer from the Bansool market flashed in her mind. Surely this was only simple sleight of hand for fun, though. This man wasn't the type to be involved in the occult. 
 
    Was he? 
 
    “Sooo, you just had it hidden in your hand?” 
 
    J'Kor's gaze upon her was steady and penetrating. He closed both hands over the copper once more and blew softly into the cupping shape. Then slowly, his fingers opened up. Lyra gasped again. The lilicanth blossom from her hair was nestled softly in his calloused palms! 
 
    Her fingers automatically flew to the side of her head. Sure enough, the anonymously given flower was no longer perched above her ear. 
 
    “A magician never reveals his secrets,” he said, and grinning crookedly, J'Kor brought it to his nose for a brief inhale before presenting it to her like a gift. 
 
    With uncertainty, Lyra took it. It seemed he possessed a talent for keeping her off balance. 
 
    “I will still never understand, mate,” said Mejhisk, “why you thought hanging around that dirty conjurer was more fun than running around town with the rest o' us, wooing the ladies.” 
 
    “Perhaps I found him a little more intellectually stimulating than the usual 'get wasted and hooked up' routine,” J'Kor countered with a sideways glance. Then he flicked his fingers, adding, “And having an extra curse incantation or proxy torture doll in my possession was always handy.” It was thrown out so nonchalantly that Lyra was not quite certain it was a joke. 
 
    Laughing, Mejhisk raised a glass in unrepentant tribute. “Well, I always found it stimulating enough.” 
 
    The music changed. The band began a slow, sultry, pulsing number with a definite mood attached that had Lyra glancing over. Suddenly J'Kor stood. 
 
    “Dance with me,” he told her softly. It wasn't a request this time. 
 
    Lyra raised somber eyes to his. 
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    J'Kor's brow furrowed at her answer. 
 
    “I mean,” Lyra said, suddenly grinning, “please don't ask me to step around for another moment in these shoes, or else I am certain I will be a cripple by tomorrow.” 
 
    Yes, that was true. But more than that, Lyra wanted to keep the mood light and unromantic for as long as possible. 
 
    Those cute laugh creases at his eyes reappeared again. “Then, I hereby ban them from your soles forthwith, my Lyra.” 
 
    As he did the honors, Lyra couldn't help but smile when he proceeded to flip her shoes haphazardly over his shoulder where they eventually skidded to a halt under someone's table. 
 
    Then J'Kor was leading her to the open floor in front of the playing ensemble and guiding her gently into position with her hand curled in his against his chest. As she breathed in his disturbingly cool scent, Lyra became excruciatingly aware of a firm musculature behind his shirt pressing into her skin.  
 
    “Are you having a good time here, with me?” he said after a minute. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Darn it. 
 
    “Good.” He brought her a little closer as they moved together to the steady rhythm. 
 
    He danced well. Lyra found she didn't have to worry about her toes accidentally getting squashed. Her greater concern, in fact, was the way he seemed so content to just watch her, study her, like he was working out her every little secret. Another full minute passed before he seemed interested in resuming conversation. 
 
    “So,” J'Kor finally said, “you are obsessed with the letter R, you like to play with sharp objects, and you possess an inexplicable dislike for rude gentlemen. Am I to assume that these are the extent o' your interests?” 
 
    A laugh escaped from Lyra. “Um …” There was probably no harm in revealing a few simple things. “I also like to bake and sew. I like to explore. I enjoy dancing—in comfortable shoes or barefoot. I love laughing with friends. And I love to sing.” (When she was wasn't being hunted, torn from her family, and forced to sell her body. And when it didn't just … hurt.) Lyra let the depressing thought go. “And you, my lord?” 
 
    He directed her out for a slow spin before pulling her close once more. “Oh, I like women who like to bake and sew, explore, dance …” 
 
    “Okay. Stop!” Lyra pushed him playfully at the chest and he laughed. Then she turned solemn. “No really. Would it not behoove me to begin informing myself of the likes and dislikes of my new lord and master?” 
 
    She didn't like saying that, but it was what she needed to say. 
 
    “Fair enough.” He focused on some random space over Lyra's head as he thought. “Well, snowberry tarts are my favorite dessert, although I am quite the sucker for any kind o' pastry, truth be told. I take my morning bean tea hot and black. I prefer my pants pressed with the crease in front. I like clean floors at the end o' the day. And I greatly dislike being disturbed when I am working in my office.” 
 
    Lyra had started a mental checklist until she recognized the ribbing tone. She smirked. “Okay. I think I can handle that.” 
 
    Grinning broadly, he took her on another slow turn around the floor. “I also like following the disc tournaments. I like new spring grass and cool summer rains. I like good music and stimulating company,” at this, he raised her hand for a kiss, “fine wine and cheap beer, hard work—soft skin … quick days—slow nights.” He cocked his head at her. The song was over, but neither noticed. “And losing myself in an enchanting pair o' eyes.” 
 
    Lyra swallowed hard. J'Kor let her go with a small bow. “Thank you for the dance, Lyra.” 
 
    Her knee bent in return, but she had a hard time meeting his eye. 
 
    “Oy! Lord J!” one of the band members hailed from the stage that was actually little more than a raised platform. It was the string bass player. 
 
    Lord J? 
 
    “Frett needs a break to go drain his pipe. You want to take over his strings fer a minute?” 
 
    Frett, slim and pale with long hair—the strands of which he allowed to fall into his face—held his six-string out in a tantalizing manner. 
 
    “Oh, as tempting as that sounds, Gell,” J'Kor shook his head, smiling, “I think we were about to head home. It has been a long day.” 
 
    Lyra looked at him. “You play?” Not only was she sincerely curious, but the thought of procrastinating her inevitable physical violation—just a little longer—could not be passed up. 
 
    Gell grinned, showing tall, crowded teeth. “Come on, friend. Just one riff. Do no' miss the chance to impress yer new lady, here.” 
 
    “You go play,” Lyra ordered. “I'll listen, and make sure our mutual acquaintance over there doesn't pass out on the floor.” She nodded toward Mejhisk who, looking rather rosy cheeked and slap happy, was conversationally addressing his third drink. 
 
    “All right,” J'Kor acquiesced. “Just one song, and then I am more than ready to take you home.” Cupping her face in his hands, he gave a warm kiss to her forehead. 
 
    The tingling heat from those lips lingered long after he turned to hop on the stage and Lyra hugged herself against a chill that swept through her as she went back to her seat. There, the table's knot-ridden surface stared up at her. 
 
    “Okay, girl,” her inner coach said, “remember that, at least, this man seems to be genuinely decent, if morally misguided, and essentially saved your life today. You are strong and resilient. God is in control. Be faithful enough to accept His will—even if that means sexual servitude for a time.” She sucked in a tremulous breath. “Father has a miracle for you. It's coming. You will be able to get back home. You will be protected.” 
 
    “My congratulations to you, lovely Lyra.” Mejhisk lifted his glass to her, beaming in satisfaction. “Somehow, in just a matter o' hours, you have accomplished a miracle.” He nodded ceremoniously and took another drink. 
 
    Had she missed something? “What miracle?” 
 
    “Well, I have no' seen Kade smile this much in a day in years.” He thought a second and seemed to decide his statement was absolutely correct. “Aye. Several years.” 
 
    “You mean, since his wife died?” Lyra felt a pang of pity for him. She understood. 
 
    “No. Even longer than that.” 
 
    Perplexed, Lyra turned to the musical combo putting out a fancifully moody piece of work. The beat slow and gritty, J'Kor held his own quite well as he sat in a rickety stage chair acting as supporting backup to the lead melody. He tapped his foot to the rhythm, immersed in the spirit of the music with the others. 
 
    “It is even more astounding to see him this way tonight,” Mejhisk added blearily, raising a finger in scholarly lecture, “considerin' he just blew his life savings on you.”  
 
    Lyra's innards lurched. She whirled to face Mejhisk—who suddenly seemed fascinated with the slowly swirling froth of his amber colored refreshment. “My lord, please tell me that was just another joke,” she said with deadly gravity. As if she didn't already have enough on her shoulders. Now, guilt had just been added to the pile! 
 
    Mejhisk frowned dimly at his mug. “I prob'ly should no' have told you that. Kade would kill me if he knew.” With a roll of his eyes, his head tilted back to down the rest. 
 
    From the stage, J'Kor threw her a friendly wink and Lyra gave a little encouraging wave before going back to her desperate scrutiny of the table top. She wanted to bang her head on it. 
 
    No … no … no! 
 
    The ensemble finished with appreciative claps and calls from the bar's few other occupants, and Lyra joined in with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. J'Kor chatted amicably with the band members for a bit before shoulders were patted in farewell and he returned the instrument to its owner. 
 
    “Anytime J Lo',” she heard Frett tell him. “You have a safe trip home now.” 
 
    By the time J'Kor made it back to their table, Lyra was composed and was ready to greet him with, “J Lo'?” 
 
    “Aye,” he confessed sheepishly with a shake of his head. “They like to use nicknames. Sal and I have messed around with them a time or two.” 
 
    “Well, that was really good,” Lyra told him. She meant it. 
 
    Mejhisk piped up proudly, “They call me MJ when I get behind that drum set … and I can hold two sticks steadily.” He held up three fingers. 
 
    J'Kor laid some notes on the table for Burhnee and Lyra got up to go find her shoes, but she was suddenly swept off her feet—literally, cradled in J'Kor's arms. He was grinning. 
 
    “Uh, uh. I banned them from touching you again, remember?” 
 
    Lyra laughed nervously, “I can walk barefoot then.”  
 
    “No' tonight.” 
 
    With hesitation, Lyra wrapped her arms about his neck to help support her weight and Burhnee waved them all off appreciatively, making mention that they bring Lyra with them again. Lyra thanked him generously for the wonderful meal and his chronically red cheeks seemed to turn a shade deeper as he bashfully brushed off the compliment. 
 
    At the carriage, J'Kor lifted her in then climbed in beside her. Mejhisk followed with their jackets and Lyra's things, and the taxi began to roll away. 
 
    Lyra looked out the window. “How long of a drive will this be?” She wanted to keep her bearings, if possible, of time and direction from the capital city. 
 
    “Sal and I live only a matter o' miles from each other, but our homes are rather remotely placed from the city, closer to the coast,” J'Kor told her with some apology. “It will take a couple hours.” 
 
    Lyra was grateful for the darkness of the coach's interior; he wouldn't be able to read her frustration. She was pulling even farther from home and everything she held dear. 
 
    “Ah, a fine day we just had, eh, brother?” Mejhisk crooned, his head resting heavily on the back of his seat. “And to think, we almost did no' even make it into town!” 
 
    Lyra's eyes flashed up. “You didn't?” 
 
    “We had a breakdown on the road,” J'Kor explained, leisurely undoing another button of his dress shirt. “There was no way to repair the axle on our own. We thought our day was finished before it even began.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    He chuckled, “A miracle, I guess,” and Lyra's heart leaped at the word. “We were only sitting stranded for about twenty minutes before this crazy, drunk mechanic came along with his barge full o' spare parts. He told us he usually did no' travel that way. It was … the oddest coincidence.” J'Kor shook his head in wonder. 
 
    “If ever there was a time temptin' me to believe in some kind o' greater power out there, mate, today was it,” Mejhisk managed through sluggish lips to which J'Kor snorted in response. 
 
    “I would drink to that, brother.” 
 
    It was a few seconds before Lyra could bring herself to venture one more query. “… About what time did this happen?”  
 
    “Oh, about one o', I think. Two hours before the auction. Why?” 
 
    Lyra's body froze next to her Caldreen'n slave owner. “Just wondering,” she said softly. Internally, the words were different.  
 
    HEAVENLY FATHER! You inspired a drunk to make sure this man got to the auction today? How twisted—! This J'Kor is my “MIRACLE”? 
 
    She couldn't believe it! She wouldn't believe it. It just had to be a coincidence. True, she would rather be going with him than that Malig'ahnt monster, but her miracle … 
 
    It was supposed to be something of heavenly intervention, something of light and purity that helped her get far, far away from here, not the very thing that was leading her to a strange bedroom and groping fingers. Oh God! You must have something else for me! You must! 
 
    Leaning heavily into the corner of the coach wall, Lyra quietly curled her legs up underneath her. She was so tired. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Upon leaving the shelter of the city infrastructure, the taxi was met with a stiff breeze and Kade and Sal each took a window to shut. Then they lit a small, cell-powered lantern and hung it on a hook. The soft light danced with the shadows as the lantern swayed gently to the taxi's motion over miles of dirt road. Kade let his new khar fall asleep in the corner to the sound of Sal and him deliberating over which disc team was destined to take the national championship this year. She seemed exhausted. He couldn't blame her. From the sound of it, she'd had an unexpectedly eventful day. 
 
    Sal's usual opinionated spirit soon began to wane as the effects of the night's unrestrained indulgence took its toll, and he drifted off, too. This suited Kade just fine. It had been difficult to pay attention to his friend. He was terribly distracted by the sight of her—his Lyra—curled up just inches away, practically glowing in the soft light of the lantern as she slumbered. Now he could settle himself comfortably against the seat, let his fingers trail along her gown's hem near her foot, and watch her to his heart's content. 
 
    She was beautiful. She was unusual. She was hiding something. 
 
    Kade was surprised when he began to nod off as well. Oh well. The day had been more than he'd bargained for, too, and he should probably rest so he could be alert when they got home. Late as it would be, he certainly wasn't planning on going right to sleep. He wanted to take his time—get to know every inch of her. Every curve. He wanted to relish in the warm silkiness of her skin, the play of his fingers searching out her pleasure, and feeling with her each rush of pulse, every breath and gasp. 
 
    A change in the threshers' gait woke him some time later. They were slowing. Kade rubbed the side of his face and peeked out the window. They were nearing the Mejhisk estate. 
 
    In the moonlight he could make out his watch's face. Nearing twenty-one o'. Only an hour to midnight. Kade nudged Sal with his foot. “Wake up, sunshine.” 
 
    “No' now, Maryn,” Sal mumbled in his sleep. “I have to help Mother get her new cat soap dish notarized.” His head rolled off the seat back, taking his upper body with it to drop face first onto the seat bench. 
 
    Kade chuckled and kicked him again in the shin, harder this time. “Sallee,” he said, using the pet name Sal's mother had always used. “Your lawyer says the cat is refusing to cooperate. It is making a motion to reschedule for next week.”  
 
    Lips pressed against the seat, Sal mumbled, “Well, in that case, my little water nymph … daddy is ready and waiting.” He struggled to sit up and peer around. “Where are my ear muffs?” 
 
    Kade grinned. “Wake up. You are home.” 
 
    Blinking, Sal finally seemed to come to and he looked Kade over. “Kade, I sure hope that is you, 'cause I do no' want to have to tell Maryn that she needs to start shaving her face.” 
 
    “Can you make it to your door by yourself?” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” Sal shooed him off like an annoying fly and got his legs under him. He picked up his jacket and cane and managed the step without Sullee's offered arm. Then he straightened himself to something more presentable. “Thank you, brother … for a most ess-ceptional adventure today. I trust you can take the lovely, new Mistress J'Kor—(burp)—from here on your own?” 
 
    Lyra was stirring when Kade glanced back. “Most certainly, brother. Thank you for coming with me.” 
 
    “I expect a full and glowing report from you … next week, you know,” said Sal, donning his swash tunic in the night chill. 
 
    Yeah, not going to happen. “Good moonrise, Sal. Tell Maryn I said hello and have her plan to make more pasties next week. I want her to meet Lyra.” 
 
    Sal was already heading up his veranda steps. His arm waved in response. “Sure thing!” 
 
    A light turned on and Sal's front door opened. Young 'Na Maryn stepped barefoot onto the threshold to welcome her lord back home. The buxom, auburn-haired beauty was dressed in a long, silky nightgown and when Sal saw her, his arms rose in greeting. 
 
    “Maryn, my perfectly pulchritudinous pet!” he crooned with renewed energy. “How I have missed your curves pressed against me today!” Sal took her and whirled her around once while Maryn squealed with delight. 
 
    “Sallee-kins! I thought you would never get home!” 
 
    He uttered an obnoxiously primitive grunt that made his khar giggle and Sal threw Kade a meaningful wink before taking a kiss for himself. As the carriage began to move off, Kade watched his best friend pick his khar up in his arms—a little unsteadily—to take her inside. He hoped Sal didn't stumble before making it to his bedroom. 
 
    “Good moonrise, my lord J'Kor!” Maryn called in her light, high soprano. 
 
    Ahhh! Alone at last! Turning, Kade was pleased to see Lyra awake. 
 
    “Er, did you have a nice nap?” He couldn't think of anything else to say. 
 
    “I guess. Thank you.” She hugged her arms tightly to her body and curled her legs closer. He saw her shiver. 
 
    “You are cold.” Kade grabbed his swash tunic and held it out to her. She seemed to deliberate a moment about whether or not to accept it, but finally relented. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. I'm afraid that insulation is not one of this gown's selling points. Thank you.” She spread it over herself like a blanket, tucking the top snugly under her chin. 
 
    “I am sure you are right.” He smiled, touching a portion of the gown's nearly weightless hem sticking out a little beyond his jacket's length. It shimmered softly. His fingers brushed over her one exposed foot and Kade found it to be ice cold. “Oh, this just will no' do.” 
 
    Repositioning himself, Kade pulled her foot out from under his jacket and began to massage it with his much warmer hands. There was a moment of resistance to his touch—a defensive reflex, probably. It was not to be unexpected. It seems she had been conditioned to expect brutality what with her history. Slowly, however, she gave in. 
 
    “You are very kind, my lord, but really, this is not necessary. I will warm up soon.” She sounded nervous. 
 
    “I insist.” Start small. Tread lightly. 
 
    He sensed her begin to relax as he worked at restoring circulation to her calves and delicately arched feet—only, “work” was hardly the right word. A pleasurable smolder in the pit of his stomach had begun to flare, growing with every knead of her leg's smooth, supple skin. What age had the emcee given? Twenty-eight? That was twelve years. He had never had a woman so much his junior before. 
 
    Just remember, old man, how— 
 
    The taxi suddenly slowed and came to a stop. 
 
    Kade looked out the window. They were still a couple miles from home on a bare stretch of road with nothing but fields on one side and forest on the other. 
 
    “Fallen tree in the road, my lord!” Sullee called from his seat. 
 
    Fallen tree? Great. 
 
    With a great sigh, Kade let Lyra's calf go and opened the door to let himself out. 
 
    He froze on the step. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “You will be exiting the coach slowly and wheres we can be seein' yer hands, me lord,” a gruff voice ordered in its roughened regional dialect. 
 
    A great chill ran through Lyra. Whatever motivation necessitated an order like that could not be good. 
 
    For the last few minutes she had actually been making some headway in coaching herself into relaxation under Lord J'Kor's hand. It seemed God was indeed going to ask everything of her in fulfilling her stewardship before He saw fit to send some means of escape, and she had been making herself ready for the impending inevitable. It would hurt less if she wasn't so tense. 
 
    Raising his hands, J'Kor stepped slowly to the ground as ordered. It was after he shifted to the side that Lyra saw the gun. Good God in Heaven, was this a hijack? 
 
    Three coarsely dressed men stood together on the side of the road, one pointing a pistol at J'Kor. Lyra cringed into her seat corner. Maybe they hadn't seen her. 
 
    Sullee hopped down from his driver's seat with a fourth accomplice coming down after him, his knife waving the driver over to stand beside J'Kor. 
 
    “Look,” J'Kor said, soft and placating, “if you want my money, all I have on me is right here in my wallet.” He nodded toward his waistcoat pocket. “Please take it. I do no' want any trouble.” 
 
    The largest of the four hijackers strode forward and roughly extracted the wallet. “This will be a good start,” he growled. He tossed the wallet behind him to his companions then suddenly landed a surly punch into J'Kor's gut. Grunting, J'Kor doubled over in pain. Lyra clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle her gasp. 
 
    The thickly shouldered ruffian watched him, his lip curling into a gloating sneer. “But we has heard you has a thirty thousand note khar on board. You will be handing her over now.” 
 
    What? They were actually here for HER? 
 
    But what Lyra heard next made her head spin. 
 
    A wheezing chuckle shook J'Kor's bent body. “Well, if that was all you wanted, why did you no' just say so from the beginning?” Slowly he straightened, reaching for the door. “Come on out, Lyra, and introduce yourself …” he paused for a labored breath, “… to the curious gentlemen.” 
 
    “My lord?” Lyra squeaked in horror. 
 
    J'Kor held out a beckoning hand. What was this? He had given her the impression that he cared more, that he was honorable. She hesitated, eyes wide and frightened. 
 
    “Come along, Lyra.” Then J'Kor spoke back to the men, “She comes off as shy at first, but she really is quite something.” 
 
    Trembling from head to toe, Lyra loosened her death grip on the seat back and made herself reach for the door frame. She had no other alternative. Trying to run and hide was not an option and she knew she couldn't fight off that many men—not to mention she wasn't bulletproof. 
 
    Stepping to the cold ground in her bare feet, J'Kor's body language only expressed simple compliance, but the thieves … they stood nearly agape at how easy he was making this for them. 
 
    He had her face the men so he could stand behind her and tip up her chin for better presentation. Each one: the large, thick shouldered one; the shortest and stockiest one with the gun; the youngest, who seemed to be trying to grow some scruff on his chin; and the knife wielder whose long wild hair and blistering odor bespoke infrequent attention to hygiene, all raked her over with hungry expressions. Lyra's heart was hurtling itself against her chest. 
 
    “Do you like what you see?” J'Kor said. “She has been extra, specially prepared.” His hand slid down her hip to the slit in her dress where he drew the hem away to reveal more skin. Beady, hungry eyes glittered in the carriage's cast lantern light. Lyra felt cold. Clammy. Woozy with terror. 
 
    J'Kor continued, “Now, if a little bit o' this is all you really want, please leave me and this good taximan here alone and take her as you please. I suppose I would no' mind a little 'sharing in the wealth' with fellow citizens o' Caldreen. She is a khar, after all. She will probably like it. All I ask is that, when you are done, you leave her here and be on your way. No one gets hurt.” 
 
    Looks passed between the men. Then the short one gestured at J'Kor with his gun. “Well now, you has just might be smarter than you look, me lord.” He strode forward and handed his pistol off to the smelly one. “You be keeping this easy for us, and Bons, there,” he indicated the large, hulking brute, “maybe have no' to bruise his knuckles more. 
 
    “I do no' think he is smart,” Smelly slurred through thick, drunken lips. He leaned toward J'Kor, pointing a teasing blade tip near his cheek. “I think he be vain and cowardly. He be no' wantin' his pretty face to be marred.” 
 
    “Perhaps, I am all o' that,” J'Kor admitted, “as I prefer to keep my innards, o' which I am rather fond, inside where they belong.” As further enticement, he slid the folds of fabric off Lyra's right shoulder, making her bodice partially slumped away. J'Kor's subsequent suggestive stroke of her neck made her skin crawl.  
 
    You knew this! an accusing voice spat. You knew his act was too good to be true. He's just an animal like the rest of them. Lyra was never so disappointed to be right. 
 
    The short one came close, very nearly right in her face and Lyra turned her head away in disgust. Grimy fingers slid down from her collarbone. “Hmm,” said the man, loud enough for his companions to hear, “she be smelling good, mates!” They responded with anticipatory murmurs and nods. “My turn first. Slap, you has keep the gun and be watchin' o' these two gents. Bons and Goony, be holding her down fer me over there.” His chin jutted toward a patch of grass on the side of the road. Then he suddenly pulled Lyra to him, gazing into her frightened eyes. “He said to be no' underestimating o' her,” the man murmured softly to himself beneath a jagged scar on the side of his nose and several days' worth of stubble. He twirled a spiraled tendril of her hair. “Though she be looking scared witless enough now.”  
 
    The large man and the younger one—Bons and Goony—took her roughly and began to drag her to the side of the road. “My lord!” Lyra pleaded. 
 
    The least he could do was act concerned! But J'Kor was speaking to smelly “Slap” in an almost conversational manner. 
 
    Panic took over. Lyra began to struggle. She kicked at her captors' knees and got Goony to let go, but the thick-limbed Bons tightened his grip and thrust her onto the damp, grassy patch. Her arms were quickly pinned over her head while strong hands restrained her legs. 
 
    “Don't touch me! Don't you dare touch me!” Lyra cried out in a horrific rage.  
 
    “Well now, she be havin' fire in her, after all!” the leader chortled, kneeling at her side and loosening his belt. “So much the more pleasuring, I say.” 
 
    Three heads leered over her before a backdrop of recently exposed, twinkling stars. Oh God, where are you? Her skirt was pulled to her hips and Lyra let loose a bloodcurdling scream. 
 
    A loud pop and flash of light made everyone's heads jerk toward the carriage. Slap and Sullee were seen bent, choking in the smoke and swirling dust created by some kind of explosion. Wait! Where was J'Kor? 
 
    A pistol shot echoed into the sky. 
 
    It had not come from Slap. 
 
    In fact, Slap began a frantic search of his person and the ground for the weapon that was no longer in his hand. The thresher pair shuffled, snorting and clicking in fright, but the tree in their way left nowhere to bolt. Another pop and nearly blinding burst of light exploded on the ground, much nearer Lyra and the men huddled round her. It showered a fine spray of dirt onto their grubby clothing.  
 
    “If I had aimed for you, you would be dead,” a voice rang from the top of the carriage. 
 
    Then she saw him—J'Kor—hardly anything more than a silhouette except for the strange greenish light emitting from his upturned palm. It cast an eerie glow upward into his face. In his other hand, he held the pistol. “You all deserve to die, but I am going to give you one chance to run and no' look back.” He brandished a glowing hand through the air and the fiery light intensified. 
 
    Slap staggered toward his comrades, spooked. His friends exchanged looks. Suddenly, young Goony took off running—or hobbling—as well as he could on one hurt leg. Someone swore. 
 
    “Let the khar go,” J'Kor ordered. 
 
    Lyra was hauled up from the ground, but with a knife at her throat. Its owner, the short, stocky leader. He positioned himself behind her, fingernails digging into her shoulder. “We will no' be having anyone die, and I be betting that you cares more about this khar than you has been letting on,” he shouted back. “You has best toss us me pistol and surrender.” 
 
    J'Kor hopped smoothly from carriage roof to driver seat to the ground. He began to walk toward them, his fingers closing over the strange flame to extinguish it. The pistol, he held quietly at his side, but Lyra could tell that the bold set of his mouth and purposeful stride were wreaking havoc on the grog soused nerves around her. Truth be told, he was doing something to her nerves, too. This was not the same man with whom she had danced at Burhnee's. 
 
    “Be stopping right there!” the leader screeched. His grip on Lyra tightened. “Drop it.” 
 
    J'Kor stopped. Calmly, almost flippantly, he tossed the gun away. “I do no' need that anyway, and you are losing your chance to run.” He stared the man down with eyes that could conquer a mesmer snake.  
 
    A glance to her side and Lyra could just make out her captor's scruffy features hanging over her shoulder—deliberating over whether or not J'Kor was bluffing. Finally … 
 
    “Bons! Slap!” he barked. “Get him!” 
 
    With wary glances to each other, the two men cautiously started forward. J'Kor didn't move a muscle. Slap grew more confident and, with knife at the ready, he suddenly lunged. 
 
    The scream gurgling up Lyra's throat never quite made it out, for, at the last second, J'Kor sprang into action, blocking Slap's thrust and forcing the knife down and away from his body. With a fierce bellow, J'Kor shoved his open palm into Slap's chest. A flash of light burst at the point of impact and it threw J'Kor and Slap away from each other. J'Kor landed on his feet, but not Slap. He went flying on his back to the ground, where he lay with smoke wafting from his chest and a black hole marking where his sternum had once been. 
 
    J'Kor's head turned to Bons. “Next?” 
 
    The hulking man stood in shock. He looked from his dead companion to the bristling sorcerer and back. A small whimper escaped. Then he spun and ran, stumbling in the darkness toward the trees.  
 
    Lyra barely remembered herself in the grisly heat of the moment. She grabbed hold of the wrist at her neck holding her hostage and twisted it, ducking away while her captor was momentarily off his guard. To the scum's credit, he recovered quickly and made a grab for her, but Lyra dropped to the ground. He made to lunge after her—until he saw J'Kor coming for him, palm spouting ghoulish fire once again. 
 
    Lyra wasn't sure which was more impressive: the speed with which the bandit moved his short, stocky legs or the glass shattering pitch he made as he ran for the safety of dank forest shadow. 
 
    A moment more and quiet, undisturbed night descended once again onto the lonely, country roadside. Lyra carefully sat up, breathless and nearly in shock. 
 
    From above, another head peered down at her amid a background of midnight stars. 
 
    Only, this one was much more beautiful. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lyra,” J'Kor breathed as he cautiously knelt beside her, “are you okay?” The demigod ablaze in vengeful, mystic power was no more. Once again, he was the man in the holding room. Concerned. Caring. Hesitant. 
 
    “Yes. I-I-I think so.” Lyra rubbed at her forehead, dazed. She took quick assessment of herself. Everything seemed to be in working order. No blood. Not even any scratches, really. “Those men were sent by that—that Lord Malig'ahnt, weren't they?” She remembered the leader's musing about someone telling him not to underestimate her. 
 
    J'Kor grimaced. “I am almost certain. He has a reputation for retaliation o' the lowest kind.” 
 
    Lyra hugged her knees to her chest, shaking. 
 
    “Lyra, I am sorry I had to do that—make it seem like I was letting them have you. But I—” 
 
    “You needed a distraction,” she said. It was obvious now. Lyra looked at him fully. “You knew their attention would be on me.”  
 
    “Aye,” he agreed. “And the more frightened you appeared to be, the better the ruse, but … I hate that you had to believe for a minute that I—” 
 
    “No! No, my lord,” Lyra quickly assured him. “That was smart. And your—your magic was—” She still wasn't sure what to make of it. Everything had happened so fast. “What was that?” 
 
    “Everything okay over there, my lord?” Sullee called, crawling out from under the carriage. It seemed he had taken shelter below his new axle. 
 
    “Aye,” J'Kor answered. “I will be over in a minute to help you see about moving that tree.” 
 
    “Is that one really dead?” Sullee pointed at the body on the ground. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “My lord, what was that?” Lyra tried again. He had been collecting information about her all day, but it seemed the questions about him just kept multiplying. 
 
    “Eh … old skill set.” J'Kor shrugged dismissively and something that had been strapped to his palm got returned to a pocket. “I always keep a few things on me whenever I go out with Sal, just in case. Distraction, misdirection, fear o' the unknown—magician's usual tools. It gets me a quick upper hand in a confrontation.” J'Kor took a long look at the body. “I was bluffing, though. That sparkshot I detonated against that man's chest was my last one. I had nothing left. And I have no' used one to actually kill anyone—well, no' for a long time, anyway.” He turned back to her. “Are you sure you are no' hurt?” 
 
    Maybe she wasn't sure. She was still trembling. With care, J'Kor touched her cheek and Lyra looked into those eyes—those kind, amazing eyes. He had risked his life for her. For her virtue. 
 
    Oh, Great Father! He … he IS my miracle! 
 
    It was a sure bet no other lord at that auction would have been able to take on hired thugs like that. No other lord had been willing to go up against Malig'ahnt in the first place. Shakily, Lyra stood and J'Kor quickly followed. She looked up at him. 
 
    “… It is you.” 
 
    “Aye,” he confirmed, confused. More worried now that she may be in clinical shock, he started to reach for her arm. “Lyra, are you sure—?” 
 
    And Lyra went to him. She wrapped her arms around his middle, pressing her face into his broad chest in a heartfelt, totally unreserved hug. Tears she had been holding back began to flow. It had been such a terrifying day. “Thank you, my l-lord,” she whispered haltingly as she clung to him. “It is you. Thank you f-for protecting me.” 
 
    It took a moment for J'Kor to get over his surprise, but then his arms were responding in kind with a warm, sure embrace. It felt good. Really good. 
 
    A nagging sliver of cold reality reminded Lyra that he would likely still be on her in his bed within the hour, but for the time being, she gave in to the simple knowledge that her Heavenly Father had sent this man to save her today. For the time being, he was a saint. 
 
    “My Lyra,” J'Kor murmured into her hair, “I told you the truth. This commitment is real to me. I will take care o' you.” She felt his warm breath on the top of her head as he continued, almost wistful, “When you were on stage, I felt this overwhelming urge to protect you. I could no' ignore it.” 
 
    Lyra smiled through her tears and clung to him even tighter. She had no doubt where that urge had come from. The Father had put her on a strange and frightening path, and it seemed this man was somehow supposed to help her along it. He was a slave owner—a loyal patriot to the enemy nation. He knew nothing of God or morality. He might even possibly be involved in the occult. But she needed to trust him … for evidently God did. 
 
    J'Kor pulled away a little. “I know you have been afraid, but do you believe me now?” 
 
    Lyra was still afraid—of his past, his loyalties, his expectations. However, when she looked into his eyes … “I believe you, my lord.” 
 
    Smiling, he swept her up in his arms and carried her back to the carriage. “By the way,” he said with a grin, “your track record with men continues to be impressive. Remind me never to pick a fight with you.” 
 
    Lyra laughed. “After what I just saw, my lord, I don't think I'll be challenging you anytime soon.” 
 
    She got set on the coach step, facing him, and a warm, calloused hand brushed tenderly along the side of her jaw, clear eyes boring deeply into hers. Then, cautiously, he leaned in and Lyra's smile faded as J'Kor reached behind her head to bring it closer. Her lips to his. 
 
    “Got to unhitch the team and see about hooking them up to the tree,” Sullee muttered, striding by and briskly opening up a nearby tool compartment. 
 
    J'Kor hesitated and drew back. 
 
    In a somewhat husky voice he told her to get in and rest. Then with a brisk clear of his throat, he left her to help Sullee remove the tree from the road. 
 
    Inside, Lyra dizzily flopped onto a bench seat. Her head swam. The last few minutes had been intense, and she wasn't just referring to the hired rape attempt. This J'Kor … Lyra slid the cowl neck folds of her gown back up over her shoulder and looked out the window to see him gathering the reins while Sullee detached the carriage traces from the team. 
 
    Trust. Trust. You have to trust. He is your miracle. 
 
    # # # 
 
     The work rag helped clean Kade's hands up as Sullee finished strapping the threshers in again. What a night! He may have appeared calm and calculating, but on the inside, his heart had been pounding nearly out of his chest when he planted that sparkshot bomb in the shirt pocket of the rancid Slap just before tossing another one and stealing the gun. As for Lyra— 
 
    He climbed back in the coach and saw her curled up in the corner again, looking slightly disheveled and harried. 
 
    … remember, old man, how gently she needs to be handled. The phrase he had been thinking before the taxi's unexpected stop was finally completed. 
 
    It was even more true now. Her part in his charade had been the scarier one. 
 
    He took one of her hands to hold and said gently, “How about I take you home now?” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, still a little nervous, but trust was finally beginning to win out. 
 
    The carriage got under way and Kade draped an arm across Lyra's shoulders. Comforting and protective. Something deep within stirred. Something of selflessness and compassion. It suggested he let her alone for this first night. Hadn't she had enough “excitement” for one day? 
 
    Then she shifted, leaning her head against his chest, cuddling into him like a child, and her tantalizing smell wafted up to his nose. Her nearness, her softness, her angles and curves, the light rise and fall of her chest as she breathed, it all filled and saturated his senses with such a delightful headiness that the notion of thoughtful restraint quickly waned away. 
 
    Rationalization took its place. Enticing. Wreathing. 
 
    Sure, this had been a rough day, it whispered, but wasn't lovemaking—that mutual intimacy—a good way to slough it all off? The release of tension. The rapturous pleasure. Inviting the mind to turn itself over to simpler, more felicitous thoughts. It had always helped Kade relax and settle into a nice, contented sleep. It would work for her, too. And after today, she really needed a good night's rest. They both did. 
 
    Besides, for all the trouble he'd put himself through for her, he deserved everything she had to offer. What was a little sex to an experienced khar, anyway? 
 
    But, he would ease her into it. Aye. He would be the epitome of thoughtful tenderness. Under his hand, she would quickly come to appreciate a side of lovemaking she'd probably never known before, probably never been shown, and she would be so surprised, so gratified, so grateful that— 
 
    They turned off the road onto his property. 
 
    Up ahead, Kade could just make out the solid dwelling that generations of J'Kors had called home basking in the achromatic effervescence of moon glow. He could relate as he looked down at Lyra, warm and solid on him, glowing in that gown. So close. Just a fabric's width away. “Do you want to see?” he said. 
 
    Her head nodded ever so slightly and it rose to peer outside. “How much of this land is yours?” 
 
    “Over two thousand acres all the way to the coast. This is ancestral land. My great, great grandfather J'Kor settled here about a hundred and fifty years ago. He had a particular talent for sheep raising that has been passed from generation to generation since. That is where my family initially made its fortune. I was born here.” 
 
    “And now you own it all?” 
 
    The scent of the poppamung weeds in his pastures as they released their fruity fragrance by the light of the moons drifted in. One of his flocks had nestled nearby in the lush grass and every now and then the soft bleat of a lamb not yet ready to settle obediently down next to its mother could be heard. The taxi passed his stand of broad-leaved sparcal trees that rustled gently in a strolling breeze. It was background to the chorus of crick-bang bugs that echoed through the great, framing branches, adding greater depth to the evening's lullaby. Kade loved beautiful spring nights like this. 
 
    He gave a little chuckle. “Most days it seems, rather, to own me, but I took over the responsibility for its management some years ago and, aye, it is essentially mine to use as I please.” 
 
    “So, you are an honest to goodness rancher, then?” she said, surprised. 
 
    He laughed at the quaint way she phrased it. But now came the hard part. 
 
    Might as well tell her now. 
 
    “When I was eleven, Father began to make more money in other investments unrelated to farming and we moved into the city. This place quickly became a neglected hobby. When he died, my mother wanted to sell it. We argued over it for months. She and I had been having different ideas, anyway, about what profession I should choose and it came to a head when I decided that I would rather move back here and reestablish the breeding strain than do anything else.” He rubbed ruefully at his beard. “Mother was bent on having her only son become a lawyer, you see.”  
 
    At this, Lyra grinned. A silent laugh. Ah, another genuine smile. Good. 
 
    Kade continued, “She did allow the move, but thought she would shake me up a bit by cutting me off from everything else. It was her belief that I would only last a few months before crawling back home repentant and wiser.” 
 
    “But you didn't,” she guessed. 
 
    Kade laughed. “It was a very rough first few years, I assure you. I think I only survived at first out o' spite. There was no money for investment in any o' the hundreds o' fix-up jobs that needed doing and I was a one-man show.” The carriage slowed to a stop in front of his house and he heard Ahskr barking his warning from the front porch, trying to sound ferocious in all his thirty-eight pounds of athletic, furry, canine might. Kade hurried along to finish up. “Eventually, I started to turn things around and grew to appreciate the independence one acquires from making his own money. By the time Mother decided she could forgive me, I was content to be a self-made man and I have no' dipped into any o' the collective family fortune since.” 
 
    Distracted by the dog, Lyra had returned to peering out the window, but he nudged her chin to turn her face back to his. 
 
    “Lyra, I am telling you this so you will understand my … unusual circumstances.” He paused for a breath. “I make good money now, but I work hard every day. I do without servants and work hands for most o' the year to be more frugal. I am no' what you would call normal.” 
 
    He didn't mean to sound like he was asking for approval. Those beautiful eyes of hers gazed oddly into his, and Kade was disturbed to find her expression unreadable. Then she went back to gazing out the window, studying his home. “My lord, nothing you have told me frightens or disappoints me in the least, if that is your concern. I only have respect, in fact, for the decisions you have made. Don't worry about me.” She flashed a quick, shy smile. 
 
    Kade exulted inwardly, relieved. “Then, welcome home, my Lyra.” 
 
    At Sullee's opening of the door, Kade hopped out and turned in readiness to assist his woman down. He still intended to honor his earlier mandate about the shoes, of course, and before she could even shift her full weight onto the step plate, he had scooped her up in his arms. Ahskr, finally recognizing his master, leaped off the porch to greet Kade, all happy whining and vigorous whipping of his long tail back and forth. 
 
    “How you doin', boy?” Kade said fondly to his six-year-old, prized, Spurt'la shepherd he'd raised from a pup. He continued onto his plank porch that creaked with age. “Just bring everything here to the door, Sullee!—Ahskr, settle down.” The dog had begun to jump a little for some investigative sniffing of the strange person Kade held close. “Aye, I brought you a new mistress, but you have to lay off or she will no' like you.” He carefully let Lyra down at his front door, the weathered wood peeking through a cracked red patina, and a large dent near the bottom made by the sharp hoof of a pregnant ewe he'd once tried to sneak into the house for birthing one stormy night when he was six. It hadn't worked. 
 
    Ahskr grew more quiet now that the human female was within a wet nose's reach. He began an intense analysis of her feet and lower legs, his long tail making little cracking sounds whenever the specialized nub at the end surpassed the speed of sound. Opening the door, Kade started to apologize for his dog, but then he saw Lyra crouched down, speaking amicably to the animal and scratching him behind his floppy ears. She got Ahskr's back leg thumping with pleasure. 
 
    Kade grinned wide. She kept getting better and better. 
 
    Showing her in, he tried not to feel too self-conscious of his modest, century old, single story home. The original one room cabin had been added onto through the years to include a couple more bedrooms, a full lavatory, and an office. The back wall was knocked out thirty-five years ago and moved back several feet for more kitchen space. The indoor plumbing, he'd installed himself in his early “spite” years. 
 
    It was a motley medley of design and building material inadvertently showcasing society's progress of the last one hundred years and retrofit over time to handle the upgrades and expansions of the J'Kor family. It was eclectic. Sections were musty and antiquated. It was home. 
 
    He paid Sullee (fortunately, his wallet had been dropped on the ground and discovered while moving the tree) and brought their few things inside. Kade kept an eye on Lyra. She had begun an exploratory walk through his great room that had once been the entirety of the house. He watched her wander past his favorite, old armchair by the fireplace and pause at one of his stuffed bookshelves to scan some of the titles. Her toes bumped into an open crate sitting on the floor. 
 
    Kade placed Lyra's backpack and tote on a dining chair and smiled to himself as she bent to pull out volume R of the The University of the Republic's Comprehensive Encyclopedia Volumes, 3rd Edition he had purchased two days ago. 
 
    “I was no' stalking you,” he reminded with a grin. 
 
    She was suppressing a smile as she put it back before continuing her silent survey of his home. 
 
    He did hold a certain fondness for his comfortable, unique abode, but as he watched the woman's elegant figure move through his open kitchen and dining space, every little fault suddenly seemed glaringly conspicuous and he was reminded why he had been saving so long to build a new one. She approached his counters and he lamented over not having enough drawer space. She curiously peered inside his aluminum lined, electric refrigerator, one of the newest additions to his home, purchased only last year when the new technology became mainstream, and he felt its compact size woefully inadequate. She ran her fingers over his long dining table and he knew she was feeling how heavily scratched it was. Even the vase on top with the colorful wildflowers he had picked that morning seemed rather dowdy now. 
 
    Kade ran his fingers through his hair. “I know it is no' much and everything keeps trying to fall apart, but—” 
 
    “It's perfect, my lord,” she said quietly from the table's opposite end. Her first spoken words in his home. “There's no need to apologize.” 
 
    Thank the Mother Henna, I knew she was the right khar for me! 
 
    It was time to move things along—carefully. He began to drift toward her. 
 
    “There is a lavatory down that hall on the right. You can wash up in there. Please help yourself to anything you find in the kitchen, if you are hungry. Just give me a few minutes to … do a few things.” She looked so deliciously vulnerable standing barefoot on his floor before him, a little flushed, hair slightly tousled. He took her small hand and brought it to his lips. “I will be right back.” 
 
    Kade tore himself away quickly. If he let himself linger too long, he was afraid he might not stop at her hand. Then his plan—his beautiful plan for the perfect first night at home—would be wasted. So, he ducked into the master bedroom off the back of his great room and looked around. 
 
    He had expanded it just after he and Ahna became engaged and she moved in with him. No expense was spared for his sophisticated fiancé. Part of it had been partitioned off into a walk-in closet and private vanity space just for Ahna and all her personal things. The rest of the room was filled with his large bed, a tall dresser, a wardrobe, and two compact breakfast chairs on either side of a small, round table. This little seating area was positioned strategically in the corner in front of a big window that framed a perfect view of his fishing pond across the way. In the mornings he could watch the sun rise, seemingly from the misty water itself, from here. This was his favorite room. 
 
    He strode to his dresser and struck a match. This morning he had placed dozens of candles all around in small groupings on every surface, and now each one needed to be lit. After several minutes however, Kade was swearing softly, his good mood diminished. He hadn't done anything like this in a long, long time and, apparently, he had underestimated how long it would take to light everything. And he kept burning his fingers! 
 
    He hoped to the mystic gods that she wasn't falling asleep waiting for him out there. 
 
    The last candle was finally lit and Kade quickly went to his breakfast table to adjust the wine glasses and bottle. Wait a minute. He stared at the twenty-year-old, sealed bottle of whollberry wine,  remembering her words in the restaurant. Blast! She will no' want to drink this! Flustered, Kade tossed the glasses and bottle into a sock drawer and strode to his music player on the dresser, instead. This he knew she would like. He quickly found the right spot on the thin, gray, alloy scroll and slid it into place under the needles. 
 
    Music began to play … but it wasn't coming from his aluminum foil machine. 
 
    Kade lifted his head. It seemed Lyra had found his old six-string, and she was strumming it gently. 
 
    It had been some weeks since he had picked it up and a couple strings were out of tune. Sure enough, the playing stopped and he heard her pick at the discordant ones, making adjustments. When the chord strumming began again, everything was in perfect harmony. Kade grinned to himself. Right. 
 
    A peek out the door revealed Lyra perched on the arm of his favorite chair, her back to him. Her slim fingers found the appropriate places along the frets with just a little effort. It wasn't second nature, but she knew what she was doing. 
 
    She must have discovered the toiletry things he had left for her in the lavatory because her long, lustrous hair was taken down and brushed out, and when Lyra turned her face to watch her fingers, Kade saw that her makeup was washed off, too. If anything, he thought her more beautiful this way. 
 
    The slow, random chords gained some organization and to Kade's surprise, she began humming a tune with it—a simple, innocent melody. Her eyes closed and she seemed to get swept away to another place as she sang.  
 
      
 
    I have a family who cares for me here. 
 
    Parents and friends and loved ones so dear. 
 
    But I have a secret, a message to tell. 
 
    There is another that loves me as well. 
 
      
 
    Prickles inched up Kade's spine as he listened to the intense warmth of her voice. He was mesmerized by the singularly sparkling quality of her tone. She said she loved to sing, but … wow. 
 
      
 
    I am God's child sent from above. 
 
    Born to prove faithfulness, wisdom, and love. 
 
    Help me to follow Thy path and to pray. 
 
    Help me return to Thee, Father, some day. 
 
      
 
    The skin at Kade's back was positively tingling by the time Lyra finished at a near whisper. He had hardly noticed the odd, childlike lyrics. It was her resonant sound that made the most distinct impression upon him. It triggered the sensors in his brain to buzz most pleasantly. 
 
    Lyra's hand came to rest on the strings, stopping the last chord's reverb, and she seemed content to let the silence in the room linger for a while. 
 
    “That was beautiful.” 
 
    Startled eyes flew to his and Kade felt like he had just disturbed something intimate. Or sacred. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said, recovering. “I hope you don't mind me trying out your instrument.” Lyra stood and returned it to its stand in the corner. “It has a fine sound. Although, you play it much better.” 
 
    “You play just fine,” he told her. 
 
    With a quick step back into his bedroom, Kade flipped the switch on his music player, initiating the final touch of his preparations. Now, do no' look too eager. 
 
    He strolled casually back into his great room and over to his waiting mistress, but the warmth and yearning in his chest flared hotter as he raised an arm to gently stroke some hair behind her ear. 
 
    Next step … 
 
    # # # 
 
    Lyra held perfectly still at his touch. She knew not to get her hopes up that he—miracle and protector of bodily harm he may be—would just leave her alone. He was still a man. He was her “owner.” And much as she hated to admit it, she was khari'na—as far as he should know. 
 
    Singing a bit of the old song from her youth had helped calm her, though. 
 
    She had resisted at first. Singing had lost its usual appeal and magic for her in the last couple weeks (go figure), but the urge was so strong this time, so compelling, it was almost as if something else were directing her to pick up that instrument and sing that song. She felt a little drained again. However, she also felt lightened, like strumming those chords had swept some of the heaviness off her. It was good. It must have been the song's message. The reminder of who she was, why she was here, and where she was going always helped buoy her spirit—keep things in perspective. 
 
    Trust. You are being watched over. Keep the Tohmu'vah safe. Somehow, you'll be okay. 
 
    “Would you honor me with another dance?” 
 
    Soft music played from the room where he had just emerged, and with a small nod, Lyra murmured, “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    Slowly, methodically, he brought her to formal dance position: right hands on the other's corresponding shoulder, his other hand at her waist. His moves were careful and deliberate as they drifted in small circles through his great room. J'Kor occasionally directed her out in a slow, playful spin or lowered her for a relaxed dip at appropriate places in the music. An easy, friendly grin played steadily on his face and, after a few minutes, Lyra found herself able to smile back. He was trying to help her feel comfortable, not feel threatened. 
 
    She ended up giggling when another spin didn't go so well and their fingers accidentally slipped off each other. She almost lost her balance, but J'Kor was there, firm hands at her waist, those winning crinkles showing in the corners of his eyes. He laughed. “Come with me. The music is better in the other room.” 
 
    By the hand, she was shown into his luxuriously large bedroom and a stunning view of an idyllic pond and rolling pasture out one window. Tonight, all was bathed in the bright moonlight of the Mother and Minhdow, but Lyra's smile left as she took in the romantic setting he had obviously taken great pains to create. There must have been at least a hundred lavender and black candles placed everywhere in strategic groupings. The commodious bed was set with plush blankets and pillows. A nightstand held a vase, charmingly overflowing with more fragrant wildflowers, and a stab of guilt twisted at her insides. He was trying so hard. 
 
    He took her into dance position again, but not in the same way as before. Now it was noticeably more intimate. His large hands slid their way down to the small of her back. Sickening flutters began. 
 
    “Um, my lord—” 
 
    “Lyra,” he murmured, “do you still trust me?”  
 
    Lyra swallowed. “… Yes.” Yes, she trusted him to save her from physical harm, but this …. 
 
    Slowly, he danced her near the dresser and then stopped to reach for something next to the music player. It was a candle. An unlit one. And the only red one in the room. 
 
    A passion candle. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    In silence J'Kor presented it to her and Lyra's mouth went dry as she reluctantly took it. She thought that this symbolic rite of a couple's first time had gone out of style a long time ago. It was certainly considered old-fashioned among the new brides of her people, though Lyra had always thought it charming. 
 
    You can do this. You have to do this. 
 
    Terrified but determined, she began the motions of the age-old lovemaking ritual by lighting the candle on another. She couldn't help but remember the first and only other time she had done this. Oh, Jon. 
 
    The warmth from the small flame nuzzled the underside of her chin as Lyra held the candle, gazing up at the strange man before her.
“Receive me, my lord,” she whispered. She offered it back to him and remembered the rest of the words she had murmured to her new husband on her wedding night. “For tonight I am yours.” 
 
    J'Kor undid the remaining buttons of his dress shirt to reveal a light scattering of hair across a toned chest and, smiling gently down at her, he ritually passed a hand over the rising heat. Then he took the candle from her and breathed in some of its warmth. It was symbolic of shouldering the responsibility for his lover's needs. Traditionally, the receiver would blow out the candle in the morning—after he had properly performed his duties. The whole thing was meant to be a thoughtful gesture of caring. Special. 
 
    The candle was returned to the dresser. “Do no' be afraid, Lyra,” he whispered. 
 
    Slowly, the silky folds of fabric were coaxed off her shoulders and Lyra's pulse accelerated; the air felt sucked from her lungs. He moved closer, fingers passing across her back to the column of small, round buttons at the waist lining the lower half of her spine. The top one went loose. Then the next. And the next. 
 
    Her bodice fell completely away and the pounding of Lyra's blood through her veins surged from a swift allegro to an out of control presto. She became paralyzed with fear. 
 
    Wait. Wait! I take it back. I can't do this! 
 
    Oh God in Heaven! He could not appreciate how difficult this was for her. Sure, she found him attractive with dreamy eyes to die for, but she didn't love him. Not in the least. They'd only just really met today, for all the saints' sake! He was a Stranger. A dangerous, enemy Stranger. Buying his pleasure. Actually assuming that she had volunteered for this—this lust-making. 
 
    They were not married. 
 
    This was forced prostitution. 
 
    This was wrong! All wrong! 
 
    “M-my lord—” she started again, her quaking hands itching to clutch at the gown that with just a little more assistance from J'Kor, slipped the rest of the way down to land lightly around her feet. Lyra was left in nothing but the strappy, black lingerie Mar'go had made her put on. 
 
    “Shh,” he soothed. J'Kor cupped her face in his hands. His lips went to her forehead, leaving the tingle from a soft kiss there. “I will be so gentle, Lyra. I want you to enjoy this.” 
 
    Then his mouth was brushing down the bridge of her nose, breath hot and sensual. The air moving in and out of Lyra weakened to shallow spurts. Remnants of logic screamed that she should be responding to him—doing something. She had to play the game. Keep up the facade. Protect the Tohmu'vah! 
 
    J'Kor's hands roamed lightly down her body until they reached her hips where he drew her against him. His lips finding hers. 
 
    Oh God, I really can't do this! She turned her head. “M-m-my lord, please—” Lyra nearly choked on the threatening sob. 
 
    J'Kor paused. 
 
    Pulling back, he beheld a single, traitorous tear glistening at the corner of his khar's eye. It began its descent, lingering for a moment at the height of her cheekbone before rolling over the edge where he checked it with a light touch of his thumb. “Lyra,” he said, his voice husky, a little embarrassed even, “just … give me a chance.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, my lord! I'm sorry. I just—I have never been with another man before.” 
 
    “You mean … another lord?” J'Kor clarified, earnestly searching her expression for understanding. 
 
    “No,” Lyra moaned. She had to come clean. She couldn't take it anymore! “I mean another man—a husband.” Her throat constricted on the word. More tears formed. 
 
    His mouth dropped open. “You have a husband?” 
 
    “No! Yes. He … I—I am widowed.” Of all that is righteous and holy, I am totally losing it! 
 
    J'Kor took a wary step back. The temperature between them, soaring only a moment ago, plummeted to something just above absolute zero. He shook his head, agitated. “Wait. Are you telling me that up until two weeks ago, you—you were a free, married woman?” 
 
    “Y-y-yes, my lord.” Lyra quickly swiped at offending moisture dripping off her chin and sniffed. “My husband was … he died.”  
 
    “Sooo, your husband beat you?” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head wearily. “We had a wonderful marriage. I—I loved him.” Now her chin was quivering. 
 
    “But you said you were beaten.” Tension rippled in his neck. His fingers tightened to fists. 
 
    Frantic, Lyra's mind raced. He may be a good man—of sorts—but he was ex-military. She couldn't tell him her real origins. She couldn't trust him completely. Not with that! 
 
    A deep breath was needed to calm herself. “Our settlement came under attack from a band of roving savages,” the truth, “and I barely escaped alive. I was wounded, on the run for two days, before the caravan picked me up and took me in. The Keeper … she saved my life.” Pretty much the truth. 
 
    It was a few moments before J'Kor seemed able to speak. He stood incredulous, completely discomposed. Finally—                
 
    “You lied to me, 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    Her gaze fell. It was true, even if it was to save her life. 
 
    “Bloody zeth', you lied to me!” J'Kor suddenly charged again, this time with much greater force. He turned angrily to the flickering glow of the passion candle on the dresser. 
 
    Then his fist suddenly flew, striking down hard on the wooden surface. It rattled the candles in their glass bases; caused the player's music to skip. Lyra jumped, heart skipping with the beat, and shut her eyes tight in preparation for the next strike that would be aimed at her face. 
 
    None came.  
 
    When she was finally brave enough to peek, she found J'Kor sitting on the edge of the bed, fingers laced together between straddled legs, eyes burning a hole in the rug at his feet. The romantic music, morbidly inappropriate now, continued to grind from the player. He chuckled bitterly. 
 
    “I knew you were hiding something, 'Na Lyra, but I did no' think it was anything like that.” 
 
    “Forgive me.” 
 
    His face turned up, strong shadows blending half of it into the blank darkness behind. “You really have no idea what you are doing, do you? I knew your scar looked too fresh. Just what were you thinking, agreeing to be joined today without proper orientation or time for your husband's body to even grow cold in his grave?” 
 
    Lyra's eyes flashed at the insinuation. “What I told you about that was true. That miserly dungwasp Shorn couldn't bear to lose the money from an unfilled spot and I was just lucky enough to become his last minute patsy!” 
 
    “Wrong,” he returned sharply, springing his feet. “Apparently, I am the last minute patsy.” J'Kor swore loudly. “I just spent thirty thousand notes on a completely unprepared khar, with post-traumatic stress, WHO IS IN MOURNING!” 
 
    The pronouncement hung heavily in the air between them. Condemning and accurate. 
 
    J'Kor rubbed at his temples and growled, turning away toward the window. Lyra didn't have to see his face to know he was deliberating over what to do next.  
 
    “I'm s-so sorry for the deception, my lord,” Lyra tried again, awkwardly stepping from her puddle of a dress. “I just—I have been so afraid.” Ugh! This was so hard! She still wasn't giving him the whole truth. What would he do if he really knew where she came from and what she was protecting? She felt like she was teetering dangerously on the edge of a cliff. 
 
    J'Kor spun and strode back to the dresser to finally turn off the gratingly sappy music. A strained silence filled the room. 
 
    “I will no' touch you tonight,” he finally muttered, eyes on the machine as he fought to regain control of his emotions. “In the morning, I will wire my lawyer and have him prepare a formal complaint against the caravan. I imagine you will wish to return there, once I get my money back.” 
 
    “No! Please no, my lord!” Panic rose in Lyra's already tight chest. 
 
    Any investigation into the circumstances surrounding her sale would be disastrous. Once she was exposed as a hated Believer, she would either be executed or sent to some horrific labor camp, her possessions seized. Further, in the aftermath Maehan would surely be found guilty of bribing an officer and forgery. It was possible that even Hundt could be implicated as an accomplice.  
 
    Lyra dropped to her knees before him, head bowed, heart pummeling her rib cage. “Please, I can do better. I want to stay here with you—I need to stay here with you.” 
 
    She could feel his eyes on her. Heavy. Mistrusting. 
 
    She gulped and went on. “Take me as you please. It is your—your right. I promise I won't get emotional again. I can also cook and clean for you, and I am strong. I can work at outside chores just as well—” 
 
    “Stop, 'Na Lyra,” J'Kor finally cut in, his tone heavy with disparaging forbearance. “That is more than enough.” 
 
    He rigidly turned away and sloughed off his top, uncovering a large tattoo of the cat-like reptile, the oscekhiss, spread across the back of his left shoulder. Tales of the extremely venomous, nocturnal predator of the southern continent's equatorial rain forests with its multiple, string-like tongues and supposed magical abilities were the stuff of nightmares to many a young child lying in bed at night, and the image sent a shiver through Lyra. 
 
    The shoes and pants came next until he was stripped down to nothing but loose-fitting underwear and a firm physique that advertised years of hard physical labor. He tossed his trousers over the bed's footboard with an edgy sigh. “Snuff out the candles, 'Na Lyra. You can put them away tomorrow. It is late. … Good night.” 
 
    At the far side of the bed, J'Kor pulled excess pillows to the floor and climbed in. His one remaining pillow got a few fluffing (and driven) punches. Then he adjusted the checked comforter halfway up his body, lay back, and was still. 
 
    Still on the floor kneeling before no one, Lyra was at a loss. Sooo, that's it for now? 
 
    Half a minute went by before she was brave enough to get up. No reaction from the man in the bed. 
 
    With a tool she found on the dresser, she cautiously began snuffing out the candles, one by one … by one. The red one she left for last, uneasy about putting it out herself. It appeared he was done with her for tonight, but was she supposed to let it continue burning until … tomorrow? Tomorrow night? These candles were not meant to last more than half a day. 
 
    The moonlight broke up the room into strong shadows, but Lyra could still make out the silhouette of J'Kor lying on his back, his hands clasped across his middle. He hadn't moved a muscle. Quickly, she extinguished it and set the tool down like it was a dirty, shocking thing. 
 
    What now? Did he expect her to crawl in next to him? Maybe he was so upset he didn't want her nearby. Completely spent emotionally and physically, Lyra's chin began to quiver again as she stood alone, undecided in the darkness, and she feared another breakdown. A swift retreat to the vanity closet seemed in good order. No need to risk an audible surge of emotion that would annoy him further. 
 
    Lyra let the comforting cloak of total privacy envelop her as she closed the door lightly behind her. Somehow, it made it easier to breathe. She felt her way past the vanity desk to the far end and crumpled against the back wall, permitting herself to cry for some minutes, softly, but fully. The cleansing tears washed away pent-up tensions from an entirely horrific day. 
 
    When the worst of it was over and she had gained control again, Lyra gradually became aware of a dim light spilling across her face. It was him—at the door. His hand rested on the oval, silver knob and his purple stripe of a shadow cut across the length of the floor and part of her huddled body. How long he had been there watching her, she really didn't know. 
 
    “Come to bed, Lyra,” he murmured. 
 
    The shadow retreated. 
 
    Wiping her face dry, Lyra got up and followed. He stood at the near side of the bed, waiting for her to come out, and nervously she went to him, ready for anything, but he merely pulled back the comforter a little to indicate she get in. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    He answered nothing—just returned to the other side where, with a loud, tired sigh, he flopped back down and didn't move again. 
 
    Lyra pulled back the comforter some more to climb in and started in surprise at the large, velvety flower petals scattered across the bedsheet below. His last layer of attempted romance. Guilt ripped another ragged chunk from her conscience. He had tried so hard. 
 
    As quietly as she could she climbed into the bed, cuddling against the edge of the serenely comfortable mattress, far away from the body and heat of her owner. She breathed in the scent of the petals—a familiar scent. Lilicanth. Of course, that's what he would choose. 
 
    Then with her lids shut tight Lyra prayed to her Heavenly Father while she waited for blessed sleep to whisk her away. She tried to be truly grateful for the miracle He had sent her. Any other lord would have let her go to Malig'ahnt. Any other lord would not have been able to defend her from those thugs. Any other lord would have had his way with her tonight, regardless, and left her weeping in a corner—probably with a black eye and bruises for her “offensive” display of emotion. But still …  
 
    Father? Lyra turned doubtful eyes on the sleeping form nearby. Are you sure you know what you are doing? 
 
    # # # 
 
    Under the moonlight by the still, shining water of the tranquil pond, a figure gazed quietly upon the J'Kor home and bedroom window that had gone dark not too long ago. 
 
    “Well, Father,” the man said calmly as if he were speaking to someone right next to him, “they are finally together.” There was a moment's silence and then he laughed softly. “Yes, that was a bit of a rocky start, wasn't it? But, they will learn to listen better in time—once they start to understand their missions.” 
 
    He continued to stare at the house, hands clasped comfortably behind his back, a bright grin lighting up his features, until he suddenly retorted, “Well, of course, I'm looking forward to it. You know how long I've been waiting for this.” 
 
    J'Kor's dog at his side whined softly for attention and the man squatted to affectionately scratch the furry head. The animal snapped his tail lightly, a wet tongue lolling happily out the side of his mouth. A light screech overhead made the man glance up and, as if in response, he stood again.  
 
    He looked toward the house one last time, his eyes shining with an unfathomable gleam. 
 
    “So let it begin.” 
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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    The usual nightmare didn't plague her that night: Jon's murder and total unresponsiveness behind that curtain of rigid light. No. She had a new one now, and this one was even scarier because it began when Lyra opened her eyes. 
 
    She had been sold like livestock and now she was someone's khari'na. 
 
    Curled on her side, Lyra stared with disquiet at the strange bedroom now softly illumined with the first hints of the red sun through the large breakfast nook window. Faint, pinkish beams yawned over the little table and rug-covered, hardwood floor, all the way to the dresser still strewn with the candles of Lord J'Kor's attempted—  
 
    J'Kor! Lord Kadent J'Kor. 
 
    The soft, even breathing behind her said he was still asleep. A furtive turn of her head confirmed it as he lay there, back to her, body and muscles slack. Lyra breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Then she caught sight of the tattoo—the oscekhiss tattoo, its vertically slitted pupils peering wickedly at her from the back of his left shoulder. Suppressing a shudder, Lyra turned away. 
 
    So what now? The man was still her “miracle,” she supposed, but what would he do with her—or to her—now? All the excitement of yesterday was past and here she lay in his bed, untouched for the moment only because he thought her a new widow in mourning thrust onto the auction stage before she was ready. She was completely at his mercy. 
 
    That happy thought got her slipping covertly from the bed to find something to wear. 
 
    The vanity closet appeared to hold quite the collection of women's attire. His late wife's? He had mentioned having some things she could use to start out. He must have meant this, only, after filing quickly through a row of hung dresses, Lyra soon concluded that the late Lady J'Kor's taste in clothes had not leaned toward the practical. There were all dinner and cocktail gowns. Delicate. And skimpy. 
 
    They wouldn't do—not for what she needed. Her thorough rejection of his touch last night must have been terribly embarrassing and Lyra could only imagine what a mood he would be in today. Her best defense against his making good the threat to return her to the caravan and certain death should surely be making herself useful—in any other way Lyra could think. She needed work clothes. 
 
     Eventually she found a simpler frock one from the city might term “everyday.” Some drawer rummaging produced more practical undergarments, too. Lyra was pleased to also find a basic shawl for shielding against the spring's hoarfrost. Then, with one more peek at the slumbering man—her godless, immoral, enemy patriot, possible dark necromancer, slave owner, hunk of a savior lord, whom Lyra would never vocally admit how peacefully she had just slept beside—she tiptoed from the room. 
 
    Only after the bedroom door was carefully closed behind her did Lyra felt at ease to draw her first full, deep breath. 
 
    J'Kor's comfortably decorated great room in his interesting and eclectic home smelled pleasantly of wood, leather, and old books. The sweet, friendly shepherd dog, Ahskr, with his unusually textured coat, shooting up in one long spray along the ridge line of his back like a fountain, pattered around on the front porch where J'Kor had left him for the night. The view of lush pasture acreage with contentedly grazing sheep out the large front window was idyllic. How nice it would be to live in a place like this … under other circumstances. 
 
    In the bathroom down the hall Lyra continued to put herself together. The clothes were a tolerable fit. Apparently J'Kor's Ahna had been a little bustier in the chest and about three inches taller, but she could make it work. She tied the ribbon sash round her waist a little tighter and tucked a portion of the full skirt up in it so it wouldn't brush the ground. Then Lyra busied herself braiding two small sections of hair at her temples to pull around either side of her head and secure together in the back. There. She looked much more like herself. 
 
    From her backpack still resting on the dining chair where J'Kor had placed it last night, Lyra took out her boots. It was with great pleasure that she laced them, reveling in the comfort of their perfect, worn-in conformation to her arches and much more roomy interior than the more fashionable torture devices she'd been forced to endure lately. She also retrieved her armband, holder of her razor throwing stars and the note from Gralion Hundt. 
 
    Grally. 
 
    Lyra deftly secured the wide leather band with its decorative nature impressions over her left bicep and couldn't decide which items were more precious. The stars or the note he'd written. Well anyway, now she felt much more like herself. 
 
    The next few minutes were spent in much needed morning prayer and meditation. Lyra thanked the Father for her continued safety and miraculous security of the sacred Tohmu'vah, and still held out hope that, somehow, He would help her return it (and herself) back to her people. She yearned for her own, worn copy of The Book of God (as it was referred to in the common tongue) though, for her usual daily devotional. Three thousand years of religious history, prophecies, teachings, and commandments of Heavenly Father, handed down from the Beginning through His prophets to the present day was not something easily memorized. She and Jon would study it together every night …  
 
    A quick and stubborn shake of her head helped clear it. Lyra had to get past breaking down every time she thought about him or the kids, hopefully still safe and sound with the rest of the colony. 
 
      
 
    “Know thou, my son [daughter], that I will not give thee that above ye are able. 
 
    For I will be with thee, and strengthen thee to perform the Work thou hast been called to do.” 
 
      
 
    The scripture verse from The Chronicles of Rayne, Lyra's favorite ancient prophet, came to mind. And another from The Letters of Zephram: 
 
      
 
    “Do not despair; thy trials will be but a small moment. 
 
    For all these things I have prepared for thy experience and good.” 
 
      
 
    “Believe, believe, believe,” Lyra whispered to herself. “Have faith, Lyra.” 
 
    A pair of gentrywise out the window chirped merrily to each other from the branches of a nearby tree as Lyra rose. It was courting season and time to build a nest together for one precious female chick to hatch and be raised by the two of them. (The single male egg would be laid later in the summer.) Well, where should she begin her sorry-for-the-awkward-rejection-of-sex-last-night-but-look-how-useful-I-can-be-to-you-elsewhere campaign? For a grumpy man, food seemed the obvious choice. 
 
    The kitchen pantry was well-stocked and Lyra quickly got a small fire going in the belly of the oven to start some water boiling on the stove. What did he say last night at Burhnee's? He liked his bean tea black? She wasn't familiar with the dark, ground legume drink popular among the Caldreen'ns. However, following the directions on the can of grinds she found, she did the best she could. 
 
    Next she collected flour, nectar granules, and other ingredients for her sweet muffincakes her family loved. Lyra had to admit it was near heaven working in a kitchen with actual counters, running water from a faucet, cabinets holding a treasure trove of familiar and exotic spices, and much more refined utensils, china, and steelware from what she had always known. It wasn't long before good smells began to waft enticingly from the oven. 
 
    # # # 
 
    He was fool. A stupid, bloody fool! 
 
    Kade lay on his back in bed listening to the sounds of the woman move about his kitchen. No doubt she was hoping to blow over last night's joining consummation disaster with a little served breakfast. Well, it wasn't going to work. Not with the humiliation and disappointment she'd put him through. Blast all that money he had spent on her! And blast him, too, for getting swept up in sappy, schoolboy—no, let's face it, schoolgirl—emotions without thinking things through. 
 
    Oh, he had spent the entire evening playing his part of the starry-eyed dandy to her mysterious siren angel beautifully. Her eyes, the way she moved, how she sounded when she spoke. Even her unknown origins and strange reluctance had been terribly exciting. She'd made him so eager to impress, to bring her around and win her over, that he had become confused with new feelings—protective, possessive feelings. She'd made him care. 
 
    At The Vishke, the imperious Lady Jayn, ostentatious in the sheer amount of jewelry she always wore, had eyeballed Lyra with such self-pride and prejudice while conversing at their table. It was only with great effort he had ignored it at the time. And all those egotistical, groping dance partners! Kade knew that enjoying a little piece of someone else's khar on the dance floor was quite common, but somehow, he had not been okay with it when it was her. 
 
    Lyra had spurred doubts in him, doubts questioning the ethics of the class structure on which his beloved society had thrived for over a hundred years, doubts about how to treat her as his khar, doubts, even, about how to treat her as a woman. Kade remembered her lithe and able defense against Malig'ahnt at the auction arena, the fine muscle tone of her calves under that silky skin he had discovered while warming her in the carriage. She was not like other women. Women were supposed to be soft and delicate, and in need of a man to take care of them. 
 
    But he had liked it. Oh, he had liked it! It disturbed Kade how much he had liked it, and like a fool, he let himself be led along, let himself pretend that, despite the numerous warning signs, he would find with her a special connection, something that transcended the usual surface physical relationship, something more meaningful. 
 
    Then she rejected him. 
 
    Her panic, her tears, her revelation about how she really came to be with the caravan, it had all come crashing down then. Lyra lied to him. She used him to save herself from Malig'ahnt and his thugs, and then made it quite clear, despite everything Kade had done for her, how revolting she found the thought of being with him. She'd trembled in fear of his nearness, cringed at his touch. Even seemed to prefer sleeping on the floor in the closet rather than share the same bed. How she must have been secretly laughing at him all evening. His pathetic sentiments. His silly romantic preparations. With a growl, Kade gripped tighter the comforter at his sides. 
 
    He was a bloody fool, and now he had to wade through the trouble of calling his lawyer to fight the caravan for a full refund. He didn't care that she was new a widow having found herself in unfortunate circumstances. He didn't care that she had begged him to keep her and, in desperation, even practically ordered him to bed her— 
 
    Wait. 
 
    What is that? 
 
    Lifting his head, Kade took another sniff. It smelled good. 
 
    # # # 
 
    The fire in the fireplace was easy enough to start and things were pretty well picked up around the open great room and kitchen, too, but Lyra noticed the fine layer of dust covering many of the surfaces. She would begin there. 
 
    Finding J'Kor's shelf of cleaning supplies and remembering that her mother had always taught her to start at the top and work her way down, Lyra took a sturdy stool to a corner wall and stepped up. She dusted paintings of old people she didn't know and a very large natural landscape of a sandy beach. Then she came to a small, gold-framed portrait of an exquisitely beautiful woman with silky, blond hair and sensuous lips. 
 
    Is this Ahna? 
 
    The door to J'Kor's bedroom suddenly swung open and Lyra almost fell off the stool at the sound. She thought she had prepared mentally for their first inevitable encounter of the day. She thought she was prepared to meet his gaze with a brave dignity. But as Lyra turned her tumble into an ungraceful hop to the floor and humble bend of the knee for her “master,” she knew she wasn't quite pulling it off. Her heart pounded in her chest at his silent bore into the top of her bowed head. How bad was it going to be? 
 
    “Good morrow, my lord.” She wasn't about to ask if he had slept well. 
 
    No answer. Lyra carefully lifted her eyes. J'Kor's tall, stolid frame was vestured in a thin, snug-fitting undershirt overlapping the waistband of a pair of heavy, work pants. The sun-tinged hair tossed untidily about his head reminded her more of the man she had first met in Bansool, but the piercing eyes that took in her appearance were cold as ice. 
 
    “I—I didn't know what else to wear,” she said. 
 
    Interminable seconds rolled by. Lyra went back to memorizing the grain pattern in the wood floor until a short grunt of acknowledgment followed by footsteps turning toward the kitchen released her. She left her dust plume on the stool and hastened to the stove to pour him a cup of tea. 
 
    Muffincakes she had been keeping warm under a towel on top of the stove were placed on a small plate and taken to the place setting she had made ready at the dining table. “I hope the tea is acceptable, my lord. I don't know what you normally prefer for morning repast, but I hoped you might like these.” Lyra pulled the chair out for him, which he took with reserve. 
 
    Along with the usual accoutrements, Lyra had also poured a cup of milk, placed a generous pat of butter to the side, and had peeled and sectioned some red citridew for him. She watched with trepidation his first sip of the tea. Fortunately, J'Kor appeared to find it satisfying enough and soon began to quietly—or rather sullenly—dig in to her peace offering while Lyra inconspicuously went back to her dusting. 
 
    Eventually he finished and, still not saying a word, headed down the home's one hall. Lyra noted with relief, however, the emptiness of his plate and absence of several more of her spongy, billberry flavored muffincakes from the warming plate. That was a good sign. 
 
    Other than deliberate footsteps at one point from one room to another, little was heard from him for the next while. Lyra washed and dried dishes, put everything away in perfect order, then began the bedroom candle cleanup he'd ordered last night, using the boxes filled with protective tissue she'd found on the pantry floor. 
 
    It wasn't until she was back in the great room, stacking the last packed box on top of the others, that J'Kor finally returned. His hair was combed, his undershirt tucked. The accusatory sulking shadowing his entire being had been refreshed, as well. Lyra bent her head humbly as he passed. 
 
    Settling himself into his leather armchair by the fireplace, J'Kor's fingers took up an impatient drumming pattern on the arm rests. “'Na Lyra,” he finally said. “There is a garden behind the house I wish you to tend. It needs clearing and turning for spring planting.”               
 
    “Of course, my lord.” Phew! Lyra hadn't realized she'd been holding her breath. 
 
    Another moment of stone silence passed, then he got up and left for the bedroom. Lyra began to follow to prepare herself for going outside, until the sight of her backpack still leaning against the dining chair's ribbed back stopped her. Perhaps she should stow it somewhere now. Surely that vanity closet owned some good nooks and crannies where odd objects could conveniently become lost to memory. 
 
    J'Kor was donning a rough-textured work tunic over by the wardrobe when Lyra quietly entered the closet. A small window to the left of the vanity offered a view of green pasture where creamy white ewes grazed, larger with fuller, denser wool than anything she had ever known. In the distance, thick woods breathed down upon the border fence that kept the young lambs in check as they frolicked about, their solid ebony coats a stark contrast to their snowy mothers. Hmm, strange. 
 
    Back to her search, Lyra spied a few hiding possibilities behind certain clothing and storage boxes. A space behind the vanity seemed worth exploration as well, but not while J'Kor was still just beyond the door. Instead, Lyra retrieved from a side pocket of her backpack a small jar of cream she always kept handy there—her homemade concoction of rayblock cream. 
 
    Her mother's crisp voice from childhood played in her mind as she applied the rusty yellow mixture to her nose. You don't want to have wrinkly, patchy skin by the time you're thirty, she would say. Of course, that kind of harping was lost on a nine-year-old. Thirty was a million years away, and by that time you were really old anyway, so why did it matter? But Lyra had obediently obliged with the religious use of it. Her mother had given her no choice. It just became habit after— 
 
    “What on Henna's dark side, is that smell?” 
 
    Lyra jumped to J'Kor's fully dressed outline suddenly filling the door, brow furrowed, and scowl waiting for an explanation. 
 
    Oh dear. Lyra replaced the jar's lid. “Sorry, my lord. This is just a home remedy to protect from sunburn. I've been using it all my life. I know it's a little pungent.”  
 
    “Pungent?” he echoed. “Did your husband have no sense o' smell at all?” 
 
    Anger began to prickle behind Lyra's eyes. “Well, he never seemed to mind—”  
 
    J'Kor stomped away, but was back shortly to toss a bottle of something in her direction. Lyra caught it with one hand. “Try that. You must no' have noticed it in your toiletries basket in the lavatory.” Then he marched away, grumbling, “No khar o' mine is going to be walking around smelling like churung piss …” right out the front door. 
 
    Well, at least it didn't sound like he was getting rid of her just yet. Lyra had feared he was wiring his lawyer earlier. In part relief and part shaky resignation, she looked down at the bottle of white cream in her hands. J'Kor keeping her was good. Of course, that also meant he still intended for her to be his khari'na. Her fingers tightened around the bottle. 
 
    She could do this. Last night had just been scarier than expected—being touched in that way for the first time by someone else. The next time wouldn't be such a shock and Lyra was confident she could get over it. She had to. Her life and the Tohmu'vah depended on it. 
 
    J'Kor's cream had hardly any odor at all. Then Lyra brought her own reopened jar to her nose. Oh, my! The difference was startling and it suddenly dawned on her that this stuff may have been another one of her graceless boy deterrents from the pre-teen and teen years. She had been using it so long she must have grown used to it. Why hadn't Jon ever said anything? 
 
    The top choice for stashing the precious Tohmu'vah in its sealed box ended up being along a top shelf behind some old linens that looked like they hadn't been touched in years. Her backpack with its few remaining contents Lyra left propped against the side of the mirrored vanity desk. She wanted it where she would see it every day to remind her of home and her eventual goal. 
 
    On the front porch of the J'Kor family homestead, Lyra stretched inquisitive fingers into the ocean of sunlight beyond the roof's shadow. Ah! It was going to be a nice day. She shrugged off the shawl then noticed a pair of light work gloves and a woven, wide-brimmed hat resting on the slightly bowed top step. J'Kor was working with his dog among the sheep out in the pasture, but when their eyes met he paused, waiting until Lyra had picked up the accessories. With a curt nod he returned to his work. 
 
    The garden behind the house was easy to spot: a generously-sized, rectangular lot of cultivated beds and furrows of earth, fenced in to keep out the ruddy and white cuckoo-barred, domesticated chickcocks that pecked at the ground outside. In straight mounded rows, brittle stalks and vine growth from last season's crops teetered like rickety skeletons. A spade and long-handled rake leaned upright against the gate, welcoming Lyra to her day's task. 
 
    The garden's crumbly, black soil held together in a loose clump in her hand before a shift of her palm caused it to fall away in irregular, soft clods through her fingers. Lyra regarded this perfect consistency with envy. It had been years in the making—not like the rocky clay of the Forkor Mountains her people had to render anew every couple years when the Army of Caldreen necessitated yet another move of the colony. This was going to be cake compared to that crusty, boulder-ridden dirt. 
 
    Last year's tough, fibrous growth had to be cleared first and Lyra started a burn pile in the corner. She actually liked these kinds of seasonal projects. They had a beginning and an end, and didn't need to be started all over again the next day. 
 
    Pulling. Hoeing. Turning. Under Geniven's warm sun, Lyra began to perspire as she got pleasantly lost in the honest, manual labor. The confounded skirt made a nuisance of itself while digging in with the spade so Lyra finally hitched it up even higher, swearing to herself that when she escaped back to her people, her first order of business would be to burn this cursed emblem of Caldreen'n “civility.” 
 
    That brought her back to her current predicament and how said escape might be orchestrated. 
 
    Really, what did she need more than just a day when J'Kor was gone from sun up to sun down? She could certainly run the ten miles needed to exceed her tracker's range in a couple hours, and if she had several more hours beyond that to make more distance, maybe it would just be enough to elude any pursuers until she could reach the Forkors. Grally's warning regarding the government's success rate at finding runaways haunted her, but Lyra had to believe that somehow she could be smarter, stronger, faster. And with God's help on her righteous errand, she could succeed. Certainly. 
 
    The need for her implant's power cell to be recharged every five years so that it didn't kill her could be addressed later … after she was home … and reunited with her children and other family and friends. 
 
    The sun was high overhead when Lyra let the spade fall to the ground before the loosened and  turned rows. She stretched her back to the great joy of her tired muscles and glimpsed J'Kor entering a long, low-slung shed, dog at the heels. He might want her to prepare his midmeal now, but she'd better ask first. She couldn't afford to make any mistakes in the work he anticipated of her. 
 
    The unlatched door opened easily to a cool interior lined with cages down the long walls—about twenty in all. Oh, a rabbitry! Plump, very densely-furred rabbits moved about their roomy cages, grunting and chirping softly to each other. Some were caged singly, some not. Their solid coats varied between deep oranges and slate blue, but they all possessed the usual long ears with funny white tufts at the ends. J'Kor was at the far end, his back to her, as he opened a particularly large cage. 
 
    The rattle from the fifteen- to twenty-pound critters hopping about their wire mesh flooring and the thickly hayed floor masked Lyra's footsteps as she made her way down the central aisle to where J'Kor had taken a half grown, ocher-furred rabbit to a sturdy table along the back wall. She was about make her presence known when he laid a hand ceremoniously over the rabbit's head, chanted something—a line or phrase, and then thud! 
 
    The sharp blow from J'Kor's heavy wooden club at an angle behind the ears disconnected the skull from the spine in an instant. Lyra's stomach flipped. No, wait! Calm down. He's just butchering it. You've helped butcher animals— 
 
    Thwack! In another second, he had severed the head entirely from the body with a gleaming hatchet. Then, chanting again, J'Kor raised the head to catch a few drops of draining blood in his mouth. Uh, now that is definitely not— Of their own will, Lyra's feet began to shuffle her back toward the entrance. When J'Kor swallowed the blood and tossed the fuzzy-eared mazard to the waiting Ahskr who eagerly snapped it up it in mid-air, Lyra's exit became a full retreat. 
 
    Memories and images flashed before her eyes with the sudden, blinding light outside: the eerie green glow of J'Kor's palm during last night's hijacking, his dismissive explanation about an “old skill set,” the brief, passing references to a mentor conjurer and curse incantations. That oscekhiss tattoo. So much of the man was still a mystery! But with a deep, calming breath, Lyra also made herself remember that the Father had sent her to him in His own wisdom. 
 
    However, perhaps she would remember that out here. In the comfort of open space. And daylight. If he wanted her to go back inside to start food, he'd tell her himself. Until then she could find some useful job to help work out this nervous energy. 
 
    A woodpile against the side of the house caught Lyra's eye. The stacked rounds practically screamed to be split, and wedged in the chopping block was an ax. Perfect. 
 
    Having done her fair share of wood chopping through the years, Lyra worked fast and hard. Taking out her worries on a piece of wood with a heavy, sharpened object was a great way to relieve tension and with another hearty swing, she cut the next round clean through. 
 
    “Take a break, 'Na Lyra—” 
 
    Lyra jumped at J'Kor's voice right behind her. 
 
    “—and come inside for midmeal,” he finished, a wary eye on her. Under his fingernails, tinges of blood still showed.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Lyra replied with a swift curtsy. Following him inside, however, she maintained a comfortable distance.  
 
    At the kitchen sink, J'Kor performed a thorough washing of his hands and fingernails and Lyra ventured, “What would you like me to prepare for you, my lord?” 
 
    “How about you surprise me again? You appear to be good at that.” The cutting tone was evident, but Lyra swallowed the jab. 
 
    “Very well, my lord. I will see what I can do.” Lyra took her turn washing away crusted garden soil. The weight of his gaze was crushing, but her inner composure held up well—until J'Kor took a rag to wet in the running water right over Lyra's hands. 
 
    “Your face is dirty,” he said gruffly as he wrung it out over the sink. He turned her face to him and started dabbing. 
 
    “I-I'm sorry, my lord.” 
 
    “And you are sweaty.” 
 
    The rag slid slowly down the bridge of her nose. Lyra apologized again, softer this time. She wondered how many more times she would apologizing before … before this was all over. “Thank you, my lord.”  
 
    When he finally finished, Lyra quickly curtsied and ducked past him to the electric ice box. She had noticed a package of giefish in there, and a nice, spiced mash for spreading on biscuits might work well today. It was Jon's favorite lunch. 
 
    J'Kor went to his armchair for reading while he waited, but he didn't look like he was enjoying his book much. The set frown was like concrete. Lyra worked faster. 
 
    Her recipe had to be modified. She hadn't found any understem among J'Kor's spices, but after opening a few jars for some experimental tasting, Lyra found an acceptable substitute. The spread got finished, Lyra peeled some fruit, the biscuits came out steaming and nicely browned, and Lyra set the table for one. 
 
    “It's ready, my lord.” 
 
    When he was seated, Lyra curtsied and returned to the sink to clean up. 
 
    “Are you no' hungry, 'Na Lyra?” J'Kor grunted. 
 
    Lyra stared at her dirty pan in the dishwater. “Well, I … I didn't know when—” 
 
    His water glass clunked hard on the table. His chair scraped shrilly on the floor and J'Kor was suddenly on his feet, a stiff finger pointed at the seat across from him. “Put that pan down and come sit over here!” Lyra obeyed. Then he was striding to the cabinet and retrieving another plate and cup, muttering, “Blast it all, woman.” A new place setting was arranged in front of her. Razor sharp eyes regarded her as he sat again, folding his arms across his chest. “Did you eat anything this morning?” 
 
    Lyra quietly shook her head. 
 
    With a great sigh, J'Kor placed three biscuits and two heaping spoonfuls of cut fruit on her plate. “Stop walking on eggshells and eat! You are on the skinny side as it is,” he said, also shoving the bowl of fish spread closer. “Women are such bloody martyrs.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Lyra whispered and, to her growling stomach's relief, took a bite of fruit. J'Kor got up once more to fetch her some water. 
 
    Despite her hunger, it was hard to swallow with those intense gray eyes watching her every move, but eventually J'Kor grew comfortable enough with her progress to go back to his own meal. When he spoke again, his tone had lost some of its sharpness. “I do no' expect you to work yourself to death. You are to eat when you are hungry and be presentable at the end o' day. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Understood, my lord.” That definitely meant a bath this evening. 
 
    “By the way,” he added, “I see you will require a better fitting wardrobe. I figured as much. I can take you shopping next week.” 
 
    So he hadn't wired his lawyer for sure! 
 
    Lyra offered, “Well, if I could spend some time with a sewing machine, I could alter what is already here and my lord would not need to spend any more money on me.” She remembered Mejhisk's accidental revelation about J'Kor's current state of finances thanks to her. 
 
    “Oh. You can do that?” He was trying not to sound impressed, or relieved, and Lyra allowed herself to relax the tiniest of degrees. 
 
    “Well, it is no great talent of mine,” (that was her sister, D'nae), “but these kinds of alterations are quite simple, really. Mostly, I just need to make everything shorter.” Lyra gave a little smile. Neither of her parents had contributed much in the way of height genes. She had been quite doomed from conception. 
 
    J'Kor nodded. “I believe Sal has one. His Maryn does a little sewing.” He stood, apparently finished, and Lyra quickly made to take his place setting, but J'Kor beat her to it. “You sit and eat,” he reminded shortly. “I can certainly carry my own bloody dishes to the sink.” 
 
    The sharp clang of plate hitting counter top said he remembered he was still angry with her. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    J'Kor retrieved his gloves to return outside, but paused at the door. “I was planning to take you to Sal's for a visit soon, anyway,” he grumbled, “so you could meet 'Na Maryn. I … thought perhaps you two could become friends.” 
 
    “That is very thoughtful of you, my lord,” Lyra said, though she harbored no great hope that she and the dandy Lord Mejhisk's bubbly and gay khari'na would find much in common—aside from the obvious. 
 
    The door was opened. “Oh, and do you know how to do anything with mutton?” 
 
    “Why, yes, my lord. I grew up with sheep.” 
 
    “Good. There is a root cellar that way.” J'Kor pointed out front of the house and to the right. “When you are ready, you can go find a fresh cut in there. I prefer to dine around seventeen 'o.” 
 
    He finally left and Lyra sighed, So far, so good. I guess. She didn't let herself dwell on the rabbit incident further. It was probably nothing, anyway. Instead, she finished her meal, cleaned up with adroit efficiency, and was soon back outside following J'Kor's direction. 
 
    The root cellar had been constructed beneath the densely leaved branches of an enormous shade tree. It looked decades old, but appeared to be well maintained. Dry. Cold. Cleanly swept. Its ceiling about three feet below ground level. Stacked crates of stored fruits and vegetables lined the floor below a table against a side wall. A large elevated case with four deep shelves essentially making up the back wall held a good variety of salted and smoked meats. 
 
    Lyra located a nicely marbled leg of lamb along with a few plump horntubers from one of the crates and hauled it all back into the house. Then she was back outside to collect more wood for the lengthy roasting time this was going to require. 
 
    Within the shade of the open barn across the way, J'Kor sat astride a three-legged stool tinkering with some tools. He stopped when he saw her and Lyra responded with an automatic bend of the knee. Then she hastily gathered up her armload and ordered herself to walk back into the house—not run—from the scrutiny of that agonizingly tangible gaze that was like a second skin of which she had not the liberty to remove. Ugh! Stop staring at me like that! 
 
    Inside, Lyra had to literally shake off the sensation. 
 
    Between preparing a nice dinner and cleaning more of J'Kor's home (the bathroom, especially, needed a good blessing), the next several hours passed rather quickly. The horizon outside was turning purplish when Lyra finally sat back on her heels and tossed the cleaning rag into the suds bucket for the last time. Done! A meticulous detail of the corners and baseboards of the great room after mopping had taken an hour, but she remembered him saying something about liking clean floors at the end of the day, and the result was worth it—she hoped. 
 
    She was adding more fuel to the oven for the roast when J'Kor finally strode in—serious and brooding as ever. “How much time, 'Na Lyra, before dinner is ready?” 
 
    “About forty minutes, my lord, just as you ordered.” Lyra swept over with a glass of water she'd had chilling in the ice box for him. 
 
    With a slightly surprised thank you, he drained it quickly then handed it back so he could sit on the small bench by the front door to remove his muddy work boots. Lyra checked the progress of her yeast rolls rising under a towel and a secret smile passed over her features as she noticed J'Kor glancing around at all the cleaning she had done. She caught his little pause to breathe in the perfume of dinner on his way to the bathroom, too. 
 
    The sounds of a shower commenced and a little while later he emerged. Lyra didn't dare look up to see what he may or may not be wearing as he passed near, going to the bedroom. The fresh scent of his cologne trail was disturbing enough. 
 
    Lyra had two place settings ready at the table this time, but J'Kor chose not to stay. Instead, he filled his plate to a dangerously heaping level and took it to his armchair where he turned on his large radio wave receiver and settled in to steady play-by-play commentary of a disc game currently in progress. Lyra remained quietly at the table to pick at her food. 
 
    Would he take her tonight? What would be his mood if he did? Harsh? Forceful? If she was lucky, he would relax as things progressed and perhaps even be on the gentle side as previously promised. But would that really make it any better? Taken by force by a man she hardly knew? By a man who thought it was his right, and might be involved in even darker things than embracing the corrupt ethics and morals of the enemy nation? Once again, Lyra shoved today's rabbit incident from her mind. 
 
    At a lull in the game, J'Kor approached with his empty plate. “You will find a bottle o' bath crystals in the lavatory,” he said briskly, placing his dinnerware in the sink. “Ahna always liked them, at least. You can go wash up when you are done here.” Heading back to his chair, he added over his shoulder, “And see if you can scrub off the last o' that rayblock junk o' yours. I can still smell it.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” So much for curing a man's grumpiness with food. 
 
    Yet later, when Lyra did slip into the hot, beautifully scented bath water, she breathed out in unexpected ecstasy. The blue crystal salts had surprised her by bubbling up with the added water and with a bubble-filled palm she was soon blowing playfully at the frothy mass. Some of it spattered against the wall, some hung suspended in mid-air for a moment before drifting back down. With a smile, Lyra sank deeper into the water. 
 
    The game still continued on the electronic voicebox. Lyra could hear it faintly through the door as she soaked and hid out. Disc was, apparently, the Caldreen'n national pastime. It sounded like thousands of fans were cheering in the background behind the sports host and she wondered if this one was being played in the Coliseum—same as the auction yesterday. 
 
    Lyra had thrown a few of the one pound, dinner plate-sized scoring discs in her time. Many of her settlement regularly organized teams for playing—a much safer version, of course, than the Caldreen'n original. Her people didn't need to worry about dodging sharp-edged, spinning metal aimed at heads and bodies as a tactic to take opponents out of play. 
 
    Indeed, the only real concern was moving the set of flying, blunted discs as quickly as possible across the obstacle-strewn field to the opposite goal through throwing only, while at the same time guarding one's own basket goal into which all three discs must eventually be thrown. Now, that didn't mean that players didn't still get injured from time to time. It was a learned skill to mentally manage the location and trajectory of six discs simultaneously jetting across the field. Then there was the risk of being tackled when making a catch … 
 
    Lyra giggled softly at the memory of how intense Jon would get. He was a notorious full-body tackler. That special “skill” lent towards defense and as such, he never scored much, but it hardly mattered. Jon loved the friendly, rough-and-tumble competition with friends. Lyra just made sure her medical kit was fully stocked and handy before every game for the many scrapes and cuts he—and son, Rorn—so enthusiastically received. Rorn was becoming nearly as bad as his father. 
 
    A few dunks under the water rinsed Lyra's head and when she came up, her smile still held. She would never understand the lure of full contact sports that appealed to so many men— 
 
    The house had gone quiet. 
 
    A light rap sounded at the door and the knob began to turn. 
 
    What? Here? NOW? 
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    Folded clothing led the way as J'Kor entered. 
 
    He placed the stack next to the sink. “This ought to be more comfortable for sleeping tonight,” he said, hardly glancing at her, though Lyra still sank a little deeper into the waning suds. 
 
    “Oh, uh, thank you, my lord.” 
 
    Then he left, just as quickly as he'd come. 
 
    Wow, was that—was he gentlemanly, just now? It was a throwback to last night's thoughtfulness—before everything fell apart. 
 
    Lyra frowned. Now what was going on in that big, scheming, crabby … suntanned, honey dappled, dreamy-eyed head of his? (Sigh.) 
 
    The mid-thigh length, pink silk chemise fit just fine, as did the long, ladies' robe he'd brought. Lyra brushed out her hair before the mirror and suddenly had a startling realization. She had gotten through a complete memory of her husband, and even one of her children, without crying! Would today, oddly enough, be the first day where she would make it through its entirety without crying once? 
 
    Lyra waited a moment for a possible delayed reaction. Still no tears. 
 
    Well, all right, then. 
 
    Squaring her shoulders, she stared hard at herself in the mirror. “Okay, Lyra girl. No more tears. No more panicking. And even if, after all the work you've put in today, he still wants what you think he wants, you can handle it. You can solidify your place here.” Then with folded frock and underclothes under one arm, and one more glance in the mirror to make sure her game face was still on, Lyra wrenched opened the door. 
 
    J'Kor was back in his chair with a book. He'd rekindled the fire and had small reading glasses perched atop his nose. 
 
    “Is there anything else you have need of me today, my lord?” 
 
    Oh, she was aware how loaded a question that was! He knew it, too. She could see him thinking carefully through his answer. 
 
    Sit on his lap. Speak some flirtatious thing in his ear. Please him. Thoughts began to flash through her brain. Step closer. Move, stupid! At least smile, for Heaven's sake!  
 
    The spectacles were removed, the book placed on the side table. J'Kor stood and looked down at her, reading her. “Your cooking was good,” he finally said quietly. Some fingers briefly touched the side of her jaw. Then he turned and sat again. “You may retire for the night, if you wish.” 
 
    Great relief fluttered dizzily behind Lyra's eyes, but … 
 
    “Are, are you sure, my lord?” Lyra shifted, feeling excruciatingly awkward, but J'Kor just picked up his book. 
 
    “You have put in a good, hard day's work,” he said. “I am sure you must be tired by now.” And as if to prove his authenticity, he replaced his reading glasses and found the page where he had left off. 
 
    Lyra eyed him warily. “Then, good moonrise to you, my lord.” She bent her knee and turned. 
 
    “Oh, 'Na Lyra?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    “You said earlier you grew up with sheep.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Are you as good wrangling them as you are cooking them?” 
 
    “What did you have in mind, my lord?” Lyra turned back a curious eye. 
 
    “Well, I had planned to relax indoors more this week—” Ah. The resentment was still alive and kicking.“—but, as it appears we will both be spending more time working, I thought you might help me get a head start on some spring inoculations tomorrow.” 
 
    “That would be no problem at all, my lord. I've been helping with things like that since I was ten.” 
 
    As Lyra finished getting ready for bed, she caught a brief glimpse of J'Kor out the cracked door, still in his chair. The book lay untouched on his lap, however, and he stared with brooding brow into the fire. In his fingers his favorite “magic” coin his father had given him flipped and rolled with fascinating precision between dexterous knuckles. He didn't look happy. 
 
    As Lyra curled up under the smooth, linen covers, she knew it was quite possible he might change his mind out there. She wondered if it would be better to remain alert until he came in so as to avoid a possible rude awakening, rather than let her body give in to its fatigue. 
 
    Sleep won. 
 
      
 
    The awakening was rude, but not what Lyra feared. Ahskr's repeated, urgent barking in the distance coupled with a sudden shift of the mattress bounced her awake. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she murmured, turning to J'Kor's bolt upright posture next to her, rigid and listening. Interspersed between barks were the faint, disturbed bleats of many sheep. He swore and sprang from the bed. 
 
    “Stay here,” he ordered, pulling on pants and yanking a tunic over his head. 
 
    Fear began to rise in her. “Is it a predator? A whorlock?” 
 
    “If only,” J'Kor muttered darkly as he dashed from the room. 
 
    Lyra remained semi-prone in apprehensive silence, her ears acutely attuned to Ahskr's barking and fierce growling that was only growing more intense. J'Kor's urgent strides rushed about the house for a minute until the front door was flung open and his boots bounded off the porch at a run. Then Ahskr suddenly gave a sharp, whining yelp—and went quiet. 
 
    The report of gunfire pierced the night air. The shouting of men's voices arose (Lyra couldn't tell how many) followed by more terrified bawling of the flock. Lyra threw off the covers, grabbed her robe, and flew to the railing of the front porch. 
 
    The night was dark under cover of more clouds. Lyra couldn't see a thing beyond the first line of pasture fencing. Then a few more shots rang out and a male voice screamed out in pain. Oh, Father in Heaven! Her knuckles turned white gripping the porch column as she waited. 
 
    A minute passed. The shouting began to sound farther away. The sheep grew calmer again and eventually, the spaces of dead quiet increased. Lyra willed the silhouette of J'Kor to appear striding back toward the house, well and whole. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Inky blackness. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    That was IT! She had to go investigate, his order notwithstanding. What if he was injured? Killed? Lyra hurried back into the house for her boots, her armband, and switchblade from her backpack. Then casting one of J'Kor's work coats over her shoulders, she ventured fearfully into the black maw of midnight. 
 
    Over the pasture fence and across the field, Lyra picked her way toward the general direction of the former melee. She was afraid to call out for J'Kor. Who knew who or what might still be out there? However, anyone who may be nearby was probably hearing loud and clear her bumbling gait across unknown and unseen terrain. 
 
    Every twenty feet or so she'd stop to listen, but the cries and gunfire had ceased minutes ago. Sheep were flocking together again to bed down for the night. The long, lonely whoop of a ruffed krine echoed mournfully from the trees beyond and Lyra paused to listen again. Surely, she must be getting close— 
 
    Yes! She definitely heard something now. A light shuffling of grass. Ahead and to the left. 
 
    Slinking onward, she approached a small, dark mound that lay about thirty yards from the barely visible back fence demarcating pasture from woods. Whatever it was, its breathing was labored. 
 
    “Ahskr!” Lyra dropped to her knees beside the shepherd and Ahskr's long, whip-like tail clapped feebly on the ground a couple times in response. Ready for a confused retaliation of the animal, Lyra cautiously reached out to him, but Ahskr only whimpered and lifted his head a little. Her hand immediately met with a warm, sticky wetness at his shoulder. “Oh, Ahskr—” 
 
    A voice moaned distantly out of the night air. Crunching footsteps on leaf litter immediately responded, rushing toward it. Lyra gulped and wiped her hand on the grass. 
 
    “I'll be right back, boy,” she whispered. “Okay?” 
 
    Making ready the switchblade in one hand and a razor star in the other, Lyra followed the sound past a broken portion of fence into the woods. The pleasant richness of J'Kor's soft voice soon reached her ears. Oh, thank goodness! And Lyra withdrew her weapons, walking a little faster. 
 
    The soft glow of a lantern cast J'Kor's profile in a green, cell-powered hue. He was on his knees, bent over, talking to something. More moans drifted on the night breeze and … some crying? Lyra paused by a tree and craned her neck to see past forest undergrowth partially concealing a figure that lay on the ground at J'Kor's feet. J'Kor was holding the person's hand and—Oh, blessed God!—he  was pressing a knife threateningly under the first knuckle of his captive's pointer finger! 
 
    “I will start with this finger,” J'Kor was murmuring, disturbingly calm and collected, “and move on to the next and the next, until you decide you are ready to give me some names.” 
 
    A violent shudder gripped Lyra. She could just make out the man's face—a boy really, probably only seventeen or eighteen—lying flat on his back, staring up at J'Kor with terror in his eyes. His breathing was dangerously shallow. “I have no names fer you, sir!” he cried. “I was hired with the others. Please do no' kill me!” 
 
    “I do no' believe you.” J'Kor moved the boy's hand with the knife pressed against his finger a little closer to the tear-stained face so every detail of the sharp, glistening blade was his victim's to behold and cherish. The boy began to sob. 
 
    Lyra strode into the light. “What are you doing?” she demanded with all the courage of a mother protecting a child. 
 
    J'Kor's head jerked up in surprise. “Lyra, I told you to stay in the house!”  
 
    “He's just a boy!” she retorted. 
 
    The young man made a pitiful cry of supplication. “Please, my lady, do no' let him hurt me.”  
 
    “Go back to the house, Lyra!” J'Kor barked, but Lyra held her ground, her eyes flashing. 
 
    “What kind of monster—” 
 
    “Go now!” J'Kor thundered. “Or I will start on you next!” 
 
    The unexpected ferocity of the threat hit Lyra like a charging ram. She turned and ran back to the pasture, her heedless, crashing footfalls drowning out the young man's pleas.  
 
    What had come over Lord J'Kor? Maybe they were dealing with livestock rustlers, yes, but he didn't have to be so brutal! 
 
    Tears came dangerously close to the surface as Lyra finally slowed. She had spent their first day and night together wanting so bad to hate him, even through his care and respect, but now that she knew he was her “miracle” and she needed to make peace with him, he starts going psycho on her! 
 
    Briefly, she considered going back. He was torturing that boy. 
 
    But what could she do? Appeal to his, oh, so stable current state of mind? Threaten him, somehow? A derisive snort repealed the welling tears. Yeah. A lot of good that would do all around. Even if she could disarm him, she wouldn't—she couldn't—kill him. Also, the man was able and smart. It would be too risky to try to tie or lock him up somewhere on the property and then hope that he wouldn't get free for the hours she'd need for a head start's fighting chance to run. 
 
    Oh, why did I even step off the stupid porch in the first place? Surely, she was in for some kind of good thrashing when he returned. 
 
    A soft whimper sounded. Ahskr! She'd almost forgotten! 
 
    Lyra quickly found him again, lying as before. It looked like the extent of his injuries was the gash she'd already noticed in his shoulder, but it was deep. It needed cleaning and stitches. As gently as possible, Lyra picked him up and carried him all the way back to the house. Then using a clean tablecloth from the pantry, she made up a hasty surgical area on the dining table. Thankfully the first aid kit she found with the cleaning supplies included a needle and thread and J'Kor's ice box supplied the necessary antiseptic in the form of a rather stout-looking bottle of spirits. 
 
    An hour went by under the yellow glow of the dining table's ceiling fixture as Lyra worked on the dog. Her best guess was that the wound had come from a knife, probably intended for his throat. Ahskr had been lucky. The dog was a good patient, too. Whether because he knew she was trying to help or from sheer weakness due to loss of blood, he held still, only squirming once the first time Lyra stuck the needle through his skin. 
 
    Her usual nursing routine of softly humming favorite, old melodies along with the tranquilizing ticktock of the great room clock and steady buzz of J'Kor's electric ice box made for a strangely soothing nocturne for the furry patient. Every once in a while his tail would stir ever so slightly in response. 
 
    Then the front door burst open. 
 
    Lyra started, but got a firm hand over the dog's eyes to keep him still as she braced herself for— “'Na Lyra, how dare you—!” 
 
    “Will you please lower your voice,” Lyra hissed back, cutting J'Kor off with a brazenness she didn't really feel. “I need him to remain still just a little bit longer and he doesn't need your temper getting him all riled up.” 
 
    The man was stunned. “What are you …?” His eyes answered the question before it was finished. 
 
    Lyra stroked Ahskr's head a few times before returning to her needle and stitch number thirteen. “I imagine you wish to soundly beat me to a pulp, but please consider waiting until after I finish stabilizing the patient.” 
 
    With red-stained fingers she cut another thread and gently pulled together the next section of skin she had shaved. She wondered how long it would take for J'Kor to notice she had borrowed his razor. Ahskr whined a little. He recognized the presence of his alpha partner. 
 
    “Sh, shhhhh,” she crooned to the animal. 
 
    The front door finally closed—more tactfully than how it had opened. “Is he going to be okay?” There was some flustered shuffling as J'Kor fought to regain control of his emotions. 
 
    “I think so. If I can keep infection from setting in.” Her chin nodded toward the empty liquor bottle. “I used it all up washing out the wound. Sorry.” 
 
    Uncomfortable silence followed. Then J'Kor finally made use of the bench by the door to remove his muddy shoes while Lyra tied off stitch number fourteen. Ahskr whined again and tried to move, but Lyra took a moment to calm him again. She felt narrowed eyes on her. 
 
    “So, were you also a veterinarian in your secret past life?” It wasn't asked nicely. 
 
    “Lord J'Kor,” Lyra said, turning and daring to challenge his festering smolder, “if you must engage in interrogating me right this moment, the least you can do is come over here and help keep your work hand still while I put him back together for you.” 
 
    The smolder flared, but Lyra knew the concern he harbored for his faithful dog. She stared him down, vying for dominance. 
 
    Suddenly he stood, and the nonchalant cock of his eyebrow said, Fine. He would condescend to yield and play along. For now. J'Kor settled himself on the chair nearest Ahskr's head and placed calming hands on the animal. Only then did Lyra concede to answer his question. 
 
    “Hardly,” she told him, carefully reinserting the threaded needle into puffy red flesh. “My grandmother was the local healer and, as a girl, I spent a lot of time assisting her. I thought it was fun—Hand me that rag under your arm, will you?—but, the principles of disinfecting and stitching fascia and skin are the same.” He did as asked and she gave him a quick glance. “You probably already know that, though. I imagine you have to do this sort of thing yourself from time to time.” 
 
    J'Kor only gave a confirming grunt as he watched the animal before him, but when Lyra went back to her work, he muttered, “Your stitches are neater.” 
 
    She let a few minutes go by before venturing to ask, “So how many did you lose tonight … to those men?” 
 
    There were probably other things he wished say to her right now, but after a bit he finally grumbled, “Eighty maybe. Maybe more. It is hard to say, knowing there are likely quite a few wandering around the woods tonight with that fence down.” 
 
    “Are you sure the rustlers are all gone?” 
 
    “Aye. They took off in a few cattle wagons as soon as they heard me coming. This happens a couple times a year.” He gently stroked Ahskr's head who responded with a few small tail claps. 
 
    Lyra's eyes remained glued to the thread she was knotting. “And … is he dead?”  
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Her involuntary pause lasted only a moment. 
 
    Lyra finished her last stitch and rose to rinse a bloodied rag at the sink, when from his seat, J'Kor suddenly snapped, “I am no' obligated to explain myself to a khar. Do no' judge things you know nothing about, Lyra, and next time, I expect you to bloody well do as you are told!” 
 
    Lyra answered with proper slave humility. “Understood, my lord.” 
 
    She cleaned up the wound site a little better and had J'Kor help her wind a wrap over the stitches. When he left with Ahskr to lay him on some blankets in the bedroom, Lyra started on the wearisome task of post surgical clean-up. 
 
    It wasn't long before the eyes were weighing on her again. J'Kor was leaning against the door frame, watching her. “Why in the world did you think that running out into the darkness was a good idea, anyway?” he said. 
 
    “Well, I … I was worried about you.” 
 
    The words came like a revelation—a revelation Lyra didn't like. If she had remained in the house and J'Kor had gotten himself killed, it would have been the perfectly convenient escape scenario she so needed. So why? Why? 
 
    Could it be that on some level she cared for him? On some deep, obscure level. In some strange way. 
 
    Grrr. 
 
    Like a singer wants laryngitis. Rapidly, Lyra gathered the dirt and blood splotched tablecloth into a ball, as if trying to scrunch and crumple the unsettling idea out of existence. “Do you have a wash basin somewhere?” 
 
    J'Kor didn't answer. It didn't even look like he had heard her question. 
 
    “My lord? Where do you wish me—” 
 
    He finally blinked. “I have a machine,” he said. “I will get this started. You clean yourself up.” He took the tablecloth from her and went down the hall, passing through the end door. 
 
    A vigorous scrub down of her extremities came next. She had blood all the way up her arms. 
 
    I sent him to you, a gentle stirring reminded as she worked. It made Lyra groan. Fine. But she was still going to be helped away from this mess of a life, right? 
 
    No answer. 
 
    When J'Kor returned Lyra stiffened. She'd been able to maintain her nerve when she had a patient in need, but now … How many fingers did he get through before the boy talked? Or died? 
 
    “I am no' a monster,” he stated through tight lips, “but do no' disobey me again.” 
 
    With that, he stalked off to the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. A familiar heat in Lyra's chest warned she was about to break down again, but she gripped the counter edge hard. 
 
    NO! No more crying! I am sick and tired of crying! You stop it right now, you weakling! she ordered, ferociously swallowing the emotion back down. Then she noticed the closed bedroom door. Great! Was that some kind of signal? To find another bed while her lord was angry with her? 
 
    A dark grimace lined Lyra's face as she finished drying her arms and slapped the dish towel peevishly onto the counter. Whichever way she chose was probably going to be the wrong one. Ugh! This situation was so stupid! 
 
    Resigned, Lyra went to the door and cracked it open. Inside, all was quiet and dark with J'Kor's form already settled in bed. “My lord,” she murmured, “do you wish me to sleep—?” 
 
    “Your place is right here, next to me!” came the bellow from under the comforter. 
 
    Yup. She would have guessed wrong. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lyra was lying tense on her back in the bed, feeling that there wasn't a mattress big enough in the entire world to accommodate her, her owner, and the hulking, rankled beast of distrust wedged between them. 
 
    Night number two: no crying, but even more tension. Darn. 
 
    She was going to have to work even harder now to get him out of this funk. The sun would be up in a few hours. He may still send her back … 
 
    # # # 
 
    “Good morrow, Sunbeam,” Kade said from his breakfast table, a leg propped casually up on the other chair as he leisurely sipped the steaming cup of bean tea he'd made himself. Lyra, finally waking, shot up in the bed in alarm. 
 
    “I'm sorry, my lord!” she exclaimed, hastily rubbing at the sleep clinging to her eyes. “I—I should have been up earlier to make your tea and breakfast for you.” She cast her eyes about, her thick, dark hair all mussed about her face “What time is it?” 
 
    “Half past nine.” Bloody whorlocks, she was still beautiful. 
 
    “Half past nine!” Lyra threw off the covers and hurried to the closet. “Forgive me, my lord! I will make you something right away.” 
 
    “Relax, 'Na Lyra. I ate a while ago.” Kade hid his smirk behind another satisfied sip of tea. 
 
    He had been up for an hour and a half already. Clearly, he had gotten the better night's rest. His time in the army and occasional acquaintance with the realities of war were to be thanked for that. Kade had learned to compartmentalize years ago and, consequently, he'd fallen asleep pretty quickly after she'd joined him in bed. She, on the other hand, pretty little sneaky angel that she was, was obviously still quite disoriented and sleep-stricken from the crazy, late night. 
 
    Part of him felt bad for her. She'd done an amazing job on Ahskr and all her hard work and delicious cooking of the previous day had pleased Kade more than he cared to admit. And he had been hard. 
 
    However, that, in no way, let her off the hook. The debate about whether or not to keep her was still on. 
 
    Kade's time in his office yesterday morning was spent in large part with a hand on his wire receiver and the other poised to punch in the numbers for his lawyer. He had abstained, thinking he'd wait to see what the day brought, but it wasn't the day that ended up being the problem. Her disobedience and brassy bossing him around regarding Ahskr last night—expedient tactic though it was—was not helping to conjure any warm fuzzies in Kade's already raw, disappointed psyche. Who did she think she was, disregarding a clear order, making blind accusations, and … and telling him that she cared? That was the worst part. He had noted her distaste at the thought after the words left those soft, full lips. 
 
    Well, Kade was supposed to be enjoying his second completely fulfilling morning, sleeping in, with limbs entangled about the inviting warmth of an alluring and eager khar. He was supposed to be basking in the joys of both physical and intellectual intimacy in the perfect union he had envisioned under the joining arch two days ago, and as long as Lyra continued to ruin it all for him, he didn't feel any obligation to be nice. At all. 
 
    Lyra emerged from the closet, wrapping the belt of her robe around her middle. “Oh,” she said, bowing her head. “I'm sorry, my lord. It won't happen again. I will, I will go clean up, I guess, and then get to some chores.” 
 
    “No, 'Na Lyra,” Kade corrected. “I desire you stay with me today.” He took another long, slow slip of his tea. Let her squirm on that for a bit. 
 
    The stout lift of her chin didn't mask the discomfited alarm behind her eyes. “I am at your service, of course, my lord.” 
 
    Kade suppressed a small, vindictive grin. Wow, she was more uptight with the thought of having sex than a four-eyed marmin with the prospect of looking down the barrel of Sal's rifle! Well, as long as she kept making it a sore point, he could, at least, take a little pleasure in poking fun. He stood with his cup. “Good. Get dressed, eat something, and meet me out in the field. We have poofs to round up and a fence to repair.” By the claw, she smells good! he thought as he strode by her. “And after that, we will see what I am in the mood for next.” 
 
    Kade didn't stick around to enjoy watching her imagination chew that one up. Truth be told, he really wasn't sure if it was a tease or not. Since waking up yesterday morning, he had been absolutely winging it from moment to moment. 
 
    He would send her back to the caravan—He would keep her. 
 
    He'd keep his hands to himself—He'd yank that frock right off and caress those nubile endowments into a fevered pitch for all he was worth. 
 
    Was there a customary time frame for mourning a spouse where she was from? Henna's bosom! It had better not be a matter of months. If he did end up keeping her, Kade knew he wasn't willing to wait nearly that long. He would have her start really earning her keep within a week. At most.           
 
    Kade was almost out the door when she called from the bedroom threshold, “My lord, may I request something … for working outside?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I was wondering if, perhaps, there might be a pair of leggings or work pants I could wear.”               
 
    He turned toward her fully, in dismay. She wanted to run around looking like a man? Lyra read his expression. 
 
    “The closet is filled with beautiful dresses that I will only rip and ruin today rounding up sheep in the woods,” she explained quickly. “It would only be for working outside. If you have anything—please.” 
 
    Kade frowned. How churlish she would look dressed like a man! 
 
    However, it did stand to reason that if he was going to ask a man's work of her, she ought to be allowed to dress for it. Kade wasn't sure he had anything small enough, though. Ahna never wore pants. Women never wore pants. Then he remembered the box in Breht's closet. Breht tossed his outgrown clothes in there which Kade would periodically offer the miller's family a few miles down the road. They had quite the brood of growing children and were always grateful for Breht's and Jos'lie's hand-me-downs. 
 
    He sighed. “Let me see what I can find.” 
 
    The box produced an old pair of sturdy nelwrin fiber leggings and a thinning, long-sleeved tunic. Kade set them on the dining table, not bothering to explain where they had come from, while she cooked herself a couple eggs at the stove. He wasn't ready yet to talk about his children. They would be home from school for the weekend in a few days, but Kade wasn't sure if Lyra would still be here by then. It might not even be an issue. 
 
    His initial survey of the pasture outside only revealed about a hundred head milling about. Kade hoped to recover at least fifty more ewes with lambs in the woods today. That wouldn't be too devastating a loss. With that many he'd still be able to fulfill his new wool contract with that Lord Candorwyt from the restaurant.  
 
    The sky above gleamed clear and bright and Kade hoped Lyra was as fit as she looked. This was going to be a lot more work without Ahskr. 
 
    Whinnee snuffled a morning greeting as Kade yoked her up to the wagon. The coral-scaled churung shook her broad head and stamped her wide foot pads as if eager to get on with the day. Kade gave her round snout a friendly pat. Then he started loading the wagon with wire, a couple spades, his cutters ….  
 
    Kade was tossing the last new post into the bed when Lyra emerged from the house. Well, bless the Moon Mother. 
 
    She sat in the sun at the top porch step to slide on her tall boots. Her hair was braided again like yesterday, the rope strands pulling the rest back and away from her face, the thick waves glinting and shining as she bent to cinch up her laces. She wore that decorative, leather armband of hers again over the sleeve of Breht's tunic which billowed slightly on her petite frame. The tunic hung loosely on her shoulders and down over her breasts in such an intriguing way that Kade was suddenly wondering how she might look in nothing but one of his own. 
 
    Lyra hiked up the other leg to tighten those laces and another burst of unexpected arousal coursed through him. He had never seen a woman in men's clothing before. It just wasn't done. So when she began to walk over, pants rolled twice and held up by a belt at the waist that only accentuated the womanly blessings sloping away from there, Kade had to check himself to make sure his mouth wasn't hanging open. 
 
    Blast. How was he supposed to concentrate on the livestock with her alongside him looking like that? 
 
    “Thank you again, my lord,” she said humbly. “I know it's not a good fit, but I will be able to work much better for you today in this over a frock.” Her small, apologetic smile was offered over a nervous fingering of the shade hat he had given her yesterday. 
 
    Kade grunted, clearing his constricted throat. “You look fine, 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    Definitely. Definitely keeping her another day. 
 
    They rode the wagon in silence, Kade forcing his eyes ahead while he talked himself down from more embarrassing impulses of crude, unbridled passion. You are just getting desperate, old man, because it has been months since you last slept with a woman. She could wear a gunnysack and you would still be turned on. 
 
    Besides, she still wasn't being honest with him. He couldn't quite put his finger on it, but there were darker secrets behind those liquid brown eyes than her tale of premature widowhood. He needed to find out more about that before he let down his guard again. 
 
    The makeshift rope net across the broken section of fence was still holding. Kade pulled up Whinnee and hopped down. Out of habit, he turned to offer a hand to Lyra, but to his surprise, she had already jumped off the other side and was loping through the tall grass toward the trees beyond. 
 
    “You want to go after the 'poofs' first, right?” she called back, trying out the J'Kor family nickname for sheep. Jos'lie had actually coined it years ago when there was precious little she could adequately pronounce, and the name had stuck. 
 
    “Aye.” Kade eyed her with curiosity. 
 
    Lyra chose a young millsap tree and climbed—quite capably—up the trunk onto a middle axial branch. From there she worked her way out, cutting off a long, green shoot with a switchblade that suddenly materialized in her hand. Then she settled herself against the trunk, straddling a sturdy branch, to start stripping it of leaves while Kade just gave his head another shake and unhitched Whinnee to graze. Lyra was only a minute at her work. When she clambered back to the ground, Kade caught her short gaze off into the trees in the direction of their confrontation last night. She noticed him watching her, though, and quickly went back to her homemade leading stick, giving it a few trial swipes in the air. More than half her height, it made a good humming sound when she whipped it. She looked at him. 
 
    “I saw a trail. Do you mind if I follow it and go on ahead?” 
 
    Kade shrugged. “You sure you know what you are doing?” 
 
    She actually grinned. “Most certainly.” And with a few more definitive swipes of her rod, Lyra took off at an easy trot heading west. Kade followed dubiously after, a little slower. 
 
    For the next three hours, he became spectator to Lyra's scouting through sheltering underbrush and impeding vegetation to find clump after clump of sheep, standing listlessly together, wondering where their usual sweet, juicy pasture fodder had gone. She pushed them toward Kade who kept them together while she ran off to locate more. They did come across a dead sheep or two, mostly lambs, who had succumbed to some nocturnal hunter as an easy, lone target, but Kade was just grateful there weren't more. 
 
    Lyra was a wonder. She worked enthusiastically with an untiring stamina. Her familiarity with the simple, instinct-driven animals that were the foundation of his livelihood was obvious as she deftly utilized both her rod and voice to move his sheep at will. Even Ahskr would not have been much faster. And Lyra almost looked happy. 
 
    All in all, they herded fifty-six ewes with tired babies back to the pasture. Then under the pleasant dappled light of temperate forest they broke for the picnic lunch Kade had thrown together earlier while Lyra still slept. He complimented her on her shepherding skills. It was only fair. 
 
    To his pleasant surprise Lyra tentatively opened up on the subject of her livestock experience, and before he knew it, they were swapping stories almost like friends: stubborn rams, dramatic lambing weather, and one fluke raid by an escaped, hungry zethrin that tried to carry off two newborns at once. 
 
    Kade relaxed more than he meant to. It was just so nice, working together, talking casually. More small smiles were coaxed from the enigmatic, capable khar who wore his teenager's clothes so well and he found he couldn't help but look forward to the rest of today's work he had planned. 
 
    The fence mending went quickly. Only a few of the posts were actually broken, and scarcely an hour later they were packing tools back in the wagon. 
 
    A faint, shouted greeting carried across the field. It had come from the house and, squinting through the strands of afternoon sunlight that crowned the backs of his white-wooled flock in hazy splendor, Kade saw the constable he had wired first thing this morning, waving an arm as he stepped off the porch toward them. 
 
    “Finish packing up and take the wagon to that corral on the far side o' the barn,” Kade told Lyra. He pulled off his dusty work gloves. “I will be busy conducting some business for a little while. See if you can get the flock penned in there and I will be along shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” She bent her knee before turning away. 
 
    Half way across his field, Kade yielded to the temptation to glance back at her, ably hitching Whinnee in place, though he condemned himself as he did so. Henna's bosom, he had already forgiven her and couldn't wait to start wooing her again! He must be getting soft in his old age. 
 
    You pitiful fool. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord J'Kor,” the husky, wire-haired constable said as he met Kade at the fence. He gave Kade a firm clap on the shoulder. 
 
    “Detective Puul, thank you for coming out here so quickly.” 
 
    Leading the way into the woods, he explained the details of last night's raid and showed Detective Puul the body of the young man. Kade had gone through these motions before. He would do them again. Unfortunately, his interrogation of the thief had not born any more fruit than usual. The boy was only a third party taking orders from a second party who probably didn't know anything about the first party who had hired them—just the bottom rung of a tall, well-organized, black market ladder. 
 
    Kade had found something unusual in the clearing, however, where the sheep had been loaded for a quick getaway. It was a small container of what looked like someone's personal medicine kit. Some cotton balls. A little bottle of solution. A rubber dropper. But what intrigued Kade the most was the rectangular container itself: a semi-transparent material that held its shape, but was not totally rigid. It wasn't glass.  
 
    Offering it to the detective, Kade was surprised to hear him say, “Aye. I actually found something like this before.” Puul pocketed the container and wrote another note on his little pad. “I will send it along to the boys upstairs for analysis.” 
 
    “But do you know what it is? Where it comes from?” 
 
    “I have no' the slightest. That is what the beaker boys are for.” 
 
    “Well, what did they say about your other find?” 
 
    “Nothing. It got whisked away to some bigger beaker boys higher up the pecking order and I never heard back. Now, is there anything else to show me before I take it from here and you can get back to your work and that pretty, little farmhand?” 
 
    With reluctance, Kade let the mystery of the container go. He had enough on his mind already, and come to think of it, she was waiting for him. Puul promised he would wire someone to pick up the body and Kade bade the detective goodbye. He crossed the field again, and caught himself whistling part of Lyra's tune—that simple, sweet melody that had captivated him so that first night. He quickly pressed his lips shut in a taut grimace. 
 
    In the corral, he found the entire flock neatly penned in, as ordered, with Lyra cross-legged in the dirt, stroking a dark, fuzzy lamb in her lap. It nuzzled at her face playfully, making her laugh. The melody crept in again. 
 
    Kade leaned elbows on the fence. “Well, you appear to have everything in neat order, but I think we had better keep all this a secret from Ahskr. He will develop a complex if he suspects you are doing his job too well.” 
 
    She looked up shyly. “I'm happy that I have been able to please my lord—even if it's just a dog's labor.” She let the lamb clamber out of her lap to find its mother and stood, brushing at her legging-wrapped thighs. “Although, I do hope that you will let Ahskr keep his job. I don't think he could do my cleaning or cooking quite as proficiently.” 
 
    “Aye,” Kade said, retrieving his inoculation kit from the wagon. “Nor would he do for the other things I need o' you, 'Na Lyra. Askr's shepherding job is quite safe.” He couldn't help but slide that in there. The woman was so sensitive to innuendo it was like flirting with a virgin! The anticipated blush on her cheeks bloomed like clockwork, and Kade found more reason to pause and consider her convoluted past. 
 
    She said she'd only known one man—her husband, but maybe they hadn't been together very long. But a woman looking like that with a wit to match making it entirely through her twenties (Kade had suspicions now that it wasn't just her history that had been fudged) before any man claimed his privilege to bed her? Preposterous. Her husband must have made her a woman long ago and just took his sweet time certifying it with a piece of paper. 
 
    So why did she still behave like …? Something was definitely off. 
 
    Sitting on a bucket overturned for a stool, Kade had Lyra retrieve the first ewe with a lead rope. It was such a convenient arrangement to enjoy watching her move while Kade administered spring inoculations via a large syringe. Soon, she ventured to ask about the livestock breed and stark coloring contrast between lamb and ewe, and Kade explained how each baby was born jet black, but gradually grew lighter in the first year. It was the trademark of the Huskin'k breed in which he specialized. 
 
    The conversation evolved from there into wool quality and texture, then breed temperament, then seasonal care, which Kade couldn't help but enjoy. It wasn't often he got to speak intelligently to a woman about his living, or anything of import, really. 
 
    Lyra began to tell him about the scrappy, more stubborn mountain breed she had had the misfortune to raise all of her life when, in mid-sentence, a particularly jumpy ewe panicked at the needle's touch. It reared up, knocking her clean over, then, losing its balance, landed on top of her with a loud thud. 
 
    “Lyra!” Kade jumped up and shoved the two hundred and fifty pound, bleating, scrambling poof off her. It quickly regained its footing and trotted briskly away. “Are you all right?” As much the concern of a dangerously flailing hoof was the rib-cracking potential of that much weight landing on her chest. 
 
    Lyra lay wide-eyed and motionless on the ground, the breath completely knocked out of her. 
 
    “Lyra?” Kade hoped that was all. 
 
    A welcome wheeze finally strained free. She began to cough some. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    A few more coughs and a weak “no” was spit out, along with some dirty wool caught in her mouth from her face being used as a cushion. 
 
    Kade's concern rose. “Can you move? What hurts?” 
 
    Turning her head, Lyra choked out more fuzz and grit. “The problem is,” (wheeze, cough) “that I've decided I don't like the taste of Huskin'k. Sorry, my lord.” Her weak laugh interfered with her gasping for more air and Kade chucked, relieved. 
 
    “Well, I suppose that just means there will be more for me.” He helped her sit up, and as he did, a ripe smell stung his nose, squeezing a little water from his eyes. 
 
    Lyra had landed in a sun-warmed pile of dung, now lovingly embracing a large portion of her back and back side. 
 
    “Ew!” she lamented. Kade got her standing and she peered over her shoulder, but when she turned back, the sparkle in her eyes had only grown. Lyra raised her arms in a pose. “Well, maybe I should keep wearing this until you decide my rayblock cream isn't so bad.” 
 
    In that instant, with her face lit up in laughter and a genuine smile freely exposing those pearly white teeth, Kade knew she had just sucked him in once again. He had to see more of it. 
 
    He plucked her hat from the dirt and gave it a few slaps against his thigh. “You try wearing that into the house, young lady, and I will sling you over my shoulder and toss you into the pond.” Kade plopped the hat roguishly back on her frizzed head. 
 
    “If my lord intends to threaten me,” Lyra returned, “he is going to have to come up with something better. I've worked up quite a sweat today and a little swim in some cool water doesn't sound too bad right now.” 
 
    Kade thought a moment. Then he said, “Well, all right.” 
 
    He made to grab her,  but Lyra suddenly spun away, laughing. “No, no! I was just kidding. Don't do it!” 
 
    “But what if I already have my heart set on it?” Kade asked, advancing. “I think I would like to see how big a splash you would make.” 
 
    “No!” she squealed again, bumping into startled sheep as she backed away. “Don't come any closer or I'll … I'll aim this for your nose.” A palm was presented with a threatening clump of dung smeared on it. 
 
    That warranted a pause. 
 
    Kade tsk-tsked as he raised his hands in surrender. “Oh, that is no' fair. Now my lady is just playing dirty.” 
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    Lyra started. Did he just call her a lady? The irony that he said it while she was dressed so masculinely with a putrid pile of sheep poop in her hand intended for smearing on his face was not lost on her, but she had no time for distractions. “Sometimes getting dirty is the only defense a woman has, my lord.” 
 
    She shouldn't have glanced down, for in that moment, the sight of what she had slopped over her palm, combined with the lingering vertigo from her fall, brought on a sudden wave of nausea. Yuck! Yuck! She had to scrape it off. The fence post became Lyra's best friend. 
 
    J'Kor laughed at her turning green. “How about a truce? You keep your odor to yourself and I let you go rinse yourself off in the brook over there.” 
 
    Lyra straightened, as dignified as she could muster. “You have chosen wisely to compromise, my lord,” she said. She brushed her hand inconspicuously against her pant leg to continue ridding itself of smelly excrement. “Evidently, the effectiveness of my stench maneuver precedes me.” 
 
    “Aye. I have no doubt you could lay low entire nations. Now get going before my generosity fails me.” J'Kor waved her off and Lyra climbed over the fence in retreat. Relieved. 
 
    Good, good … Things were going better than she had dared hope. Her prayer this morning had been dedicated to making peace with her “owner,” because she well knew J'Kor wouldn't take another night like the last two. 
 
    Now, Lyra wasn't about to strip down and drag him to the bed. If he took her, he would do it knowing it was his idea alone, but she could stand to be more friendly. She could also make herself a good working partner, and if—well, when—his patience ran out and he truly made her his slave mistress, at least the quiet raping would not be from a total stranger. Then the inevitable would finally be realized, the dread anticipation past, and Lyra could turn her full attention to more important things, like planning an escape. 
 
    The lazy brook that cut across this end of the property was not as cold as Lyra expected. Today's sun had done its work here, and Lyra waded in up to her knees, stepping carefully on the slippery, algae smothered pebbles of the stream bed. She pulled her stinking tunic over her head and knelt in the slow current to scrub at it. When that was done, she moved on to the leggings, scrubbing and wringing, wringing and scrubbing, letting her mind wander about the mystery of where these clothes had come from. They were obviously too small for J'Kor. 
 
    “Give me your wet things—” 
 
    Lyra yelped at his sudden presence. 
 
    “—and I will finish them in the machine.” At the bank, J'Kor lay a set of fresh clothes on a large stone and picked up her tunic, waiting. Grateful her back was mostly to him, Lyra quickly wrung out the leggings and tossed them up where they were caught deftly in large, able hands. But J'Kor didn't leave. 
 
    “Does my lord need something else?” 
 
    “Well, your underwear is wet, too,” he grinned, stating the obvious. “I brought you some more.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah,” she said stupidly, glancing around as if something might magically emerge to cover her. A long sigh issued from J'Kor and he dropped her wet clothes back on the grass. 
 
    “Just bring me everything in a few minutes … when you are ready.” 
 
    The self-berating was already in full swing before he was even out of sight. You did it again, you coward! She should have just stripped immediately when asked, let him make of it what he would, and keep him happy. Now he was in a mood again! 
 
    Lyra hurriedly dried off with the small towel he'd also thoughtfully brought and dressed in another of the more casual dresses from the closet. When she returned to J'Kor, he told her she had earned the syringe job for the rest of the day, but his smile didn't reach his eyes. The work of an entire day building up the camaraderie was gone. Wasted. 
 
    The rest of the afternoon Lyra redoubled her efforts. She tried to get him talking again and she smiled a lot. She made some headway with the subject of his growing years on the homestead, his eyes softening a little, a reminiscent grin appearing once or twice. Then the constable returned and J'Kor's attention was diverted until the man left. Lyra shuddered once more at the thought of what J'Kor may have done to that boy before he died, but she willfully shoved it from her mind. She couldn't be afraid anymore. She had to relax. 
 
    The red orb had turned a shimmering, deep purple by the time it touched the horizon and the last sheep was trotting briskly away, an affronted bleat at its mouth and a bit of soreness on its rump. A stiff breeze was shaking the temperature down several degrees. J'Kor brought Lyra's attention to the dark clouds surging up from the south. A storm was on its way. 
 
    At the house they were greeted by a merry, though stiffly moving, Ahskr, tail whipping and cracking as its nub passed the speed of sound. Both J'Kor and Lyra were careful to encourage him to remain calm, but to Lyra's great satisfaction and surprise, the dog was recovering remarkably fast. 
 
    She was headed to start meal duty until J'Kor told her the leftovers from last night would work just fine. So, while he went off to shower, Lyra just warmed food and tried to set a prettier table with a few candles and some fresh wildflowers. When they dined, it was to the sounds of blustering winds and pattering sleet rattling at the windows, and it was almost pleasant. 
 
    Afterward, J'Kor surprised her by volunteering to clean up so she could shower. “Your hair is still a stinking mess,” he reminded with just the tiniest, tiniest hint of humor. 
 
    Lyra quite happily complied. Her skin had begun to itch, and she supposed that the brook might have been a carrier of some irritating sediment. Consequently, her scrub-down under the showerhead's hot stream was particularly thorough as she let a favorite melody of Jon's intertwine softly with the wafting steam. 
 
    At the beginning of the third verse, her fingers brushed over a small protrusion in the middle of her back. What is that? The melody wavered. 
 
    The bump felt smooth, slimy even. Lyra couldn't quite get a grip on it. Then it moved. 
 
    Sacred scripture and holy hymnals! 
 
    Grabbing a towel, Lyra shut off the water and leaped from the tub. Unfortunately, the mirror over the sink did not let her see anything below her shoulder. Gutlins! It was probably some kind of leech from the stream. Her skin crawled as she touched the slimy, squirming thing again. 
 
    Lyra swiftly wrapped the towel about herself and went to find J'Kor in the great room, reading again. “My lord,” she called, padding over. 
 
    His expression of pleasant surprise at the sight of his khari'na hurrying toward him, dripping wet, and in nothing but a towel was unmistakable. But Lyra had to disappoint. “My lord, will you please take a look at this?” Turning from him, she lowered the towel across her back. 
 
    She felt a light touch at her spine. “Well, it looks like you have acquired a pet loshkee leech,” he said, nudging the glistening, mucus-coated creature with a finger. “I am surprised to see one out and about this early in the year. They usually wait for warmer water to emerge from hibernation.” It moved again at J'Kor's prodding. 
 
    Ew! Ew! “You can get it off, right?” 
 
    “Aye. Relax.” He placed his book off to the side. “We can coax it off with a little heat.” J'Kor brought her an old, velvet hassock upon which to sit. 
 
    “Heat?” Lyra echoed as she nervously took it. “You need to burn it off?” 
 
    His murmur was in the affirmative as he fetched the same medical kit Lyra had found so handy less than twenty-two hours ago. “You have no experience with loshkees?” he said as he came back. 
 
    “No. We don't have leeches in the mountain range and, honestly I'm a little creeped out by slimy things.” Lyra suppressed another shudder as she offered a self-effacing grin. “They are one of the things I never cared to study up on.” 
 
    “Well, the trick here,” he said as he struck up a flame with a match, “is coercing it to release all o' its teeth without killing it first.” Leaning her back a little, he positioned the flame under the oval-shaped, freeloading little blood sucker. 
 
    “Will the teeth remain embedded, otherwise?” Lyra guessed. Yuck! This was getting worse. 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” J'Kor confirmed. He bent in concentration to avoid burning her. “The teeth are too tiny to remove with tweezers and they will cause infection if left in the skin.” 
 
    Convincing the loshkee that she wasn't a very desirable host took longer than hoped. It was difficult not to flinch every time the thing jerked and squirmed over the uncomfortable heat. On the fourth match, however, J'Kor uttered a small vocalization of triumph and raised aloft a purple-spotted creature lodged between tweezers as if it were a trophy. He laughed at her expression. 
 
    “So, the daring 'Na Lyra is afraid o' something after all.” 
 
    “I am afraid of a lot of things, my lord,” Lyra said, shaking off her phobia, “and anyone who tries to believe otherwise is a fool courting an early demise.” 
 
    J'Kor quieted, amused by her philosophic answer. “Well said,” he finally agreed, and plopped the leech into some alcohol in a bowl. All was quiet for a minute as he disinfected the site with a liquid that fizzed and foamed when it made contact with the leech's contaminants, but then J'Kor nearly sent her into shock when he said, “Would it be very painful for you to tell me about your husband?” 
 
    Lyra would've thought that anything having to do with her beloved Jon would be the last thing J'Kor would care to openly discuss! “Well, I-I suppose—“ 
 
    “You can say whatever you like. I just thought you might like to talk about it … with someone.” J'Kor paused in his work. “And I will admit I am curious to know what kind o' man caught your eye.” 
 
    What was his end game? If she didn't know better, she would think he was being sensitive. Curse him! The howling wind swept across rolling pasture outside, a mirror of the conflict Lyra was battling inside. Well, she hadn't broken down at the mere mention of Jon's name. That was a good sign. But how does one describe the other half of one's heart and soul? 
 
    J'Kor pressed a cloth against her skin to dry it and Lyra scrambled for the words to begin. “His name is—was—Jon, and he was … ” she heaved great sigh, “wonderful. He was kind and loving, faithful, very funny. So good with people, too. He loved playing sports—and he could also play the six-string, though not quite as well as you.” Suddenly the memories were tumbling out of her mouth as fast as she could speak them. “He would sing off-key just to make me laugh and drop everything to be with me when I was sad. He always complimented me on my cooking—just so he would have the excuse to burp loudly.” Lyra laughed at this. There were so many good memories. 
 
    “Oh, also, the man could put away a trunk full of food on any given day. But I think it was finally beginning to catch up with him the last few years.” She remembered the occasional bouts of heartburn he had begun to have. “Every year on my birthday I would wake up to breakfast in bed while he sang me some silly new birthday song he made up and then … then he would haul and boil water for hours in the evening so I could end my day with my very own hot bath.” 
 
    Her voice had begun to quiver, but not from sadness. Lyra could hardly believe how good it felt to finally talk about Jon like this to someone. Even him. J'Kor finished his bandage job and Lyra waited. Surely he'd heard enough by now, but a glance showed him still waiting, listening, letting her get it all out. 
 
    “And—and Jon always had this strange affinity for chewing on milk-vein stalks. They would stain his teeth pink, but he never seemed to care. … And he called me his twitterbug.” Lyra pressed fingers to a tear running down her cheek. “My lord, are you sure you really want to hear all this?” 
 
    “Aye.” She felt him touch her low at her spine a few inches below where the leech had been. “But when did they start tattooing khari'na?” he queried more to himself than her. 
 
    “What?” Twisting, Lyra lifted an arm, straining to see where J'Kor traced a finger over her skin just above her tailbone. She made out some small, dark marks. 
 
    “Four numbers,” he said, helping her out. “Four. Seven. Seven. Three. You did know you had this.” 
 
    Curse the fallen Son! They must have done that during her implant surgery! 
 
    “I guess I forgot!” Lyra half-truthed, huffing in exasperation. “A lot of that first week is pretty fuzzy.” 
 
    With her fingers she could feel the slightly raised marks. Four. Seven. Seven. Three. Asset of the State four, seven, seven, three! Those were Captain Rookenik's words—his reference to her as a khari'na! Were the others likewise marked and catalogued? Lyra couldn't say. She had been so wrapped up in her own little, private agony during her caravan time. 
 
    Lyra's rage at the Republic deepened. It was bad enough to be forever scarred and tagged with a torture device, now she was branded like cattle! 
 
    “Hm,” J'Kor said like it was no big deal. He stood and began to clean up.  
 
    Lyra went the bedroom, donning the same chemise and robe as last night, and as she towel dried her hair, she told herself not to worry about the stupid tattoo. It was done. There were more pressing matters, anyway. 
 
    Back in the great room, Lyra found J'Kor reclined once again with book in hand, but he had moved to the small sofa against the wall. His smile upon her return—his first since she screwed things up at the brook, as well as his new location on furniture that seated two, was an invitation without words. 
 
    Relax, relax. Let's try this again. Lyra smoothed her robe and went to him, taking the open seat. 
 
    A book was promptly offered—R of the new encyclopedia set! “How about some light reading before bed?” he said with a grin. “I hear you have no' memorized this one yet.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Lyra replied, trying not to appear too eager as she admired the cover's perfectly unmarred surface. She gave him a crooked smile. “I will start on it right away and begin preparing you an exclusive, private recitation.” 
 
    Before diving into page one, however, Lyra took a quick glance at J'Kor's choice of literature. It was volume A. With a nod, he replaced his reading glasses and turned another page, causing Lyra's heart to thump a bit louder with the endearing, brainy kind of handsomeness he posed. Embarrassed, she ducked her head into her reference book. 
 
    A short period of companionable silence followed until Lyra came to the section on rabbits and dared to make a vague remark about the cute, furry lagomorphs. She hoped he might shed some light on his strange behavior yesterday in the shed, but unfortunately, J'Kor wasn't very interested in responding. Broaching a couple other subjects was met with the same result. He seemed distracted. Lyra just hoped it was absorption in his own reading and she finally went back to her own pages. 
 
    Her itchiness that hadn't really dissipated with the shower metamorphosed into a headache. No surprise there, really—not with all the stress she had been under, but, oh well. Lyra managed to demote it below the pleasurable enlightenment of scholarship. 
 
    After about an hour, J'Kor laid his volume to rest and mumbled something about getting a fire going. The wind continued to bluster outside with intermittent rain and sleet spattering the windows, and the house had cooled considerably since the afternoon. He crouched before the stone hearth and started arranging kindling log cabin-style under the flue.  
 
    “So how long were you together?” he ventured. “You and … Jon.” Apparently, he'd decided he wanted to talk again—and he wanted to continue this subject. 
 
    “Fifteen years,” Lyra promptly answered. Then she nearly gasped. 
 
    “Fifteen?” J'Kor repeated in surprise as he turned to look back at her. It wasn't hard to recognize the mental math wheels turning in his head. 
 
    Shoot! Shoot! Shoot! Stupid fake bio! 
 
    A wave of panic surged through her. Just tell him and have one less thing to worry about hiding! “My lord, I am not twenty-eight,” she blurted, closing her book. “I guess the Keeper thought it best to … you know ….” 
 
    Lyra held her breath while J'Kor squatted there on the cold, hard floor, staring at her. 
 
    “What is your real age then?” To her immense relief he sounded more curious than angry. 
 
    “Thirty-six,” she admitted in barely above a whisper. “And my birthday is next month.” 
 
    After what seemed like forever, he turned back to lighting the fire. “That makes more sense,” he said, and blew lightly into the newly smoldering tinder. 
 
    Lyra blushed. “It's pretty obvious, isn't it?” 
 
    “No' at a glance, but I suppose I will no' be calling you 'young lady' anymore.” 
 
    Was that a tease? Was he teasing her? 
 
    A flame was expertly coaxed into life before he turned to her again … wearing a smirk. Phew! 
 
    “My lord, I'm sorry.” Lyra wanted to apologize anyway. “Everything that day happened so fast. I had no idea what information the emcee had in front of him.” 
 
    J'Kor sighed. “Lyra, I suppose canno' blame you for the botched way the caravan chose to handle you. It was no' your fault.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. She started to trace some of the gold lettering on the book's cover. “No doubt you intended to buy something more youthful, however, and for that I am sorry.” 
 
    “I intended to bring someone home with whom I could connect on more than just a physical level, 'Na Lyra,” he rebutted. He added a few larger pieces to the burning kindling then walked over to her. “Now I know I should have phrased my wish more carefully.” 
 
    Looking up into the warmth of his gaze and that little conceding grin, Lyra felt her face grow hot. When he gently brushed some fingers along her cheek, it got worse. 
 
    He sat next to her again and as he gazed into the flickering hearth, his eyes reflected the firelight to a remarkable degree. “It sounds like he was a good man,” he said. “You must miss him greatly.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she answered honestly. “I do, but since his death, no one but you has been thoughtful enough to ask about him.” It was true. Not Maehan. Not even Grally. “It felt surprisingly good to talk about him. Thank you.” Tentatively, Lyra placed a hand over one of his. There you go. See? You can do this. The next move was his. 
 
    J'Kor sat a long moment, contemplating her touch. Finally— 
 
    “Lyra, what if I gave you some more time?” 
 
    Lyra blinked. “What do you mean, my lord?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It is obvious that the thought o' taking pleasure in another man is still difficult for you. You stiffen every time I come near. I hear it in your voice when you speak about your husband. You are still crushed by the memory o' him.” He looked into her eyes and seemed to see the truth confirmed there. “Besides, I think I might feel guilty about making love to a grief stricken widow. So … I could wait,” his hand turned up to gently enfold hers, “until you are ready to let someone new fill your needs.” 
 
    Oh, this was not good. Not good! Curse you, J'Kor! He was not supposed to be a better man than she expected. Lyra's insides roiled at the vibes he was sending, vibes trying to win her over with patience, with consideration for her circumstances. This was so awkward! Sure, she could probably get by for a few weeks playing up the grieving widow excuse, but what if she couldn't find a way to escape by then? What if she ended up stuck in this predicament longer? How incensed would J'Kor be when he finally realized she had no intention of ever inviting him on her? Ever. The headache throbbed hotter. 
 
    “My lord,” Lyra murmured despondently, “please don't do this. Don't hope for feelings from me I will never be able to give. I will only disappoint you.” 
 
    He was surprised. “Lyra, I am no' asking you to fall in love with me. That was no' what I meant.” He stood and dragged the hassock over so he could plant himself on it facing her. “Look, all in all we had a good day today, did we no'?”   
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Lyra admitted in a whisper. Once they'd started talking and just working, it had actually become pleasant. Very pleasant. 
 
    “Well, imagine several more good days just like today. Is it no' feasible that you might begin to see me as … a friend?” 
 
    “My lord—” 
 
    “And is it no' possible that with some time, you could begin to imagine yourself enjoying the arms o' another man?” Those eyes burned into Lyra hotter and she swallowed hard. 
 
    “My lord,” she restated stronger, “it is an entirely possible imagination, yes, but I—” Heaven help me! What phrase could she use to explain without revealing herself—and what she was hiding? The room seemed to start spinning. Quick! Think! 
 
    Lyra suddenly shrugged off her robe. “My lord, I am your khar. You bought me and I am here with you for one, main purpose,” she said with a determination that belied her terror. “You do not have to care how I feel.” So just take me now so I can happily hate you! 
 
    With an almost animal ferocity she started to pull her chemise over her head, but the silk was halted before it reached the level of her nose. “Lyra.” He sounded disappointed. “It does no' have to be that way.” 
 
    J'Kor coaxed the chemise back down over her front and, impulsively, reached to touch her brow with that same tender stroke to her lips he had done under the joining arch in the holding room. His fingers lingered at her chin. “Do you no' see how absolutely fascinating I find you? I like you—” he seemed to not like getting out the next words, “—much more than I should, and I do no' wish to force you into anything. I know you do no' want to go back to the caravan and I really do need your skills. Could we no' make this arrangement less o' a job and more … mutually beneficial? You know—symbiotic?” A corner of his mouth turned upward. 
 
    Lyra had to shut her eyes with the pounding in her head that suddenly reached avalanche proportions. He had chosen the wrong subject for appeal by witty erudition. “My lord, what exactly do you want from me?” 
 
    “I want—I would like,” he corrected himself, “for you, in time, to light that candle—no' because you think you have to, but because you want to.” 
 
    Lyra wanted to sink into the weave of her sofa seat and disappear. The man spoke of satisfying the physical appetite, the pleasures of the flesh conveniently available between them. Meanwhile, she was clinging for dear life to her moral integrity—her virtue she had faithfully guarded since maidenhood. Even if she could ever possibly fall in love with this Stranger (which was not going to happen), this union—this “joining”—was a joke. She was Lord J'Kor's slave and he had the receipt of sale to prove it! There was no way Lyra would ever offer herself willingly under that kind of demeaning contract. She may have to let him on her for the sake of her stewardship, but she would never— 
 
    “I'm sorry, my lord. I can't. I can't do that for you.” The Spirit had advised patience and trust. It had never advised inviting access. “I'm sorry,” she said again. 
 
    She couldn't bear watching the complete falling of his expression at being thoroughly rejected. Again. And this time, the poor man had absolutely no idea why. 
 
    There was a long pause. Finally, “Lyra, what is the big deal? Is there another problem? Some other issue?” 
 
    Lyra had no words to give. She felt sick to her stomach. Her normally organized thoughts turned to mush. 
 
    “Answer me,” he demanded. “Why are you so determined to make me such a droll chore? Am I that unattractive?” 
 
    “No,” Lyra whispered. It scared her how attractive she found him. 
 
    “Do you have some kind o' physical impediment?” 
 
    “No.” Good Heavens, no! 
 
    “You and your husband did have a sexual relationship, right?” 
 
    “Of course we did, my lord.” She broke into a sweat and J'Kor threw his hands up in the air. 
 
    “Then, will you just tell me what is going on with you? I want to help you. I want you to be happy here. Whatever it is, I will understand. I mean,” he snorted hotly, “it is no' like you are one o' those crazy Believers.” 
 
    The beating in her chest stopped. The air left her. 
 
    “… Lyra?” 
 
    Breathe … breathe. Oh, God … 
 
    “Lyra—” 
 
    He knew. As surely as if she had proclaimed it from the hilltop with exultant banner flying, he knew. 
 
    “You have got to be KIDDING ME!” J'Kor leaped to his feet so abruptly that the hassock tipped over with a sharp thump and bumped into an end table. When it rolled back, tapping against his leg, J'Kor kicked it so hard against his armchair that the whole thing toppled onto its side. Ahskr, who had been resting peacefully nearby, yelped at the furniture crashing around him and skulked from the room as quickly as his stiff, sore body could carry him, tail curled tightly between his legs. 
 
    “The Mother Henna! What in—!” J'Kor fumed as he stomped away. 
 
    The swearing started when he reached the dining table and slammed his fist into its aged top. Lyra's fight or flight reflex kicked in, but jumping to her feet was as far as she got. The room started spinning. I've failed! Oh, Father in Heaven, forgive me! 
 
    “Bloody Whorlocks, Lyra! A Believer? … A Perc?” J'Kor ranted some more, his face souring with the repugnant thought. “Do you know that there is a standing rule allowing any citizen to shoot Believers on sight?” 
 
    Lyra didn't respond. It was taking all of her concentration just to remain upright in her delirium of terror. The storm continued outside, the only respite from the chasm of silence separating the Caldreen'n lord and his slave. Finally, she opened her mouth knowing needed to say something, but J'Kor beat her to it. 
 
    “Why did you really come here?” he demanded. The table became victim to an another angry, punishing fist. 
 
    WHAT? Lyra stammered, “I—I don't u-underst—” 
 
    The vase of flowers she had arranged for their dinner flew, hurtling just inches past her head to shatter against the wall behind. Lyra gasped. “Stop playing dumb and tell me what your angle is!” J'Kor roared. 
 
    “I don't know what you mean, my lord! I am here because you bought me. I have no angle!” 
 
    “Are you a dissenter from your cult?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then the only other possible reason I can imagine to explain a Believer walking into a khari'na auction is that she is some kind o' spy!” 
 
    Were it not for the dead seriousness of the situation, Lyra would've laughed. “My lord, I am no spy! I mean, think it through. I am a terrible liar. I couldn't hide who I am from you for a measly three days!” 
 
    “So give me an explanation I can buy.” J'Kor's body language bespoke razor sharp accusation as he waited impatiently for her response and Lyra stood there, agonized. If he knew the circumstances regarding her capture, he would turn her in for questioning. A speedy execution would follow and the Tohmu'vah would be lost! 
 
    Trust. 
 
    Her fingers clenched into fists. No, Father! This is not the Caldreen'n to be trusted! 
 
    “Well?” J'Kor prodded. 
 
    Trust, the Spirit said more forcefully. 
 
    Tears welled up in Lyra's eyes. What other choice did she have now, anyway? One way or another this man would be able to extract what he wanted from her. She knew it, and he knew it, too. Her head dropped in surrender. 
 
    “Our rear company was trying to leave the area when the Fifth Platoon ambushed us.” Her tone had become surprisingly unemotional. Dead would be the more accurate description. “I was the only one to escape alive, but they caught up with me when I accidentally fell and blacked out. When I woke up, I was implanted. The captain called in the caravan Keeper to tend to my injuries before my interrogation and torture and she took pity on me and bribed him to let me go to her.” The hot tears were hitting her arm on their way to the floor now. “I was just supposed to be her assistant—but the manager …” 
 
    J'Kor paced, his fingers raking channels through his hair which seemed to literally glow under the ceiling fixture. No. His whole being was giving off some strange, reddish aura. Lyra blinked dizzily. Was she seeing things? He turned on her. “Gods, woman. I think I liked your other story better.” 
 
    “It's the truth, my lord,” she answered faintly. “I have just been trying to survive since.” 
 
    “Oh, please! Do no' try to sound so pitiable and innocent, Sister Lyra. I know about your kind—about your plans for an uprising.” 
 
    “What?” His use of their familial term in religious contexts was frightening. Somehow, he knew. “My lord, I don't know what you're talking about. We only want to be left alone. We just want to be left in peace!” 
 
    He laughed darkly. “Oh, really? So you deny your 'prophecy' promising all faithful Believers that they will one day conquer my nation and triumphantly reign in some kind o' puritan theocracy?” 
 
    He knew about their revelations, TOO? 
 
    Lyra had read in scripture about people being struck dumb, but she had never been able to imagine what it must be like—until now. It felt like he had just punched her in the stomach and her vision became tunneled. The only thing clearly in focus at this point was him. 
 
    It was not a pretty sight. Only a minute ago this man had been professing feelings of affection, feelings which, under a different set of circumstances, Lyra would have found compelling and romantic. But now he was seeing her in a whole new light and it was clear as day that J'Kor no longer harbored such tender admiration. Lyra strove to find her voice again. 
 
    “My lord, I do not deny we believe in certain prophecies regarding … a better world of … freedom under God, but as to how or even when that will come about, we don't know. We aren't actively making any battle plans. We don't want to hurt anyone! Please! I am no threat to you.” 
 
    Lyra realized she had begun moving toward him and she stopped. His eyes gave off an even harsher glare up close. 
 
    J'Kor shook his head once in disbelief. “Those are awfully dubious words coming from a woman who takes on men twice her size. So, do me a favor and give up the pious weakling act. It has become excruciatingly tiresome.” 
 
    “But it's true, my lo—” 
 
    “So look me in the eye and tell me that I am also misinformed regarding some mystical, doomsday device the Believers supposedly have in their possession!” 
 
    Oh God! And that, too! Now she had reached a strange peak—a point at which her terror and despair could not get any worse. No matter how she chose to respond, she was absolutely certain of a painful, imminent death. 
 
    That fatal realization smothered Lyra's usual healthy sense of fear, and in an instant, she felt oddly at peace. All that was left now was damage control. “My lord,” she whispered, “that particular prophecy is very old, regarding a very distant future. We aren't even really sure how to interpret it. For all we know, that call to action won't come for another century. Two or three even. Please do not condemn my people for believing in an event that, in all likelihood, will not occur in our lifetime.” 
 
    “And yet,” he retorted sharply, taking a step closer, “if your prophet soothsayer ordered you to battle tomorrow, you would fight. You would try to kill me.” 
 
    “He wouldn't—” 
 
    “YOU. WOULD. FIGHT!”  
 
    Lyra's helpless silence answered for her. The burning eyes narrowed. 
 
    “And what o' this weapon?” He began to pace a circle round her. “What is it? Where is it? What does it do?” 
 
    Huh, something you would never guess. It's sitting in your bedroom closet. And I really don't know what it does. Lyra's head felt like twenty pounds of dead weight atop her neck as she dolefully shook it. “I am not at liberty to answer any of those questions, my lord.” 
 
    “I am afraid that is an unacceptable answer, Khari'na Lyra.” J'Kor squared himself before her. “The Republic has been good to my family for generations. I canno' turn a blind eye to something that may threaten its security and welfare. I canno' be disloyal to my homeland.” 
 
    Lyra suddenly had the strength to raise her eyes to his. “And I cannot be disloyal to my God.” 
 
    “Your God,” he spat, “is a figment o' your imagination—a convenient concoction o' men for coercion and developing blind devotion in those too ignorant to know better!” 
 
    A warm smolder grew within her. “And your Republic is a ravenous, power-hungry beast growing fat off the oppression of its lower classes,” she replied. 
 
    “The Republic is a unifying force! It offers opportunities for its citizens to raise themselves out o' poverty.” 
 
    Lyra snorted. “What, like the auction?” The smolder grew to a small flame. “It's nothing but a slave market dolled-up in lace and perfume and legalized to appear more ethical.” 
 
    “It is no' slavery if they choose to be there.” 
 
    “They choose it out of desperation! And because they live in a culture that teaches them that is all women are good for!” 
 
    “Becoming a khar is an instant ticket to a worry-free life o' leisure!” 
 
    “Well, if it's so great, then why is this necessary?” Lyra challenged, turning her head to point at her implant. 
 
    J'Kor's arm wave was dismissive. “That is for security purposes. The government must be able to monitor its commodities.” 
 
    The flame erupted into a fireball. “People are not commodities! Your precious Caldreen has made me into a prostitute and you are nothing but an arrogant, hypocritical, slave-owning, MURDERER!” 
 
    Lyra didn't see the backhand that laid her onto the floor in a heap. But she felt it. 
 
    When the new throbbing in her head cleared slightly, it was through a hot, wet blur that she gazed upon her captor with a monstrous loathing. Interestingly, he was glaring back down at her in a remarkably similar attitude. 
 
    “Do no' make this harder than it has to be, Lyra.” 
 
    Through her dizziness, she got her knees under her. “Careful, my lord. If I didn't know better, I might think you still cared.” 
 
    “Do no' push me!” he growled. 
 
    With an unnatural calm Lyra methodically pulled her hair away from her face. “Or what? You'll torture me? Kill me?” she said softly. She gingerly touched the welt forming on her cheek. “Well … there are worse things.” 
 
    The growl turned frighteningly soft. “Are you sure about that?” Without another word J'Kor grabbed his jacket off a hook and stormed out the front door, slamming it hard behind him. 
 
     Still trembling on the floor, Lyra tried to convince herself that she had not just seen visible heat waves rising off his form, and it took several good blinks to get the room to stabilize. Even then, only the object or two in her direct line of sight remained still. Everything else was still determined to shift. Lyra rubbed at her eyes. 
 
    A cool, wet nose snuffled at her chin. Ahskr had come out from hiding and was checking to see if she was all right. Lyra gave the dog a few pats and clambered unsteadily to her feet. The storm still blew its fury outside. What in the world did J'Kor mean to accomplish in such weather? 
 
    Through the front window, Lyra saw a small light from inside the barn suddenly cut through the swirling soup and she watched its faint green steadiness with growing trepidation. He must be working on something in there, something to get what he wanted out of her. 
 
    How much is it going to hurt before I die? 
 
    Lyra jerked away, blinking through her throbbing temples, her breath turning shallow with the thought. And she was trapped. Trapped! 
 
    Wait. Grally! 
 
    As fast as her vertigo allowed, Lyra shambled to the vanity closet where, with thick, fumbling fingers, she struggled to remove the thin slip of paper from her armband. Then holding it to her breast, she hurtled past the kitchen, into the hall, to the room in which J'Kor had spent considerable time yesterday morning. She had a hunch. 
 
     The door opened to a small office, and there, on the corner of a short desk, sat a wire receiver. Yes! 
 
    Lyra had never wired anyone before, but she had seen others do it. It looked simple enough. Lifting off the ear piece, she punched in the number sequence Hundt had written out for her and the little speaker buzzed to life with fuzzy static and clicking. 
 
    “Hello,” a grainy female voice said. 
 
    Relief swelled through Lyra. “Hello! Hello! May I please—” 
 
    “—You have reached the home o' Mr. and Mrs. Vielseed. Please state your name and the number at which we can wire you back. We will return your call as soon as we are able.” 
 
    The relief shriveled to a cold lump in her throat. Lyra heard three evenly spaced clicks, then silence. “Hello?” she tried, her voice shaking. “Please, I need to reach Mr. Gralion Hundt? This is Lyra. Please. I am in real trouble. …” 
 
    After leaving J'Kor's address that she noticed written out on some mail on the desk, Lyra replaced the ear piece with no small amount of helplessness. How soon would Grally get that message? She left the office, unsure what to do next. 
 
    If J'Kor was planning to turn her in, she would probably be safe from harm until morning—but if he decided to just find out certain things on his own … With foreboding, Lyra returned to the window, her knuckles turning white with her grip on the sill as she stared at the same, steady light in the barn cutting weakly through the ever increasing gale. Another minute's deliberation and she couldn't stand it anymore. She had to know what was going on in there! 
 
    Pulling her robe tightly over her scanty chemise, Lyra shoved her feet into a pair of J'Kor's large work boots at the front door. Brrr. The temperature had dropped further than she thought and her walk turned into a stagger across the yard as she tilted her head away from the wind's icy buffeting. Lyra could hardly see where she was going, but a high-pitched whir guided her nearer the barn's wide, sliding door that was slightly ajar. She cautiously peeked inside. 
 
    The light's source was a lantern hung near one wall. The mechanized sound definitely originated from over there, as well. Snippets of J'Kor's body could be seen as he moved, but support posts and other farm equipment impeded Lyra's line of sight. It was impossible to tell what he was doing. Then she noticed the window. 
 
    Ducking back outside and trudging around the side of the barn, Lyra tugged at her robe even harder to guard the against the cold that seeped too easily through the thin knit. Her legs felt slow and cumbersome, like her cerebral messages weren't quite making it to her muscles. Maybe J'Kor's hit had rattled her skull a little more than she thought. 
 
    Through collected frost clinging to a layer of dust along the bottom of the side window, Lyra spied the back of J'Kor standing before a work table. His top removed, she had a great view of his oscekhiss tattoo. She also saw that the machine on the table top responsible for the continuous whirring was a blade sharpener, the whetstone wheel spinning and humming as J'Kor pressed the blade of an ax against it, grinding the hard edge down to a fine, deadly point. 
 
    Holy Creator! He wasn't planning to use that on her was he? 
 
    As he turned to inspect the shiny ax head under the single light, J'Kor's eyes suddenly flashed a glowing red. Lyra blinked hard a few times. No, no! She must be seeing things. She was just scared and stressed and— 
 
    The muscles in J'Kor's shoulders flexed and moved as they hefted the tool's weight back and forth across the whetstone again. It made the oscekhiss's scaly head slither and undulate, nodding, looking amused at her fear. Then, the cat-like predator closed its mouth, pulled itself from J'Kor's shoulder, and climbed up to sit casually there on its haunches, its tail end flicking in mischievous glee. 
 
    Eerk! 
 
    The air in Lyra's throat turned to dust. J'Kor turned again to test the blade's edge and absently reached a hand up to stroke the animal curling against his neck. 
 
    EERK! 
 
    The oscekhiss suddenly turned and locked burning eyes on Lyra, spitting a threatening hiss. Lyra flung herself from the window. Her foot tripped over something and she went spinning blindly to the ground. What was that? What. Was. THAT? 
 
    Prior to tonight, Lyra would have scoffed at anyone believing in “real” magic. But after that— 
 
    She had been wrong earlier. She could feel even more fear. The taste of blood seeped onto her tongue as she struggled to raise herself from the hard-packed earth. She had to run. She had to hide! 
 
    Twenty-five feet across the yard, however, Lyra's stomach violently constricted, and emptied itself onto the swiftly freezing ground. She was vaguely aware of her chattering teeth in between heaves. The wind whipped through her hair. The cold bit at her face. 
 
    She staggered forward once again, her head pounding so painfully that she was sure any second  it would burst. Lyra soon lost her sense of direction. Next, she lost all feeling in her extremities going numb with cold. 
 
    Then, succumbing to the storm's caliginous turbulence, Lyra lost her mind, as well. 
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    The neat pile of chopped wood was regarded with grim satisfaction. Kade wiped the sweat from his brow with a rag and glanced at his watch. It had been nearly two hours since he'd retreated here to feverishly work off his anger, and he finally felt better again—more in control. Heavily he slumped onto the nearby hay bale next to his shirt and coat where the cold boards of the barn wall refreshed his hot, sweaty back. 
 
    He regretted striking her now, but that woman had crossed the line insulting him like that. Sure, he could empathize with her position, but “murderer”? It was infuriating. Add to it everything he had just learned about her and Lyra was lucky a slap to her face was all she got. 
 
    She would probably never appreciate the control Kade had exhibited to just leave when he did. He desperately needed to vent his frustrations on something—and he had consciously chosen to not make it his recently acquired khar. Swinging away as hard as he pleased at a bunch of unsuspecting wood stumps had proven an acceptable alternative. 
 
    It was the exact moment when he had said the word “Believers” that everything finally came into focus. Her accent that he couldn't quite place, her anxiety, the message of her strange children's song, and every other little inconsistent word and action had all aligned together with blaring clarity. She was a Believer—one of those religious zealots the Republic had been after for years. 
 
    Kade had only come across a few of the cult during his time of service, one time, while interrogating a couple men that had been captured. They were unusually strong-willed and difficult. That was when he had learned a little about the Believers' strange beliefs. In the end, one of the men actually started preaching—or rather, obnoxiously boasting—about their weapon that would destroy all heathen “Strangers” (as all non-Believers were apparently called) who would dare to raise an arm against “God's chosen people.” A wild passion gleamed in his eyes as he quoted scripture about the fall of the “abominable nation” and how his god would set up a new governing system. 
 
    Impossible futuristic predictions. Magical instruments of mass destruction. That was when Kade decided all Believers must be crazy. 
 
    Except, Lyra didn't seem to be that way. Funny. Smart. A comfortable dose of common sense in that intriguing head of hers. She was making him second-guess himself again. Were the Believers really dangerous? That was still hard to say. Lyra had exhibited considerable evidence of a compassionate, caring nature: defending the old Keeper, her empathy toward the young thief, Ahskr … 
 
    But on the other hand, she hadn't refuted his accusations. She really did believe in the so-called prophecies and some special object that would play an integral part in seeing their predictions come to pass. Whether this object was genuinely a threat, however, remained to be seen. 
 
    The sleet continued to scalp his property outside and Kade pulled his shirt over his head before grabbing a broom to sweep up. He cursed the underhanded, opportunistic captain responsible for setting things in motion that put him in this difficult position. The man should have his rank stripped and be unceremoniously shot. And then maybe hanged. 
 
    Protocol demanded that Lyra be turned over to the proper authorities. At least, that was what he should do. That was Kade's duty with a prisoner of war. She could not be trusted. She, like the rest of her people, were scheming traitors. 
 
    A look out the window showed the house lights all still on. Kade wondered if she had fallen asleep by now. Probably not. He had left in rather dramatic fashion and she was probably scared out of her wits wondering what he was going to do to her when he returned. 
 
    So what are you going to do? Kade stopped sweeping and leaned on the end of the broom handle in troubled thought. 
 
    If he turned her in, he would certainly get his money back. He wouldn't have to worry about the new loans and his new home project could continue as scheduled. He could pass her off, get congratulated on his fine work, and never have to think about her again! 
 
    So why did that scenario leave such a bad taste in his mouth? 
 
    You must protect her. 
 
    Growling, Kade threw the broom hard against the work table where it clattered and bounced onto the ground. He problem was, he knew wouldn't be able to forget her! He knew what they would do to her, but what other choice did he have? If he kept her, he would still be out his money with a … a perfect slave, just as she had accused, on his hands. And if he chose to have her as his khar, he would know with every touch, every look, every breath, that she was hating him. Condemning him. 
 
    Did that really matter? 
 
    Kade wasn't blind. Caldreen was replete with khari'na and lord pairs who despised each other. It didn't matter much as long as the job got done and the man could walk away content enough while his woman went on with her plush life in his home. Just like a lot of marriages. 
 
    Suddenly weary, Kade made himself retrieve the broom. A few minutes later he was turning off the lantern, and the instant darkness swallowed the creases of his frown. Maybe he would be able to think more objectively in the morning. 
 
    A few stars to the southeast peeked hopefully between cloud gaps, signaling the storm's passing, but the chill surprised Kade. His breath was visible. Good, old Caldreen'n weather. One could always rely on it being unreliable. 
 
    As Kade trudged across the yard, one thing above all in this ludicrous situation left him the most unsettled. Somehow, despite everything, he was glad that captain had taken the bribe. 
 
    Squish. 
 
    Kade paused, lifting his foot. That wasn't water. Bending over, he strained to make out the dark, hard ground. Ah blast, had Whinnee gotten loose—no. It looked like someone had been sick. 
 
    Oh, no.  
 
    “Lyra?” he yelled into the night. “Lyra!” 
 
    She must have followed him out—again—wondering what he was doing out here. If she peeked into the barn she would have seen him sharpening—Good grief! Would she suppose he was going to use his ax on her? 
 
    Cursing, Kade ran the rest of the way to the house. Did she panic and run? Surely she would remember how easily he could find her, unless she somehow got to her tracker and stole it to give her a little more time. 
 
    Kade stepped inside. “Lyra? Lyra, I am no' going to hurt you. Just come out and talk to me.” 
 
    No answer. He found her backpack and boots still sitting in the closet. Kade went to his office next. Everything appeared to be in good order, and the safe in the corner where he kept his important papers was still locked. Upon opening it, he found the tracker, indeed, still inside, nestled in the envelope just as he had left it the night he brought her home. Funny. He never thought he would actually have to use it! 
 
    Turning it on, Kade noticed for the first time the unusual dial at the bottom. This was a model he'd never seen before. He knew Lyra had been implanted in a military facility as a prisoner, and he'd heard rumors recently of new, more intense submission technology in development. Was this it? 
 
    Toenails clicked on the wood floor as Ahskr came in, whining anxiously at his alpha partner. Something was wrong. Kade bent over and gave him a quick scratch on the head. “Come on, boy. Help me find your nurse.” 
 
    Following the signal from the little steel box, Kade was led directly to the wide, gnarled trunk of one of his shade trees. 
 
    “Lyra?” he called, looking up. 
 
    Nothing moved. He tapped on the device's little screen and looked around again. He should be right on top of her. Ahskr made some yips to his right and started scratching around the door to the root cellar. Of course! He really was right on top of her! 
 
    Pocketing the tracker, Kade opened the door and took a first step into the pitch black below. He checked himself to proceed cautiously. This was no ordinary woman. If she thought herself trapped and he, coming to hurt her, well, he had seen her lash out before—a couple times actually. 
 
    “Lyra?” he called softly. He reached the bottom step and felt along the wall for the light switch. A quick flip and the rectangular room was illuminated in a soft green glow. “I just want to talk.” He couldn't see her anywhere. 
 
    Immediately Ahskr was at the wide, deep case at the back wall, his nose snuffling under the space below the bottom shelf, only nine or ten inches in height. Yipping and whining some more, he poked his head under, but could go no farther. The shelf denied entrance of his shoulders. 
 
    Curious, Kade went to his hands and knees and peered under the thick plank. Mystic moons! There was Lyra's dim form wedged tightly across the back, lying dead still. He couldn't believe she had been able to squeeze herself under there! 
 
    “Lyra! Lyra, wake up!” 
 
    Flat on his stomach, Kade stretched an arm out to her, but only the tips of his fingers could touch one arm. It was ice cold. As his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he saw that she was clothed only in her chemise and thin robe, lips blue, deathly pale. She was not responsive to his nudges. Who knew how long her body had been soaking in the cold of the stone floor. This was not good. 
 
    “Lyra.” Kade slid over and tried to reach one of her knees. “Come on, Sugarpip. I need you to help me out here. I canno' quite reach you.” 
 
    He got a small hold over one knee, but simply had not the grip to actually move it. Her flesh just gave way. Was she even breathing? Rising to his knees, he brought her tracker unit out again. He studied the ominous dial with distrust then tentatively pushed the knob with the dial at the lowest setting just for a split second. Her frame twitched. He tried it again, holding the button down a little longer. Her muscles seized to rigidity until he let off the knob, but still no stirring. 
 
    There was a bad taste in his mouth as he tried it again with the dial turned up higher. Kade couldn't imagine how painful this would be if she were conscious. But a few more tries, slowly increasing the intensity, and Kade finally threw the offending thing to the floor. It wasn't working at all! 
 
    In frustration, he stood and began to remove all the wrapped and stored cuts from his well-stocked shelves. Then his patience ran out and he just took hold of the meat cabinet's top corner edge and pulled hard. 
 
    Crash! Why his father had been compelled to build the stupid thing so blasted deep he would never know! But at least now Kade could reach her. 
 
    Cradling Lyra tight against him, he hurried her limp form covered in dust and cobwebs out of the root cellar and into the house where he lay her on the bed, He felt for a pulse. Slow, but still constant. She was also breathing. Barely. 
 
    After tucking her in under a mountain of blankets, Kade went to stoke the fire at the hearth. Then he called Ahskr to the bedroom and placed him under the covers next to Lyra before stripping himself down and climbing in on her other side. This was not how he had imagined holding her for the first time. 
 
    He lay there for a long time, arms wrapped round her front, conforming to her every joint and bend. As the minutes passed, Kade talked softly into her ear, apologizing for hitting her and telling her how much he had liked getting to know her. He also warned she had better warm up quickly as his one arm was swiftly going numb, but Kade didn't move it for an hour. Even after that it was only to briefly check on the fire. Ahskr, meanwhile, never relinquished his guard position on the other side. He seemed to understand that his savior needed him. 
 
    After a while Lyra felt slightly warmer, but in a clammy sort of way. It appeared she hadn't just gone hypothermic, she was feverish, too. 
 
    With his head next to hers and breathing softly against her hair, Kade eventually fell asleep, his last conscious thoughts, less about who she was and his duty to his country, and more about all the rationales he could possibly conceive for keeping her. 
 
    … Reason number fifteen: she looks great in pants. … 
 
    # # # 
 
    Terror. 
 
    Cold. 
 
    Pain! 
 
    Groggily, Lyra tried to shift position, but the arm draped across her waist and the warm body at her back impeded her ability to move. Oh God! What is he doing? 
 
    With a muffled grunt of horror she scrambled to break free. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    Ow. Lyra suddenly found herself on the floor next to the bed with a new sharp pain radiating from the side of her head. Rolling cumbersomely to her back, she waited for the dizzy throbbing to ebb. 
 
     “Lyra, are you okay?” said the head of J'Kor poking sleepily over the edge of the mattress, hair ruffled, and a yawn at his mouth.  
 
    “Stay away from me!” she rasped. She tried to get up, crawl away, but her body refused to cooperate, and everything was still swaying nauseously. 
 
    J'Kor rubbed irksomely at some sleep in his eye. “Lyra, just calm down.” 
 
    He slid off the bed to crouch beside her, but Lyra panicked, kicking out. At least she tried. For  some reason, she couldn't get her legs to do anything more than just flop feebly about like a fish out of water. Also, why couldn't she remember getting into bed last night? And why did she feel so awful? J'Kor! What had he done to her? 
 
    J'Kor stretched and yawned again. He scratched at his beard. “Lyra. Relax. I am no' going to hurt you. You have been fighting a fever from that loshkee and … and I think you just hit your head on the nightstand.” A grin played at his lips. 
 
    Lyra's hand went to the new, tender spot over her ear. Ouch. He was right. “A fever?” she croaked out past a thick, sluggish tongue. 
 
    “Aye. Pond fever. It is no' too common around here, but the way your luck has been going ….” 
 
    In his underwear, leaning insouciantly against the side of the bed, his legs stretched out long over the floor, J'Kor didn't look nearly so threatening anymore. The full night's worth of bed head only magnified the effect. 
 
    “No … no.” Lyra racked her brain trying to remember as she arranged herself into a somewhat upright heap. “You did something to me. I saw you getting the ax ready.” She couldn't help but quickly assess that she still had all of her fingers and toes. “And you were glowing, and evil—working some kind of black magic. I saw your tattoo come to life!” she accused, pointing a finger at his shoulder. 
 
    “Lyra, I have no idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    “It did! It climbed onto your shoulder and spat at me while I was looking through the window. Your eyes were glowing red!” 
 
    With a sigh, J'Kor got to his feet and left the room. He soon returned with a book, opened to a certain page. “Will you believe this?” 
 
    Warily, her eyes went from him to the book to him. Then she took it, reading its cover first. Holms's Guide to Common Diseases and Ailments. It was open to a section labeled “Pond Fever.” 
 
    “… Most commonly contracted parasitically … ” she murmured, “… symptoms showing up in a matter of hours … fever, nausea … vertigo … and in extreme cases, hallucinations and delirium.” 
 
    Lyra shut the book, not quite ready to concede, but … beginning to feel a little foolish. From the time they had started yelling at each other, everything just got more and more fuzzy. 
 
    “Will you let me help you back into bed?” J'Kor said, gingerly lifting the book off her lap. 
 
    Unfortunately, Lyra had to take his offer. She needed it, but as he got her tucked back in, Lyra eyed him cautiously. “So what happened last night?” 
 
    “Last night?” J'Kor yawned once more. “Oh, I enjoyed a light evening meal by myself and read for a little while before coming back to monitor your body temperature the rest o' the night.” 
 
    Lyra looked at him strangely. “No. I mean, before that—after you … after you left.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “You mean the night before last?” The twinkle was back. 
 
    “The night before?” Lyra choked out. 
 
    “You have been unconscious for nearly thirty-three hours, Sugarpip.” J'Kor sat on the bed at her side. He grimaced. “You hardly moved a muscle the entire time. I was beginning to worry.” 
 
    Rolling away, Lyra sank her face deep into the pillow as she tried to remember anything of the last day and a half. There was nothing. The last thing she could recall was falling to the ground outside of the barn. Did their argument even happen as she remembered? At what point had reality turned into fiction? 
 
    She touched fingers to her cheek: puffy and bruised where he had struck her. Yup. That part was fact. 
 
    “Care to tell me why you decided to wedge yourself under the larder cabinet in the root cellar?” 
 
    “I didn't go to the root cellar,” she said, lifting her face just enough to speak. “At least—” Suddenly, she wasn't so sure. Everything in her head was a thick fog. 
 
    “Well, all I know is, after you so courteously spelled out what you really think o' me and I … I left, I spent the next two hours in the barn blowing off steam. You were no' in the house when I returned so I had to use your tracker and ended up dismantling my root cellar to reach you. You were blue and frozen and it took me and Ahskr the rest o' the night to warm you back up.” 
 
    “I, uh, guess I don't remember.” Was he telling the truth? “I was afraid of what you were going to do so I went to the window and saw you sharpening the ax. Then, I could've sworn that you—” it sounded so silly now, “were working some kind of sorcery and you were going to torture me and—and I thought that your tattoo ….” She glanced at him sheepishly. 
 
    “What? This?” J'Kor turned his shoulder to her. The oscekhiss was still there, still menacing as before, but definitely just dead ink on skin. “I promise you there is nothing magical about this.” He chuckled, “I got this years ago when I was still idiotic enough to think that having an intimidating tattoo would make me tougher. Sal and I were drunk that night.” J'Kor shook his head. “How in the world did you come to the conclusion that I was some kind o' practitioner o' the dark arts?” 
 
    “But you know things about magic, and oscekhiss have all kinds of meaning in pagan rituals.” 
 
    “That was no' why I chose it, Lyra, and I know nothing about that kind o' magic. All I do is sleight o' hand and party tricks—you know, to impress the ladies.” 
 
    “Then what were you doing in the rabbitry? You were muttering some incantation and—and drinking blood. I know that wasn't a hallucination. 
 
    A small groan. “You saw that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lyra answered, not about to apologize for spying on him. 
 
    With a rub at his temple, J'Kor said, “My father brought me up in some o' the old ways. He believed an animal's life should be taken with the utmost respect for their sacrifice. Drinking a few drops o' blood is from ancient hunting tradition. I guess I just do it out o' habit.” 
 
    “And what were you saying?” 
 
    “Phrases he taught me from the old language.” J'Kor looked a little sheepish now. “Slai  paesa, 'oon sumul.” Lyra nodded in understanding before he even gave the translation. “Rest peaceful, little one.” 
 
    All Believers were fluent in the old language. Aultscryp was the language of scripture. But before he could even show surprise at her understanding, she was on to the next puzzle piece. “But what about on the road with those hijackers? The fire burning in your hand and those spark, uh, sparkshots?“ 
 
    “Chemistry, Sugarpip. Simple pyrotechnics. I had access to the lab in my military days, and I learned long ago that conquering a man's mind is much more effective than conquering his body. Just a little theatrics to slide in some doubt.” He grinned. “I guess it worked on you, as well.” 
 
    A small measure of heat rose to Lyra's cheeks at her evident gullibility. Of course there was no such thing as magic! Not in the real world. She had let her imagination get away from her. He must think her such a simpleton! 
 
    But to her surprise, J'Kor's next words were, “I am sorry I struck you. Forgive me.” 
 
    The sudden humble meekness got her stumbling for a response. “Well, I suppose that I … was pretty brutal—” 
 
    “No,” he shook his head. “There is no excuse for a gentleman to hit a woman—Believer or otherwise. Forgive me.” 
 
    Wow. Lyra laid her head back on the pillow, flabbergasted at the apparent new situation in which she awoke. “My lord, what are you going to do with me now?” 
 
    “Well, if you think you are up for it, I am going to feed you something.” J'Kor stood and, grabbing some clothes hanging off the end of the bed, he turned to leave. 
 
    “No,” Lyra said, “I mean—” 
 
    “I know what you meant,” he said, walking out the door without a look back. 
 
    Bewildered and befuddled, Lyra lay quietly in the room as she listened to J'Kor bang judiciously about the kitchen. 
 
    He needs you. 
 
    Lyra started with alarm at the clear thought that suddenly entered her mind. What? That couldn't be right! That was just a random phrase that happened to run through her poor, addled brain— 
 
    He needs you. 
 
    No, no, no! This was not supposed to be about him. He was the captor, she the victim. He needs me? Lyra squirmed in the bed. This was getting way too complicated. She was sick and weak and weary and hurting. And alone. Didn't she already have enough to worry about?  
 
    But the impression returned again and Lyra's heart inexplicably calmed to a steadier beat. Fortitude. Faith. Hope. Love. 
 
    She sighed heavily. Okay, Father, I'll … I'll think about it. 
 
    When J'Kor returned with a tray of omelets and fruit, he helped Lyra prop herself up before setting it on her lap. Having fixed enough for two, he took some to the breakfast table for himself. Lyra ate slowly, but with relish. She was starving! 
 
    After a few minutes, he said, “By the way, your friend came by yesterday—the big guy.” 
 
    Lyra almost choked. Grally! He was HERE? “Mr. Hundt?” she squeaked. 
 
    Was that possible? Lyra looked J'Kor over quickly. If Grally had gotten her message and come to check on her, why was this guy not beaten to a pulp and she whisked away, hidden somewhere? What lie or threat had J'Kor given her friend to get him to go away? 
 
    “Aye,” J'Kor replied calmly. He took another sip from his mug. “He said it was just a courtesy call, but why a security guard would be sent on such an errand and to come out so far unannounced seemed off to me. I thought the timing rather coincidental, too, do you no' agree?” His eye gazed lazily upon her over the rim of his cup.  
 
    Great gutlins! He knew. 
 
    “So, what did … what happened?” It didn't come out as casually as he she hoped and Lyra shoved a huge piece of cheese and vegetable omelet into her mouth, as if that would compensate. Brilliant 
 
    J'Kor's cup came to rest in his hand. “Well, I let him in, o' course.” 
 
    Chewing and swallowing while she waited in near hysterics for him to go on was very difficult, and J'Kor seemed quite content to take another inordinately long sip of his tea. Grrr. He was doing that on purpose 
 
    After a lifetime of contemplating the near empty mug, J'Kor finally told her, “We ended up having quite a good, long talk over tea.” 
 
    The image of the two of them sipping tea at J'Kor's table while she lay unconscious and deathly ill just in the next room was like a bad melodrama. What gall he had to do such a thing! And why had Grally agreed? Lyra couldn't stand it. “What did you talk about, my lord?” 
 
    “We talked about you. How you came to be with the caravan. Then,” J'Kor contemplated the morning scene outside his bedroom window, “I told him what has happened since I brought you home.” 
 
    “And?” Lyra didn't even try to hide her suspense. She had to know. 
 
    “Well, when I told him how our … argument went down, and what you called me,” J'Kor's mouth cracked into a grin, “he laughed.” 
 
    Her anticipation collapsed like a failed lung. 
 
    Sure, she could imagine how amusing Grally must have found the story of her fevered, impassioned tongue lashing and she had only had a few days to get to know him, but the man was, in all reality, the closest thing she had to a best friend here. Oh Father! Why was she still here? Why had Grally not proceeded with some gallant rescue? Lyra felt betrayed. 
 
    “Did you tell him what happened after that?” she demanded. 
 
    “Aye.” His voice went quieter. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I told him how the argument ended, what I did, and then how I found you. He came in to see you for a few minutes.” 
 
    Ugh! 
 
    Grally had been right here next to her and she had slept through it! He'd seen her beaten and sick under the hand of Lord J'Kor and he had just left her here! Lyra cursed the stupid leech. “Well, did he say anything?”  
 
    “He asked o' my intentions and I told him the truth.” J'Kor took a long breath. “I told him I had no' yet come to a decision.” 
 
    Lyra set her breakfast tray to the side, her appetite gone. She was afraid to look at him now and stared at the comforter spread over her lap. “Are you decided now?” 
 
    It was a long moment before he answered. 
 
    “He cares about you, you know? Hundt.” J'Kor rubbed at his light beard then stood to gather his remains. “Given what happened, I was half expecting him to throw you over his shoulder and take off, but after we spoke a little more, we managed to part ways respectfully enough.”  
 
    A grunt of angst had to be stifled. That was exactly what she thought Grally would do, too! Lyra sat in the bed, feeling more alone than ever as she willed a stiff control of her emotions. 
 
    J'Kor started for the door. “Oh, and he asked me to tell you something. What were his words?” he mumbled, trying to remember. “He wished that I exhort you to … keep your 'stars' to yourself.” His glance back was coupled with a shake of his head. “I hope that makes sense to you because it is gibberish to me.” 
 
    The small snort made it out this time. Sure, Grally. 
 
    “Is that something I should be worried about?” J'Kor asked. His eyebrow rose, but the rest of his body language said he was not really concerned in the least. 
 
    Now it was Lyra's turn to be evasive. With a shrug she scooted under the covers to lay down again, suddenly very tired. “Thank you for breakfast—and for watching over me,” she said. 
 
    Blessed sleep, take me away. 
 
      
 
    “… you must be mistaken and I forbid you to say anything to her about it!” 
 
    That was J'Kor's voice risen in agitation. Lyra lifted heavy eyelids. The door was shut, but his words from the great room had managed to penetrate. The bright light through the breakfast nook window suggested she had napped for a few hours. It was probably around midday. 
 
    “Now, Kadent, I know what I am seeing here and I would no' make such a bold conclusion if I were no' certain,” urged a woman's voice bearing some age. “You must let me talk to her.” 
 
    “No, Nim. Things are already complicated enough at the moment. I will no' let you make it worse.” 
 
    “You are having problems?” 
 
    At least, “problems” was Lyra's best guess. The voice had quickly softened to an unintelligible level. Great! Now what? Never mind, she didn't want to know. 
 
    Lyra tried to convince herself that this was true as she went to her back, eyes closed, while the conversation continued in muted tones. Several minutes later, the door clicked softly open. It was J'Kor, or at least his head.  
 
    “Good. You are already awake.” He didn't really sound pleased though, and he opened the door further to the pleasingly plump figure of a woman with a full head of silver hair swept up on top of her crown just behind him. “I asked a friend o' mine to come see you,” he said. “She has been my doctor for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    The woman didn't wait for any further introduction. In she bustled with a smile and a shake of her head. “Kadent flatters me. My late husband was the doctor, but I guess I spent enough years assisting him that people forgot I do no' have a real degree.” 
 
    Bright black eyes shone merrily above full, rosy cheeks. A well-made pastel indigo dress with three-quarter length sleeves ending in tasteful, gathered lace about fleshy forearms draped the “doctor” well. Her smile was catching. 
 
    The woman positioned a breakfast chair at Lyra's bedside and quickly made herself comfortable. “My name is Nim, my dear. Kadent tells me you got too friendly with a stubborn loshkee the other day. May I check you over to see how you are coming along?” 
 
    “Of course, ma'am … my lady.” Coaxing herself into a sitting position, Lyra noted that she felt a little better just with that bit of breakfast earlier. She also finally had the clarity of mind to notice that, at some point, J'Kor had dressed her in a clean, modest nightgown.  
 
    “'Nim' will suit me just fine, dear. So how do you feel this afternoon?” The spritely, old woman eyed her with curiosity while J'Kor remained planted at the door, arms folded, reclined against the frame like he was prepared to supervise the entirety of the interview. 
 
    “I am feeling much better,” Lyra told the woman. “I was able to eat something a few hours ago and my dizziness has since decreased.” 
 
    The examination continued. Nim assessed the bite on her back, went over symptoms, and asked Lyra about her health history, as well as that of her family—especially on her mother's side. Lyra answered the overkill inquiry as best she could then asked Nim's opinion of a concoction of saproot and kalle bark in such a scenario. 
 
    Eyebrows were lifted. “You have experience in medicine?” 
 
    “I used to help my grandmother when I was a girl.” Lyra shrugged. “She was the local medicine woman.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Nim responded with greater interest. 
 
    Next, the lymph nodes under the back of her jawbone were palpated and she was ordered to hum a few notes. What this had to do with her pond fever, Lyra could not gather, but she obeyed anyway. Nim had her repeat the procedure in her lower register then the upper, until a throat-clearing grunt from J'Kor caused the woman to drop her hands and move on. The cheerful smile remained constant through the whole, however, and Lyra couldn't help but like the lady. 
 
    “Well,” Nim said in conclusion, “it seems you are well on your way to full recovery, but I advise you to take it easy for a few more days.” Nim's meaningful glance at J'Kor set his jaw in an irksome slant, but he remained silent. “I think I shall return sometime next week to follow-up.” 
 
    As she patted Lyra's hand, J'Kor gave a short cough. “Thank you, Nim, for the extra measure of concern,” he said, “but I am sure that will no' be necessary,” and he nodded briskly for the woman to say goodbye. 
 
    Nim just smiled at Lyra, searching the depths of her eyes. “Oh, I am most certain that I shall, nevertheless, Kadent.” 
 
    A frown bent J'Kor's mouth, but before he could say anything more, Nim swiftly and tactfully exited the room. The man followed her out, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Now, what was that all about? 
 
    His return soon thereafter was accompanied by another meal. “You need to try to eat some more. Get your strength back—“ 
 
    “Thank you,” Lyra said, and bit into a juicy qumoolat. 
 
    “—because we need to talk.” 
 
    The deep, pink tree fruit suddenly didn't taste so good. J'Kor went back to his spot at the table, drumming his fingers on its surface a few times. “How about we start with your children first?” 
 
    Lyra froze. Then her fingers melted enough to put the qumoolat back on the tray. “What makes you think I have children?” 
 
    She got an eye roll. “Please. You are a prissy Peculiar and everyone knows that, even though Percs think sex is dirty, you are raising an army through bearing more children.” 
 
    The ludicrous conjecture spouted as bona fide fact transposed Lyra's freeze into a simple, shocked stun—humored or infuriated, she didn't yet know. “My lord, where did you get such—” 
 
    “It has been common knowledge for years,” he said, impatiently waving his hand, “but I am no' concerned about that right now. I want you to tell me about your children.” 
 
    A strange heat began to build in Lyra's chest. Her hands curled into fists in her lap. “No, my lord.” She shook her head slowly. “No children.”  
 
    “Lyra,” J'Kor drolled, “we both know you are a terrible liar. Besides, I saw your stretch marks.” His chin tipped toward her midsection. “I canno' believe you are still trying to hide things—” 
 
    She decided on infuriated. “I said no, my lord. I don't care what you do to me, that subject is absolutely off-limits. Don't you dare try to bring them into this!” 
 
    “Whoa there, mama tiger,” he intoned, raising pacifying hands. “You can retract your claws. I meant no harm.” 
 
    “Then what are you getting at? Why are you helping me recover when you are only planning to extract what you want out of me and then probably leave me to a slow and very painful death?” 
 
    The confusion on his face checked Lyra's fury. A little. “Lyra,” he said, “why are you so determined to assume the worst about me? You keep looking at me like I am some bloodthirsty savage who canno' wait to sink his hooks into you.” 
 
    “It was your job, my lord. You know how to hurt people. I witnessed your methods firsthand with that boy! So please stop toying with me—” Unless … Could he really be so cruel? “Wait. Is this part of the torture? These mind games?” 
 
    Throwing back his head, J'Kor suddenly laughed, gray eyes sparkling. “Wow, you are such a woman!” 
 
    At that, Lyra threw her hands up in the air. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “So quick to read into every little thing. Jumping to the worst conclusions. You are way overthinking me, Sugarpip.” Then the man had the nerve to look a little hurt. “Can you no' give me even a small benefit o' the doubt?” 
 
    Oh, so now he was the victim? At what point had they changed roles? Well, maybe if he were a little more forthcoming, she wouldn't need to fill in the gaping holes he kept leaving! And another thing— 
 
    “You think I ripped him up,” he said suddenly, quietly. 
 
    Lyra was taken aback. “Well, didn't you?” 
 
    J'Kor set his hands stiffly on his knees. “Lyra, did you no' notice that he was lying perfectly still? That he never attempted to pull away?” 
 
    “So! You had him scared out of his wits.” 
 
    “He was in shock and paralyzed from the shoulders down. I got in a lucky shot that lodged in his spine. That thief would no' have known the difference between me cutting through his finger or a hair o' his head. I was only intimidating him to get him talking quickly before he died on me—and you showing up when you did was rather inconvenient timing. His heart stopped a minute later.” 
 
    “Well you … I—” Lyra floundered, “That was still mean!” That was lame.  
 
    Lyra sat hunched, waiting for him to laugh at her again. He didn't. 
 
    “You should have seen how gleefully he was digging his knife into Ahskr when I came upon him,” J'Kor said, softer now. “He was no' as innocent as he appeared.” 
 
    Lyra wished he had laughed. She would have taken it in a second over this moiling inner turmoil. It was unbearable. Had she been judgmental? She? The righteous Saint? The Bearer? The Believer? She lay back wearily against the headboard, not sure how to feel about anything anymore. 
 
    After all her worrying and fear and suspicions, what had the Spirit continually counseled? Wait. Trust. Continue forward in faith. He needs you. Lyra blinked at the hot tears trying to sting her eyes. She had wanted so badly to hate this man—to label him evil. “Forgive me, my lord,” she mumbled, “for judging you. I just … I wish I knew what you are thinking—what you are planning for me.” 
 
    He breathed a weary sigh. “I already told you earlier, I am undecided.” 
 
    “But that was in reference to how you felt yesterday.” 
 
    “And that feeling has no' changed. I have been racking my brains for two days trying to figure out what I should do with you. Well, I know what I should do, but it is no' what I want to do, and I am still unsure which is the right thing to do, and you keep driving me daft!” 
 
    Strangely, Lyra felt better with that little outburst. He was just as confused about her as she him. She sniffed and wiped at her cheeks, and J'Kor bent over, clasping his hands between his knees. 
 
    “But oddly enough,” he said, “the security o' my country is no' my greatest concern at the moment.” Taking a breath, he looked up at her. “I ask about your children because you are about to meet mine. They will be home for the weekend in a few hours.” 
 
    No, no, no! No new complications! This is too much! 
 
    “You have …?” She sat up straight. It did make sense. She'd noticed little things about the home: extra towels and toothbrushes, the clothes he had given her, the one door in the hallway painted lavender, certain telltale scuff marks on walls and furniture indicative of youthful grime and wear. “Why didn't you tell me?”  
 
    “I suppose …” some fingers twirled randomly in the air, “I wanted to have the first couple days with you, simply, as a man before I had to wear the single father mantle again. Though, I had no' planned to wait until this last minute,” he told her with a grimace. “Things have no' gone quite as expected since bringing you home, so forgive me for floundering now.” 
 
    Silence unfolded between them and Lyra's thoughts, as she sat in the bed, spun into turbid motion, churning, agitated—until a question, like cream in a bucket, rose to the top. “My lord?” 
 
    He was staring out the window again. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    Kade turned. 
 
    “My lord,” she said one more time, “do you wish me to be a nursemaid or—or some mother-figure to your children? Is that why you have not turned me in?” The woman's soul-searching eyes penetrated deeply into his own. 
 
    Her hair was unkempt and matted against her head. Her eyes, rimmed with red puffiness. Her right cheek sported the regrettable, colorful welt from the back of his hand. And she was still beautiful. 
 
    “Aye—as a matter o' fact,” he said. “Something along those lines had crossed my thoughts.” Among other things. “At least, through today.” 
 
    “Today, my lord? And what about tomorrow?” 
 
    Kade rolled his eyes. “I canno' say how I will feel about things tomorrow. Ask me again in the morning!” 
 
    She went still and Kade berated himself for sounding so wishy-washy. He was usually pretty sure of his convictions. Yet, here he was, quietly sweeping the law under the rug for his own personal motives. Hopefully he wouldn't trip over the untidy lump he had just created. 
 
    Lyra's eyes were guarded as she looked at him again. “So, my performance today will affect tomorrow's decision?” 
 
    Well, that was how blackmail usually went—much as Kade hated to admit this what he was doing with her. His shoulder was still sore from the log splitting frenzy of two nights ago and he rubbed at it, as if easing the muscles might also ease his conscience. “Lyra, do you wish to stay here?” 
 
    She hesitated before answering. 
 
    He was an insensitive jerk. She had family and friends who probably thought she was dead. Of course she didn't want to be here! But she understood his meaning and nodded quietly. 
 
    “Then keep giving me reasons to keep you. Make me believe your kind are no' a threat.” 
 
    It bothered Kade, these strong feelings of empathy for her, but what else, in good conscience, was he to do? Setting her free was not an option—on multiple levels—and even if he wanted to, there was no known safe procedure for removing an implant. Furthermore, the signal could only be blocked by a very few, rare elements which required the person to be completely enclosed. It would just be a different kind of prison. He was not the bad guy here! 
 
    He watched her stir uncomfortably in the bed, lines of resignation worrying her lovely mouth. “What can I do to keep you pleased with me, my lord?” she said. 
 
    Now, that was the million rednote question. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her hair hung across her bowed head like a curtain as the woman sat small and hunched in Kade's bed, hugging her knees to her chest. The strong, vibrant khar of a few days ago now appeared very fragile and pale, indeed, but how to answer! Kade really didn't know. All he did know was that he was not yet ready to part ways with her. You must protect her. The clear impression from the auction still gnawed at him mercilessly, demanding satisfaction. 
 
    Fine. Fine! I give in—for the time being. 
 
    Kade dragged his chair to the bedside and turned it backwards to straddle it. Folding his arms across the tall back, he said, “Well, to begin, perhaps we can offer each other a fresh start.” Maybe he could call this an investigation. Aye. He could investigate her further before making any decision. “You are in need o' a place to live and, as luck would have it, I need a live-in maid and, er, helper. Are you game, Mrs. Woodrose?” 
 
    He may have just crossed a dangerous line there, but the change in her countenance was worth it. Kade just had to remind himself that this investigation—this experiment of gentle probing and discovery—was, first, meant to be an exercise of the intellectual kind. Business first. The pleasure would come later. He just needed more time to work his way into that infatuating, though misguided, head of hers. 
 
    She took a cleansing breath and dabbed at her eyes one more time. “Okay,” she whispered. “Um, tell me about your children. How many do you have?” 
 
    “I have two. But how about I leave you to eat before I give you the grand tour o' their rooms?” 
 
      
 
    When Lyra was ready, he ended up just cradling her in his arms, carrying her. It was easier that way. And it was a good excuse to touch her … and get her accustomed to him touching her. “They are at boarding school in the city during the school year,” he told her as they crossed the great room, “but they come home one day a week. Sid' is their day off.” 
 
    He took her to Breht's room first. Kade set her in his son's desk chair and let her eyes wander through the simple, sparse bedroom of his teenager. Breht: the spitting image of his grandfather, getting taller every day, voice beginning to crack, too smart for his own good, a little impetuous—much like his own father at that age, and at that time in adolescence when his friends' opinions were more important than his dad's. Lyra asked questions about his interests and his schooling endeavors. Kade showed her Breht's trophies in disc and team obstacle. The boy had natural athletic ability, but it was his gift for strategy of which Kade was most proud. 
 
    “How old was he when his mother died?” Lyra asked as Kade carried her out. 
 
    “He had just turned twelve when she got sick with the mytes—about three years ago. She passed away three weeks later.” He took her past Jos'lie's pastel purple door and inside his daughter's room. “It was a hard time. Ahna's death was his first brush with the realities o' mortality. And I think it shook him.” 
 
    “Was it the same for your daughter, too?” She lifted sympathetic eyes to his. 
 
    “Well … Jos'lie did no' really understand.” 
 
    From his daughter's bed, he let Lyra view Jos'lie's artwork pinned to the wall—rudimentary stick figures, coarsely outlined house and flower shapes, oval-bodied animals. An ill match for the nearly woman-size dresses hanging in the closet. 
 
    Lyra turned on him quizzically. “Is Jos'lie extremely tall for her age?” 
 
    “No,” he answered quietly. “She is eleven.” 
 
    “And these drawings are recent?” 
 
    “Aye.” Kade waited for the usual curl of the lip and nervous discomfort he got so often from others. It didn't come. 
 
    Lyra picked up Jos's little felt doll from the cluttered nightstand heaping with small stuffed animals, rocks she had collected, and colored hair ribbons. “Tell me about her,” she said. 
 
    Kade joined her in gazing upon the old doll—Jos'lie's first and favorite since she was three. “She was born that way,” he began simply. 
 
    Jos'lie was delayed in just about everything. She wasn't out of diapers before four and tying a simple shoe lace was still quite the challenge. She had problems forming words properly. Simply adding two and two didn't even quite compute, and Kade paid extra for her daily special instruction and help at school. But in spite of all, Jos'lie was serenely happy and innocent by nature. She was always ready with a big smile for anyone who cared to give her the time of day and she loved being around people, feeling like she was part of the group. Unfortunately, it was not a frequent experience. 
 
    Lyra took it all remarkably in stride. She asked about Jos'lie's coordination and her ability to understand directions, and, instead of reluctance, Kade sensed a respectful fascination from his khar—er, Believer hostage. Before he knew it, he was lying on his back on Jos'lie's bed with its lacy pink coverlet, his legs dangling over the edge, and staring up at the ceiling as he told Lyra more of his frustrations and fears.  
 
    “She is three levels behind, and the pressure from certain o' the faculty to take her out o' school all together is increasing. They think I should just try to get some use out o' her at home instead o' being a financial burden at school.” 
 
    “Do you see her as a burden?” Lyra said, a slight edge to her voice as she looked down at him. 
 
    “No, no, o' course no'. She is the light o' my life. They both are.” Kade turned his head to her. “And I do no' want to give up on an education for her yet. It is just frustrating, no' knowing if a normal life for her will ever be possible. A family o' her own. Love …” 
 
    A few of his fingers began to stroke the side of Lyra's leg just in inch away. He made them stop. 
 
    “My lord—” Then Lyra stopped, like she was afraid to say more 
 
    “You may speak your mind.” 
 
    “My lord … God does not make mistakes. He sent your daughter to you just the way she is for a reason. Sometimes blessings come in unusual packages.” The warmth of her hand fell over the back of his. “And I can't wait to meet her.” 
 
    Kade was sure the mention of her religion would bother him, but it didn't. He was thinking, instead, how he wanted to turn his hand up and return the gesture. 
 
    Restraint. Patience. 
 
    The conversation about Jos'lie continued, but Kade found it increasingly difficult to concentrate. The afternoon light streaming through the window penetrated the light fabric of Lyra's nightgown and the gentle curve of her back from shoulder to hip was quite visible. 
 
    His arms got waved away when it was time for her to return to bed for a nap. She said she wanted to try walking, but Kade hovered close, just in case. 
 
    “And they are expecting to meet a new woman in the home today?” she said in closing, having made it through the great room with no mishap. 
 
    Well … 
 
    She read the look on his face. “You didn't tell them?” 
 
    “I let it be a last minute decision.” He shrugged. “It is no' a big a deal, anyway. I have brought women home before.” 
 
    “But this is different, my lord. I am different! What are you going to say?” 
 
    “I am going to tell them that I went into town and bought myself a khar.” Henna's bosom! Women get so caught up in the details! 
 
    Her mouth hung open for a moment, then she quickly shut it and got herself back into bed. Thank you. Now, you just relax and let me handle my own children like I have already been doing their whole bloody lives. 
 
    Kade left after that to get some work done out in the barn. He had a plow that needed sprucing up for spring planting, among others things. His mind, however, was soon traveling back to his house. In his bedroom. He hadn't told Lyra how concerned the huge man from the caravan had been yesterday—though he had tried not to show it. Kade also hadn't let on how long Hundt actually sat at her side. Kade had had to do some convincing that his home was the safest place for her now before he could even get Hundt to let go of her hand. Not that the guy had any legal say in the matter. Nevertheless, Kade was not stupid enough to provoke someone thirty pounds heavier in lean bulk. And he decided he kind of liked the guy. Mr. Hundt appeared to have some brains working in tandem with those engorged biceps. 
 
    Now, as for the fiasco with the goodly Doctor Nim. Bloody zeth'! Kade didn't even want to think about that woman's mind blowing notion. As if he didn't already have enough to worry about! 
 
    Nevertheless, Nim's assertive, parting words ran through his head one more time. … and you had better take good care o' that girl. She had actually poked him in the chest when she said it! Well, he had another week to ponder that conundrum before she was back. 
 
    The sprocket he had just oiled for the third time got set down and Kade looked around, surprised at how little work had gotten done in the hour he'd been out here. He growled. Oh well. At least enough time had passed that he could go check on Lyra without appearing overly attentive. Then he should probably stay inside anyway to start fixing dinner. He did not expect any work from her today. 
 
    Lyra was emerging from the lavatory in a freshly donned frock, towel-drying her washed hair when he stepped back inside. “What are you doing out o' bed?” 
 
    “Just give me a few more minutes, please, and I'll be ready to work again. I know dinner needs to be started.” 
 
    “No. You need to lie down. You need rest.” 
 
    “I'm feeling much better, really. Let me do something useful.” 
 
    Her complexion was still too pale and the slight slump to her shoulders belied her weakened condition. “No, I—” 
 
    The wire receiver in his office started ringing. With a warning look that he was not finished with her yet, Kade spun on his heel to go answer it. It was probably Sal, unable to actually wait a whole week before checking up on him. He would be wanting details. Kade chuckled darkly. How well could he lie to his best friend? 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    The voice at the other end was not Sal. 
 
    “Oh, Lord D'Arby,” Kade said, “How nice to hear from you. … Aye, it has been a long time … Aye, I am fine and the children are well. Thank you for asking.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Kade settled into his chair and put his feet up. This could take a while. Lord D'Arby was an old acquaintance of the family and he could carry a conversation all on his own for hours.  
 
    “… Aye, that was me.” Kade winced at the old man's mention of the auction. “Thirty thousand, ay—” He shook his head at D'Arby's mild outburst. “Well, she is quite the woman. What can I say? I got caught up in the excitement o' bidding—eh, my Lord D'Arby, was there something o' particular interest that necessitated your call?” 
 
    D'Arby spoke more, and Kade listened with growing dismay. 
 
    “No, she is no',” he finally answered. “Why would you—? … When exactly did she say that?” He looked at his watch in horror. “No, she did no' tell me.” Curse the gods! What timing. “Okay. Okay, aye, o' course I will. Uh, if that is all, then, as much as I would enjoy catching up I-I have something pressing—I will see you later then. … Aye. … All right. Give my regards to Lady D'Arby. … Thank you. Good bye.” 
 
    Kade slammed the receiver down and swore. 
 
    “What's wrong?” 
 
    Lyra's meek figure shadowed in the hallway peered in at him. Kade bent over his desk, rubbing at his temples. “That was an old friend o' the family. He wired, hoping to speak with my mother. Evidently she told him this morning that it had been a while since she had seen her grandchildren and she was coming for a short visit. He thought she might already be here.” 
 
    “And … this is bad.” 
 
    Kade stood. “Look, the Lady J'Kor—my mother—is one o' the few women in this country who has been able to attain any degree o' influence politically. She is a very active lobbyist in the highest social circles and makes it her solemn duty to maintain the sacred status quo. She is no' coming to see the children. She is coming to judge you.” 
 
    What little color Lyra had regained in her face drained. “Are you sure?”  
 
    He snorted. “No doubt she has heard every minute o' every thing that happened with you in the public eye—in triplicate—and she is on errand to determine if you should be disciplined and relocated.” Kade ran his fingers through his hair, agitated. “She would have called otherwise. And the timing ….” 
 
    “How long until she arrives?” 
 
    Kade looked at his watch again. “A half hour, maybe, if she left at the time she told him she would.” 
 
    “My lord, you … you want me to stay, right?” She looked up at him with luminous, questioning eyes. 
 
    As the Mother is my witness, as close as skin. “Well, I am no' ready to let anyone take you yet,” he said as flippantly as he could muster. 
 
    “Then, what do you want me to do?” she said with a little jut of her chin. 
 
    “I guess you need to make a good impression—act normal.” 
 
    Lyra gave a short laugh. “What's normal?” 
 
    Kade rolled his eyes. “Make her believe that you are a humble, motivated khari'na, eager to fulfill your duties however and whenever I see fit.” 
 
    He had serious doubts Lyra could take on such a persona. She was inherently too honest and way too prudish—a puritanical zealot—but to his surprise, she squared her shoulders. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    On impulse, Kade strolled over to her, so close that their bodies nearly touched. Then he took her by the waist and slowly drew her against him, breathing in her sweet scent as he did so. Her physical response: increased heart rate, rise in temperature, and a slight tremor. His interpretation: usually indicative of pleasurable attraction, but coming from Lyra the Believer … it had to be revulsion. They could be remarkably similar. 
 
    “Will groping me in front of your mother really be necessary?” she said, a stubborn glint forming in her eye despite her telltale signs otherwise. It made Kade grin. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We will try this scenario. Go put on something pretty and see what you can do with your hair.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” Head tilted curtly, she backed out of his grasp and walked away. 
 
    Kade watched her go, doubting her ability to pull off this charade, though, all in all it could work. Lyra wouldn't need to do much. Most of the responsibility for a convincing performance would rest on his shoulders, and he knew how to handle his mother—starting with cooking her his pasta and salad she liked so much. She always preferred him clean shaven, too …. 
 
    The pasta did not take long to start simmering and a glance out the window revealed no sign of anyone coming up the road yet. Kade walked into his bedroom to change and found Lyra staring at herself in the vanity's mirror, looking rather distressed, makeup items strewn before her. 
 
    “Are you all right?”  If she was already fretting this much over the thought of acting “normal” with him they were in trouble. 
 
    “Well, no. I am trying to cover up this bruise. I don't want you to have to explain where it came from, but these shades are the wrong color for me.” 
 
    Oh. “Let me have a look.” Kade knelt beside her and saw that she was right. Her natural skin tone was darker. All this makeup did was highlight the unfortunate aftermath of his anger. He began to gently wipe it off with a facial cloth. “We will just say it was some kind o' accident,” he consoled, repulsed even more by his reaction of that night. 
 
    All of a sudden, Lyra bolted upright like a thought just struck her. “No,” she said. “This should be my punishment for my 'impudence' of that day. If you can make her believe that you have already done your civic duty in reprimanding me—” 
 
    Kade readily continued the thought, “—and if you can play up sincere repentance ...” 
 
    It suddenly looked like they had a solid plan—demoralizing as it would be for her. The poor woman. Despite her misguided beliefs, probably brainwashed into her from an early age, Lyra had demonstrated remarkable poise and fortitude in the face of tragic circumstances. It was why, in part, Kade felt such a need to protect her. She deserved better.  
 
    “It would at least quiet her concerns, right?” she asked. 
 
    “It could go a long way.” 
 
    Kade proceeded with his clothing change at his dresser and began to rehearse possible lines and responses for Mother, until his thoughts turned back to Lyra and her inventive thought about Jos'lie. Lyra was still at the vanity, working some pretty braids into her hair. With a furtive eye, Kade watched her a moment and imagined how satisfying it was going to be when he could eventually—gently, but unequivocally—convince the intriguing woman of such potential of the error of her convictions. He imagined leading her, encouraging and supportive, into the modern world of enlightenment and freedom. It was going to be such a beautiful thing. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Another braid got set and pinned and Lyra marveled at today's unusual turn of events. Had they really just formed an alliance? She had no guarantees about her place here, but J'Kor knew what she was, he hadn't blown up when she brought up her religion regarding his daughter, and he was currently plotting with her to deceive his mother! It was a pretty good start. 
 
    He needs you. Lyra thought she had an inkling now of what that might mean. This hardworking, single father with two children to raise—one of them in particular need of love and care—had his work cut out for him. Lyra knew she had much to offer. Mentally. Emotionally. Spiritually. The physical element she excluded from the list on purpose, though it was obvious that courtesy still loomed darkly over everything. He was a man brought up in the ways of the world, and she had noticed how he still looked at her. 
 
    But maybe he was exhibiting some potential. 
 
    Lyra squelched some mounting bitterness regarding her own poor children, completely bereft of both mother and father, while it appeared that J'Kor's kids were about to enjoy the benefits of both again. None of this was their fault, and she wouldn't allow herself to be resentful of them. Lyra continued her assessment of herself in the mirror. 
 
    In addition to the obvious bruise, the hollowness of her eyes and pastiness of complexion bore witness to the stresses her body had experienced the last two days. She really needed to lie down and sleep for several more hours, but that would have to wait. Thankfully, a little blush and a touch of color to her lips did wonders, and with a last grim look, Lyra left the vanity. She had a performance to pull off. 
 
    Food preparation was well under way in the kitchen, though J'Kor was nowhere to be seen. Lyra thought to look for him until a strange, repetitive sound met her ears. It was coming from outside. She peered out the front window. 
 
    Wheeling up the driveway, was a kind of coach/wagon moving itself along—without the aid of any beast of burden. Will wonders never cease? A thresherless carriage. But before Lyra's curiosity could pique too much, she remembered the likely occupant of that electrical … motorized … whatever-engineered-feet-that-powered-it mechanical contraption. She didn't ogle very long. 
 
    “My lord?” she called out. 
 
    “Aye!” It sounded like he was in the bathroom. 
 
    “My lord,” striding to the door she decided her dizziness wasn't … too bad, “I think she's coming.” 
 
    Something was muttered before she heard an, “All right—” followed by a sudden catch in his breath and a louder bit of swearing. Finally, “I will be out as soon as I can. Go out to the porch to receive her. Good luck.” 
 
    Good luck? With a gulp, Lyra returned to the front door and steeled herself. Humbled. 'Enlightened.' Ingratiating. She stepped outside. 
 
    The powered carriage had already pulled up and a tall, reserved driver stood to help down an austerely dressed matron of a woman with a rather severe expression chiseled into her stone facade. Her sweeping, feathered hat did not quite cover the whole of her head and wisps of silvered hair hinting at a past ebony blackness fluttered softly about the high, tight collar at her creamy brown neck. 
 
    J'Kor obviously got his coloring from his father. 
 
    The woman set bright green eyes on Lyra who bent one knee entirely to the porch floor with bowed head. “You. Girl. 'Na Lyra, I presume?” the punctuated alto timbre rigidly addressed. 
 
    “Yes, my lady. At your service, my lady.” Lyra didn't dare look up. 
 
    “You may approach.” 
 
    Lyra humbly did as ordered, mincing down the steps as well as she could, and knelt before Lady J'Kor who smelled … very clean. She was given a long, silent appraisal, then her chin was raised with a white gloved hand. At the meeting of their eyes, Lyra beheld a face that in its youth had been blessed with great beauty. It was also a face accustomed to getting what it wanted. 
 
    “You are smaller than I was expecting. Did my son give you that mark?” 
 
    “For my misbehavior in public, my lady. My Lord J'Kor in his goodness, however, has since forgiven me.” Uck! Yuck! 
 
    A nasal, condescending “hmm” rolled out as Lady J'Kor turned Lyra's face one way then the other. “Indeed. You are lucky my son is such a kind man. You should have received a harsher beating.” 
 
    “You are only seeing what is readily visible, my lady.” 
 
    “Mother!” J'Kor's footsteps tapped briskly down the steps toward them. “What a pleasant surprise. Why did you no' call so I could prepare for your coming?” 
 
    Lyra's chin was given back to her and Lady J'Kor allowed her son to bestow a light kiss to her forehead. Lyra astutely kept her nose pointed at the woman's feet. 
 
    “Is a mother no' allowed to visit her only son any time she feels like it?” 
 
    “O' course, Mother, it is just that you never come without calling first.” 
 
    “So I was feeling a little impetuous today, darling. Have my grandchildren arrived yet?”
“They should be here within the hour. Afternoon Shapler,” J'Kor said to the driver positioned off Lady J'Kor's shoulder. “So is the fancy new ride your idea or hers?” 
 
    The manservant chuckled, then said with an educated, mellow smoothness, “I convinced her that I would no' smell so bad in the house anymore if I did no' have threshers to hitch up every day. It was the first one off the lot.” The last phrase was spoken with some pride. 
 
    “Aye, but now he smells like piston grease,” the Lady J'Kor countered. “Come, Shapler. Take me into the house. It is good to see you have finally shaved off that infernal beard, Kadent,” she said over her shoulder. “I shall no' be required to make excuses for your untidiness in public anymore. Such disregard for personal appearance—that did no' come from my side o' the family …” Blessedly, the woman's voice was soon muffled by the home's interior. 
 
    “We are in luck. She is in a good mood today,” J'Kor murmured wryly. 
 
    As she took his proffered hand, Lyra had words prepared worthy of following such a comment, but they got hung up in her throat when she finally lifted her head and caught sight of the smooth, chiseled jawline that framed J'Kor's crooked grin under thick, golden hair glinting in the sun. 
 
    Holy Hoosfeathers! 
 
    Her mouth went dry. Her pulse quickened. And a sensation pulsed up her vertebrae to her hypothalamus where it got translated into something disturbingly passionate about how hot he looked. 
 
    Lyra completely forgot what she had been about to say. 
 
    Grinning at her mouth agape, J'Kor rubbed a palm over his bareness near a spot where he had evidently nicked himself. “Well,” he said, “I figured it would soften up Mother.” 
 
    “I, uh, it looks nice.” 
 
    “Kadent, stop dawdling with the girl and come sit with me,” rang Lady's J'Kor's voice from somewhere inside. “I should like to have a word.” 
 
    J'Kor sighed. “Do you think you are up for fixing some tea?” he said, taking Lyra by the elbow to lead her up the steps. She regathered her composure. 
 
    “Of course. I will take care of dinner as well if you just show me what you want.” 
 
    “No. You need to rest. I do no' want you to collapse from exhaustion.” 
 
    “Will your mother like to see me being domestic?” 
 
    “Well, aye,” he admitted. 
 
    “Then let me cook.” 
 
    With that, she freed herself of J'Kor's hold and headed straight to the kitchen, ignoring his disgruntled frown. She also ignored the sudden pressure in her head reminding her that she was moving around an awful lot after being unconscious for a day and a half. The counter next to the stove was nice to lean against while she stirred the pasta and made tea as she listened to J'Kor speak with his mother on the sofa. The soft-spoken Shapler chose to engage himself in a book elsewhere in the great room. 
 
    Obligatory small talk came first: polite inquiry as to Lady J'Kor's health, the message the family friend had left (something about addendums to the “Spring Rally Gala” guest list), her recent social calls of note. Then Lady J'Kor deemed sufficient time had been given to the necessary formalities and she moved on to what she really wanted to discuss. 
 
    “I must admit, Kadent, I have been greatly disturbed by the rumors surrounding that khar you purchased. And for such a sum! I would no' have believed a word o' it had it no' come from several reliable sources. You nearly caused poor Lord Colgish heart palpitations right there on the arena floor when the Malig'ahnts conceded to your last bid.” 
 
    “Lord Colgish has palpitations over what to order for breakfast,” said an unimpressed J'Kor. 
 
    “But thirty thousand! Since when have you had such money lying around? And for something as frivolous as a khar. I thought you were saving for the new house, and is Breht no' interested in pursuing a degree in engineering?” 
 
    “As o' last Sid', aye,” he replied, unruffled. “I believe that was his latest whim.” 
 
    Lyra carried the tea to the seated pair on a large tray. She served Lady J'Kor first who took her cup and saucer without a glance and clucked at her son. “I have never known you to be so foolishly impulsive with your money, Kadent.” 
 
    “And you never will. I know what I am doing, Mother. Just consider Lyra my … latest investment.” 
 
    “Investment! I can appreciate the needs o' a man, son, but how, pray tell, do you expect sexual fulfillment to pay your bills?” The lady suddenly turned a scathing eye on him. “You are no' planning to loan her out, are you?”  
 
    Lyra's fingers froze around the cup she was about to give J'Kor. 
 
    “Loaning?” He smiled. “Mother, I assure you, the idea had no' crossed my mind—intriguing concept that it is.” His eyes burned devilishly into Lyra's as he took his cup, and the daggers she surreptitiously threw back only inspired the crinkles to deepen. 
 
    You are such a jerk. She went back to the kitchen to wash some dishes. 
 
    “But no,” he assured his mother (and Lyra). “Lyra is actually quite proficient in a number o' vocations and will be contributing to the family's well-being in many ways.” 
 
    “Kadent,” Lady J'Kor entreated, her standard conversational sternness softening a smidgen, “even if that is true, it is only on condition that you are allowed to keep her. I am afraid that Serpahn has filed a formal complaint with the Internal Affairs Committee. He is demanding punitive relief.” 
 
    Lyra clutched a dirty bowl to her stomach. Her heart almost shot out of her chest. Lord Malig'ahnt! He wants the right to choose a punishment for me! 
 
    A shade of uneasiness passed across J'Kor's features. “That is completely unnecessary. I already dispensed upon her a suitable correction for her poor judgment o' that night and Lyra, since, has proved to have learned her lesson remarkably well.” 
 
    At his turn to offer Lyra an affectionate smile—as one would, gazing upon his favorite hunting trophy—Lyra tipped her head demurely. “My lord is generous with his praise.” She even managed to produce a small blush. 
 
    “Aye,” Lady J'Kor responded, closely watching the exchange. “She alluded to the extent o' your reprimand when we met outside. However, it may no' be deemed enough.” 
 
    “No' enough?” J'Kor said. “Any objective observer from the auction will confirm that Malig'ahnt provoked the incident. Her reaction may have been impertinent, Mother, but Lyra was merely defending herself and that old Keeper. Her mistake should no' warrant such a strong ruling.” 
 
    “Well, that is what I am here to determine, and from what I heard, it was no' Serpahn who had the upper hand.” 
 
    J'Kor snorted. “So the committee is prepared to condemn a khar for defending herself too well?” 
 
    “The committee has no' yet reviewed the matter. They are awaiting my findings and recommendation. Also, her behavior in the arena is no' the only issue from that night.” 
 
    “So now we are on to what happened at the restaurant, I suppose?”  
 
    The matron's quiet sip of her tea was invitation for him to proceed. 
 
    “Lyra was being swarmed with partners on the dance floor, Mother. Everyone wanted to have their hands on her and she got overwhelmed. She tripped. Truth be told, I was grateful to Sal for confronting that last partner while I was detained. Unless I am mistaken, it is still bad form to handle another man's khar without express permission. Is it no'?” J'Kor's tone was reminiscent of a boy speaking of a new toy. 
 
    “That is no' the interpretation o' events I heard. There are several who have since come to feel that she is a scheming, wanton flirt who gets a thrill from physical confrontation.” 
 
    To that, J'Kor laughed incredulously. “My Lyra? Honestly, Mother, that is only speculation from people who obviously get their thrills from stirring up dirt about others.” He took a breezy sip of his tea. “Just like your old crone friend, Lady Cadderwok.” 
 
    “Kadent, this is a serious matter. There is a fear that her assertive behavior, her tendencies toward disrespect, could incite a following. And it is difficult to ignore the Malig'ahnt family.” 
 
    “Serpahn is a spoiled, crooked, violent dog—meaning no disrespect to you, boy,” J'Kor added for Ahskr's benefit lying peacefully at his feet, “—who is only seeking to blame someone else for the public humiliation he brought upon himself. And as for others who might 'follow'—” 
 
    “We simply canno' ignore the demands o' one so connected,” his mother cut in sharply. “Spoiled brat or no, a fair judgment must be decided.” 
 
    “You mean fair for him.” For the first time, some authentic heat had escaped into his tone.               
 
    With years of practiced decorum, Lady J'Kor placed her cup back on her plate. “Well, I believe I have come to a good understanding o' your side o' the story. I think I should like to question the girl now.” 
 
    A few, tense seconds passed before Lyra finally heard J'Kor's reluctant summon. She wiped her hands on a towel and straightened. Okay. That was a pretty good performance on his part. Let's see if you can top it. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    Kade looked at Lyra. “Come here. My mother wishes to speak to you.” Blast. He had been hoping to sound convincing enough that his mother would not care to interview her directly. His beckoning arm indicated for Lyra to come next to him. He wanted her close should she get nervous and begin to falter. He gave her an extra encouraging smile as she obediently obliged. 
 
    “My lady,” Lyra addressed Mother with a low, formal curtsy. 
 
    Mother, in typical fashion, took her time pouring herself another cup of tea. “Lyra, tell me about yourself. From where do you hail?” 
 
    “I grew up near Flantilly, my lady, helping my family on the farm. When I was eighteen, I decided that I wanted to better myself and I applied to become khari'na. I was ten years with my first lord before I was returned to the caravan.” She beamed an innocent glow of satisfaction. 
 
    Good. Straight forward. 
 
    “And why were you returned?” 
 
    “Because—” Lyra faltered, her gaze falling to the floor. “I was weak, my lady. I was no' sturdy enough.” 
 
    Wait. What? 
 
     “Sturdy?” his mother said, slightly confused. 
 
    Lyra bit her lower lip in consternation. “My lady, I do not wish to cast a shadow on the character of my former lord. In that home I learned to read and clean and care for children and many other good things for which I am most grateful.” 
 
    Mother shook her head. “Lyra, child, I desire you continue your explanation. Please speak your mind.” 
 
    “Well, I blame myself for my own ignorance, I do, but he liked to, uh … he—he preferred to be rough.” Her chin began to quiver with her last words. 
 
    Kade sat dumbfounded and fascinated at the same time with Lyra's act. He couldn't take his eyes off her. 
 
    “Are you saying he beat you?” asked Lady J'Kor. 
 
    “It was his pleasure to treat me with a very heavy hand, yes.” 
 
    “And do you believe such treatment was warranted?” 
 
    “Oh, I am sure it was, my lady! It must have been! An honorable lord would do no such thing without good cause, I am certain!” Lyra insisted with wide, fervent eyes. “But for the life of me I could never figure out how to be better—to rise to his expectations. Sometimes, during an especially sound correction I would pass out and then—and then he would be upset that I could not perform for him. I had not the strength to keep up with his demands.” Lyra's dejected gaze lowered to her twiddling fingers at her middle. “I am afraid I failed him one too many times.” 
 
    Wow! Oh, wait, he should be playing along. “Lyra,” Kade murmured softly, guiding her onto his lap. He wrapped his arms round her waist in a secure embrace. “I have explained to you already that how he treated you was no' right. Will you stop blaming yourself?” He brushed his nose along her cheek. “Please? For me?” Bloody moons, she felt good. 
 
    Lyra turned to him, smiling through brimming tears. “My lord honors me with his approval.” And she stroked a soft hand across the side of his face. 
 
    Meanwhile, Mother was struggling for an appropriately astute response. “Some lords require more o' their khari'na than others, child. It appears that you and he … were ill-paired.” 
 
    Lyra nodded vigorously in response though her eyes continued to bore deeply into Kade's. “I never before knew such kindness … and pleasure with a man. Your son, my lady, has lifted me out of a darkness I did not know I was in.” 
 
    Kade's concentration level was swiftly declining, especially when her finger started trailing a circle on his chest. Mother cocked a perfectly lined eyebrow. 
 
    “Do you mean to blame your past abuse for your disrespectful behavior in town?” 
 
    Lyra turned, shamefaced, toward his mother. “I am afraid I have not yet become master over certain defensive reflexes that have followed with me. I am most ashamed of my behavior and I beg forgiveness for my lack of emotional command.” 
 
    Were it not for the slightly flushed pallor of Lyra's profile, Kade would not have remembered she was still recovering from an intense sickness. He should wrap things up quickly now. 
 
    “You see, Mother? She has been nothing but a sweet, docile lamb since.” 
 
    Brightening, Lyra brought her face close to his. She giggled, “My lord did not think me so 'docile' yesterday morning in the hayloft.” 
 
    Kade was horrified to feel heat rising to his cheeks at Lyra's unexpected improvisation. Holy Henna, was he blushing? He dove back in quickly, eyes gleaming, and speaking just loud enough for his mother to overhear. 
 
    “Hmmm, you are right about that.” He justified giving Lyra a squeeze. “That particular little romp necessitates an entirely different adjective for you.” 
 
    She giggled again and her hand on his chest began a meaningful descent. “Would you like to see that again tomorrow?” 
 
    Kade was going to expound on the unnecessary need to wait that long when a caustic throat clear killed the words before they could leave his mouth. Oh yeah. Mother. The woman sat ramrod straight on the love seat watching them, and he reluctantly loosed his hold on Lyra. 
 
    “Mother, if you have no further questions for Lyra, I would like to take her back to the kitchen and show her how to make your favorite dinner.” 
 
    The wheels were turning in the silvered head. “Well, Kadent,” Mother finally said, “your Lyra seems harmless enough, if a bit simple-minded. I shall take my findings to the committee and recommend that she be allowed a probationary period under your care, at the end o' which time it will be determined if her rehabilitation has proven permanent.” 
 
    Oh brother! But, knowing his mother, this was probably the most generous offer he could expect. Besides, the “evaluation” was still not yet over. They would be scrutinized the rest of the evening until she left. His mother wasn't stupid. Proud, yes. Stupid and easily duped, no. 
 
    So the charade continued with Lyra in the kitchen, but it was driving Kade to distraction. He wanted to talk to her about what had just occurred over there. He made the excuse of showing his khar the linen closet in the hall to pick out napkins, and as Lyra was rifling through the somewhat untidy piles, Kade, with one more glance over his shoulder, landed an impeding arm across the linens, effectively cornering her between the open door and himself. 
 
    “What … was that?” he said. 
 
    She looked up in surprise. “Did I not do a good job?” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Kade laughed incredulously, “that was—” He took her by the arm. “I thought we agreed that you were no' a good liar.” 
 
    “That wasn't lying, that was acting,” she said with a dramatic flourish of her hand. “Didn't you ever put on theater plays with your friends as a kid?” 
 
    “Acting?” The warning look he got from Lyra reminded Kade to check his volume. “Acting?” he said again in a whisper. “There is no difference. Lying and acting are one and the same.” 
 
    “Are not,” she shot back, though a smile began at those touchable lips. “Now leave me alone! You are making me break character.” Lyra pushed his arm off the linens. 
 
    “Fine,” Kade allowed. The challenge was on. She turned back to counting out the silky red napkins he used on special occasions and Kade sidled up behind, speaking huskily into her ear, “But, when do I get to see what 'happened' in the hayloft?” His hands began to explore her hips and Lyra stiffened, just as he knew she would, making him chuckle. 
 
    “Honestly, Kadent, such impropriety in the middle o' the day and with company in the house,” Mother harped disapprovingly as she approached. “That vice did no' issue from my side o' the family.” Shaking her head, she entered the lavatory, shutting and locking the door behind her. 
 
    “Yes—such impropriety, my lord,” Lyra mimicked in a whisper. She pushed stubbornly against his body. “Now, let me go.” 
 
    “This is no' over.” 
 
    “Oh, I am sure I comprehend that even better than you, my lord.” And breaking away, with folded napkins in hand, she gave a sour, “Excuse me,” and tromped away. 
 
    Things had suddenly turned quite interesting. 
 
    Kade sauntered back to the kitchen, back to the Believer woman who continued working by his side but deigned to look him in the face. This made Kade grin. A few minutes later she was grabbing hold of the counter edge to steady herself a moment. This made him frown. It happened again. 
 
    He couldn't ignore it the third time. 
 
    “That is it. You go lie down this instant,” he whispered. “I can make up an excuse for your absence.” 
 
    “No. Your children will be here any minute and I intend to stand ready to meet them properly, as I should.” 
 
    “Lyra,” he growled. 
 
    “I can last another hour through dinner, and once I have dutifully cleaned up—per your mother's approval—I will let myself slip away.” 
 
    “Now, you listen to me—” 
 
    “I think I hear the taxi coming, my lord and lady,” Shapler announced. 
 
    “Please, my lord,” Lyra pleaded. “I can't afford to give her any excuse.” 
 
    The fear in her eyes was real enough. Grudgingly, Kade relented and left her to receive his children. He had a surprise to explain. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    While she set the table, the window afforded a good view of J'Kor helping down a sweet-faced, light-brown haired girl in a bright bonnet. The girl hugged him hard then raised hands to his face, delighting in its new smoothness. J'Kor kissed her affectionately on the forehead. To the tall, gangly boy who leaped easily from the coach, he merely nodded. 
 
    J'Kor's son strode directly to the self-propelled carriage, clearly admiring the mechanical marvel. It looked like he was just beginning to develop the broad shoulders of his father and was the picture of how Lyra would have imagined J'Kor as a teenager. The girl, on the other hand, resembled the beautiful woman in the portrait Lyra had dusted the other day, though she exhibited a very soft build with movements and coordination reminiscent of a much younger child. J'Kor called his son back, who obliged only after veiling himself once more within his carefully crafted, bored, uninterested teenage visage. 
 
    Lyra turned her attentions back to her table setting and the soft clinking of plates and dinnerware, until galloping footsteps resounded on the porch. The door burst open and J'Kor's daughter practically tumbled in. She laid wide, innocent eyes on Lyra, then became eerily still in openmouthed astonishment. 
 
    Lyra hastily set down her handful of spoons. “Good evening, young miss,” she curtsied, “you must be Jos'lie. Your father has told me all about—” 
 
    Jos'lie gasped and scrambled back outside, leaving the door standing open. 
 
    “Strange. Jos'lie does no' usually react that way to strangers,” said Lady J'Kor from the sofa. 
 
    Lyra turned to her, flustered. “I'm so sorry, my lady. Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “I do no' believe so. Jos'lie. Jos'lie, dear!” Lady J'Kor called to the girl. “Come back here and say hello to 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    A cautious, pixie-like face appeared in the corner of the window, eyes round as the moons as they stared at Lyra who retreated back to the table to quietly continue her work. She would give the girl space.  
 
    J'Kor's son entered next, arms full of luggage, and he looked Lyra up and down with a critical eye. “You are no' as pretty as my mother was,” he concluded. Then, he shrugged. “But at least I will no' have to clean the lavatory anymore. Hey, Shapler! Will you show me your mobile? Can I drive it?” 
 
    The luggage was dropped on the floor. 
 
    “Breht,” Lady J'Kor chided from her seat. “Come here and say hello to your grandmother before you run off to play mechanic with Mr. Shapler. I have no' seen you in a month.” 
 
    An apology was mumbled and Breht trudged to his grandmother to fulfill his duty. 
 
    J'Kor was carrying Jos'lie when he came in, her face bashfully hidden in his neck. Old and long as she was, Jos'lie seemed quite comfortable in her father's arms. “Breht, come take this luggage to your room. You know better than to drop your things in the middle o' the floor.” 
 
    “But is that no' the khar's job now?” 
 
    J'Kor's expression grew stern. “'Na Lyra is already busy with other things at the moment and I will still expect you to do your part.” 
 
    The teen glared accusingly at Lyra. “Aye, sir,” he grumbled and got up to do his father's bidding. 
 
    Jos'lie had begun to watch Lyra shyly from her father's shoulder and he finally set her down. “This is 'Na Lyra, Princess. Do you want to say hello?” The removal of his daughter's bonnet revealed an unusual feature Lyra never seen before. At the edge of Jos'lie's hairline above her forehead, one small section grew a startling snow white in contrast to the even auburn brown of the rest. A charmingly unique fluke of genetic chance. 
 
    Lyra sat in a dining chair to appear less intimidating and Jos'lie finally approached her, reaching out a soft, delicate hand to touch Lyra's long, dark waves. “Papa, my dream. It th' fairy lady,” she said in wonder, her speech carrying a distinct halting throatiness. 
 
    “Did you dream about a fairy with dark hair, Princess?” J'Kor went to a knee beside his daughter. 
 
    “No, no. Papa, I dream 'bout her!” Jos'lie positively identified Lyra with a pointed finger. “She magic … fruh-m th' mountains!” As Jos'lie's enthusiasm increased, her carefully tongued diction deteriorated. Suddenly, Jos'lie was at Lyra's shoulder, pushing her hair to the side. She gasped again. “I right! She fairy wom-an with th' glow-y bump. She come to sing. Be my … new mama!” 
 
    Lyra looked uneasily to J'Kor for assurance, but his nonplussed expression told her that words like this were indeed unusual, even for his unusual daughter. 
 
    “Jos'lie, sweetbee, I told you that 'Na Lyra is a helper for Papa,” he clarified. “And she will be your friend and help you, too.” 
 
    “No, Papa! She is … ahoor new mama,” she insisted with childlike simplicity. Then Jos'lie's eyes lit up. “Where, Mama? Where is it?” 
 
    Lyra's unease grew. What might this unique little girl “predict” next? “Where is what, Miss Jos'lie?” 
 
    Lyra's hands and lap were searched. Then Jos'lie dashed into her father's bedroom. Lyra followed, J'Kor close behind where they found Jos'lie going through things in the vanity closet. 
 
    “Where is it, Mama Lyra? Where you' book?” 
 
    Lyra's heart nearly stopped right then and there. She couldn't possibly be talking about— 
 
    “What book, sweetbee?” J'Kor looked quite troubled. 
 
    “T' spet-shul book for you, Papa! A spe-cial book. Mama Lyra present for you.” 
 
    Lyra clung to the closet door, suddenly quite dizzy. Oh, Father, if this is your idea of a joke, it isn't funny! 
 
    Jos'lie was elbow deep in Lyra's backpack when she squealed with delight, pulling out Iyalyn's dolly that Lyra had found the morning Jon was killed. It had been stashed in a hollow log at a spot where her children sometimes played with friends. The shag pine carved toy had already been missing for weeks when Lyra accidentally discovered it while rounding up livestock, and even though she and Jon had already fashioned and sewn a new one for their youngest, Lyra knew how much Iyalyn was going to love seeing it again 
 
    “This mine?” Jos'lie said, thrilled and delighted. She stroked its carved hair and cradled it in her arms. 
 
    “Uh, Princess, that is—” her father started. 
 
    “Do you like it, Miss Jos'lie?” Lyra knelt beside the girl and helped her smooth down the folds of the doll's frilly dress. The bit of rare and precious lace sewn onto the hem had been a matter of monumental significance for Iyalyn. 
 
    “Aye! This my present?” She concentrated on forming her words better again. 
 
    “It certainly is.” Lyra reached a hand into her backpack. “And you can give this to your brother, too.” She rested her son's switchblade on the girl's lap. She had borrowed it from Rorn when hers had recently dulled from use just before the move. 
 
    “Wow! Preh-sent for Breht. He will like. Thank you, Mama Lyra. You' th' best!” Jos'lie wrapped arms around Lyra in an uninhibited death grip, and Lyra was surprised at how good it felt to hug a child again. Then Jos'lie was running back into the great room with the new treasures. 
 
    “I would no' have compelled you to do that,” J'Kor told her softly. “I respect your ownership o' your few possessions.” 
 
    Tender memories of Rorn, Iyalyn, and Verise, played in Lyra's memory—family dog piles on Jon, games and dancing, reading and praying together … She pulled herself onto the vanity's stool. “Will it score points with your mother?” 
 
    “Quite a few, I would imagine.” 
 
    “And with you?” she asked more quietly. 
 
    He leaned on the doorjamb, watching her. “About a thousand.” 
 
    Lyra nodded. “Then it's worth it. Besides, Iyalyn wasn't really missing that doll anymore. It was already replaced before I found it again.” 
 
    The torrent of mental images of her family and life from before continued to overwhelm Lyra. She ducked her head and heaved a big, shaky sigh. 
 
    “Er, take a minute for yourself if you need,” J'Kor said. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, grateful. 
 
    A few minutes later, Lyra was ready to help J'Kor dish up pasta into a big serving bowl. Breht and Mr. Shapler were outside bent over the opened mechanical area of Lady J'Kor's mobile while Jos'lie sat with her grandmother, giggling as she tried on Lady J'Kor's reading glasses, the “new” doll nestled snugly in her lap. The woman's imperial rigidity had nearly entirely melted away. She showed her granddaughter a coloring book she had brought for her. Lyra was almost in shock. 
 
    “She is no' a bad woman, Sugarpip,” J'Kor told her quietly as he handed her spice shakers to take to the table. “She just holds very strong opinions about what is right and proper.” 
 
    Lyra had prepared herself to wait until the family was finished with their meal before she fed herself, but once everyone was served, J'Kor invited her to the table. His concerned eye wanted her sitting and eating sooner rather than later. Lyra fixed a plate and shyly took a seat at the opposite end of the table from the family, near Shapler. He gave a polite nod, but said nothing. Jos'lie, meanwhile, kept throwing big, food-filled smiles at Lyra who smiled back, but concentrated on remaining inconspicuous otherwise. 
 
    The conversation drifted from the mobile's performance capabilities to Breht's last disc meet to Lady J'Kor's busy social calendar and all the latest gossip and important goings-on of the elite. Jos'lie accidentally tipped over a glass which was met with some unsurprised groans and which Lyra jumped to help clean up. The patch on Ahskr's shoulder was finally noticed and J'Kor obliged the inquisitive faces with a lively—though abridged—version of the recent night raid. 
 
    “Oh Kadent! I do wish you would take Felvyt's standing offer to buy this place and move into the city near me,” his mother urged. “How am I supposed to sleep at night when I am in constant worry over your and the children's safety?” 
 
    “We are perfectly fine here, Mother, as I have been telling you for sixteen years. It is even safer now with Lyra. She is a skilled nurse.” J'Kor nodded toward her with pride. “Ahskr owes his life to her.” 
 
    Ahskr snapped his tail, somehow understanding that they were talking about him, and did his best to look like a good enough boy to warrant a tasty scrap from someone's plate. Breht became his hero with a sly exchange under the table. 
 
    “But you would be so much happier in Caldreen among all our friends.” 
 
    “Your friends, Mother, not 'ours,'” J'Kor reminded. “And I am happy here.” 
 
    “Why, just the other day that becoming, young Lady Pryn was asking about you again,” Lady J'Kor said, pretending not to hear him. “She is so disappointed every time you do no' show at one o' my gatherings. I would so like to see the two o' you get to know one another better.” 
 
    “Because her family is politically influential? Aye, I can see how that would be convenient for you.” 
 
    This earned a stern look. “She is a very sweet, very talented, very beautiful woman.” 
 
    “—Who has had people waiting on her her whole life and does no' know the difference between a sheering blade and a pruning knife.” 
 
    “There is more to you than sheep and this farm, Kadent. You know that. You and she could connect in other ways.” 
 
    “Mother, I am done with trying to make it work.' I have told you before, I am no' interested in dealing with any complicated relationships!” 
 
    Her snort of laughter was suppressed, but not before Lyra accidentally inhaled a bit of salad. A severe coughing fit followed causing everyone to stop and stare. “Excuse me,” she croaked apologetically. “Piece of lettuce.” She regained control and dropped her head, catching J'Kor's irritated glare on the way down. 
 
    Lyra didn't eat anything more until she was sure she could lift her chin with a straight face. The conversation eventually continued. 
 
    “The children need a mother and you need a companion.” 
 
    “That is what Lyra is for.” 
 
    “Kadent Allegron Domisev J'Kor, I am no' speaking o' a nanny/housemaid/bedroom playmate. They need a woman they can respect and look up to and you need someone o' your own social and intellectual level. At least give Miss Shasmae a chance.” 
 
    Whatever J'Kor may have been feeling, he kept carefully masked. “When is your next party, Mother?” he finally said. 
 
    “In two weeks,” she responded, pleased. “I will send you a formal invitation with the details.” 
 
    The meal finished soon after that and Lyra was clearing the table when Jos'lie approached her again. “You do braids. My hair? Like yours?” She pointed in admiration at Lyra's own arrangement. 
 
    “I sure can, Miss Jos'lie, but I think your father would like me to finish cleaning up first.” Lyra blinked back her throbbing headache that had exploded upon standing up and moving around again. 
 
    “Ooh! I help?” she asked eagerly. 
 
    Oh, the oft uttered question from lips too young, and rarely heard again when not! Every parent's lament. 
 
    Lyra looked into the exuberant eyes burning with anticipation. “As a matter of fact, I could use a helper, but go ask your father first. He may want you to play with him or your grandmother, instead.” 
 
    A minute later Jos'lie was bounding back and positioning herself joyfully at the sink, awaiting instructions. 
 
    Well, what she lacked in fine motor skills, Jos'lie made up for with sheer enthusiasm. She jabbered on and on about her “fav-rit” colors and “spet-shul” toys in her room for a while, then Lyra turned the dish job into a helpful work song. 
 
      
 
    You swipe your right hand up, you swipe your right hand down, 
 
    You swipe your right hand up, and you swirl it all around. 
 
    You do the splishy sploshy till it's smooth and shiny clean, 
 
    That's what I rea—lly mean. 
 
      
 
    Jos'lie was so delighted by the song that they sang it through together for every plate and dish. When she begged for more, Lyra did her best to come up with a chorus for the impromptu number. 
 
      
 
    Oh, oh, oh, bubbles! Bubbles! 
 
    Washing out my troubles! 
 
    Scrubbing up a froth when I'm feeling really wroth 
 
    Makes the work go better. I just love it when it's wetter. 
 
    Bubble, bubble, toil and trou—ble! 
 
      
 
    Through Jos'lie's clapping and cheering, Lyra laughed as she was mercilessly bombarded by flying suds from the girl's hands. It earned an actual chortle from Lady J'Kor who had been observing from her sofa seat, though the old woman tried to hide her amusement behind a crisp, gloved hand. From his chair, J'Kor was watching, as well. Watching with shadowed countenance. Most decidedly not amused. Lyra's laugh died in her throat. 
 
    His subsequent grin was only for his daughter's sake and Lyra quickly and quietly finished her work, not getting at all what she had done wrong. 
 
    The promised hair braiding session took place on Jos'lie's bed and Lyra had her work cut out for her. The exuberant young thing had a hard time keeping still. Jos'lie happily cradled her new doll tightly to her chest, telling Lyra all about all the things in her room while Lyra struggled against sluggish fingers and a mental perception clear as podmash soup. Despite the simple joys of playing with a little girl's hair again, the exertions of the day had really taken their toll. 
 
    All things considering, the swirl of the reverse braid didn't turn out too bad, but Lyra was silently rejoicing when she heard the final goodbyes of Lady J'Kor taking her leave. J'Kor was soon at Jos'lie's door. 
 
    “Impressive,” he said of the hairdo. 
 
    “Well,” Lyra responded, her perfectionist nature needling at her, “it's tight and secure and she can sleep in it for at least one night. Did your mother leave … happy?” 
 
    “She likes you,” he grinned, “—understanding that you are an emotionally traumatized simpleton who is unconditionally dedicated to her cherished only son, that is.” 
 
    “I bee-ootiful, Papa!” Jos'lie innocently rejoiced, skipping to her father and giving him a big hug. 
 
    “Aye, you are, Princess. Did you tell 'Na Lyra thank you?” 
 
    The girl flew back to Lyra who braced herself for impact. “Thank you, Mama Lyra! You are best! I sleep with you an' Papa to-night?” 
 
    “No' this time, sweetbee,” J'Kor said. “'Na Lyra is very tired. She needs to go right to bed—no more playing with you.” 
 
    A guffaw came from Breht heading toward his room. “What Papa really means, midget,” he said, sticking in his head, “is that it is his turn to play with 'Mama Lyra.'” 
 
    “Breht,” J'Kor warned. 
 
    Breht shrugged it off, turning to his father, a shock of tousled, golden brown hair hanging in his eyes as he said, “Hey Fa'r, can I go bust the clock at Oquim's tomorrow? He is having a bunch o' friends over.” 
 
    A brow was raised in expectation. 
 
    Breht huffed. “I mean, Fa-ther, with your permission, I would like to spend the day at the Giv'kyrist's tomorrow for a social assemblage with other similarly-aged acquaintances.” 
 
    “Will it be supervised?” 
 
    “Aye,” Breht droned. “I knew you would ask even though nobody else's parents are worried about that kind o' thing anymore. Father, I am fifteen.” 
 
    “Exactly, son.” 
 
    “You do no' trust my judgment?” 
 
    “Well, the time when you and your buddies thought it would be 'epic' to set fire to the haystack by the Fayk's barn is still a little too fresh in my memory.” 
 
    Breht leaned against the wall. Sullen. “So can I go?” 
 
    “I have work for you in the morning, but when that is done, you can harness up Whinnee and take the wagon for the rest o' the day.” 
 
    “Aw, Father, you said the khar was going to help outside, too. Why do I still have to work?” 
 
    Chuckling, J'Kor rustled his son's hair with a playful hand. “Son, that is a very important question. And the day you can truly appreciate the answer will be the day my lifelong stewardship as a father is fulfilled.” 
 
    With a frown, Breht mumbled an, “Aye, sir,” and stalked off. 
 
    J'Kor shook his head, turning back to his easier-to-handle daughter. “Say goodnight to 'Na Lyra, Princess, then get yourself dressed for bed and I will read to you.” 
 
    “Okay!” she responded brightly. “Goo' moonrise, Ma Lyra!” Jos'lie hugged her. “I love you!” 
 
    “'Na Lyra, baby. 'Na—with an 'N'.” 
 
    “No Papa,” she giggled. “Ma—ma.” 
 
    Lyra felt, perhaps, just as uncomfortable with the newly branded title as J'Kor looked with it. But what could be done? The girl appeared quite decided on the matter. Lyra hugged Jos'lie back then wearily shuffled away to get herself ready for bed. Please let the rest of the night go quietly, she started to pray. 
 
    The supplication continued through the bedtime routine until Lyra finished on her knees in formal prayer in the vanity closet. By that time, however, she did not quite have the energy to pull herself up again when she was done. A shadow fell upon her. 
 
    “What happened to you?” J'Kor said. 
 
    “Well, if you must know I was—” She could go ahead and say it. Her origins were not a secret anymore. “I was praying, and now I can't seem to get back up.” Lyra stared at her useless legs buckled under her, feeling stupid. 
 
    “Praying?” J'Kor hooked his arms under hers so he could haul her up. “You should no' be praying, you should be resting. No one is listening anyway so do no' waste your breath.” 
 
    Out of necessity, Lyra had to hold on to him while he helped her get to the bed. “On the contrary, my lord, if God and I weren't talking to each other, I would have been dead long ago.” 
 
    She was only seven when she had accidentally come upon a feeding whorlock while alone in the woods gathering firewood. The image of the adult male's long, jagged, blood-stained fangs and two sets of staring, pale pink eyes became forever horrifically burned into her memory. Its extra set of clawed forelimbs had barely missed her scrambling up a tree, terrified and crying. She had screamed for help for an hour before her voice gave out. 
 
    Lyra remembered huddling against the limb in hopeless longing while the heavily muscled mammal paced patiently around the base of the tree, until she recalled what her parents had always taught her to do when she was afraid. She decided to try praying for help. A few minutes later a noise in the distance like a thrashing, hurt creature lured the whorlock away and Lyra was able to jump down and run home. After that, she had become a firm believer in prayer. 
 
    Incidentally, it was also that episode that inspired her to learn how to throw razor stars and Lyra never entered the woods again without her loaded armband. 
 
    Gray eyes watched her in thinly veiled disbelief. “So, you are saying that your deity actually talks back?” 
 
    “Well, most of the time the answers come as feelings or impressions.” If this was the beginnings of an interrogation, Lyra figured she ought to answer the same: honestly. 
 
    He laughed shortly. “Feelings?” And shook his head. “Sounds like an easy way to imagine that some mystical being is talking to you. A person could rationalize having all kinds o' 'feelings.'” 
 
    Exhausted as she was, Lyra offered her best patient smile. “I can understand your skepticism, my lord. I know history is replete with those who have done terrible things under the supposed direction of some greater power. Carnal man, unfortunately, has always had a propensity for taking a righteous principle and twisting it into something loathsome and evil. But,” Lyra paused as she sought for the right words, “the true whisperings of the Spirit stem from motives of love, humility, and submission to God's will. That is the difference between real and imagined communication with Him.” 
 
    “Yet, you still believe that war—bloodshed—has its place,” he pointedly reminded. 
 
    “I suppose, but, my lord, a mother who kills to protect the lives of her children—or a people who fight back only to save themselves from extinction—would you blame them for their actions? Would you consider them evil?” 
 
    “It would probably depend on how they fought back.” He strode to the wardrobe to undress. “For instance, do they mean to completely annihilate the race that oppresses them?” 
 
    If it wasn't an interrogation before, it was now, but Lyra refused to get flustered. A familiar proverb came to mind. A soft answer turneth away ire. She rolled onto her side to face him and said simply, “No, my lord. We do not.” 
 
    He got into the bed and likewise faced her, his head in his hand over a propped elbow. “Well, good luck convincing me that there is really some greater power out there. It is just what you want to believe.” 
 
    Lyra thought of something, a specific question suddenly itching to slide out. “My lord, hasn't a thought or idea ever come to you so strongly that you couldn't ignore it? That you just knew it was the right thing to do?” 
 
    The response this time was much longer in coming. “The human brain is a remarkable thing, Lyra,” he finally said, “able to formulate creative opinions and options no' previously conceived.” 
 
    It was a good intellectual answer, but Lyra knew she had hit a mark—somewhere. “Yes, that is true, my lord, but sometimes the brain also receives a little push in the right direction.” 
 
    J'Kor, regarding her as hopeless, decided to move on. “So what did you discuss with your god tonight?” 
 
    “Are you sure you really want to know?” Do I really want to tell him? 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “Well,” Lyra rolled to her back, staring up at the ceiling, “I thanked the Creator for another day to live, and the kind hands that watched over me while I was sick. Then I expressed gratitude for the experience of meeting your children, and asked His blessings upon you on behalf of them.” He needs you. Lyra turned her head to him. “You are a good father, my lord. That, I could see today.” 
 
    J'Kor watched her a moment, then just said quietly, “Was that all? Your prayer, I mean?” 
 
    Keep being honest. Give him a chance. “I asked for the continued safety and welfare of my children. I have three, by the way, and they are with one of my sisters. I prayed that they be comforted and that, perhaps, somehow they may know I was alive and thinking of them.” Lyra's voice quieted for fear of becoming emotional. “Then, I asked for continued strength and fortitude and then … then I prayed that every night here not be so … dramatic.” She dared not look at him. 
 
    There was a pause. Then, “Last night was no' dramatic at all.” 
 
    Lyra's short laugh came out like an anemic cough. “That doesn't count. I was unconscious.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose after that performance today, you have earned at least one drama-free night. But,” he added quickly, “let it be clear that I am granting you this, no' an imaginary being.” 
 
    “My lord,” Lyra's grin was even more anemic than her laugh, “that is how He usually works—through others. The Holy Spirit is able to dwell in every man, Believer or no.” 
 
    “No. No one is coercing me to grant your wish. The decision is mine alone. Understood?”  
 
    “Understood, my lord.” Now, can I please just go to sleep? 
 
    Lyra was fast drifting off when he suddenly said, “You surprised me, you know. You put on quite a show today. It was impressive.” Then he rolled away, his back to her. “Perhaps keeping you one more day will no' hurt—for Jos'lie's sake, o' course. I would never be forgiven if I had you hauled away while she was here.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she mumbled. And before her next breath was drawn, Lyra was out. 
 
      
 
    The lurch of the bed from Jos'lie bounding onto it, nearly bucked Lyra's heart into fibrillation. “Good morrow, Mama Lyra! Good morrow, Papa!”  
 
    She had to coax the organ down from her throat before she could speak again. “Oh, Miss Jos'lie! You surprised me!” It looked like the girl's braids had made it reasonably well through the night.  
 
    With a laugh, Jos'lie tried to squeeze in between them. The gap was not quite wide enough and she pushed against J'Kor's back, grunting, as he was not, as yet, admitting consciousness and lay like a rock. “Papa, Papa! Move!” 
 
    Finally, J'Kor stretched and yawned in exaggerated fashion only to roll the wrong way—onto his daughter! 
 
    “No, no, no!” the girl shrieked with laughter. “T' ot'er way!” 
 
    “What?” He peered around sleepily. “Who said that? Where is that voice coming from?” 
 
    “From here. Under you, Papa!” She beat on his shoulder with her one free arm. 
 
    J'Kor's expression was a model of perfect confusion. “Where?” 
 
    “Mama Lyra, make Papa move!” 
 
    Lyra, already scooting against the edge of the mattress, didn't have a chance to respond, for J'Kor continued his careful roll the rest of the way over his daughter and ended up fully against her. “Oh, good morrow, Sugarpip. How are you feeling this morning?” He grinned. 
 
    “Honestly, a little suffocated at the moment,” she said with a nervous laugh, keenly aware of the length of his body against hers, his heart beating against her rib cage.  
 
    “Papa,” Jos'lie popped up from behind him, “I right here!” 
 
    “Jos', baby, is that you? When did you get here?” 
 
    “You squash' me, Papa. Like a bug!” she squealed with delight. 
 
    “Oh, do you want me to do it again?” 
 
    Jos'lie started crawling away, laughing, “No! No!” 
 
    “Excuse me, 'Na Lyra,” J'Kor said. “I am afraid this has become a weekly ritual in the last couple years.” Rolling away, he caught Jos'lie's leg to pull her back. “I probably should have warned you.” Letting out a tremendous squeal, Jos'lie suddenly changed direction, lunging toward Lyra and crawling into her embrace. “Mama Lyra, save me!” 
 
    A long arm was wrapped over the both of them, Jos'lie wedged between Lyra and the arm's owner. “Now I have you both. Bwah, ha, ha!” 
 
    Jos'lie wailed for Mama Lyra to “do somt'in'.” 
 
    “Never fear, Miss Jos'lie,” Lyra told her calmly. “This bug crusher has to let go.” 
 
    The girl suddenly quieted. “Why?”  
 
    “Because he is a big, clumsy, hungry quirl sloth that will not get his breakfast if he doesn't.” 
 
    “Papa, that true?” She looked at her father, whose forehead creased. 
 
    “Well, 'clumsy' is going a bit far—” 
 
    “Yay! I help?” Jos'lie didn't wait for an answer. She forced her way out and trotted away to get dressed. 
 
    With a chuckle, J'Kor gazed down at Lyra. “Really. Are you feeling better this morning?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lyra said, suddenly quite shy. It was very disconcerting that she wasn't instantly repelled by the intimate nature of his posture over her. He was all muscled shoulders, a broad, inviting chest, and easy, masculine charm for the taking. 
 
    “You will have an eager shadow all day today,” he said, his grin holding some apology. 
 
    “She will be a welcome bit of company, my lord, I assure you.” 
 
    The eyes clouded over. J'Kor turned away and sat up on the edge of his side of the bed 
 
    Oh, shoot! “I didn't mean it like that, my lord. I'm sorry, I … I honestly didn't.” 
 
    “It is all right. I understand what you meant.” But his tone couldn't quite match the assurance. 
 
    He stretched and rubbed at one of his shoulders as if it were bothersome and Lyra suddenly blurted, “Would you like me to try to work that out for you?” 
 
    It was a long pause. “Are you sure you will no' feel uncomfortable?” 
 
    Throwing off her covers, Lyra crawled over. “Loosening a tight muscle? That is no problem.” She knelt behind him and pressed the heel of her palm firmly against his upper left trapezius, right overtop the tattoo. “Right here?” 
 
    “Aye,” he breathed, relaxing. 
 
    It was a white lie. Laying hands on him like this was uncomfortable, but it was the discomfort of her scruples at work. She was seeing him in a new light. A devoted father. Someone willing to harbor a traitor on principle. And his musculature beneath her fingers, the rolling contours under the skin when he moved, his cute, mussed up hair, the light freckling across the top of his shoulders, it was nice. 
 
    You are beginning to like him. The realization nearly made her jump, but Lyra forced herself to continue the massage. 
 
    Ack, slow down! He'll notice. 
 
    She sucked in a few slow breaths and relaxed again. It couldn't be true. It MUST not. 
 
    Of course, it wasn't true. Just because she didn't loathe him anymore, didn't mean that she automatically liked him. Not in that sense. That was impossible. She was just a widow of a few weeks still pining for her beloved Jon! She could never love anyone else again like she did him. But— 
 
    STOP. She really should move her brain on to a different subject. “My lord, why did you choose the oscekhiss for your tattoo? Yesterday morning, when you told me about it, it sounded like you had a specific reason.” 
 
    “Aye,” he replied. “When I was a boy, our family vacationed once in the southern isles and I happened across some by accident—a pair with three kits. When they saw me, the pair nudged their babies back into their nest then stood side by side outside, guarding the entrance until I finally went away. I suppose I liked the idea—the two sticking together, helping each other.” He went silent a moment, then craned his neck around to look at her. “Did you know that the oscekhiss mate for life?” 
 
    It was that look again—the one she could feel penetrate through her and swallow her up if she let it. “I think—maybe I remember something …” Her heart began to race. Lyra heard the faint bumping around of Jos'lie in her room. A sheep bleated somewhere. 
 
    Suddenly, J'Kor turned away, shrugging off her hands. “Lyra, I think you had better go now,” he said, his voice low. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Lyra couldn't crawl off the bed fast enough. In the closet, she slipped her work frock over her head, yanked on her boots, and was out the door in record time. She left him, still sitting quietly. 
 
    Jos'lie's pounce this time in the hall was welcome. It got Lyra's mind off the smoldering hot Caldreen'n in the bedroom. The girl was in high spirits following Lyra from the bathroom to the kitchen, cradling her new doll happily against her chest, and she needed a bit of gentle persuasion before she would set it off to the side in preparation for cooking. Jos'lie bubbled randomly disconnected stories about school and people and teachers which continued unabated as Lyra put her to work before the mixing bowl. Today they would prepare another family favorite of Lyra's: “pop tarts,” as they were known.  
 
    The delicate nature of this singular treat, in which bicarbonate of soda was combined with the dried, fleshy leaves of the zippora plant ground into a fine powder, made the tart's filling rather volatile in the oven if the proportions, thickness of the crust, and cooking temperature were not just right. However, when it was done right, the sweet pastry was heaven in the mouth. Which was just what Lyra needed to remind J'Kor how much he wanted to keep her. 
 
    In the spirit of helping his daughter have a great time cooking, however, Lyra had to let go a little. She needed to keep things upbeat and interesting. Keep Jos'lie's enthusiasm for the project going. 
 
    “Miss Jos'lie, would you like to hear a funny song about the pop tart? My … friend and I made it up several years ago.” My very special friend. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Blast it all! Why did she have to keep affecting him like that? It was downright embarrassing. 
 
    Kade plopped backward over the bed's unmade surface and lay there, staring blankly upward. She had initiated the contact, not him, and she had been so close that the air between them was warmed. The only thing that had saved Kade, in fact, from uttering some insincere apology before cradling her head in his hands, introducing his open lips to hers, and making love to her on the spot was the sure knowledge that Jos'lie could be back at any moment. It would have happened, otherwise. He knew it. 
 
    Lyra was finally feeling more comfortable with him, he could tell, but it was too soon—too fast for the Believer woman from the mountains. She needed more time to see that physical closeness and affectionate touching were not bad things—not a necessary evil. 
 
    Stick to the plan. Investigate. Understand. Lead her along gently. 
 
    Kade finally rolled from the bed to his feet. Well, he couldn't keep lying around here like—what had she jokingly called him—a sloth? 
 
    Jos'lie and Lyra were chattering happily to each other in the kitchen. They'd been doing that for some minutes, and Kade couldn't help but reflect how amazing the woman was being with his princess. How could he let someone like that go? 
 
    He started to dress, and suddenly registered singing—Lyra's singing. Oh, no, not again. 
 
      
 
    … Better re-, 
 
    Respect the recipe, 
 
    Handle me, 
 
    Me, oh, so carefully and … 
 
      
 
    It was an amusing, spirited melody and Jos'lie, surely, was loving it, but—Bloody moons!—he had to shut that woman down. He couldn't have Lyra singing anymore. Not after Nim's revelation! Setting his jaw determinedly, Kade left the room. 
 
    “Good morrow, ladies,” he said crisply, formally. Interrupting. 
 
    Lyra quickly turned with a bow of her head. “Good morrow, my lord.” Her glance at him was tentative, but Kade put on his blank face as he walked toward the pair. 
 
    “Papa!” Jos'lie cried, holding flour-caked hands out to him. “Mama Lyra is teach' me make pop tarts!” 
 
    “Mmm, ambitious.” At the stove, he dipped a finger into the fruit filling that was being brought to a boil. Delicious! “Not bad.” 
 
    That got Lyra to relax again. “It will be about twenty-five more minutes, my lord.” 
 
    “That is fine, just, please keep the noise down, 'Na Lyra. It is too early for such boisterousness in the house and I would like to listen to the morning news on the voicebox in peace.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord, um, sorry.” She went back to helping Jos'lie cut out pastry rounds, clearly embarrassed. Good. 
 
    Then Kade moved behind her, resting his hands lightly on her hips and brushing his lips ever so slightly against her cheek. “But, thank you,” he murmured, “for doing this with Jos'. It means the world to me.” 
 
    Lyra lost focus on her task. “You are welcome, my lord. It is my pleasure to work with such a willing helper.” 
 
    “Papa? D' you love, Mama Lyra?” Jos'lie said as she enthusiastically rolled the pin over the leftover dough scraps Lyra had given her. “'S that why you mehrried?” Lyra went stiff against him. 
 
    “Er, Princess, remember what I told you? 'Na Lyra is Papa's helper and friend. We are joined, no' married.” 
 
    Jos'lie studied her rolling job matter-of-factly. “No. You need marry Mama Lyra, so she love you, too.” 
 
    Lyra skirted round to Jos'lie's far side. “Hey, Sweetness, let me help you smooth that out so we can finish up now.” 
 
    Kade was happy to change the subject, too. “Well, you two keep doing a great job in here. Remember, the big, clumsy, sloth is still ravenous.” He gave Jos'lie a pat on the head. He wasn't about to hug her. The girl was covered in flour. 
 
    “What means 'rav'nus,' Papa?” 
 
    Kade leaned in close to his daughter's face and ventured a wicked grin. “It means hungry only angrier.” 
 
    Jos'lie's joyous shriek had Kade's ears ringing as he strode into the hall to knock on Breht's door. 
 
    “Breht! Time to get up now if you want to have time for friends later.” 
 
    A laborious groan rose up, like the final death throes of a diseased whorlock. Annoying fatherly wake-up call accomplished. Check. Kade retreated to his chair for the news. 
 
    The morning's reports were centered again on the bloody skirmishes taking place along the northeastern border. A rosy picture was painted about the progress being made there, but Kade knew from his own personal sources that the two largest city-states in that area, Tangun and Rho, had recently joined forces and were not going down as easily as the citizens were meant to believe. There were a lot of good soldiers dying up there in the name of national security. Kade just wondered if, when the dust cleared, the high cabinet's decision would be deemed worth the cost. 
 
    Lyra continued her labors alone in the kitchen now. Jos'lie had finally lost interest was lying on her stomach on the floor between the great room and kitchen, drawing in the new coloring book Mother had given her, her new doll propped up to watch. She softly sang the letter song to herself—quite monotone and out of key, as was her habit—as she went. 
 
    Presently, her paper was lifted for Lyra to see. She'd drawn a bunch of J's in different colors. “J is my fav'rit be-cause that my name!” she proclaimed to which Lyra responded with appropriate enthusiasm and praise. “Mama Lyra, what you fav'rit letter?” 
 
    “Oh,” Lyra said, pretending to think hard, “I guess it would have to be L, for my name.” 
 
    “L!” Jos'lie started drawing one large, thick L that took up a whole sheet. 
 
    Smiling to himself, Kade went back to listening to the news until he heard, “Papa? What your fav'rit letter?” 
 
    “R, Princess,” he said. He cast a sidelong glance at Lyra and saw that she had caught his reference to their first meeting in the book store. The bright blush proved it. 
 
    “R?” Jos'lie looked confused. Then she brightened. “Oh! Be-cuz we have rabbits!” Her head bent in concentration once more to form the slightly more complicated letter. 
 
    “Sure, baby,” he responded. Let her believe that. 
 
    When Lyra called everyone for breakfast, Kade was grinning at Jos'lie arguing with Ahskr. The dog was licking at her fingers and her drawings where the residue of her earlier baking had gotten transferred. 
 
    “Ahskr, no. Ahskr, my R!” she scolded, pulling the paper out from under his tongue. 
 
    With a laugh, Kade helped her clean up and everyone eventually ended up at the table—even Breht who had finally condescended to join the world of the living. He tried to not look too interested in Lyra's cooking. He did, however, notice that Lyra was being invited to sit with the family. An eyebrow was raised which Kade returned with a look that reminded the boy he was head of this house and could decide how to handle the social norms within it however he chose. 
 
    During breakfast Kade got to hear more about the children's week. Both of them were excited about the end of the school year approaching. Kade was looking forward to it, as well. With the new contract from Highwurt Enterprises to fulfill, he was going to need the extra help from them in the care of his flocks, especially the lambs. He couldn't afford to lose any more this season. 
 
    A couple of the tarts had bubbled over. Those were the ones Jos'lie had especially had a hand in making, but whether the filling was on the inside or out, Kade assured her that they were still delicious. Lyra kindly added that it took a whole year for her to learn how to get it right and that they could practice making them again next week if she wanted. Jos'lie eagerly agreed. 
 
    The office wire rang just as he finished, and Kade offered his final compliments to the chefs as he left the table. He also directed Breht to meet him out in the barn in five minutes, ready for work. 
 
    This time, it was Sal on the wire, ready with a bright greeting through the crackly receiver. “Sorry to bother you this early in the morning and before the week is up, brother,” he said, “but I figured with the kids home you wouldn't be staying in bed as long today, anyway.” 
 
    Here goes nothing. “Aye, we are all up and just finished morning repast.” Kade settled at his desk and waited for the inevitable next question. 
 
    “Sooo,” Sal said in a very leading voice filled with anticipation, “how is your little tart doing?” 
 
    Kade couldn't help but laugh at Sal's coincidental choice of words. “Well, brother,” he began. He didn't like the idea of lying flat out. Your mother was one thing, but your best friend—that was sacred ground. “The experience with her this week has been … much more than I ever imagined.” 
 
    Sal's exultant exclamation was so loud Kade had to pull the receiver from his ear. The man eventually toned things down to a more mellow shout. “Details, mate! Give me details! Tell me about your first night. Was she shy? Aggressive? Did she like the candles? Tell me she swooned at the candles. Anyone who goes to such lengths as you to impress a woman as all that deserves a good response.” 
 
    “Oh, it was intense. Aye, pretty intense, for both o' us. Things progressed from the room to the closet, then to the bed—” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Er …” Kade scratched his head. “A few nights were like that, actually—rather intense—and a couple days, too. She spent two days practically in bed the whole time waiting for me to come back in between necessary jobs and, you know, 'check' on her.” He winced. Would he buy it? 
 
    “Ha, ha! You dog!” Sal's triumph was evident. “And here I thought you did no' have the stamina anymore.” 
 
    Sal's next question, however, made Kade bristle slightly. “Ah, no comment, and please do no' feel free to ask such details o' her again. I reserve the right to keep some things about my life private—even from you.” 
 
    “Kade.” Sal's disappointment dripped across the electronic signal. “Why so sensitive all o' a sudden? Your tongue has been loose enough in the past—” 
 
    “No, Sal. I know, but that was under other circumstances and about other women. Lyra is no' like them—any o' them. You are just going to have to get used to no' knowing everything about my sex life from now on, okay?” 
 
    There was silence on the other end. Then Kade heard a low whistle. “Wow, you are still completely smitten with her.” 
 
    “No. No, I am no'.” 
 
    “You are, brother. I just kept assuming that night that it was all about your anticipation to finally get laid again, but I can hear it all over in the way you talk. You are unequivocally falling for her.” 
 
    “No, she is—I just feel that she is a sophisticated woman that, I think, deserves a little more respect. That is all. So back off.” 
 
    “Okay, mate. I can understand you wishing to keep certain intimacies to yourself. I mean, I never told you about that weekend I had with your cousin Sadareen.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nope. My lips are sealed. She made me promise.” 
 
    “Sal!” Kade shook his head. “Sady? Really? You know what? Never mind—I really do no' want to know.” The man was hopeless, but at least they reached an understanding. 
 
    “No more questions for you,” Sal promised. “I will just have to glean what details I can from the kids.” 
 
    “You are sick. Do you know that?” And Sal's hearty laughter carried loudly through the ear piece. Kade went on, “And your privileges as 'Uncle' to my children are now revoked. Now, did you really call just for a personal recap o' my recent bedroom rendezvous or was their something o' actual import you wished to discuss?” 
 
    “As a matter o' fact, brother, I need a favor.” The man's tone turned businesslike. “I lost a bet to Upghim the other day, you see, and now I find myself unfortunately obligated to entertain certain o' his relations for an evening. He canno' stand his mother-in-law, or his sister-in-law—well, he canno' stand any o' them, when it comes down to it—and they have been merrily overstaying their welcome for nearly a month. Naturally, he knows that I throw great parties and has had me invite him and his company over while he conveniently comes down with the flu at the last minute for a night o' peace and quiet in his own home. Now, all I want from you is to be a good man and come help me out.” 
 
    “And just when is this event o' yours happening?” Kade sighed. Sal made it a regular part of his schedule to accidentally land himself into interesting predicaments. 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Tonight!” Kade exclaimed. “Sal, the kids are home and Lyra is just getting to know them, and, well, tonight is just no' a good night.” Kade suddenly noticed Breht and Jos'lie standing in the open doorway, listening. He had forgotten to close it. 
 
    “Is that Uncle Sal?” Breht said, finally showing a spark of life. “Is he having another party?” 
 
    Blast! How long had they been standing there? 
 
    “Papa, what is rond-ay-voo?” 
 
    Too long. 
 
    Sal was not to be deterred. “Well, bring the kids, too. You know I love them. The Upghim's will be bringing theirs, anyway. Lyra can still bond with Breht and Jos', or whatever it is you expect her to do, at my house just as well as there.” 
 
    “Is he inviting us too, Father?” Breht broke in tentatively. “Because, if he is, I would like to go.” 
 
    Kade was floored. “Wait. I thought you were bent on going to Oquim's?” 
 
    “Well, I was, but I would rather go to Uncle Sal's.” The teen was trying not to sound too eager. “He lets me shoot stuff.” 
 
    “So you would rather stay here and work with me all day so you can go to Sal's this evening?” 
 
    “… Uh, aye.” 
 
    Breht actually volunteering to spend more time with the family was an opportunity not to be missed. And, truth be told, going would also help pass the time this evening while Kade was still … unsure of himself around Lyra. Maybe rubbing shoulders again with more of his own class would help him gain some perspective about what to do with her. 
 
    “What 'bout me? Ca' I go, too? Pleeeeeease!” Jos'lie was hopping up and down, not about to let herself be forgotten. 
 
    “Look,” Sal said through the receiver, “dinner is provided and I booked Frett and the gang from Burhnee's. I have already invited a few more people, as well, just to help round out the atmosphere, but I need my buddy to help me keep things going smoothly. Even with all my charms, we both know you are better with difficult people than I am.” 
 
    Lyra had joined the children in the doorway, curious—no, worried—over what the fuss was all about. She was still recovering from the last fuss. And the one before that. And the one before that. Kade motioned for Lyra to come in and for Breht and Jos'lie to close the door so he could speak with her in private. They sullenly obeyed. 
 
    “Is that Lord Mejhisk?” she asked. 
 
    Apparently Sal heard her voice. “Is that my lovely Lyra? Kade, let me talk to her.” 
 
    “No—” 
 
    “Lyra!” Sal yelled, “Lyra, Loveliness, make Kade hand you the receiver!” 
 
    “I said, no,” Kade tried again. There was no telling what crudeness would be spouted into Lyra's sheltered, tender ear. 
 
    But Lyra grinned. “Let me talk to him, my lord. I can handle it.” 
 
    Kade considered her a moment then muttered, “All right, but one o' us is going to regret this. Be a gentleman,” he warned Sal before giving up the receiver. 
 
    A near magical transformation occurred as Lyra quickly evolved character in preparation for Sal. She began to bubble with delight as she spoke. “My Lord Mejhisk, how nice to hear your voice again!” She listened to Sal's greeting and giggled. “Yes. We have gotten to know one another quite well this week. … Yes. Yes. I am feeling much better now, thank you … Oh, I know. I was really nervous that night. I just didn't know what to expect, but my Lord J'Kor, well, he has a certain way of putting a woman at ease.” Another pause then Lyra cried in mock shock, “My lord!  It would not become me to speak of such things over the wire.” She laughed at something he said and turned away, speaking quieter. “No, my lord, I am afraid I could not offer such indulgences to your ear in private, either.” 
 
    With a giggle, she sauntered behind Kade's chair and started twirling her fingers through his hair in an absent-minded manner. Kade suddenly felt much warmer. 
 
    “Ummm, no. My sweet, J'Lo—” The ear piece was pulled away and Lyra whispered to him, “A khar can have pet names for her lord, right?” 
 
    “Er, aye.” 
 
    “My sweet J'Lo has sworn me to secrecy,” she teased, “and I will take such intimate details to my grave.” 
 
    Sal's belly laugh could be heard easily enough. Then he found it in himself to speak quietly again. 
 
    “Mm hmm,” Lyra murmured in response. Then, “No! Really? My J'Kor?” Lyra's wide, too innocent eyes turned on Kade and with a sinking feeling, it came to him where Sal might be going with the conversation. He made a grab for the receiver, but Lyra ducked out of reach, listening further. “How many did you say?” she said in shock, still in character. “And just how old was he?” 
 
    Oh no. Not that story. Lunging to his feet, Kade grabbed Lyra by the waist and quickly wrestled the receiver away from her, making her laugh more. Then Kade hung up on his best friend. Yup. It is me. I am the one regretting it. 
 
    “But he was just getting to the good part, my lord.” 
 
    “Aye, I know. And that is precisely the part you do no' need to hear.” 
 
    Her eyes shone with simple, joyous mirth and Lyra didn't even seem to notice his arm still hooked round her. “But didn't you still need to speak with him about plans for tonight?” 
 
    Kade smirked. “Three. Two. One …” The wire receiver rang again and he cocked an eyebrow at Lyra. “You know, it is highly disturbing how easily you turn into another person. Are you sure you were no' trained as a spy?” He let the phone's signal chime through the room a few times before finally answering it. Sal had better be on his best behavior now. 
 
    “Look, mate,” Sal quickly started in his best bargaining voice, “you come tonight and I will gladly be there to assist at shearing time.” 
 
    “You were going to do that anyway,” Kade retorted. 
 
    “No, brother. I just said I would gladly come. No moping this time. And I will throw in Feshel to boot.” 
 
    “Your gamekeeper?” Very tempting. Kade wouldn't have to hire a temporary hand this year. “Give me a moment,” he said. Kade searched Lyra's face for hints of how she was feeling. “Do you think you could handle a party tonight?” 
 
    The eyes dulled to that expression of melancholy that was becoming all too familiar. “Will it get me another day?” 
 
    “Tell you what, Sugarpip,” Kade said. They could make this interesting—for him. “You convince Sal and everyone else there that you are a reformed, obedient khar, falling head over heels in love with me, and you will have earned yourself a whole week. Guaranteed.” 
 
    It was only a moment before that delicately pointed chin of hers was jutting out again. “Deal.” 
 
    Gods, she was so cute when she did that. 
 
    “Deal,” he echoed softly. 
 
    The details with Sal were finished up quickly. It would be a whole evening of socializing, dancing, and dining with Lyra acting as his eager lover. This was going to be very interesting. 
 
    “My lord, how do you want to handle …?” Lyra put some fingers to her fading bruise. 
 
    “Well,” he said, studying the slightly discolored area, “it is very nearly gone. If you leave your hair down to hang around your face, I doubt anyone will notice. Besides, what is wrong with the story we let my mother believe?” 
 
    “What's wrong is Sal,” she reminded rather darkly. “I-I mean Lord Mejhisk. He is not going to believe that. He knows you too well.” 
 
    Blast! She was right. Sal knew very well Kade would never hit a woman over something as trivial as a disregard for social convention. In fact, Kade had never believed himself capable of striking a woman for any reason. That he had let his temper get the better of him even this one time was something we would not be able to let go for a long, long time. “Just keep your hair down and try to keep your distance.” 
 
    “Okay, I will do my best,” she said with some skepticism. 
 
    His returning smile was broad. “I have no doubt o' that, Mistress J'Kor.” 
 
    She started. “Mistress J'Kor?” It was uttered like a new flavor. A flavor she didn't like. 
 
    “It is how I will introduce you tonight,” Kade explained. “It is the most respectful title I am allowed to call you in public.” 
 
    “Oh, I understand. I was just … caught off guard by the sound of it.” Her smile was forced. Superficial. Lyra's gaze dropped and she found something on his desk to engage her attention. “I was just getting used to 'Na Lyra.” Her breezy laugh was forced, too. 
 
    “But you do no' like it, do you?” he guessed. “You think it sounds dirty. It makes you feel dirty.” Her continued silence and lack of eye contact was answer enough. Did she really not understand? Kade used a few fingers to tip her face up to him. “Lyra, you and I are joined, it is as legal as a marriage—perfectly respectable.” 
 
    Her head nodded unconvincingly. “Sure.” 
 
    It wasn't enough. “To consummate it would no' be a … 'sin,'” Kade tried again, trying out one of the few words he knew from the Believers' vernacular. “Besides,” on impulse, he stroked her hair and let his hand slide slowly down her back, “how can something so natural and so beautiful be bad? Do you really believe that your god would place such drives and instincts in us if they were evil?” 
 
    “Well, no,” she answered, clearly trying not to let on how much she had liked that touch, “but you see, that's where—” 
 
    “Does this no' feel good?” Kade quickly added, sensing he was getting somewhere as he raised her arm for a lingering kiss to the inside of her wrist. Oh, she was definitely feeling something. And he wanted to know how far it went. 
 
    “Um, yes it does … in a certain—” 
 
    “And this?” he whispered, rubbing a slow, small circle at the curve of her back just above her tailbone. “Does this feel bad?” Her breath turned shallow. 
 
    “My lord, i-it is not as simple as whether or not you feel good or bad to me. That's not—” 
 
    A surprising realization occurred to him that made Kade laugh. “Lyra, are you feeling guilty about me touching you because you like it?” He brushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “And you think you should no'?” 
 
    “No.” But tremendous color had risen to her face. He had hit a mark. She attempted to pull away, but Kade didn't let her go. 
 
    “No, I am right,” he breathed with more certainty. “You see me as your captor. You are being forced into a relationship with me, and it scares you that you might enjoy it—being my mistress.” The rounded softness below her hip felt really good under his fingers. Control. Maintain control. 
 
    She pushed at him again and Kade let her go this time. “My lord—” she said, her pitch a little strangled, “what you just described is a documented syndrome. A twisted sickness. I am not sick.” She reached behind her for the office door's knob, straightening tall and erect. “Excuse me,” she said. “I have tart pans to clean.” 
 
    Ripping open the door, Lyra came face to face with Breht and Jos'lie still standing in the hallway. She sidled past them quickly. 
 
    “It is no' a bad thing, Lyra,” Kade called after her. No' a bad thing. 
 
    Henna's bosom! She was attracted to him! Kade grinned. Perhaps the road to breaking her down would not be as long and arduous as he had feared. A wave of giddiness washed over him. Then it ebbed. Breht and Jos'lie descended with questioning faces and his role as responsible father loomed its vanilla circumspect and innocuous head once more. 
 
    In that attitude, he also figured that Lyra would probably appreciate a small apology. He had been quite forward just now. The thing was, it was just so easy to make her blush that passing over the multitudinous opportunities she kept handing him on a platter was rather difficult to resist. But he'd better not lose the gains he had just made. 
 
    About that vow against complicated relationships? 
 
    Yeah.  
 
    # # # 
 
    The wet dish cloth slapped angrily against the table. 
 
    No, no, no, no! NO! 
 
    That Lyra was falling for him was an absolute and unequivocal impossibility. And even if she were—which she was not—he was still wrong. She would be living in sin. It didn't matter if all half million of the population of Caldreen recognized them as legally bound in this joining—SHE did not recognize it. Nor would any other Believer. It was still slavery, simple as that. 
 
    The scathing of the table with a sopping rag continued. Thankfully, J'Kor was still with his children in the office and Lyra had some time to cool down. 
 
    When Breht and Jos'lie did appear again, they headed straight outside, each going in a different direction and Lyra started water running in the sink for the dishes. The soap was added and washing commenced before J'Kor emerged. Lyra completely ignored him. 
 
    Unfortunately, it didn't phase him a bit. He leisurely wandered over and hopped up to sit on the counter right beside her. 
 
    “You know what I think?” the quirl sloth said after watching her work for a minute.  
 
    It sounded like a rhetorical question to her. Still ignoring … 
 
    “I think that I might possibly have gotten a little carried away in there.” 
 
    Lyra's scrubbing at the caked-on tart pan didn't even miss a beat. There was still no direct order to answer. 
 
    We went on, unconcerned, “And I think you have every right to be wary o' me.” 
 
    Oh, you hit that one right on the nose, buddy. Lyra scrubbed harder. Was this supposed to be some kind of apology? 
 
    “And that was no way for a host to treat his guest, especially someone who has so quickly made herself an indispensable part o' his life.” 
 
    Lyra paused. That was … decent. Inaccurate, but decent. The pan got rinsed and placed upside down on a towel-covered counter to dry. When she turned back, he was holding the next one out for her. Lyra calmly took it and went on with her washing. But when he was ready with the next item, too, she glanced up in suspicion. She was met with the sight of a self-effacing grin. 
 
    Blast, those adorable puppy dog eyes! 
 
    She only lasted another minute. Plopping the latest newly rinsed plate onto the drying towel a little loudly, said with measured civility, “My lord is generous with his praise. I only hope I can be worthy of it.” 
 
    His answer was maddeningly mild. “Well, my lady is patient with an intractable, out-o'-practice bachelor. I only hope I can be worthy o' her goodwill.” The next dirty plate was offered, but Lyra's wet hands took a firm grip of the sink edge. 
 
    “Don't you have some kind of important rancher work to do?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “So why are you—?” Then she sighed. “What do you want me to say, my lord?” 
 
    He grinned crookedly at her. “Say, I am no' a jerk.” 
 
    Lyra rolled her eyes. “You are no-ah a jeerk.” The opportunity to mimic the accent could not be passed up. She made a grab for the next plate, but he held it firmly. 
 
    “Can you say it again and actually mean it this time?” 
 
    Taking a breath, Lyra said it again. “You … are not … a jerk.” 
 
    “That was a little better. Now say, 'My lord, you are terribly rough around the edges.'” 
 
    Lyra looked at him like he was crazy, but if she ever hoped to finish these dishes …. They were both still pulling at the plate from opposite sides. “My lord, you are terribly rough around the edges.” 
 
    “'But I am willing to work with you …'” he continued. 
 
    “But I am willing to work with you.” 
 
    “'… out o' respect for your constant two-day vigil over me when I was sick.'” 
 
    Darn. 
 
    “Out of respect for your constant two-day vigil over me when I was sick,” she said with more humility. The plate finally got released. 
 
    “'And because I think you are dreamy,'” he finished. 
 
    What? Oh no, you don't! Plunging hands into the suds, Lyra whisked them up again and sloshed at least a pint of soapy water onto J'Kor's chest and lap. He gasped in surprise, hopping to the floor. 
 
    “Don't push it,” she sniggered. 
 
    The front door swung open and Jos'lie skipped into the house. “Found seeds! I found 'em!” She proudly showed her father the bag she was holding. “Ooh, Papa. You all wet!” Jos'lie giggled. “You funny!” 
 
    J'Kor began to pat his clothes down with a hand towel. “You mean I am supposed to remove my clothes before I get in the bath?” he said for his daughter's benefit, acting surprised. 
 
    “Mama Lyra, Papa forget! You forget!” The girl pointed a finger at him in a fit of delighted laughter. 
 
    Now was the opportunity to make Jos'lie and her bag of seeds an effective deterrant—or shield, whichever term one cared to use—from any immediate retaliation. Lyra went to her. “What have you got there, Sweetness? Are we going to plant these seeds?” 
 
    “Aye. Papa says we plant in the gar-den today.” Jos'lie held up the bag for Lyra to examine. 
 
    Inside were quite a few small paper packets, each neatly labeled. Most of the vegetable and herb seeds she recognized. Uh, oh. J'Kor was approaching. 
 
    “Good job, Jos', honey.” he praised, his eyes glued on Lyra. “Now go find the green toolbox in the garden shed for Papa. Waaaay in the back.” 
 
    Lyra's stomach fluttered and she knelt beside the girl. “Jos'lie, how about you stay here with me and help me finish the dishes. Then we can go find the toolbox together?” 
 
    “I help you dishes last night!” Jos'lie grinned. “I wi' go to the shed now.” 
 
    J'Kor's rich, baritone was irritatingly smug. “Good girl, Princess. Mama Lyra will be along in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay! Bye! I love you,” Jos'lie twittered, and with a sinking feeling, Lyra watched her shield blithely trot out the door. 
 
    She quickly shook it off and strode back to the sink. “Now, don't try to tell me you didn't deserve that.” 
 
    J'Kor laughed, following her over. “Who is saying I did no'?” He tossed the towel onto the counter beside her and Lyra turned to confront him, but in a flash, he wrapped his arms around her in a big, full-on hug. The wetness from his clothes began to seep into her own. 
 
    “No! Ew! Oh, that's cold!” she squealed, suddenly laughing at the ludicrousness of it all. 
 
    “Ah,” he crooned. “There is that smile again. I just had to make sure it was still there.” 
 
    Grunting, Lyra struggled to free herself. “Okay. Fine! I smiled.” Blast that masculine genetic advantage. “Now let me go! I still have dishes to wash.” 
 
    “You want to know what I am thinking now?” J'Kor did not loose his hold and his eyes were twinkling like crazy. 
 
    “'I am going to be a good boy and stop encroaching on Lyra's personal space?'” she suggested heatedly. 
 
    “You are sexy when you are angry.” And with a wink, he finally let her go. Lyra spun away, mortified as his footsteps led to the front door. “And when you are embarrassed,” he added. J'Kor sat on the bench to pull on his work boots. 
 
    Lyra felt her face go hot. She hurriedly went back to her washing. 
 
    “And especially when you blush.” 
 
    Don't look at him. Don't give him the pleasure. 
 
    After an eternity, the front door finally opened. “I think tonight is going to be really fun. Do you no' agree?” Click. He was gone. 
 
    Lyra blew out long and slow, waiting for her blood to stop boiling. What was going on with him? What was going on with her? She felt so out of control—so doubtful. It was unnerving. 
 
    The rest of the morning went by quickly. Her ensemble for working outside earned a, “Nice pants!” from Jos'lie who enthusiastically assisted Lyra in the raking and planting for a time until she became distracted with unearthing the many worms tunneling their way to the sun-warmed surface. Lyra's ensemble, however, earned a somewhat horrified gasp from Breht when he and J'Kor approached a few hours later. 
 
    “Father, is she wearing my leggings?” 
 
    “Why, aye, son, she is indeed.” 
 
    Approving eyes swept over Lyra's figure and Lyra did her best to boldly take his blatant gaze. He was trying to make her blush again. It wasn't going to work this time. 
 
    … Well, it mostly wasn't going to work this time. 
 
    J'Kor grinned. “'Na Lyra, please start on midmeal now. Breht and I will be along shortly.” 
 
    Back in the house with Jos'lie, Lyra got to hear about children from her school. Unfortunately, Jos'lie's innocent elaboration on some of her interactions with them was disheartening. 
 
    “Bekyah said Deslitte likes worms in lunch box, but she was no' happy when I did. She scream … loud. I put hands over my ears—like this!” She modeled her reaction for Lyra. “And Infred told me, go in th' boy bathroom and count boys. She say it was fun, but she did no' play wi' me. Mama Lyra, it no' very fun. I tell Infred it no' fun and she say it be fun if I played right. I went to swing and play bird-in-the-sky all by myself!” 
 
    Lyra told Jos'lie how proud she was of her for choosing to do good things and that sometimes it was better to play by yourself if your 'friends' weren't being nice. What else was there to do? Jos'lie clearly had no concept of manipulation. Certainly J'Kor must know things like this were going on, but Lyra supposed it would be extraordinarily expensive to have someone shadow her twenty-two hours a day. She could feel his anxiety for Jos'lie. Oh, how this angel needed love and acceptance! 
 
    Of course, what Jos'lie really needed was a full-time private tutor and mentor at home. Someone with the patience and heart to love her as she was— 
 
    Oh my goodness, was J'Kor planning for her to be that person? Lyra suddenly felt dizzy. The thought of taking on such a responsibility was not what terrified her. The problem was, Lyra had no intention of being here long-term. How badly would it hurt Jos'lie if such plans were put into action before Lyra could escape? She wasn't naive enough not to notice how easily she could—she already was—fitting into this home. 
 
    No. Of course she would do it. She had to get back home. The hollow ache of longing would keep chewing at her until she was reunited with her children. 
 
    By the time the men came in, Lyra was composed again and calmly took the seat J'Kor offered at the table. They discussed leaving early for Sal's so Lyra would have time to alter an appropriate party dress. J'Kor said he would help her find something before he and Breht went back to work. Meanwhile, Jos'lie jabbered on and on about getting all dressed up and begged Lyra to make her hair “bee-oot-ful” for Uncle Sal's party. Lyra vowed to do a great job for her. Small events like this were probably about as exciting as things ever got socially for this eleven-year-old. 
 
    J'Kor had been perfectly polite since returning to the house, taking care not to create any more waves, but their consultation together in the vanity closet over possible dresses turned discordant when Lyra started getting an eye-full of his proposed gown choices. Along with the elegance came a good measure of immodesty. The neckline plunged too low or the skirt was very short. Even if those things passed her inspection, then the bodice had no sleeves or the fabric was transparent. Lyra eyed them with reluctance. 
 
    “My lord, is it absolutely necessary that I wear something that shows so much skin?” 
 
    He looked surprised. “What is wrong with showing some skin, especially when you know that yours is particularly attractive?” 
 
    Lyra shrugged noncombatively. “I just don't like the idea of making myself up to be an object of lust.” 
 
    “But that is what you are, Lyra.” He laughed. “You are khari'na. At least, you are supposed to be.” 
 
    “I know.” She had to endure the easy jab. “But please, my lord. All night I will feel terribly exposed in one of those.” 
 
    “You wore that one just fine,” he said, pointing at her special gown from the auction hanging placidly amid the others. “It bared your shoulders and framed the curve o' your … breast, there … and the skirt practically slits all the way up to your ….” He suddenly seemed a bit embarrassed to be speaking so blatantly of her body. 
 
    “That was because I had to. I didn't have a choice.” Lyra remembered how frightening it had been, putting herself out there. It already felt like an eternity ago. “And I knew that I had to sell myself.” 
 
    “But as for tonight, are you no' still selling yourself—an idea o' yourself? You need to look the part just as well as act it.” J'Kor leaned toward her. “Khars are well aware o' their innate sensuality, and they are no' ashamed to express it.” 
 
    Lyra did not back down. “Well, what if I play the kind of khar that is confident enough in her womanhood she doesn't feel the need to prove it in graphic public display?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he took a step closer. “Well, what if you play the kind o' khar that appreciates her lord enough to please him?” 
 
    Wait. Were they still talking about khari'na in general? Lyra met his gaze steadily. “Well, what if I appreciate my partner enough to want to save my 'goods' for his eyes only?” 
 
    He seemed taken aback by the concept. Then J'Kor touched some fingers to her joining necklet and said softer, “Please consider, however, that for a man, there is a certain pleasure associated with showing off something that belongs to him exclusively.” 
 
    Lyra smiled. “But, if a man is really going for, say, jealousy, my lord, would it not behoove him to consider the teasing allure of leaving more to the imagination? Do you really want every other man there tonight to have me with their eyes?” 
 
    J'Kor frowned. Then with a sudden brusqueness he said, “Well, considering that is all I have been able to get for myself, I suppose you have a point. I would no' want them all on equal ground.” 
 
    “As per your generosity with me, my lord,” Lyra humbly reminded, “for which I am most grateful.” 
 
    The frown persisted and J'Kor turned back to the dresses. “Well, here you go. Is there anything here that satisfies your peculiar standard without having to resort to plopping on a dowdy shawl?” 
 
    A closer examination finally produced a long, silky sash. Lyra said, “I think I could get this to work for one of the gowns that don't have any sleeves to speak of.” 
 
    J'Kor eyed the sash doubtfully. “How about a deal?” 
 
    “Another deal?” 
 
    “Humor me.” J'Kor began another gown search. “You alter and stitch together whatever you want, but if I do no' like it, you wear … this.” Out came a short, blood red, skintight, little number that was sewn together with more fine lace than actual solid fabric. 
 
    He couldn't be serious! “All right, deal,” she agreed stubbornly. “Again.” 
 
    Now the workload had increased. Lyra finished cleaning up lunch, helped with the weekly laundry the children had brought home, and went outside one more time with Jos'lie to finish their planting. J'Kor wandered by to survey the day's efforts and seemed extremely satisfied with what he saw in the garden—and on his daughter's beaming countenance. During the congratulatory hug of Jos'lie on an “exceptional day's work,” he silently mouthed a “thank you” to Lyra in unabashed gratitude. Her returning nod was almost reverential. 
 
    He really was a good man. 
 
    Blast him. 
 
    The “extra specially beautiful” preparations for Jos'lie began with a bath. Lyra could tell last night that she was not quite getting her hair washed well enough on her own at school and she took extra care to help the girl work the shampoo all the way in before rinsing. Then Lyra took her turn in the shower. 
 
    It was a grand time in front of the mirror working on Jos'lie's hair. Lyra didn't even have to worry about getting misty-eyed with memories. Jos'lie was too present and chatty to get distracted. 
 
    The atmosphere really turned festive, however, when the men returned and Lyra presented the “Lady Jos'lie” to her father, all dressed up with most of her hair up in braids and pins except for her exceptional white tress. That, Lyra curled to hang softly down the side of her face. J'Kor whistled in appreciation. Even Breht condescended to give his sister a playful kiss on the hand before stiffening once again into his usual shell. Jos'lie giggled and danced circles around the great room with her doll, pretending she was already at Uncle Sal's. 
 
    Lyra made to head to the vanity closet, but was covertly pulled to the side by J'Kor. He brushed some fingers through her long, damp hair. “You look beautiful, too, by the way.” 
 
    Her hair was stuck wetly to her head, her cheeks were flushed from hurrying to get Jos'lie ready, and she was back in an ill-fitting, plain work frock with an obvious hole in her stocking. Her response was a caustic snort. 
 
    “I mean it,” he said, nudging her chin up with a knuckle. His eyes wandered to the barely visible bruise on her cheek and without warning, he bent his head and pressed his lips to it briefly. “I am sorry for that.” 
 
    Lyra forced her eyes steady. “My lord, you already apologized.” 
 
    “But you never actually said you forgive me.” 
 
    “Of course I do.” 
 
    In reality, Lyra did not really know if that was true. In the academic sense, yes, she forgave him. It was her duty. Only the Holy Father had the right to condemn or punish according to His wisdom. But personally? 
 
    “You still have no' said it. Please, I really would like to hear it.” 
 
    His expression was a motley mixture of hesitation, demand, and longing. Darn! He really was beaten up about it, and that meant …. 
 
    “My lord, you are forgiven.” It sounded so silly to say it with such formality, but evidently he needed to hear it that way. And now she meant it. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, grinning. 
 
    “My pleasure, my lord.” With a curtsy, Lyra maneuvered away, eager to snuff the warmth trying to build between them again. 
 
    “I hope that is true,” he said before she could close the door behind her. 
 
    In the closet, Lyra worked at pinning the sash in place on the chosen gown, hoping that Maryn's machine would work well for her. She did NOT want to lose this deal. She would have to fix her hair there, as well, because all she had time for now was getting everything together for transport.  
 
    When she emerged with loaded arms, Lyra was suddenly met with the sight of J'Kor in nothing but a towel across the way. Lord Almighty! Apparently he had just showered and come to dress. She strode speedily from the bedroom with her head ducked. 
 
    “No' a bad thing, Lyra,” she heard. 
 
    When all was ready to leave, Whinnee the churung was hitched to the farm's wagon and everyone piled in: J'Kor at the reigns, Lyra invited next to him, the kids relaxing on clean blankets in the back. J'Kor was wearing his good suit again and looking just a little too debonair for Lyra's comfort level. She kept her head down. Breht, likewise, had cleaned up quite well—except for the severely slicked hair and lack of restraint with the cologne. Apparently the boy was still rather inexperienced, but Lyra found it amusing that he was trying so hard for what would probably be a boring, grown-up party. 
 
    The drive was pleasant. A bit of a salty breeze blew inland from the distant ocean as J'Kor spoke of the scattered small homes and businesses they passed. He seemed to know everyone along the way, from the miller's large family with whom he sometimes traded veal for baked goods, to the crotchety, old hermit, Lord Stryth, who was rumored to have amassed a great fortune pirating in the eastern seas. 
 
     A grand arch of flowering vines marked the entrance to Mejhisk's property, bordered by long rows of stately, evergreen shrubs. Lyra had not been able to appreciate before the fortune of the Mejhisk family when she had been here last, mostly asleep in the darkness of the late hour. She stared in awe at the vast, verdant grounds and the impressive gardens whose meandering paths begged to be explored. His splendid country home looked even larger in the light of day. 
 
    The wagon stopped before steps leading up to a sweeping veranda where a servant stood ready to greet them. As J'Kor assisted Lyra down, he playfully placed an arm about her waist. “The show begins now, Mistress J'Kor,” he murmured. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Lyra was already prepared with her game face. “Are you? Kady-kins?” 
 
    He made a face. “That pet name is no' approved.” 
 
    “Well, how about Honeybuns?” 
 
    Now he laughed. “Uh, no.” J'Kor turned to retrieve her box of clothing and accessories from the back. 
 
    “Schmooky?” 
 
    “Definitely no. Some dignity, please?” He handed the box off to his son who was trying his best to ignore the awkwardness that was two “seasoned” adults flirting with each other. He, in turn, was ignored entirely. 
 
    “But those are my best ones! Besides,” very aware of the watchful servant, Lyra slipped her hand up and raked fingers through his sun warmed hair, “since when have pet names ever been about dignity?” 
 
    “Well, you got me there, Sugarpip.” And his eyes were smiling just as much as his lips now. 
 
    A small, soft arm reached between them, taking J'Kor by the chin to turn his head. “Papa, Papa, Papa! What 'bout me, Papa? What is … name for me?” said Jos'lie. 
 
    “Well, Princess, o' course!” he drolled as he helped her to the ground. “And occasionally, Stinker.”  
 
    “Papa, that no' nice.” She pouted in righteous indignation, but then suddenly reached up, tall on her tiptoes, and gave his nose a tweak. “Doink!” Jos'lie burst into giggles, so proud of the joke she had just played on her father. 
 
    With a playful pat to her backside, J'Kor set her on course toward the veranda and Lord Mejhisk who had just stepped outside to greet his first guests. “Unca Sal!” she screamed, breaking into a run and clutching her doll tightly to her chest. “I have new mama! I have new mama!” 
 
    When Lyra and J'Kor caught up, Mejhisk was happily conversing with both children. He looked quite dapper in the impossibly white silk suit with bright purple accents, though Lyra got the impression that he dressed similarly on a regular basis. 
 
    “Aye, o' course,” he was telling them indulgently. “Miss Jos', you know where she keeps it all and Master Breht, here is the key. Go have fun you two.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sal!”, “Thank you, Unca Sal! I love you!” they said, jogging off into the house. 
 
    “What was that about?” J'Kor inquired. 
 
    “Oh, the usual.” Mejhisk laughed in a carefree way. “Jos'lie wants to play with Maryn's scissors and needles and that was the key to the gun cabinet.” 
 
    “Sal,” J'Kor groaned, “it is a good thing you have never become a father. They would no' survive a week under your supervision, I swear!” He strode past his friend after his children. “Breht! Hold on a second! Jos', baby, wait until 'Na Maryn is ready to help you!” 
 
    A knowing grin appeared on Mejhisk's face. “It works every time,” he said, and brought Lyra's hand to his lips. “Lyra, lovely, how nice to see you again. Please tell me Kade is no' making you wear this horrid thing tonight or else I shall surely faint with horror. 
 
    “What did you mean by that, my lord?” 
 
    Taking her by the arm, he led her into his home. “I mean, this disgracefully drab contraption o' weaving and thread is—” 
 
    “No, my lord.” And Lyra couldn't help but laugh. “I was asking what you meant by, 'It works every time.'” 
 
    “Oh. Why, using his children to distract him,” he said, looking very pleased with himself. 
 
    Lyra was shown into a huge, amazingly decorated gathering room where Mejhisk had her sit on a plush sofa. Lyra made sure to keep her hair close around her face. Thankfully, he chose to sit at her non-bruised side. 
 
    “Why do you wish to distract him?” 
 
    “So I can have a private moment with his ladies, o' course.” His eyes held a rakish glow as he reclined comfortably back and crossed a leg. 
 
    A uniformed servant approached, begging pardon for the interruption, but needing his lord's approval regarding certain of the table dressing choices. Mejhisk frowned at the interruption, but conceded to answer the man patiently. Out the wide open doors, Lyra spotted several more neatly dressed servants—a few maids and perhaps a cook—walk by as they busied themselves with their various jobs. Wow! What a life. The servant finally left. 
 
    “Now, Lyra darling, where were we?” 
 
    Lyra gave him a facetious scowl. “I was just about to tell you that you are far too conniving to be trusted. You really should not tease my sweet J'Kor that way. What a terrible friend you are.” 
 
    “On the contrary, my dear, I am a wonderful friend and Kade is lucky to have me watching out for him.” 
 
    “Who is lucky?” J'Kor said, entering the room to join them. Lyra's stomach did a little flip flop at his smile paired with his fit in that suit. 
 
    “Case in point,” Mejhisk whispered quickly with a wink to Lyra before turning to his best mate. “How are the children?” 
 
    J'Kor sat in a chair across from them, eyeing his friend. “They are each being duly attended by Maryn and Mr. Feshel. It seemed they were ready and waiting for them. Brother, what have you been doing—?” 
 
    “Oh, by the way, mate, have you received a wire from Mr. Hallyntohk yet?” 
 
    “What? That snobbish rancher from Q'wersit? Why would he be calling me?” 
 
    “Oh, I happened to run into him the other day and in due course o' our conversation convinced him it was in his best interest to invest in the best breeding stock available—by the best I mean yours, o' course. He is ready to pay top dollar.” 
 
    “You must be joking. He has always been nothing but critical o' my—” 
 
    “We both know that was just simple jealousy, brother, but as a shallow man o' indulgence myself, I was able to help him consider the pleasures o' a different, more compelling vice—greed.” 
 
    In a moment, a deep chuckle was resounding from J'Kor. “You do have a way o' relating to people on certain self-serving levels. Thank you, mate. That … that means a lot to me.” He tipped his head in gratitude. 
 
    At Mejhisk's quick, sly glance, Lyra had to duck her face to hide her smile. “Now, regarding much more important matters, Kade,” he said, “I forbid you to make your vyvlett blossom here wear this deplorable excuse for raiment. You know my parties are always formal and I expect all the women to be stunning and electrifying accessories at them.” 
 
    “No' to worry, my friend. That is why we arrived so early. Lyra requires the use o' Maryn's machine to alter a gown.” 
 
    Much relieved, Mejhisk was soon conducting Lyra to his khar in a craft room where Lyra found Jos'lie happily perched on a stool, concentrating hard on a bit of embroidery. The cozy room was lined with shelves of fabric, knickknacks, and art supplies, and a large, deep table upon which was inset a sophisticated sewing machine. 'Na Maryn, who had been supervising nearby with her own work in her lap, set her thread and needle aside when they entered. Her dark and expressive eyes, framed by light, delicately smooth skin and thick, auburn hair set in long, stylish ringlets, watched Lyra in great curiosity as she dutifully went to her lord's side. 
 
    Mejhisk took his mistress by the waist and spoke affectionately in her ear. “Maryn, pet, this is 'Na Lyra. She has work to do on her gown. Please assist her in any way you can until I call for you.” 
 
    “Aye, my lord,” Maryn replied with a nod. 
 
    They were soon left to their own devices and the room would have been absolutely silent except for the soft, random, singsong mumbling of Jos'lie as she concentrated—another one of her little eccentricities. 
 
    “Er, welcome, 'Na Lyra,” Maryn finally said shyly. “I have heard much about you.” 
 
    Sensing a need to break the ice, Lyra gave Maryn her warmest smile. “Thank you, 'Na Maryn, but I fear that whatever your good lord may have told you, it was probably grossly exaggerated.” 
 
    Maryn relaxed noticeably. “You must already know my Sally well, then. The way he spoke, I was expecting the majestic queen o' knowledge and power.” 
 
    Lyra laughed. “Well, as you can plainly see, I am actually deplorably average.” 
 
    “But from what I have heard from others,” Maryn interjected hesitantly, “I was imagining you taller, and more brawny and … angrier.” She gave a nervous giggle. 
 
    Oh dear. Well, that was partly why she was here—to quell the rumors. 
 
    “… It was a stressful day for me and, unfortunately, I am afraid that many of us were not putting our best feet forward.” 
 
    Maryn nodded in understanding. “My lord said that you had been beaten before.” 
 
    “I am already beginning to forget it,” Lyra said with a smile. “I am much happier now in my new home.” 
 
    “Is that the honest truth, 'Na Lyra?” Maryn said, suddenly peering at her more earnestly. 
 
    “Uh, yes.” 
 
    “Because, you can tell me—one khar to another—if there is a problem. We all know that the first week in a new home can be … uncomfortable, even with the kindest o' men.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh, no. I am fine,” Lyra said, finally understanding. “Really. My lord is excruciatingly patient and gentle.” 
 
    The woman finally smiled. “That is believable knowing your J'Kor. My lord complains his friend is honorable to a fault.” 
 
    “That is mostly true.” The words were no lie. 
 
    Lyra showed Maryn the baby blue gown with the flowing skirt she was going to alter. The smart and suggestive party dress Maryn already wore clung voluptuously to her curves and swished about her legs softly as she moved. Even without the sash, Lyra's was going to cover a lot more than Maryn's did. Thank goodness. 
 
    They worked pleasantly together for the next hour and Lyra quickly grew to like Maryn's surprising quiet kindness and charm. Maryn showed Lyra how to use her cell-powered machine. It was, of course, much nicer than the few, old, manually operated ones the women of her settlement shared and in no time, Lyra was zipping along, making quick progress. Jos'lie, meanwhile, loved feeling like she was part of a ladies' sewing party. She alternated between asking “grown-up” questions about how her friends were coming along with their projects and sinking into more of her quiet, random singing to herself. 
 
    After a while, Lyra took a gander once more at the room's multitude of supplies, arranged in orderly fashion. “Is this room all for you, 'Na Maryn?” She cut another thread and readjusted her gown under the machine's foot. 
 
    “Aye. My lord has been generous enough to supply me with this space and a monthly allotment for material and other supplies. I learned to sew from my mother. She was a seamstress. Worked her fingers to the bone every day to support five children. When she got ill, my being sold at auction was a lifesaver for the family.” Maryn looked up with a grin. “Mostly I sew a lot o' clothes for them—keep them dressed. And it passes the time in between work sessions.” 
 
    Lyra paused. “Work sessions?” 
 
    “When my lord needs me, o' course. My job.” 
 
    “Oh.” So that was the terminology they used to describe it. 
 
    Maryn added, “I do have more time to myself these days, which is nice. For the first few years, my lord needed me several times a day, but now he is just down to twice.” 
 
    Lyra decided to change the subject. “Do you ever get to visit your family?” 
 
    “No. They live quite far away and my lord is so busy with his hunting and social schedule, he does no' have the time to take me. And even if khari'na were allowed to travel alone, Sally says he would miss me too much.” She gave a humble half smile, making Lyra frown at her work. 
 
    No doubt Mejhisk thought he was acting the part of a good lord, but like everyone else here, he was seriously lacking some obvious conscience about basic human rights. 
 
    “Mama Lyra, Mama Lyra!” Jos'lie jumped off her seat, holding her embroidery aloft. “Look this!”  
 
    A while later, the new collar and short, draping sleeves were finished. Lyra tried on the gown and got approving comments from both Maryn and Jos'lie. Then they left the sewing room to take care of Lyra's hair and makeup elsewhere. 
 
    Apparently, it was socially acceptable to arrive at parties almost an hour early. The home was fast filling with sharply dressed guests all mingling happily throughout, and in fact, Mejhisk must have anticipated this because warm-up music from the band was already carrying through the halls. 
 
    The room into which Maryn led them surprised Lyra. It was a bedroom, simply but nicely furnished with a dresser, a small vanity, a closet, and the single, small bed under a lace canopy in the corner. 
 
    “This is my private room,” Maryn offered as she sat Lyra down at the vanity. 
 
    “So, you sleep here?” 
 
    “Only when my lord has another woman over.” 
 
    Maryn stood behind Lyra and drew furrows through Lyra's wavy locks with her fingers. “You have very pretty hair. How shall we dress it up tonight?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    He should have known. 
 
    There were at least a hundred people milling about Sal's grand ballroom—with more still coming. Sal did love parties. The good thing was that the Upghim clan had so many other genial guests to filter through, Kade had hardly seen hide nor hair of them since their arrival. Consequently, he didn't have much to do, himself, but enjoy the festive atmosphere among the many people with which he was already acquainted. He didn't ever tell his mother how many more of Sal's events he attended than her own. 
 
    The particularly statuesque figure of the back of an unknown woman suddenly traversed Kade's line of sight and drew his curiosity. The mystery woman was engaged in gay conversation with his friend, Lord Polwun and his khar, who lived about ten miles closer to the city. Kade could only see her upper half through the crowd, but what he saw he liked. Very much. 
 
    The woman stood tall and elegant, her very long, nearly black hair hanging absolutely straight, glossy, and sensual all the way down her back. The curve from her ribs to waist was delightful and her creamy shoulders were framed in a whimsical, frothy fabric that gathered and billowing sexily over her skin, teasing the viewer to come in for a closer look. 
 
    Well, maybe I shall. 
 
    It wasn't like he was bound to faithfulness to Lyra, and getting out among these people again—his people—was clearing Kade's head as he had hoped. None of them would turn up a prudish, self-righteous nose at a little casual and suggestive interaction. He needed an ego boost, besides. The last several days had been hard, handling Lyra's continued rejec—reluctance. Call it reluctance. He knew she liked him, but to what extent? He also wasn't sure how long he would have to keep carefully wearing down her insufferable resolve. 
 
    Pushing patiently through the crowd of heads and shoulders toward the trio, Kade made ready to indulge in a little real flirting. The kind that wasn't necessarily hands off. 
 
    He was almost at the woman's shoulder, ready to break in with a quiet, alluring hello, when the woman laughed softly at a comment and shifted sideways. Holy Henna! Lyra! Upon seeing him, her face lit up with that smile of pleasure mixed with shyness that took Kade's breath away. 
 
    Her lips were colored a tantalizing red and her eyes were done with just the right amount of black eye liner and bold, dark shadowing to match. Now he recognized the light blue gown and sash she had brought that was somehow arranged so slyly and completely over the bodice, that it had become an integral part of the ensemble—the focal point, in fact. Her mature, seductive appearance suddenly made all the other khars in the room seem adolescent and cheap. Like they were trying too hard. 
 
    The Great Mother's bosom, maybe you are stalking her after all! He remembered his denial of it after “following” her into the bookstore and then showing up to buy her at the auction. 
 
    “My lord,” she said with a low curtsy. 
 
    He took her by the hand, noticing her nails had been redone in a deep pink polish, and gave it a warm kiss. Then Kade did a quick self-check so as not to appear too enthused in greeting the woman he owned. 
 
    “Kade!” Ehrguston Polwun greeted with a clap on his shoulder. “Sal introduced us to your new, delightful mistress here and she has just been entertaining us with the story o' her recent adventures in sheep wrestling and bathing with leeches.” 
 
    “Is that so, Ehrgust?” Kade took Lyra to him, gazing into her eyes. “And did she tell you how stubbornly that leech wanted to cling to her sweetness?” 
 
    “What I told them, my lord,” Lyra said, returning his gaze, “is that I squirmed like a baby while it had its teeth in me, until you so gallantly came to my rescue.” 
 
    Sal's amplified voice echoed through the room (with the help of the band's equipment), addressing his guests to kick off the night. Kade found this the perfect opportunity to arrange himself behind Lyra so he could whisper in her ear, “I thought I was supposed to approve the ensemble before the party.” 
 
    “Well,” she squirmed, “Lord Mejhisk came to fetch us and he said that his approval in fashion trumps yours so he made me come out and began introducing me to people. Sorry.” 
 
    Kade chuckled. “You are forgiven. Besides, you do look incredible.” He allowed himself a small kiss to her neck, enjoying her scent in his nostrils. If he wasn't going to spend the time frolicking with other women, he might as well milk this night of play acting for all it was worth. “I almost did no' recognize you.” 
 
    “Maryn helped me with my hair and makeup. I wanted to look the part better.” 
 
    With a glance down, Kade said, “And are those her shoes, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered wryly. “I am back to teetering in nosebleed heels.” Then Lyra turned her head to him. “So, have I honored our deal?” 
 
    “You have honored one o' them,” he clarified. “The other one will take the rest o' the night to finish.” And in reminder, Kade let his hands slide meaningfully up her rib cage. Her next breath was larger than necessary. 
 
    Sal was making a joke about outshining even the ladies with his choice of garb when Jos'lie  skipped over with a servant woman in tow. The servant had evidently been assigned to keep track of her. Jos'lie was positively beaming with so many pretty ladies and gentlemen at her Uncle Sal's that she nearly couldn't contain herself. 
 
    The band was finally allowed to strike up a first, official chord and Jos'lie tugged at Kade's arm, wanting him to dance with her. The song reverberating from the speakers was called, “Heat.” It was one of Sal's favorites, and a specialty of the band. But it was not for children. “Jos', baby, this one is for Mama Lyra and me,” he said. “But you sit tight right here and, I promise, the next one will be yours and mine. Okay?” 
 
    Jos'lie's smile left. She mumbled, “Okay,” and scuffed a foot forlornly against the floor. 
 
    Then Lyra added, “And I will dance the next two with you.” A quick glance to Kade asked for approval and he nodded. That would be just fine, because after that, he would take his right to monopolize his khar for the rest of the night. 
 
    So much for “playing the field.” This particular conquest was far too intriguing for him to let alone. 
 
    Lyra took in the hot, sultry rhythm while Kade led her onto the busy floor and her smile became unnaturally plastered. “I don't know this one at all,” she hissed through her teeth. 
 
    Kade grinned. “No' a problem. Only the chorus section has set moves and the tempo is slow enough I can talk you through it.” He made a circle round her and assumed the attitude of taking in what he had to work with, like a predator searching over his prey for the best place to begin. Lyra shook her head, both amused and embarrassed at the same time. “And as for the rest, Mistress J'Kor,” he said, returning to her front, “we improvise.” 
 
    Suddenly he had her, hip against hip, chest against chest, and knew her heart rate had just jumped sky high. But it only made Kade laugh. This woman felt so right in his arms, so natural, that as they danced, he forgot to not look like this was the most sensual few minutes he had yet had with her. 
 
    # # # 
 
    You're in character. You're in character. Lyra did her best to play along. 
 
    J'Kor never directed her to do anything lewd, but there was no doubt regarding the message of this music, and Lyra was excruciatingly aware of the many eyes on her; it didn't help her relax any. Sheesh! She had get a better grip on her nerves. 
 
    Hmm, how would she have danced this in private with Jon?  
 
    Suddenly everything clicked. 
 
    They twirled. They dipped. They flirted. He held her possessively, lustily, reminding all of his ownership, while she in turn regarded him with an intimacy that erased everyone else from existence. So committed did they each become to the act that by the end, Lyra was gazing into those eyes of his so deeply, she found herself about ready to bodily dive in. 
 
    Appreciative clapping erupted. The song was over, and in one startling moment, Lyra came to. 
 
    Whomping wetworms, what just happened? With forced (really forced) placidity, she maneuvered out of his grasp, imploring her heart to stop pounding, as she joined in the applause. 
 
    Jos'lie giggled in delight when her papa brought her Mama Lyra back and bowed low before his daughter, asking for a dance. Lyra intended to go blend in with the wallpaper, but she was suddenly spun about expertly then eased like an egg into the boiling pot into the waiting arms of Mejhisk. She laughed in surprise. 
 
    “Lyra, Lovely,” he schmoozed as he began to dance with her right there, “you looked a bit hesitant out there. Kade, unfortunately, is rusty as well, but luckily for you two, I happen to be a great teacher.” He gave her a twirl and they made progress toward the middle of the floor. “You shall both have to come back next week for some private lessons before I let you dance at any more o' my parties.” 
 
    “I appreciate the offer, my lord. I will ask if he is not too busy.” 
 
    “Oh, I am certain he will no' pass up the opportunity. The spell you cast over him at the auction appears to still be in effect.” 
 
    “My lord, if anything, I am the one under his spell,” she replied, playing up her part. “He has surprised me greatly with his patience and caring.” 
 
    “Oh, no' so, Lyra, darling. You are definitely the spell caster.” His determination was disturbing. That was not what she was going for. Was everyone else interpreting their relationship the same way, too? Mejhisk continued, “That is fine with me, mind you. It is good to see him happy again.” Smoothly, he danced her to an inconspicuous end of the floor. Then he suddenly went still, his eyes boring into her. “However,” he said quietly, “I know the influence o' a woman, Lyra. I like you, but I must say this once: Do no' take advantage o' my friend.” 
 
    Lyra was absolutely floored. “My lord, I seriously doubt your concern is valid. I have no such designs. And-and even if I did, my J'Kor would be too keen to not see right through me.” 
 
    The returning grin was of a melancholy sort. “Ah, but love is blind, Mistress J'Kor—a harmless fact when it has hit both people. But when only one o' the two suffers from its affliction …” 
 
    She looked him up and down. “Well, if what you are implying is true, I would consider myself the luckiest woman on Geniven. I would cherish his sentiment and guard it to my dying breath. But, my lord, you are greatly mistaken,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “He harbors no such worthy feelings toward me. He is a man. I am his khar. He's just … playing around.” 
 
    “Lyra, I have known Kade a long, long time.” Mejhisk brought her to dance position again and swirled her back toward the crowded floor, smiling at all his friends. “Do no' hurt him, my dear.” 
 
    Then just like that, he was back to his old self. Within a handful of seconds Mejhisk was covertly detailing for Lyra his personal summations of certain guests: “Lord and Lady Mawckwet—blessed with seven adorable children because she keeps forgetting to take her birth control.”; “Lord Tensgy and 'partner'—fancies himself an expert on everything, but the only thing he is really good at is sticking his foot in his mouth.” ; “The Lady Haht and daughter, Miss Brucy Haht. They pretend to be richer than they are so Miss Brucy can reel herself in a 'better' husband.”; and so on. Once Lyra got her mind to stop reeling over Mejhisk's crazy judgments, she was able to laugh and relax again. 
 
    His return of her to J'Kor was done with typical flourish, though his eyes penetrated into hers a moment longer before he turned and left to attend to other guests. Thankfully, Lyra had obligations with Jos'lie and didn't have to go right back to J'Kor. She didn't want to worry over spotting any tells in his countenance that Mejhisk was certain was there. 
 
    None of it was true, anyway. J'Kor's acting must just be coming off too strong. 
 
    The next number was an upbeat, jazzy tune perfect for Lyra and Jos'lie to bop around together in the crowd of singles. They laughed and laughed as they tried to mimic the moves they were seeing others perform. Perhaps it was out of respect for the host and his best friend's family, perhaps the sensation of her auction price and all the events surrounding that night had worn off, but Lyra noticed with gratitude that she was being left alone tonight. 
 
    In between songs, her eyes swept the room for J'Kor. Some guests were still keeping close tabs on her behavior and now would be a good time for a big, content khari'na smile. J'Kor would also like to see his daughter having such a wonderful time. 
 
    Lyra got part way around when her gaze fell upon something familiar. It was bright and red and ran diagonally across a broad, proud chest. She gasped and, ducking, reached for Jos'lie's hand to avoid the gaze of the junior Lord D'Pendul calmly surveying Salkin Mejhisks' ballroom. 
 
    D'Pendul was not alone. A gorgeous woman in black and red—to match his colors—hung smugly on his arm while his public face smiled and nodded cordially to everyone who greeted them. The music began again and Jos'lie shook herself out of Lyra's grip so she could continue dancing. 
 
    Maybe that was the best thing to do—stay right in the middle of the floor surrounded by a ton of people. Taking her shoes off would be good too. It would remove several inches from her height. Feigning enthusiasm, Lyra began again, watching D'Pendul work his way slowly about the perimeter, a perfectly composed figure of poise and upper-class bearing. 
 
    When the song ended, Lyra had no choice but to follow the guests dispersing from the floor. There was no sign of J'Kor , so with shoes in hand, she led Jos'lie to an unoccupied bench against the wall and got her engaged in a game of spotting the prettiest gown in the room. The next tune started and Lyra finally spotted him, but her relief was stilted when she realized he was leading a woman onto the dance floor—or rather, the woman was leading him. It was the same one in red and black who had come with D'Pendul! 
 
    “Good evening. Would you care to dance?” 
 
    Lyra turned mortified eyes on Lord D'Pendul who offered a solemn bow. Somehow he had snuck up on them! 
 
    “Miss J'Kor,” he smoothly clarified, extending a hand to Jos'lie. 
 
    Shocked and delighted, Jos'lie jumped to her feet before the obviously fine gentleman who was taking an interest in her. Her toothy grin was accompanied by a clumsy curtsy. Lyra jumped up, too, though her motivation was fueled by an entirely different emotion and a protective hand flew to Jos'lie's shoulder, holding her back from taking his offer. She didn't trust for a second that this man was simply being nice. 
 
    “My Lord D'Pendul, how surprising to see you again so soon. Are you a friend of the host?” 
 
    His hand dropped in concession to a self-effacing grin. “Actually, I am crashing. I happened to be visiting some friends today who begged me to come along. They said no one puts together a social event like Salkin Mejhisk and,” he looked around appreciatively, “I think he has just created another believer.” His diction was too perfect, the last word spoken with too much care. It sent a shiver through Lyra. 
 
    “No doubt, you are a coveted guest at any party, my lord. I am sure Lord Mejhisk would be happy to personally welcome you if he knew you were here.” 
 
    “My name Jos'lie!” Jos'lie butted in. “What is yours? Ow! Mama Lyra, you hurt me.” 
 
    Lyra murmured a quick apology. She hadn't realized how hard she was squeezing Jos'lie's shoulder. 
 
    The politician bowed again to the eleven-year-old. “My name is Devor, Miss Jos'lie. Shall we have that dance?” 
 
    Not so fast, mister. Lyra stepped between them. “My lord, I don't think you understand that the young Miss J'Kor here is—” 
 
    “Special, I know. Eleven are you, Miss Jos'lie?” He bent to the side so he could see her again. “My, my! That quite makes you the lady o' the house.” Once again, he was too well informed. 
 
    Jos'lie danced around Lyra, curled hair bouncing. “My Papa, says I … big girl now!” She thrust her small, soft hand into D'Pendul's much larger one. 
 
    “But my lord,” Lyra protested. Where was that darn servant woman who was supposed to be looking out for her? “Jos'lie doesn't know how to—” 
 
    “We will be just fine, Mistress J'Kor,” he said. “I will take good care o' her.” That reassurance didn't sit well, and Lyra watched with trepidation, the mature man lead her innocent charge onto the floor. 
 
    He started her off with a modified dance step which Jos'lie soon got the hang of, and stuck with it. Jos'lie looked like she had died and gone to heaven. She broke rhythm after a minute just to wave ecstatically at her Mama Lyra and make sure she was still watching. Lyra waved back while D'Pendul waited patiently for Jos'lie to be ready to begin again, a small smile pressed upon his princely features 
 
    They began talking and Lyra's anxiety increased. Was he some kind of child predator? Was he trying to descry information about her? Or was this some political goodwill move to be seen giving attention to an intellectually impaired child? Lyra had lost J'Kor again. Certainly he would be interested to know with whom his daughter was dancing, but she reluctantly decided against walking around to find him. She had to keep a low profile tonight. Absolutely no scenes. 
 
    As the last chords finally rang through the room in a grand finish, Lyra started to wonder if, perhaps, she had let her imagination get a little carried away. D'Pendul had seemed perfectly polite and willing to help Jos'lie enjoy herself. Of course, everyone who had noticed the unlikely pair acted as if it were the sweetest thing they had ever seen. If this was a political move, D'Pendul just collected a few hundred votes off Jos'lie. 
 
    “Mama Lyra, Devor has papa, too. Just like me!” Jos'lie exclaimed, pulling her new friend by the hand back to Lyra “Visit! We can visit, Devor say, the gov'-ment palace.” 
 
    Merciful Saints! Please no! 
 
    “How exciting, Sweetness! What a generous offer that is.” Lyra glanced uneasily up at him. “However, I am sure Lord D'Pendul is a very busy man, and it will probably be a while before he has time to let us visit.” Please agree with me you sneaky pol'. 
 
    “Well, they actually have organized tours now,” he offered. “You may come anytime.” Lyra was almost ready to give him a grateful smile, when he bowed to Jos'lie once more then turned to her. “And now that I have fulfilled my obligation to dance, first, with the 'lady' o' the J'Kor family, I can request a turn with its mistress.”  
 
    She involuntarily gulped before she could compose herself. “Are you certain you do not need to get back to your friends? They must be missing you by now.” 
 
    “I am rather enjoying making new ones at the moment,” he replied, taking her hand. “Is this no' what we party crashers do?” 
 
    His bit of humor would have been more appreciated if Lyra's skin were not crawling at his touch. However, she smiled graciously up at him like a good khar should when asked to dance by such a distinguished gentleman, and allowed herself to be led forward. Jos'lie's servant finally reappeared, finding her assignment again. Fire that woman. 
 
    With perfect posture, he began to direct Lyra in the new, lilting number while she fretted over what she would say should he continue his previous prying. 
 
    “Now, where were we per our last conversation at the restaurant?” he said. “I believe we were speaking o' your hometown.” 
 
    Curses! 
 
    All the tiny settlements she remembered paraded through her head and Lyra took a chance on the remotest one. “Parqool, my lord. I grew up near Parqool. Though we didn't go into town much.” 
 
    “Ah, Parqool, o' course! Known for their honey,” he said in a leading voice. 
 
    Crap. He had just trapped her. Lyra had no idea if that was true. She suddenly made herself falter in her step, looking dizzy. D'Pendul immediately offered support. 
 
    “So sorry, my lord. Oh, how embarrassing,” she said, a hand going over her stomach. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I'm afraid you will have to excuse me. I think I suddenly feel nauseous.” She started to turn. “You know, monthly female … stuff.'' 
 
    In an instant, his steadying hand was at her elbow and he began to lead her off the floor. “Then I will accompany you somewhere quiet where you can rest.” 
 
    “Please, my lord, if I can just find my J'Kor, I will let him bear the burden for my well-being.” 
 
    “But I insist, Mistress.” D'Pendul smiled down at her. “You have fallen ill under my hand and social decorum demands I take responsibility for you until I can feel at peace with your recovery.” 
 
    Who made that stupid rule? It was possible he was just making that one up, but regardless, Lyra suddenly became painfully aware that she was being escorted from the safety of a crowded room. This was not good. She wanted to run away, but she couldn't risk a scene. Not now. This man had even more power than that scum Malig'ahnt to dictate her fate. Helpless, Lyra looked behind her at the merriness of the party, quickly fading from sight.  
 
    “You are very honorable, my lord.” Now she really was feeling sick. What if she found a bathroom in which to hide? Lyra moaned, “My lord, I think I am going to be really sick.” 
 
    “Then let us haste to find you a wash basin o' some sort.” The reply came without a hitch and Lyra couldn't tell if he knew she was lying or if he just naturally never broke a sweat. 
 
    Just ahead was an obvious lavatory, but it was obvious for the line of people waiting outside. Drat. Beyond that, however, Lyra spied a servant emerging from a cubby hall, drying her hands on her apron as she went. Spurring herself forward, Lyra broke from D'Pendul's grasp and dove through the door, shutting it behind her before he could say anything. 
 
    The small room of shelves lined with cleaning and maintenance supplies and a basin sink just left of the door told Lyra she had just holed herself up in a janitorial closet. Shoot! Well, he didn't know that. She hoped. Lyra made scuffling sounds and turned on the faucet, letting it run. After that, all she could think to do was stand dumbly in the middle of the room. Someone knocked softly. 
 
    “Mistress J'Kor? Will you allow me to come in and check on you?” said D'Pendul. 
 
    “No! No, my lord,” she said, making a good retching sound followed by some sputtering coughs. “You don't want to come in here. I'll be fine in just a minu—” (A purposeful choke.) “Really. You don't need to wait for me. I appreciate your chivalry, but I can take care of myself from here. (cough, hack) Surely you are being missed.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I think I should remain here until you feel fit to emerge.” 
 
    Lyra gripped at her hair, resisting the urge to pull. “Well, if you really wish to be useful, my lord, you could go fetch my J'Kor for me. That would make me feel much better.” 
 
    A moment of silence passed. Then through the door, “Have you really become so fond o' your new lord so quickly? He must be a very good man to have ingratiated himself with you so thoroughly in this short span o' time.” 
 
    Where did that come from? 
 
    “… It has not taken long for me to realize how lucky I am to be called his, my lord. I could not be more content.” 
 
    Another brief silence. 
 
    “Does he know?” 
 
    Lyra's blood turned to ice. “Know what, my lord?”  
 
    “Where you really came from.” 
 
    The ice shattered. Piercing, frozen shards slashed through every cell of her body. “I don't know what you mean.” She forgot to keep sounding sick. 
 
    “Your reserve company was ambushed by the Fifth Platoon about thirty miles due west o' Flantilly. You were captured, implanted, and then bribed into the custody o' the khari'na caravan. You were no' supposed to walk on that auction stage.” 
 
    Lyra dropped to her knees. Father in Heaven! 
 
    A short, humored laugh followed. “I know you are no' really sick, Mistress.” 
 
    Open the door. 
 
    Why not? He had her right where he wanted her, anyway. 
 
    Slowly, she got up and opened the door to D'Pendul standing straight and formal, his hands clasped behind his back, waiting, as if he were expecting her to open it at exactly that moment. His mouth cracked into a sly smile. “I think you are a Believer.” 
 
    Lyra would not deny it directly. She lifted her chin. “I am the khari'na of Lord Kadent J'Kor. Bought and paid for. His home is now my home. His bed … my bed, and I have no further comment on the subject. Now sir, will you let me pass?” 
 
    Quietly, D'Pendul stepped to her and reached to the side where the running water finally got turned off. “Aye,” he said, regarding her from head to toe. “You seem to have taken quite well to the khar lifestyle.” His hand rose and brushed some of her hair away from her cheek—the one with the fading bruise. “So he does know.” 
 
    Reddening, Lyra yanked her face away. “Will you let me pass, sir?” 
 
    He didn't move. “I wonder,” he murmured, “has the Believer so easily denounced her religion and embraced her new life?” 
 
    A fire sparked in Lyra's eyes and she raised them to the mocking man before her. The irony that she was at the party tonight trying to make everyone believe she was embracing the life did not concern her. He had just knowingly challenged her character, though she struggled how to answer. To verbally acknowledge anything was death. 
 
    Through clenched teeth, Lyra heard herself mutter, “My lord assumes a great deal. But, as I am at the mercy of his conclusions—which he seems to have already made about me—I only ask again: May I pass?” 
 
    His expression remained serene, unperturbed. Lyra endured eternities with every passing second until, finally, D'Pendul shifted. It was ever so slight, but created just enough space for her to edge past. In a flash Lyra was striding down the corridor. 
 
    Suddenly her way was barred by two large gentlemen! How they had materialized so inexplicably she did not know, but Lyra came to an abrupt halt, breaking into a sweat. 
 
    “No, let her go.” 
 
    The placid directive came from D'Pendul at the cubby hall and it was obeyed, the men parting in unison. With a cautious glance at each, Lyra continued on her way. 
 
    “Lyra!” said J'Kor, suddenly appearing and rushing to her. “I have been searching for you. Someone said you left the room looking sick.” 
 
    Stay calm. Stay calm! But when Lyra felt his protective arm about her shoulders, her breath caught in a sob, and when she looked back, the men were already gone. 
 
    J'Kor hastened her down the hall, around a corner, and propelled her through a door. “What. Happened,” he said, his eyes alight with foreboding. 
 
    They were in a small study, dim in the fading light of dusk, and Lyra stared blankly at the matching seating arrangement and petite end table upon which was spread a delicate, lace doily. “He knows,” she said. 
 
    “Knows what?” 
 
    Lyra turned to him. “He knows. D'Pendul. He knows everything.” She already felt as if something thick and cold were strangling her neck. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure.” Lyra sat heavily on the nearest seat and a moan rose from her throat. “He knows. Oh, God in Heaven, he knows! I am so sorry. I tried to deny it, but he already knew before he even started asking questions. I think he was just … toying with me. I guess he wanted to see my reaction.” 
 
    “And how did it end?” J'Kor said, taking the chair opposite. 
 
    “I asked if he was going to let me leave. And he did. He just stood there, staring at me like a creep, and I walked away. My lord, I have no idea what he is thinking. I have no idea what he is planning to do next!” 
 
    J'Kor was suddenly crouched beside her, a hand on her knee. “Lyra, I need you to calm down. Take a deep breath.” 
 
    Lyra tried, but then the full enormity of the situation came crashing down in one devastating moment. “Oh, my lord! Oh no! I'm so sorry. D'Pendul also knows about you! He knows that you know about me. He knows you are helping me. You and the children might be in trouble, too!” 
 
    The Tohmu'vah was probably still safe. It was too important for God to let it fall into the wrong hands. And if, after all she could do in faith, Lyra was not able to fulfill her stewardship, she knew that somehow, God would prepare another way for its safe return to her people. But as for the J'Kor family … Tears welled up in her eyes. This family could end up toast in the wake of the situation. They may be Caldreen'ns, but they didn't deserve that. 
 
    “Shhhh,” he soothed, rubbing at her leg. Then she heard him break into a chuckle. “Lyra, you are such a character. You are more worried about me getting a reprimand than your own life.” 
 
    She wiped at a tear and sniffed. “We both know your punishment could be much more than a simple reprimand, my lord. You should turn me in while you still have the chance to look loyal.” 
 
    “I am no' going to do anything until I know better what needs to be done,” J'Kor said, his tone taking on an edge. “If he wanted to have you arrested, he would no' have let you walk away. Maybe you convinced him that you are reformed. You have been doing a great job convincing everyone else tonight.” 
 
    Lyra didn't tell him Mejhisk already had suspicions. He was right, anyway. There really wasn't anything to be done about D'Pendul until they understood better his intentions. But just sitting around, waiting for something awful to happen? How maddening! 
 
    J'Kor stood. “Come here, Sugarpip.” 
 
    He quietly pulled her up with him and took her in a warm embrace. “In case you have no' noticed,” he murmured into her ear. “I am no' ready to share you yet.” 
 
    An involuntary rush of pleasure coursed through Lyra there in the circle of his arms, in the semi darkness, the heat from his body warming hers, and for the first time, she truly entertained the thought of offering herself to him. Just grip his shirt a little tighter. Raise her lips to his. Press herself against him in the way she knew how and let natural physiology take over. It would be so easy. It would cement his continued protection. He would maybe even help her. 
 
    Lyra's breath was already coming faster, a tingle beginning to spread at the daring thought. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    No. 
 
    The tingle subsided. 
 
    She wouldn't do it. She couldn't. It would be totally destructive. She would be using her body for personal gains, and then she really would be a prostitute. A prostitute to a faithless, slave-owning Caldreen'n. A khari'na. 
 
    She had better redirect the mood. And fast. Pulling away a little and jutting her bottom lip in a pout, she said, “And yet, I see that I am sharing you tonight. You seemed quite busy on the dance floor for a while.” 
 
    He grinned, allowing the change. “Oh, are we jealous?” Lyra shrugged noncommittally to which J'Kor nodded. “I can handle 'jealous.' 'Jealous' is a good start.” He opened the door for them to head back to the festivities. “I do no' think we can let what D'Pendul may or may no' do in the future consume us now. We should just stick with the game plan and finish out this party. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    J'Kor kept a tight hold on her for the rest of the pre-meal dancing. Even when someone tried to cut in once, he pretended not to notice and swept her away elsewhere. D'Pendul, meanwhile, conversed with guests, took many women onto the dance floor, and otherwise did a masterful job of ignoring Lyra and pretending nothing happened. Interestingly, his chosen dance partners reflected quite the menagerie of females: young, old, large, bony. He knew every step and every woman fawned after him, and it irked Lyra to no end—this racking up of public opinion points. Well, at least he was ignoring her. 
 
    At the announcement of the last number, Lyra finally noticed Breht in attendance. He was standing quite uncomfortably with Maryn, his invitation to her to dance, so awkward it almost wasn't funny, but Maryn smiled and accepted politely. 
 
    At his expression of profound relief and anticipation, Lyra sucked in a breath of sudden comprehension. She thumped J'Kor on the chest. “Look,” she said. “Look at Breht.” 
 
    He looked, but didn't seem too impressed. “Breht has danced with Maryn before.”  
 
    “No,” Lyra insisted. “Look at the way he looks at her, the way he moves.” A grin tugged at her lips. “He has a crush on Maryn.” 
 
    “That is no' possible. He is too young.” 
 
    Lyra snorted. “He's not that young, my lord. What was your interest level in girls when you were fifteen?” 
 
    With alarm, J'Kor made a closer study of his son. The glowing smile. The overdone posture. The hands holding the buxom beauty with just a touch too much enthusiasm. The father's clear discomfiture made Lyra laugh. 
 
    “He's growing up faster than you are prepared, isn't he?” 
 
    J'Kor took up the next dance with her and shook his head in self-reproof. “I knew his sudden desire to give up the plans with his friends was fishy. I have been dreading this day.” 
 
    “Why, my lord, you suddenly look a little flushed. Maybe you need to sit down and relieve your poor, aging bones.” 
 
    “Ho there, little woman,” he said, spinning her once then bringing her back to him, “I forbid old age jokes.” 
 
    “Then that leaves me with either crotchety father or more clumsy sloth cracks. Take your pick.” 
 
    “I choose …” J'Kor thought a moment, “dashing lover.” And his eyes sparked waggishly, making Lyra want to cringe. 
 
    “My lord, I—” 
 
    “Or how about just good friend?” he said, saving her. 
 
    Phew! That, she could handle. “Crotchety father would be more fun, though.” 
 
    “Shush,” he chuckled, holding her close, “you are breaking character.” 
 
    The last half of the number they spent laughing at Mejhisk partnered with Jos'lie whom he had standing on his toes, making cracks to each other about adolescence and coming-of-age, and glancing warily in D'Pendul's direction. When everyone was herded outside so the ballroom could be transformed into a grand dining room, J'Kor took Lyra along one of his favorite, winding garden paths. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Lyra jumped, clutching at J'Kor's arm. Someone was coming for her tonight! But J'Kor just laughed and indicated that she look up. Oh. 
 
    “Is that firesparks?” In awe, Lyra watched the twinkling, colored lights slowly faded into the night sky. “I've heard of them, but never seen them.” 
 
    Another set was launched and they settled themselves onto the grassy path to watch. 
 
    “Well, I have to say this for the man,” J'Kor told her. “Sal never does anything small.” 
 
    “O' course no',” Mejhisk scoffed, coming upon them with Maryn. “I have always said if you canno' go big, it is no' worth doing.” 
 
    “When have you ever said that?” 
 
    “It is implied—every day o' my life.” 
 
    “Well, this is a great party, mate—as usual—though you lied to me about needing my help. You have so many people here, the Upghim's have effectively been swallowed up whole.” 
 
    “I always like to include a contingency plan or two. You were Plan B. Besides, I did no' personally invite this many people. Even more crashers than last time,” Mejhisk surmised as he gazed mildly upon all the bodies scattered through his grounds. 
 
    J'Kor laughed, “You get any more people here and your events will be declared national holidays.” 
 
    “They might as well. This is almost a holiday, anyway, what with the 'Exalted One's' son showing up out o' the blue. What is his name? Deven? Devil?” 
 
    “Devor,” Lyra corrected softly. It was a name she wished she could forget. 
 
    “Ah, aye! Well, I wonder, with him as a guest, do you think I could declare all my expenses tax free?” 
 
    “You should be wondering if you have enough food for everyone,” J'Kor chided. 
 
    Mejhisk remained entirely unruffled. “I said I did no' invite this many, but that does no' mean I have no' prepared for such a number. Lyra, my pretty, how are you enjoying yourself?” 
 
    The light show lasted for several minutes before the guests were ushered back to Mejhisk's ballroom that had been magically transformed. Long, white and purple covered tables (matching the host) sat in rows, each with silk runners and tall, nature-inspired centerpieces. Gleaming white and gold china sets at every seat were topped with linen napkins artfully folded to resemble the graceful, crook-neck trumpeter fowl of the lowland lakes. And each chair back was swathed in a satin bow. It must have taken a small army of servants and considerable coordination to pull off this dining setup so quickly. 
 
    When Jos'lie skipped to her papa with her servant shadow, begging for Mama Lyra to sit with her at the children's table, he complied. Lyra was grateful. That would be the less conspicuous location for her to remain for the next hour. Her energy was waning and J'Kor had noted her lackluster. It was only yesterday morning that she had woken from a two-day coma, after all. 
 
    This left an open spot next to J'Kor that Breht plead to let him fill. He loathed to endure another party consigned to eating with the “kiddies.” J'Kor cupped a fatherly hand on his son's shoulder and agreed that perhaps it was time to let him transition. 
 
    The children's table was situated near the band and Lyra was soon greeted by the members who were on break until after dinner was served. She remembered Frett and Gell from her visit to Burhnee's on the night of the auction. Now she was introduced her to the other half of their troupe—Riff and Dunk. 
 
    Several other children sat with Lyra and Jos'lie—the younger segment of Upghim's family-in-law. They poked each other with forks and argued over whose father made the most money, who was the fastest runner, or who was smartest. Jos'lie was eyed with unease when she tried to introduce herself and they heard her manner of speech. But seeing that she was being watched over by two adults, they offered short, uncomfortable hellos and went back to their clamorous jabbering. Lyra began to feel a measure of sympathy for Upghim if this was, indeed, any reflection on the rest of the family into which he had married. 
 
    While the first course was being served, Lyra and Jos'lie chose to engage in much more enjoyable conversation with the band. The guys were happy to chat. They had nothing better to do at the moment and they showed Jos'lie their instruments and let Lyra see how their cell-powered amplifiers were wired. It led to banter back and forth about favorite old melodies and tunes and Lyra felt vigor returning once more. The subject of music had always had an effect on her. It seemed the joy of it was slowly returning. 
 
    Dunk had just finished his reminiscence of a drinking song he'd once used to (unsuccessfully) serenade a brewer's daughter when, out of the blue, Jos'lie requested the pop tart song from that morning. “Pleeeeease, Mama Lyra. The song! Sing me!” 
 
    With hesitation, Lyra decided she could indulge her—and the interested band members. Very softly though, so as not to bring attention. 
 
      
 
    I can be, 
 
    Be so good and sweet and 
 
    I could be, 
 
    Be the perfect treat but … 
 
      
 
    At the second verse, Dunk started tapping out a rhythm on his sticks and Frett strummed softly along, following her chord sequences. By the chorus, however, Lyra was petering out, having turned rather self-conscious. 
 
    “Naw, keep going, sister. This is good stuff,” Gell encouraged. “What happens next?” 
 
    They were all watching her expectantly. 
 
    “Well, the pattern changes up at the bridge …” 
 
    Quietly, they began to work through the subsequent instrumental solo Jon always had a good time doing and the D section before the key change. Upon finishing, Riff made a comment about never looking at a pop tart the same way again and they all erupted into laughter. A soft, appreciative clap followed. 
 
    “Lyra, darling, you never told me what a fine voice you had. I shall have to hear it again,” crooned Mejhisk. 
 
    Not happy to realize she'd had an audience, Lyra mumbled, “Uh, thank you, my lord,” and turned back quickly to her food as if she were suddenly quite hungry again. Her empty plate stared up at her in mockery. 
 
    Mejhisk's smile was broad as he turned to the band. “Boys, we are ready for your next set. You have the lineup?” 
 
    “Sure thing, MJ.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was nice, having this time with Breht. Aware of the privilege he had been granted, and with Maryn only a few seats down, the boy was on his best behavior, and Kade finally coaxed a real conversation out of his son—the first in a long time. He learned how Breht felt about some of his classes at school, what his teachers were encouraging him to explore in next year's curriculum, and his thoughts on team strategy in disc. A different training method, he thought, might prove to be useful to the team's overall performance and he had been discussing options with his coaches to see about putting them into practice. 
 
    Sal was readying the band for their next set and Kade's next glance at Lyra found her staring rather intently at her empty plate. Jos'lie, at her side, accidentally knocked over her cup again, which brought on snickers from other children at the table. This snapped Lyra to attention and she helped to clean it up. 
 
    “Good evening, my friends, acquaintances, and accompanying party crashers. How are you enjoying my hospitality?” Sal's jocular, amplified voice rang through the room. 
 
    A roar of approving shouts and appreciative fist banging on the tables rose up. 
 
    “Aye!” Sal exclaimed. He always enjoyed the limelight, especially when drunk—which he was by now. “I do believe that I see more unfamiliar faces than familiar ones tonight, but that is easily remedied. At the conclusion o' the evening, I will be offering personal and individual farewells,” Sal's smile widened, “beginning with all ladies between the ages o' eighteen and thirty. Please start a line outside my personal study and I will be happy to introduce myself to you.” Uproarious laughter erupted intermingled with catcalls and a shrill squeal or two from some aghast females. This was, of course, exactly what Sal was going for. “All ladies between eighteen and thirty, aye, right down that hall on the left!” 
 
    Kade chuckled with a measure of contentment. The rest of the night was going smoothly and all the faces around him seemed happy and smiling, though Maryn appeared somewhat flushed. She probably had too much to drink, too. 
 
    The noise eventually died down enough for Sal to continue. “But before I let Frett and the gang continue, I have a special request to make from a new, favorite friend.”  
 
    Something icy cold sloshed over Kade's shirt front and the guest at his left jumped up, apologizing profusely in slurred language, for his clumsiness in dropping his drink. Blast. This was the second time today he had gotten wet! Kade took the apology with good graces, however, and endured a few seconds of bungling fingers trying to pat him dry with a napkin before he politely got up and left for the servants' kitchen entrance and nearest sink. 
 
    Kade nodded to the servants as he entered—most he knew by name—and started running some water. He'd already removed both his swash tunic and his shirt when Lyra's voice through the microphone registered in his ears. What? 
 
    She sounded very reluctant, but evidently Sal was egging her on to do or say something. With a curse, Kade shoved an arm back into his wet shirt and nearly jogged back into the ballroom where he saw her standing before everyone, looking like she'd almost rather die, as Sal merrily ran the show, an arm at her waist, the microphone in the other. 
 
    “Ah, do no' be shy, my dear. I know you have no' been at home,” he joked with a wink to more raucous laughter from guests. 
 
    Kade couldn't get his shirt back on and buttoned fast enough. Whatever Sal was wanting from her, it could not be good. Bringing more attention to herself was so dangerous right now. Bloody whor', he missed another button! 
 
    A chant rose up. “Ly-ra! Ly-ra! Ly-ra!—” 
 
    Her look at Sal was imploring, but, caught up in the moment, he just shoved the mic into her hand. “The Mistress J'Kor, ladies and gentlemen!” he shouted. The chant died down. 
 
    “Umm,” Lyra said hesitantly into the mic, “this is just a little children's song that a friend and I made up several years ago. For fun. It's about a pastry. …” 
 
    She was going to sing? For EVERYONE! Working his last troublesome buttons, Kade made a beeline for her. He had to stop this before it started. But as he came up the side, Sal intervened with a big, sloppy smile. “Kade what did you do to your shirt? Are people getting rowdy back there already? That usually does no' begin until dessert.” 
 
    “Never mind that. Sal, do no' make Lyra do this. Stop her.” 
 
    “For whatever reason why, brother? Have you heard her sing?” 
 
    “Aye, Sal, but that is no' the point … well, it is the point but—people should no' listen—I mean, I do no' want—” Bless the Mother! Kade didn't know what to say. What good excuse did he have other than the one he wouldn't tell? 
 
    “You never could keep your liquor down as well as me, my friend,” Sal snickered. “You should go sit down before you stumble over something more than just your words.” 
 
    “I am no' drunk.” 
 
    A soft, captivating drum beat started with a few introductory chords and Lyra began her song. 
 
      
 
    I can be, 
 
    Be so good and sweet and 
 
    I could be, 
 
    Be the perfect treat, but 
 
    I am more, 
 
    More than you reckoned. 
 
    'Cuz I could blow at any given second. 
 
      
 
    Blow-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    You never know-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    Just when I'll go-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    Out of con-- 
 
    trol. 
 
     
 
    Pop. 
 
    Pop. 
 
    Pop. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. Well, nothing unusual was happening. For that, Kade breathed a sigh of relief. Nim must have been wrong, after all. However, his concern was not totally alleviated. It seemed Lyra could sing beautifully, even when nervous, and he could almost feel the interest level in her growing—especially from D'Pendul at his table. Most everyone appeared merely captivated by the impromptu number, but Devor D'Pendul watched the woman with a distinctly marked calculation, the kind that created plans and schemes. Devor suddenly looked over, meeting Kade's eyes, and a small, knowing grin materialized on his filthy rich, over-privileged face. 
 
    Kade tried to stare him down, but as the song progressed he presently became aware of a new problem. Something about Lyra's music was putting him on edge. It didn't sound like it was just about food. The way Frett and the boys drove the beat, taking liberties with chord modulations on their amplified strings, and the way Lyra followed along, made the whole thing sound … decidedly more mature. 
 
      
 
    Better re-, 
 
    Re-spect the recipe, 
 
    Handle me, 
 
    Me, oh, so carefully and 
 
    If I end, 
 
    End up getting spurned. 
 
    Boy, it's you who's gonna get burned. 
 
      
 
    Blow-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    You never know-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    Just when I'll go-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    Out of con— 
 
      
 
    The intensity got kicked up a notch at the key change when Frett launched into an instrumental solo which he milked for all he was worth. 
 
      
 
    Pop, pop. 
 
    And it won't 
 
    Stop, Stop. 
 
    Until you 
 
    Drop this act of superiority and 
 
    make the things I need top priority 
 
    You don't want me to start chain reacting 
 
    The price you pay might be too exacting. 
 
      
 
    Now Kade was less concerned about others hearing her voice and more about her message conveying some seriously disturbing political undertones. A survey of the crowd suggested most of the guests were merely getting a charge out of the unexpectedly powerful music. They shouted with enthusiasm and clapped along. But some people, especially those with governmental connections, sat quietly with a much different emotion playing about their features. Alarm. 
 
      
 
    Blow-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    You never know-oh-oh-oh-oh 
 
    When we will go-oh-oh-oh 
 
    Out of con-------------------trol! 
 
    Out of control! 
 
    This tart will— 
 
      
 
    Don't make me blow. 
 
      
 
    The coy, understated finish was nearly drowned out by boisterous applause. Kade didn't waste any time taking Lyra by the arm, handing her microphone off to Frett, and leading her away. 
 
    “Well done, Lyra!” Sal quickly had the mic again, but comically pretended it was quite hot to the touch. “What a sizzling little number! You are a lucky man, Kade.” Kade barely offered a forced smile as he hurried Lyra through the main door to which Sal responded with the same energetic humor, “Well, okay, she is all yours, brother, if you can handle the heat. So, you know where the nearest guest room is. I will no' wait up for you—” 
 
    Blissfully, the door closed and Sal's voice got cut off. 
 
    Lyra was having trouble keeping up with Kade's long strides as he hustled her to the library, but he didn't let up. He yanked her inside and thrust her back against the wall with a bit more force than he intended. “What was that all about? That is no' what I call keeping a low profile!” 
 
    “What was I to do?” she defended, eyes wide. “'Submission at all times', my lord. Remember? Sal was not going to take no for an answer. You know that.” 
 
    “But, you did no' need to sing it that way.” Kade didn't bother with her unintentional slipup of using Sal's familiar name. He let her go and began to pace angrily. “Gods, Lyra! Was that a song about pastry or a call for a khar uprising?” 
 
    “I don't know what happened! It never sounded like that before. It's just supposed to be a funny song.” Lyra sank to the floor and curled her knees up to her chest. “It was only ever meant for fun. At least everyone seemed to like it.” 
 
    “Oh, aye,” Kade agreed dryly. “The High Lord's son thought it was great. You should have seen the smug look on his face. Is it no' possible for you to make one public appearance without doing something stupid in front o' the whole world?” 
 
    A spark flashed in her eyes. Then it left, and Lyra lowered her head. Miserable. The fight gone.  
 
    With a growl, Kade spun and threw himself onto a high-backed sofa chair. “This is no' going to help your cause regarding Malig'ahnt's charges, either. There were some very disconcerted faces out there—very influential ones—and you can be sure word will get back to him, and to the committee.” 
 
    She didn't answer. Kade let the silence lengthen as he brooded to himself, certain beyond all measure that she must be sabotaging herself on purpose. Unconsciously perhaps, but sabotage nonetheless. What else could explain this circus of errors she kept committing? She was making this so hard for him! 
 
    A while later (he may have dozed off once his seething ebbed), he cast his eyes around and found Lyra still there, in the exact same position as before: hunched, dejected, looking pitiful. It made Kade grimace. It was some innate talent born to women to make themselves appear so downtrodden as to compel men to forgive them quickly. They must do it knowingly. And it took all the fun out of being angry at them. 
 
    Even as Kade thought this, he knew it was working on him, and without his permission his choler began to wane. In resignation he rubbed at his temples. “Come here, Lyra.” 
 
    She came, kneeling somberly before him, her whisper having a tremor as she entreated, “Forgive me, my lord.” 
 
    Henna's dark side! How do they do that? Now all he wanted to do was hold her and comfort her—for the second time, tonight! 
 
    A giggling couple strolled in, their intent for finding a secluded spot clear. The party must have graduated to the gradual breaking up stage. 
 
    “This space is already occupied,” Kade called out over the back of his chair. 
 
    More giggling with an apology, and the couple left to search elsewhere. 
 
    “I ought to get back,” Kade told Lyra. “Help Sal steer out the dawdlers.” He also wanted to see if D'Pendul was still hanging around. And he needed to check on the kids. Enough time had passed, anyway, that Sal would be able to gleefully make his conclusions about what he and Lyra had been doing. 
 
    He rose and Lyra rose, too, making herself ready to follow, but Kade stopped her. “No. Your day is done. You stay here and rest out o' sight until I come fetch you.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    And the evening had begun with such promise. (Sigh.) 
 
    # # # 
 
    A soft throw blanket pulled over her exhausted body felt wonderful as Lyra stretched herself across the library's sofa. Normally, she would be drooling with anticipation over spending time in such a room. There must be at least a thousand books in here. But not now. She was too worried. And exhausted. 
 
    Some time later, J'Kor was waking her to go home. 
 
    “I am sorry, again, my lord, about tonight,” Lyra told him somberly as they made their way out. “Did I lose deal number one?” 
 
    “No, Sugarpip. You did no',” he answered quietly back. 
 
    Mejhisk was seeing his last guests out the door when they approached the foyer. “Well, that was no' such a drab chore after all!” he happily concluded after the door was shut behind them. 
 
    “You sure that is everyone?” J'Kor said. 
 
    “Oh, I am fairly certain I will be feeding a few in the morning once they emerge from hiding, and I still have no' been able to rouse that one passed out under the table,” Mejhisk pointed with a grin. “Ah! All signs o' a successful event.” With that he turned to Lyra and planted his lips fully on hers in a most unreserved goodbye kiss. “Lovely, thank you for gracing my home with your presence. Take care o' my boy, will you? And I will see the both o' you again soon.” 
 
    “Aye, in work leggings, a dirty shirt, and holding a pair o' shears,” J'Kor said quickly, pulling a flushed Lyra away before his best friend thought to take any more liberties. Mejhisk's nose wrinkled at the reminder of the bargain he had made. Then, they were saying goodbye and leading a very sleepy Jos'lie out the door while Breht skipped ahead in rather high spirits.  
 
    Upon arriving back home, Lyra led Jos'lie to bed. The sweet, bleary-eyed thing mumbled on and on about the fun of the party and how she loved the dancing, but let Lyra tuck her in with a kiss to the forehead. “I love you, Mama,” came the half-asleep murmur. 
 
    Lyra hesitated, then just replied, “I love you, too, Sweetness,” and turned to leave.  
 
    “Dev'r say he wants see you speh-shul book, too.” 
 
    The door frame had to be grasped as a violent shudder crashed over Lyra. When she spun around, Jos'lie was fast asleep. 
 
    By the time she climbed into bed, she had been able to brush off the random words of a delirious, mentally challenged child. Every part of her begged for rest. The nap in the library had not nearly been enough, and once Lyra was cuddled comfortably under the covers, the peaceful submerging into slumber quickly commenced. She hardly even noticed when J'Kor climbed in next to her. She hardly noticed his light stroke of her hair a moment later. 
 
    If he was thinking of trying something, it wouldn't matter much at this point, anyway, because she could probably sleep right through it. 
 
    He didn't. 
 
      
 
    The morning brought on not only another cheerful wake-up call from Jos'lie, but a light spring rain, as well. There was not much time to talk. The children needed to get back to school today and they couldn't be late for the taxi. A flurry of activity followed: breakfast, repacking, helping Jos'lie move through her morning routine in a timely manner. The girl was not enthused. She wanted to stay home and play with her new mama. 
 
    But after assurances by her father that Mama Lyra would still be here, waiting for her when she returned, and the suggestion that she try really hard to do a good job at school so Mama Lyra would be proud of her, Jos'lie became more cooperative. She gave Lyra one more big hug before letting her papa load her onto the taxi. 
 
    Before Lyra knew it, she was alone with J'Kor once again. The man had been brusque with her all morning, and seeing that she was much recovered from … everything, he judiciously launched into a dictation of her task list for the day. It was a long one. Evidently last night's perturbations still hovered between them like a dark cloud. 
 
    Humbly, Lyra acknowledged each item until he was finished and a thought struck her. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “My lord … is today Vend'?” 
 
    Kade paused in donning his boots and a raincoat near the front door. “Aye.” 
 
    He had kept distant and businesslike all morning, still needing to unwind from the events of last night. It translated into some shortness of speech today, but so what? Now more than ever she should be motivated to show her gratitude for his patience and protection of her. With the growing danger to his family, she should be reaching for him, fondling and kissing him, whispering assurances of making it worth his while as she invited access. Well, he'd gotten nothing. Not at Sal's, and not through the night. 
 
     He waited impatiently for some context to explain her sudden question, but all she ended up saying was, “Oh,” and she ducked her head, going for the kitchen to begin breakfast cleanup. 
 
    “What?” Kade said. Something was bothering her. 
 
    Lyra shook her head dismissively. “Nothing, my lord.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Knitting her brows, Lyra said, “It's just that … today is the Sabbath, my lord. I just lost track of the days. That's all.” And she bent to wipe the table. 
 
    Whatever the Sabbath was, it was not “all.” It didn't take that much energy to wipe up crumbs. 
 
    “The Sabbath?” It was probably some stupid religious rite. 
 
    “My lord, I am sorry I even mentioned it. It is of no concern. Forgive me for keeping you from your work.” 
 
    Well, now that she did mention it, he might as well know. He might just welcome a good argument now, anyway. He had some frustrations of his own to get out. “Well, apparently it is o' concern to you,” he prodded, “so please educate me.” 
 
    Lyra finally set her rag down. “Vend' is the Sabbath Day, my lord. A day to be set aside for worship and rest, in remembrance of the six days it took God to create the world. 'And on the seventh day He rested from His labors.'” 
 
    That must be some quote from Perc text. She had done it now. Oh, where to start? 
 
    Kade folded his arms across his chest. “You believe your God created this entire planet in just six days?” 
 
    “Well, a more direct translation would be more like periods—of time—separated into six creative periods. You know, first He divided the light from the darkness, then the water from dry land, then He created the plants, and so on.” She continued her wiping now, but slower. 
 
    “And the whole process just happened to conveniently coincide with our seven-day week?”               
 
    Kade was surprised by her short laugh. “My lord, the knowledge of the creation is exactly from where the tradition of the seven-day week stemmed. Like God, we are commanded to work six days and set aside the seventh for spiritual and physical rejuvenation. Then the sequence starts all over again. Why else would mankind have decided centuries ago to follow a seven-day pattern?”               
 
    “It works out conveniently with the changing o' the seasons and moon phases.” Kade vaguely remembered some primary school natural science class from years ago to that effect. 
 
    Lyra moved on to the dishes in the sink. “In all actuality, my lord, a more elegant system for our three hundred and eighty-four day year and the Mother's phase period would be a six day week,” she corrected. “The number seven was not a concoction of scientific observation.” 
 
    Blood began to rush to Kade's face. “Well, thank the stars that mankind has since learned to study nature more scientifically.” 
 
    To his surprise and displeasure, she resisted the urge to argue back. She ducked her head again, focusing hard on stacking dirty dishes. Kade, however, wasn't ready to let it go yet. 
 
    “And I suppose you expect to be able to take every Vend' off.” 
 
    “I expect nothing of the kind, my lord.” 
 
    “Then why did you even bother to ask about it in the first place? You must have been holding out some hope that I might let you practice your despicable rituals within the walls o' my home. Well, you can forget it. Come to think o' it, you should no' be praying, either. 
 
    Now he was getting a rise. 
 
    “I am sorry I let it slip, my lord. It was a mistake. I would not kid myself to hope for any understanding from you in the matter, which is why I tried to squelch the subject five retorts ago!” 
 
    Interesting. How was it that her release of anger made him less so? Kade was almost disappointed when she suddenly turned pale. 
 
    “I am so sorry, my lord! That was out of line.” Her skirts swished as she hurried toward him, submissive and fearful. 
 
    She was going to kneel before him, lowly and demure, so easy for the taking! 
 
    You must protect her. 
 
    Grrr. Kade flung the door open before she could reach him. “I will be back for midmeal at half past eleven o',” he declared, and left, stalking down the wet porch steps, muttering to himself. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Through the window, Lyra anxiously watched him cross the yard in long angry strides, splashing through forming puddles on his way to the corral. Then J'Kor stopped, looked around him as if he didn't know where he was, and quickly turned, continuing in the opposite direction. 
 
    Somehow, seeing that made her feel better. It was probably a good thing if he was still wrestling with himself over their situation. Lyra figured that the longer he remained uncertain, the safer she likely was. 
 
    She made sure he had disappeared entirely into the shed before she went to the middle of the floor to kneel in prayer. What he didn't know wouldn't hurt him and she would take this small liberty for just a few minutes. She needed direction and the emotional boost just in case he didn't come back in a better mood. Or worse, if he came back resolved. His promise of a week, after all, was only a token. They both knew he might revoke it at any time. 
 
    Several hours later, the chore list had been whittled down to something less substantial and the meal was nearly arranged on the table when J'Kor returned. Lyra was struck by his appearance: bare chested, his tunic slung over a shoulder, and dripping wet, not from the continued rainfall, but sweat. His breathing was labored, too. Lyra quickly presented him with a cold glass of water she'd had waiting in the ice box and he drained it in one swig. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, “I was chopping wood.” Then he strode to the bathroom to wash up.  
 
    He spoke no more words to her. During the meal, Lyra became aware of his eyes on her for a while, but then he went back to his plate without comment. At least he didn't seem as angry anymore.  
 
    It was only when he was ready to return to work outside that he did get out one thing. “I suppose I would no' mind you taking a small break this afternoon for yourself,” he mumbled, his hand on the knob, his back to her. “Whatever you think you need to be content.” He exited speedily after that, not even giving Lyra a chance to say thank you. 
 
    After that, she hurried through cleaning up the food, spirit positively soaring as she thought about how she could spend her time. A regular Sabbath meeting of group singing, instruction, and partaking of the sacrament would not be possible, not without the proper priesthood authority. A modified version might work, though, starting with prayer. 
 
    The time on her knees ended up largely spent in seeking wisdom regarding God's purpose for her continued internment here. It seemed only logical that He must have a work for her to do before she would be shown the way home. He needs you. J'Kor has a “need.” Okay, but surely they were not talking about base physical fulfillment, here. 
 
    Lyra thought of Jos'lie and her special needs. She thought of Breht, coming of age, and of J'Kor's home and farm that could certainly use the hand of a woman watching over it. She also thought about J'Kor himself—his need for a companion. These things she already understood, yes, but really those were long-term needs. Fulfilling those things simply could not be it. She was not supposed to be staying that long. 
 
    Please Father, Lyra prayed, lead me back to my children again soon. 
 
    Next was music time. Despite J'Kor's unusually vehement response of last night's performance (he was agitated about something more than just how the song turned out), the joy of singing was coming back again. The draining afterward had still been there, but was that really a surprise given the high anxiety of an impromptu recital under duress of recovering from a coma? Lyra picked up J'Kor's six-string. 
 
    The happiness of hymn singing lasted a little while. Lyra didn't know many of them on this instrument and it took a while to work out the chords by ear. Even when she just started singing a cappella, she was discouraged by her lack of memorization beyond a first verse. It had been a few weeks since her last meeting with her reminding hymn book in front of her. 
 
    It was sunny, and Jon was singing softly in my ear, teasing me by changing some of the lyrics— 
 
    Enough music time. 
 
    Now she would move on to the scripture reading and instruction part. Lyra had already been sneaking in time every morning to recite what scriptures she could remember and visualize the stories she knew, but as she gazed out the window into the quiet, melancholy gray, Lyra wished for more than that. There were hundreds of pages of history and teachings she simply did not have memorized. 
 
    I need my Book of God. 
 
    Then suddenly, her breath caught in her throat. She didn't have her copy of scriptures, but she did have— Lyra scurried to the vanity closet, her gaze leading directly to the top corner shelf and a musty pile of stacked sheets. 
 
    Oh, Godly Father, wouldst Thou allow it? 
 
    The prophet and his counselors were the only ones permitted to handle the Tohmu'vah, and to her knowledge, that privilege had not been granted to anyone else in a thousand years. Lyra's stewardship as Bearer only meant that she was supposed to keep it within easy access and not stray farther than twenty yards until her turn for the week was up. 
 
    Great Creator, if only I could just see it for a minute—soak in its sacred writ. 
 
    Oh, she was asking a lot, she knew it! However, there probably wasn't any harm in bringing the box down for a few minutes. She could heft its reassuring weight and hold it on her lap. At least that would be something. It would help reaffirm her mission and remind her of the bigger picture. 
 
    Standing on the stool, Lyra pushed the linens out of the way and pulled the box out over her head from its protective cloth. The rows of tiny knobs nestled on the underside in a grid about two by three inches became visible. Oh yeah. The locking mechanism. And no one but the prophet knew the combination. Lyra grimaced. She had forgotten for a moment that she wouldn't be able to open it up, anyway. 
 
    She placed the lovely, ornamentally carved box on her lap and knew that the wooden slats were only inserts for show. This thing was solidly lined and framed in ludicrously strong selminum—an ancient, very rare metal. Without the combination, it would have to be blown up to get inside it, and then the contents would be obliterated along with the container. 
 
    Lyra closed her eyes and thought about what this precious, sacred artifact meant to her people—and to the world, only the world didn't know it yet. She calmly pondered these things with her hands atop it, almost feeling it call to her as if it knew she was its sole protector and would lay down her life for it in a second. A warmth that could only be described as peace pooled reassuringly within her. 
 
    “Lyra?” 
 
    J'Kor was in the great room! Lyra scrambled to return the box to its hiding place. J'Kor called her name again and she hurriedly arranged the linen sheets back over it. “Yes, my lord. I'm in here,” she answered, hopping off the stool and setting it back beside the vanity just as it had been. 
 
    J'Kor strode in while Lyra curtsied low and formal. 
 
    “I brought you something,” he said shortly, and before Lyra had time to react, he pulled from behind his back a large, freshly killed rabbit, dangling in the air by the hocks. 
 
    “Oh!” Lyra stepped back in shock. The furry, limp head swung lightly, one wide, glassy eye pointing straight at her. 
 
    “But you will probably like these better,” he added. 
 
    A modest bouquet of colored, fragrant lilicanth was presented next, obviously freshly cut from somewhere, and Lyra couldn't help but gasp in pleasant surprise. He had earned that one. 
 
    “And you would be correct, my lord,” she said, tentatively accepting the flowers and bringing them to her face for a delicious whiff. “Thank you.” She murmured this with as much sincerity as she could muster for her slave owner. 
 
    His nod was grave, evidently having decided it was important that he make this concession of peace, and he held up the rabbit once again. “But seriously, this is dinner tonight. Do you know what to do with this?” 
 
    “I can roast it, certainly, my lord, uh, once it is skinned and gutted.” She shifted uncomfortably. Rabbits were not part of her expertise. 
 
    A ghost of a grin appeared. “No' to worry. I can show you how.” 
 
    Following him to the kitchen, Lyra regarded her small bouquet. “My lord, I didn't know you had these growing around here.” She was more surprised by his apparent quick forgiveness, but she was not about to bring that up. What was the saying? Don't look a gift thresher in the mouth? 
 
    He pulled out his large cutting board and lay the rabbit on it. “You have no' noticed them out by the pond?” 
 
    Lyra responded quietly, “I have not yet taken any liberty to explore the grounds, my lord.” 
 
    She put the flowers in a vase and began to fill it with water from the sink while J'Kor took to contemplating the wooden surface before him. He finally said with some surprise, “You are absolutely correct. You have been here nearly a week and I have no' yet given you a tour. Only, I do no' suppose you would want that rectified in this weather.” He glanced out the window at the persistent, light drizzle. 
 
    Lyra's carefree laugh startled even her. “Are you kidding? What weather, my lord? I love the rain.” 
 
    J'Kor eyed her curiously. Then turning back, he raised his butcher's knife. “It is settled then. We will get this roast started and you will receive the grand tour this very afternoon.” Thwack! The rabbit's head tumbled off the cutting board at the edge of the counter into the waiting trash can below. 
 
    J'Kor's skinning and gutting of the meaty animal was quick and efficient. He had it ready to be placed whole in a pan for seasoning within ten minutes. While he added some supplemental vegetables from the ice box, Lyra made a comment on the dwindling supply of certain perishables. 
 
    “No worries. Tomorrow is market day. I will show you how to get there and from whom I like to buy. Eventually, you will be able to make that trip yourself.” 
 
    There it was, another allusion to long-term residence here. Lyra wasn't sure what to make of it. And if he was planning to keep her, had he also planned out when he would end the platonic nature of their relationship? 
 
    After showing her his favorite spice rub and placing the whole thing in the heated oven, he retrieved a poncho for Lyra while she tied up her boot laces. She was nearly grinning from ear to ear by the time she draped the waterproof article over her. She couldn't remember the last time she had so blithely ventured into the rain just for the pleasure of it. 
 
    “So did you take some 'rest' time for yourself earlier?” he said, as they stepped off the porch together into the cool drizzle. 
 
    “Why yes, my lord. I did.” She hoped to Geniven's end this was not just the start of another argument. “And that meant the world to me. Thank you.” 
 
    To her relief he just nodded and started her tour at the rabbitry—a much more pleasant place now, in Lyra's estimation. As they continued back outside, she tipped her hooded head up to the sky to let a few drops splash lightly upon her nose and cheeks. Ah, nature! 
 
    Somewhere in between his natural spring pond and a perimeter stroll of one of his fields, J'Kor casually took Lyra's hand to hold. It was … nice—when there was no particular pressure to allow him further liberties, that is. They spoke of his beautiful, ancestral farmland, the differences in weather tendencies nearer the coast as opposed to Lyra's mountain region, and this season's plans regarding the livestock and his crops. They passed tall, moisture-laden grass stalks, enticing Lyra to reach out every so often just to let the soft blades run through her fingers, making the fresh, green scent waft upward. 
 
    Occasionally, J'Kor would stop her to show a particularly beautiful view or make mention of a tree or hollow which held special childhood memories. Lyra didn't know when the conversation got turned to her, but, in a moment, she became aware that for the last several minutes she had been telling him all about her children. Rorn. Verise. Little Iyalyn. Flustered, she stopped in mid-sentence and looked around. They were at the edge of the yard by the barn. J'Kor was casually leaning against a fence post, stroking the back of her hand in an absent-minded manner as he listened attentively. She flushed. 
 
    “I think the temperature is dropping, my lord,” she said, removing her hand from his and wrapping her arms about herself. “May I go back inside and see how dinner is coming?” 
 
    He straightened as if in some realization, too. “Oh, o' course. I will be in after a while.” Then J'Kor smiled at her—a genuine, kind smile. “Sugarpip, I canno' tell you how much I loved hearing that you would like to take a walk in the rain. Thank you for the lovely stroll.” 
 
    Then he walked away with Lyra staring after him. Who is that man and what is going on in his head? Just when she thought she had him figured out, he went and tipped her off balance again. Dang! Kadent J'Kor was beginning to itch under her skin less like an infectious rash and more like a compelling tingle. Lyra bit her lip in consternation. 
 
    He's toying with me, isn't he, Father?  
 
    At dinner, he continued fostering the congenial atmosphere, so much so, that afterward, Lyra was introduced to his favorite card game. By bedtime, they were arguing spiritedly over whether or not he was cheating. 
 
    “You told me I was not allowed to pick up another card and you just took two!” Lyra indignantly accused. 
 
    J'Kor laughed, taking yet another card from the draw pile. “I said you could no' do it when it was no' your turn.” 
 
    “Well, it is not your turn anymore now, buster,” Lyra said, slapping her hand over his. “I just played a set.” 
 
    J'Kor impassively slipped his hand out from under hers. “These cards are retroactive. You started your turn too fast.” 
 
    “I did not,” Lyra retorted, swiftly plucking up the card he was tucking neatly into his hand. 
 
    But J'Kor cleanly caught her wrist over the table. “Ah, but you forgot about the 'whammy' rule. It says cheating is allowed if the player can get away with it.” 
 
    This made Lyra shoot to her feet. “Well, I am not going to let you get away with this one, so give it up now and I might not report you to the authorities.” 
 
    He stood, too, decisively removing the card from her grasp. “Oh, is that a threat?” 
 
    “Definitely, my lord.” 
 
    His smile was brilliant and he brought her hand to his lips. “Then I yield to the lady. You win.” Letting her hand go, he tossed his cards across the table and sat down with a yawn and a stretch, his eyes positively laughing. 
 
    Stoically, Lyra cleaned up the cards, relieved to turn away when she was done because she was having the hardest time keeping a straight face. Today's unexpected, albeit pleasant, interruptions had not let her finish her chore list, so Lyra started down the hall toward the laundry room where she still had some washing and clothes pressing to do. 
 
    “And where do you think you are going at this late hour?” came J'Kor's voice from his seat. 
 
    “I still need to finish my chores, my lord.” 
 
    “Um, no. You have only one more job I expect o' you today and is no' going to happen in there.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What does my lord require?” Lyra said, cringing inwardly. She looked back at J'Kor watching her, relaxed, confident and grinning. 
 
    “Come to bed, Lyra,” he said, “We have an early start tomorrow. I like to have first pick at the market.” 
 
    Lyra was wary as she began her bedtime routine. She was not quite at ease with what he meant, but a few minutes later she understood for certain that he wasn't implying anything else when she saw him enter his office—where he stayed long after she went to sleep. 
 
    The next morning almost felt routine. They ate breakfast together and he dictated for her a shopping list. Then after some necessary morning chores, Lyra met him outside as he hitched Whinnee up to the wagon. He gave her a, “You look beautiful this morning, Sugarpip,” and they were on their way. 
 
    A few minutes into the drive, he yawned. 
 
    “You came to bed very late, my lord,” she ventured softly. 
 
    “Oh, did I wake you? Sorry about that. I had a lot o' business to take care o'. Bills, records ….” He finished indistinctly with a shrug. 
 
    The local market was not far and they commenced shopping under a bright, clear sky. J'Kor introduced her as Mistress J'Kor to the many merchants and grocers he knew by name. Fortunately, not too many in this place eyed her knowingly as the controversial, expensive khari'na from the auction, and Lyra relished in the anonymity. She got plenty of curious looks as the new, chosen woman of Lord J'Kor, however. He was clearly a respected and favorite patron of the shopkeepers and their progress was slowed by the many, small conversations that developed as J'Kor would ask considerately after family members by name. Lyra didn't mind in the least. The people were friendly, it was a beautiful day, and she felt quite free to be at ease here. 
 
    At a flower cart, J'Kor bought her a single, long-stemmed white lilicanth, saying, “Happy one- week anniversary, my Lyra.”               
 
    She took it with reservation. “I am sorry the week wasn't actually more so, my lord.” 
 
    “Well, the way I see it, Sugarpip,” he said, leading her along the avenue again, “my home has never been cleaner, my Jos'lie never happier, I am eating better than in years, I am already ahead on my spring work load, and thanks to you, I still have a healthy, experienced sheepdog. That sounds like a pretty good week to me, despite other things.” 
 
    Lyra almost didn't know what to say. He was kind of sounding like a real friend. “My lord is very kind with his summation. Thank you.” 
 
    She was taken to one more vendor, a candy vendor, where J'Kor introduced her to a new, exciting flavor. They called it donnee and it was glorious—a confection concocted from a certain velvety, dark brown bean, ground up, combined with nectar granules and oil, cooked, then allowed to cool and harden into chunky bricks. Donnee bean plants only grew in tropical regions in the south seas, but were quickly gaining in popularity. Lyra took another taste and began to wonder how well this flavor might combine with a couple of her other favorite treats. 
 
    On the drive home, Lyra pondered her “anniversary” blossom sitting in her lap. It looked remarkably like the one Hundt had put in her hair at the auction, the one whose giver had never made himself known. She remembered how much seeing it had buoyed her spirit. She peeked over at J'Kor in the driver's seat, wearing his floppy, heavily used work hat, and whistling to himself in the late morning sun. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “My lord, was it you?” Lyra suddenly asked. 
 
    “What?” Kade looked down at Lyra sitting so peacefully beside him. His determination of yesterday to keep giving her space was paying off. He even dared to believe she was beginning to respond to him in subtle ways. Though, whether or not this progress was worth the torture of keeping his distance and swallowing his pride remained to be seen. 
 
    “This.” Lyra held up the lilicanth he had bought her. “At the auction. Was it you who left it on the floor for me to pick up?” 
 
    Kade looked at her strangely. “You found that on the floor? I thought it was a part o' your outfit. You already had it when I first saw you.” 
 
    She actually seemed a little disappointed at his denial. “But, why lilicanth, my lord?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The petals across the bed, the bouquet from yesterday, and now this. It just made me think that maybe it was you.” 
 
    He gave her a sideways glance. “Well, I wish I could take the credit, but your secret admirer, evidently, did no' admire you enough to put his money where his anonymity was.” 
 
    She giggled. “Seriously, my lord, I am sensing a theme here.” 
 
    “I just like the smell, I guess.” Kade was not about to admit that he had a favorite flower. “And when I saw that one on you, I assumed they were your preference. Did I guess wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, no! Lilicanth are my absolute favorite. They remind me of home—” She suddenly went quiet. 
 
    There was his next chance. Extending an arm round her waist, he slid her closer, and with a little kiss to the top of her head, said, “I am sorry that you are missing your home.” 
 
    The reward for this effort was worth it. She leaned into his shoulder and breathed an emotional sigh. 
 
    Kade wondered how long he could keep this up, though. He was already sore from another extremely rigorous wood chopping session last night in order to make sure he was absolutely exhausted before joining her in bed. On the plus side, the time spent cutting helped release his tension and he had also gotten a lot of good busywork done in his office. Come on, old boy, you can do this. Her shell was already thinner. 
 
    At home, Kade found a message waiting for him on his receiver. Sal. Dance lesson. Tomorrow afternoon. His house. 
 
    He grinned. He had no real excuse not to go. He wasn't behind on work, and the excuse to engage in close physical contact with Lyra under Sal's supervision could not be ignored (even though Kade was certain his friend would not so much as blink an eye if he chose to carry Lyra off to a room before they left). 
 
    Which you will no' do. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    He dutifully kept his distance the rest of the day, chopped another half cord of wood, and spent the evening listening to another game on the voicebox while Lyra curled up on the nearby sofa with a book. This time, after a brisk “good moonrise” before going to hide out in his office for a couple more hours, she surprised him by stopping in the open doorway after finishing her nighttime routine. 
 
    “My lord, are you going to work late again tonight?” 
 
    She was so beautiful in the flowing nightgown with her long hair softly billowing about her skin. 
 
    “Aye, my Lyra. Do you need anything?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, no. Good moonrise, my lord.” She bent her knee quickly and walked away. 
 
    It wasn't very long before Kade's lids were drooping heavily; he had already started out the day sleepy from the night before. Kade plodded tiredly to his room and stripped down, studying Lyra through the gloom. She was not yet entirely asleep. Okay. One tiny little liberty for himself. Call it desensitization. Kade climbed in and let one hand lay lightly against her back. 
 
    They both, eventually, fell asleep. 
 
    The morning's first light breathed its salutation and Kade became aware of Lyra stirring against him. He rolled ever so slightly closer and let his fingers rest on her hip, breathing in the scent of her hair at the top of her head, feeling her warmth sink into him. Gods, Lyra. This is the way it ought to be. 
 
    Then she awoke fully. 
 
    “Good morrow, Sugarpip. Did I tell you that Sal is expecting us again today?” He rolled away like he had just woken up in that position, himself. 
 
    Her drowsy, unguarded answer was like velvet to his ears and a discussion began on the day's work. She dressed in the closet. He remained in the room, but seeing that the door was left open just a crack, Kade couldn't resist letting his eye linger, catching flashes of skin as they spoke. She had very nice skin. 
 
    Her smile at him when she emerged was so open and trusting, however, that Kade felt a twinge of guilt for looking. He avoided her eye as she spoke happily of what she was going to cook him. She was even humming to herself by the time she was cleaning up breakfast. 
 
    Kade left to attend to his morning chores, but paused just outside the door to listen and watch her secretly through the front window. It all felt so right. She looked so right—moving about his home, greeting Ahskr with a playful scratch behind the ears, casting a wondering glance out the window in the direction he was supposed to have gone. Kade smoothly stepped away before she saw him. 
 
    Everything would be so perfect. If only she were a normal khar. 
 
    At midmeal, an impromptu discussion developed: favorite things. Foods. Colors. Books. Childhood follies. This drew out to encompass not only the meal, but the ride to Sal's, and more than one happy debate broke out over “controversial” opinions. 
 
    “How can you think the targetfish is the fiercest predator in the ocean?” Lyra demanded from beside him on the driver's bench. “They're huge, yes, but they are so slow and cumbersome, the zapray would have no problem taking it down once it got in close enough to avoid its darts.” 
 
    Kade laughed. “But the zapray's existence has still no' been scientifically confirmed. We only have fisherman's tales from those lucky enough to return from the Barrier. Fabled creatures do no' count.” 
 
    “Oh, they exist,” she asserted. “At least, something like them, for sure. Don't you think?” She stared thoughtfully off into the distance. “All that space on the other side of the planet yet to be explored. There must be hundreds, maybe even thousands, of species of animals and plants. New lands.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but there are many who believe that the continual electrical storms and squalls that keep us from passing beyond the Barrier are all that is behind that curtain anyway—that the rest o' Geniven is just one mess o' uninhabitable, roiling, tempestuous ocean.” 
 
    “But by estimates of Geniven's full size, that is thousands and thousands of square miles, my lord! There has got to be something in there.” Lyra looked back at him. “Do you think the technology to help explorers pass through the Barrier Region safely will be developed in our lifetime?” 
 
    “Anything is possible, I suppose. New technology is being developed all the time. They are calling it a grand Industrial Age. I have even heard that a small handful o' scientists at the university are experimenting with motor powered gliders. They hope to get one to lift a man off the ground, propel himself around in the air, and land again.” 
 
    Lyra's eyes grew like a child's. “You mean to really fly? Like a bird?” Then she went quiet, as if digesting all the possibilities of that statement. 
 
    With a chuckle, Kade took her hand, entwining his fingers through hers. Lyra hardly seemed to notice, and the debating and laughing continued: Which creature claims the fluffiest fur? (After his sheep, of course.) 
 
    It had never been this nice—this natural—with Ahna. 
 
    “Lyra, Lyra,” Kade murmured wistfully at the next break in conversation, and he gave her hand a squeeze. “Can you no' see how good this is—you and me?” 
 
    A moment passed. Lyra quietly studied their fingers so comfortably laced together. In a half whisper she said, “I know. I know, but my lord, I'm … I just can't—“ 
 
    His light chuckle interrupted her. “Lyra, do no' worry about that now. Look, I can understand the trauma o' being dragged away from everything you have ever known and thrust into a strange culture. You have been introduced to a new way o' life and it frightens you. You are having trouble setting aside some very deep-rooted reservations and it is hard to think about embracing … new possibilities.” Kade gave her an encouraging grin. “So, I am willing to take it slow. All right?” 
 
    The expected relief and gratitude in her expression did not come. Instead, there was just confusion. 
 
    “Take it slow?” she said. In a moment, Lyra had wrested herself from his grasp and folded her hands in her lap. “… Is that what you think we have been doing the last few days? Taking it slow? You're giving me time to warm up?” 
 
    Uh … evidently he and she had not been interpreting their time together in the same way. “Well, is that no' what you need?” he said. “Time to mourn your loss? Time to get to know me? Time to grow comfortable with the idea o'—” 
 
    “No, my lord,” she suddenly snapped. “No, you don't get it, do you?.” Her jaw clenched. Her eyes swirled with turmoil. Then she calmed some as she got her thoughts together. “My lord, I am sorry if you think you have been getting signals from me, but please understand that if … if you are waiting for me to 'come around,' you will be waiting until the day I die.” 
 
    Henna's bosom! She was going fatalistic on him. “Lyra, you canno' really mean that.” 
 
    “My lord, I do not believe in having friendships with 'favors.' The sacred act of procreation between a man and a woman is to be saved until they are lawfully wed.” 
 
    “But that is what we are, Lyra!” Kade almost laughed. “Legally joined! Why can you no' understand that?” 
 
    “Because this is not a union of freedom, or of choice … or love.” She grew quieter. Pensive. “I cannot recognize it.” 
 
    What the Mother …? Kade stared at her. “Lyra, I canno' do anything about your freedom. I thought you knew that. I can only offer you the best home possible—which is what I have been trying to do! And as for love,” he waved an arm in annoyance, “in the last week I have betrayed my country, put the good name o' my family in jeopardy, and lied to my mother and best friend! All for you! Surely that must count for something.” Sullen, his eyes went back to watching the road and driving Whinnee along. “It is astounding to me, madam, the gall you have to ask so much.” 
 
    When her voice came again, it was so soft Kade almost couldn't hear her. “I never asked for any of those things. None of it. Remember? You gave those out of the kindness of your heart. I am well aware of the great burden you have shouldered because of me and that is why I have been trying so hard to earn my keep, and to please you.” 
 
    Kade huffed bitterly. “In every way but one.” 
 
    “My lord can have me at any time,” Lyra whispered carefully back. 
 
    Kade's glance at her was withering; he could handle another wood chopping session about now. “So, what you are saying is, I must either marry you or rape you.” 
 
    It was several seconds before she answered, “My lord, I hold my virtue sacred—” 
 
    “Just shut it, Lyra,” he snapped. “I have heard enough.” 
 
    The drive continued and Kade grew more bitter with every passing minute of silence. 
 
    How could she do this to him? After all he had done for her? She may have never asked for anything verbally, but she was asking, nonetheless. She was asking every time she looked at him with those pleading, tender eyes. Every time she inquired of his intentions. Oh, she was, indeed, asking. 
 
    And he had given in—every time. Bloody whor'! He was such a pushover. 
 
    The extent of her brainwashing ran deeper than Kade had expected. She was just so adamant about this chastity thing—so close-minded—it was maddening! He gritted his teeth. If he was still hoping to win her over, it was going to be a lot longer and harder road than he had originally anticipated. He had guaranteed her the rest of the week, but Kade wasn't sure now if he could keep dealing with all of her baggage that long. 
 
    Sal's home loomed. 
 
    He wasn't even sure if he could finish out the day. “Well, Sister,” he muttered, “any guidelines for me before we go inside? You must have a list or something o' 'forbidden' behaviors and I do no' wish to offend your virtue any longer. ” 
 
    Lyra stared resolutely ahead. “My lord, I am most certain you will not like to hear it.” 
 
    Kade brought the wagon to a halt. He jumped down and raised a stiff hand to help her. “On the contrary, please enlighten me. I am only a corrupt, heathen Stranger, after all.” 
 
    His hand was taken grudgingly and her glare shot razor shards of ice as she determined whether or not to answer. With raised eyebrows Kade squared himself before her. And waited. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. “We are counseled that any behavior or touch of a sexually arousing nature is inappropriate.” 
 
    Kade snorted. “If men followed that rule they would no' be touching women at all, much less dancing with them.” He gripped her arm roughly as he led her toward the house. “Come to think o' it, we might just have to forbid ourselves from looking at you, too.” 
 
    “It is not that bad,” she hissed, to which he responded with a short, dark laugh. 
 
    “Evidently you do no' know men as well as you think you do, my dear.” If they were going to successfully complete another act for Sal, he was going to have to gain control of himself. And quickly. They had already reached the top step of the veranda. 
 
    “You are taking it all wrong,” she accused. “I knew I shouldn't have said anything.” 
 
    The front door opened and Kade threw on a smile. 
 
    She is driving me absolutely CRAZY! 
 
    # # # 
 
    He is driving me absolutely crazy! 
 
    Lyra's smile as the butler showed them in was plastered to her face. 
 
    “Ah, two o' my most favorite people in the world: my best mate and my new, favorite entertainer! Welcome!” said Mejhisk. Evidently, today's theme color was red, for that was the color of his ensemble. All of it. Blood red—minus the stark white vest peeking out at his front. 
 
    “I am flattered at the revered appointment to your trophy shelf, my lord,” Lyra said while Mejhisk offered a peck on her check, “but, if you ever ask me to do that again, I will screech funeral dirges at the top of my lungs until you beg me to stop.” 
 
    Mejhisk was nothing but delighted by her response. “Still full o' fire, Lovely Lyra. Good. That is what you need for today's lesson.” 
 
    He led the way to his ballroom, making small talk with J'Kor about the many heartfelt compliments that had been coming his way regarding his invigorating party. 
 
    Lyra's thoughts, meanwhile, were on other things. 
 
    … crude, scheming, arrogant, presuming oaf!! I should have known all this niceness was just a design to get under my skirt. He thinks he is so charming and handsome that, despite what I have said in no uncertain terms, I won't be able to resist him! Well, he is in for a great disappointment because the only way he will ever have me is with the sure knowledge of my loathing him for it … 
 
    The ten foot, copper inlaid, double doors were swung open and Maryn came into sight, already there, waiting for them. She was dressed as much for the activity as Mejhisk and Lyra suddenly felt frumpy in her much plainer, everyday frock. However, she was greeted by Maryn warmly with a friendly smile and kiss to the cheek. 
 
    “'Na Lyra, I am so happy you were able to come again today. I very much enjoyed getting to know you.” 
 
    Lyra's own feelings were expressed likewise and without any further ado, the dance lesson began. She was swept into Mejhisk's arms first while Maryn took J'Kor off to the side for their own work. The sweet khar moved beautifully, a picture of elegance and obvious skill, and Lyra perceived that that may very well have been the major factor in Mejhisk's decision to buy her. 
 
    Mejhisk, as a teacher, had high standards for movement and flow. He showed no inhibitions in taking her by the hips to show her how to move them, or lining himself against her back to direct her arms and posture. But, the man was also all business when it came to teaching his favorite pastime—besides hunting—and soon, Lyra was able to rid herself of her initial, embarrassed stiffness. 
 
    Whenever she and J'Kor happened to meet eyes, he would swiftly divert his attention back to his dance partner and work even harder. Lyra found herself retaliating in much the same way. She wasn't about to let him show her up so he could keep complaining about her too innocent, prudish ways. As a result, when Mejhisk was satisfied to let the two of them try it together, the khar and lord's gazes locked, and their approach of each other was like two charged wires. The battle began. 
 
    J'Kor's hot hands raised her to starting position, and Lyra smiled coyly. His smoldering gaze stripped her down to nakedness, and she thrust herself at him with suggestive fervor. Neither would yield. Neither would shrink from the other, and the routine progressed with an almost feverish gusto. Bend. Sweep. Step. Twirl. Hold. Lunge. Change grip. … 
 
    After about twenty minutes, and with a swearing to the blessed goddess of the stars and all her court, Mejhisk abruptly brought them to an end. J'Kor was clutching Lyra's leg as he held her against him, their eyes opposing each other, their breathing labored, noses nearly touching. But neither budged. Neither conceded. In fact, seconds passed and J'Kor's hold on her leg only grew tighter while Lyra's fingers dug harder into his shoulder. 
 
    “I said break, mate,” Mejhisk repeated, eyeing them curiously. He went to the buffet for a glass of water. 
 
    J'Kor finally let her down and followed after, leaving Lyra to wipe the sweat from her brow with a sleeve and gratefully gulp down the glass of water Maryn offered. Then the suggestion came that Maryn take Lyra to check on her pasties in the baking room. 
 
    Lyra could not follow Maryn out the door fast enough. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Sal motioned for Kade to head with him to his office. They would relax there. 
 
    Kade was soon stretching out in a leather armchair while Sal went round to his minibar and mixed a light cocktail. He handed it to Kade. “Trouble in paradise, mate?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    A snort of incredulity ripped the air. “I am talking about the iron rigidity between you and Lovely out there.” 
 
    “We were just concentrating,” Kade told him. “And I am a little stiff. Been chopping a lot o' wood the last few days.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Sal wasn't buying it for a second. He took a seat on the edge of his desk, his own drink in hand. “Yeah. I know sexual tension when I see it, brother, and yours has reached cosmic proportions.” 
 
    Kade's glass went to his lap and he sighed. “Sal, please leave it alone. I am handling it.” 
 
    “Aye, I can see the way you are handling it. She has you wrapped so tightly around her pretty little finger, you have forgotten that, despite her many charms, in the end, Lyra is only a khar.” 
 
    If his best friend only knew! But as it was, Kade had to let Sal's assessment stand and didn't answer. 
 
    Predictably, Sal took that as his cue. “It is important that you do no' forget that tiny, little detail,” he counseled. “I fear you are too invested in her. Care to tell me what the particular trouble is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Brother,” Sal cajoled, “if you canno' tell your best friend your problems, who can you tell? I am hurt by your lack o' confidence in me.” 
 
    “Mate, I am sorry, but if I thought this was something you could help me with, I would have come to you already. I really would. Just let it go.” 
 
    Sal couldn't. “Did she tell you she was pregnant?” 
 
    “No.” Kade chuckled bitterly, raising his drink to his lips. 
 
    “Another lover?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you having, you know … problems?” 
 
    “Definitely no'.” Kade rose, stretching his sore shoulder, done with Sal's little guessing game. He went for the door. 
 
    “Well, she is, at least, performing her duties to you.” 
 
    His involuntary pause was slight. But it was enough. 
 
    “By the claw!” Sal breathed, thoroughly enthused with finally getting somewhere. “And you are letting her?” 
 
    Kade was already past the door. “Not listening, Sal.” 
 
    “So, how long has this been going on? Two? Three days?” 
 
    Kade kept walking as Sal's mirthful croon echoed through the hallway. Then footsteps were following. 
 
    “Brother, wait!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tell me this has no' been going on for more than a few days,” Sal said, his forehead creased in concern as he caught up to him. 
 
    Blast it all. He should have just turned the wagon around and taken her back home when things went sour. Kade was vaguely aware of his fists balling up at his sides as he stood, undecided how to answer. 
 
    “Henna's bosom,” Sal breathed in wonder. “The party? When I wired you? Was that all an act?” 
 
    “Sal … there are things you do no' understand about her—” 
 
    “Bloody whorlocks, Kade! You at least consummated your joining! Right?”  
 
    Bloody zeth', it was out. He couldn't pretend anymore. Sal stared at him in absolute shock and Kade collected his will to say quietly, “Look, mate, no one can know about this.” 
 
    Sal's mouth shut. Then it opened again. “But what in the world has that woman been doing to ward you off all this time?” He grinned. “Sexual tension, indeed! I think we need to revisit those drinks in my office. Right this way.” 
 
    In a huff and glaring, Kade returned to the office. This visit was turning out to be a disaster. 
 
    Going back to the bar, Sal chortled, “I think you could use something a little stronger,” and he started mixing a glass whose contents packed a little more of a punch. Kade went, brooding, back to the chair, and Sal was soon handing him his new drink. “I must say, until today, you had me fooled.” Fortunately, he didn't sound hurt, just surprised. A perk of being Sal. “But I canno' fathom why in the world you are letting her hold out on you.” 
 
    “Sorry, brother. You can understand my wanting to keep this situation under wraps.” 
 
    “Fearful, is she? Reluctant? Because o' her past rough handling?” Kade didn't answer and Sal sat lightly in a chair opposite. With a rather philosophical air, he suddenly intoned, “Because you know, I have learned that khars are like powerful, finely-tuned machines. Once you know a little about all their parts and pieces, all it takes is a tweak in the right spot, and you can really make them purr. For instance, a nice hot bath followed by a massage—” 
 
    “No' in this case,” Kade retorted, putting a stop to the “creative” simile. “She does no' want to be a khar, Sal. She was forced into it.” He stopped there. He didn't want Sal implicated in this mess. 
 
    “Forced? How could any woman no' feel lucky to be joined with a lovesick, overly-considerate, schmaltzy sap like you?” 
 
     “Uh, thank you,” was Kade's sardonic murmur at the questionable description of himself. 
 
    “But no matter,” Sal said, not listening. “In the end it does no' matter how she got into your bed—legally, it is a done deal. What matters is how she feels about it the next morning.” 
 
    “Mate, Lyra is different.” He was going to have to tell him. “She is—”  
 
    “Bah! Khari'na, free woman, lady. When it comes down to it, women are all the same. All you need are the right words with the right touch and the balls to carry through.” 
 
    “Sal, no. It is no' about that—” 
 
    “You are probably just no' being bold enough,” Sal continued, undeterred. “She is a strong, intelligent woman who needs an experienced, confident man to help her discover the pleasures o' being … submissive and malleable.” 
 
    “Sal, you are no' listening to me.” 
 
    “Come to think o' it,” Sal cocked his head, grinning, “would you like to leave her here a day or two? I am sure I could loosen her up.” 
 
    Kade rose. “Sal, you do no' understand, you moron. She is a Believer! A bloody, authentic BELIEVER!” Then he sat again, dismal and morose. “Captured and implanted by the army. She does no' belong here.” 
 
    Probably for the first time in his life, Sal was at a loss for words, and in the subsequent shocked silence, Kade began to moodily fiddle with his coin. 
 
    Sal could be trusted. Kade knew this. The thing was, Sal could now also be held responsible for any future repercussions. He was putting him in danger. But even worse … 
 
    … Kade knew he was never going to hear the end of this. 
 
    Finally regaining the power of speech, Sal said, “I thought the Believers were hunted to extinction by now.” He swore lightly and shook his head. “Are you sure, brother? My Lovely?” 
 
    “My Lovely, and aye. She was part o' a small group that got ambushed a few weeks ago. Her husband was killed right in front o' her. Evidently, that Keeper from the caravan bribed her off the presiding officer's hands and then, at the last minute, the caravan manager took advantage o' the convenient opportunity to throw her on stage to be sold. The poor thing has been to the dark side and back and all she wants is to be reunited with her children and the rest o' her people hiding somewhere in the mountains.” 
 
    Suddenly, Kade's frustration with Lyra had reached that peak, marched over it, and was—again—on the decline. When he remembered to think of her that way … 
 
    He rubbed irksomely at his temples. “Some o' that I learned the first night when she panicked after we got home, and the rest I have come to discover in the succeeding days.” 
 
    A long, low whistle blew from Sal's lips. “I do no' envy your predicament, brother. I take it you have decided no' to turn her in?” 
 
    “Mate, I know I should, but I do no' think I can. She is, well, you have met her. Every day I canno' believe how well she is fitting into my life. She knows exactly how to take care o' the house and the cooking. She is a wonder with Jos'lie.” He stared at his coin, resting in his palm. “When I am out working, I canno' wait for the next meal so I can be near her again—hear her voice, see her smile.” Then his face clouded. “But on the other hand, she refuses to acknowledge me as anything but her slave owner, and she is so brainwashed in her puritanical philosophies that she practically jumps out o' her skin whenever I try anything beyond a hand hold. She is stubbornly adamant about that point.” 
 
    “So she is refusing you?” 
 
    “No' exactly. She understands her delicate position. I could have her any time without resistance, per se, but she has let me know in no uncertain terms that she would liken it to rape.” 
 
    Sal winced. “She said this, even knowing the risk she is taking with her life in doing so?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    The man erupted into sudden laughter. “Mate, she has more balls than you do!” Kade's scowl helped Sal compose himself once again. “But seriously,” he said, “why does it mean so much to you that she approves? She is a traitor to the Republic after all, and did you no' buy a khar for the express purpose o' no' having to deal with all the usual wifely annoyances like opinions and other emotional 'needs'?” 
 
    Kade grunted in reply. What was the problem? Really? How to put it into words— 
 
    “I like her too much,” he finally growled. “And if I forced myself on her, it would be like … like tainting something sacred. But if I can just desensitize her to the idea, I think I could eventually change her mind about what is acceptable.” He didn't let himself dwell on her recent proclamation about resisting him forever. That was said in the heat of passion. 
 
    “Sounds frightfully dull and tiresome,” said Sal with a frown. “You know, I prefer the jumping-in-with-both-feet method. She might think it a little shocking at first, but once she becomes accustomed to the temperature, I am sure she will learn to appreciate the water. Maryn was rather nervous, herself, at the beginning, I will admit, but under my expert handling, she came around right nicely.” 
 
    “I know, I know. Do you no' think I have considered doing that a thousand times a day in the last week? I have even come close at times, but then I read her fear, and I canno' go through with it.” 
 
    “Well, there is your problem,” Sal chuckled. “You are thinking too hard. Look, you plan to be generous, right?” 
 
    “O' course.” 
 
    “Then we can confidently suppose that she will enjoy the experience, even if she does no' want to admit it. Correct?” 
 
    “Aye. I guess.” 
 
    “So, eventually she gets used to it, she starts looking forward to your advances, and the two o' you go skipping off happily into the sunset together, frolicking with the lambs and making the most o' a large blanket spread under a tree on a warm summer day. The end.” 
 
    A small grin began to play about Kade's lips. “Oh, it is just as easy as that, is it?” 
 
    “Easier. You just need to take the plunge. Do it, brother. Come to think o' it, would you like to use the guest room with the view o' the south lake? I promise you would no' be bothered till morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, but no. No' right now. We had a rather poignant 'discussion' on the way here and her blood is still boiling. She could use a little time.” 
 
    Sal shrugged. “If you feel that is a necessary requirement.” 
 
    “Well,” Kade said, sitting up and slapping his hands on the arms of his chair, “I would say that this counseling session is about concluded.” Sal smiled at him. 
 
    “For today,” the man said, “Shall I schedule a follow-up for tomorrow?” 
 
    With a dry grin Kade only stood and led the way out back to the ballroom. 
 
    “So how have you been handling the nights?” Sal asked curiously. 
 
    “Well, most recently I have been working extra hard in the day, then staying up late in my office until I am so sleepy I canno' even think straight.” 
 
    This made Sal snigger. “And just how many cords o' wood have you cut in the last week?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    At the threshold to the ballroom, Sal exclaimed, “Gods, Kade, a Perc. And she was married?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Hmmm. But Believer's only have sex when they want to make a baby, right?” 
 
    “Aye,” Kade replied. The room was empty. The girls must still be in the baking chamber. “They think it is a dirty transgression, otherwise.” 
 
    “And do you know for certain if she has known any other man?” 
 
    The two men continued through the ballroom to the servant's side door, their footsteps echoing on the hard tile floor. “Pretty certain she has no'. I have received an earful from her about 'saving' herself for marriage.” 
 
    At the end of the hall, they came to the swinging half door that led to the baking chamber. Maryn's pasties smelled delicious and there were the women at the far end, conversing quietly together at one corner of a long preparation table. Simultaneously, the two men paused: Kade to collect himself before facing Lyra and Sal, to gaze wonderingly at her, a crooked, goofy grin marking his features. 
 
    “What?” Kade whispered, and his best friend sighed longingly. 
 
    “Do you realize, brother, that you are one o' the luckiest men in Caldreen?” 
 
    “Oh really? And how do you figure that?” 
 
    “Well, the way I see it, that woman o' yours is practically a virgin.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maryn's pasties came out delectably browned and crisp and Lyra helped her brush a sweet, buttery glaze over them. Then as they cooled, the women began to talk—about baking in general, favorite recipes … Maryn presently picked up a large notebook, turned to a certain page, and began doodling in it while she spoke softly to Lyra. 
 
    Maryn blushed when Lyra complimented her on her dancing. It was funny how bold and confident Mejhisk's khar acted on the dance floor compared to the sweet and tentative personality that came out in private conversation. After a minute watching her doodle, Lyra said, “May I see your work?” 
 
    Another blush and Maryn quietly turned the notebook around for Lyra to see that it was sketch. Of her! Maryn had started at Lyra's eyes and was working her way out from there. 
 
    “I hope you do no' mind.”  
 
    “No, not at all!” Lyra answered. “Maryn, that is really good. May I see more?” 
 
    Her pleasure at the enthusiastic response was plain. “O' course. I-I call this my face book.” 
 
    The face book was filled with portraits and busts of people. Lyra's mouth dropped at the images Maryn had been able to create with nothing but shades of black and gray. Somehow, she had managed more than just physical features; she captured their essence, too. Many pages showed Mejhisk's likeness, each one telling a distinctly different story about his character—laughing, grinning, roguish, even his jovial drunken side. As she turned pages, there were many other people she didn't know, but just from Maryn's sketches, Lyra could tell how Maryn saw them. 
 
    She breathed in awe when she came to one dedicated to J'Kor. His was a collage, each portrait smaller for several different renditions to fit on one page. Dashing. Serious. Thoughtful. Eyes twinkling. She had caught it all. 
 
    “I liked your song, by the way,” Maryn tentatively offered, “at the party the other night. You have a great voice. I got tingles all over.” 
 
    “Thank you. It was actually rather terrifying being put on the spot like that in front of all those strangers. I don't think it came off quite normal with Frett's band, either,” she said, trying to laugh. 
 
    “Oh, no! It was wonderful. Did you no' hear everyone's appreciation at the end?” 
 
    Lyra's returning grin was dry. “I figured the enthusiasm stemmed more from the alcohol than any real artistic approval.” 
 
    “Well, maybe that helped,” Maryn giggled, “but honestly, we have been getting wires and thank you messages since then. People really liked you.” 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    “And it made me wonder,” Maryn's voice turned more timid, “is that how you really feel?” 
 
    “How I really feel about what? Tarts?” 
 
    “No,” Maryn laughed. “How you feel about how you should be treated. Demanding respect, even if you are just a woman.” 
 
    Ugh! They had just entered dangerous territory. Lyra wanted to stand on the bench and proclaim with outstretched arms, “Yes! You are so much more than what these people would have you believe. You deserve to be respected. Fight for your right to speak!” But she couldn't. She was in no position to start heading a rebellion. Far, far too dangerous. 
 
    “Maryn, it really was only about food.” It was the truth, but that didn't mean Lyra didn't feel like a coward for saying so. 
 
    “But it sounded like—” 
 
    “How have the pasties turned out, my pet?” 
 
    The men suddenly appeared, making Maryn choose to clam up. She was given an affectionate squeeze from her lord. Then Mejhisk's eyes wandered to Lyra—where they rested with an unusual interest sparking in them that really started to make her feel uncomfortable.  
 
    “Lovely,” he acknowledged quietly with a nod. 
 
    Holy Creator, he was totally undressing her with his eyes! Lyra looked to J'Kor hanging back near the half door. His nod was curt, but his expression had softened, his stance calmer. Lyra went to him. 
 
    Aside from creating some distance between her and the somehow aroused Mejhisk, she was ready to offer an apology. She had really stepped out of line earlier. She bent her knee in subjection. “My lord, please forgi—“  
 
    “I am sorry for getting so angry, Lyra,” J'Kor said right over top her own words. 
 
    It made them both grin, in spite of everything, and when he lifted her chin, she was given a smile—reserved—but a smile nonetheless. Wow, he surprised her yet again! 
 
    “Have you and Maryn been getting to know one another?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. In fact, did you know that 'Na Maryn is an artist?” 
 
    He looked mildly surprised as they strolled across the room to their hosts. “No, I did no'.” 
 
    Lyra picked up the sketch book off the table. “Look at these. They are quite amazing. She calls it her face book—all head and bust sketches.” Out of the corner of her eye, Lyra saw Maryn flush with pleasure. 
 
    “Sallee says they are cute,” Maryn murmured shyly. 
 
    “Aye,” Mejhisk drawled, “I let Maryn sit in the corner sometimes during some o' my dinner parties so she can watch guests and do her little drawings.” 
 
    “Sal, Lyra is right,” J'Kor told him as he flipped through the pages, growing more and more impressed. “These are really good. You should let her train under someone. She has real talent.” 
 
    But to Lyra's surprise, Mejhisk's brow only darkened. “What? That simple dabbling? Well, I doubt that Maryn would have the time.” And he flippantly brushed off the suggestion. 
 
    “And you have begun a new one, I see.” J'Kor had come to Lyra's page and he held the book up to her to compare. “Aye. Quite accurate.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Maryn said. “I would need an hour or so to finish it, but it does no' need to be done today. I was just playing around, anyway.” Her glance at Mejhisk was careful. 
 
    “Maryn, pet, please serve our guests now,” Mejhisk more or less ordered, taking the book from J'Kor and placing it—closed—farther down the table. 
 
    Maryn's pasties were divine. Mejhisk babbled on, saying how quaint it was sometimes to entertain close friends here in the humble atmosphere of the baking chamber, and other such nonsense. His conversation was largely directed at J'Kor, though, while the women remained quiet nearby. 
 
    The dance lesson went better after that. A little. Lyra kept catching Mejhisk's eyes on her—and not as a teacher any more. His lips seemed on the verge of some cryptic grin when their gazes would meet and after a while, Lyra just had to ignore him. Likewise, his parting kiss to her hand at the door was uncomfortably long. Then he had some whispered words with J'Kor that got them both grinning before J'Kor good-naturedly pushed him away. 
 
    “He knows, doesn't he?” Lyra said as soon as they were in the wagon out of earshot. “You told him.”  
 
    “Aye. It was obvious something was off between us and he would no' let it go until I said something.” 
 
    “So he knows what I am and the nature of our … relationship?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Lyra looked over at him. “That must have been hard for you to admit.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Then her gaze lowered. “And I can imagine how frustrated you must be with me.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Whinnee's footfalls had a nice plud, plud thing going on the soft dirt road. The late afternoon breeze was cool and fragrant. After a moment, J'Kor shifted a little in his seat. “It probably equals your frustration with me,” he softly conceded. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Then Lyra giggled at her imitation of the Caldreen'n vernacular, and the soft laugh of J'Kor made a pleasant counterpoint to the steady thrum of a quiet, spring afternoon. 
 
    # # #  
 
    Scrub. Scrub. Scrub. 
 
    Her wet rag over baked-on meat pie bore peculiar similarity to Whinnee's foot pads on the ground as Lyra determinedly worried the crustiness away on the pan. Fingers beginning to cramp, she blew out in frustration and the moist heat from the sink's dishwater wafted upward to cling to her face. With a sudsy arm, she wiped at an annoying stray hair stuck to her cheek. Shower water from the lavatory ran in the background. 
 
    After some more work at home, they had eaten together, and now J'Kor was taking a shower: his large hands working the shampoo through honey-kissed hair, shoulders probably all sudsy. Lyra pictured the bubbles running in rivulets down the channel of his spine— 
 
    Stop! 
 
    Stop it! she chastised. Blessed stars, she couldn't believe she was thinking about him in that way! 
 
    The disturbing, naked shower image dissolved, replaced instead with the sound of his voice—the way he said her name, the musical quality of his tone when he laughed … his whisper in her ear when he lay at her back in bed. 
 
    “Do you need some help?” 
 
    Lyra started violently at J'Kor's real voice, just as warm and inviting as in her mind, right behind her. He chuckled at her reaction—that nice, masculine chuckle that tickled pleasurably behind her eyes, causing the room to grow fuzzy. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I thought you heard me come out. Shall I have a try at that?” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” The inside of her mouth had gone dry and she almost choked on the simple word. 
 
    From behind, J'Kor slid hands, still warmed and damp from the shower, down to her wrists and into the dishwater, his breath heating an ear at the side of her head. He had his button front shirt draped loosely about him, the sleeves rolled up, but a quick glance to the side revealed that his bottom half was only covered by a towel. Urk! 
 
    Lyra's senses sprang into full activity, titillated with the scent of his recent shower, the heat from his skin against her back, the sound of his steady breathing, his touch as he gently took the pan from her to scrub at the spot for a minute. 
 
    “There,” he murmured with satisfaction. “All clean.” 
 
    The water was turned on, the pan rinsed, and he placed it upside down with the other dishes to the side. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Lyra squeaked through a constricted throat. 
 
    “Lyra.” Her name was spoken softly. “My Lyra.” Entreating fingers brushed up the skin of her arms to her shoulders as he said, “Please forgive me, but I do no' think I can wait any longer.” 
 
    Holy Saints in Heaven. 
 
    “My lord, I—I haven't finished with the kitchen yet.” 
 
    “The kitchen can wait.” His head curled round her neck for soft kisses just under her jaw. Lyra gulped. 
 
    “I'm not cleaned up yet, either. You will probably want me to go take a—” 
 
    “You smell great,” he breathed. “You are perfect just as you are now.” 
 
    Slow massaging motions began at the base of her neck and crept steadily outward, coaxing her dress's collar and sleeves off her shoulders. Oh, wow! That felt really good. 
 
    Her fierce grip on the counter edge relaxed. Well, maybe his needs really are about the physical, she rationalized as J'Kor's hands worked their way to her back where her bodice's ribbon was loosened. Suddenly, Lyra was having a really hard time remembering why this was not supposed to happen. 
 
    “Lyra, I want so much for you to enjoy this.” 
 
    The bodice slipped away and J'Kor felt his way across her bared midsection while he continued his light nuzzling and tasting of her neck and ear. 
 
    She was melting. 
 
    Melting. 
 
    “I will take care o' you.” Then he was turning her, cupping her face tenderly, and bending to kiss her, long and soft on the mouth. “Do you like this?” he whispered. Not really waiting for a response, he kissed her again. 
 
    Then she was in his arms, her body responding. Encouraging. Lyra pulled his head closer. She drank in the deliciousness of his lips and knew that he was registering each drum of her heart that beat in tandem with his. 
 
    His response was immediate. Her frock was pulled down past her hips to land in a soft, rose colored puddle at her bare feet and he drew her against him. “Moons, you feel so good!” was his impassioned murmur as he stroked her hair and raked his hands across her back, his breath coming faster. “I am going to be so good to you. You will see.” 
 
    Lyra looked up into his face. Those gray eyes filled with tender invitation. His voice brimming with tantalizing warmth and thoughtfulness. She had no words, but just smiled in acceptance, for the first time reveling in the blanketing security of that gaze as he carried her like a baby to his room. 
 
    J'Kor lay her gently on top of the made bed and Lyra closed her eyes, surrendering fully to the glorious sensations that his lips and hands were coaxing out of her. She exhaled in pure ecstasy. “My lord …” 
 
    “Oh, my little Twitterbug, I have missed you so much.” 
 
    Wait. WHAT? Lyra's lashes flew open to a husky athletic build, reddish brown curls, and a smile as glorious as sunshine gazing down at her. A loving finger traced a circle around heart 
 
    “I'm still waiting for you.” 
 
    Oh God! JON! 
 
    Lyra shot up in bed, breathing hard in a cold, clammy sweat. It appeared to be the middle of the night. 
 
    “Are you okay?” was J'Kor's sleepy question as he raised his head from his pillow. 
 
    Lyra bent her face to her hands, the overpowering guilt coursing through her as her mind raced to remember what was fact and what was dream. After getting home yesterday, she had gone straight to the kitchen to sort out dinner. J'Kor had been polite, but quiet, and each of them went about their business for the evening until bedtime. She was disconcerted by his approach to watch her undress in the closet, but when she had donned the nightgown and had nothing left to do but nervously wait for him to step aside, he simply nodded good night and left. 
 
    That was it. He went to his office again and she didn't know when he had come back in. 
 
    “Did you have a bad dream?” Lyra felt a touch at her leg and she jumped, jerking it away like it burned. 
 
    I am so sorry for being weak, my love! It was a dream! I don't know what came over me. 
 
    J'Kor started to sit up. “Would you like to tell me about it?” 
 
    “No—” Lyra answered too quickly. She was so embarrassed. “—m-my lord. I mean, no thank you.” Oh, no, she was crying! Lyra hastily brushed away tears and lay back down, turned away from him. “I'm fine.” 
 
    A moment of blaring silence stretched exceedingly long. Then, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Please, j-just let it go.” Every sob and sniff must be so clear to his ears! But she couldn't help it. 
 
    “Lyra—” he tried; then he fell silent. Eventually, J'Kor turned over and went back to sleep. 
 
    The next day, Lyra could not shake her intense guilt over that dream. The majority of her morning private prayer time was spent in repentance—pouring out her soul, pleading for forgiveness. She couldn't look J'Kor in the eye. She avoided him whenever possible and when he presented her at lunch with another bouquet of fresh flowers, but this time, magically and charmingly pulled from nowhere, her smile, she knew, was quite forced. He didn't know he was only making it worse. 
 
    After a rather silent dinner, he remained at the table watching her while she cleaned up. When he asked if she would like some help, Lyra quickly shook her head, thank you, but no. 
 
    “Lyra, what is going on?” he finally said. “Is this still about that nightmare? Or our argument yesterday?  Are you still upset about that?” 
 
    Lyra cringed as she stared at the cabinet before her. “Do I have to answer that, my lord?” 
 
    It was a long time before he said, “I suppose no'.” 
 
    “May I go outside for a minute, please?” It was suddenly stifling in here! 
 
    Another long moment. Then, “Sure. Fine,” and he left the room. 
 
    Lyra wandered through the fields, following the brook for quite a while. The harder she tried to put him out of her mind, the harder he stuck. And she couldn't stand it. The dream, how he was entirely filling her thoughts, it was like she was cheating on Jon … and her God. She had to get a grip. 
 
    The sun's brilliant purple rays through the distant tree tops suddenly helped Lyra comprehend that she had been out much longer than she intended and she hurried back to the house. 
 
    There, she found everything washed, dried, and put away. J'Kor was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Lyra's depression deepened.  
 
    A minute staring aimlessly at the wall, and she concluded that the only task that had any appeal at all now was to go curl up in bed and end the day as fast as possible. Unfortunately, that idea didn't work as well as she'd hoped. Her sleep that night was a fitful wreck. 
 
    The next morning Lyra dressed, yawning heavily, and began her work of making breakfast and avoiding J'Kor. His plate she placed before him with a barely intelligible, “Good morrow, my lord,” before sitting across from him (as inconspicuously as possible) with her own. 
 
    He didn't touch it. 
 
    “Lyra, it is like we are back to day one again,” he said. “How much longer are you going to mope around like this? I thought we got past a few things. I thought we were being honest with each other.” 
 
    Drat. 
 
    The expletive she really wanted to use was not acceptable. 
 
    Lyra slowly put her fork down and placed her hands in her lap. “Forgive me. You are right.” Drat! Drat! Drat! But what kind of explanation could she possibly give? “My lord … I fear getting close to you.” 
 
    “Because I am a slave-owning Stranger?” 
 
    “Kind of,” she admitted, and she began to toy with some fuzz pilling on her apron. 
 
    J'Kor growled. “But you have been—” 
 
    Then his wire receiver rang loud and annoyingly clear from the office. J'Kor didn't move. 
 
    It rang a second time, a third. At the fourth, his chair scraped loudly on the floor as he finally got up to answer it. Now was Lyra's chance to cram the rest of her breakfast down her throat so she could be elsewhere before he came back. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “Aye, hello?” Kade was thoroughly annoyed that his confrontation with Lyra had been interrupted. 
 
    “Brother! Did you finally get things 'straightened' out?” 
 
    “Not now, mate!” J'Kor seethed, and hung up on his friend. He strode from the room.  
 
    The receiver rang again. Kade swore under his breath. He lifted the receiver again, but only just long enough for the line to connect. 
 
    “Broth—” 
 
    Click. 
 
    It did not ring again. 
 
    When Kade got back to the table, he found Lyra with her mouth so full of food she could hardly chew. He rolled his eyes and took the chair next to her. “But we were getting along just fine until the other night,” he insisted. “What is it with these mood swings—” 
 
    A knock sounded at the front door. 
 
    Blast the Mother! What now? 
 
    A small, open-air carriage for two was visible through the front window, parked under the shade tree. Bloody whor'! Nim! He had completely forgotten she said she was coming back for a “follow up.” Grrr. 
 
    Kade stalked to the door. 
 
    “Good morrow, Kadent,” the physician woman greeted, all smiles and sunshine. “How are you this lovely—” 
 
    “Go away, Nim.” 
 
    Slam! 
 
    The stunned silence lasted only a few seconds. 
 
    “Now, Kadent,” he heard, along with a few more insistent raps. “There is no need to be childish about this. I told you I was coming back.” 
 
    “And I told you to leave her alone. You are no' welcome here.” 
 
    “The girl has the right to know. I am only here today to verify, anyway. I have brought a professor from the university to meet her.” 
 
    A professor? This had just gone from bad to worse. 
 
    “My lord?” was Lyra's tentative voice. “What is she talking—?” But Kade's raised hand silenced her. 
 
    “Nim, I can tell you right now that I will no' let anything come o' it, anyway, so you might as well forget about it and go home.” 
 
    After a moment, another voice spoke through the door. Male. And rather nasal. “Eh, my good Lord J'Kor, good morrow. My name is Dr. Wyk, Dr. Lensgran Wyk, from the university.” The man paused for some whining complaint to Nim about the humiliation of speaking to a door before he went on. “My lord, I do no' suppose you could open the door so I can—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “… W-well, I teach medicine and I should very much like to interview your khar—for academic purposes, o' course.” 
 
    “Permission no' granted. I am a very busy man and have no' the time for—” 
 
    “Kadent, that is enough,” Nim commanded rather sternly. “She needs to know.” 
 
    “She is my khar, Nim, and I will decide what she does or does no' 'need.'” 
 
    “Know what, my lord?” Lyra's voice was more insistent this time. 
 
    “Nothing, Lyra. Just the rash supposition o' an old woman who canno' keep her nose out o' other people's business.” 
 
    “Rash am I?” Nim had heard his conclusion—not that Kade had been trying very hard to keep his voice down. “Kadent, when have you ever known me to be rash? You are just being selfish …” 
 
    Somewhere in there, the man who called himself Dr. Wyk had started in again. “Lord J'Kor, if I may, I have made it my life's work to study this special branch o' medicine …” 
 
    “I am telling you both, for the last time,” Kade shouted, “to leave these premises or—” 
 
    “Know WHAT, my lord?” 
 
    Lyra's assertive resonance silenced them all. 
 
    The door opened with a soft click and swish on its hinges and Nim stood on the threshold, her bold determination belying the mildness with which she answered Lyra's question for him. 
 
    “That you are a mage, my dear.” 
 
    Curse the Mother's dark side. We are all doomed. 
 
    # # # 
 
    A WHAT? 
 
    The woman's incredible pronouncement was so ludicrous that Lyra almost laughed. How under Geniven's moons could Nim believe such a thing of her? Even if the old myths and legends were true, Lyra wouldn't touch any of that shady, mystic stuff with a twenty foot pole. It was unnatural—not from the Father, and definitely not part of His Plan. 
 
    “You only think she is a mage,” J'Kor muttered between clenched teeth, waves of discontent rolling off him. 
 
    “Well, that is simply what we are here to determine. Is it no'?” 
 
    J'Kor's glare at Nim did not soften as he took her by the arm and led her back outside, down the porch steps, and into the yard where a heated debate bloomed. Heated on J'Kor's side, anyway. 
 
    Lyra only caught snippets from that distance, but through the front window she could see the two determined figures hashing it out. Then a little cough brought her attention back to the young professor—Dr. Wyk—who had tentatively stepped inside. Restless fingers fiddled with the very worn gentleman's picnic cap he held before his slightly wrinkled dress jacket. His thin, pale skin emitted an almost greenish pallor under longish dark hair untidily sprouting from his scalp. Wyk's black-framed spectacles did little to hide the large round eyes behind them that, paired with the high, pointy cheekbones, recalled to one's mind the image of a shocktail caught in the glare of a hunter's spotlight—a red-rimmed, chronically fatigued shocktail that spent far too many hours hunched over small lettering in a dimly lit room. 
 
    He only nodded politely then turned, like her, back to nervously watching the couple outside argue under the morning sun. Nim finally turned back toward the house, but J'Kor did not, and to Lyra's great alarm, he only glanced back at her once before stalking off in a different direction. 
 
    “Good morrow, my dear,” Nim greeted Lyra with a sprite step into the home. “I was hoping to avoid such drama, although, I do understand Kadent's concern. How are we today?” 
 
    Lyra had a hard time getting her lips to move. “My lady, I agree with my lord. I am no mage. I-I don't even believe in witchcraft or divination. The very idea is repulsive to me, as a matter of fact.” Lyra dared not go further. She couldn't bring up God in this. 
 
    Nim gave her a kind smile. “Whether or no' you believe it yourself, child, does no' change its truth.” 
 
    “But it is not true, my lady! I don't even know where you got this idea.” 
 
    The two unwelcome guests quietly observed her like an interesting science experiment and Lyra anxiously looked out the window for any sign of a returning J'Kor. No such luck. She was abandoned, in the charge of a woman not as guileless as Lyra had originally surmised and a strange academic whose intentions were totally unknown. 
 
    “Lyra, I am sure we will all be more comfortable sitting down. Please,” said Nim, motioning toward the table. 
 
    “My lady—” 
 
    “Nim, dear,” she was reminded. 
 
    “Nim,” Lyra corrected, “is my lord going to return soon?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Sit … child,” Nim commanded, her daily quota for argument fast reaching its limit. 
 
    Lyra sat. 
 
    Nim and Wyk seated themselves opposite while Lyra pushed her largely uneaten breakfast to the side, her appetite gone. 
 
    “Now, first things first.” Nim clasped her hands together on the table. “How are you feeling? Are you fully recovered from last week's incident?” 
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” Lyra mumbled. 
 
    “Good. I was fairly certain you would be fine, but as you are now aware, that is no' why I have really come back to see you.” A quick look passed between Nim and her companion professor before she continued. “About two weeks ago, Kadent asked me to come tend a small stab wound on his back. It was a simple enough injury, requiring only a few stitches. When he asked me to come see you last week, I examined the cut again, just for good measure.” Another shared look between the two. “I am sure you can appreciate my surprise when I was hard pressed to even locate the wound site. It was completely healed with almost no visible scar.” 
 
    Here, Nim stopped, as if giving Lyra a moment to confess her part. Dr. Wyk, too, pushed his glasses farther up his nose, anticipating Lyra's reaction in the minutest detail. 
 
    But Lyra shook her head. “My la—Nim, I assure you that I did not do anything. I didn't even know he had a cut. How is that even possible?” The pages of Lyra's memory began to turn, trying to recall any of the times she had seen his bare back. There was nothing. Except the tattoo. 
 
    “Oh, I think you did do something,” Nim gently insisted, “though you may no' have been aware o' it.” 
 
    “What then? What do you think I did?” Lyra challenged. Maybe she would like to hear the answer, just so she could shoot it down. 
 
    “You sang, child.” 
 
    First a laugh, then a snort, then some other disbelieving grunt tried to vent itself in Lyra's throat, but all failed. She sat dumbfounded, praying that any second now Nim's very ill-conceived joke would end and they could all have a good laugh together.  
 
    The woman never looked more serious. 
 
    Dr. Wyk was no help either. He leaned forward, eager. 
 
    No, no, no! Lyra's hand flew, slapping the table's surface. “That is,” she told them both, “the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. I sang to him?” The snort finally made it out. “Singing?” Lyra rolled her eyes. 
 
    How stupid were these people? 
 
    Yes, she sang. And tended to hum while she worked, but in all her years and in all the times she had nursed people, she had never known her singing to make a lick of significant difference! It was just the most preposterous—! Lyra blinked. 
 
    Neither Nim nor the professor sitting across from her appeared phased in the least. They sat calmly awaiting the death of her denial before they could proceed again in orderly fashion. 
 
    It was unnerving, to say the least. 
 
    Lyra put her hands back in her lap. “I mean, you must be joking, ma'am. My singing has no magical power to it.” 
 
    “That first night that he brought you home, he told me you sang a song.” 
 
    “Well, yes … I guess,” Lyra said, vaguely recalling that little detail of an altogether terrifying night. “But it wasn't anything I hadn't sung before. And it wasn't even for him.” It was only for calming herself, because right after that was when J'Kor had taken her by the waist and danced with her, right into his room and— 
 
    “Aye, I know,” Nim admitted, “but that is what makes your case all the more interesting.” 
 
    Wyk finally felt it was time for him to jump in. “You see, normally, a song mage needs to have physical contact, but somehow, you were able to affect him from across the room. Very intriguing.” 
 
    “Wait. A song mage?” Lyra said. 
 
    For all the saints' sake! Why was she even entertaining a conversation about this mystical crap? There was the power of the priesthood, the same power by which God performed His miracles and did all His work through the universe, and nothing else. Man did not have the ability to magically manipulate the elements or the spirit world at will, and that was that. 
 
    “Well, a song mage, a-a real one is a very rare find these days. In fact, most of the academic world has dismissed the old stories as legend—fiction,” Dr. Wyk said, his enthusiasm growing with each phrase. “But, I believe differently. I think they really do exist. They are just nearly impossible to find nowadays because, well, I think that the predisposition is largely passed on genetically, and a hundred years ago, anyone showing any ability in the art was hunted down and killed on the charge o' witchcraft.” 
 
    The eagerness with which the professor spewed this information contrasted starkly with the willingness in which Lyra received it. As if she didn't already have enough against her, they wanted to pin her as a mage/witch too!  
 
    “Then I am definitely not your woman, sir. Not only do I have absolutely no desire to learn about this, I can tell you that no one in my family has ever shown any 'magical' ability, either. It's all hogwash and superstition.” 
 
    Nim said, “Did you no' tell me that your grandmother also practiced medicine?” 
 
    “Yes, but her work was based on natural healing herbs and time-proven techniques. That was the secret to her success.” 
 
    “Did she sing, too?” Nim pushed. 
 
    “Yes, but you know,” Lyra sighed, “it's soothing. It calms people in traumatic situations. That is all it is meant to do.” 
 
    Nim still did not look dissuaded. 
 
    “Tell me,” the older woman said, “In your town, in your area, did everyone come to see her?” 
 
    “… Yes. She was the best.” With reluctance, Lyra remembered that even people not of their settlement, not of their faith, had, at times, traveled to seek out her grandmother—under threat of the government's wrath and all. 
 
    “And have no' people come to you, as well?” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    Two of her settlement—a man in his early thirties and an older woman—were specifically set up to practice medicine and midwiving full-time. They took the majority of the patient load. Lyra only ever considered the trade as a hobby, but now that she thought about it, there were certain friends, in addition to her family, that only went to her. She also had, on occasion, turned others over to go see the professionals when requests began to interfere with her family life or if a certain case appeared too overwhelming for a wife and mother just helping a little on the side. Suddenly, memories of the professionals sometimes calling on her for assistance began to creep in, as well, and Lyra gave an irksome rub to her forehead.  
 
    “They know, my dear,” Nim gently continued. “Perhaps it is only on a subconscious level, but somehow, people know that things go faster—smoother—with you there, just as you know intuitively what to do.” 
 
    A moon shaped dent in the well-used surface of the dining table stared up at Lyra, and she stared stubbornly back. It could not be true. Her skill was due to the years she spent at her grandmother's knee and her own study and experience since then, not magic. People still remained sick for days sometimes under her care. It still took weeks to recover from certain injuries. There was nothing remarkable about her methods or results. 
 
    “Maybe I have gotten lucky a few times, and perhaps I learned well under my grandmother, but I can promise you, I have treated people for years and never had any unusual or unexplained results. I know this!” 
 
    “I wonder,” the professor chimed in, thinking hard. “Mistress, have you experienced anything especially … impactful to your life in recent weeks? Life changing, maybe?” 
 
    Don't laugh. Just answer the question. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    He nodded. “It has been my experience that after particularly traumatizing or poignant events, certain elements o' a person's being can become more pronounced—more prominent—as if the experience allowed something within them to break free. They are no' just changed emotionally, but in a very literal sense, physically, as well. I wonder if, in your particular case, this special ability lay largely latent in you, until something momentous happened that jogged it into full activity.” 
 
    She had heard quite enough. 
 
    “Professor, Nim,” Lyra nodded to each of them in turn, “you have both obviously spent a lot of time rationalizing sense into the mysterious healing of my lord's wound, of which I can only take your word regarding its existence. But let me make it clear that it does not matter what you believe of me, I do not believe it! Any of it. So, please leave and let me and my lord go about our business.” 
 
    The looks were exchanged again. Then Nim calmly reached into her medical bag while Dr. Wyk removed his jacket. He rolled up his shirt sleeve and took something handed him by Nim—a shiny, narrow scalpel. Then with a nervous throat clear and just a hint of indecision passing across his features, Wyk closed his eyes, sucked in a breath, and swiftly drew the blade across his forearm with a little gasp. Lyra jumped from her chair. 
 
    “What are you doing? Are you CRAZY?” 
 
    Bright red blood began to drain onto the table, forming a puddle. 
 
    “It would be helpful if you worked quickly, Mistress J'Kor,” Dr. Wyk said through a shaky breath. “I have a bit o' a clotting issue, you see. It takes forever ….” 
 
    Lyra ogled incredulously at Nim's unperturbed facade. “If this is your way of making me perform for you, it won't work! I told you, I don't do magic. I don't know how!” 
 
    “He really is serious about that clotting issue, my dear. I suggest you get to work.” 
 
    Lyra wanted to scream. She strode around the table, grabbing a kitchen towel as she went. “You are both insane. D'you know that? If he dies, you had better not pin it on me.” Folding the towel a few times, she applied pressure to the cut. Then taking the scalpel carefully out of Wyk's trembling hand, she asked Nim if she had any essence of busmuth to thicken the blood. 
 
    Nim's rather airy, “Fresh out, my dear,” made Lyra's blood boil. She made another towel into a tourniquet for Wyk's arm. 
 
    The cut had to be placed over a bowl and a fresh towel pressed against it before Lyra could clean up the puddle on the table—a rather awkward task considering neither Nim nor Dr. Wyk were willing to help. 
 
    “Mistress,” the doctor said, his eyes taking on a glazed sheen, “please just try.” 
 
    “Try what, sir? I don't know what you expect me to do. And even if I did, I don't know that I would do it.” Her chin shot out, hard and defiant. “Forgive my assertiveness, but this is an idiotic thing to do—gambling your life on me.” 
 
    Wyk's little laugh was high and wheezy. “Not a gamble, Mistress. Faith. Call it faith. Please.” 
 
    Faith? 
 
    Ugh! Why did he have to choose that word? Lyra dabbed up the rest of the smears on his skin and turned to rinse out the washcloth, but Wyk's hand shot out, catching her arm. 
 
    “I can bleed for hours, and you canno' keep me bound up for long before permanent tissue damage begins. Listen to my voice, Mistress. Place your hand over the cut. Find my tone. Match it.” 
 
    “Your tone?” Now his lips had paled. Lyra didn't get it. He hadn't lost that much blood. 
 
    Then, it suddenly dawned on her. Wyk didn't just have clotting issues, he suffered from hemophobia. He was afraid of his own blood! Well, it was no surprise given his condition. Sheesh! The guy had shown more guts in opening himself up like that than Lyra had, at first, appreciated. 
 
    “Close your eyes,” he said, beginning to sweat now. “When I stop speaking, listen to me.” 
 
    “That doesn't make any sense, sir,” Lyra moaned. “How can I—?” 
 
    “When I go silent, listen to me,” he insisted. “Now, close your eyes. It helps.” 
 
    With a hard glance at Nim, Lyra took a chair next to Wyk and closed her eyes. 
 
    The breeze rustled through the leaves in the trees outside. Sheep bleated in the distance. A chair creaked as Nim shifted in her seat. Dr. Wyk's breathing was slightly labored. 
 
    This is stupid! I'm only hearing—wait … 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
     
 
      
 
    … 
 
    Lyra heard something … something low and steady, like the thrumming of a buzzbird's wings. Then it left. Someone was touching her hand! Lyra opened her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” She had forgotten to place her fingers over the cut as ordered. 
 
    “Do no' speak,” the skinny professor chided. “Listen.” 
 
    Okay! I'm listening, I'm listening … 
 
    Oh my. 
 
     She could suddenly hear the professor … living! She didn't know how else to describe the sound. It wasn't his heart beat or his breathing; Lyra had somehow tuned into his … his life—his soul?— manifesting itself to her in an audible way. She almost stopped breathing as she focused solely on this “tone” she was hearing for the very first time.               
 
    “I hear you,” she whispered in wonder. 
 
    “Can you match it?” Wyk whispered back. 
 
    Lyra listened again, absolutely fascinated at the new, strangely musical quality of the hum. She gasped! It was a note—no, more than one note—but one tone holding predominance over the others, like the root of a key in a bell chord. With a quick, soft throat clear, she tried vocalizing the key note. She started following some of the other faint tones she could pick out. It was like humming one of the ancient, nearly monotone melodies from the earliest forms of music in recorded history—staunchly based between just a few notes with only the minutest of variations every so often. 
 
    It began to grow louder in her ears. It filled her senses, taking over every other thought Lyra had hitherto been entertaining until there was nothing but the music of this man's soul ringing through her own body. Lyra's pulse, even, seemed to slow to match the rhythm of the changing tones. 
 
    Lyra … Somewhere, very far away, she heard her name. 
 
    “Lyra, stop. That is enough,” Nim commanded. 
 
    Lyra's fingers were removed from the professor's arm and her eyes flashed open to a fleeting sense of vertigo. Dizzily, she met eyes with Nim. Why did she feel so tired all of a sudden? “What happened?” 
 
    “Bless the Mother. What a trip! Woo hoo!” Wyk exclaimed, flushed with excitement. “'Na Lyra, how do you feel?” 
 
    “I … I don't know.” She began a massage of her forehead. “What—?” She looked down at the man's arm she had been lightly stroking. A thick red line—a roughly formed scab—ran along the pale skin like a craggy mountain range. This was his cut. 
 
    Lyra started. She looked up into the face of the glowing professor who was busily trying to untie Lyra's tourniquet knot with one hand. “Did you see that? Did you see that, Nim? It was brilliant!” he proclaimed. 
 
    Nim, coming at him with a newly wetted cloth, wiped away the remaining blood smears, and they started speaking in excited undertones. 
 
    “I saw the skin close right up!” 
 
    “Did you hear that? She was changing notes.” 
 
    “Remarkable!” 
 
    “I have never seen such a fast heal before. Rather untidy, but—” 
 
    “I feel quite energized—amazing even!” 
 
    To the side, Lyra sat in her chair feeling sick. Had she just done that? No! It couldn't be! This was not natural. Not right. Oh God, I did not just do magic! What's happening to me? 
 
    “Mistress J'Kor, are you all right?” The two were suddenly watching her with concern. 
 
    The churning of Lyra's stomach intensified and she opened her mouth. “I—” she tried, then Lyra made a dash for the bathroom. She flung herself inside, turned the lock with trembling fingers, and dropped to her knees, heaving and retching into the little trash can near the sink. 
 
    It was only a matter of seconds before the first knocks began. “Lyra, child, do you feel ill? What is wrong? Please unlock the door.” 
 
    Lyra coughed once more then wiped at her mouth, letting the cool of the paneled wall soothe her throbbing head as she huddled against it, filled with revulsion at her own hypocrisy. Once she had heard that tone, it was like instinct had taken over. She was only partly aware of her actions after that. Yet, the end result could not be denied. She had done that! Had closed up his skin! Lyra knew it with every rocketing thump of her heart. 
 
    “Please go away, Nim! Leave me alone. Can't you see I just want to be left alone?” she cried. Then Lyra was rocking back and forth, just as she had done day after day during her depression in the khari'na caravan. 
 
    Heavenly Father, what did I just do? 
 
    The knocking and entreaties for her to come out continued, but hugging her knees, Lyra blocked them out. By habit, she thought of a hymn and her lips started forming the words, but then she suddenly pressed them together tight, refusing to go on. The sound of her voice—her “magical” voice—frightened her now. She didn't even want to speak anymore. She didn't know what to make of herself. 
 
    Lyra covered her head with her arms, trying to hide entirely from the world. Merciful Father! 
 
    Minutes passed, Lyra wasn't sure how many, but Nim and Wyk had given up some time ago. Then she heard, “Lyra? I have a key. I am going to come in.” It was J'Kor's voice, soft and reassuring 
 
    “Please! I don't want to talk to them anymore,” Lyra cried. “My lord, please make them go away!” 
 
    There was silence. Then more silence and Lyra felt free to joylessly retreat back into herself. 
 
    After another long while, she heard a scratching in the keyhole and the knob turned. Through tear-blurred eyes, she made out J'Kor in the doorway. “Nim and the professor have left,” he said gently. “Are you hurt? Feeling sick?” 
 
    An indignant heat began to build in her stomach. How dare he leave her like he did and then have the nerve to sound considerate now! She used her blood-stained sleeve to wipe at her eyes. “Did you know he was going to do that? Cut himself?” 
 
    “Well, I figured they would try something to see you work,” he said, offering a hand up. 
 
    Lyra didn't take it. The heat intensified, billowing to her head, hot and angry. She collected herself and rose to him. “And you left me here to just 'figure it out?'” 
 
    “Lyra, I did no' have much choice. Nim—” 
 
    “You knew! This whole time you knew and you didn't tell me!” A new flush of tears formed, streaking his features. “You left me at the mercy of leering strangers and you didn't tell me why!” 
 
    Her hand flew. And she slapped him. 
 
    Full in the face! 
 
    Those beautiful eyes flew to the side with the impact, widened in absolute surprise. 
 
    But when they turned back there was anger. J'Kor caught her wrist on its way back down. “Look! I do no' owe you anything! In fact, you forget, dear lady—” 
 
    “I thought we were being honest with each other, my lord,” Lyra cut in, mimicking exactly the way he had said it earlier. 
 
    The anger did not dissipate in the turbulent grayness, but he did pause. 
 
    “Evidently, you are feeling fine,” he muttered. He dropped her wrist and straightened. “I am going back to work. Clean yourself up then come outside. The chickcock house needs cleaning today.” 
 
    WHAT? He expected her to drop this mind blowing subject just like that? Lyra's mouth hung open. Then it shut. Tight. 
 
    “As you wish, my lord.” She curtsied stiffly. 
 
    He strode off without another look and Lyra had nothing else to do but finish cleaning up the kitchen then go to the closet to change, as ordered. Boy, did she need direction now! If only …. Before Lyra knew it, she was gazing up at the top corner shelf again. Then she just shook her head and left. 
 
    Her approach of J'Kor for further details regarding the coop cleaning yielded only a brusque tip of his chin in its general direction and that she get to work. Once inside the low wood structure, however, it was easy to see what needed to be done: change the floor litter, refresh the nest boxes, scrape the roosts, brush down dust and cobwebs, clean the drum shaped water dispenser … 
 
    Lyra relived the events of the morning as she worked. The urge to respond to those sounds and sensations had been overwhelming. The temptation too great. It made Lyra shudder to wonder if she had succumbed to some evil spirit inviting her to try out something tantalizingly aberrant. Freakish. It had felt good—in its own way, that is, until she realized what she had done and made her oblations into the bathroom trash. Then J'Kor had come in to confirm that he had known about this ability for a whole wee— 
 
    Sweet angels of mercy! She had slapped him! In the face! 
 
    How could she be so stupid? J'Kor had promised her a week and what day was it now? Furd'? Lyra had two more days. Two days before he decided whether or not to turn her in. And how had she spent her time? Arguing. Defying him. 
 
    “Go fix us something to eat,” J'Kor grumbled from the coop door. “I will be in in a few minutes.” 
 
    Lyra's heart pounded at the sight of him. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    During the meal she didn't dare sit at the table. She just picked at a roll by the kitchen counter, and this time, J'Kor was only too willing to let her do so. 
 
    In a terrible depression, Lyra continued her day's work, knowing she'd better double—or triple—her efforts for the next forty-four hours. She brought in some fresh cut flowers for the table and while he ate, remained in the kitchen to prepare her favorite treat for dessert: nutcake—a squat, dense cake over which was spread a creamy frosting made from the roasted and pureed nuts of the mahree plant. It was cut it into squares and served with milk. 
 
    Next, she fluffed his pillow in his arm chair, got a small blaze going in the fireplace to the sound of a cool, night rain pattering on the roof top, and retrieved for him volume A he had been reading. “Please forgive my disrespectful attitude from earlier, my lord,” she humbly murmured as he seated himself there. 
 
    She did not raise her head or move until she was released with a short, “You may go.” 
 
    His next words to her didn't come until she was in the vanity closet nearly ready for bed. 
 
    “The children will be home tomorrow afternoon,” he said. “… I just remembered that I never allowed you time to do alterations o' your wardrobe at Sal's. We will have to see what the situation is by next week, I guess.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” She feared she knew exactly what he meant by that. 
 
    After another moment he added, “And I am sorry I did no' tell you.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” Lyra looked up at him. “They will be back, won't they.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Lyra wasn't sure she wanted to hear the answer to her next question. “What do they want from me?” 
 
    With a sigh J'Kor went to his wardrobe and started to undress. “Nim promised she would keep this between herself and the professor … for now, but she wants you to be trained so you can work with her. Dr. Wyk just wants to study you.” 
 
    Lyra swallowed back some fear. “And what did you say to that, my lord?” 
 
    He laughed darkly. “I said no way.” 
 
    “But they will come back anyway,” she guessed, and she watched him drop his tunic to the floor like he had not the strength for anything else. “My lord, can you not do something to stop them?” 
 
    He turned on her, and his expression was suddenly inimical. Hard. “You do no' seem to appreciate how increasingly difficult it is for me to keep you under wraps, Lyra! Really, I only have so much influence, and you keep … doing things!” His arm waved in exasperation. 
 
    “I am sorry, my lord! I'm not trying to cause trouble for you. Believe me.” 
 
    “And yet, trouble keeps popping up, anyway!” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she said again, weaker. “I … I don't know what else to—” 
 
    “I know, Lyra! I get it! All right?” He flumped onto the side of the bed to pull off his shoes. “I know you have been trying to keep your head down. I know you have no' desired any o' the attention.” One by one they got flung into the corner, clunking loudly against the wall before hitting the floor. “I understand that! You just … are failing so catastrophically, I do no' know whether to fly into a rage or—or laugh at the irony.” 
 
    A few ticks of the clock went by. Lyra stood awkwardly, unsure how to respond. 
 
    “And I do no' know if I can take it any more,” he finally finished. 
 
    Lyra went cold with fear. He was actually talking about it—about giving her up! Trembling, she went to the corner, picked up his shoes, and placed them neatly side by side in their place on the wardrobe's shelf. Then she picked his tunic up off the floor and smoothed it out before placing it on a hanger. She turned back, ready to humbly ask if there was anything else she could do for him, when he stood. 
 
    “Good moonrise. I will see you in the morning.” J'Kor grabbed a nightshirt and walked away. 
 
      
 
    Lyra reached to take his plate for him after another very quiet breakfast. She had been on edge since she woke up—feeling the overwhelming need to cater to him in every way she could think. Last night he'd sounded so dangerously close to just giving up. 
 
    “Lyra,” he said, a hand going over her arm. He looked so very tired. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” she almost squeaked. 
 
    “The children will be home this afternoon, and I am most certain that Jos'lie has spent her entire week dreaming about seeing you again. Do you think you could put on a good face for the next two days—for my daughter's sake?” 
 
    Oh, thank goodness! Lyra almost laughed with relief. 
 
    “Of course, my lord. Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” His nod was solemn, and he let her go. 
 
    With renewed energy she went about her work. Lyra wouldn't let herself dwell too much on her new ability. If she were home, she would have been able to meet with a priesthood elder or even the prophet for guidance regarding this “magic,” but as it was, she simply didn't know how to reconcile it on her own. So like any intelligent, mature adult … she just tried to pretend it didn't happen. 
 
    The taxi trotted up on the dot that afternoon and Lyra realized that she had been waiting for it with some anticipation. She would see Jos'lie again. Simple, pure, accepting, loving Jos'lie. Lyra felt pretty certain J'Kor would not mind in the least if she hung out with his daughter for the entire weekend. That would be nice. With Jos'lie, Lyra could relax. With Jos'lie, she felt safe. 
 
    The girl hung out the window, shouting greetings and waving with all her might as the taxi slowed to a stop. “Mama Lyra! Mama Lyra! Good job! I do good job!” 
 
    “You did?” Lyra gave her a big hug once she'd helped Jos'lie down. “I am so proud of you, Miss Jos'lie! We have missed you.” 
 
    “Mama Lyra,” the girl laughed, cocking her head at her. “No' 'Miss Jos'lie.' I am Sweetness!” 
 
    Lyra laughed at the remembered term of endearment from last week. “Of course, Sweetness!” And she gave she bouncing youth another hug. “And what shall we do together today?” 
 
    # # # 
 
    With mixed feelings, Kade watched Lyra and his daughter embrace. It was great they were getting along so well, but he feared Jos'lie becoming too attached. More and more the woman was presenting a risk to his carefully built life. 
 
    What if D'Pendul decided to expose her? What if D'Pendul decided to expose him? And more recently, what will come of this new development with her gift? Kade empathized somewhat with Lyra's reticence regarding the “magic arts.” Despite his own dabblings in practical sleight-of-hand, Kade was a man of science—not given to believe in voodoo or witchcraft. But he had heard the mage legends before, and this appeared to be another one of those times when myth, had indeed, originated from fact. 
 
    Now, to what extent the myths were true, well, Nim was determined to find out. Honestly, he couldn't blame the woman. If Lyra's ability was anything like the old stories … that would just be too valuable to ignore.  
 
    “Hi, Papa!” Jos'lie yelled, leading Lyra by the hand toward him. From the porch, Kade raised a hand in response. 
 
    The thing was, it was probably only a matter of time before someone, for one reason or another, took her away. The only things of which he was not certain were, under what circumstances it would occur—and in how much trouble he would find himself when it happened. She had already been so much trouble. How much more was he willing to take? For a Believer? For someone so repulsed by his touch? Someone so conflicted? 
 
    “Papa!” Jos'lie launched herself at him in a great hug. “Mama Lyra and I go 'splore the pond. Okay?” 
 
    Lyra watched him from under timid lashes. “I asked her what she wanted to do first and she said she wants to go exploring for bugs and flowers and rainbows.” 
 
    Kade studied his daughter's shining eyes, the expectant expression. Maybe he would postpone his decision again until after the kids had gone back to school. He quietly nodded them on their way. 
 
    In addition to the usual curt hello from Breht as the boy strode past with his suitcase, Kade received an envelope. It was another note from the school superintendent. (Groan.) 
 
      
 
    “Most Honorable Lord J'Kor, 
 
      
 
    Although your daughter continues to show some, slow progress from month to month, the gap between her and her peers continues to widen …” 
 
      
 
    Blah, blah, blah. Blast! Another hint that Jos'lie be taken out of school. Kade gazed across his grassy fields and his flocks milling peacefully about in the wash of afternoon. He had been secretly toying with the idea of not enrolling Jos'lie again after harvest break so he could turn her education over to the private tutelage of Lyra at home. It would make things so much easier—if things had gone according to plan. Things were not going according to plan. Kade ripped up the letter. 
 
    He was later found by the pair as he oiled tack in the barn, Jos' all smiles and eager to show him the treasures they had discovered around the pond. They all sat down together on buckets, and as Kade joined Lyra and his daughter in simply enjoying some of nature's little miracles, he could not deny the infinitesimal lifting of his spirits. 
 
    Jos'lie showed him a bright yellow beetle with flat, broad, flipper-like legs they had found skimming across the surface of the water. Almost breathless with excitement, she recounted how they snatched it out of the water just before a large, scaly rooter surfaced to suck it down. Her impersonation of the fish and its round, gaping mouth that just missed its target made him laugh. Lyra, too. 
 
    He was also shown a leaf that looked like a star and a rock Jos'lie thought was just the shape of her thumb. And lastly, from a grubby apron pocket, Jos'lie brought out a brightly colored seedpod that stretched the length of her small palm. 
 
    “What this flower, Papa?” 
 
    “Well, that is no' a flower at all, Sweetbee.” 
 
    “I told her I thought it was some kind of seed capsule,” Lyra said, “but I am not familiar with this plant.” 
 
    “That is not surprising,” Kade told her, taking the deep violet, kidney-shaped pod from Jos'lie's hand and holding it up to the light. “This plant is unique to this area. This is the seedpod o' sugarpip.” 
 
    “Sugarpip is an actual thing?” The look on Lyra's face made him grin. 
 
    “What? You have never read about it in S?” 
 
    Her returning grin was wry. “I've never claimed to have a perfect memory, my lord, and besides, it might not even be in there. We both know encyclopedia sets are not comprehensive as to the world's collective knowledge.” 
 
    “True,” he allowed, “but if it is no' in there, it should be.” 
 
    “Why, Papa?” Jos'lie pulled out one more pod from her pocket, slightly smaller and lighter in color. 
 
    “Because it is special,” Kade answered. He'd let some mystery creep into his voice, and his daughter's eyes grew satisfactorily larger. “Here.” 
 
    He waved it briefly under Lyra's and Jos'lie's noses so they could appreciate its warm, sugary odor. Then, he gave it a pinch. 
 
    Pip! 
 
    Out popped a few dark, juicy seeds which he shared with his captive audience, and each bit down to the enjoyable sensation of their seeds expelling its tart, fruity flavor. 
 
    “But,” he said with even greater mystery, “that is no' the end to its surprises.” Putting one end of the empty, hollow pod to his lips, Kade blew softly. 
 
    A doleful, ghostly tone echoed through the barn's interior, and Jos'lie clapped with delight. She eagerly tried the same thing with the smaller pod and got it to produce a tone a few notes higher. Then Lyra had a try with Kade's. 
 
    “Wow,” she gushed, unable to hide her enthusiasm. 
 
    With a smile, Kade took it back. “It looks good, smells good, tastes good, and even sounds good. I thought it fitting, anyway,” he said softly. 
 
    Henna's bosom! There was another blush on the Believer's woman's face! But what encouraged Kade even more was her bashful attempt to hide it. 
 
    “Jos'lie, I think it is about time for me to start dinner. Do you want to help?” Lyra said, getting up. 
 
    “Aye!” Jos'lie bubbled. She grabbed both pods and leaped after her “Mama.” 
 
    Kade watched them go. Rethinking. Rethinking … 
 
    At dinner he rethought more as he scraped the last of Lyra's pie dessert she had smilingly called bluetooth crumble—for its particular staining tendencies—onto his fork, savoring the final morsel as Lyra worked busily in the kitchen, drying and putting dishes away. When that was finished, she only stopped for a moment to quickly dab at her brow before heading down the hall to fetch the next load of the family's laundry. She was still trying extra hard to please him—earn her keep. 
 
    Well, she had an awful lot of “keep” to earn. 
 
    “Papa, Papa, Papa,” Jos'lie twittered, practically leaping on his back as she wrapped loving arms about his neck. “Do magic. Do magic with you coin. Pleeeeeease!” 
 
    “All right, baby. Just let me get settled over on the sofa.” 
 
    Jos'lie practically hung on him the whole way until she had to let go or be squashed when he sat down. She then (wisely) chose a spot of floor to occupy instead. Kade was surprised when Breht, skimming through one of the new encyclopedia volumes off to the side, suddenly put the book down and chose to take out his own coin for some practice with his father. It lightened Kade's mood considerably. It had been months. 
 
    Kade limbered up his fingers a bit then started off with some easy acrobatics, running his coin deftly between his knuckles, performing a smooth transition between hands, and then popping it into the air suddenly to catch it in his teeth. He had done this a hundred times for Jos'lie, but the applause he got was always as if it were brand new. She especially liked it when he pretended to accidentally swallow the copper ten-note then somehow bring it back up, shooting it once more into the air for a catch behind his back. Ta da! 
 
    The usual routine progressed with pauses here and there to coach Breht. In the middle of a basic disappearing coin trick, Kade glimpsed Lyra across the room, pausing a moment to watch in curiosity. A shapely hip jutted out to help support the weight of the loaded laundry basket at her side and Kade, just for a half second, lost concentration. He managed to finish his trick with empty hands, but Lyra's expression suddenly changed. 
 
    “Wait, I saw what you did,” she said, eyes glinting. “You transferred it to your other hand and let it slide into your pocket.” A genuine smile erupted. “Am I right?” 
 
    Drat. “Good try, but I am afraid your eyes have deceived you,” he answered in all innocence. 
 
    Now would be a good time to call it quits and distract them so he could sneak the coin out of his breast pocket and back into his hand. Then he could pull it out of Jos'lie's ear or something. He bent over, stretching, as if getting ready to stand up when Lyra dropped the basket and strode over, placing a restraining hand on his chest. 
 
    “Oh no, you don't.” The glint burned brighter. “Cough it up. Let's see.” 
 
    “A magician never reveals—hey!” 
 
    Lyra flashed searching fingers into his pocket that emerged triumphantly with the ten-note. Oh, the opportunity was too tempting to pass up! (For Jos'lie's benefit, of course—)  He lunged for her arm, but missed as Lyra silkily stepped away. Jos'lie started egging them on. 
 
    “Papa, you cheat!” she crooned. “It Mama's now!” 
 
    “Admit you're a phony,” Lyra ordered, her natural sense of fun overriding her usual caution once again. 
 
    “Careful, my dear.” Kade stood to his full height. “Do no' start a fight you canno' finish.” 
 
    “Run, Mama, run!” Jos'lie squealed. 
 
    But Lyra just proclaimed with dedicated melodrama, “You will have to pry this out of my cold, dead fingers before I give it up.” 
 
    This time, Kade caught her skirt as she made for a sweep around his chair and with a cry of surprise, she lost her balance and went to the floor. 
 
    “I do hope it does no' come to that,” he said, quickly straddling her. “You should reconsider your terms o' surrender.” 
 
    “Jos'lie! Sweetness!” Lyra beseeched. “Hurry! Come take it!” 
 
    But the girl only danced around them in enjoyment of the spectacle. Kade rolled Lyra to her back, pinning her arms against the floor. “Now, we can do this the easy way or we can do this the hard way.” 
 
    Lyra laughed, “I think we have already chosen the hard way, my lord.” She struggled under him, her slim fingers still clamped tightly around her booty. “But at least I proved you to be a phony.” 
 
    "O' course I am a phony.” He grinned. “Do you think I would be dawdling around this old place, working my fingers to the bone day in and day out, if I were no'?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she answered sardonically. “You love this place.” 
 
    Kade chuckled. She was right, of course. “May I have my coin back?” he asked in a less demanding tone. 
 
    “Can you say please?” 
 
    Not going to happen. “I would bet,” he said, “that you are the kind o' woman that is ticklish.” 
 
    Eyes growing wide, her struggles took on a renewed vigor. “No! Please no, my lord. That's not fair!” 
 
    The threat was enough, and Kade was able to wrestle his coin from her grasp. Loving this “game” between her father and new mother, Jos'lie continued to crow about. Breht however … 
 
    His lip curled as he rose from his seat. “You two are weird,” he said, and shaking his head, he left the room. 
 
    Kade hardly noticed his son's retreat. He was enjoying too much the feel of the woman under him, the slightly labored breath, the strain of her muscles against his body weight, the becoming flush to her cheeks. Her laughing smile suddenly faded. 
 
    Blast. Now, why did she have to ruin a perfectly good moment like that? Dumb doctrines. 
 
    Letting Lyra out from under him, he turned to his daughter. “And that, Princess, is how you take down an unruly pickpocket. Any questions?” 
 
    “Tickle me too, Papa?” she squealed. 
 
    Kade obliged, giving Lyra opportunity to collect herself up off the floor and quietly get back to her work. Then the wire receiver announced a call and Kade begged his princess's pardon to go answer it. 
 
    “Will you condescend to speak to me now?” said Sal, a planned hurt to his tone. 
 
    “Aye. Sorry, brother,” Kade said, sitting down at his desk. “Yesterday ended up being … a bad day to talk.” Here it comes. 
 
    “Please tell me it was because you were too busy making love.” Sal didn't sound very hopeful even as he said it. 
 
    “It was no' the right time—” 
 
    The sigh from the other end encompassed the efforts of a life's work down the drain. “Mate, it is time to place less emphasis on the gentle- and let the -man take over for once. Women do no' like to admit how much they admire a take-charge attitude. Do that charm thing with your eyes that ropes them in and then do no' give her a chance to question what is happening.” 
 
    “I have an 'eye charm' thing?” 
 
    “Aye. You know, that twinkling crinkle thing you do when you smile. Very sexy. It even makes me hot for you sometimes.” 
 
    “Ah, so that is my problem. This whole time, I have been trying to make that technique work on a woman. No wonder she has no' been putty in my hands.” 
 
    “Hey. Do no' make me come over there. I expect results from you, young man.” 
 
    “Are you done?” 
 
    “Two days, mate. And then I am on your doorstep to personally supervise the matter.” 
 
    “Sure, Sal.” 
 
    “Two days. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Good night, Sal.” And Kade hung up. 
 
    Wearily, he reclined in his chair, putting his feet up on his desk, and for the thousandth time, tried to decide how he felt about … things … and what he should do. 
 
    “Lyra!” he called after a long time. 
 
    She appeared just outside the partially open door, hair taken down and brushed out after their tussle. “Yes, my lord?”
“Please bring me some tea. And then help Jos'lie get to bed.” 
 
    He was not like Sal, though. Kade had to do this his way. 
 
    And he was a gentleman. Unfortunately. 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    While he waited, Kade looked around his office, tidier and more organized than it had been in years, thanks to his recent late nights. At least, some good was coming of all his patience. 
 
    Lyra soon came back with his cup. “Is there anything else I can do for you, my lord?” 
 
    There was that question again. That loaded, but necessary question. And another opportunity to tease. “Nothing that would no' offend your lifelong virginal creed, Sugarpip.” 
 
    Lyra's brow crinkled in response. “My lord, you know I am no virgin. I have three children.” 
 
    “Aye,” he agreed lightly. “And I imagine all three times you let your husband get that close to you were rather nerve-racking.” 
 
    To Kade's surprise, she looked quite taken aback. “Oh, is that how you think it was between us?” 
 
    “Lyra, if I did no' know for a fact that you have been pregnant at least once, I never would have believed that you ever gave yourself to him at all. You are far too zealously entrenched in your own doctrines.” 
 
    Her eye suddenly sparked with something … something new, and she cocked her head, almost in challenge. “You would be wise, my lord, to not believe everything you hear about Believers. A virtuous woman guards her chastity fiercely, yes, but once she is sealed to the man she loves—” A sudden calm came over her, and Lyra looked him straight on in a way she never had before. “Well, would you like to know what Jon appreciated even better than my stamina?” And posing against one side of the door frame, Lyra began to slide a foot up the opposite side. Higher and higher it went, Kade's pulse climbing right along with it, until that dainty arch with the silvery necklet at the ankle reached above the level of her head. “My … flexibility.” 
 
    Holy. Henna's. Bosom. With that, she swept from the room, and Kade sat rooted to his chair, his poor brain scrambling to wrap itself around yet another layer of character she had just unveiled. 
 
    A frown shadowed his features as he quietly finished his tea. Then, looking around and finding nothing more to be done in his office, he got up and left. The laughter of Lyra and Jos' getting ready for bed together drifted from the lavatory as he wandered aimlessly toward his bedroom, deep in troubled thought. 
 
    Believers do no' shun intimacy? 
 
    His bedroom was given a blank stare until Kade happened to notice a couple of his handkerchiefs folded neatly on top of the dresser. Lyra had probably laundered these today, but didn't know where to put them. Automatically, he opened the appropriate drawer and his eyes fell on a bottle of wine and two glasses nestled among the articles. It was the bottle he had prepared for bringing his new khar home that first night then hastily stashed away when he realized Lyra wouldn't want to drink it. 
 
    With a grunt, Kade lifted the unopened liquor to the light. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “Read it again, Mama Lyra. Please!” 
 
    Lyra tapped Jos'lie affectionately on the nose. “I have already read it three times, Sweetness. Now it is time to go to sleep. We will do fun things together tomorrow, too. Okay?” 
 
    They had been cuddled together on Jos'lie's bed for the last hour, reading Jos'lie's favorite, dog-eared, bedtime story. It had appeared that J'Kor was planning another late night in the office and Lyra felt at liberty to take her time with the nightly routine. 
 
    Jos'lie moaned, “Okay.” Then, she perked up. “Sing me song, Mama?” 
 
    Lyra hesitated. “Jos'lie, not tonight, please. Mama Lyra is a little sad about singing right now.” It came out as dumb as it had sounded in her mind, but she didn't know what else to say. 
 
    “Aw …” Luckily, the groan turned into a yawn. 
 
    “Good moonrise, Sweetness,” Lyra said, kissing the girl on the forehead. 
 
    The rest of the laundry got folded up and Lyra noted the office door closed as she went by for the last time. In the great room she pulled out R from the bookcase for some light reading before calling it a night. 
 
    Things were looking up again. Most of J'Kor's friendliness was certainly a show for the kids, but Lyra's lips opened in a half smile when she thought about their wrestling match on the floor. It had also been rather satisfying to finally put to rest another of the false rumors she knew he had been harboring about her people. How ridiculous it was that he could believe she and Jon had only made love when they were trying to get pregnant! 
 
    Before long, Lyra was unable to focus on her page anymore. She had worked and played hard today and with a yawn, she closed the book. Ahskr lifted his head inquisitively from at her feet where he had been curled. 
 
    “Good moonrise, boy,” Lyra mumbled. She rubbed his head and took a quick look at his injured shoulder. It had healed quite nicely and new hair was already growing through the skin. “Did I hasten your healing, too?” she said wistfully, not really knowing if it were true. Did it work on animals, as well? 
 
    He gave a few content tail snaps and Lyra rose to return the book to its place. Ahskr rose with her, ready to follow, and Lyra glanced once more toward the hallway and J'Kor's office. Still quiet. She shuffled to the bedroom, fumbling to find the light switch while Ahskr trotted past to his bed. 
 
    “What took you so long?” 
 
    Lyra jumped at the bored voice from the breakfast nook. She spun to find J'Kor seated there, nursing a half empty glass of amber/pink liquid. 
 
    “My lord! I thought you were still in your office.” Had he really been sitting here in the dark this whole time? “I am sorry if you were expecting me sooner. Did you say something earlier and I forgot?” 
 
    “No.” He took another swallow and went back to staring out the moonlit window. 
 
    Something about his clipped tone created a little spike of fear in her and Lyra wondered how long he had been drinking. Ducking her head, she went into her closet to undress. When she emerged and saw that he was still there in the exact same position, she gave a short curtsy with, “Good moonrise, my lord,” and turned to climb into bed. 
 
    “Lyra, come sit with me.” He gave his knee a pat, indicating she plant herself there. 
 
    Lyra told herself not to get too worried. How many times had she been sure he would take her and she ended up being wrong? He was a gentleman. Granted, she had only known him sober. 
 
    Maybe he hasn't had very much. Gingerly, she sat on his lap and saw that the wine bottle on the small table was mostly empty. Gulp. 
 
    J'Kor reached one arm around her waist and pointed with the other toward his pond for her to admire the water shimmering softly under three half-moons. It was beautiful. She started to tell him a little more about the adventures she and Jos'lie had enjoyed over there today, but was silenced by a finger pressed against her lips. 
 
    “Lyra, stop,” he slurred. “No more meaningless chatter. That is all we have done since I brought you home. I am tired o' it.” 
 
    “Sorry, my lord,” she whispered. She tried to hope that perhaps he just wanted to sit there quietly together for a while, but the movement of his hand across her belly soon told her otherwise. 
 
    “You know,” he said after a minute, “part o' the reason why I have been so forgiving o' your frigidity is because I thought that, despite your marriage, you were still quite … inexperienced.” The hand started to slide up her body.  
 
    “Well … I am, my lord,” said Lyra, her pulse charging ahead. “I have only ever known one man.” 
 
    J'Kor laughed lightly “Oh, I do no' think we can use that definition for you, my dear. No' after that little display in my office.” 
 
    Shoot! Shoot! Shoot! 
 
    Lyra shut her eyes, cursing her decision to act on the impulse. She didn't think he would take it so seriously! One sleeve was drawn off her shoulder and J'Kor moved in for a slow kiss. She could smell the alcohol on his breath now—sickly sweet and stale. More long kisses moved along her skin, causing a shudder to pass through, but this time, J'Kor's reaction was only to grip her a little tighter. 
 
    “My lord,” she murmured. “You are not quite yourself tonight. I think you may have had a lot to drink. You don't really want our first time to be like this, do you?” 
 
    Please, please, no, Heavenly Father. Not ever like this! 
 
    A hand slid to her thigh, giving it a firm squeeze. “Like what?” he said, breathing into her ear. “Me finally being man enough to take what is mine? You finally giving up your pious maiden act?” Fingers worked their way up under her nightgown. “Come on, Lyra. You know you like this. You know you like me. That is why you have been so afraid to be near me lately, admit it. Deep down … you want me.” 
 
    J'Kor began to feel hungrily about her body, his wandering mouth grew more insistent, and bile rose to Lyra's throat. This was not like how it had felt in her drea—her nightmare. 
 
    “Please don't, my lord. Please don't do this,” she plead softly, only partially aware that she was exerting some effort to push away. 
 
    But J'Kor abruptly stood and pulled her with him to the door. “Not this time, Pip. A man's needs can only be ignored so long and I have been more than generous.” Lyra heard the slide and click of the key in the hole as he locked it. “It is time for your Jon to share you.” 
 
    She was backed to the side of the bed where J'Kor's hands raked at her with a new eagerness as her nightgown got slipped over her head. Lyra had to let it go, had to submit. The man stepped back, looking her up and down in satisfaction like one of his prized sheep. Then his expression changed. 
 
    “Sit down,” he ordered. 
 
    Lyra did so, gripping at the mattress corner as he bent to lift one of her legs. A cupped palm slid down her calf to her heel where it stopped, and before Lyra could register what was happening, she heard a small snap, like something breaking. Oh, no! 
 
    “This was his,” J'Kor muttered in cloudy realization, and Lyra's heart exploded at the sight of her last tangible memento of Jon's devotion dangling in pieces from J'Kor's fist. Her necklet! The dim cloudiness rapidly transformed to a hot rage. “You are wearing his symbol … in my house!” he accused. 
 
    Tears of dread sprang to Lyra's eyes. “My lord, please, please don't take that. It's all I have—!” 
 
    She lurched to grab it, but the necklet was swiftly pitched into a shadowy corner where it chinked against a piece of furniture before falling into the fibers of a rug. Ahskr jumped with the sound and began to pace. 
 
    “You belong to me,” J'Kor growled. He removed his tunic and leaned over her, forcing Lyra on her back. A lock of wavy hair that had fallen across her breast was stroked. “Lyra, this will go much better if you do no' struggle. I do no' wish to make you hurt.” Then groping hands were feeling their way down her abdomen to the waistband of her underwear. “And we have all night to get it right.” 
 
    Please, God! Help me through this! 
 
    “Mama Lyra?” 
 
    A small shuffle was heard from out the bedroom door. “Mama?” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    A knock sounded along with the sound of small hands trying to turn the fastened knob. And also crying? J'Kor's face screwed up in anger. He swore quietly in the darkened room, still clutching at Lyra. 
 
    “Papa? Mama?” Jos'lie whimpered with a few more knocks. “My dream. I had—bad dream.” 
 
    “Go back to bed Jos'lie. Papa is tired.” 
 
    “I want Mama!” Jos'lie whined through the door. 
 
    “Lyra is busy, Princess,” J'Kor said, his tone growing more terse. He glared at Lyra to not to say a word and Lyra held her breath even while Jos'lie's crying intensified through the wood paneling. 
 
    “Papa, I scared. I had bad dream! I want my Mama!” 
 
    “Jos'lie!” His voice rose to a dangerous level. “I told you to go back to bed. If—” 
 
    “My lord—” Lyra chanced breaking in, trembling even as she did so. She had to do something. She didn't know but that he might end up taking out some of his drunken frustration on his daughter. “Let me go to her, please. I will get her settled down and back to bed and then … I will come back to you.” Lyra read the dulled, mistrusting eyes of the man pressed over. “I promise, my lord,” she added. “I promise.” 
 
    “… Mama … Mama … Mama!” Jos'lie's pitiful sobbing continued. 
 
    His muscles tightened, his jaw clenched. J'Kor's grip began to hurt. 
 
    Then he lifted himself off her. “Make it fast,” he muttered. 
 
    Lyra scrambled off the bed and went for a robe in the closet. “Thank you.” 
 
    Securing the robe's sash tightly across her waistband and rubbing at her wet cheeks with trembling fingers, Lyra took a deep breath and opened the door. Briskly, Ahskr trotted out ahead. He didn't want any more to do with the angry, frustrated man in the room than Lyra. 
 
    Jos'lie stood waiting and barefoot with tears streaming down her soft cheeks. Her chin quivered uncontrollably as she clutched her doll to her chest. “Mama?” 
 
    Lyra closed the door behind her and swept the girl into her arms in a motherly embrace. “Oh, my Sweetness! What is wrong? Why are you so sad?” It was a monumental effort to mentally switch gears and focus solely on the trivial troubles of childhood. 
 
    “A nightmare. I got scared,” the girl sniffed and buried her hot, wet face in Lyra's shoulder. 
 
    “It's okay, baby, I am here,” Lyra crooned softly with a kiss to the side of her head. “Nothing is going to hurt you. You are safe.” 
 
    They hugged each other tightly until Jos'lie's whimpering subsided and Lyra could lead her back to her room. She convinced Jos'lie to get back in bed then sat on the mattress next to her, stroking the girl's slightly matted hair. 
 
    “The monster men, Mama. I afraid,” Jos'lie presently revealed in a whisper. 
 
    “Was that your nightmare? Monsters?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Men monsters with two heads. Monsters. Red eyes. Big ones. They … scary.” 
 
    “It was just a dream, Sweetness. There is no such thing as monsters,” Lyra assured. “You can go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Sleep with me, Mama? I … still scared.” 
 
    Lyra swallowed back a lump. “Not tonight, baby.” 
 
    “Pleeeeeeease?” 
 
    “Shhhh, Jos'lie,” Lyra murmured. “I cannot sleep with you tonight. Your—your father needs—” Lyra couldn't say anything more. Her vision blurred and she knew she should be getting back to him now. 
 
    “Is Papa scared monsters, too?” The girl hugged her doll tighter to her. 
 
    “No. Your papa is not afraid of monsters.” 
 
    “But why? Why can no' sleep w' me? To-night?” she insisted. 
 
    “Well,” the calming breath Lyra tried to take wasn't so calming, “you know how you like to sleep with your doll?” 
 
    “Aye.” Jos'lie grinned a little. “My doll happy.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lyra agreed. “You feel better with your dolly and you like to have her near you at night. Well … that is how your father feels about me.” Lyra tried to smile, reinforcing her allusion that was totally stupid, but it was all she could come up with on the spot. “He wants me near him tonight to—to help him feel happy.” 
 
    “Oh!” Jos'lie replied in understanding. “He love you!” 
 
    “U-u-um,” Lyra stammered. Yeah. That was a bad allusion. Bad. Bad. “He likes … I, uh, I help him—” Just say something Jos'lie will get. It doesn't have to be the truth! “I am his … your papa has been lonely since your mama died—” Finally it came to her. “And I help him not be lonely.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jos'lie answered soberly. 
 
    Lyra's gaze across the room was pensive as she continued stroking Jos'lie's hair. “And sometimes, when a papa is lonely for a mama … the nights are the hardest time of day to get through.” 
 
    She let Jos'lie think about that for a minute. 
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Will you sing—me? So I can sleep?” 
 
    “Jos'lie,” Lyra said plaintively, “I need to get back to … to bed.” 
 
    “Pleeeease? Just one song? Then I go sleep.” 
 
    Lyra balked. She was afraid of her voice now. But if it placated the girl so she could rest easier, surely she could manage something. Something quick and light—a happy, safe, no-magic song. 
 
    “Ohhhh, what do you get when it's very, very wet on a stone all alone in spring?” Lyra started very, very softly. “When along comes the song of a sleepy mockaree. It's a very funny thing. …” 
 
    Lyra got to the first chorus, but stopped part way through. Something wasn't right. She was in the wrong key. She made a slight readjustment and finished out the funny nonsense song to Jos'lie's giggling delight. Lyra helped Jos'lie cuddle down into her blankets and suddenly heard a creak outside the room. Fear instantly gripped her. J'Kor! She had taken too long! But no one appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Mama Lyra,” a sleepy Jos'lie mumbled. “Papa mad be-cause he love you.” 
 
    It must be the house shifting. Lyra shook her head and looked down at the girl. “What?” 
 
    “I love you, Mama.” Jos'lie closed her eyes and rolled over. By the time Lyra had bent for a soft kiss to her brow, she was asleep. 
 
    Now Lyra had to leave, and keep her promise. But walking out the door proved to be very difficult. You promised. You promised. You can't escape anyway. He will only be more angry. 
 
    Each step had to be coaxed along like that. Lyra emerged from the hallway and gazed forlornly across the continental expanse of dining area and great room to the wood-paneled door where J'Kor lay in wait. She wanted to pray, but all she could think about at that moment was his betrayal. She had dared to start believing that he cared for her. She thought she had gained his respect. Tears trickled down her cheeks as she went, and Lyra wanted to get mad. She wanted to curse that man for what he was waiting to do to her in there and she wanted to walk in that room, head held high and a righteous fire in her eyes. But to her chagrin, she could muster none of it. Her heart only registered despondence, heaviness. She was heartbroken. 
 
    The bedroom door loomed forbidding and cold; her fingers were shaking so hard she could barely loosen her robe's sash. Please, Father. Let it be fast. Lyra leaned in to turn the kn—What? 
 
    It was locked! 
 
    Lyra tried the knob again. Definitely locked. Walk away. This is your excuse. But she hesitated. No. She had promised. Lyra cleared her throat. 
 
    “My lord?” She knocked lightly 
 
    “Lyra,” a husky voice slurred, sounding so near that it made her jump, “… I am so sorry.” He must be standing just on the other side, only inches away but for the slab of wood separating them. 
 
    “My lord … did you lock the door?” 
 
    It was a moment before he responded. “Find a place to sleep, Lyra. We will talk tomorrow.” 
 
    Had he—had he changed his mind? Oh no! One week. ONE week! He'd made a decision. Lyra pressed a hand to the grain, searching, as if she might see through it to him. “My lord, have you changed your mind? Is that it?” Panic rose in her. 
 
    “I need to sleep this off.” 
 
    “My lord, please,” she begged softly. “Don't turn me in … don't turn me in.” No answer. God no! Lyra leaned her head against the wood surface in tortured misery. “I'm sorry I was so scared earlier. I won't push you away. I'll be quiet.”  
 
    “Lyra.” It took a long time for him to continue, like he was having difficulty even forming the words. “I do no' want you anymore. This is over.” He sounded absolutely wretched.               
 
    No, no, no! Don't give me to them! Don't turn me away! She jiggled at the knob again. 
 
    “My lord, let me in. Let me come to you.” Lyra fought back a sob. “I can be what you want. I can do what you—” 
 
    “Stop!” J'Kor said rather forcibly. “You do no' have to pretend anymore.” Then he went quiet. 
 
    “My lord? … My lord?” No answer again. Lyra pressed her ear to the door. She heard a shuffling noise, but nothing more. She jiggled the knob one more time. “My lord, please let me stay with you. Please!” 
 
    He was finished with her. He didn't want to deal with this crazy situation anymore! Heavenly Father, what do I do? Lyra turned, her back to the door, tears streaming, her mind in a whirl, but the only concrete idea happening now was how wasted she felt. She slid to the floor and curled her legs up under the warmth of her robe. What should I do? What should I do? she cried. 
 
    She pressed her cheek to the wood. “I am here, my lord,” she tried once more, praying that he was still listening. “I am right here. Whatever you need …” 
 
    # # # 
 
    “… sometimes, when a papa is lonely for a mama … the nights are the hardest time of day to get through,” Kade heard Lyra gently tell his daughter. 
 
    He stood dumbly in the hallway just outside Jos'lie's door, having just listened to Lyra's explanation on why she couldn't sleep in Jos'lie's room tonight, and he suddenly felt like the monster she had once accused him of being. What was he doing? Coming to drag her away like an animal in his drunken fit of urgency because she was taking too long being the parent to his daughter that he was not willing to be! The guilt ate at Kade. 
 
    He had forced himself on her, terrified her, and here she was caring tenderly for Jos'lie's welfare—even defending him and making excuses for his actions! Hearing Lyra speak like that had stopped Kade in his tracks, but now he didn't know what to do. The inside of his head was a muddled fog. 
 
    Earlier, when he had come to the conclusion that it was not really intimacy she objected to, just him, well, that was kind of hard to take. That was when he kind of lost it. It hurt too much, and dulling his senses with the liquid pleasure originally meant for their joining consummation seemed fitting.  
 
     Kade leaned against the wall in the hall, a kaleidoscope of churning, raw emotions. Desire. Anger. Shame. Guilt. Each new color blended sluggishly into the next. 
 
    Suddenly he realized Lyra had finished the soft song Jos'lie had coerced out of her. She might emerge from the room at any moment! Stumbling, he began to retreat, feeling like a coward, for he could not bear to face her. 
 
    Kade made it to his room and peered blearily around. Right there on the bed he had leered over her, like a cretin, like someone he would have beaten to a pulp had he chanced upon, forcing a woman like that. He had been ready to hurt her! Kade clutched at his pounding head and moaned. 
 
    There was no sign of Lyra coming back yet. She probably wouldn't, anyway. How could he expect it of her? She was going to dawdle around with Jos'—Lyra appeared at the hallway. 
 
    Good gods! Is she actually intending to keep her promise? He quickly closed the door and locked it. He couldn't face her, couldn't let her in. His personal creeds, his morals, his limits, they were all so blurred at the moment that he didn't trust himself. Moons! Everything was so screwed up right now! 
 
    You need to get rid of her. Turn her over to the proper authorities. She will only drive you to madness and ruin! 
 
    Kade put his forehead against the door. No! He couldn't do that to her. It would haunt him the rest of his life. 
 
    She is a Believer. A traitor. A scheming rebel, the other side said. 
 
    No, she is kind and courageous. Honest to a fault. 
 
    She will betray you. 
 
    She will honor me. 
 
    Stop! Kade clutched at his hair, he had to decide something. Fast. 
 
    Okay. A deal. She chickens out over coming back, you send her to prison where she rightfully belongs. But if she honors her promise? You defend her to you dying breath. 
 
    Kade nodded dizzily to himself. Sure. Deal. At least now his head could clear a little. 
 
    The door knob wiggled. It wiggled again. She will take that as an excuse and walk away. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    Bloody Zeth'! Sal was right. She does have more balls! The guilt swelled to tsunamic proportions and Kade was drowning. “Lyra” he managed to croak through a thick tongue, “… I am so sorry.” He placed a hand on the door, hoping she could sense his sincerity. 
 
    “My lord … did you lock the door?” 
 
    Was it not obvious that his miserable being couldn't bear her presence? But this was a terrible time for him to try to talk. His brain was too clouded. He blurted, “Find a place to sleep, Lyra. We will talk tomorrow.” 
 
    “My lord, have you changed your mind? Is that it?” she said. She sounded so close he could almost feel her just on the other side. 
 
    Kade shut his eyes in vexation. As if making himself apologize behind a self-imposed barrier was not humiliating enough, she wanted him to vocalize the terms of his utter surrender right now, too? “I need to sleep this off,” was all he could manage to say. 
 
    “My lord, please! Don't turn me in … don't turn me in.” 
 
    She sounded so frightened, but Kade couldn't bear to start on that subject tonight. He even wondered if the hasty deal he had just made with himself was viable, or even intelligent. He needed time to sleep and cleanse his system. 
 
    Lyra's anxiety carried clearly through the inch and a half of wood. “I'm sorry I was so scared earlier. I won't push you away. I'll be quiet.” 
 
    Henna's bosom! How hard had that been for her to say? It was the closest to an offer of giving herself he had heard yet. “Lyra …” Kade didn't know what to say next. 
 
    If he was going to continue sheltering her, it would have to be different between them from now on. He could not view her as his khari'na anymore. He respected her too much. Their relationship would have to be set up purely as a business contract without any hint of leverage. She was an equal, someone he had come to care for, despite all their differences, who needed his help, and he would give it. He would give it as a friend. Holy Henna, he was so weary all of a sudden. 
 
    “I do no' want you anymore,” he finally managed. That was a lie, but he had to reassure her. “This is over.” 
 
    The door knob jiggled again, more insistent this time. Apparently, she didn't believe him. “My lord, let me in. Let me come to you,” Lyra pleaded. “I can be what you want. I can do what you—” 
 
    “Stop!” he growled, and Kade didn't know if that was meant for her or him. Her words were so tempting, almost more than he could resist. “You do no' have to pretend anymore.” 
 
    His dizziness suddenly increased and Kade slid to the floor to stop from falling. His back against the door, he stretched his legs out before him. Hmmm. This was rather comfortable. Maybe he would just rest here a while. 
 
    From somewhere up above and sounding very far away, Lyra's voice broke through the fog. “My lord? … My lord?” she cried. “My lord, please let me stay with you. Please.” 
 
    Until the day I die, Sugarpip. 
 
    Kade began to drift into a stupor. He ought to climb into bed, but he didn't really want to move from that spot. It was as close to her as he could let himself be … for the last time. 
 
    “I am here, my lord,” he presently heard very near his ear. “I am right here. Whatever you need …” 
 
    Kade turned his cheek to the panel and touched fingertips to the grain of the wood over his shoulder. Lyra, stay with me … 
 
      
 
    When Kade awoke, his head was still pounding, but he felt more like himself. It was still night, and he got up and unlocked the door. Pain shot through his skull. Yuck! He needed to go take something for this headache. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    There was Lyra, just outside, curled up on the floor asleep, evidently still trying to keep her promise. You are definitely one in a million, beautiful woman. But the smile that crept to Kade's face was a sad one. He wanted to reach out and stroke away that bit of hair that had fallen in her face, cradle her in his arms and carry her to bed so she could rest more comfortably, but he couldn't. He had no right to touch her like that. He never did. And it had to start now. 
 
    Squatting, he gave her shoulder a gentle shake. “Lyra, go find somewhere more comfortable, like the sofa,” he said as evenly as he could in his shame. At two in the morning. With his head splitting. 
 
    She stirred. “Hmmm? My lord!” she cried as she came to. “Please forgive me. I was afraid.” And she hasted to get up. 
 
    “You had every right,” he admitted gruffly. “I am just going to get something for this headache. You should sleep on the sofa. There are blankets in the linen closet.” 
 
    “You-you don't want me here anymore? You are going to turn me in?” 
 
    Kade grimaced, not quite able to look her in the face. “On the contrary, it seems you have worked your way so far under my skin, I might never be able to dig you out. I am afraid you are stuck with me … indefinitely.” Then he walked past, leaving her standing dumbfounded. 
 
    After popping a few pills in the lavatory and splashing some water on his face, he headed back to find Lyra quietly setting up a bed up for herself at the sofa. Kade fetched her the pillow from his bed she had been using. “Here. I will see about preparing the trundle in Jos'lie's room for a more permanent sleeping arrangement later.” 
 
    She gazed up at him with questioning eyes. “Are you serious about this, my lord?” 
 
    “My name is Kade, Mrs. Woodrose,” he said, trying to smile. “Get some sleep. We will talk more when it is light.” 
 
    A hand on his arm stopped his retreat. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    Kade left without another word, and without quite knowing why, he settled himself in bed on what had come to be her side. He breathed deeply of her lingering scent. Who was he kidding? He knew exactly why he did that. And he wished he had kept her pillow. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Tears of relief rolled off Lyra's face onto her pillow as she stretched over the sofa. He did respect her. He cared. Her sniff and tired wipe of her nose was accompanied by a smile. Thank you, God! Apparently, He had known what He was doing, sending her to this man. 
 
    Lyra snuggled under the old blanket, feeling more content in the man's home than she would have ever thought possible, and swiftly fell asleep. 
 
    Jon? Jon! 
 
    It was that dream again, but the filmy curtain separating them was so thin this time that Lyra could clearly make out his every feature. Jon smiled at her and Lyra drank in his image like a fierce thirst. It felt like ages since she had been able to gaze upon his face! 
 
    “Jon, please talk to me!” she cried again—just like she had every time. 
 
    Jon's grin widened and he began to walk along the endless curtain barrier, his bright eyes never leaving her. Lyra followed hopelessly, testing once more the strength of the curtain's material. Still impenetrable. Well, at least she could watch him. Be near him. 
 
    Suddenly, Jon stopped. He reached for her, and his hand passed through! The warm, solid pressure of his fingers caressing the side of her face was like heaven. Lyra clasped her hands over them, holding them there to her cheek, fearing lest he retracted his hand, it wouldn't be able to pass through again. 
 
    Then Jon parted the curtain and stepped through entirely. “Hey there, my Twitterbug. And how are we doing today?” 
 
    Lyra's joy knew no rival. “Jon! Jon!” She threw her arms round his neck, laughing even as she cried. 
 
    His returning, exuberant embrace was his typical enveloping monster hug, lifting Lyra off her feet and swinging her around once. Lyra laughed again and found his lips, pressing hers hard against them. Her fingers crawled through his thick, ruddy brown curls and she relished in all the familiarity of her husband of fifteen years. 
 
    He was dressed in one of his usual work outfits, and even smelled the same. She kissed him again, a gesture he was only too happy to return. 
 
    “Jon! I have missed you … so much!” she breathed in between kisses, the tears flowing unchecked. 
 
    “I have been here the whole time,” he chuckled in his animated gruffness as he kissed her back. “Still waiting for you.” 
 
    Lyra took Jon's beloved, broad face in her hands and gazed deeply into his hazel eyes. “Why could you not come through before?” 
 
    “Oh,” he smiled, “it wasn't the right time.” 
 
    One more kiss and Lyra pressed her head against his chest. The frenzy of the first moment past, she succumbed to the simple pleasure of just soaking in his warmth and the feel of his arms around her. “Jon, don't leave me again. Say we can stay like this forever.” 
 
    “Well, eventually,” he whispered, stroking her hair comfortingly. “But you have more life to live, first. It is not your time.” 
 
    Lyra whimpered, “No. I want to be done. I want to stay right here with you now! Things are such a mess for me there—” 
 
    “Shhhh,” he soothed. “Your work is not yet finished, and our children still need their mother.” 
 
    She looked up at him forlornly. “But Jon, I don't know how I can get to them!” 
 
    “You will find a way. I have faith in you.” Jon kissed her once more then took her by the hand. “Come here.” 
 
    Their surroundings were instantly transformed and Lyra found herself in a space brimming with life—a green meadow, bordering majestic trees, flowers, and a melodic, bubbling brook running right through the middle. Jon took her under a tree and pulled her down with him to lie in the thick, soft grass. Lyra eagerly placed her head on his shoulder, cuddling up to him as close as she could. 
 
    Now this—this is right! This is the way it should be. The way it used to be. Her next breath was a sigh of happiness, of longing. The world could tumble down around them and she would not care, so long as she had Jon with her.  
 
    After a quiet minute Jon said, “I know it seems pretty bad at times, but you have to remember that there is always a purpose to Father's plans—even suffering and heartache have their place.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Lyra droned grumpily. “But knowing that still doesn't make it easy.” 
 
    Jon laughed softly in response. “It is not meant to be easy—” 
 
    “Just worth it,” Lyra reluctantly finished for him. 
 
    “Good. Don't forget the teachings.” 
 
    Lyra lay for a moment, just basking in his touch. Then she said, “It is already getting harder to remember some of them. I don't have my scriptures or our doctrinal texts. The stories, the commandments …” 
 
    She was given an affectionate squeeze. “That is not entirely true.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she said, lifting her head, and Jon grinned that beguiling grin she knew so well. 
 
    “Sorry. Can't tell you.” 
 
    “Why not?” she challenged. 
 
    In one swift move, Jon rolled her over so he was lying on top. He kissed her on the forehead. “Because,” his lips trailed down for a kiss of her mouth, “I …” then her neck, “am not … ” he finished at her collarbone, “allowed.” 
 
    Lyra's disgruntled pout got wiped away with another kiss to her lips. A long one. She started to melt. She wrapped her arms about her husband's neck, tighter, never wanting to let go. But Jon soon pulled away. “Twitterbug,” he whispered, “I'm afraid we don't have that much time.” 
 
    Something cold and wet snuffled at her face. 
 
    “Remember your mark, Lyra.” Jon sounded far away and Lyra eyes flashed open. 
 
    “Ahskr!” 
 
    Lyra moaned as the dog performed his sunrise greeting of dog kisses to the nose. He whined and whipped his tail, happy that she was awake now, but a great sadness welled up as Lyra peered around at her reality. Her pillow was wet with tears. She gave Ahskr a melancholy scratch behind the ear. “Why did you have to wake me up just then?” she lamented. “Why couldn't you have waited twenty more minutes?” Or two hours? Or two days? 
 
    Shutting her eyes again, Lyra tried to recall every detail, every breath, of her dream about Jon before it faded into gray forgetfulness. Please stay with me. 
 
    Then movement from Jos'lie's room made Lyra get up and start removing the traces of her not sleeping with the girl's father. She gathered up the bedding, trying to disregard her stiffness from spending part of the night on the floor. Jos'lie skipped out and went straight to her for a hug. 
 
    “Good morrow, Mama!”  
 
    “Good morrow, Sweetness. Were you able to get some sleep?” 
 
    “Uh, huh! Good dreams.” 
 
    Jos'lie let go and spun for J'Kor's room. 
 
    “Uh, Jos'lie.” He would probably appreciate sleeping in a little this morning. “Your papa wasn't feeling too well last night. Can you let him sleep some more and come help me cook breakfast, instead?” 
 
    “Okay,” Jos'lie replied. Without missing a step, she spun again and skipped back to Lyra. 
 
    It made Lyra laugh. The girl was pure sunshine. 
 
    Much later, when both of J'Kor's children had been fed and breakfast cleaned up except for the plate left out for him, he finally emerged. The eyes were bloodshot and his headache still seemed to be bothering him, but Lyra was given a short nod and Jos'lie was allowed to pounce on him for a few minutes from the comfort of his arm chair. Presently, Breht was called over and instructions were given to take Jos'lie outside to begin morning chores. The boy moaned and complained. Jos'lie would just slow him down and get in the way, but J'Kor insisted and Breht finally obeyed. 
 
    It was with some nervousness that Lyra helped Jos'lie get ready and waved her out the door, knowing that the “talk” to which J'Kor had referred last night was impending. 
 
    “We might as well make this official and meet in my office,” J'Kor murmured from the table where he had begun his breakfast. “Meet me in a few minutes?” 
 
    “Yes, my, uh … yes.” With a quick curtsy, Lyra went to the bedroom to finally get dressed … and look for her necklet. 
 
    She was unable to locate any sign of it in the corner where it had been thrown. Drat! It was already disposed of. Discouraged, Lyra left—with one more furtive glance toward the vanity closet and its laden top shelf. 
 
    J'Kor was already seated at his desk when Lyra hesitantly stepped into the very tidy office. “I'm sorry if I took too long,” she said with an automatic bend of her knee. 
 
    “Lyra, relax. Just come in and sit. Please.” He indicated the small chair across from his desk, then kneading fingers were at his head again. 
 
    “I can make you a tea for that. Would you like me to brew some—” 
 
    His hand shot up and his look told her that she, apparently, was not relaxed enough. Lyra turned to staring at her lap, literally twiddling her thumbs. 
 
    J'Kor began, “It seems we have come to the point o' discussing the terms o' my surrender.” 
 
    “My lord?” She peeked up at him. 
 
    “Kade,” he corrected, his brow, lined, and as serious as ever. 
 
    No. It was too personal, too … dangerous to consider addressing him as such. She just nodded. “Surrender?” 
 
    “Aye, that quite feels like the appropriate word for this situation, do you no' agree?” J'Kor seemed content to speak mostly to his desk. “You were right about me, I was wrong about you. I, again, apologize for my repulsive behavior and … humbly concede that any religion that can turn out a woman like you canno' be all bad.” A moment was taken for a brisk clear of his throat. “I ask that you forgive a proud, narrow-minded man o' his weaknesses and allow him the chance to treat you with the respect you deserve.” 
 
    Shock. Utter and astonishing shock. Lyra sat openmouthed, speechless, and J'Kor shifted uncomfortably in his seat. 
 
    “Lyra, that was … excruciatingly difficult for me to admit. Please,” he murmured, “say something.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, well—w-what did you have in mind,” she stumbled, “exactly?” You dork! You could have said something nice first. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Well, first, we can rethink your occupation here as less o' a … slave and more, perhaps, like indentured servitude, until such time as you can pay back the investment I made in you—which, by the way, given the current going salary for full-time housekeeping, will end in about … nineteen years.” He glanced up briefly before going on. “And second, as you continue performing the regular household chores o' cooking, cleaning, and so forth, I will formally retire as your stalker and be only your employer.” 
 
    Bewildered beyond words, Lyra had a hard time forming anything at her lips. “My … Lord J'Kor, sir,” she finally chose, getting a slight frown for it, “are you certain you are okay with this?” 
 
    “Out o' necessity,” he quickly continued, businesslike, “you will still be required to play your part as needed in front o' the children and in public, and as such, I must ask that you continue wearing my necklet at all times. However, as I said last night, we can set you up in Jos'lie's room for sleeping.” 
 
    “What about when the children are home? What about harvest break?” 
 
    “Jos'lie will certainly enjoy having you 'camp out' with her regularly. After all,” his attempted smile came out more like a grimace, “a man does no' necessarily need his khar available every night. Well, unless you are Sal. And as for all the other nights, I suppose … you can have the bed and I will take the floor.” 
 
    “No, sir,” Lyra blurted. “I wouldn't feel comfortable kicking you out of your own bed.” 
 
    “You have a better suggestion?” 
 
    “I will take the floor,” she offered quietly. 
 
    “I am no' going to make you sleep on the floor.” 
 
    “I have slept on a sack stuffed with straw my entire life,” she rebutted. “I am certain I will be quite comfortable.” 
 
    J'Kor sighed. “Well, we have some time to figure that out.” His fingers went to drumming on his desk a moment as he thought more. “Oh, and you can have every 'Vend off to … you know, do as you please.” 
 
    The entirety of his offer was, to put it lightly, overwhelming. To just have a simple, working relationship, and the peace of mind of his continued protection! There was just one thing, and Lyra couldn't keep it back. 
 
    “That all sounds wonderful, sir! I am in awe of your generosity and-and please do believe that I will do my very best to continue working hard, only—do you think that maybe, perhaps in the next few months—that you might let me,” Lyra closed her eyes, committed to finishing out her question for better or worse, “have a week or two off to try to go find my children?” 
 
    A few agonizing seconds passed. J'Kor just sat there, understandably reticent with the request, and Lyra's anxiety skyrocketed. “And then I promise I will come right back to you,” she quickly assured. “I just need to know that they're safe and let them know that I'm okay. They think I'm dead.” Against her will, she was becoming slightly emotional. “You know I will keep my promise. I—I just need to know that they are safe.” Lyra held her breath. His fingers stopped their drumming and as they lay there motionless on the desk her lungs started to scream for air. 
 
    “Lyra,” he finally said with a measured firmness, “I am afraid I canno' afford to be that generous. I am sorry.” He gave a somber shake of his head 
 
    “Do you not trust me?” she replied, struggling to retain her composure.  
 
    The forthcoming laugh was short and humorless. “It is other people that I do no' trust. For starters, you would be taking a terrible risk traveling alone with that implant. Do you realize how easy it is for someone with a signal tracker—any signal tracker—to discover your frequency? You would automatically be picked up, anyway, if anyone happened to catch sight o' the back o' your neck.” 
 
    “I can keep off the roads. Stay away from people.” 
 
    “No' as easy as you would like to think, Lyra. Have you counted up, lately, the number o' people who have their eye on you? I would no' be surprised if D'Pendul is having this house monitored as we speak. You would be missed very quickly if you suddenly dropped out o' sight.” 
 
    “You … could say you sent me to help out at a distant relative's for a while, or pretend that I am sick in bed with something.” 
 
    “It would take you at least a week on foot to even get back to Flantilly. Do you even know exactly where your people went after they evacuated?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly. I have a general idea—” 
 
    “Aye,” J'Kor cut in, his patience wearing thin. “Then you could spend weeks just wandering around the mountains trying to find them! Meanwhile, I will be running out o' excuses. It will no' take long for a full investigation to be launched, and under threat o' my family's safety, aye, I will tell them where you went. And if, by some miracle, you did happen to find them before you got lost or eaten by a predator or captured, do you really believe your people would let you return to me?” 
 
    His reasoning, unfortunately, was quite logical. Lyra's shoulders hunched. She fought to keep emotional control. “Of course. You are right. I'm sorry I brought it up. Forgive me.” 
 
    The air settled between them for a minute and when J'Kor spoke again, he sounded weary. “I think I will take the children into S'looth today for some fishing and playing at Hill Park. It has been a long time since we have done that, and I imagine you will welcome some time to yourself. I will make up a short chore list for you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That sounds like a good idea.” Lyra nodded absently. “You should have those times with your children while you can—” Her voice caught unexpectedly and she quickly changed the subject. “Will that be all, sir?” She was aware of some wetness collecting at the corners of her eyes. J'Kor recognized it immediately. 
 
    “Lyra, I am sorry. That was bad timing. I did no' mean to sound insensitive.” 
 
    She held up a hand. “I know. I know you didn't mean that. It's just me.” She tried to laugh. “I have always been an emotional mess. Who knows how many times I have already cried in front of you.” Lyra quickly wiped at her face. “You must think I'm a—” 
 
    “Ten,” he interrupted softly. 
 
    Lyra stared at him in amazement for the second time in as many minutes. 
 
    “Well, this makes eleven,” J'Kor clarified, “except the one time was faked for my mother's benefit, so that does no' really count.” A corner of his mouth turned up briefly. “And no, I most certainly do no' think you a blubbering fussbudget for it.” 
 
    “How do you even know that?” 
 
    “I remember everything you do, Lyra.” He said it without apology, and the swallowing gaze was back. 
 
    A moment more and he chivalrously changed the atmosphere. “Well, I think we are done here. Do you have any more questions?” He stood, motioning that she was free to leave. 
 
    “Uh, no. No, sir.” Lyra started to go, but she paused at the door. Since they were admitting things … “But, I was wrong about you. You are as honorable and worthy a man as I have ever been privileged to meet. For that, I owe you my life.” 
 
    She continued out quickly and went about her chores, beginning with the tea remedy for J'Kor's head. Jos'lie was soon back in. Having lost interest in filling rabbit feed bowls, she set herself up at the table with her coloring supplies, strangely quiet, except for her monotone humming. It was hard to look J'Kor in the face when he returned to discuss what he wanted from her for the afternoon, a difficulty he seemed to be sharing. The majority of their conversation was directed at the other's shoes. 
 
    “Look! Look! I finish!” Jos'lie exclaimed, trotting over to them. “See?” She shoved it into her father's face. “Us!” 
 
    Reviewing Jos'lie's artwork, J'Kor's smile was melancholy and he gave her a peck on the head. “That is very, very good, Princess, but clean up your things now so we can go to S'looth today.” 
 
    “S'looth? The park?” Jos'lie's eyes widened. At his nod, Jos'lie turned on Lyra. “Mama, we going to S'looth! Help clean up so we go?” 
 
    J'Kor left, and the picture got put on the table so Jos'lie could gather all her scattered colored pencils. As Lyra assisted, she happened to look down and her breath caught. 
 
    The family picture included four figures, remarkably individual. J'Kor was obvious as the largest and with his work boots and golden hair. Breht was next tallest, his hair scribbled slightly longer than his father's, and drawn with a noticeably missing smile. Jos'lie was easy to recognize as the smallest person in a poufed, pink dress. She had taken extra care to get the two tones of her hair right. 
 
    Then, there was Lyra, smack dab in the middle of everyone, right next to J'Kor, holding his hand. Her hair was extra long and wavy and, interestingly, Jos'lie had composed her in Breht's old leggings and her tall boots. 
 
    “Jos'lie, you did a great job drawing everyone.” 
 
    “I know,” Jos'lie innocently replied, dropping her pencils in their box. “But I no' draw my new brother and sisters yet … be-cuz I do no' know how they look.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jos'lie was asleep and Breht nodding off when Kade pulled the wagon up to the house after their afternoon of fun. The fishing had been successful and Breht had even laughed and joked a bit at the park as they tried out the new climbing and play structures and bought sweet, greasy junk food that Kade rarely allowed. Jos'lie had not liked it when she realized Lyra was not coming along, but found her enthusiasm again upon reaching the town and seeing all the sights. It had been a good day. 
 
    “Lyra?” Kade called as he walked through the door holding aloft their catches. “Lyra?” He rinsed the fish and wrapped them in damp towels for the ice box. 
 
    “Lyra?” he called one more time, taking a quick look around. Nothing. All was quiet and still. 
 
    Kade went back outside, scanning his fields and garden. “Lyra?” 
 
    From behind the barn, Ahskr came bounding up for a scratch and pat. “Is Lyra that way, boy?” The dog dashed off again, zipping around the back corner to the large, unused grassy patch there. Kade followed and finally began to hear something—or someone, moving around. He peered around the corner. Wow. That woman was still surprising him. 
 
    Barefoot in the leggings and a loose fitting top, Lyra was performing some kind of practiced fighting sequence. She turned in rhythmic fashion this way and that. Spin and block. Strike. Turn. Lunge. Drop for a sweep. It was almost like dancing. 
 
    Ahskr settled down in a cool weedy patch to continue watching his mistress and Kade strolled nearer. Lyra did not seem to notice either of them, her back mostly to them, dripping in sweat from exertion and concentration, and it made Kade grin. He had never seen this style of defensive combat before. It was almost as intriguing as the woman performing the moves. 
 
    Eventually, Lyra paused as if finished. Kade approached to say hello, but Lyra suddenly turned into a spinning back roundhouse heading straight for his face! He barely managed to catch her ankle before his nose was knocked silly. 
 
    “Oh my goodness! I am so sorry!” Lyra exclaimed, mortified as she deftly kept balance on her remaining foot. “I didn't realize you were there. I didn't know you were home already.” 
 
    Eyeing the length from her slim ankle caught in his grasp to her slender hip, he said with no small amount of mischief, “Is this what you meant by 'flexibility'?” 
 
    Blushing, Lyra pulled away and went for a small towel draped over a fence post, declining to answer as she dabbed at her face and neck. 
 
    “So, my first day away and you are already playing hooky from your work,” he said with a crooked grin. 
 
    “No, it's all done. I finished everything about an hour ago. Then I remembered that I haven't had a good, hard workout in a long time,” she said. She walked back to him. “I don't like to feel like I'm getting soft.” 
 
    Kade studied her a moment, then he lunged, throwing a punch. 
 
    Lyra's reflexes kicked in with a block. “Hey, what are you—?” 
 
    He advanced with another and another. The last time, she followed up with a strike to the bridge of his nose which Kade defended, capturing her forearm, but he forgot to watch for the countering body blow with her free elbow. 
 
    Oomph! Ow. 
 
    He let go of her. 
 
    “What was that for?” she demanded, skittering out of reach, still very much on guard. A chuckle wheezed out of Kade. 
 
    “I do no' think we have to worry about you going soft anytime soon.” 
 
    Lyra just growled. “Don't do that, okay? You scared me.” 
 
    “I scared you?” He had to stop laughing. It hurt. 
 
    “Yes,” she asserted. “… Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “No. I have taken a lot harder shots than that.” And Kade wasn't even talking about his military days. Sal had led him into more provoked brawls than he cared to remember. 
 
    “Well, I did check myself,” she said, a small grin emerging. “Don't want to lay out my employer on the first day of work.” 
 
    “Oh, really? That was checked?” 
 
    “I will let you try me 'unchecked' some other time, maybe,” she said, smoothly backing down, though the grin remained. “I have a meal to prepare now.” With that, she spun and turned the corner of the barn. 
 
    Kade looked down at Ahskr then squatted to scratch him behind the ears. “What do you think, boy?” he said, grimacing. “Have I bitten off more than I can chew?” 
 
    Ahskr's eyes shown bright and he gave a short yip. 
 
    “Well, you do no' have to agree so readily,” Kade grumbled. “And thanks, by the way, for the vote o' confidence. Very comforting.” But he was probably due to brush up on some of his own hand-to-hand combat training, anyway. 
 
    Through the rest of the evening, Lyra seemed relieved to be calling him “my lord” again in front of the children. Kade had sensed her discomfort at his suggestion of using his first name. Certainly, calling him “sir” was more correct, as her employer, but as intimately as they had gotten to know one another in the last twelve days, “sir” just felt way too formal and distant. 
 
    At bedtime Kade gracefully endured his son's raised brow when he chose to wait outside the lavatory while Lyra was in the shower before he used it himself. He got another look after revealing the sleepover plan in Jos'lie's room. 
 
    From her bed, Jos'lie received her usual fatherly kiss goodnight, then caused a bit of consternation in Lyra when she insisted that Mama Lyra needed one too. Lyra had been brushing her hair out at the little desk. 
 
    “Good moonrise to you, too, Mama Lyra,” Kade said as he leaned over her, lifting her chin for only a brief kiss to her forehead. Lyra didn't notice the moment he took to breathe in the scent of her hair before straightening. 
 
    Later, in his own bed, Kade wrapped his arms around Lyra's pillow that he had made sure to get back before giving her another one. You are so hung up on her, you pitiful fool, it is no' even funny anymore. And with that, he buried his face in it and fell asleep. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “Good bye!” Lyra called to Jos'lie and Breht as the taxi drove them out of sight. She had insisted on working through the morning routine until the children were gone before taking the rest of the day for herself. 
 
    “You do no' have to stay here today—on the property, you know,” J'Kor told her from the table where he still sat at breakfast. 
 
    She turned to him surprised. “I didn't think I was allowed to travel alone.” 
 
    “Well, you should be safe enough if you stayed in the vicinity, you know, where the people still know me … us. You could drive Whinnee to the market. Or to Sal's. Would you like to start on those alterations today?” 
 
    Lyra smiled. “Thank you, but no. I would not choose to do such work on the Sabbath.” 
 
    “Oh, well, the market, then. I could send you with some money for some better fitting shoes.” 
 
    “I would not voluntarily cause others to work on the Sabbath, either,” she said, shaking her head, amused. His slightly disgruntled expression was adorable. 
 
    Her private prayer later, in the privacy of the vanity closet, was an extra long one of thanksgiving. A great weight had been lifted off Lyra's shoulders in this new relationship with J'Kor and it felt like she could breathe freely for the first time in his home. She prayed earnestly for blessings upon him for his tremendous integrity. And she desperately entreated for it to last. Memories of the vivid dream of Jon began to surface as she prayed. Lyra was so grateful for that small moment of feeling like they were together again—even if it hadn't been real. She remembered that familiar gleam and how he'd kissed her—just like old times. Oh, sorry, Father. Lyra realized she had allowed herself to become distracted from her prayer. She just missed him so much. 
 
    So what do I do now? she wondered at her Creator. Keep waiting? Jon had told her she would find a way. He had also made some other cryptic comments, too. What were they? Something about— 
 
    Ugh. She was getting distracted again. “Father, please guide me,” she said. 
 
    With no text or anyone of the priesthood with whom she could consult for direction, she felt like she was just floundering uselessly around there by herself. 
 
    That is not entirely true. 
 
    Jon's words thundered into her mind with such force and clarity that Lyra's eyes flashed open. Right up to the top shelf of the closet. Chills ran down her spine as she got the feeling that something was returning her gaze. 
 
    Truth be told, this had been happening to a certain extent all week. Ever since she had taken the case down to examine it last Vend', every time she walked into the closet, the idea of opening it grew like a persistent vine, overtaking the entire wall upon which it grew. Lyra's forehead crinkled in worry. Was she receiving a message of the Spirit, though, or was this just her own morbid curiosity to view that which had only been seen by the precious few and worthy? It was hard to tell sometimes. 
 
    Her heart beat faster, and she stood and bit nervously at her lip. God of the Universe, if I should not be doing what I'm thinking about doing, you'd better strike me down now. 
 
    It felt silly, waiting for some zap from the heavens to shock her dumb, but nothing happened. In fact, the pressure Lyra felt to take down that box only mounted, filling her with such fervor and nervous energy that she wondered for a moment if she might pass out. Then with a start, Lyra realized this was the same feeling as when she had stood alone on the catwalk at the auction. 
 
    Oh God! Something was definitely going on here, something like she had never felt before as Bearer for her sacred stewardship. Something driving her to— Okay! Okay. 
 
    Lyra peeked out into the rest of the house. J'Kor had already gone outside. She went to the front window and saw his tiny figure in the distance, out in the field with Ahskr. Well, let's have another look at that container. 
 
    Now that the decision had been made, Lyra almost trotted back to the vanity closet. She tingled all over with anticipation as she locked the bedroom door and cleared space on the makeup vanity. But the giddy excitement subsided once she brought down the Tohmu'vah's case and set it before her. Uh, what now? 
 
    It was the same as before, an ornate, heavy, ancient box, about one and a half hands tall and half as wide. Something quite substantial shifted slightly within in as she turned it upside down to view the small buttons making up the code pad. Lyra became nervous. This was a contraption of a mysterious age, constructed to the specifications that God, Himself, revealed to Shenth, the first prophet that began recording the commandments once a working written language had been developed more than twenty-five hundred years ago. For all she knew, it might blow up or spew out some kind of flesh-eating poison if she punched in a wrong combination. 
 
    The thirty-six tiny, metal knobs making up the button configuration ran four across and nine down. Frowning, Lyra gave the box a quarter turn. Or was it nine across and four down? Up, down, left, or right, the buttons were uniformly spaced and her frown turned into a puff of dismay. She had no idea which way she should even be looking at it—not that it mattered much, considering she also had no clue as to the proper combination. 
 
    Well Father, if it is indeed with Thy approval that I open this thing, a little inspiration would be most welcome. 
 
    Lyra racked her brain for ideas. It was hard to even know where to start. Did the buttons represent numbers or letters? Was the code simply some kind of symbol or shape outlined in the surface? A close examination revealed no particular buttons appearing more worn or different from the others. It fit, she guessed. To her knowledge, this thing hadn't been opened very often at all. The scripture stories told that it was only when the prophet, himself, received direct revelation to do so, usually in a time of the most dire circumstances to be brought out to defend the people. Or when new doctrine was revealed. The last recorded instance in history was about nine hundred years ago. 
 
    She balked once more in her determination to crack the code. Great gutlins! Who was she that something of such import would be availed to her just because she longed for direction? That's what prayer was for. The world was not coming to an end. She was not even in danger at the moment. Lyra ran her fingers over the surface of the code area, and got the same intense feeling rushing through her that some object in there desired to meet her. 
 
    Well okay! But how do I get to you? she asked it directly. Then she felt silly again. 
 
    Lyra refocused. If this was right, she should be able to figure it out. Maybe clues were embedded in the ornamentation. 
 
    A careful study of every side revealed many stylized lilicanth blossoms, sunlarks, and depictions of the Glory Star riddling the surface in alternating patterns—all symbols of peace and the Godhead—specifically the Son. The Christ. Lyra counted the number of times each symbol appeared and tried to conjure up some pattern that could relate to the grid of knobs. Three was an important number, but so was one, two, seven, and others. Eventually a few possibilities formed that had to do with viewing the buttons as four rows of nine, but her index finger hesitated upon touching the first one. 
 
    Shaking her head, Lyra finally pushed the third knob in the first row. It sunk rather easily with a small click. Then Lyra waited … for the box to blow up? Bah! Nothing. She went to the next one in the second row. It, too, went down without much effort. Moving faster now, Lyra pushed two more buttons and waited with bated breath. 
 
    Nothing. Again. 
 
    The buttons popped back up easily with another push and Lyra tried another combination. And another. No results. Next Lyra tried some picture shapes. She made an arrow pointing up, then down, and then in outward diagonals. There were arrow impresa in relief in the four corners of each side of the box—symbolic of following the straight and narrow path with regard to keeping the commandments, but still nothing. More minutes were wasted playing around with other possible shapes until Lyra threw her hands into her lap in frustration. 
 
    This was dumb. She was just fishing. If she was supposed to open it, she should just know how to do it. Lyra stared at the box for a long time. It stared right back, like it didn't know why she was taking so long. You know this, it seemed to say. The answer has been with you this whole time. 
 
    “Therefore, the mark of the servant is glory unto me. 
 
    For from the burdened back of the mean and lowly will I raise up my chosen to supplant kings and powers that seek to destroy.” 
 
    The fifth verse, tenth chapter of Shenth's writings suddenly rang very clearly in Lyra's head. It was one that was always brought up when discussing the importance of not seeking for wealth and power and how it is God's will for the meek and humble to eventually inherit the world. Lyra thought it through again and again. 
 
    “The servant is glory unto me … from the mean and lowly will I raise up my chosen,” she whispered. “The servant is glory unto me—” 
 
    Her head shook in confusion. These words weren't getting her anywhere. Oh Jon! Couldn't he have given her something? 
 
    Lyra stood and paced a bit before the vanity where the box sat unpretentiously on top. The servant is glory unto me. The servant … the mark of the servant is glory— 
 
    Something stirred in her memory, Jon's last words in her dream: Remember your mark. The mark of Believers? Lyra almost smiled. That would be coarse, homespun clothing and their ever moving gypsy culture. Other than a few religious symbols, which she had already tried, the Believers were not known by any distinguishing emblem. They had a few rituals for sacred ordinances, but again, these were gestures and covenant oaths, nothing that would translate well into a visual symbol. 
 
    Other kinds of marks? 
 
    Lyra thought of her signature. Well, if she viewed the grid lengthwise she could get in some letter shapes, perhaps three. Lyra sat again. G-O-D. It seemed the obvious choice. Drat. Nothing. She tried other letter combinations—anything she could think of: important prophets' initials, angels, other small, but meaningful words, acronyms for phrases … 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Nothing! 
 
    Frustrated, Lyra sat up, feeling the need to stretch her back. She hadn't realized how long she had been crouching over the vanity. Marks … mark of the servant. Her brain filtered through other possible meanings. 
 
    Lyra suddenly sucked in a breath. She reached over her shoulder and felt the raised skin covering her implant. That was definitely a mark. Was Jon's remark more literal than she thought? How would that even translate to a grid of buttons? Lyra stood the box on its side to make the grid nine columns of four across—reminiscent of someone's long neck. What a sick theory! That couldn't be right. It wouldn't work anyway. The exact middle of four knobs was the space in between. No one knob could be the 'token implant.' Her teeth gritted in agitation. 
 
    Your theories are getting dumber and dumber, girl. There was no way God would make the key to their most sacred artifact be a symbol of khari'na, anyway. She had better just give up now while she still had some dignity left. With a sigh, Lyra pushed the box away. 
 
    Her dream about Jon was just that, anyway, a dream—what she wanted to see, what she wanted to feel. Remember your mark. If anything, it was meant to be very figurative. He was reminding her of her mission here—her tiny mark in God's grand scheme that she still needed to fulfill as a mother and as Bearer. Lyra gave the box another quarter turn, resting it on it's back end so the front of the lid looked skyward. The button pattern was horizontal again: four rows of nine. 
 
    You know what my real “mark” is? And she snorted peevishly. Four numbers seared into my flesh. She pushed the fourth button in the first row, the seventh in the next two rows, and the third— 
 
    Whirrrr-click. Shhh. 
 
    Lyra's heart stopped. She leaned forward. The lid was cracked open a centimeter. 
 
    GOD OF THE HEAVENS AND ALL THAT IS HOLY! 
 
    “Oh, Father … that is sooo not funny.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, Lyra gently rocked the box right side up again to another slight shift of contents. 
 
    “You cannot be serious!” she breathed. “My stupid tattoo?” The significance of what she just did—and what this might mean—was mind numbing. The room started to churn and her head grew light and tingly like it wanted to detach from her neck and float away. She might be hyperventilating. 
 
    Lyra carefully lowered herself to the floor, all the while knowing this could not be a coincidence. But oh, God, why? WHY? 
 
    She suddenly felt extremely small and very vulnerable, like all the hosts of heaven were staring down at her, full of expectation. Dizzy, she crawled into the corner and huddled there with shaking knees drawn up to her chest. I am a nobody, Father! Surely you don't want me for any greater purpose than to get the Tohmu'vah back home. I am not spiritual enough. I am not worthy! 
 
    As if to prove her point, Lyra began listing all the men and women she knew who were spiritual giants compared to her—people who were so much wiser, and who knew the doctrine better. D'nae, her older sister, was one of them. Lyra couldn't count the number of times she had gone to her for advice or a loving shoulder upon which to lean. D'nae had also become the backbone of the family after Dad died several years ago and Mom began to grow old and lose touch with reality. 
 
    And yet, here she was. The box had opened for her. Lyra. An enslaved widow, constantly tempted by her owner, and dabbling in magic! It took several minutes to compose herself once again. 
 
    All right. 
 
    All right. 
 
    Baby steps. 
 
    She had gotten this far without cracking. Surely she could keep moving along, one foot in front of the other, as needed. The Creator loves you. You know this. Whatever He may ask of you, you can at least try your best. 
 
    Gathering her nerve, Lyra arose. It was time to see what will happen next. 
 
    She left the closet to check the time and make sure J'Kor was still quite involved with work elsewhere. Done. She could easily hear the thwack of the ax as it split another log outside. From the porch, Lyra peeked around the corner for a second. 
 
    Boy, he sure likes to chop wood. He had created a mountain of freshly split lumber against the house just in the last week. 
 
    Tearing her eyes away, she hurried back to the room and made fast the bedroom door. Then she pulled shut the shade of the closet's small window and sat again on the little stool before the box. 
 
    Okay. Here goes nothing. 
 
    Gingerly working two fingers under the lip, Lyra lifted the lid. She had a fleeting, terrifying thought that perhaps this had all been a hoax and what was supposed to be in there wasn't, but she needn't have worried. Inside, nestled within a silky, vermillion, padded lining, was an object wrapped in a fine, white cloth. It's dimensions filled the entire inner space. 
 
    Slowly, and with tremendous reverence, Lyra reached in and pulled out the Tohmu'vah—God's original law and doctrine for His children on this world, etched in the old language on thin plates of a precious metal alloy known only as meld. 
 
    Her fingers were shaking as she set it on her lap and pulled lightly at a fold that fell away to reveal the perfectly polished, amber-toned book of plates that almost glowed in the soft light from the ceiling's small bulb. Lyra gasped in wonder. It was beautiful, just like she had always been told. 
 
    Three rod loops that passed through holes drilled along one side of the plate stack made up the binding, and Lyra admired the fineness of the plates cut to precision and uniformity. Across the cover in intricately carved lettering was written Tohmu'vah, literally translated: God's Book. The smaller words under this, Lyra translated in a whisper. 
 
    “The Testament, Law, and Will of God, The Great I Am, to His children.” 
 
    It was just like her copy of the scriptures, only hers was on yellowed, plain paper in simple print. Hers also had some additional scripture and revelations, given by Heavenly Father through the prophets in the centuries after His mandate that the Tohmu'vah be finished and sealed up for protection. 
 
    Lyra dared not touch the metal. When endowed by the powers of Heaven, this object was somehow supposed to be able to emit colossal amounts of destructive energy, though no one knew exactly how that worked. It was one of those things that had not been fully revealed and they were directed to rely on faith. Lyra wasn't about to test her faith now. 
 
    Nervously licking her lips, and using a corner of the soft, white covering as a barrier, she turned over the cover plate to the first page. Warmth from the Holy Spirit swelled in her, filling her entire being as she began to read. 
 
      
 
    “The First Chronicle of Myk'l: 
 
    Before the world was, God was, and the Word was with Him also. 
 
    And God looked upon the space, void of form, to organize the matter therein into a new world …” 
 
      
 
    In awe, Lyra read through the entire description of the creation of Geniven. It was the exact same wording as what she had always read, but somehow, reading it directly from the sacred text, it all felt so much more real. She could no longer describe her belief in God and the scriptures as that of faith—she knew. If God and the Christ, themselves, appeared before her now, it would not have strengthened her knowledge any further. The words inscribed before her were the truth. It was all true. The Spirit bore ardent witness to her of that fact and Lyra felt a gratitude beyond conceivability pierce her soul. Simultaneously, she comprehended the depths of her weakness, and knew that it should not have taken such an experience for her to reach this perfect understanding. 
 
      
 
    “Blessed are they who believe because of these evidences, but more blessed are they who have not seen and yet still believe, for their faith is sufficient in me to be made whole and perfect before the bar of God.” 
 
      
 
    The familiar scripture verse took on new meaning for her now, and with great humility she turned the next page. 
 
    Making soft scraping and clinking sounds, the plate sheets sounded like they were talking to her, encouraging her to dive deeper, as Lyra lifted them up and over. She could tell a difference in character form between the chronicles as the task of recording the history and God's revelations got passed from one hand to another through the generations. Some prophets etched wider, some in tiny print, some had their own take on forming certain letters, especially as the centuries wore on. She also made note of occasional places where word mistakes were made and etched out. It was fascinating. With a perfect clarity, Lyra could visualize these men of God sitting down with their writing tools to perform their sacred task, perhaps in the moment that the Creator was communicating with them! 
 
    Wow … 
 
    It would take days to read through the whole thing from start to finish, so for today Lyra chose to be content just spending time in some of her favorite sections. She read from Bilthemew who led the people over the ocean at a time of great apostasy and contention in and out of the church in order to escape their enemies. By miracle, they were able to pass through the Barrier where they found an island to inhabit in peace for a time. Eventually though, inner turmoil among them caused God to move His righteous back to their original homeland once it was safe again. This was why Lyra was certain there must be something besides storm and wind on the other side of the Barrier, though she could not have revealed such knowledge to J'Kor. 
 
    She went on to the prophet Rayne's writings whose engraving style was on the uneven, scratchy side compared to the others, like he didn't have the patience to be perfect when he had such important concepts to get down. Grinning, Lyra turned some more pages and her eyes fell on the verses of the prophecy—the one that had the government of Caldreen so concerned that they killed her Jon and many, many others over it. 
 
      
 
    “And in that day, when the mighty storms of Satan's army fall as a shadow across the land, when my people are driven to cower in the mountains and secret places for fear, I will raise up my ensign to the nations; yea, a great leader from among the Strangers who shall be lifted by an helpmeet of my chosen. 
 
      
 
    And he shall overcome the strength of the wretched and abominable One. Yea, by the gift and power of God, will my servant go before to lay low all those who deny the power thereof. 
 
      
 
    Then shall my servant vanquish the great evil that has fallen upon my promised land and build a new kingdom to reign in righteousness; a kingdom of glory that shall not fall again, save through disobedience and sin.” 
 
      
 
    This wasn't the only place in the Tohmu'vah where this particular calamitous event was mentioned, but it was the main one. It was the one everyone quoted when people talked about it. Lyra read it again, and her heart leaped like never before. Maybe the end of the world as she knew it was going to come about sooner than she had ever dreamed. They were already cowering in the mountains, and old as he was, the current prophet, Brother Oubwyn, was a great and wise leader. He also was of Stranger blood—a converted mother. This prophecy could very well be about him. Only, Lyra needed to get this artifact back to him. The urgency with which she suddenly felt this almost made her dizzy. 
 
    Lyra closed the book and wrapped it up as before, returning her stewardship to its box and hiding place. She needed to think. 
 
    Not really looking where she was going, Lyra wandered from the bedroom and out to the front porch, her soul bursting from the amazing experience of this morning and the compelling questions it now raised. 
 
    “Would you like to join me for midmeal, Mrs. Woodrose?” said an approaching J'Kor, bare chested, his shirt draped over a shoulder. 
 
    She straightened from her contemplative lean over the railing. “Oh! Is it that time already?” And as if on cue, Lyra's stomach growled. 
 
    “Past.” He grinned. “Have you been enjoying your day off so much, you lost track o' the time?” 
 
    “Well, I guess I did.” Her grin back was quite sheepish. More than you know. 
 
    It was such a nice day they decided to eat outside and the cold leftovers tasted good, sitting together there on the porch's old, weathered chairs. J'Kor politely inquired how her morning had gone and Lyra couldn't hide her smile during her carefully revised summary of general spiritual enlightenment. J'Kor went quiet for a while. 
 
    “So, tell me more about this god o' yours,” he finally said. “Where does he come from? What makes him so special to deserve your dying devotion?” 
 
    “Ummm,” Lyra swallowed nervously at the unexpected interest. She had better just keep it really simple for now. “He is a divine being of flesh and bone who once went through His own mortal probation like us, but has since reached a high enough level of spiritual maturity to create his own worlds. He is our literal father, the father of our spirits.” Lyra cast him a shy glance. What would he make of this? “He is special because He gave us … everything. Our lives. This world. The plan to return to Him someday if we are faithful.” 
 
    She'd stop there. That was probably plenty. 
 
    He stopped eating and looked at her. “So, you are saying that God is an alien who has made himself a new planet to colonize?” 
 
    Lyra couldn't help but giggle. “It sounds funny when you put it that way. I wouldn't call Him that, myself, but I guess that's the general idea.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty fantastic.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed. “But it is true.” 
 
    J'Kor cocked his head. “So, tell me how you reconcile believing in the power o' this man to create entire worlds at will while simultaneously denying your own ability to close a wound?” 
 
    And, Bam! His sudden perceptive irony struck Lyra so forcibly that she almost dropped her plate. 
 
    “You just seem so repelled by the concept o' mages and any kind o' sorcery,” he added in clarification. 
 
    “Well,” she said, squirming, “one uses the sacred power of the Priesthood and the other … the other is not from a righteous source—even if it was real.” 
 
    “You think that what you did was no' real?” 
 
    Lyra shook her head. “I don't know. I don't know what to make of it. I always thought that stuff was bogus, practiced by people only seeking to deceive others with their snake oil concoctions.” 
 
    J'Kor gazed across his fields dotted with happily grazing poofs. “Under most circumstances I would agree with you—and this is coming from someone who, by hobby, has spent time with a number o' people who make their living doing just what you accuse. But Lyra, some o' it is genuine. What you did with Dr. Wyk, that was no sham.” He turned to her. “Nor was it with me.” 
 
    “Really?” she whispered. She had not yet asked about the supposed occurrence that got Nim so interested in her in the first place. 
 
    “Aye.” J'Kor went back to watching his flocks. “Though, I did no' realize it at first. I had no' bothered to look at it since bringing you home until Nim examined me when she came over.” 
 
    “And there was a dramatic difference?” 
 
    “Aye. It usually takes six months for a scar o' that caliber to fade so much. The fact that you were no' even trying or in direct physical contact with me has got Dr. Wyk all in a tizzy,” J'Kor said, his brows knitting together. “From what little understanding I have o' the craft, that is unusual.” 
 
    Drat. Now that the dust had settled, Lyra was secretly hoping that J'Kor could help shed some rational, debunking light on the whole strange matter. 
 
    “Lyra?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Kade,” he reminded. 
 
    “Yes?” She left it at that and did not let his little eye roll bother her. 
 
    “I do no' understand it, I admit,” he said, “and I do no' want Nim and the professor making a spectacle o' you, but there is no way this talent o' yours is 'evil.' It is an impossibility coming from you. That I know.” With that, he took his plate inside, leaving Lyra to her own apprehensive ruminations. 
 
    Well, despite every other worry in her life right now, at least one item was checked off the “Things Lyra Has to Stress Over” list. She had a friend in J'Kor. 
 
    A fancy carriage rolled up the drive toward the house and Lyra stood to get a better look. Now who could that be? Given the current situation, any one of several people. (None of which Lyra cared to see.) She retreated back inside. 
 
    “Lord J'—!” Oh. He was right at the door, pulling on caked work boots. “A carriage is approaching. Were you expecting someone today?” 
 
    Surprise. Then foreboding. “Do no' worry. It is just Sal,” he muttered, not sounding very enthused at all. J'Kor's chin was supporting a frowning as he strode outside to meet the carriage in the yard while Lyra remained on the porch, watching from a distance. Mejhisk could not even open the coach door before he was lit upon somewhat tensely through the window. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “… that is just the way it has to be from now on,” Kade finished after reluctantly bringing Sal up to speed regarding Nim's last visit and his and Lyra's new relationship. “No more pestering me or Lyra any further on the subject. Understood? I have made my decision.” 
 
    “What? No more flirting with her behind your back?” Sal pouted like a child. “No more witty innuendos? Kade, you are no fun.” Then he suddenly brightened. “But you will let me call for her the next time I have a groin injury.” 
 
    “Not a word,” Kade said. 
 
    Sal beckoned Lyra over with a wave. 
 
    “Ah, Lyra the Muse!” he sang, referencing the legend of the lady of the mountains who lured men to her cabin with her siren song to make them her slaves. Reaching from the window, he took Lyra's hand in a kiss. “You have been keeping more than one secret from me, it seems.” 
 
    “No, just the one, I think,” Lyra returned breezily. “You can't count the ones I don't even know about.” 
 
    Sal laughed. “Well, I was just on my way to Beegot's to help him hunt down a certain whorlock that has turned serial killer on his game fowl, and I thought I would stop a brief moment to just say hello.” 
 
    “Hello,” Kade snipped shortly. Sal would not be able to hold his tongue for long. The faster this visit ended, the better. 
 
    “Oh, you will not come in for a minute?” Lyra asked, but Kade's warning look made Sal dutifully decline. 
 
    “But I do hope that taking care o' this poor sap is still part o' your job description, Lovely,” Sal said. “He desperately needs someone to look after him.” 
 
    Lyra bowed her head with a smile. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “I am going to hold you to that.” 
 
    The sudden candor and their subsequent exchanged looks made Kade suspect he was missing something, but no matter. Sal soon had his driver moving him along again and Kade and Lyra went their separate ways for the rest of the day. Kade spent the majority of his time plowing the back field with Whinnee, and when he returned to the house, his nose was greeted with the smell of something delightful cooking in the oven. 
 
    He noticed the table was set for two. 
 
    “You do no' need—” 
 
    “I know,” she answered quickly with a smile. “But I was going to cook for myself anyway and it was no trouble at all to make for one more. By the way,” she picked up a sealed envelope on the counter, “you got a specially delivered note while you were out.” 
 
    The stamped return address showed it was from headquarters at the capital. And the envelope was addressed to Warrant Officer J'Kor, Retired. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hmph. What did they want from him this time? Kade had occasionally been called to temporary service for a day or two. Sometimes headquarters came in possession of an unusually tight-lipped prisoner or one that required delicate handling. It was a pain for Kade to rearrange his schedule on the spot like that, but when his country called, he listened. He didn't have a choice. 
 
    The letter read as expected: 
 
      
 
    “… You will report to Colonel Thyks tomorrow morning at nine o'. We wish to consult you on a matter of some suspicious detainees …” 
 
      
 
    Kade sighed and turned to Lyra, cutting vegetables at the counter. “I have to go into the city tomorrow for some business. I will leave early in the morning and likely no' be back until well after nightfall. Do you feel that you can handle my chores and be okay here all by yourself?” 
 
    The chopping paused. “Are you certain you will need to be gone that long?” 
 
    “Aye. It is even possible I may have to stay overnight.” 
 
    Lyra went very still and Kade wondered if she was concerned about being alone on the property that long. “You could spend most o' the day at Sal's—” 
 
    “No. I-I will be quite fine taking care of whatever you need here. Really.” 
 
    Despite the assurance, Lyra suddenly seemed completely preoccupied the rest of the evening. Kade's invitation to play cards after dinner was met with halfhearted enthusiasm, even when he let her win. Then she retired to bed early in Joslie's room. Kade retired shortly thereafter. He had an early start in the morning. 
 
      
 
    At half past five, Kade was surprised to wake to the smell of breakfast. He threw on some clothes and met Lyra in the kitchen. “You did no' have to get up this early for me.” 
 
    “Just back on duty today, keeping my promise to Lord Mejhisk,” Lyra said with a smile as she whisked eggs. She was already fully dressed, hair pulled back in its usual fashion. 
 
    “Oh,” Kade yawned, “well, thank you.” 
 
    By the time he returned from the lavatory everything was ready at the table. They sat down together and Kade proceeded to watch Lyra wolf down her meal. “I take it you are anxious to get started on the day. Are you hoping to finish quickly for more leisure time later?” 
 
    Her chewing and swallowing slowed. “Yes, as a matter of fact, if that's okay.”  
 
    “That sounds fine. This is delicious, by the way.” 
 
    She was nervous. 
 
    A little later at his wardrobe, Kade regarded the reflection of the man in the dress uniform with some chagrin. The last time he had been called him in was two years ago—a two day stint at the end of which time Colonel Thyks was hinting strongly of his desire that Kade to stay on as an instructor. Kade had declined and fortunately, the Colonel had chosen not to force the issue like he could have. 
 
    Stepping to the yard and with officer issue hat on his head, Kade greeted the infant sunrise. He wanted to say goodbye to Lyra and found her in the rabbit barn refilling feed and water bowls. He watched her a moment from the doorway. 
 
    “The taxi is almost here,” he said. 
 
    Turning, Lyra started in surprise at the sight of him. “Oh, it's you!” she said. “I didn't realize this was official business. I thought you were retired.” 
 
    Kade smiled. “One is never fully retired from the 'club'. They call on me from time to time for special consultations.” 
 
    “Do you have any last minute instructions?” she said, putting the feed tin down and walking to him. There was an odd catch to her voice. 
 
    “No. Do you have any last minute questions?” 
 
    Lyra shook her head. Then, cautiously, she reached up to adjust his sash he was always getting crooked. Kade held still, eyeing her. Something was off. 
 
    “Lyra, are you okay?” 
 
    Her hands dropped to her sides. “Oh, I was just thinking that I might end up … missing you today.” 
 
    Henna's bosom! Did she actually say what he thought she just said? 
 
    “Then I will conduct my business speedily and return home as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “I wish you a good journey, sir,” she answered. 
 
    “Kade,” he corrected. 
 
    But with a pensive smile, Lyra only returned to feeding the rabbits. Taxi wheels rattled over the bumps in his driveway and an impulse seized at Kade. It urged him to go to her and say goodbye in a different way. Impossible as it seemed, Lyra was acting like she might want that. 
 
    He resisted, though, knowing that more than once he'd been wrong about her, and plopping onto the taxi's creaky leather seat he wondered at Lyra's perpetually shifting moods. She likes him. She doesn't. 
 
    She is enjoying her space. She will miss him …. 
 
    Women! The greatest mystery of all time. 
 
    The carriage sped up and the roadside began to pass in a blur as Kade's brain lazily reviewed his list of things to bring today: his watch, the summons letter, briefcase, wallet … 
 
    # # # 
 
    Don't hyperventilate! Just settle down for a second and think clearly! 
 
    Lyra was sure J'Kor had never finished the usual morning livestock feeding chores so quickly. Now she was in the kitchen, feverishly stashing food items in her bag, the thrill of her recent spiritual experience and enlightenment taking a backseat to the sudden here and now. 
 
    She had almost sliced her finger off yesterday when J'Kor declared his need for a long day trip to the city. THE day was here! 
 
    Bread! Where's the bread? Some hard fruit. I know I saw dried meat in the root cellar—Holy Creator be with me today! 
 
    Last night was spent mentally reviewing the route and plan. Then Lyra had retired to bed early and got up extra early to perform her last services for J'Kor. Her conscience wouldn't let her leave before making sure all the animals had feed enough before the farm was left unattended for a day or two. 
 
    The Tohmu'vah was carefully nestled into the backpack once more along with all the food she could carry and Lyra donned her boots and wrapped her star band securely over her arm. It was when Ahskr trotted up in curiosity that she felt her first real pang of guilt. She paused to kneel and scratch him behind his ears. “I'm sorry, boy. But I have to do this. I have to get back home.” 
 
    Ahskr whined, whipping his tail back and forth a little, sensing her anxiety, but with a final kiss of his head, Lyra turned for J'Kor's office. It had been a long debate in bed last night about whether or not to leave him a note. She still wasn't sure what she wanted to say. 
 
    A surprising emotion hit her like a brick wall at the opening of the door. The room was filled with him—his scent, his habits, his life work. Lyra shook it off and resolutely seated herself at his desk where paper and a quill pen sat right on top. She began. 
 
      
 
    My Lord J'Kor, 
 
    By the time you read this I will be long gone 
 
      
 
    No. That was stupid. 
 
      
 
    Dear sir, 
 
    I know you will be disappointed 
 
      
 
    No again. 
 
      
 
    Dear J'Kor, 
 
    Words can't express my regret 
 
      
 
    Dumb, dumb, dumb!! 
 
    She had better hurry up if she was going to do this. Lyra crumpled up another sheet and threw it in the wastebasket with the others. What did she really want him to know? 
 
    The first rays of morning had been streaming in behind him when he'd startled her with his appearance in the rabbit barn. The shock of J'Kor dressed to the chin in that hated official Caldreen'n uniform, while at the same time noting how well it suited the man whom she had to admit she had grown rather fond, had caught Lyra quite off guard. This was goodbye to the man who had become her friend and protector. She would probably never see him again. 
 
      
 
    Kade, 
 
    You know why I have to do this. I hope you find the animals well upon your return. I am so sorry. I won't blame you for helping them try to catch me. I just hope I can be fast enough. Please give Jos'lie my love. 
 
    Lyra 
 
      
 
    Swallowing back the lump in her throat, Lyra folded the piece of paper and wrote his name on the outside. Her vision was blurring by the time she was at the dining table and placing the note there where he would find it quickly. She shoved out of her mind his comment about the house possibly being monitored. She would just have to risk it. 
 
    Hitching her backpack up higher on her shoulders, and with a long breath, Lyra regarded the note one more time then spun to leave. 
 
    “Oh, Sugarpip …” 
 
    J'Kor stood upon the threshold, a hand on the knob, his expression, not of a raging anger, but of such disappointment and aching betrayal that Lyra couldn't bear it. It was so obvious what she had been about to do. 
 
    The backpack slid listlessly to the floor. Tears followed suit, wetting her cheeks in hot trickles. That was it? Her great escape, over before it even had a chance to begin? Lyra hadn't even been able to step foot out the door. 
 
    Why Father? WHY? 
 
    Still rooted to the spot, J'Kor said softly, “I realized I left my wallet.” 
 
    Lyra's knees crumpled under her. “I am sorry, my lord. I am so sorry!” She could only blubber through the sobs that racked her body. “But I had … to try. I had to!” 
 
    Slow, deliberate footsteps trod past her to the table where the soft scrape and crinkle of her note being unfolded became deafening in the otherwise still room. It was a full minute before any other sound disturbed the silence. 
 
    When the paper was placed back on the table, Lyra stood, staring miserably upon his brightly polished boots and preparing to receive whatever punishment would come her way. Another lifetime passed before J'Kor spoke. 
 
    “Lyra, go get in the taxi.” 
 
    That was it. 
 
    “Yes, my—sir,” she whispered.  
 
    She left her backpack on the floor, letting it remain inconspicuous as she shuffled out. J'Kor did not follow immediately so Lyra found herself alone, fretting, in the coach for a few minutes. When he finally climbed in, it was with a large pile of her—his wife's—clothing. And her tracker. The frocks were tossed next to her while he sat opposite and the silence hung heavily between them as the taxi lurched down J'Kor's driveway. 
 
    After not too long, he called to the driver to turn and when Lyra lifted her head, she was surprised to see Mejhisk's estate looming. 
 
    “You are not taking me with you to the city?” she said. He didn't answer. 
 
    At the mansion, he got out with the frocks and tracker and went to the door, telling Lyra to stay put. The door was answered by a rather bleary-eyed Mejhisk in a robe, but who looked otherwise like he had been expecting the early morning interruption. J'Kor must have wired him. Lyra was eventually hailed. 
 
    “Sal will keep you here until I get back,” she was told without a glance. “You will finally have time to work on those alterations.” 
 
    She was ushered inside by a, for once, sober Mejhisk who showed her to a guest room where she would begin her sentence. Lyra kept her head down. It was perhaps even harder to bear Mejhisk's disappointment bordering on accusation than J'Kor's. She had somewhat promised him she wouldn't hurt his best friend. 
 
    Securely locked in and alone again, Lyra went to the lavishly upholstered bed and curled herself on it, staring blankly out the window at the changing patterns of light as the sun made its celestial ascent. 
 
    # # # 
 
    The red sun crept slowly over the edge of the distant tree line as Kade stared numbly out the window of the cab. Somehow, despite everything, he had never thought Lyra's desire to free herself from him that strong. He had taken it for granted that she was learning how to be content and even happy in his home. 
 
    Kade wanted to get mad—mad enough to do something definitive and be done with her. But his hurt swallowed every other feeling inside, leaving him only with a great cavern of gnawing emptiness. 
 
    Her note had addressed him by name. He could tell how broken up she was, not only by the penned words, but by her every action of the morning to that moment when he had opened the door and caught her placing the note on the table. However, those strong feelings were not the ones that had won out. She was still too devoted to her other life. 
 
    Kade checked his watch. He had planned in a cushion in case of some travel delay. Discovering your khar prepared to ruin her life by making a break for it was a new one, though, and that time was more than used up. Well, headquarters was just going to have to sit on its hands for a few extra minutes. 
 
    The coin came out and Kade spent rest of the drive fiddling with it, unable to get his mind off Lyra. Her reluctance. Her defiance. This final betrayal. 
 
    Her humble petitions for forgiveness. 
 
    Her smile. 
 
    The way she laughed. How it felt to dance with her. Holding her hand while walking in the rain. His dreams had been filled with her of late— 
 
    Blast! You have to get her out o' your system, you fool! 
 
    Caldreen's ring of skyscrapers was gleaming in the distance when Kade finally had enough command to start focusing on the job ahead. The summons had said “detainees,” as in more than one. This would be a long day. It usually took three or four hours for a single interrogation—to patiently wait out the resolve of the person sitting across from him. Only the very well-trained ones were disciplined enough to hold out longer without revealing something he could use to work his way into their heads. 
 
    Fortunately, the morning rush was over by the time the taxi wheeled into the inner city streets and Kade was dropped only a few minutes late at the front steps of the modern concrete compound that was Caldreen National Military Headquarters. The huge, dark and imposing building had been designed to commemorate the famous Siege of the Rain and the old bunker castle that had originally stood in that spot. According to the history books, Caldreen was only a fledgling town when a neighboring enemy attacked with such a barrage of flaming arrows and catapulted fireballs that it appeared as if the heavens themselves were raining down fire. Everyone fled to the already well-stocked and prepared castle, and were able to wait out the attack for thirty-five days until the enemy ran out of ammunition and food. The castle held, but its once shining white bricks were burnt to a scorched ebony. 
 
    He got checked in at the front desk and was shown directly to the waiting Colonel Thyks, his austere office decorated only with a national flag displayed proudly on the back wall and a shadow box of medals hanging under it. Kade removed his hat upon entering. 
 
    “You are late,” said the stiff, square man who peered at Kade through deep set eyes nearly hidden under bushy, red eyebrows. He indicated for Kade to sit down. “But thank you for getting here. I know your notice was short.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I had an unexpected delay getting off this morning. What can I do for you?” 
 
    The stout man leaned back in his chair, rubbing thoughtfully at his thick, ruddy mustache. “Well, three men were handed over to us a couple weeks ago and, honestly, I am no' sure what to make o' them.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “They were picked up by the security detail o' that last khari'na caravan that came through here. The head guard said they were acting suspicious, hanging around outside the Coliseum after the auction. He said he had reason to believe they might be some kind o' shady associates o' the Malig'ahnts—something to do with an incident regarding one o' the khars for sale, I believe. You know I never bother to follow all that gossip. Did you hear about it?” 
 
    Kade cleared his throat that suddenly felt very sticky. “Aye, I … heard o' it.” 
 
    The man nodded. “We have questioned them multiple times and, while I have a nagging feeling they are hiding something, I do no' think they have any connection with the Malig'ahnts. Besides, their dress and manner o' speech indicate they are no' from around here.” Leaning forward, Colonel Thyks laced his fingers together on top of his desk. “At best, they are just simple, opportunistic vagabonds passing through, but at worst, well, you have heard o' the escalating violence around Tangun?” 
 
    There was a vague memory of the news on his voicebox, and other rumors. “A little.” 
 
    “We have recently begun uncovering a spy network that we think is connected to Tangun's government. There have been small infiltrations into some o' our high security tactical files that have begun to make even the High Lord, himself, take notice.” 
 
    “You think these men could be hired spies?” 
 
    “That is what I need you to help us determine. I have already let Feesgud have a go at them, and now I am turning them over to your discretion.” 
 
    Kade's lids closed briefly in aggravation. Feesgud was one of those interrogators that preferred to just beat facts out of his prisoners. “Sir, if they were watching the khari'na, they were probably just getting their thrills ogling at women they will never be able to afford.” 
 
    “O' course, but unfortunately, the auctions are also a great place to eavesdrop on high society who never seem to keep as tight a rein on their tongues in such atmospheres. Please take some time with them and place your recommendation on my desk before you go.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Kade was introduced to a guard who would escort him to the interrogation cell and remain to assist in whatever way Kade thought necessary. He was shown down the narrow corridor and Kade asked the young, enlisted soldier if he knew anything about the conditions under which the men had been kept. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” his escort replied smartly. “They have been on half prisoner's rations in a bare room. Though I believe Officer Feesgud has withheld food and drink for the last three days.” 
 
    An inward groan rolled through Kade. How was he supposed to get anything intelligent—or coherent—out of starved and dehydrated men? They were probably delirious by now. 
 
    Sure enough, the small window at the cell door revealed three shiftless bodies sitting side by side on the floor against the back wall. Beaten. Bloody. Soiled. He swore softly. 
 
    In his own experience, Kade had grown to appreciate the subtle art of discovering the mind's depths through careful observation and asking the right questions over pummeling it to pieces. Well, at least he knew exactly how to start with these ones. 
 
    “Which one would you like to interrogate first, sir?” The young escort's name badge said Private Nessip. 
 
    Kade took a closer look at the three huddling near each other. When an eye was lifted to another, a nod of weary encouragement was offered back. The oldest looking one mumbled something in the youngest's ear and reached a very tired arm to gently lay on his shoulder. It looked like the younger had been weeping. These men were close, maybe even brothers. 
 
    “I would like to interview all three together,” Kade said. Sometimes it was advantageous to observe the body language between comrades during questioning. “Open the door.” 
 
    The trio warily looked up as he stepped inside the room, furnished with the usual table and one chair. Kade removed his hat and jacket and handed them to his escort. Then he undid his stupid, tight sash and draped it over the young soldier's arm. It was terribly uncomfortable anyway. 
 
    Quietly, he sat at the table and from out of his briefcase produced a pencil and paper on which he wrote up a list. “Please bring me these things in this order as quickly as possible,” he told Private Nessip, handing him the sheet. 
 
    Nessip scanned the list. “Sir?” He looked up, confused. 
 
    “Do you have a problem with any o' that, soldier?” Kade said calmly. 
 
    Nessip snapped to attention. “Uh, no, sir.” 
 
    “Good. And if anyone gives you any grief over it, tell them they can complain to Colonel Thyks directly. Thank you.” 
 
    The door was soon locked behind him and Kade went around the table to squat before the prisoners. He gave a smile. 
 
    “Good morrow. My name is Officer J'Kor and I have been asked to interview you gentlemen today.” The men stared sullenly at him, suspicious, saying nothing. “With your permission, I would like to start by inquiring o' your injuries first. I am having some medical supplies brought in. Will you let me help you get them dressed?” 
 
    Kade waited patiently for the glances of surprise mixed with nervousness to pass. He made note of the scorch marks behind the tattered remains of the oldest one's shirt. “Are those electrical burns?” he asked with a gesture to the man's rib cage. 
 
    The man probably wasn't much over fifty, but his current haggard appearance added considerable years to the thinning, dark blond head of hair matted with blood and filth—a contrast to the sharp intelligence of the eyes that watched Kade closely. 
 
    “I think my friend's arm is broken,” he finally mumbled through a fat lip, gesturing toward the man he had been consoling only a few minutes ago. “He needs attention first.” 
 
    “Peerz, don't,” the other man hissed, sporting prominent freckles and a pug nose. “Don't trust him. It's a trick.” 
 
    Kade's stomach twisted into something tight and nauseous. He knew that manner of speech, that accent. They sounded like Lyra. 
 
    The elder man—Peerz apparently—responded with patience to his friend. “If he is willing to doctor us, we have to take advantage of it, Lowet. Sursha needs his arm set and your shoulder must be put back in place.” 
 
    Kade turned to the one Peerz had called Lowet. “You must be in a lot o' pain.” But Lowet just lowered his head, refusing to acknowledge him, so Kade left him alone for the moment, looking to the husky, twenty-something year old Sursha with the brown curls, instead. “May I take a look at your arm?” 
 
    At Sursha's hesitation, Peerz nodded ever so slightly and the man finally offered his forearm, swollen noticeably on one side. Gently palpating the area, Kade could easily feel the slight protrusion of the radius near the middle where it had snapped. Sursha winced at his touch, but held still otherwise. 
 
    “Are you a doctor?” he ventured. 
 
    “No, but I served enough time in years past to know how to set the common breaks and injuries.” 
 
    For the next few minutes while Kade waited for Nessip's return, he assessed Sursha and Peerz's other maladies. A possible cracked rib, bruises, second-degree burns, a pulled tooth … That brought him back to the stoically saturnine Lowet again, turned away, nursing his limp arm. 
 
    “You really should let me reset that for you.” 
 
    “Why?” Lowet muttered. “You going to nurse us back to health just to break us all over again?” 
 
    Looking him in the eye, Kade said, “Well, sometimes you just have to have a little faith in your fellow man, Brother.” 
 
    The telltale startlement at Kade's choice of words was enough. Definitely Percs. Blast! However, it didn't necessarily make a connection with Lyra. He had heard of other Believer colonies in other areas of the nation. 
 
    Recovering quickly, Lowet grumbled, “I'm not your brother.” After a moment however, he grudgingly presented his dislocated shoulder to Kade. 
 
    Once Kade felt gingerly around the joint and was sure he knew how the ball was misaligned, he positioned himself beside the man and yanked. Hard. Lowet screamed just as Nessip reappeared with a large pitcher of water and several glasses. The young soldier's face turned green, his first deduction telling him that the new interrogator had already moved on to the torture part of the session, but through his grip on Lowet's arm, Kade felt the satisfying click of the ball as it returned to its socket. 
 
    “Aaargh!” Lowet growled through gritted teeth. “Peerz, that sure felt like torture to me.” However, upon regaining use of his arm, Lowet gave a small grunt of contentedness. 
 
    Kade went to the table and poured three glasses of water. “Nessip, why are you just standing there?” he said to the slightly befuddled guard. “I canno' continue this interrogation without every item from my list.” 
 
    “Aye, uh, aye, sir! Here, sir.” Nessip quickly brought in a few more chairs and a pile of clean washing cloths. Then he hefted in a couple large basins filled with more water. 
 
    Nessip left again for more list items and Kade offered the glasses to the trio, inviting them also to the table to begin cleaning themselves up. No one drank until Kade poured his own and took a large  obvious swallow, but after that, they relaxed visibly. 
 
    Sursha needed a little help with his one useless arm. Kade moved his chair next to him and the sloshing and wringing out of wet rags and the clink of water glasses predominated between two more returns of Nessip bringing a large medical bag brimming with supplies and fresh changes of clothes. Dressing—medically, as well as literally—proceeded from there. Lastly, Nessip came bearing food. Good food. Kade had specifically requested a full meal from whatever was being served in the officer's mess today. 
 
    Having finally accomplished his tasks, Nessip took his post by the door and watched with great interest, his superior personally assisting each man with his bandages. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” Sursha asked softly as Kade finished wrapping the splint for his arm. 
 
    “Isn't it obvious, Woodrose?” Lowet grumbled through a mouthful of thickly buttered roll. “He's buttering us up to get us to trust him.” 
 
    WOODROSE? Kade almost froze. Curse the dark side! Could this get any worse? 
 
    “You are right, o' course,” Kade acknowledged lightly. “I have found the offer o' respect to be a greater motivator for cooperation than pain when dealing with rational prisoners—when I am afforded the time to be patient, that is.” Having finished with Sursha's arm, Kade rolled up the extra binding strip. “And you three are quite fortunate. Today, we have all the time in the world.” 
 
    This was said with a smile and Kade knew he already had the upper hand more than they realized, but he also knew he couldn't get cocky or he might reveal himself. He had to proceed with care. Scraping his chair around to the other side of the table again to face them, Kade said, “So how about for starters, we get to know one another?” He turned to the youngest first. “Sursha, tell me about yourself.” 
 
    Sursha's quick glance at his two friends said much. “Sir, we are just simple wanderers, looking for seasonal work.” 
 
    Kade grinned at the rehearsed story. “I did no' inquire o' your intentions here. I asked you to tell me about yourself.” His chair creaked as he reclined against the back, casually crossing a leg. “Tell me about your family.” 
 
    Sursha studied him, trying to figure out his angle, while the other two continued to eat, though very slowly. Listening. Finally Sursha said, “Both my parents are passed away, but I have three sisters and three brothers—well, two. One died … several weeks ago.” 
 
    That clinched it. Blast! Kade wanted to hit something, and he struggled to maintain a calm demeanor. “I am sorry to hear that. My condolences for your loss.” Then he smoothly moved on to the other two with similar questions. 
 
    Neither Peerz nor Lowet appeared to have any family connection with Lyra or her husband, but still, after only a few minutes' conversation, Kade understood exactly who these men were and why they were here. He didn't yet comprehend the measure of their determination to find her, but one of them being her brother-in-law, well, that was a dangerous factor, indeed. 
 
    Kade pretended to take a closer look at Thyks' report. “So, as you just mentioned,” he turned back to Sursha, “you are merely passing through with your two friends here.” Exactly what was written in the report. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “But seasonal work?” Kade tried to sound genuinely confused. “The only seasonal jobs I am aware o' this time o' year are those relating to farming or fishing. Exactly what were you hoping to find in the middle o' the largest city on the continent at the Coliseum after a khari'na auction?” 
 
    Sursha's calm was commendable. “We are simply in between jobs, sir, and wanted to see the great city for ourselves.” 
 
    “But particularly the women,” Kade clarified. At Sursha's confusion, he added, “I understand you were quite intent on watching all the women as they exited. That was what cast suspicion upon you in the first place. Did you see anything you liked?” 
 
    “Uh, no, not particularly.” 
 
    “Come now,” Kade cajoled. “Three able men, long way from home and family … it must get lonely at times.” 
 
    Rankled at the suggestion, Sursha told him, “Sir, I, personally, have no interest in those kinds of women. We just happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time, under the scrutiny of a nervous khar guard who clearly mistook a few simple glances for something else.” 
 
    Now Kade chuckled. “I happen to know that khar guard, Mr. Woodrose. And he is most certainly not the type to jump to conclusions without probable cause. I think you are here looking for someone.” 
 
    The prisoners' appetites magically vanished. 
 
    With Nessip in the room, Kade figured if he could get them to admit this fact, and if he could somehow convince them to give up their search, he might be able to get these men out of here alive. Sursha locked eyes with Kade and a silent debate spawned, each of them sizing the other up. 
 
    But then the younger man just shook his head. “No, sir. Just passing through.” 
 
    “Gentlemen, I want to help you,” Kade said. “I would like to see you three walk out o' this building free men. I would like to see you be able to return to your wives, families, your homes. But I need you to give me something I can take to my superiors. We know you were hanging around the Coliseum for a reason. I am fairly certain it had to do with the caravan. The problem is, there are people here who fear you may be spies from Tangun, and if you canno' make them believe otherwise, you will be stuck here under your current conditions for a long, long time.” 
 
    They held his gaze with remarkably blank faces, probably afraid he was still trying to manipulate them into revealing their faith. Come on. Stop being so stubborn. They wouldn't have to go there if they would just follow his lead. Maybe he could throw them one more bone. 
 
    “You would no' be the first men to have followed a girlfriend or sister to the auction. I know it can be hard to see her choose a different life, especially knowing you will likely never see her again. Our government looks sympathetically on the family and friends o' those a khar leaves behind and does no' usually punish for sentimentality. You just need to promise to go home immediately and trust in the system that she will be okay.” 
 
    It was a simple, acceptable scenario that would help them go free. Kade waited for them to bite, looking at each one in turn, imploring them on a telepathic level to take his offer. These Believer men could not appreciate how generous he was being! 
 
    Peerz seemed leader of the three. If he could get Peerz to promise to give up the search, Lowet would willingly follow. Sursha, unfortunately, would be the toughest nut to crack. He was family.  
 
    In a last show of goodwill, Kade turned to the only liability in the room. “Nessip, I had to get up very early this morning to be here and could use a strong drink. Please, hop on over to The Ugly Mug and bring me back a pint o' D'elv's special Tingler. 
 
    “The Ugly Mug, sir? Is that no' at the far end o' Erbin Way?” 
 
    “Aye, it is, soldier, and if you hurry, you can be back within, oh, I would say twenty minutes.” 
 
    “… Aye, sir.” Upon taking this job this morning, Neesip had not foreseen that it would be nothing but “errand boy” for Officer J'Kor. His disgruntled expression was mostly hid as he left. 
 
    A quick look up and down the hall revealed no one else in sight. Good. Kade spun back on the prisoners. “Look, the woman for which you are searching is beyond your reach. Those implants are tamper proof and permanent, and no' only are you endangering your lives by seeking her out, you are endangering hers. The government does no' tolerate troublesome khars and a khar exposed as a Believer is facing double jeopardy, to say the least. The best way you can help her is to leave her to her new life and go back to your own.” 
 
    Peerz passed through his shock and recovery phases quite fast. Sursha and Lowet were not so disciplined. 
 
    “You think us Believers?” Peerz's show of innocent puzzlement was good, but the constricted throat, a dead giveaway. “Our manner of speech is common enough among folk of the Forkors, if that is where you are basing your conclusion.” 
 
    Kade's roll of his eyes was rather unprofessional, but he was not feeling his usual collected self today. “Please drop the facade and do no' make me waste precious time arguing over what I know is absolute fact.” 
 
    Sursha still hadn't quite collected his jaw up from the floor. “But, sir, if you know—” 
 
    “Call me a recent sympathizer.” 
 
    A sudden calm came over Peerz and the way he looked at him, caused Kade to feel rather … exposed. He hoped he hadn't sounded too impassioned. 
 
    “Sir,” Peerz said, “the woman we are—” At Lowet's sudden hiss to silence him, Peerz gave his companion a quick glare who went quiet and sullen—more sullen. If that were possible. Peerz started again. “Sir, the woman we are looking for should not have been auctioned. She was abducted and implanted absolutely against her will. Now, the last I knew, becoming khari'na was still supposed to be voluntary. You seem to be a decent, fair man. Can you not find it in your heart to please help us locate her and correct this mistake?” 
 
    Peerz had managed to say all this without openly admitting his faith. Unnecessary, but smart. 
 
    Scratching at his scalp, Kade returned to his seat. “Unfortunately, the powers that be are no' concerned with the details o' how she may have come to be implanted. The fact o' the matter is, she is now property o' the nation. You have to let this go.” 
 
    “Sir, she is my sister,” Sursha suddenly implored. “She is a gentle and honorable woman. It makes me sick to even imagine how violated she must be feeling, being some rich sleazebag's toy, in fear of her life. Who knows what she is being made to do! I cannot abandon her.” 
 
    It took everything Kade had to maintain perspective regarding Sursha's fears and accusations. 
 
    “Mr. Woodrose, contrary to some horror stories you may have heard, I assure you they are a rarity. The great majority o' khar owners take good care o' their women.” 
 
    Sursha's answer was soft enough, though a fire smoldered in his eyes. “I fear, Officer J'Kor, sir, that you and I have different ideas about what it means to 'care' for a woman.”  
 
    Kade had to bite his tongue. “Nevertheless, the situation remains the same.” 
 
    “Can we not just talk to her once, sir?” Kade was surprised at Lowet joining the frank conversation. “That is all we really need. Right?” Lowet looked to his cell mates to back him up. “We can be assured that she is healthy and decently treated, then we will happily go back home. No harm done.” 
 
    Sursha's face darkened in distaste. Peerz looked a little more open to the suggestion. 
 
    “Honestly,” Peerz said softly, “we aren't even completely positive that she was sold. All we know is that someone saw a woman of her description being carried to the caravan. We were just trying to catch up to it.” 
 
    “Sir, please,” Sursha plead. “Even just five minutes. … She has children. We didn't even know if she was alive before we got that lead on her.” He went to staring morosely at the remains of his first good meal in weeks. “We still don't. Not really.” 
 
    Kade had to sift through his emotional and moral turmoil quickly. Three more lives had just been added to his burden. As he had said, he could probably get them out of here with the following-a-former-lover-or-something routine and, hopefully, no one would question why they so stubbornly refused to say so in the first place. He could conveniently leave out his findings of their faith and maybe … maybe letting them see her once would be a good thing—under his supervision, of course. If they told her that her children were all just fine it could go a long way to help Lyra be content. But could he trust these men to actually leave after that and never bother her—them—again? The meeting place would have to be a neutral location … 
 
     Are you sure this is what you want to do? a new voice said. Become a traitor to your country twice over? She betrayed you. 
 
    No, that was not the right word for her actions. 
 
    “If she was with the caravan,” Kade told them, “she was most certainly sold. But I might be able to arrange a quick meeting. However, I would need your solemn guarantee before your God,” he paused to let this sink in, “that you will leave as proposed and never try to contact her again.” 
 
    Lowet looked willing. Peerz less so. Sursha … 
 
    Kade could tell how difficult this was for him, and in a surprising show of loyalty, the other two waited for the brother-in-law to speak first. “Sir, honestly, I don't know that I can promise that. It would depend on what kind of conditions … what type of man. … It would be her call.” 
 
    “Sursha,” Peerz said gently, “think of T'aire. Think of the baby coming.” 
 
    But Sursha shook his head. “T'aire would never forgive me if I left Lyra to a living hell of daily obscenities under the thumb of some violent, vulgar scum.” 
 
    Kade's temperature rose. “I doubt that fear will be realized.” 
 
    “Can you do it, sir?” Peerz asked. “Can you help us find out who bought her and where she was taken? Her name is Lyra Woodrose. Age thirty-six. She's on the small side—” 
 
    Kade couldn't stop himself. 
 
    “—but athletic? Expressive, light brown eyes? Long, dark, wavy hair?” His smile was humorless. “Recent widow o' Jon Woodrose. Beautiful voice. No' fond o' slimy things. Aye, I believe I know the woman you are looking for.” 
 
    Peerz gasped. “How—?” 
 
    “I am the 'vulgar scum' that bought her.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stunned silence. 
 
    Then a low whistle blew from Lowet. 
 
    Sursha jolted to his feet, growling, “You bought my sister?” 
 
    Kade rose also, making more space between him and the weak, albeit adrenaline-filled man. “Well, technically she is only your in-law.” 
 
    “Great Creator of Heaven and Geniven!” Peerz whispered, a hand going to Sursha's shoulder to keep him at bay. “Our miracle. The Lord has heard our prayers.” 
 
    WHAT? 
 
    “Wish He would've heard them a little faster,” Lowet muttered. 
 
    “No,” Sursha argued, his eyes burning a hole through Kade's face. “This man is not the answer to our prayers. He is an immoral heathen.” 
 
    “I actually agree with Sursha,” Kade said. He didn't like the way Peerz was looking at him. “There is no such thing as miracles. This is only a coincidence.” 
 
    “Funny thing, sir,” Peerz said, a twinkle developing in his eyes, “I believe the exact opposite.” 
 
    Why did Kade suddenly wish for Nessip's speedy return? 
 
    No. It was okay. He was still in charge. Besides, this really wasn't that big a coincidence. These were just the type of atypical prisoners for which he had always been called in the past. 
 
    “What have you done with Lyra?” Sursha demanded. 
 
    “She is safe. I promise.”  
 
    Sursha's eyes narrowed. “Define 'safe.'” 
 
    Straightening to his full height (a good several inches taller than the thicker man before him), Kade said, “I would advise you to remember your place, Prisoner Woodrose,” and gestured for them all to sit again. 
 
    Sursha very reluctantly obeyed. 
 
    “Sooo you have had her for the last couple of weeks then?” Lowet said with a cock of his chin. 
 
    Kade was unsure if a double meaning was meant for the word “had.” 
 
    “She has been living in my home, aye.” 
 
    “As your khar?” Peerz tried to sound polite. 
 
    “As many things. She has been most useful cooking, cleaning, gardening, helping me with the livestock and my children. She is … a most remarkable woman, someone I have come to respect greatly, despite the strings with which she came attached.” Kade took a moment for a long breath. “And it is because o' her that I am willing to help you now.” 
 
    “Did she have anything with her when you took her home?” 
 
    Lowet's odd question earned him a lightning glare from his two companions. 
 
    “She did have a few personal items she brought with her. Some things in an old leather pack.” Their faces struggled to remain blank and Kade catalogued this reaction in the back of his mind. 
 
    “Will you let us see her, sir?” That was Sursha again.  
 
    “Well, first, should we no' try to get you out o' here?” 
 
    “Yes,” Peerz agreed, nodding. “Yes, sir. And thank you for everything you have already done for us. You are a godsend.” 
 
    Kade did not like Peerz's adjective for him. 
 
    For the next several minutes, they spoke quietly together. Kade told them he could make up a report, but he did not know how quickly it would be processed. He also warned that his recommendation might not even be followed. However, it was all he could do. 
 
    When Nessip returned, Kade was ready for that drink. He gave instructions for the three men to be transferred to the common prisoner cells and be given full rations until Thyks made a final decision regarding their sentence. Kade really didn't have the authorization to make these changes without approval, but he spoke with enough authority that Nessip did not question the orders. Kade fervently hoped Thyks would not be upset when he found out. 
 
    Upon leaving the compound, jacket and hat in hand, Kade paused at the street, unable to help but wonder if he had just made a huge mistake. If Lyra's friends were released and if they tried hard enough, they would be able to find him and his home. 
 
    No. He had no choice. Once he knew who they were, the compelling urge to help them had been too strong. How could he leave innocent men in the hands of men such as Feesgud? Anyway, he figured they were smart enough to understand that nothing could really be done about freeing Lyra. Kade just hoped they wouldn't make too big a fuss over it. All that would do is bring further attention upon them all, and Kade couldn't afford one more bit of it. 
 
    Thank the Mother for that cocktail! 
 
    Its potency began to buzz through his veins as he strolled down the avenue and it helped lift his heavy conscience. Boy, did he need the rest of the day to go better. 
 
    Suddenly, Kade realized he had plenty of extra time. He'd finished the “interrogation” in record time and he was not in a hurry to go back and face Lyra. A walk through the streets of the capital for the remainder of the morning could be very nice. 
 
    So he continued down the lane and even purchased some snowberry tarts—not as good as Reef's, but they filled in as an acceptable substitute. His leisurely stroll took him around a corner where a small, ragged boy suddenly crashed into him at full speed. Bouncing off Kade, the boy went sprawling onto the walkway, releasing an armful of large, fresh fruits into the air. They flew in every direction only to bounce, much like the boy off Kade, onto the dirty ground. The kid only looked to be about six or seven years old.  
 
    “Whoa! Watch it there!” Kade said, bending to help the boy up. 
 
    Terrified of the officer looming over him, however, he scrambled to get out of reach and bumped into a stout pair of legs blocking his way. 
 
    “Steal from me, will you?” the voice above the legs growled. Portly arms took hold of the boy's threadbare jacket, hefting him up to confront red-faced jowls and a scruffy beard. “You are going to pay fer every single piece o' produce you just ruined. And if you canno', do you know what the penalty is fer stealin', you filthy little urchin?” 
 
    Squealing in panic, the boy tried unsuccessfully to scratch his way out of the shopkeeper's firm grip. It was obvious the kid was starving and had not a cent to his name and Kade prepared to intervene, but a soft, feminine voice beat him to it. 
 
    “Mr. Clearham, I will pay for the damages. Honestly, he is hardly more than a baby.” 
 
    By the claw, Shasmae Pryn? 
 
    The last time Kade had noticed the daughter of the eminent Lord Pryn was close to ten years ago when she was nothing more than a gangly teenager. Since then, he had only heard occasional references to Miss Shasmae and her very well-known family. Kade practically gawked at the grown woman before him 
 
    Clearham, the grocer, went on the defensive. “You do no' have them lurking about yer establishment every day like I do, just waitin' fer you to turn your back. Like vermin, they are!” However, the boy was let go with a small push who frantically grabbed at the one piece of fruit within reach and scurried away. 
 
    Kade started helping to clear the walkway of bruised poms and cantlahs while Shasmae counted out a few notes from her purse to offer the grocer. He looked at them with hesitation. “My Lady Pryn, that is more than what that produce was worth.” 
 
    “I know,” she said simply. “This is also for your trouble.” 
 
    The big man blushed, but took the money. “Thank you, my lady. You are very generous.” 
 
    “Here you go.” Kade presented Clearham with an armful of the slightly mushed and oozing fruit, who quickly pocketed the money and held out his apron to receive it. “Perhaps you can salvage some o' it.” 
 
    “Aye.” Clearham nodded. “The missus ought to be able to make some good jam. Er, thank you, as well, my Lord …” The grocer looked Kade over, wondering if he should know him. 
 
    “J'Kor, Mr. Clearham,” Shasmae answered for Kade, giving him a shy smile. “You have heard o' his mother, the Lady J'Kor, o' course.” 
 
    “Ah! Well, I thank you, Lord J'Kor. Lady Pryn.” He nodded to each of them. “A good day to you both.” 
 
    The man hurried inside his shop with his loaded and soaking apron while, regarding his own sticky mess, Kade pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his hands. 
 
    “Do you need another, my lord?” Shasmae softly offered. 
 
    She was a vision of white blond comeliness. Her smooth hair was pulled back, arranged meticulously at the nape of her neck and her gaze upon him was with exquisitely slanted violet eyes. She had grown into her straight nose quite well—it used to carry a spattering of freckles, if he recalled correctly—and Kade couldn't help but take in how well she had also grown into her formerly shapeless frame. Hello, Lady Pryn! 
 
    “Er, aye. Thank you,” Kade said, grinning as he took her handkerchief from a delicately gloved hand. “Why, Miss Shasmae, you grew into a woman while my back was turned.” 
 
    Her flush of pleasure at the compliment was extremely gratifying. 
 
    This was more like it. Kade's confidence in his ability to charm had begun to wither under Lyra's steady rejection day after day. He put his crinkle lines to work. “So, do you regularly come to the rescue o' mischievous, young street urchins?”  
 
    She replied with a coy smile, “Do you regularly clean up for grumpy grocers?” 
 
    “Shas, hurry, or we will be late for our reservation!” a smartly dressed young woman chittered as she approached, three others following closely behind. 
 
    “Aye, I am coming,” Shasmae said, disappointment passing across her lovely features. “Well … good bye, my lord.” She looked up at him. “It was very nice to see you again. Perhaps another day.” She turned away. 
 
    “Er, Miss Pryn,” Kade said. “I was just about to go find some lunch, myself. I do no' have a reservation anywhere, but I know a great little cafe just about a half mile across the park there.” Finished with wiping his fingers, he regarded her soiled handkerchief. “Would you possibly like to join me?” 
 
    There was not a long pause. “I would like that. Very much, my lord.” 
 
    Her smile was absolutely charming and Kade nodded. “Good—if you are sure, that is. Will your friends miss you?” 
 
    “Oh, no' at all.” And Shasmae began to wave them away, who, with giggles and whispers, complied. 
 
    “Catch up with you later, Shas!” one shouted before traipsing out of sight. 
 
    Suddenly they were alone and Shasmae was patiently waiting for him to keep leading the way. What are you doing? You are at least twelve years older. Kade held up her delicately monogrammed handkerchief. “Perhaps I can rinse this out for you somewhere before I give it back.” 
 
    “Oh, you do no' have to do that, my lord. As a matter of fact, keep it if you want.” She laughed. “I have a million o' them.” The bat of her eyes. The flush of her cheeks. Kade caught it all. 
 
    He was taking a beautiful woman out to lunch, that's what he was doing. He had had it with working so hard to impress Lyra, letting her call the shots, being so careful around her. Kade wanted something … easier. 
 
    Like Yaslyt? 
 
    Maybe. His one affair about a year before Ahna died, Yaslyt had kept things very simple for him. And very convenient. Oh, to feel so free again. Kade put on his charm grin. 
 
    “Well, I do no',” he said, offering his arm while he tucked her personalized square of linen neatly into a back pocket. “Shall we?” 
 
    Did the day suddenly seem brighter? More colorful? 
 
    They began a pleasant stroll of the nearby grassed park and Kade asked her again about the incident with the little thief. He had been impressed with her actions. 
 
    “I see them huddling together sometimes in doorways on chilly mornings. Children without parents or homes. It is haunting,” was her thoughtful answer. “Then I go home and am greeted by the butler who opens the door and takes my things for me. I walk into my reception room that is so long I cannot throw a ball to hit the far wall. Maids are cleaning around me, nightly five-course meals are cooked for me. It just does no' seem right sometimes, you know?” 
 
    Kade understood. When his parents moved him to the city, he used to secretly watch a skinny teen in too short pants go through their garbage bins looking for leftovers at night. Eventually Kade sometimes started leaving out his plate—especially on nights when he didn't like what was being served—and he would wait and watch for the youth to come around. Everything would get eagerly gobbled up. Every single time. 
 
    When he told her this, Shasmae laughed at the image he painted of himself in bright red, wool footy pajamas hiding in the curtains as he spied. She soon started in on her own nighttime escapades as a young girl, pilfering treats from Chef's personal pantry, and peeking out from behind furniture to watch the elegant parties her parents would often throw. 
 
    At the cafe, Kade was begged to order for her. Shasmae had never been here before. Then they sat outside in the warm afternoon sun, looking out across the long expanse of treed green that was one end of the capital's great city park. 
 
    The conversation turned easily to her recent endeavors and hobbies and his current livelihood and children. She expressed enthusiasm for his unusual set of circumstances. In fact, she already seemed rather well-informed of his sheep, his rabbits, Breht and Jos'lie, and even his best friend. 
 
    “Your mother speaks o' you often. She is a regular guest at my parent's home and … I am an avid listener.” She began to toy with her soup spoon in her near empty bowl. “I guess I have kind o' had a crush on you since I was seventeen.” 
 
    Shasmae Pryn? The current belle of Caldreen'n high society? 
 
    Kade's ego, already boosted by this coincidence of a meeting, was rocketing toward space now, and he began to entertain thoughts—crazy thoughts. What was Peerz's sentiment about not believing in coincidences? 
 
    “Well,” he said, his grin slanting scampishly as he laced his fingers through hers, “you are most certainly no' seventeen anymore, are you?” 
 
    # # # 
 
    “Lord J'Kor has arrived to fetch you, Mistress.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lyra mumbled from Maryn's sewing machine. 
 
    She stared at the seventh dress she had altered today. It seemed silly to do this. J'Kor was done with her now. Even if he did keep her on as a servant, she would not wear most of these. They were party dresses and he wasn't going to want her to accompany him anywhere anymore. She would be ordered to stay home and work. 
 
    She had been alone most of the day. Maryn had shown her what supplies she had at her disposal and brought her some food, but otherwise did not stick around much. Lyra got the feeling that Mejhisk didn't want his khar talking to her anymore. She quickly straightened up the mess she made and collected her things. 
 
    In the foyer, she found Mejhisk and J'Kor speaking quietly to each other, and when J'Kor looked up, he only gave a short gesture with his head that she go outside. He joined her a minute later. 
 
    Not a word was spoken the entire drive. At his home, J'Kor climbed out, paid the driver, and walked inside, while Lyra solemnly followed with her pile of clothes. Then swallowing back a heavy lump, she put away her backpack and the travel supplies. 
 
    Short, necessary orders were his only words to her that evening and they both seemed quite content to go to bed early. Breakfast the next morning was equally as pleasant as he spoke of the need to make a trip to the market since his usual day yesterday was missed. 
 
    “Must I drag you along with me, Mrs. Woodrose, or can I trust to find you still here when I return?” 
 
    Her mumbled return: “You know a simple trip to the market would not be sufficient time for me to get far enough, sir. I won't try to run. But do you not wish me to come along? You talked about teaching me to take over the shopping—” 
 
    “No' today … Mrs. Woodrose.” 
 
    It was not until after dinner that night that he said anything again. Having retired to his chair while Lyra washed dishes, he told her, “I have invited a guest over for tomorrow, for a dawning.” 
 
    “A 'dawning,' sir?” She was not familiar with this term. 
 
    “She will be spending the night.” 
 
    J'Kor put on his reading glasses and casually picked up a book. 
 
    “Oh.” Lyra said, startled by the realization of all that the simple sentence implied. 
 
    He added, “She will also stay through the next day to accompany me to my mother's spring rally event. You remember the Lady J'Kor's mention o' it when she was here?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir. I remember something being said.” You're just paid labor now. Act like it! “And how do you wish me to accommodate your guest, sir?” 
 
    “Oh, the usual. You will help her with her things, have the house particularly clean. I think I would like you to prepare that special lamb roast o' yours with that nutcake for dessert, and those pop tarts in the morning would be nice.” He paused a moment, flipping pages to find his spot. “And otherwise, just stay out o' the way.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    Wasn't this a good thing? What she wanted? The pressure was off! She was safe, the Tohmu'vah was safe. She should be ecstatic! 
 
    By the time Lyra drifted off to sleep that night, she had nearly convinced herself that she was. 
 
    “Jon?” 
 
    There was the tall, white curtain again, quite transparent like last time, but Jon's figure was not there. No, he was away off to her right, already passed through, and waiting for her. Smiling through her tears, Lyra ran to him. “There you are! I was afraid that you would be stuck on the other side again.” She buried her face into his chest in a hug. He still looked—and even smelled—the same. Eternally her Jon. 
 
    “No. I am here, Twitterbug.” Jon rubbed her back as he held her against him. 
 
    When Lyra finally pulled away, the scenery had changed. They were in the mountains—but not just in general. This was their spot, by the river near their settlement where she and Jon would visit when they wanted to sneak off for some privacy. Jon took her face in his hands for a long kiss. 
 
    “I am proud of you,” he told her. “You were worthy to open it.” 
 
    Lyra grimaced. “The combination was my dumb tattoo. Did you know that?” 
 
    His laugh was soft and heartfelt. “Well, I thought it was funny. Didn't you?” 
 
    “No.” But Lyra had to kiss him again so he wouldn't see her grin trying to form. 
 
    He led her to their spot—a flat, mossy patch right near the water's edge—where she sat at the water, dipping her toes into the cold, clear runoff. Jon placed himself at her back, his hand going round her waist and resting his chin on her shoulder. Gloriously contented, Lyra leaned into him. 
 
    “What good is it, though?” she said after a minute. “In J'Kor's home? Where I am the only one with access to it?” 
 
    Jon didn't answer. 
 
    “I tried to run away,” she told him next. “I thought I had found my opportunity, but I failed. Miserably. I didn't even get out the front door.” 
 
    “I guess that was not the right way, then.” 
 
    “Well, what other way is there?” she demanded. 
 
    Jon's mouth nuzzled the skin at her neck. “Patience, my love. The right option will be presented in time.” 
 
    “How much time? You were the one telling me that I need to figure out how to get back to the kids.” 
 
    “But, I didn't say how soon.” 
 
    Huffing, Lyra stared hard into the water and Jon gave her an affectionate squeeze. 
 
    “You can afford a little time,” he told her. “Right now you need to be thinking about other things, anyway.” 
 
    “Like what?” She twisted to peer at him, and Jon kissed her lips gently. 
 
    “Your singing,” he said. Then he rested a hand over her heart. “And Kade.” 
 
    Reeling and tumbling, Lyra came to in Jos'lie's room. 
 
    “Just another dream,” she whispered sadly, though she had liked where the previous one was heading much better. 
 
      
 
    J'Kor arose to the day in much better spirits. They still hardly talked, she didn't get much more than one or two glances, and he continued to call her Mrs. Woodrose, but as he strode out the house to begin his morning chores, Lyra heard the unmistakable sound of whistling. 
 
    She did her best to make everything perfect for her boss's special guest. She wanted this evening to go as well as he did, right? The floors were swept and mopped until they shone, then it was on to meal prepping. She probably ought to see what she could do with J'Kor's bedroom, too. 
 
    She remade the bed with fresh, clean sheets and fluffed the pillows. Then she polished the furniture, shook out the rugs, reorganized the closet to make space for whatever this mystery woman might bring with her, and arranged some fresh flowers on the table. She thought flowers for the great room and dining table would be a good idea, too. 
 
    The morning evaporated into afternoon and by the time Lyra finished washing windows, crawling on her hands and knees through plantings for the best blossoms, washing more dishes over a humid sink next to a hot oven, and accidentally staining parts of her skin and clothes with wood polish, she didn't feel much fresher than when she'd fallen into that sheep poop. 
 
    “It looks good,” J'Kor appraised as he came in to get himself cleaned up. “How is dinner coming?” 
 
    “As planned, sir,” Lyra reported from the floor next to a book case. She placed another dusted volume back on the shelf. 
 
    “Good.” Off he strode into the lavatory. 
 
    The frosting of her special nutcake was coming along nicely when J'Kor sauntered over for a quick swipe with a finger, fresh and clean from his shower. Lyra held her breath so she wouldn't notice how good he smelled. 
 
    A little while later, she was rummaging through a cabinet for the special tea platter when a carriage rambled up the drive—a very stylish carriage with blazoned crest flags and everything. Evidently J'Kor had heard it, too, for he came striding through the great room, swearing softly to himself as he tried to finish tying his neck sash over his lavender dress top. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Lyra called, scuttling over. She turned him about, straightened it for him, then looking up, noticed a short lock of hair askew across his forehead. Tentatively, she combed it back into place with her fingers. “Good luck,” she said, forcing on a smile. 
 
    Their eyes locked and J'Kor took a quick breath, as if he might say something, but then he just lowered his head and walked out. 
 
    Through the window Lyra spied J'Kor hastening down the steps to meet the sleek foursome-drawn carriage with all pomp and grace. What took his hand for the step down was the epitome of fashionable beauty—from the designer buckles on her cropped boots to the clasp brooch of precious stones at her snow white neck for her half cape. He said something in greeting, she responded with a giggle, and then he took her by the waist to kiss her. The woman's response was to wrap her pearl white, gloved fingers around the base of his neck in encouragement. Something clenched like a fist in Lyra's stomach. Her face warmed and she whisked herself back to the kitchen. 
 
    The heavy, silver platter had to be hefted from its place in the cabinet and when she brought it around, Lyra happened to catch sight of herself in the dull reflection. She almost gasped. Great gutlins! I look awful! Her hair was a frizzled mess, her face was flushed red with dark polish and white flour smudges, the front of her frock was stained, and her hands were rubbed raw from today's scrubbing and washing. 
 
    The handsome pair walked in, all smiles and gay geniality. “Oh Kadent, your home is quite cozy and quaint, just like I imagined,” the vision of loveliness that couldn't be thirty praised in a soft, high voice like sweet birdsong. 
 
    “Well, it is no' much, but I hope you will be able to make yourself comfortable during your stay.” 
 
    “I am sure it will be no trouble at all.” She beamed up at him. Then expressive violet eyes were laid on Lyra who, in an embarrassing fit of self-consciousness, stooped to concentrate on the tea set she was putting together. 
 
    “'Na Lyra,” J'Kor said, “please assist the Lady Pryn with her luggage and help her get settled.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    A prompt bend of the knee and Lyra was past them in a flash for a couple small trunks the driver had left on the porch. Unfortunately, the Lady Pryn had to be addressed once they were in the closet and arranging her things. It was excruciatingly awkward for Lyra. The young woman hung in the doorway, studying her every move—relishing in her superiority, no doubt. 
 
    “I can see why Kadent paid so much for you, 'Na Lyra,” the lilting voice finally said. “You are quite beautiful. And quite skilled, it seems, as well. Dinner smells delicious. Thank you for working so hard to prepare for my coming.” 
 
    Lyra was shocked by the compliment—compliments. 
 
    She was sweet. Drat. No wonder J'Kor liked her. Something inside sank. “My lady is too kind. I am just doing my job.” 
 
    “But a job done well is still worthy o' praise,” the woman countered with a kind smile. 
 
    “That is true.” Darn her! “Thank you, my lady. Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “Everything looks perfect, 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    The couple decided to take a walk for a tour of the property before Lady Pryn shed her outerwear and as they left, hand in hand, the sound of Ahskr's enthusiastic approach of his master and the newcomer could be heard. Parting the curtain, Lyra saw Lady Pryn doing her best to keep her composure with the overenthusiastic animal. She even tried to give him a few, hesitant pats. Then J'Kor said something she seemed to like and when he bent for a kiss on her cheek, she positively glowed. 
 
    Lyra's fingernails dug into the curtain's threads. She wanted to—to—well, she didn't know what she wanted to do. So forward! What brass! Charming the wits out of that woman all the way to his bed. Lyra really hoped she would be able to duck out speedily after dinner before she had to watch much more of this sick schmoozing. 
 
    It was only about fifteen minutes later that the pair was tromping back up the porch steps. It had begun to sprinkle. “Oh my!” Lady Pryn laughed as she pranced in. “Few things spoil a perfectly good walk so quickly as a dismal, untimely rain. Do you no' think so?” 
 
    J'Kor cordially murmured agreement as he helped her with her cape, gloves, and hat. A whine at the door let everyone know Ahskr was hoping to come in and all eyes went to the guest.  
 
    “Oh, er, aye, please do no' make the poor animal stay outside on my account,” she tried, “if it is your habit to let him into the house. He will go lie down somewhere out o' the way, right?” 
 
    Lyra quickly intervened. “He can be in Jos'lie's room with me tonight, my lord,” she offered as she took the steaming pot of tea off the stove and placed it on the tray. 
 
    “Thank you, 'Na Lyra,” J'Kor said. “I think that is a good idea.” 
 
    “Aye, thank you, 'Na Lyra. How kind o' you,” Lady Pryn added. 
 
    Lyra carried the large tray with the tea plus a small assortment of cakes and breads she had baked earlier to the low table by the sofa before she let the dog in. 
 
    “My poor boots,” Lady Pryn grinned with a girlish pout. “I am afraid they were no' meant to be traipsing through farm mud. Evidently, I did no' pack very well for this visit.” 
 
    “Well, did you pack your toothbrush?” J'Kor asked. 
 
    Lady Pryn giggled. “Aye.” 
 
    Lyra was forced to hear J'Kor's saving answer as she led the damp Ahskr from the room.  
 
    “Then I think you are covered for tonight.” 
 
    More giggling. Gag! Followed by several seconds of silence. Double gag! 
 
    After closing Ahskr in, Lyra was reluctant to go back. She was afraid of what she might find. When she did, however, J'Kor and Lady Pryn were merely seated next to each other, helping themselves to Lyra's spread, though the flirting and private conversation still carried all too easily across the room. 
 
    Thankfully, things grew quieter at dinner. Lady Pryn was very complimentary of Lyra's cooking  though she mostly sifted through the dishes. “Delicate constitution,” she explained apologetically. Dessert, she declared, was “scrumptious”—after barely consuming half a slice. 
 
    Lyra went about cleaning up the meal at a furious pace, eager to be done with her duties. After a glance or two from J'Kor, however, she forced herself to slow down so she wouldn't be so loud. The smothering, amorous atmosphere just had to be endured a little longer. 
 
    Eventually the coin came out for magic tricks to the delight of the attentive lady. That was when Lyra had to leave for a few minutes. Her head pounded and her stomach was in upheaval. Was she coming down with something? 
 
    She splashed some water on her dirt-flushed face in the bathroom and tried to breathe slowly. Then Lyra suddenly became aware that the applause and chatter had died down. She listened harder. Nothing. 
 
    Something beyond her control made her creep down the hall to peek at J'Kor “plucking” a flower out of thin air. That same something didn't let her turn away as he tucked the blossom into Lady Pryn's hair, nor when he brought her head closer for a long, lingering kiss. A sharp and heavy sensation dug into Lyra's chest. She started seeing spots. 
 
    Then, the obvious finally hit her like a slap in the face. 
 
    You are jealous. 
 
    In horror, Lyra stumbled backward into the hall's dim light. That's ridiculous! 
 
    She wanted her snort of derision to come out as vehemently as when she was told she was a mage, but the intensity sorely lacked. No. No! She really did want him to develop a good relationship with someone else. Then they could have an easy, working partnership until she could figure out how to run away more successfully. As for tonight, Lyra was just disgusted with his eagerness to … and—and Lady Pryn's willingness to be …. 
 
    Lyra's retreat took her back to the bathroom mirror and she stared down her reflection while vivid anamneses of J'Kor played across her vision: his mussy hair in the mornings when it was all pushed to one side, his rich, deep laugh, the way he held her when they danced. 
 
    Reading together. 
 
    The way he interacted with the children. 
 
    His warm breath on her neck in bed … 
 
    You liar! the voice of truth accused. You are so jealous it's actually making you sick, and you can't stand to see him touching another woman in that way because you want him so badly it is driving you crazy! 
 
    Lyra shut her eyes tight. “No. No.”  
 
    But she knew it was true. 
 
    So what did this mean? Did she love him? No, it couldn't possibly be that. He was a Stranger. They were from totally different worlds. It would never work. She cared for him, though. That was undeniable. 
 
    Blast you Kad—I mean, J'Kor!  
 
    Footsteps sounded in the hall and she dried her dripping face just in time for J'Kor and Lady Pryn to appear together in the open doorway holding hands. Grrr. 
 
    Ugh. Holy Spirit, take these feelings from me! 
 
    “Are you finished in here?” J'Kor said, regarding her as if he were seeing her for the first time tonight. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I am finished. Sorry to be in the way, my lord.” 
 
    She hurried out and another small laugh twittered from Lady Pryn. “I guess I did no' think about the whole household having to share just one powder room.” 
 
    Lyra kept cleaning up the kitchen while J'Kor meandered back out alone to start something crackling and cozy in the fireplace. The last dish was almost put away when Lady Pryn skipped into existence again. “Ooo, Kadent, a fire?” she crooned, kneeling close beside him to watch. “How handy you are. What a perfect addition to this delightful evening.” And her hand reached for his thigh. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Two pairs of startled eyes shot toward Lyra. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lyra apologized meekly. She had accidentally closed the cabinet door a little too hard. But at least now she was finished. “I think I am all done here, my lord. Do you have any more need of me tonight?” Please say no. Please say no. 
 
    Another inquisitive study and then J'Kor turned to his date. She smiled demurely up at him. “I think we will be able to take care o' ourselves now, 'Na Lyra,” he said. “Thank you, and good moonrise.” 
 
    “Good moonrise, my lord. Lady Pryn.” Lyra curtsied and left as fast as she could without breaking into a run. 
 
    In Jos'lie's room, she flung herself onto the trundle, curling up into a tight ball. You don't want him. You don't love him. This new woman is a good thing! Lyra wanted to believe it so badly. At about the tenth repetition, however, the closest thing within reach got pitched against the wall. The unfortunate object happened to be her pillow. 
 
    It thumped hard then landed on top of the small desk, knocking over a jar of colored pencils and making Ahskr raise his head in curiosity. A light knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “Lyra? Is everything okay in there?” 
 
    Shoot! 
 
    In a panic, Lyra rolled off the bed and started scooping up pencils. “Yes, my lord. I just accidentally knocked something over.” 
 
    “Did something also hit the wall?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, that was me. I tripped and hit the wall. And knocked something over.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Lyra, open the door.” The order was soft, but definitely more than a request. 
 
    With a rapid smoothing of her hair, she took a deep breath and turned the knob. Nonchalant. Be nonchalant. “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    J'Kor's shirt was partially unbuttoned (the sash was already gone) and he was holding a big, fluffy quilt he must have just retrieved from the linen closet. He leaned in for a quick survey of his daughter's room. “Why is your pillow on the desk?” 
 
    “Because I put it there.” Lyra did her best to sound like it was a perfectly reasonable thing to do and why in the world would he ask such a thing? 
 
    His penetrating, soul-reading gaze fell on her with full force. Don't gulp. Don't sweat. Don't fidget. Don't look away. 
 
    “Lyra, you have been acting funny tonight. Are you upset … about Shasmae?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was in full interrogation mode. She wouldn't get away with anything but absolute truth. 
 
    “Sir, I think the Lady Pryn is lovely and kind and trying very hard to show how accepting she is of you. She obviously likes you a great deal. I agree with your mother. She might make a very good match for you.” 
 
    That was the truth. Unfortunately. No, not unfortunately! Ugh! 
 
    J'Kor said nothing. He seemed to be debating her answer.  
 
    “She is waiting for you, sir,” Lyra finally prodded. “And I thought I was off duty.” What does it matter anyway, you schmuck? You don't like me anymore, remember? 
 
    “Oh, Kadent!” came Lady Pryn's singsong prompt from the great room. “Do you need help finding that blanket?” 
 
    Another second, and J'Kor quietly turned away, heeding the call. Lyra blew out her breath she had been holding and, listing against the door frame, listened to J'Kor address his guest. Apparently, they were going to spend some time in front of the fire before heading—Oh no! Lyra remembered she had left her nightgown in the closet. 
 
    A minute of deliberation passed before she decided to just take a peek—again—and see if she wouldn't be interrupting anything “important” to hurry past and get it, as well as a change of clothes for the morning. She hugged the wall as she moved. It had turned quiet again, though that could mean a lot of things. 
 
    Her careful peer into the room showed J'Kor and Lady Pryn seated on the blanket before the fire, talking softly. It looked safe enough. Lyra was about to make some noise to respectfully alert them to her presence when Lady Pryn suddenly shifted to better face J'Kor and took her hair down, letting it fall in glorious, softly curling cascades about her shoulders. She leaned in, kissing him warmly, her fingers making furrows through his hair. 
 
    Lyra's vision fuzzed. She didn't know why she couldn't turn and go back to Jos'lie's room. She didn't want to see this. She didn't want to see him respond in kind. Lady Pryn moved closer, encouraging J'Kor to reach for her as her lips made kisses down the side of his neck. Then, ever so slightly, J'Kor's eyes flicked toward Lyra. 
 
    With a gasp she sprang back out of sight. Had he seen her? She suddenly felt like some sick, wretched lurker who had nothing better to do than spy on people for her own morbid pleasure. Get out of here. Get out of here now! 
 
    She slipped back into Jos'lie's room, locked the door, and grabbed the blanket off the trundle. Now she was grateful for the already filthy frock as she scrambled out Jos'lie's window to the damp ground. Lyra wrapped the blanket securely around her—thank goodness it had stopped raining—and strode off into the darkness, hoping if she could get out of sight of the house, it would help her think less about what was happening in it. 
 
    Her wandering took her along a fence line where one of J'Kor's flocks was bedded down for the night. Lyra found some relief from her troubled thoughts among the sounds of the contented animals and other lullabies of the gentle evening as she merged with embowering darkness. She strolled the entire perimeter of one pasture. Then, not wanting go back inside until she was so tired she could drop off to sleep immediately, she started on another. 
 
    It was perhaps two hours later that, exhausted, grungy, and cold, Lyra was tossing her blanket through Jos'lie's bedroom window and following behind. Wearily, she stripped down and dumped herself onto the trundle. She was too tired to care that her pillow still lay on the desk. 
 
      
 
    The smell of brewing bean tea roused her. Had she overslept? No. The pink and purple wall clock over Jos'lie's desk said it was still somewhat early, but someone was definitely moving around the kitchen. Perhaps J'Kor was still charming Lady Pryn by personally making breakfast for her. But he had specifically requested that Lyra make pop tarts. 
 
    With nothing else to wear, she donned her dirty frock from yesterday and tried to prepare herself for whatever sight of the couple she might behold. Lyra made sure to make noise as she let herself and Ahskr out, but J'Kor was alone in the kitchen in pajama bottoms and a thin shirt. He was just pouring himself some tea, hair already combed. 
 
    “Good morrow,” he said with a casual nod. 
 
    “Good morrow.” Lyra cast wary eyes around for signs of his lovely guest. “I am sorry I was not up earlier to make your tea for you. I figured you would be sleeping in.” 
 
    He shrugged. “No' a problem.” Then he took in her appearance. “Did you sleep in that?” 
 
    “I took it off for bed, but I did forget to take some extra clothes into the room with me.” 
 
    “Oh, well you can go get changed before you start breakfast, if you like.” J'Kor took a sip of tea and Lyra looked to his bedroom door, slightly ajar. 
 
    “I would not wish to disturb Lady Pryn, sir. Isn't she still asleep?” 
 
    Another sip and he leaned back against the counter. “No. She is gone, in fact. She left earlier.” 
 
    Lyra started. “But I thought she was staying through the day to attend your mother's event with you.” 
 
    The man stood utterly at ease as he regarded the contents of his cup. “We decided it was no' going to work out between us, after all.” 
 
    “Sir! … I am sorry things did not turn out as you had hoped.” Something seemed off. Lyra had a hard time believing Lady Pryn did not want to be with him, not after that show of last night. 
 
    “It is all right.” He smiled. “Do no' worry about me.” 
 
    Lyra stood in shock. 
 
    Surely he was feeling great frustration and disappointment, but his body language and tone revealed nothing. He was so perfectly relaxed. What in the world had happened? They were getting along so well last night. Uncomfortably so, in fact. 
 
    Then an ugly thought came that perhaps one night of physical gratification was all J'Kor really wanted. Lyra tried to dismiss it. She didn't want to think of him as that kind of man. 
 
    She was dying for more details, but with a nod, J'Kor simply took his cup with him to the bedroom breakfast nook and proceeded to watch the sunrise. Lyra changed in the closet then approached him. “Do you still want me to make those pop tarts, sir?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I think whipping me up some eggs will suffice just fine for this morning.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, aye.” 
 
    Lyra waited expectantly. 
 
    “Please feel free to take it easy today and give yourself plenty o' time to get ready.” 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “For the spring gala.” J'Kor finally looked her fully in the face. “It seems I am in need o' a companion.” 
 
    “Sir! A-are you sure you want me to go with you?” She knew her track record at Caldreen'n public gatherings was well below satisfactory. And he was still supposed to be so disappointed in her. 
 
    “Aye, I am.” And J'Kor went back to gazing upon his pond sparkling with every ripple. 
 
    In bewilderment, Lyra went about making breakfast. 
 
    By the time she was folding laundry in the wash room, she had managed to get over most of the morning's shocking revelations. She even began humming to herself, deep in thought, almost content. A creak of the door caused her to look up, but Lyra's ready smile for J'Kor faded when she saw the look on his face. 
 
    “It looks like Nim is back,” he muttered. “Her carriage is almost in the yard.” 
 
    Drat! What did that woman want now? She followed him out to the porch and watched an agitated Nim get helped down by J'Kor. Her one thresher appeared rather winded. 
 
    “Lyra! Lyra, dear! I need your help!” Nim called to her, breathless. Lyra hurried down the steps. 
 
    “What's wrong?”  
 
    “It is Pol Weet's youngest.” She looked at J'Kor. “The boy was mauled this morning by one o' their churung dams. Apparently, she had given birth last night and little Jank snuck away during breakfast to try to go see the baby.” 
 
    The color drained from J'Kor's face. “How bad is he?” 
 
     “Bad.” Nim's voice trembled even as she said it. “I just hope he is still alive by the time we get back. Come along. Hurry!” 
 
    Lyra felt sick with the thought. “What do you—?” 
 
    “You know exactly what I want you to do,” Nim snapped. “Now get in the surrey immediately.” 
 
    Lyra turned anxious eyes on J'Kor. “Go!” he urged. “I will be right behind.” 
 
    Queasy and cold, Lyra sat beside Nim in the lightweight two-seater and it jolted forward. “Nim, I really don't know what I'm doing with this healing thing.” 
 
    “A problem that could have been remedied if you had been a little more cooperative in working with Dr. Wyk last week,” the woman admonished. “You can learn a lot from him about the art.” 
 
    “But Nim, I don't want—” 
 
    “It is no' about what you want,” Nim retorted. “It is about the needs o' others, and what you can do for them.” The surrey sped along, kicking up dust behind it, and she paused to compose herself. “I would think that a woman o' your experience and character would understand that better.” 
 
    Guiltily, Lyra swallowed the admonition from the Caldreen'n Stranger. The woman was right—about the helping part. This supposed “gift” of Lyra's, however, she still didn't know how to look at it.  
 
    Then Lyra remembered Jon in her dream last night. He had said she needed to be thinking about her singing. Greatly humbled, Lyra spoke over the gallop of padded feet and the wind whistling in her ears. “Tell me what you know about his injuries.” 
 
    They soon pulled up to a humble home attached to the side of a great water mill near a bend in a river. Several children of various ages and lankiness leaped from the rickety porch, running toward the surrey. 
 
    “Dr. Nim!” 
 
    “Hurry, hurry! Mama is waiting for you!” 
 
    “Jank is awful bad!” 
 
    “Who is that? Is she goin' to help?” 
 
    Nim tried to calm the children as she hasted down where they followed her to the house like puppies nipping at her heels. Lyra stood in the surrey, great apprehension filling her breast as she stared at the whitewashed Weet family home with the colorful little border flowerbed. 
 
    “Come along, Lyra!” Nim urged from the door, but Lyra had a hard time getting her legs to move. Oh God, what do I do? 
 
    Pounding foot pads thumped over packed earth and Lyra turned to the sight of the broad-backed, coral scaled Whinnee cantering up. Sitting astride her with nothing but a simple lead rope round her nose was J'Kor. Oh thank goodness! Somehow, just knowing he was near calmed her nerves much more than she thought possible. 
 
    Whinnee snorted and puffed as she was pulled up beside the surrey. She was not normally asked to move so quickly. J'Kor slid off and went to Lyra, helping her down. Seeing her numb stance, her face drained of all color, he took her by the shoulders. “You can do this, Lyra.” 
 
    “But magic. I just—” 
 
    “Look at me!” he said. “Your god gave you this ability. And this talent—this power—is good; it heals. This is what you were made for.” 
 
    “You don't believe in my god!” 
 
    She felt his fingers dig harder into her skin. “That is no' the point. These are good people, Lyra. They are my friends and you can help that child. Right now.” 
 
    Suddenly, she was getting turned about and ushered toward the house. “But what if nothing happens?” she whimpered, wooziness seeping through her veins. “What if I make it worse?” 
 
    “You will do just fine. You have already been practicing this to a certain extent for years. Just trust your instincts.” 
 
    Within the relatively dark interior of the Weet's front room, a small crowd of somber bodies stood around an even smaller dining table. J'Kor gave her a quick squeeze, whispering, “Besides, you are the woman who, in the last few weeks, has stood up to two o' the most powerful men in the country. You are not going to let the sight o' an injured little boy get to you now, are you?” 
 
    Upon seeing her, the bodies reverently parted and bile rose in Lyra's throat as she beheld on the table behind, oozing redness, torn clothing, and flesh that somewhat resembled the shape of a small human. Her hand made a frantic search for something of support. It found some in J'Kor's strong fingers at her side. 
 
    Nim introduced her to the family, saying, “This is Lyra. She is a song mage and she is going to make Jank better.” 
 
    What? Lyra couldn't believe Nim had just told them that! Her anxiety reached new, unexplored levels as the Weet family: a tall, rotund, bushy-haired father, a tearful, red cheeked woman clutching a blood stained apron to her chest, and five somber-faced children of varying heights still in their sleepwear, all stared at her like she was their last hope for happiness. J'Kor nudged her forward. 
 
     The prayer Lyra started in her heart wavered when she reached the table and looked down at the small, lean boy with ears that poked playfully out from under wispy locks of straw-colored hair, lying on his back absolutely still. A deep, dirty gash ran from nose to jawbone. One leg was bent at an odd angle and his left arm hung from his body by a portion of skin alone. Lyra didn't even want to assess the gaping hole bleeding out from under his torn nightshirt. God in Heaven, he had lost so much blood! 
 
    “Have you healed injuries o' this seriousness before, Mistress?” the distraught father, Pol Weet, asked. 
 
    “Uhh.” Lyra's trembling fingers hovered over the boy's nose and mouth. He was breathing. Barely. 
 
    “You are, at least, experienced, Mistress. You have done this before.” 
 
    Uhh … 
 
    A new wave of sobs overcame the boy's mother. The oldest daughter went to comfort her. Lyra pulled a chair up to sit before the body and, placing one hand across the scuffed forehead, she bent her head and closed her eyes, trying to tune into him as she had done Dr. Wyk. 
 
    Crowding in, Pol expressed concern that Lyra was not beginning at his son's vital organs. (“Does she no' know what she is doing?”) Mrs. Weet's moanings over her “sweet baby” came in spasms. The children shuffled closer to see what was happening. 
 
    “Why has she no' started singing yet?”, “Move over! Let me see.”, “Please hurry, ma'am. He's dying.”, “Why is she just sitting there?” 
 
    Nim started herding people away. “Everything is just fine. She just requires a moment to concentrate and you lot need to give her some space.” 
 
    “But he needs his mother and father to stay by him!” Mrs. Weet protested. 
 
    “Are you sure she knows what she is doing?” said an unconvinced Mr. Weet. 
 
    “Mama? Is Jank goin' to die?” 
 
    “That is it! Everyone leaves this house immediately,” J'Kor's authoritative order rang through the room. “No, you, too, Ritiri. Pol, please escort your wife out. Saod,” he turned on the oldest boy with military efficiency, “get your siblings out that door. Take them to the swings.” 
 
    “Aye,” Nim agreed. “Everyone out now.” 
 
    Together, the two pushed the couple and their children outside then Nim eliminated anxious faces at the windows with a draw of the curtains. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lyra rasped, her mouth dry as the northern deserts. It was difficult to swallow. How was she supposed to “sing” like this? 
 
    “Lyra?” J'Kor knelt beside her. His hand went over hers still at the bloody head. “I need you to relax for me. Can you do that?” 
 
    With a nod, she breathed in and out slowly a few times. 
 
    “Good girl.” He rubbed encouragingly at her back. “Come on, Sugarpip. Listen to your instincts.” 
 
    Lyra nodded again. “Um, can I get a little light?” The closed curtains were both a blessing and a curse. 
 
    Nim started some candles burning while Lyra thoroughly washed her hands and arms at the kitchen sink. When she sat down again and closed her eyes to listen, she couldn't hear anything at first. It made Lyra wonder if a person's tone weakened with their body. Well, if that was the case she was in real trouble. The child was nearly dead. 
 
    She bent closer, placing another hand on the boy's sticky chest. Father, if this be Thy will— 
 
    Then, something … something very high and very distant. 
 
    It ebbed and flowed erratically like—like the tiny meow of an exhausted kitten. So weak. So pleading. The tone—a half dozen cycles above a high F. Lyra didn't bother to wonder how she knew this so surely, but instead concentrated on trying a copy of it in her throat. Both hands shifted to the boy's abdomen. 
 
    For a full minute, she “sang” this note over the child, pausing for breaths as needed. Then Lyra lifted her hands and, by candlelight, examined the area for healing signs. Her heart sank. It looked the same as before—a shredded, raw mess. 
 
    “It is okay, Sugarpip” J'Kor coached. “Just try again.” 
 
    She bent her head again to listen harder. There was the same tone. Lyra hummed it and listened again and hummed it again. This time she could tell that her vocalization of it was not quite right. The pitch was correct, but the quality was different. Shifting her tone's placement from her throat to something more forward in her skull, Lyra let it buzz in her head for a moment and was rewarded with a light ringing sensation that coursed through her bones. A perfect tonal match! 
 
    As she focused on this new placement, the tone seemed to grow louder in her head, taking over every other thought just like last time. Simultaneously, Lyra became aware of her energy waning, like it was being sucked out of her. She changed tonal placement again as the note grew steadier and began to evolve in quality. Another minute passed. J'Kor's quiet encouragement sounded distant and muted. 
 
    “That is right. Good girl. Keep going.” 
 
    A new note! Lyra keyed into the second pitch: a minor third below, brighter placement and … wait a second, a vowel?  
 
    Slowly, the boy's music grew in complexity and Lyra, tuning into it all, risked opening her eyes as she continued her song. A dizziness and fatigue swept over her like a rolling fog, but Lyra kept her wits as she witnessed with her own eyes the very slow but steady, magical transformation occurring. Weeping blood vessels bound together. Ripped organ tissue knit itself back to one whole. Wow! Then she stopped a moment to rest and share joyous glances with her two companions; they waited patiently for her to be ready to continue. Lyra was only a minute before she was refocusing and starting in again. 
 
    “Wait,” Nim said who had moved in for a closer look at the progress. “Lyra, see here.” She pointed at a severed bowel—a section of small intestine. The loose ends were healing into something resembling scar tissue, but not together. “I think we need to proceed more carefully. You are speeding the growth o' new cells and tissue, but that is all. The cut bowel is no' joining to the next section on its own. It is merely healing the end off in a scar.” 
 
    Lyra understood. “I need to hold the pieces together as I go.” So this was not so magical after all. 
 
    It quickly became a lot more like clinical surgery as the two women carefully picked through nearly unrecognizable innards, locating matching tissues to place and hold together before Lyra began her healing song again. Nim held fascia and skin out of the way so Lyra was only touching what she wanted to work on. In this manner, they were able to steadily make their way to the outer layers of the boy's abdomen. 
 
    Despite her efforts at selectivity, they also soon discovered, however, that some general healing continued to occur across the body, and Lyra had to gently pull loose some skin that was growing back around an extruding rib so she could set it back into place. And, like Dr. Wyk's cut, the tissues were not necessarily healing like new. There was scarring and swelling left behind—just like how the body healed itself naturally. 
 
    Only, this was much, much faster. 
 
    After about two hours, the fruits of their labors were truly realized when little Jank finally stirred and began to breathe more deeply. Sweat dripped into Lyra's eyes and mouth as she concentrated over the inexplicable burning out of the muscles in her body. The next time she had to take break, it was for several minutes. Nim brought her water and J'Kor cooled her fevered skin with a damp rag, watching her with concern. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” she assured tiredly. “It's just like some kind of intense physical workout. Every muscle in my body … I just need to let everything rest for a few minutes.” 
 
    Another half hour's work and Lyra found she had to take yet another break. She stretched her back. Oh, she was so weary! Completely drained. 
 
    When her eyes returned to the table again, she saw J'Kor sitting across from her, grinning at her. Lyra smiled shyly back. Then she dropped her head and scrutinized her progress to determine where to go next. When she was ready to proceed again, Nim had J'Kor take over the assisting job so she could go relay the good news to the anxious family.  
 
    When Nim returned, J'Kor asked her to resume helping Lyra. “I really need to get back to the house,” he said with apology. “It looks like the worst is over anyhow. Lyra, will you be all right to finish up here with just Nim?” 
 
    With the back of her arm, Lyra wiped at some stray hairs sticking to her face. “Yeah. I think so. Thank you, sir.” Their eyes met, and this time, Lyra did not shy under his gaze. With one more smile, he left the house. 
 
    “'Sir'?” A smile played about Nim's lips. 
 
     Ah, furnflugs! She had forgotten to use the right term! “Nim, would you be able to let it go if I just said that we … have an interesting relationship?” 
 
    Nim chortled softly. “I suppose so, my dear. I have heard people in love call each other stranger things.” 
 
    Bending back over the spot on which she had been working, Lyra said, “That is most definitely not the right term for it.” 
 
    But Nim chuckled again. “Oh, dismiss it if you will, but I can assure you Kadent has never looked at me that way.” 
 
    Lyra didn't have the energy to argue further. At the rate they had been progressing, she estimated that she still had a couple more hours of work ahead of her. Oh, boy. By the time she finished she was the one that would be in need of a healer! Nim went to a different position at the table and they started reattaching the arm to its shoulder socket. 
 
    It seemed the harder tissues took more time. And energy. Lyra spent forty-five minutes on his cracked femur alone, and by the time she was done with the slash across Jank's face, Lyra barely had energy left to turn her head to the clock over the blackened stone mantle. The job had taken five hours! Moons! Not only did she feel unable to even get up from her chair, she was absolutely famished. It was like she hadn't eaten in three days! 
 
    The boy's body and limbs were cleaned up with a warm, wrung-out cloth by the good doctor while Lyra sat limp and listless, wryly figuring she was doing quite well just not falling off her chair. Little Jank had not yet recovered consciousness, but that was to be expected. His body was still in shock from loss of blood. Lyra's biggest concern, in fact, was infection in the sealed body cavity. She didn't know if her healing took care of the dirt and germs she knew had been left in there in their haste to put the boy back together in an unsterilized work environment. Nim finally stepped back in satisfaction. 
 
    “His pulse is strong. His breathing steady. You did well, dear.” She gave Lyra a hug. “You are truly amazing.” 
 
    Lyra grinned, but with great effort rasped, “Nim, I did this to save this boy's life, but please don't make me a spectacle. I am afraid of being taken away. I want to stay with my lord. Do you understand?” The sound of her voice surprised her. It, too, was exhausted by the hours of continuous use. 
 
    Nim straightened. “O' course, dear. I suppose it is unfair o' me to dictate how you should proceed with your life. You could so easily be exploited.” She made her way to the front door. “I will instruct the Weets to keep your part in this to a minimum. They are good people. They have great respect for Kadent and now will for you, as well. I believe they will try to honor your wishes.” 
 
    The family celebrated Jank's survival with Lyra slumping quietly on a cushioned bench to the side. She did her best to rejoice with them and respond to their many hugs and words of appreciation, though she could barely lift her arms or speak. Eventually, she and Nim were allowed to leave and Pol was only too happy to carry Lyra to the surrey where she speedily passed out on the seat. 
 
    “How did the rest o' it go? Is Lyra all right?” 
 
    J'Kor's voice carried through the soup of stupor and Lyra felt herself getting lifted from the surrey. An energized explanation of the child's improvement and the family's response was given by Nim. Then the old woman was driving away with one more final thank you to Lyra. 
 
    “How do you feel? You look awful,” J'Kor said as he took her inside. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lyra replied hoarsely, trying to lift her head. If she laughed it would only sound like asphyxiation. “I feel like I just ran all the way up the Forkors and back down again lugging a poof on my back.” 
 
    “That good, huh?” He laid her gently on the sofa and went to the stove, dipping a ladle into a pot. “I made soup for midmeal and kept it warm for you. Are you hungry?” 
 
    At the cracking of the lid, something delicious wafted toward her and Lyra's stomach grumbled in anticipation. “I'm starving! That smells wonderful.” 
 
    A bowl was set for her on an end table and J'Kor helped her upright. Some biscuits with jam were brought, too, and, sitting before her on the old hassock, J'Kor sliced her bread while Lyra started in on her bowl. She paused when he started spreading her jam for her. 
 
    “You don't have to do that for me. This is,” she regarded the meal he had just served her, “more than enough.” 
 
    “I know.” He kept spreading. “So, how do you feel?” 
 
    She laugh-grunted between spoonfuls. “You already asked me that.” 
 
    J'Kor gazed pensively into her eyes. “No, now I am asking how you feel, about what you did.” 
 
    “Oh.” How did she feel? “Well, you already know my reluctance regarding this … talent.” With a nod he offered her a spread biscuit and Lyra took it. “I've never believed in such things and I always thought anyone who did was just courting evil. Now, well, now I don't know.” She bit into the biscuit and chewed thoughtfully. “But when I was doing it,” she said after swallowing, “it was exhilarating and consuming. Almost spiritual.” 
 
    “It felt right,” he guessed. 
 
    “Yeah.” Lyra stared at her soup bowl. 
 
    “I could see a change in you after the first few minutes,” he said. “Once you stopped worrying about whether it was right or wrong and just dove in, well, that was when things started to click. That was when it became amazing.” 
 
    Lyra's brows knit together with the possible intended double meaning there, but she let it go. “How did it—how did I sound? I was so caught up in what I was doing, kind of like chasing his soul song and singing it back, then having to be ready for when it transitioned to something new, I was completely unaware how I may be sounding from the outside.” She glanced up embarrassed. “Pretty strange, I bet.” 
 
    “It was beautiful,” he said without hesitation. “At first, it did sound like you were just humming random notes, but once you really got into it, the quality changed. It became something less … human. Otherworldly. Penetrating. Music that was more felt than heard. A few times, I could have sworn you were singing more than one note at a time.” At her look of disbelief he just shrugged. 
 
    He insisted on cleaning up and helping her to Jos'lie's bed to rest. But when he knelt to take her shoes off for her, something in the spaces of her weary brain warned she should resist. This was not appropriate behavior for a boss. Lyra marveled again at the change in him, but didn't possess the conviction to protest. It felt too good, having someone care for her. 
 
    “I will wake you in a few hours when it is time to get ready to leave. It will be fine if we are late,” J'Kor said after she was tucked in comfortably. 
 
    You're kidding. After what I just went through? “Do I have to go?” Lyra moaned. “Can't you just say that I'm sick or something? You know I have trouble blending in, anyway.” 
 
    “Mrs. Woodrose, will you please go with me?” 
 
    A request? What was it with him today? 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    J'Kor passed his fingers through his hair. (Darn, he was so cute when he did that!) “Because, I hate going to my mother's events looking unattached. She is always trying to set me up with someone, which is why I rarely accept her invitations anymore. Please.” He looked at her beseechingly. “I would much rather spend the time with you than alone, anyway.” 
 
    The rush of pleasure that tried to trill up her spine was coldly reprimanded. He had just had a planned one-night stand, after all! “Okay, but let me see how I feel after this nap. I don't understand yet what this exhaustion from the healing is about and I don't know how long it will last.” 
 
    “O' course. And if you really are feeling sick, I do understand.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Sweet sleep began to overcome her. 
 
    “Kade,” he corrected softly. 
 
    “Thank you.” That was not going to change.  
 
    “Oh, and by the way,” J'Kor said, pausing on his way out, his back to her, “in case you were wondering, because I think you might be, I did no' sleep with Miss Pryn last night. She left soon after you went to bed.” 
 
    The door closed and Lyra's eyes snapped wide open. 
 
    The revelation shocked her to wakefulness for only so long, however. Her body's need for complete rest soon dragged her down to insensible slumber—a strangely peaceful, insensible slumber. 
 
      
 
    A knock caused her to stir.  
 
    “It is time to get ready. Do you feel better?” said J'Kor, poking his head in, hopeful. 
 
    Sitting up and stretching, Lyra assessed the state of her body. “I think so.” She felt much better, actually, though her voice was still scratchy. “I guess we are a go for tonight,” she said, not too enthusiastically. 
 
    J'Kor only grinned. “Good.” He stepped into the room, already mostly dressed and polished—in a light, gray-green military dress uniform. 
 
    Oh man, why was she such a sucker for him in formal wear? He noticed her looking him over. 
 
    “Mother's political rally events are always formal,” he said with a smile, “and everyone is expected to dress their patriotic best.” Politics! A certain face came to mind—a face she needed to avoid at all costs, but J'Kor read her thoughts, adding, “But I know for a fact that D'Pendul will no' be in attendance tonight. I wired Mother and checked on the final guest list. He is away on business.” 
 
    Lyra breathed a sigh of relief. “What shall I wear then?” 
 
    “Do no' worry about that,” he said, grinning mysteriously. “I got you covered.” 
 
    After her shower, Lyra found J'Kor strumming gently on his six-string in the great room as he waited for her. The intricate picking made a haunting, flowing melody she had never heard before. 
 
    “I was right,” she said. “You do play it better.” 
 
    “Oh, I am afraid I have gotten quite rusty in the last several years.” His fingers deftly picked a few, quick arpeggios, making Lyra grin. 
 
    “So, will you show me now what you want me to wear? It's not that skimpy red thing is it?” 
 
    J'Kor laughed at the face she made. “No. I have a different look in mind for you tonight. But it is no' back yet. I am having it altered, so you will feel more comfortable. It should be along soon.” 
 
    “You did that for me?” 
 
    “I happen to know a great seamstress who does no' live far down the road. I dropped it off this morning after leaving you and Nim at the Weet's.” 
 
    After snapping her jaw shut before J'Kor could read too much into it, Lyra mumbled a grateful thank you and grabbed a thick slice of leftover sweet bread from yesterday to munch as she went to the vanity closet. She was starving again. 
 
    “Do no' thank me before you have seen it,” he called after her. “My taste in gowns is questionable, remember?” 
 
    An unusual energy enveloped Lyra as she made herself ready. She couldn't deny her intense curiosity over J'Kor's mystery gown. The music picked up again, but did not last long. Someone had arrived at the house. 
 
    Lyra brushed on a final stroke of blush and went out to see that, sure enough, it was Mejhisk and Maryn in his grand carriage. A large box was handed to J'Kor who gave a nod of thanks and brought it into the house. Then, to Lyra's great surprise, the couple followed, all dressed up, too! 
 
    “Are they coming as well?” 
 
    “Oh, did I forget to tell you?” he said too innocently. “This is a double date. Mother always invites Sal to come along with me. I think she realizes I am more likely to attend that way.” 
 
    Lyra regarded Mejhisk's approach with hesitation. How was he feeling toward her? 
 
    “Lovely.” His grin was touched with incertitude, but he gave her a kiss on the cheek. If not forgiven, at least a truce. 
 
    Maryn told her, “I hope you like what I did. I spent all day on it.” 
 
    “Maryn, I am sure I will love it, no matter what. I do not deserve such kindness from you.” The latter was addressed to them both in apology. 
 
    Mejhisk flipped fingers into the air and his crooked grin reappeared. “Oh, nonsense,” he said. “And call me Sal.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lyra nodded shyly, “Sal.” A frown bent J'Kor's mouth, which Lyra astutely ignored. 
 
    “Shall we get this on you and see if it works?” Maryn said like she was anticipating showing her work as much as Lyra anticipated seeing it. 
 
    In no time they were hiding in the bedroom to play dress up. 
 
    The gown turned out to be one of the ones Lyra had altered for general size just the other day, the one she had most admired—a sweeping, elegant evening gown of gold brocade. It's modesty problems were that of a lack of sleeves and a neckline that V-ed in a narrow slit all the way down to the midsection. Maryn had sewn a section of white satin between the V and strung it with shiny ribbon back and forth all the way up like a stylized corset. Then she showed Lyra the matching, white satin shrug she had made to cover her shoulders. 
 
    Lyra encased Maryn in a big, unabashed hug, squishing the dress between them. “Thank you! This is so thoughtful. It's just perfect!” 
 
    “Well, let us make sure it fits, first,” Maryn laughed in her shyness. 
 
    It fit perfectly, of course, and Maryn helped her finish her hair. She was just tucking the last curl in place with a hairpin when J'Kor was heard at the door asking if they were ready. Maryn let him in while Lyra strapped on some shoes. She knew they were quite late in getting away. 
 
    “Do you like it?” 
 
    Lyra looked up with a broad smile. “I do. I could not have done a better job on it myself.” She stood and turned a circle. “What do you think?” 
 
    J'Kor's eyes did not leave hers. “You look perfect.” 
 
    Then, checking to see that Maryn had returned to Sal, he closed the bedroom door. “I want to give you something else, too.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    From a pant pocket, J'Kor brought out a tiny, gold-papered box. He turned it in his fingers a few times then finally held it out to Lyra without a word. Guardedly, she took the gift, lifting the lid. 
 
    Tears sprang to Lyra's eyes as she saw, curled up uniformly on a piece of fine cloth, her old necklet—Jon's necklet—repaired and polished. Emotions reeling through her, only one word made it out. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, it belongs to you.” 
 
    Lyra laughed. “No, I mean, why are you doing this? All of this?” Her motion indicated her gown and the whole way he had been acting today. 
 
    “Is this no' what friends do for each other? Try to help each other be happy?” His smile held a trace of pensiveness. “And I want you to be happy, Lyra” 
 
    J'Kor took the necklet from the gift box and undid the old clasp. Then reaching behind Lyra's neck and starting at one end, he wound it around the twisted strands of the joining necklet he had bought her so that the thin chain blended in to the more substantial one. Ending up at the back, J'Kor joined the two ends together again. 
 
    “Will this work all right for you?” 
 
    His humble question was irresistible. With a small sob, Lyra turned and embraced him fully. “Thank you,” she whispered haltingly. 
 
    He hesitated before deciding it might be okay to return the gesture. After a few seconds, he said, “So, has this made it to your list?” 
 
     Lyra giggled through her tears, “What list?” 
 
    “Your list o' acceptable touching.” 
 
    His grin went all the way to the crinkles at his eyes and Lyra stepped back, slightly embarrassed. “Sometimes. Maybe,” she allowed, and his rich laugh caused her insides to do flip flops. 
 
    J'Kor opened the door. “Shall we?” 
 
    Lyra begged a moment to clean up her eyes and dry her cheeks first. She gazed fondly at the reflection of her necklet—necklets—in the vanity mirror, wound together in perfect harmony. Then she grabbed a thick shawl on her way out in anticipation of the cooler drive back home. 
 
    In the great room, Sal had Maryn cuddled on his lap. “Well, it is about time. I was beginning to think that perhaps you had changed your strange tune, Lovely, and were finally giving poor Kade here—” But Sal didn't finish his sentence when he saw her. He whistled instead. “The next time I am confined to my bed in a horrid sickness, will you promise to come heal me looking like that?” J'Kor's warning glare, however, made him retract with, “Granted, I do prefer bared, soft shoulders, myself.” And Maryn's exposed shoulder was given a warm kiss. “Mmm, much more touchable.” 
 
    “Come along, lover boy,” J'Kor drolled. “We are already going to miss half the dancing as it is.” 
 
    This got Sal moving. 
 
    One more peck of his khar's skin and he stood, hefting the giggling Maryn in his arms and carrying her out the door all the way to his carriage. Lyra and J'Kor followed in more traditional fashion. 
 
    “More dancing?” she said. 
 
    “Every fine event must have dancing. It is Caldreen's national pastime, after all.” 
 
    Lyra laughed. “I thought that was disc.” 
 
    The ride to the capital went much faster than Lyra thought possible. Granted, Sal's carriage was superbly outfitted with a top of the line suspension system as it moved swiftly along behind two strong threshers pulling the lightweight coach with ease. Furthermore, at a way station about halfway, they transitioned to a rented taxi on runners that slid even faster on the murodium tracking the rest of the way. 
 
    It was the company, however, that most helped the time to slip away. Lyra and Maryn fell into easy conversation over sewing and art and Maryn's latest projects while, spurred on perhaps by Lyra's reminder, J'Kor and Sal slipped into analysis and debate on how the competitive disc season was progressing. 
 
    The beautiful twilight settled into an even more beautiful evening as they journeyed onward. Every once in a while, Lyra had to touch her necklet, and every once in a while she would catch J'Kor's small grin as she did so. Every once in a while his arm, draped behind her along the back seat, would shift and his fingers would brush over her shoulder in a gentle stroke, and every once in a while she would catch herself staring over at him long after he had finished speaking. A period of inward scolding would follow, yet, when he happened to lean across her to point out the city through the window as it appeared around the bend, Lyra didn't mind at all when he let his hand fall casually to rest over her knee. Then J'Kor gave it a squeeze. 
 
    Okay, not so casually. 
 
    Oh, Lyra, what are you doing? 
 
    The J'Kor family mansion, nestled near the city center in a fashionable neighborhood, was not so large as Salkin Mejhisk's. However, what it lacked in size, it made up for in style. While Sal's held a sprawling country charm, the Lady J'Kor's household was set up to host the elite of power and influence in the nation. 
 
    They slid up the circular drive to the stone walled courtyard that marked the formal entrance. Its colorful potted plants and graceful statues accentuated the impressive fountain in the center that towered over the impressed guests. Brightly lit torches lined the walls. Tall, fluted columns bordered either side of the covered entryway. Through wide, arched windows was seen evidence of a very well attended, very high-class event inside. 
 
    “Wow. You grew up here?” 
 
    “Aye. Rather tiresome, really. I could no' touch anything, I was no' supposed to get my clothes dirty, and no pets.” 
 
    Lyra grinned at him. 
 
    Sal and Maryn went ahead while J'Kor helped Lyra down. He brought her hand up for a kiss and covered it with his own. “Lyra, I need to tell you something before we go inside.” 
 
    “What?” He had another surprise prepared for her? 
 
    “D'Pendul is no' on the guest list … but Malig'ahnt is.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He is here, and it would be in your best interest to publicly apologize to him.” 
 
    “You want me to do what?” Lyra cried, pulling from his grasp. 
 
    “The committee has still no' made its final determination regarding his charges against you, and a formal, sincere apology—” 
 
    “Wait. How long have you known he would be here?” 
 
    “… I found out earlier today when I spoke with Mother over the wire. She thinks it is the best thing you can do to help yourself, and I agree.” 
 
    “Well, what if I don't agree?” Lyra retorted a little more hotly than intended. “And thank you, by the way, for withholding important information from me again, sir.” 
 
    J'Kor bristled. “Why do you think it is a bad idea? Are you no' interested in taking every opportunity to ensure your own safety?” 
 
    Disgusted, Lyra turned away. But he was right. Unfortunately. “I don't know if I can do it. What if he gets physical again?” 
 
    “I doubt he will try anything here, but if he does,” J'Kor paused as if he knew his next words would leave a bad taste in his mouth, “then you must humbly take his strike, and thank him for it afterward.” 
 
    Lyra's teeth gritted within her. Meek. Submissive. It was the right strategy. Drat. 
 
    “You need to do this, Sugarpip.” 
 
    Lyra pressed fingers to her temples. “Why couldn't you have told me earlier today and given me time to prepare?”  
 
    “I was afraid if I told you too soon, you would no' want to come and make up an excuse for staying home.” 
 
    “You are probably right about that,” she said, turning on him. 
 
    “And I really wanted you to be with me tonight.” 
 
    “I know,” Lyra droned, “because you do not wish to look too available.” 
 
    “Because,” he countered, pointedly, “there is no one else I would rather have at my side.”  
 
    Oh, my goodness! 
 
    Dangerous. Very dangerous. 
 
    “… Okay,” she relented. “But I'm such a coward I will probably screw it all up by laying him flat at his first accidental twitch.” 
 
    Now J'Kor laughed. “Give yourself more credit, Sugarpip. We both know you are no coward.” 
 
    Well, right now she wanted to be. With a grimace, Lyra said, “Okay. Let's go.” 
 
    “That is my girl.” And J'Kor laced his fingers through hers. “I will be right there with you. I promise.” 
 
    Upon entering J'Kor's childhood home, they immediately spotted Lady Pryn, looking very well put together and surrounded by suitors. Lyra watched the young noblewoman and J'Kor acknowledge each other with a nod. His: reserved, but cordial. Hers: with a flitting glance at Lyra before turning up her nose to go back to her attendees. Sal approached, unusually stolid. 
 
    “The rumor is,” he murmured darkly, “that you threw yourself shamelessly at Shasmae to get her to spend the night with you, then became embarrassingly clingy when she left as quickly as possible this morning.” 
 
    Lyra was floored by J'Kor's response. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Sal's response to that floored her even further. “Brother, are you sure you are okay with letting that be the story?” 
 
    “Aye. It will let Shasmae save face.” 
 
    Lyra regained control of her faculties enough to say, “What are you talking about? You told me you didn't sleep with her.” 
 
    The best friends exchanged looks and Sal went off to find his khar for a dance. 
 
    “That was the truth,” J'Kor said, leading her toward a valet taking coats, “but not the whole truth.” They handed off her shawl and he took a moment to straighten her shrug's collar. “Shasmae is beautiful and kind and intelligent, and she was willing and trying to please, as I am sure you noticed. I was trying to enjoy her company as well, but before things got very far, I realized we had a problem.” 
 
    “What was it?” He had had everything in place: a romantic setting, a gorgeous, willing woman, a house essentially to themselves. 
 
    His brow turned troubled. “We were both trying. She was trying to like my home, my reality. I was trying to appreciate her tastes. We were both trying very hard to make it work.” 
 
    Lyra still didn't understand. “It looked to me like you were making it work. Quite well.” Some of the intense jealousy she had felt last night blossomed once again in her chest and she went to work at his bow sash that was crooked again. How he ever survived tying that thing on his own before she came along— 
 
    “No, it was no' working. At least no' for me.” And J'Kor's smile turned almost sad as he gently brushed back a loose strand of hair from Lyra's face. Then he let his hand linger to cup her jaw. “I decided,” he said, “that it was no' worth trying so hard to make it work. No' when I have experienced how effortless it can be. Like it is with you.” 
 
    Lyra's heart skipped three beats! Four! Four and a— “Sir—” 
 
    “Kade.”  
 
    Lyra shut her eyes. “My lord,” she corrected tersely. They were in public after all, though no one was nearby. “How in the world can you make that conclusion? I have been nothing but frustration and trouble to you.” 
 
    “Dancing at Burhnee's?” he calmly reminded. 
 
    “Finding out I lied to you?” she countered. 
 
    “Working with the sheep together.” 
 
    “My 'traitorous' roots.” 
 
    “Our stroll in the rain.” 
 
    “Our heated arguing!” 
 
    “How you are with my daughter.” The man was not be deterred and Lyra sighed.  
 
    “I slapped you,” she tried one more time.  
 
    But J'Kor only grinned. “Lyra, I saw how maddening it was for you, seeing me with Shasmae.” His fingers went up to stroke her face from her temple to her lips in that special way that made her insides flutter. “And when I saw how you were watching us in front o' the fire—” Blessed Saints! He had seen her! Great gorebugs, she was never going to live that down. Oh, why was she even there in the first place? “—And when I saw how you were watching us in front o' the fire,” he said again, bringing her back to herself, “I knew I was with the wrong woman.” 
 
    Feelings she didn't want to have bubbled up and threatened to spill over—feelings she had been resisting for a while. Change the subject. Just change the subject. “What happened next? With Shasmae, I mean?” 
 
    J'Kor glanced in Lady Pryn's direction. “I apologized, as best I could anyway, especially given that I was the one who invited her over. And before she left I assured her that I would go along with whatever story she chose to tell so she did no' have to feel embarrassed in front o' her peers.” 
 
    “You … you did that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Shasmae has a much more stringent public image to uphold. I will be forgiven a small scandal a lot faster than she would.” Forgetting herself again, Lyra gazed at him in open wonder and J'Kor's mouth twitched as he took her by the arm to lead her into the party. “Do you know that you are sexy when you are surprised, too?” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    An appearance before Lady J'Kor was the first order of business. Surrounded by her influential friends, she wore a frown while J'Kor said hello with a token kiss on the cheek. Then she quickly intimated her wish for a private word. This left Lyra standing awkwardly with the other women, blatantly eyeing her like they would a string of smelly fish that had been too long drying in the sun. So speedily excusing herself (which they all found very agreeable), she found a wall against which she could blend in anonymity. 
 
    As she waited, Lyra people-watched the multitude of extremely well-dressed gala guests take pleasure in mingling with other people who were nearly as important as they. There was an unsettling plethora of prominent red sashes displayed across puffed chests, but just as J'Kor had promised, none of them belonged to a certain smug man who knew too much. 
 
    A small clique of guests ambled in front of her, effectively blocking her entire view, and Lyra was about to search out a less claustrophobic piece of floor when one of the gentlemen suddenly turned to her. 
 
    “Mistress J'Kor,” the slightly overweight lord with the full, salt-and-pepper mustache said quietly, “I represent a certain coalition that has been watching you since your sale at auction. We are sympathetic to your circumstances and our leaders are interested in speaking with you regarding certain shared 'ideals' we believe you possess. We would like to arrange a time and place to meet. In private, o' course.” 
 
    Lyra stared in utter amazement. The distinguished gentleman spoke so earnestly that she had a hard time ruling this out as some kind of joke. The rest of his group continued to masterfully ignore her, chatting casually with each other in a tight-knit blob of concealing humanity, and Lyra's senses went on full alert. “Um, my lord, I—I don't think I understand at all what you are—” 
 
    “Mistress, forgive me, but our time is short. You do wish for your freedom, do you no'?” 
 
    Blessed stars, this might be some kind of trap! “Uh …” Her pulse raced. Her breath turned shallow. 
 
    “Do you wish to be rejoined with your people again? Your family?” 
 
    Good night! Who was this man? Fearing to speak such a reply out loud, Lyra just gulped and gave a tiny, frightened nod. 
 
    With a nod of acceptance, he produced a small card from his coat pocket. “Mistress, we can help you, but everything must be done with the utmost caution.” Lyra was almost too afraid to take the proffered card from his hand. “Think about it, and when you are ready to move forward with our offer, use this contact number. We will set up a meeting with you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Y-yes, my lord.” The card held only a handwritten number sequence on it. Nothing more. 
 
    One more curt nod and he was nonchalantly rejoining his friends. As if on cue, they suddenly all moved on like they had just decided to continue their stroll elsewhere. Lyra found herself alone once again. Heavenly Father, what in the world? 
 
    She clutched the stiff piece of paper in her trembling hand, not even sure what to do with it. She had no pockets or purse. A furtive skim of guest faces revealed a lot of people gaily enjoying the party. How many of them were part of this “coalition”? Was someone, even now, keeping an eye on her? The thought made her shudder. 
 
    “Lovely, is everything all right? Where is Kade?” The questions were Sal's as he and Maryn came toward her from the dance floor. 
 
    “Oh! Um, I'm fine.” Relax! Relax! “He and his mother stepped aside over there for a private discussion.” As she pointed in the general direction, Lyra hastily slid the card into the front of her dress while their heads were turned.  
 
    “No doubt she has heard the colorful rumor,” Sal intoned. Then his eyes suddenly zoned in on something and they narrowed in distaste. “Well, well, tonight is turning interesting, indeed. Look what crawled out from under his rock?” 
 
    Fearing Malig'ahnt, Lyra craned her neck to see, but she recognized only J'Kor, just emerging from a secluded corner. He was looking around for her and she made to go to him, but Sal's hand came down on her shoulder. 
 
    “No. You had better stay here for a moment.” He turned to Maryn. “Pet, keep Lyra company until all is clear.” 
 
    Maryn, evidently, understood Sal's meaning much better than Lyra and her nod harbored concern. “Aye, my lord.” 
 
    Sal strode away and Lyra turned on Maryn. “What is he talking about?” 
 
    “Him,” was all Maryn said, and she pointed to a man about J'Kor's height and build, dressed in black fashion with the enviable accessory of two pretty ladies on either arm. 
 
    He was naturally good looking with dark eyes that scrutinized his surroundings like a grayhawk, but his most striking feature was that of thick, black hair that had chosen to gray most attractively in one silvery white streak near the front. The animosity on J'Kor's side was visible when they met eyes. 
 
    Maryn linked an arm through Lyra's, whispering, “That is Lord Kildwynd. Lord J'Kor's late wife had an ongoing affair with him for years. He is Jos'lie's biological father.” 
 
    Holy! 
 
    SCHLAMOLY! 
 
    The mysterious encounter and cryptic card nestled against Lyra's bosom were swiftly consigned to the far recesses of her mind, and a light-headed Lyra was suddenly grateful for Maryn's supportive arm. J'Kor wasn't Jos'lie's real father? 
 
    “Is it a proven fact?” she breathed as J'Kor and Kildwynd regarded each other—J'Kor with a fire in his eyes and Kildwynd's lips twitching into an icy smile. 
 
    “Lady Ahna J'Kor was a regular guest o' his family's whenever she traveled to town alone. There were many rumors o' them spending a lot o' time alone together and when Jos'lie was born, well, the hair was a dead giveaway. That streak o' his is no' white from aging. He has always had it.” 
 
    Lyra nearly couldn't believe what she was hearing. It was clear as day how much J'Kor loved the special girl he was raising. “Does Kildwynd deny her?” 
 
    “He does, but it is only for the record so he is no' obligated to offer any support.” 
 
    Sal arrived on the scene, placing a pacifying palm on J'Kor's chest as he spoke to him calmly. 
 
    “I'm surprised Sal isn't encouraging him to lay into the jerk,” Lyra observed somewhat vindictively. 
 
    “My Sally only gets into fights for the fun o' it,” Maryn returned. “And he does no' consider Lord Kildwynd a laughing matter, especially when he fears your J'Kor might no' abide by his usual restraints when it comes to punishing an opponent.” 
 
    Eventually, Sal managed to get J'Kor turned and walking away and Lyra started pulling Maryn along to go meet them. She had a sudden compulsion to wrap her arms around him and whisper in his ear how wonderful she thought he was. 
 
    “Oh, there you are, child,” the Lady J'Kor said, stepping into Lyra's path. 
 
    Drat! Lyra obligatorily curtsied for the respected host of the party. “Good evening, my lady.” Maryn followed suit beside her. 
 
    “'Na Lyra, come with me. I think there is someone here who you will be glad to see.” 
 
    With a longing glance at J'Kor and Sal heading toward a waiter serving drinks, she reluctantly let go of Maryn. “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    A short walk around a corner led to a small group of very fashionable people seated comfortably together in a nook talking, laughing, and drinking. Lyra had no time to consider who Lady J'Kor had meant, when she saw him—lounging with a foot up on an ottoman in the center of the circle of bodies. Lord Serpahn Malig'ahnt! 
 
    He looked the same as before—rich, handsome, arrogant, white-blond goatee framing thin lips pulled away into a smile of self-indulgent levity, and the skin around Lyra's implant started itching again, very irritatingly. 
 
    No! No! She was not ready to do this yet! But her unconscious step backward was halted by a stern Lady J'Kor, nudging her onward to take advantage of the convenient atonement opportunity. Lyra swallowed hard and willed her feet to move forward again. 
 
    “So, the violent whore comes to me begging for forgiveness,” a silky voice breezed for all present company to hear, and a dozen pairs of disdainful eyes turned on her. Malig'ahnt's yellow ones gleamed with pleasure. 
 
    A feverish prayer began in Lyra's head and she couldn't stop herself from quickly looking over her shoulder in the desperate hope that J'Kor was hurrying to her side. No such luck—just Lady J'Kor's grave expression and her body barring the way out of the alcove. 
 
    Malig'ahnt took another drink from his glass then handed it off to a woman at his left. “Well?”  
 
    The pit of Lyra's stomach turned restless in a most uncomfortable way. Her mouth and throat were utterly devoid of moisture. Slowly, she approached the man and knelt before him with bowed head. “My lord,” she croaked, then cleared her throat and started again with better control. “My lord, I beg your forgiveness of my insolence and utter lack of respect toward you at the auction. Please believe that I am mending my impertinent ways, and it would bring me great happiness to know that I have satisfied your sense of honor and given you the respect you deserve.” 
 
    He took an intentionally long time to answer. 
 
    “What a pretty little memorized speech that was. Your lord must have helped you with some o' those big words.” Lyra's downturned face turned red as soft, scoffing laughter erupted around. “I do no' know, however, if I quite believe your sincerity. Come closer, whore, and let us determine the extent o' your burgeoning humility.” 
 
    With a terrible foreboding, Lyra shuffled awkwardly forward a couple feet, just inches from his knee. At his slight shift she started screaming to herself, Hold perfectly still! Take whatever he has to give! Instead of a strike however, a long-fingered hand was presented before her nose, wearing three thick rings on two fingers whose gleaming, cut jewels were so large she could see her face reflected in the surface of any one of them. 
 
    Taking his hand in both of hers, Lyra kissed the back of it. 
 
    Malig'ahnt's skin was very smooth with a combination of cologne, lotion, and bath oils that melded together in a sickly sugary scent. Gag! He leaned in, taking her by the chin to lift her face very close to his. “You and your lord make quite a pair, I think,” Malig'ahnt whispered to her. “A witless, second-hand khar and a filthy sheep farmer whose retarded daughter bears glaring, daily witness to his shame.” 
 
    Lyra's eyes sparked in a fiery rage and she stared him down unflinchingly, opening her mouth to speak— Stop! This is exactly what he wants. He was just waiting for her to jump into him—to attack again. 
 
    Pursing her lips, Lyra humbly averted her eyes to more guffaws and sniggers from Malig'ahnt's clique. With a snort, Malig'ahnt grabbed her arm. “Look at her,” he sneered. “She is so stupid, she does no' even know when she is being insul—” 
 
    “Malig'ahnt.” The blessed voice of J'Kor spoke his name with a barely concealed loathing. “If my mistress is finished with you—which I believe she is—you are invited to let go o' what is no' yours and I will relieve you o' her. Again.” 
 
    He's here! He's here! Bless the Creator! It took all Lyra's will to remain still and facing forward. 
 
    J'Kor's careful phrasing had not been lost on Malig'ahnt, or anyone else, and the man's inner struggle to back down was plain on his perfect face. After a moment, however, he just sniffed and said, “She may go,” like the whole situation was a game that had suddenly grown quite tiresome. Reclining again, his fingers snapped for his drink. 
 
    Lyra did not move until J'Kor's hand lifted her by the arm and he escorted her away. She was still trembling as he had a few quiet words with his mother. Then she was expeditiously led to an out-of-the-way corner, concealed partially by a large, indoor potted tree. 
 
    “Lyra, I am sorry I was no' there. I did no' realize Mother intended to take you to him herself. It took me a minute to find out where you were.” 
 
    “It's okay,” she assured him shakily. “I knew you were, uh, dealing with something else.” 
 
    “Are you all right, though? What did he say to you?” The heavenly eyes were filled with such concern. 
 
    “… It is not worth repeating, sir,” she decided to say. Not ever. 
 
    “Kade,” he reminded one more time. 
 
    She couldn't do it! 
 
    Lyra cast her eyes away with a regretful sigh. A similar sound blew from J'Kor. 
 
    Then Lyra said, “Was it quite a shock when you found out about … your wife?” 
 
    “No. No' really.” With a frown, J'Kor turned, gazing across the party. “I had had my suspicions for a while. When she told me she was pregnant, well,” he laughed darkly, “we had no' made love in months, even though she tried to insist otherwise. Then when Jos' was born and her hair started coming in, it was only confirmation o' what I—what everyone—already knew.” 
 
    “So, what was it like between you and her after that? Did things get better?” 
 
    “Well, we went on with life as usual. I think she stayed away from Kildwynd for a few years after that, but I am fairly certain they were seeing each other again when she died. She just never really 'got' me, or appreciated the decisions I made about my life.” Then his head shook in irritation. “And perhaps I was no' trying hard enough to make her happy. I think I just gave up after a while.” 
 
    “No. Don't blame yourself,” Lyra told him firmly. “It sounds to me like she gave up on you a lot earlier. It takes two dedicated people to make a marriage work and one partner cannot bear the whole burden for very long without something getting dropped. And … I want you to know what an amazing person I think you are. I would never have known by the way you treat her that Jos'lie was not your own.” She searched his expression. “It must be difficult, every time you look at her, to see someone else there.” 
 
    “No' all that difficult, Sugarpip. She is mine. It does no' matter how she came to me or who she looks like. I suppose you are surprised to hear that coming from a heathen unbeliever.” 
 
    Lyra snorted. “It is surprising to hear that coming from anyone! I can think of several men of my own people who would have a very hard time seeing this situation the way you do, especially with it being public knowledge.” Then she laughed in wonder at all she had come to know of this man in the short span of a couple weeks—all he had done, and continued to do for her. “J'Kor, you are—you are one in a million!” Somehow a hand had come to rest on his chest and Lyra swiftly dropped it. 
 
    A new melody wafted through the ballroom as the orchestra began the next number—a delicate, peaceful piece, like moonlight reflected over J'Kor's pond when all was still and quiet before bed. 
 
    “Dance with me,” J'Kor murmured, and he raised her fingers to entwine in his. “Please.” 
 
    “I … don't know this one.” 
 
    Chuckling, J'Kor only stepped a little closer. “That is all right. I do no' know this one, either.” 
 
    Like their first dance at Burhnee's, Lyra let him take her into position. Close. Intimate. And soon, everything else faded from existence. Lyra found herself leaning into him with her head against his shoulder, breathing in his scent. Now it was as familiar to her as a fond memory. 
 
    They turned slow circles, his breath warming the top of her head, and for the first time since that fateful day in the mountains she felt absolutely at peace. She entreated the music to not end. 
 
    Eventually, however, the last wistful strains did conclude and J'Kor's lips nuzzled at her hair. “Please tell me this was no' another one o' your acts, just now.” 
 
    “It wasn't.” 
 
    “Good.” He kissed the top of her head and his arm encircled her waist a little tighter. The little card shifted against her breast. The card. 
 
    The coalition! The Tohmu'vah! Her people! 
 
    Lyra suddenly pulled from his grasp. “But, I-I'm sorry. I need some time to think.” 
 
    Heavenly Hosts! What was she doing? Very aware of the flush spreading across her face, she backed up against the wall, afraid, not just of him, but of herself and where she was heading. 
 
    J'Kor had no teasing words for her coloring this time. “Lyra, I know this scares you—it scares you more than anything, but you need to know something,” he said, stepping toward her. “I think I have fallen—” 
 
    “No, please!” she said. “Don't say it. I don't want to hear it.” 
 
    Surprised, he looked straight at her. “Why? Because you do no' feel the same?” 
 
    At her reluctance to answer, J'Kor sighed and said, “Lyra, look. From the moment I met you--” 
 
    “Stop. Please stop!” Lyra implored. 
 
    “—you have taken over my every rational thought, time and time again, until all I can think is—” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “—how much I want to be with you,” he went on more insistently. “My life has been turned upside down and inside out over you, and still—” 
 
    Lyra put her hands over her ears. “I don't want to hear—” 
 
    “WHY NOT?”  
 
    The words were left to hang, anything else he may have been about to say, forgotten. 
 
    “Why … not?” he said again, much softer. 
 
    He tried to reach for her, to stroke her brow like before, but Lyra pushed him away, blurting, “Because, the moment I met you, I have been trying so very hard not to fall in love with you and you keep making it excruciatingly difficult!” 
 
    Lyra blinked—in absolute horror at what she had just admitted—as much to herself as him. No, it wasn't true! She saw J'Kor struggling to get over his own shock, but before he could say anything, she ducked past him and hurried away. Rejoin the gala. Find Sal and Maryn. Get a grip on yourself! 
 
    Sidling by a group of guests, Lyra turned a corner, and nearly knocked right into a body coming the opposite way. “Excuse me,” she mumbled, glancing up. 
 
    Lyra gasped at the face that looked down upon her. Shivers ran down her spine. She went weak in the knees. Holy Father of all! Was D'Pendul the only one not in attendance tonight? 
 
    “Well, well! It looks like our paths have crossed again, after all,” schmoozed Captain Rookenik of the Fifth platoon, his smirk as wide as the Forkors. 
 
    D'Pendul would have been preferable. 
 
    Lyra froze before the tall, lean soldier outfitted in much the same dress uniform as J'Kor, his lips curling back behind large, wide teeth in a supercilious smile. This was the man responsible for Jon and her friends' deaths. He had attacked and massacred her people without so much as a second thought and Lyra felt sick just looking at him. 
 
    “I must say, I am quite surprised to see you here,” Captain Rookenik observed. “I thought that Keeper was going to use you as her assistant.” 
 
    With difficulty, Lyra found her voice. “I ended up being sold, sir.” 
 
    Rookenik burst into laughter at her twist of fate while Lyra stood cursing the most emotionally charged, awful party she had ever attended. Really, Father? Really? Oh, just let me die now before things get any worse! 
 
    “Is that so?” The young captain finally found control. “And to whom were you sold, I wonder. Anyone I know?” 
 
    Lyra loathed that she had to keep speaking politely to this monster. “Lady J'Kor's son, sir,” she muttered. “Surely you know the family, seeing as how you are here in their home.” 
 
    Another round of merry laughter. Evidently, Lyra had made his night with this unexpected meeting. She was dying to spit in his face. 
 
    “Oh, the irony is just delightful,” he said, his shining eyes set too close to his beak of a nose. “Without the incident involving your people, I would no' have been promoted to captain and subsequently find myself here with you, enjoying the outstanding atmosphere in this fine place tonight.” 
 
    “What do you mean, sir? I thought you were already a captain when you attacked us.” 
 
    “I had just been promoted a week prior,” he said, sniffing with pride. “You see, I was the one that got the lead on where to find your settlement in the first place.” 
 
    He WHAT? 
 
    Lyra frantically gathered her chin up from her chest to ask the troublesome question that had been itching the back of her brain for over a month now. “What was the lead? We always have lookouts. We only speak to merchants we trust. We don't even allow open fires at night.” 
 
    There were at least a dozen other rules and precautions they had always followed to not bring attention to themselves, as well—precautions regarding how they dressed when they entered civilization, which days were less populated for shopping at market, how much they spent on goods in one place, how many of them could travel inconspicuously together in public … 
 
    “Oh, a young, enterprising lieutenant can hear quite a lot in the market by keeping his ear to the ground and being patient,” he boasted. 
 
    “It was one of the merchants, wasn't it?” Lyra guessed sadly, mentally sifting through all the ones she thought had been sympathetic to their plight. “They pointed us out for a price. Or told you in which direction we were headed.” 
 
    Rookenik's arrogant smile broadened. “Even better, actually. I happened to hear it from one o' your own while sitting quietly behind a storage barrel in plain clothes.” Then the line of his mouth turned bitter. “The men did no' laugh at my tactics anymore when I went to my commanding officer with directions that eventually brought us within a mile o' you.” 
 
    One of their own? A careless Believer with a loose, flapping tongue had let themselves be overheard! 
 
    Lyra racked her brain to recall who had gone on that last trip before the move. Who was the traitor? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew it! I knew it! Bless the Mother, I knew it! 
 
    Kade plopped onto the window bench, taking in a great breath of relief. He had been pretty sure. Her behavior with Shasmae at the house had hinted again and again that she really cared for him. However, it wasn't until she had said it so bluntly just now, that he was one hundred percent sure. 
 
    It was a little scary, taking that leap of faith and admitting his feelings. They were new to him after these weeks of distraction. Only now did he understand that the hurt he'd felt from Lyra's attempt to run was simply because he'd fallen for her. And he had been so determined to go through the dawning with Shasmae that he almost hadn't recognized two very important things. One: It was driving Lyra crazy to see him with someone else. And two: That dawning for him had not been about interest, it was about spite. 
 
    After that, everything about Lady Pryn was wrong—her speech, her dress, her comments, even how she looked in his home. Then later, in front of the fire, when he couldn't help but feel like he was betraying Lyra and glanced toward her room, he had caught her watching them. That was the eye opener. The look on Lyra's face. She wanted him, and Kade didn't want anyone else. It appeared Lyra was still not willing to come to terms with that yet, but it was the truth. 
 
    Thank the moons for Shasmae's understanding when he gently pulled away and apologized that it was not working for him. She'd had every intention of going through with their plans. Why not? But as they spoke she admitted that, perhaps, it was not him, but the idea of him that had her infatuated all those years. She was an intelligent girl. Shasmae knew she was not really comfortable there in such modest accommodations … on the farm … with the animals. Now, that didn't mean she hadn't shed a tear or two of embarrassment. She was still young, but as Kade stood on his porch, watching her carriage drive off into the night, he knew she would be just fine. 
 
    Then he had gone to bed feeling more at peace than he had in years. The only problem now was redeeming himself to Lyra and waiting her out. 
 
    Today had gone even better than he dared hope. Tragic as it was, the experience with her at the Weet's had been most providential. He was able to be there for her and help her dig deeper into her amazing talent. The response he got returning her necklet was most encouraging, too. And it seemed she loved the dress. Bloody good momentum for just one day. 
 
    Guests began to meander purposefully by, and with a start, Kade realized everyone was heading to dinner. He figured he would follow and find Lyra along the way, probably hooked up with Sal and Maryn. Eager as he was, however, Kade would give her plenty of space the rest of the night to prove his willingness to be patient. That's what love was, after all—putting the needs of another above your own. 
 
    His best mate was already seated at one of the long tables set in close rows in Mother's reception room, but Lyra wasn't with them, and neither Sal nor Maryn had seen her since he had taken her from Malig'ahnt. Kade walked up and down the tables, searching, but several minutes later he had to conclude that Lyra was definitely not in the room. He checked the bathrooms, the halls. The first rally speakers were being introduced now. Still no Lyra. 
 
    Kade grew concerned. Was Malig'ahnt somehow involved in her disappearance? He peered back into the reception room and found Serpahn and company dining dégagé as they passed around sly remarks about other guests so unfortunate as to catch their eye. He seemed innocent enough—well, as innocent as Serpahn got. 
 
    Maybe Lyra found a dark, quiet place in which to brood and think, just like she said she needed. Kade began a more thorough search of his mother's house. 
 
    Sitting rooms. Storage closets. Office. Bedrooms. He was swearing to himself by the time he finished searching the storage pantry and all he came up with were several dusty bags of worm- infested grain that Cook had been neglecting for some time. 
 
    “God o' Lyra,” he finally muttered, “if you care for her at all, help me find her. It is no' safe for her to be alone like this.” 
 
    Standing dubiously in the middle of the kitchen, Kade suddenly remembered that he could widen his search to include the yard. If she wanted peace and quiet, outside was the better place to be. Then he made a mental note to start taking her tracker with him wherever they went. 
 
    It didn't take long for Kade to search the courtyard and compact side gardens. He made it to the very back stone wall with no luck and was ready to swear again when he noticed the gardener's work shed in the corner partially concealed by hedges and vines. The door was ajar. 
 
    “Lyra?”  
 
    It was pitch black inside, but opening the door all the way allowed moonlight to spill in for several feet, illuminating a work table with drawers and shelves storing seeds and yard maintenance supplies on one side. On the other: a ladder, shovels, a push mower, and stacks of old ceramic pots. 
 
    Something moved in the back—a flash of gold material reflecting the light. 
 
    “Lyra?” Stepping in, Kade heard what sounded like mumbling coming from the back corner behind the table. “Sugarpip, I have been looking all over for you. I am sorry if I scared you earl—” 
 
    There she was, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking back and forth in a rhythmic manner. But it was the combination of her tearstained cheeks, repetitive mumbling lips, and blank, far away expression that caused the hairs on the back of his neck to rise. 
 
    “The winds across the northwest ridge are a pain, but … the glacier lake … I love the stroll through the yellow pine stand,” she muttered tonelessly as another tear ran down her cheek unnoticed. 
 
    Kneeling in front of her, Kade took her by the shoulders. “Hey, Pip. Look at me. Can you look at me?” 
 
    The rocking stopped and dead eyes turned on him. “The long valley to the shag pines … violet ryhst flower meadow.” Her voice quivered and her chin began to tremble. “Oh God!” she started to sob, “I am ssss-so sorry, my love. I am s-so sorr—!” 
 
    Something was very, very wrong. 
 
    “Lyra,” Kade used a thumb to tenderly stanch some wetness on one cheek, “what happened?” 
 
    She clutched her knees tighter. Her dejected face stared blankly at his chest. “It was m-me. It was my f-f-fault,” she whispered haltingly. “I am the traitor.” 
 
    “What was your fault?” 
 
    “The … the captain of the platoon that … that killed everyone and c-captured me. He's here.” 
 
    The rocking started up again and Kade's stomach bottomed out with his first inkling of what she may be talking about. “Oh, Sugarpip, I am so sorry.” 
 
    “He was the o-one that heard me. I was just chat-ch-chatting with the grocer woman while our s-s-supplies were being load—“ She had to pause again to gain control of her voice. “I was comp—laining about the long t-trip home and … he was … he heard.” Lyra finally looked at him. “I led him to us! I killed Jon. Petrona. Horth … everyone!” 
 
    Kade shook his head saying, “No, Lyra. That is no' true. You are no' responsible.” 
 
    “I am! I wasn't careful enough. The grocer was just being nice and asking about our—our trip.” 
 
    Kade nestled her heaving body against his chest and she crumpled into him, clutching his dress shirt like her life depended on it. Over racking sobs, he kissed her head, murmuring, “Lyra, it is okay. It is okay …” 
 
    He was not very aware of the time passing as he comforted her there on the dusty floor among the cobwebs and peeling paint. Kade only knew she needed him and he would give. As long as it took. 
 
    Eventually, the bustle of people leaving drifted in. The gala was over. Lyra had gone back to her dull staring at nothing with only the occasional heaving sigh to assure him she was still breathing. “Hey,” he said, shifting, “I think we should see about getting home.” 
 
    Lyra was a mess—puffy eyes, runny makeup, a red, sniffly nose, hair escaping from its pinned arrangement—and she was still beautiful. She gave a tiny, forlorn nod. 
 
    # # # 
 
    Someone was carrying her. She was being put in a carriage. 
 
    Lyra wasn't sure of the time. And she didn't care. Time wasn't important. Her life wasn't important. 
 
    As Rookenik had started relating the phrases of the too specific route he had overheard, Lyra in horror mouthed the last phrase with him. Those had been her words. 
 
    Oh God! Her words! 
 
    It had been a lighthearted conversation with the kind grocer whose three children playfully hung about her. Lighthearted and totally innocent. Totally naive. A new wave of remorse overcame Lyra. 
 
    “Enjoyed the wine a little too much, I am afraid,” she heard J'Kor explain to some curious guest. 
 
    The snort of threshers. Then movement—lulling, repetitive. Lyra drifted in and out of consciousness. She was occasionally aware of J'Kor stroking her hair as she lay curled up on the seat, her head in his lap, but mostly she was aware of the voracious guilt that ate its way through her insides, consuming everything, then regurgitating her up and eating her all over again. 
 
    After a long while, J'Kor shifted under her. 
 
    Lifting her head to blearily peer around, Lyra found she was cuddled on him in his great room, lying on the sofa in the dark gray of early morning. J'Kor's top coat was removed with his arms curled over her as they slept. She lowered her head again, burying her face in the comforting warmth of his chest as memories of the night's events stirred afresh again. Another sob shook her and J'Kor woke. 
 
    He stroked her head comfortingly until the wave of sadness eventually ebbed once again. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lyra whispered. “You must be so tired of me.” She started to lift herself off him, but he resisted the attempt to pull away. 
 
    “That is no' true,” he murmured, and Lyra did not have the resolve to try again. 
 
    A minute later, she became aware of her gown's buttons getting undone down her back. Another minute later, she was on her feet, J'Kor coaxing the dress off. Then he was working his fingers through her hair, removing her pins. 
 
    J'Kor took her to his bed, pulling back the covers and laying her down. Soft lips brushed gently over her forehead. “I will never tire o' you,” he whispered. 
 
    She couldn't resist any longer. Lyra reached for him. She wanted him close. She wanted his mouth on hers, his heart pounding through her, skin against skin, the giddy heat of passion, anything besides this dull, chilling void of despair and emptiness.  
 
    But J'Kor wrested himself from her grasp. Her hands were placed back at her sides. “Lyra, no.” 
 
    “Why?” she whimpered. 
 
    “You know why,” was his soft reply. “No' like this.” Then Lyra was left alone in the bedroom. Heartbroken. Guilt ridden. And now shamed. 
 
    She had just thrown herself at him. And he had rejected her. 
 
    Turning onto her side Lyra curled into a ball and cried herself to sleep. 
 
    “Twitterbug, why won't you come to me?” 
 
    Huddled on a dirt floor with her back against a dark corner, Lyra cringed from Jon's beckoning arms. “Jon, I am so sorry!” She could not bear to look at him. 
 
    “Lyra, I don't blame you. None of the others do, either.” He squatted to her eye level. “We all make mistakes. It's part of our mortal inheritance. You know that.” 
 
    But Lyra hid her face behind her arms. “But our mistakes don't usually kill the ones we love. How can I even try to repent of this one and make restitution for your life? For the lives of the others? What about their families?” 
 
    “You can't,” he responded simply, honestly. “Not fully anyway, and those families will always feel that loss.” A lock of her hair began to get twirled slowly in his finger, but she shuddered in shame and it was dropped. “All you can do is continue forward in faithfulness to the best of your ability, and find out God's will for you.” 
 
    She peeked up at Jon's perfectly formed features, no hint of the gashes and injuries he had sustained the last time she saw him alive remaining. Lyra reached doleful fingers to touch his jaw and a new, terrible thought struck her. “Oh my love, might I have been able to save you—heal you? If only I had known at the time.” 
 
    His hand went over hers. “No, Twitterbug. My death was required for you to gain the full power of your gift.” He smiled sadly. “It was my time, anyway, for a number of reasons. This was only one of them.” Suddenly, Jon cocked his head like he'd heard something. Then he bent to kiss her softly. “Go discover some of the others. Kade is coming.” 
 
    “Lyra?” 
 
    A creak of the door. Morning light drifted in from the window. 
 
    “I need to change,” J'Kor explained quietly as he entered. 
 
    “Okay,” she answered weakly back, rolling to her other side, away from his wardrobe—and him. Lyra pulled the covers over her head. She was so ashamed. She was worn out. The pressing guilt was squeezing the life out of her, and Lyra wanted to hide in bed and sleep for a week. 
 
    “Do you want something to eat?” 
 
    “No, thank you.” 
 
    He left and another tear soaked into the threads of her pillow. She ought to get up and do something useful. 
 
    Not now. Maybe later. 
 
    Later, Lyra woke again. It was afternoon, and the children were home. She heard them bustling about, bringing their things in. Okay, she had to get out of bed now. Lyra dragged herself up and trudged to the closet where a brief glance into the vanity mirror revealed a slip of white sticking up from her bra. 
 
    The card. 
 
    Lyra pulled out the mysterious paper offered by the mysterious lord of last night. “We can help you.” That was what he'd said. Dare she trust him? What kind of help did he actually mean? He had spoken of her freedom—of being able to see her family again. Had they found a way to remove the implant safely? Or at least neutralize it? Lyra bit at her lip. 
 
    Even if all that he said was true, when could she set up a meeting away from this place? Away from J'Kor that wouldn't seem suspicious? Lyra listened to Jos'lie's bounding about as she chatted happily to her father about her week, no doubt seeking her Mama Lyra as she went. The card was slid into a small drawer among stockings and hankies and Lyra turned to choose a frock. She couldn't think about that right now. 
 
    When she was ready to fake her way through the rest of the day, she walked out to J'Kor sitting with Jos'lie at his chair. He was telling her how Mama Lyra was not feeling well today. 
 
    “Mama Lyra!” the girl cried, jumping from her father's lap to run to her. “I tried so hard! I did good!” 
 
    Lyra told Jos'lie how proud she was of her and gave a quick nod to J'Kor that she was okay. She let Jos'lie pull her to the love seat to tell her all about school. Jos'lie skipped from subject to subject so quickly that Lyra could hardly keep up, but it didn't really matter. The girl only needed the occasional exclamation of wonder and acknowledgment at the right moment to be fully satisfied. 
 
    Lyra grew a bit concerned when Jos'lie mentioned showing the “family” picture she had drawn to her classmates and teachers. Evidently, she had told everyone all about her new mama and their sleepover in her room. Lyra made a mental note to resist doing too many of those. She couldn't afford to let strange stories of her living arrangement get passed around via J'Kor's kids. Finally, Jos'lie skipped happily away, and her father, who had been biding his time elsewhere in the house, took his daughter's place. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Lyra stared at her lap. “Ashamed, depressed, guilty.” She took a breath, forcing herself to go on. “And … and utterly unworthy of God sending me to you. Thank you. For respecting me last night. Any other man in Caldreen would have taken advantage.” It was really embarrassing speaking so honestly, but she was done trying to hide things from his man. She respected him too much. 
 
    He took a moment to answer. “Well, 'Weak Lyra' is no' the woman for which I have come to care. I do no' want her reaching for me.” 
 
    A tear coursed down Lyra's cheek as conflicting emotions of elation and concern bounced and collided within her. Then she shook her head and stood. “I—I think I had better eat something now, and then I'll get on to some chores.” 
 
    Thankfully, he let her go without any other inquiry and one more humble prayer of gratitude rose to the heavens for this man. 
 
    Lyra managed the rest of the day. 
 
    Around the table at dinner J'Kor read the latest letter from one of Jos'lie's teachers speaking of her improvement in mathematics. Some of her work suggested only being two grades behind instead of the usual three or four. Jos'lie said she was trying extra hard for her new mama. Even Breht contributed somewhat to the happy family atmosphere with his enthusiasm over the last disc event coming up before the end of the school year. Lyra managed to impress him (moderately) with her decent knowledge of the game, and, for a few minutes, her pain was successfully pushed aside. 
 
    J'Kor helped her with the dishes afterward and together they spoke quietly of the coming week. No longer did he harbor any pretenses regarding his plans of her staying and no longer was Lyra figuratively huddling in fear of what he might do to her. It was comfortable. 
 
    A loud crash from the master bedroom interrupted their discussion and Lyra and J'Kor weren't even across the great room before the sharp, pained wail of a girl rose through the house. Jos'lie! Neither realized she had been in there by herself! 
 
    On the floor at Lyra's vanity they found her, blood streaming from a cut at her temple. A quick assessment exposed no other injury, but Lyra noted with great alarm the overturned stool, the dropped pile of linens from the shelf, and her sacred box lying haphazardly on its end, having found its way mostly out of its covering, and having made a deep gouge in the vanity top where it landed. Oh, God no! Her arms flew to whisk it out of sight. 
 
    “Lyra, the medical kit, please,” said J'Kor, kneeling with his daughter. His glance up took in the unusual box sitting not more than a foot away from his head. The simple curiosity changed, however, when he saw the way Lyra's hands had frozen over it, read the apprehension in her eyes, her mere posture speaking volumes. Jos'lie cried pitifully again and J'Kor was reminded of the more immediate need. “Lyra … the kit, please,” he repeated slower. 
 
    Gulping, Lyra ran from the room and retrieved it. 
 
    “What happened?” Breht queried, bored, from his bedroom door. 
 
    “Jos'lie fell and hit her head,” Lyra called over her shoulder. 
 
    An unsurprised mutter came from the teenager as he retreated back to his fortress of solitude. In the closet, Lyra placed a towel under Jos'lie's head to catch the blood. 
 
    “I was try to—to see you book, Mama!” Jos'lie wailed. 
 
    Through her racing pulse, Lyra made soft shushing sounds, encouraging Jos'lie to be still while J'Kor applied pressure. She tried not to glance at the Tohmu'vah. It would do no good to hide it now. She was just going to have to … trust. Oh Heavenly Father, I'm sorry! I should have found a better spot for it. Buried it in the ground or something! 
 
    The bleeding slowed after a minute and they both studied the deep gash Jos'lie had received from hitting the corner of the vanity when she fell off the stool. Jos'lie whimpered again about just wanting to see the “book” and another shudder passed through Lyra. J'Kor astutely ignored his daughter's strange words for the time being just as he astutely avoided eye contact with Lyra while he concentrated on the task at hand. 
 
    “Well,” he finally said, “do you want to try your 'magic'? It will probably go over better with Jos' than stitches.” 
 
    “Umm.” In a little while, the fate of Lyra's people would be teetering on the strength of the loyalty of this former officer of Caldreen to his country. Sure, she could concentrate on singing right now! No problem! Lyra suppressed the bizarre urge to laugh as she knelt at Jos'lie's head and gingerly placed it on her lap. The Father of the Universe then got a fast, urgent prayer for the ability to compartmentalize that part of Lyra's brain that was totally losing it. 
 
    She needn't have worried. 
 
    Jos'lie's music came streaming into Lyra's head almost as soon as she placed fingers over the girl's skin. Strong and vibrant. More present than in her other two patients. Lyra thanked God for helping her to listen better under the circumstances. 
 
    Gently pinching together the two sides of the gouge, Lyra began to match the tone. And just as with the others, other notes eventually rose to compliment the original. Jos'lie's flowing chord arpeggios, however, positively twinkled with life and joy. It was like no music she had ever heard before and Lyra felt honored to witness such an innocently pure soul. It started to change as the girl's eyelids began to droop with sleep. 
 
    “Mama, show Papa you book. … Trust, de-pend—you … is good man—Papa,” Jos'lie mumbled, slurring even worse than usual. “Bad monsters, no spirit.” 
 
    Lyra's concentration faltered and the music stopped. J'Kor offered no reaction, but Lyra knew he had heard every single word as well. She dug in once more and finished up, though she knew that the last bit was not knit together as well as the first, but at this point it was an accomplishment to have finished the job at all. She was completely drained—physically, mentally, and emotionally. Just another day in the life of Lyra the Khar. 
 
    J'Kor picked up his sleeping princess and with a solemn, “Thank you,” strode away to put her to bed. 
 
    With a heavy heart, Lyra reset the stool and carefully turned the Tohmu'vah's case back to an upright position. This was too coincidental. She could understand a child's natural curiosity to go snooping on occasion, but nothing else in the room seemed out of place. Jos'lie had gone straight for the corner shelf. 
 
    Father, Your humor is appreciated less and less. Please stop being so funny. 
 
    As she waited for J'Kor's impending return, Lyra held the box protectively on her lap, a prayer at her lips. The wait wasn't long. 
 
    “Thank you, again, for doing that for Jos',” were his first words from the doorway. 
 
    “It was my pleasure. She bears such delightfully happy music, I could listen to it all day. It was a privilege to tune into her.” 
 
    J'Kor nodded. “It sounded like it.” 
 
    A long moment passed, then he stepped inside. 
 
    “Mrs. Woodrose.” The formality was blaring. “I have to ask what that is.” 
 
    # # # 
 
    Her nod was resigned. Her next breath, like one before the ruling of a death sentence. 
 
    “This is my people's most precious artifact,” she said, holding the elaborately carved box reverently in her lap. “This is what my husband and friends were really protecting when they died to help me escape the ambush. And it is why I chose to step onto the auction stage rather than die trying to escape. I have to protect it at all costs.” 
 
    Lyra's mind blowing revelation almost made Kade dizzy. “Is that … the weapon?” 
 
    “Well, it's not really a weapon, but it has great power—when needed.” The shake of her head said she was not satisfied with her word choice. “Sorry, it's kind of hard to explain.” 
 
    “But you have had it here in my closet this whole time?” 
 
    From day one he had not wondered much about what Lyra had in her pack. Kade assumed it was just the usual female things and keepsakes. Even when he found out where she really came from, it never once occurred to him that Lyra might possibly be such a pivotal figure in this long-standing war against the Believers. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Kade said, “But, if it is so important, how did your people let it end up with you? Why was it no' kept with your prophet and the rest o' your colony that got away?” 
 
    “It was my turn as Bearer. Everyone takes a week to shoulder the responsibility. It is how we have always done it.” 
 
    “But should you no' have had highest priority in leaving with the first group? Whose stupid idea was it to let you be at the back?” 
 
    A small, sad smile turned up one corner of her mouth. “The prophet's.” 
 
    “Your prophet?” he echoed. Maybe the Believers were crazy after all. 
 
    Lyra began to trace a finger affectionately along one of the running designs. “Believe me, there was a hot debate over it when my name was drawn in the lottery to be in the reserve group. Many others, like you, thought I should be passed over this time, or that my period as Bearer be cut short for safety. But Brother Oubwyn, our prophet, took some time to consider the matter in prayer. The next day he told me I should accept my place in the lottery and finish my week as Bearer, too. God only knows why.” 
 
    At the slump of her shoulders, Kade understood that Lyra was just as confused by the logic of it all as he. 
 
    She continued softly, “No doubt he is getting a lot of backlash now from a lot of frightened people. Everyone must think it is lost. I imagine a search party or two has been organized, but I guess no one has been able to trace what happened to me.” 
 
    Some of Lyra's friends' comments from the interrogation made a lot more sense now. They were as much after what was in this box as Lyra, if not more so! Kade had chosen not to reveal his knowledge of them to Lyra yet as he didn't know whether or not his recommendation to the colonel would go through. It was possible they still might be killed. He'd decided to wait until he had good news. 
 
    Now, about that meeting he had promised, this new knowledge made it even more potentially problematic. Dangerous, even. Obviously, they will want to get this back from Lyra. Surely Kade should not let that happen— 
 
    “I need to see it.” 
 
    Lyra turned wide, fear-filled eyes on him. “Sir, please. Do not take this from me.” 
 
    “Lyra, I need to see it first before I can decide that. You say it is no' really a weapon. Show me.” 
 
    It took a while for her protective grip on the box to loosen, but slowly, uncertainly, she placed it on the vanity. “Okay.” 
 
    Kade brought a small table lamp to supplement the dim, overhead bulb. He wanted a good look at this thing. Whatever it was. Meanwhile, Lyra turned the box up to reveal a grid of buttons on the underside and after a second's hesitation, quickly pushed several of them. Kade heard a small click. 
 
    Resetting the case on the vanity, and with a small mutter to herself—or perhaps to her god, Lyra opened the lid to an object inside wrapped in cloth. She lifted it from the padded lining. By the chinking sound it made when she set it before her, Kade could tell it was quite solid. 
 
    Here she paused again, clearly reluctant to go further—so Kade did it for her. He reached over her shoulder and made the cloth fall away. 
 
    The artifact was metallic and lustrous, almost glowing under the lamplight with a mystical— Wait a minute. 
 
    “Is it a book?” Kade was rather disappointed. “This is your prophetic doomsday device? Your powerful leveling weapon?” Bah! Believers are crazy. 
 
    Lyra seemed relieved by his lack of concern, though she still spoke with great reverence.“Well, yes, it is the book, our original scripture—passed from the beginning of written language through the generations.” 
 
    Maybe it was just a shell with a hidden compartment. Kade reached to pick it up. 
 
    Gasping, Lyra made a grab for his arm. His fingers made brief contact with the unusual metal surface before she was able to stop him and Kade looked at her in surprise. “What? Am I supposed to utter a prayer or something before I touch it?” 
 
    “Uh …” With a nervous energy, Lyra checked his fingers for … for what? Dirt? She looked from him to the plates. “No. I—I just thought that something might happen. We never touch … it.” The poor woman was seriously confused. 
 
    Carefully, Kade touched the artifact again, picking it up, and this time Lyra let him. He found the anciently engraved object cool and smooth—and heavier than it looked—with writing in the old language, only a little of which Kade remembered from his school days when he was made to study the dead script for its supposed historical value. 
 
    Underneath the cover plate was another plate with more engraving, and another, and another. Hmm. It was possible that the text described how to make some destructive weapon, but otherwise, the only danger Kade could imagine from this thing was accidentally dropping it on his toes. 
 
    For a full minute he turned more random pages. Nope. Nothing hidden in there but words. He finally set it down before a still disturbed Lyra. “It seems harmless enough to me. Are you sure this is the object from your prophecy?” 
 
    It was almost funny to watch the emotions of both relief and disappointment pass across Lyra's features as she sat staring at her revered, ancient relic sitting innocently before her like any other hunk of metal. Honestly, Kade was both relieved and a little disappointed too—relieved that the apparent threat from the Believers was not near the scale his government had feared, and disappointed at all the years of wasted effort and killing that just the idea of this object had caused.  
 
    Lyra tentatively touched the strange, probably valuable metal, passing her fingers quizzically over the surface. “We have writings from ancient prophets about the Tohmu'vah expelling great energy and power when God has used it to defend the righteous,” she said. “We have always understood that it was a literal power, able to lay waste to entire cities. But maybe it was meant to be more figurative.” Then she turned to him. “Well, do you have any more questions. Or concerns?” 
 
    “I would probably like to show it to some o' my superiors—let them see that it is harmless.” 
 
    “No!” Lyra said with surprising force. “Please don't take this. They won't give it back!” 
 
    “Lyra, do you no' think that if you shared this, it could stop a lot o' the prejudice and killing?” Suddenly a light appeared at the end of the tunnel. Helping his government change its mind about Believers would make things so much safer for Lyra. It would be easier for them to be together. Why was she not eager to jump on this opportunity? 
 
    “I-I don't understand the nature of this book's power,” she told him, “but we have been given strict and clear commandment to keep it hidden from the world. That I know. That is my sacred mandate.” Her gaze bore into him, solid and unwavering. “And I cannot vary from it—not until I receive instruction otherwise from my leaders. Please understand.” 
 
    Kneeling beside her, Kade brushed fingers along her soft cheek. “You have shown it to me,” he reminded. 
 
    She lowered her face. “Out of compulsion. I still fear I am breaking the commandment in doing so, but I have come to trust you. Please don't let anyone know this is here.” 
 
    “I still think it would be o' great benefit to show it to people,” he reiterated gently. “Think about it. You might no' have to hide who you are anymore.” But Lyra only shook her head. 
 
    “People's minds might not be so easily changed as you hope—especially when it means they would have to recant longstanding wrongs against others. At this point, I think the military is so invested in seeking out rebels, that even if this artifact were taken out of the equation, they would just make up some other excuse to continue doing what they have been doing. Remember? We refuse to swear fealty to Caldreen. Maybe you don't want to believe it, but that alone has been reason enough for your military to wipe out entire towns.” 
 
    Kade's brow furrowed. He could not deny certain leaders who condoned such treatment of “reluctants.” There was a prevailing theory of Manifest Destiny that Caldreen spread uninhibited from sea to sea, and many in power took that as an excuse to move forward with the expansion by any means necessary. She may be right on that point, but she may also be a pessimist to assume that no good could come of sharing this with the world. Things will certainly not get any better by doing nothing. 
 
    However, it sounded like she also had strict orders, and Kade could empathize with the soldier's creed of unquestioning obedience. “All right, you have your orders and since I do no' see any threat in you or this thing, I suppose I do no' feel a need to file a report.” Relief washed over her like a drought-breaking rain. “However,” he added, “there is still a possibility that its contents are dangerous. So, I must insist that you grant me access to study it—just in case.” 
 
    Her head tilted in a most endearing way. “You know how to read Aultscryp?” 
 
    “I know enough to know if you are no' translating it correctly,” he fibbed, grinning. “I will have you read it to me.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    A quick squeeze of her knee and Kade knew it was time to leave, give her space. “Well, you look exhausted. How about you put that away for the night and go have another sleepover with Jos'lie?” he said. He stood and turned to go. 
 
    “I think I should sleep here tonight. If that's okay.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade stopped in his tracks. “Really?” 
 
    “Well, Jos'lie has been talking to people about me sleeping in her room and I think she needs to see us acting more conventional—for safety.” Then she added, “And it would only be suspicious tonight, anyway. She's already asleep.” 
 
    Aye, that was good logic. He would take it. And tonight she wouldn't be a weeping, hollow mess. 
 
    Lyra stubbornly insisted on putting away the last of the dishes before she retired, however. She was determined to keep earning her keep. So during that time, Kade ambled to his chair in the great room and picked up volume A. When she did finally shuffle to the bedroom, he made himself keep at his book. He didn't want to appear eager. 
 
    Three minutes later, Kade was reading the same passage for the fourth time, and looking at the clock for the tenth time. Okay, now. 
 
    Upon entering he found Lyra making up a bed of sorts on the floor and his anticipation waned. Oh. Of course. 
 
    “Thank you for making that up for me,” he said, skirting past to the wardrobe. “That was … thoughtful.” 
 
    “This is not for you. It's for me. I told you I would sleep on the floor when we needed to share the room.” She folded another blanket lengthwise over the first one and Kade spun to face her. 
 
    “Oh, no you will no'. I will no' enjoy the comfort o' my bed and make a woman sleep on the floor. It goes against my principles as a gentleman.” 
 
    With effort, Lyra sat up on her knees. “Well, I am not going to kick someone out of their own bed just because I need to sleep in the same room for a night. I'll be fine.” 
 
    Frowning, Kade undressed. Then he yanked the comforter off the bed and began to arrange it on the floor next to her. Ahskr, lying nearby, gave a couple anticipatory tail snaps. He had not realized that everyone was going to join him tonight. 
 
    “What do you think you're doing?” Lyra moaned. 
 
    “Sleeping on the floor,” he said, like it made perfect sense. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Fine.” Lyra lay down and turned over. 
 
    “Fine.” He turned out the light and soon had himself settled. We will just see who is more stubborn. 
 
    In the darkness, her unsteady breathing and fidgeting nearby told him she was nowhere near to going to sleep yet. It made Kade grin as he lay on his back, hands behind his head. This wasn't what he'd had in mind, but listening to her annoyance was kind of entertaining. 
 
    As expected, she only lasted a couple minutes. “This is dumb. Someone should use the bed.” 
 
    “Agreed. So get yourself up there.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Okay. Fine.” Lyra rose with her pillow. “Maybe we can trade off nights. Or,” she climbed onto the mattress, “tomorrow night, I can secretly bring in the trundle from Jos'lie's room. That wouldn't be as bad as the floor.” 
 
    Kade sighed. He supposed he could content himself with just listening to her breathe. What else was he to do? He was in love with a woman in denial. And even if she was ready to acknowledge reciprocal feelings, she was not willing to give herself to anyone less than a wedded husband. What in the world am I supposed to do with that? It was a grim thought. 
 
    Another few restless minutes and, “Sir?”  
 
    “Kade.” It was an automatic prompt now …  
 
    … with an automatic disregard of it. “This is dumb, too.” 
 
    “I agree, again.” 
 
    “Yes, well, after all, there is plenty of space up here, we are mature adults, and I can't stand the thought of you sleeping down there on the cold, hard floor.” 
 
    “Are you inviting me up, then?” he asked quietly. He had to be sure.  
 
    The answer wasn't quick. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, if you insist, my lady.” 
 
    He got the comforter back on again and arranged himself on his side. Her form was dimly lit by triple moonlight on the other. Much better. 
 
    “There,” she murmured. “Now I have one less thing to feel guilty about.” 
 
    Kade frowned. “You do know that you should no' beat yourself up over the ambush. It was an honest mistake.” 
 
    A small groan rose up from her side. “I know. That's what Jon told me, too.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I have been dreaming about him ever since he died. At first, we were separated by a … a curtain, but recently, he has been able to come through. And he speaks to me.” 
 
    A conversation about the one man who had successfully owned Lyra's heart—and perhaps still did even from beyond the grave—was not Kade's first choice, but if this was what she needed … 
 
    “What does he say?” 
 
    “Well, this last time, he said the same thing as you. He doesn't blame me. I shouldn't feel so responsible.” 
 
    “Smart man,” Kade admitted. “Are you going to believe him?” 
 
    “Yes. Eventually. It just … hurts still.” 
 
    “What can I do to help you heal faster, my lady?” 
 
    Movement under the covers and his arm was touched lightly. “Just keep being my friend. Keep being wonderful.” 
 
    She rolled away and he waited until she had stilled again. Then he said, “All right. I can do that.” Starting with this. 
 
    Rolling to her, he brought an arm round her, bringing her body against his. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she said, alarmed. 
 
    “I am being a friend. This is a hug,” he explained, his face brushing against the silkiness of the back of her head. “Hugs are on your list of acceptable touching, remember?” 
 
    She giggled. “This is not a hug. This is 'funny business'—which is not acceptable.” 
 
    “No, this is definitely just a hug.” It was gratifying to hear her laugh again. 
 
    Suddenly, his face was the target of a flying pillow and she laughed more as she tried to squirm away. “Well, you are also my boss, and I don't think bosses normally interact with their employees this way.” 
 
    Flinging the pillow away, Kade grabbed her before she could slide out of bed. Her pinned her arms to the mattress above her head and leaned over her chuckling, “And the last I knew, employees do no' invite their bosses into bed with them.” 
 
    Her giggling spurts continued as she struggled to free herself. “Now this,” she grunted, “is definitely funny business.” 
 
    “You started it.” 
 
    The sparkle in her eyes was evident even in the relative darkness. “I did not!” 
 
    “Honestly. Were you this much trouble for your husband?” 
 
    “No! I was a perfect angel. I always followed the rules. I never got into any trouble.” Lyra grew still. “And every night, before going to sleep, Jon told me he loved me.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Kade said it without premeditation, and he said it honestly, knowing full well she was not yet ready to return the sentiment. Her smile faded. 
 
    “Keep being my friend,” she whispered. It was almost a plea. “Keep being wonderful.” 
 
    Sigh. It was time to get off. “Aye, my lady.” And Kade went back to his side. Just another night in the most complicated relationship he had ever known, hands down.  
 
    “Um,” Lyra raised up on an elbow to squint into the utter blackness that was the floor, “where's my pillow?” 
 
    “Oh, I think I threw it. Somewhere over there,” he said with a gesture. 
 
    She groaned. “All the way over there? Across the cold floor?” Lyra flopped back down like the thought of having to trudge all the way to the other side of the room was far beyond her current capabilities. It made Kade chuckle. 
 
    “Would you like to share mine?” Wouldn't hurt to try. 
 
    “No, thanks.” 
 
    “Do you want me to get yours for you?” 
 
    “No. Don't wanna make you have to get up, either.” All went quiet and Kade turned back to staring at the ceiling, until suddenly, Lyra was there, right next to him. “But maybe a shoulder would be nice.” 
 
    Kade was floored. Had she really said that? Do no' question it, you dolt! He lifted an arm and within moments she was nestling her head on his shoulder, cuddling down the length of him. There was that soft heartbeat again. 
 
    Her whisper was quiet, contented. “This is just a hug back. No funny business.” 
 
    Bless the Mother! He rested tentative arms round her in the gentlest of holds. “Well,” he said, “in case it is no' obvious by now, Sugarpip, it seems I am powerless to do anything you do no' want me to do. You are safe with me.” 
 
    “I know.” She lay a bent arm comfortably across his chest and burrowed her face further into the base of his neck. By the claw! How many nights had he spent dreaming of just this very thing? “Good moonrise,” she mumbled. 
 
    Kade was awake a long time after she fell asleep, breathing her in, enjoying the feel of her skin against his, and thinking. Thinking a lot. A good part of the contemplation revolved around how long he could trust himself to be “safe” for her as he had said—because if she was going to go for this kind of sleeping arrangement every night, well, he was only human. 
 
    He didn't get much sleep, and by morning, Kade had his fingers curled in her hair at the base of her skull, holding her head close to his as sunlight worked its way across their faces. Lyra opened her eyes. 
 
    “Good morrow, Sugarpip. Did you sleep well?” 
 
    She smiled and took a moment for a satisfying yawn. “Yes. Did you?” 
 
    “Aye,” he lied. 
 
    She tucked her head to move it closer to his chest. “What would you like for breakfast?” 
 
    Your lips. Your throat. Your torso. Not picky. 
 
    “No' hungry, yet,” he lied again. “How about we just stay right here all morning?” Her upper arm had such a wonderful combination of developed muscle under an outer layer of silk. 
 
    “But the children will be up soon.” 
 
    “I have kids?” he groaned. 
 
    Lyra giggled. “Yes. Two great children who will be very hungry, very soon. I imagine Jos'lie will be here any second to jump on us.” 
 
    “Bah!” Kade held her closer a moment longer, soaking up enough to last through the day until his next chance. Then he rolled away. He had to be safe. 
 
    Bloody whor'. He never thought he could be jealous of a dead man. 
 
    Lyra was humming to herself in the closet while Kade dressed. On his way out of the room, he glanced out his breakfast nook window at the misty morning pond glowing in the sun's rays. The red orb had nearly broken its link from the horizon already. Hmm, Jos' was usually up and on him by now. 
 
    Yawning and scratching lazily at his head, Kade passed through the great room, and found his pretty princess cross-legged on the sofa, a haphazard pile of books next to her. 
 
    “Good morrow, Papa,” she said, a finger holding her place in one of his animal husbandry textbooks. “What does 'diurnal supplementation' mean?” 
 
    Kade froze. 
 
    # # # 
 
    The quiet humming could not be resisted as Lyra sat at the vanity, brushing out her hair. J'Kor had been such a good friend last night. Lyra did not want him to think for a second that she was toying with his affections, but she had just needed the comfort of a pair of arms so badly.  
 
    As for the confessions of love (Heavenly hosts!), well, dare she take them seriously? Honestly, the man could talk love for weeks and weeks, but until he was willing to back it up with—Yeah, right. Like that would—or could—ever happen. There were simply too many obstacles. 
 
    So unfortunately, nothing more could be allowed to develop between them. He was a good, good friend. 
 
    A happy giggle burst from somewhere in the great room. Lyra glanced once more toward the back of the vanity where she had relocated the Tohmu'vah and headed out. It was time to go cook something delicious for that good man and his children.  
 
    The sight that met her, however, stopped Lyra cold in her path. 
 
    J'Kor was crumpled on his knees in the middle of the floor, reverently holding a beaming Jos'lie to him in his lap! Good heavens, is he … crying? In shock, Lyra beheld him struggle through another sob as he reverently kissed his daughter's head. 
 
    “Papa, why are you crying?” Jos'lie curiously touched some of the wetness running down his cheeks. “I thought you were happy.” 
 
    Wait. Jos'lie sounded different …. 
 
    With a soft laugh, he kissed her again. “I am, Princess. So—very—happy.” 
 
    Jos'lie noticed Lyra stock still in the doorway. “Good morrow, Mama Lyra. Papa says I am all better now.” 
 
    Her bright greeting held almost no hint of any of her usual pronunciation problems or throaty halting. 
 
    Holy. 
 
    Harping. 
 
    Hoosfeathers! 
 
    “What … is going on?” 
 
    “Remember? You sang to me, Mama.” Jos'lie smiled. “I guess I am all fixed now.” 
 
    Lyra felt dizzy. Her heart began to pound an erratic rhythm, and she swooped to kneel by the girl. “Sweetness, you were never broken,” were the words she had to pronounce first. 
 
    The cut from last night looked about as expected—a little scabby though closed up entirely in a ragged line—but Jos'lie's eyes, her countenance, were changed. 
 
    Jos'lie shook her head with a giggle. “But you fixed what was wrong inside my head. You did it with your magic.” 
 
    Speechless, Lyra looked from Jos'lie to J'Kor (the poor man was still struggling with his emotions) to Jos'lie again. 
 
    “Look,” Jos'lie said, getting up to fetch a thick book from the sofa. “It makes sense now, all the letters.” She sat down and began to read. “Seasonal, damp weather combined with warmer temperatures such as in late spring and early fall provide a prime breeding ground for the bacteria … cauc-u-sephill-i-um,” her otherwise smooth recitation slowed to carefully work through the large word, “which causes intestinal bloat in ruminants and some other livestock o' the grazing nature.” She looked up with a smile. “See? The letters are no' jumbled anymore.” With enthusiasm, Jos'lie stuck her nose down again and continued reading aloud. 
 
    “Lyra.” 
 
    Lyra turned at J'Kor's utterance of her name, tears beginning to well in her eyes. “Do you really think that it was me that—that did that?” 
 
    Suddenly, she was in J'Kor's embrace and feeling through his body the great emotion still crashing through him. He whispered against the side of her head, “It must have been. I canno' imagine any other reas—” He couldn't go on for a second. “Thank you. Thank you.” 
 
    Lyra held him tightly in return, tears flowing freely now. “But, I didn't think I was doing anything other than sealing the cut.” 
 
    He sniffed loudly and laughed, “I know. But, thank the moons and stars for you, Lyra. … My Lyra.” 
 
    HEAVENLY FATHER! Was this her purpose in coming here? 
 
    Together, they listened to Jos'lie read, first from one book, and then another. Her intonation smoothed even more as her tongue got used to working out the sounds at a greater speed than to what it was accustomed. 
 
    No one even noticed Breht shuffle in, wondering why he wasn't smelling any breakfast yet and why his father and the khar were crying together in a heap in the middle of the floor. “What is wrong with you two?” he muttered. 
 
    Lyra and J'Kor began to laugh. 
 
    The rest of the morning passed in a happy flurry of activity. Jos'lie was eager to engage in all sorts of activities. She wanted to see what she could do with her newfound clarity and understanding. It seemed every part of her cognitive functioning was improved—her intellect, fine motor and coordination, logic and reasoning; she was a normal, happy eleven-year-old as far as any outside observer would conclude, and her father had a hard time taking his eyes off her. He wanted to enjoy this first day of grand discovery with her as much as possible. 
 
    As a result, Lyra quickly insisted that she do his morning chores for him so he could stay inside. She grabbed her hat and gloves and practically ran from the house before he had a chance to protest. Much later, Whinnee's stall was only halfway mucked when Lyra's stomach grumbled and she realized it was probably mealtime. She wiped the sweat from her brow and set the shovel off to the side. 
 
    The work had gone quickly this morning as her brain mulled over again and again, not only the wondrous events of this morning, but her rather enjoyable night of sleep. Giving the gentle churung an affectionate pat, Lyra promised to come back soon and finish the job. 
 
    Upon entering the house, she found three J'Kor family members playing cards at the dining table. All were deep in concentration. Then J'Kor looked up in greeting, his wide smile decidedly boyish. She grinned back and quietly made her way around to go get cleaned up in the bathroom.  
 
    Behind her, shouts and exclamations rose up over a card played that Papa had missed. 
 
    The laughing eventually died down and suddenly, J'Kor was at the door. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” she returned, amused, as she scrubbed her hands and arms. “How is it going?” 
 
    J'Kor scratched at his head and chuckled, “She is soundly beating the pants off us.” 
 
    “Good! You could use a good pant beating.” 
 
    “Aye, perhaps so.” J'Kor turned and called down the hall, “Breht, Jos'! Clean up the cards please and get ready to help Lyra with midmeal.” 
 
    “You do not need to do that,” Lyra said. “I want you to enjoy this day with them.” She dried off and placed the towel back on its rung. 
 
    “And I want you to enjoy this day, as well. In fact, you should be the one taking the day off. You are the miracle worker.” 
 
    She shook her head. “We don't yet know if it's permanent. We don't even know exactly what I did.” 
 
    “Well, it could have been any number o' things: a chronic inflammation, blood clot, some dysfunctional synapses. Who knows? And whether or no' this change is permanent is no' so important to me. Just having this one day with her—getting to see her as a normal girl, if only for a short while, it means the world to me.” He was almost getting emotional again. 
 
    Lyra took his hand. “All the more reason, then, for me to keep working today, don't you think? So you can capitalize on this precious time in case it doesn't last?” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” he assured, bringing her hand up for a kiss, “by working with Jos' in the kitchen to prepare some food.” Lyra laughed. Then his expression grew serious. “Lyra, I have been thinking. You should start meeting with Dr. Wyk—in secret, o' course—but this ability o' yours should be explored. Think o' all the good you could do. Think o' what you might be capable if you learned about this magic and honed your ability.” 
 
    “But what about me paying off my debt to you?” she asked, surprised. “What about all the work you need done around here? Visits like that to the university would be a sunup to sundown affair. And then I would be spending time away with Nim—” 
 
    “Screw your debt, Sugarpip. You do no' owe me anything anymore. What is it that you want to do?” 
 
    Dumbfounded first by his release of her servitude, and secondly, by the point blank question, Lyra didn't know what to say. 
 
    Her thoughts began to whirl. She could not deny her growing curiosity over her “talent.” Why did she get so tired when she used it? What were those notes she was hearing? Could she learn to mend the wounds more completely? How had she healed J'Kor from across the room? A suspicion had begun to form that this ability may not be so much magic as a special gift—like how some people could read pages and pages of a book then recite the words perfectly from memory afterward. Nobody called that sorcery or evil. 
 
    Promise me you will keep singing. The parting words of Maehan, the old Keeper of the Women, whispered into her mind. Oh my! Had Maehan known? And had she—Lyra—helped her and not even known it? 
 
    “Mama Lyra, do you want to play with us after midmeal?” Jos'lie broke in, craning her neck over her father's shoulder. 
 
    “Eventually,” she told Jos'lie with a smile, “but first I need to finish mucking out Whinnee's stall.” 
 
    J'Kor looked at her. “That is no' one o' my regular morning chores. No wonder you have taken so long out there.” 
 
    “Well, I could tell it really needed to be done, and I was just trying to be helpful and let you three have some private family time.” 
 
    “Except, now we have a fourth member,” he asserted softly. 
 
    “Aye, Mama Lyra! You are part o' us,” Jos'lie agreed, skipping forward to give Lyra a hug. 
 
    Whoa. These new, mind-boggling concepts were being thrown out just a little too quickly for Lyra's comfort, and as she hugged Jos'lie back, one more rather terrifying thought struck her. 
 
    Traveling to the city for sessions with Dr. Wyk would make for very convenient opportunities to meet with that mysterious gentleman and his coalition. 
 
    Whoa. 
 
    Anticipation over the radical idea filled Lyra as she followed J'Kor and his daughter to the kitchen. She should at least try one meeting to determine the group's authenticity. 
 
    But stepping to the ice box, Lyra had to pause a moment to take quick stock of where everything stood. 
 
    One: J'Kor just forgave her of any obligation to him, effectively endearing himself to her even further so that she hardly trusted herself around him anymore. 
 
    Two: She was contemplating letting a professor essentially experiment on her so she could learn magic, or whatever one should call it, and begin driving with Nim around the county healing people on the sly. 
 
    And three: She wanted to call a secret number to set up a secret meeting with a secret society whose real intentions were, well, still a secret, but should the supposed freedom become available, it would allow her to escape her slavery from the Caldreen'n government. However, it would also necessitate making the choice to leave this family into which she had just been inducted and come to feel an attachment, as well as the man whom she had adored snuggling with so much so last night that the better part of her mucking time today was spent in a daydream, looking forward to tonight when he would undress and she could climb into bed with him again! Aaaaaaack! 
 
    Yup, that about summed it up. Boy did she need to do some more praying. Somewhat dizzily, Lyra opened the door and let the chilled air waft soothingly over her pounding forehead. 
 
    There was a lot of talking during the meal: Jos'lie rattling off all kinds of things she wanted to read and learn and do, Breht quizzing her in a brotherly fashion to see what math problems she could perform in her head, and Lyra engaging herself with them as much as possible so she could ignore the quiet J'Kor who, it seemed, had decided Lyra was, once again, the most interesting person to watch. By meal's end, she was ready for some alone time. She needed time to think and breathe—away from that suffocating gaze that made her want to strangle him and make desperate love to him all at the same time. 
 
    It wasn't surprising that J'Kor tried to stop her from returning to the churung stall. 
 
    “I will finish that later,” he told her. 
 
    “No. Let me muck.” Lyra managed a coy smile. “Whinnee and I have begun to bond and she will be sorely disappointed if I don't return and finish like I promised.” 
 
    Her face got stroked in that special way that made Lyra tingle all over. “All right, but hurry back. We have 'bonding' to do in here, as well.” 
 
    It was just a tease, but out on the porch a moment later, Lyra was holding onto the railing as she worked through a giddy near-swoon. You will not succumb. You will maintain your resolve. Heavenly Father, are you sure you are not tempting me above what I am able? 
 
    The time back with Whinnee was well-spent. The hard labor cleared Lyra's head, and once that job was finished, several more minutes were taken to kneel in fervent prayer next to the warm, scaly animal contentedly chewing her hay. 
 
    Lyra eventually returned much calmer and put together. She was swiftly dealt in to the continuing game and spent the next few hours laughing and arguing gaily over plays made and attempted cheating. Later, everyone helped with dinner. Even Breht didn't seem too grumpy over it. They met eyes over chopping vegetables, and he gave her an accepting half-smile—the first one he had ever offered. 
 
    Laundry was barely remembered and Jos'lie chattered up another sleepover event with Mama Lyra as they folded together. They would braid each other's hair and paint nails and practice writing their names in very fancy ways. Surprisingly, J'Kor took the plans in stride. It was a special day after all. How could he say no? Lyra was quite relieved, in all honesty. As the sun sank lower in the sky, she had begun a reminder list about what was and was not acceptable behavior with him—the list actually being more for her than him. J'Kor was being oh, so patient with her, and that, darn it all, only made him more attractive! 
 
    The six-string was brought out after laundry duty and Jos'lie delighted herself in trying her hand at strumming. After her fingers tired, however, she let her father take over while Lyra helped her sing along. Jos'lie eventually requested the silly song from last week that had helped her go back to sleep after the nightmare. This time, Lyra was much happier to oblige. She directed the chord changes for J'Kor. 
 
      
 
    Oh, (C chord) what do you get when it's (F major) very, very wet 
 
    on a (C again) stone all alone in (G major) spring? 
 
    When a— (C major again) long comes the song of a (F major) sleepy mockaree. 
 
    It's a (G dominant 7th) very funny (C major) thing. 
 
      
 
    Ko-ko! (Yawn) 
 
    Ko-ko! (Yawn) 
 
    Koko, koko, (Yawn). 
 
      
 
    Jos'lie giggled uncontrollably every time she made the yawning sound. The next verses were the same as the first with the addition of a new animal introduced each time. An angry blue capry. A crying starkeling. And lastly, a stinky hobagghee. It added further insensibility to the chorus sections as the song progressed. The last time through sounded utterly ridiculous. 
 
      
 
    Honk, honk—pee yew! 
 
    Whoodle aye whoodle aye—wah! 
 
    Mee yowp yowp—grrrr. 
 
    Koko koko, (Yawn). 
 
      
 
    Lyra was in tears by the end from Jos'lie's animated expressions as she tried to get in all the words and sounds. J'Kor's cracking up was getting the better of him, as well, and he had to stop playing. Meanwhile, Breht kept trying his best to ignore the corny, inane nonsense as he practiced magic tricks off to the side. He was failing. 
 
    Eventually things calmed down. Jos'lie started yawning in earnest and bedtime routines began, but when Lyra got to Jos'lie's room, the girl was waiting with hairbrush and ribbons in hand. She was determined to try some braiding before calling it quits for the night. 
 
    Dutifully, Lyra sat on the side of the bed and as Jos'lie started work on a strand, she began to whistle—at least she tried. Jos'lie soon discovered that whistling was one ability that would require a little more practice to perfect. 
 
    The braiding session continued and good nights were spoken as J'Kor came to see them. “Papa,” Jos'lie told him during their hug, “I think I am going to give poor Ms. Naith'm a heart attack when I go back to school tomorrow and start reading for her.” 
 
    Lyra heard the concern in his voice behind her as he said, “Princess, I think it would be best if you revealed your new abilities slowly, over time. I do no' want a stir over Mama Lyra.” Apparently Jos'lie looked confused because he explained, “You see, it is possible that if too many people found out what she can do, she might get taken away.” 
 
    “How could she get taken away? She is part o' our family.” 
 
    “Well … you remember Mama Lyra's bump on the back o' her neck?” 
 
    “Uh, huh.” 
 
    “That bump means she belongs to Caldreen. She gets to live here with us, but if the government wants to, er, move her to another home, it can.” 
 
    Jos'lie thought on that a moment, “But Papa,” she said, brightening, “if you married Mama Lyra, then she would belong to you and no one could take her away!” 
 
    “I would like to,” he answered, and the significance he attached to the words carved a laceration into Lyra's palpitating heart which somehow only sang stronger with the bleeding, “but I am no' allowed—no' to a khari'na. So, it would be best to make everyone believe she had nothing to do with your improvement. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Aye, Papa.” 
 
    “So, do you think you could hold back some o' your new smarts,” he gave a playful poke to her forehead, “for a week or so and pretend that you are just beginning to understand? … Like a natural growth spurt?” 
 
    “Oh, aye! I can do that. I will make it into a game—just a little bit at a time.” 
 
    “That is my good girl.” J'Kor gave his daughter a kiss. “I love you. Do no' stay up too late, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Jos'lie went back to braid number five and J'Kor turned to Lyra who was insanely trying to appear oblivious to the conversation that had just transpired behind her. 
 
    “Good moonrise.” 
 
    The message was simple, but his light touch of her jaw spoke much more, plunging Lyra into deep, tumultuous, agonizing, lovesick thought as he left. 
 
    “Mama Lyra,” Jos'lie said, interrupting the divine torture, “where did you live before you came to us?” 
 
    “I used to live in the northern mountains, Sweetness. You already knew that.” 
 
    “Oh, did you already tell me?” 
 
    Lyra answered wryly, “As a matter of fact, you told me. Don't you remember the first time we met?” 
 
    Jos'lie paused. “I remember seeing you. And Grandmother was here, too—and Mr. Shapler.” 
 
    “You said you had been dreaming about me.” 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    Oh dear. Could it be? 
 
    “Jos', do you remember why you were going through my closet last night?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I was just looking around.” 
 
    “You don't remember talking about a … a book?” 
 
    The braided lock got tied off at the end and Jos'lie picked up her comb to sort out the next section of Lyra's hair. “What book?” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a fitful night's sleep. Lyra tossed and turned, unable to stop her mind racing through all the new possibilities of her life—especially the ones associated with the man in the other room. Did he really want to marry her? Was he that sincere? That sure? But more importantly, if it were possible, did she want to marry him? 
 
    Lyra wondered what might have happened if they had met under normal circumstances. If she had been home— 
 
    Ugh.  She couldn't even imagine this Caldreen'n lord among her people. He was the enemy! A Stranger! If she were free and home, Lord J'Kor would never have been a consideration. 
 
    But you are not home.  
 
    She was living with and, out of necessity, sharing a bed with a good man of principle and honor, perhaps long-term, and this pretending she was just a live-in maid was failing miserably. It would only be a matter of time before she slipped up. She liked being with him too much. She loved— 
 
    Lyra flopped over again, perturbed. Why was she even spending time worrying about whether or not she would marry him? It was impossible! Right? 
 
    And you don't love him. Not like that. 
 
    … Right? 
 
    “Good morrow, Mama Lyra!” Jos'lie exclaimed the next morning, her head popping over an exhausted Lyra on the trundle below. One thing had certainly not changed. The girl was still pure sunshine. 
 
    There was an extra excitement in getting the children ready to head back to school. J'Kor spent a few minutes speaking to both of them about the need for discretion regarding Jos'lie's change and what they might or might not say about their father's mistress. Breht and Jos'lie nodded obedient heads and went on their way. 
 
    “How about you finish cleaning up breakfast, I get the morning chores done, and then we both sit down together for some further examination o' your 'dangerous weapon'?” J'Kor suggested to Lyra with that twinkle. 
 
    His lopsided grin was far too sexy, but Lyra couldn't deny the idea's appeal. What could be more safe and wholesome than reading the scriptures together? Besides, she had made a bargain with him. And it was also the Sabbath. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, Lyra was in her closet removing the wrapped plates from their box, slightly surprised by the artifact's temperature in her hands. 
 
    “Hmm, it's still warm,” she told J'Kor as she sat next to him waiting on the sofa. She curled her legs up underneath her and the Tohmu'vah went on her lap. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    J'Kor casually draped an arm across the sofa back behind her as Lyra lay her palm over the metal. “It's warm. When I put it away the other night, I noticed that the metal felt slightly warm to the touch. I figured it was the heat from that lamp you brought in.” 
 
    J'Kor felt the book's cover himself. “The morning sun through the window must have been hitting the box,” he concluded. 
 
    “I didn't think the sun was reaching where it was hidden.” 
 
    With a dismissive shrug he let his arm fall across her shoulders. “Shall we start at the beginning?” 
 
    For the next hour in the ambient morning light of his cozy living room, Lyra translated out loud to J'Kor the Believer's text. He heard about the creation of Geniven, and D'mahl and Aveyah—the first of God's children to be given bodies and placed on it. She read to him about their initial existence in a state of innocence, dwelling in a garden paradise until they encountered Satan—the fallen angel—and chose a life of knowledge and mortality together to allow more of God's children from the spirit world to come and partake of the Plan of Salvation, thereby launching God's ultimate design for the exaltation of mankind. 
 
    There was also other doctrine describing necessary ordinances needed for salvation revealed to D'mahl and Aveyah and their subsequent posterity, and every once in a while Lyra would glance over, trying to decipher J'Kor's impression of it all. She mostly found him watching her intently, relaxed, at total ease, occasionally twiddling a lock of her hair that found its way between his fingers. This did not make concentrating on translating easier. At the end of another chapter of the first chronicle, Lyra finally asked if he had had enough yet. 
 
    “Oh, are you getting tired?” 
 
    “Well, I just thought you might be. You don't seem to be paying much attention.” 
 
    “I am paying attention.” 
 
    A wry grin tugged at Lyra's mouth. “I meant to what I'm reading. Not me.” 
 
    “'It is no' good for man to be alone.' 'Therefore, thou shalt cleave to her and none else.' 'The man is no' without the woman, neither the woman without the man,'” he quoted, “Aye, I have been listening.” At Lyra's surprise, he chuckled and brought a wavy tress of hair to his face for a playful, felicitous sniff. 
 
    “So what do you think of it?” she asked warily. 
 
    “'Go forth and multiply?'” J'Kor grinned. “Honestly, I kind o' like what I have heard so far. It sounds like a love story.” 
 
    Lyra had to laugh at the interesting interpretation. “I guess so, though I have never looked at it quite that way.” 
 
    His twiddling stopped. “So how does it end for them?” 
 
    “Well, they end up having many, many children, growing to a ripe old age until their mortal probation is finished, and their spirits return to Heaven—together forever.” 
 
    The humor in his eyes turned thoughtful. “That sounds good to me.” 
 
    Then, tucking the loose tendril behind her ear, and searching Lyra's expression carefully, slowly, he brought her head close for a tender kiss. 
 
    Oh, blessed angels! This cannot happen! 
 
    At the last second, Lyra took command of herself and dropped her head. “I'm sorry,” she whispered in regret, “that can't be on the list.” 
 
    Her thudding heart petered out, dying in bottomless depths, while J'Kor watched her, curious. 
 
    “But sleeping next to me half naked is?” he finally said softly. 
 
    Drat! He had to bring that up!  
 
    No. He was right. He was absolutely right! She had gone way past safe boundaries the other night. Oh, she was such a hypocrite! 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Lyra mumbled guiltily. “That was a mistake. I shouldn't have let that happen.” 
 
    It was with a sudden clarity that Lyra realized she shouldn't even be sitting with him like this. This wasn't appropriate behavior between two people who were “just friends” either! 
 
    She closed the book and made to stand. “I think I had better go … do something else.” 
 
    But J'Kor expeditiously pulled her right back down. “No. Lyra, we need to talk about this and it needs to happen now.” He adjusted himself to face her and Lyra cringed in her seat, not at all prepared to have this conversation, especially right now. “Lyra, I meant what I said last night. I wish I could offer you marriage. I love you. Do you … love me, too?” 
 
    Slowly, Lyra shook her head. “I don't know.” You're a liar! You're a liar! Don't lie to him! “Well, maybe. Yes.” It was true. Oh no, it was true! 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    The words were uttered with such relief and humility that Lyra knew if she lifted her eyes to him in that moment, she would unequivocally lose herself to him. She would reach for his glorious sun-tinted head, seek out those sensitive full lips, and neither one of them would come up for air again until the next day.  
 
    “But it still doesn't change anything. I can't allow myself to act on it—not as we are now.” 
 
    “But what do you expect me to do?” he said with a sudden urgency. “You know we canno' be married. I can try my best to just be your friend, but come on, Lyra, I am only a man. I mean, it may be easy for you to maintain certain boundaries, but I can only chop so much wood!” 
 
    “You think this has been easy for me?” she retorted, ignoring the strange wood-chopping comment. (She got the gist anyway.) “Look, I have been tempted by you every minute of every day, and the only reason I was able to fall asleep with you last night like I did was because I was completely worn out with Jos'lie's healing. And—and that nightmare I had that I didn't want to talk about? Well, for your information, that dream was about you.” Lyra snorted. “And what was happening between us was definitely not on my 'acceptable' list.” 
 
    “Really?” His pleasure at the candid disclosure was plain. 
 
    He reached for her face again, but Lyra bounced to her feet, Tohmu'vah in hand, and resurrected heart beating wildly. “Please stop doing that! You are not helping the situation.” She spun and retreated to the bedroom. 
 
    An exasperated groan rose up. “Lyra, I am sorry!” J'Kor came after her in the vanity closet as she hastily wrapped the plates back in their cloth. “But you canno' land a revelation like that in a man's lap and no' expect a response. It is how normal people express their affection.” 
 
    “There are more important elements to a good relationship than sex,” she shot back. 
 
    He heaved a monumental sigh. “O' course, I know that, but I am slowly going insane, nevertheless. I canno' keep living like this with you! Is an official ceremony so important?” 
 
    Father, give me the courage …. 
 
    “Something of authority recognizing a union of mutual consent and equality, yes. It is a commandment—no exceptions. Besides, it is the only solid assurance of another's sincerity, and I cannot accept less. I'm sorry,” she told him, shaking her head, despondent. “But perhaps, in time, we will be able to find a way—” 
 
    “No, Lyra,” J'Kor cut in. “There is no 'way.' I have thought and thought about this and I can tell you most assuredly that no Justice in Caldreen will ever agree to marry us!” 
 
    An idea suddenly struck Lyra—a really terrifying idea—that almost frightened her too much to voice. “What if I knew someone outside of Caldreen that could marry us?” 
 
    J'Kor's expression darkened. “What—exactly—are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Well, if we went together to go find my people, we could be married there.” 
 
    The eyes grew more dull, more distant. It was an eternity before he grumbled, “Lyra, you ask too much.” 
 
    “No—no!” Lyra contested. “It's not as bad as it sounds. You wouldn't have to convert or anything. It would just be a plain, civil ceremony—but it would be binding. Binding enough. Then, I—I promise I will return with you. Forever.” 
 
    “No,” he countered, “it is that bad! No' even considering that I canno' leave this farm for more than a week, or what in the world I would do with Breht and Jos'lie for such a period, or, after all that trouble, what you will do if we canno' even find them, you do no' seem to realize that I would be walking right into a colony o' people that I used to assist in hunting down. Do you really believe for a second that they will let me marry you so I can swiftly carry you back to the enemy nation? It is much more likely that I will be taken prisoner and killed!” 
 
    “I would not let them do that! I would explain the situation, make them marry us, and, once I can see my children for a few days, I would force everyone to let me return with you!” 
 
    His laugh was dark. And bitter. “And you would really be able to just walk away from your children forever? Just like that?” 
 
    Like a knife to her gut, Lyra realized just how difficult it really would be. A piece of her soul severed and left there to rot. It would kill her. 
 
    “Exactly,” J'Kor grunted, interpreting her expression. 
 
    “No, wait.” Lyra collected her nerve again. “I could. I know I could! I know I would have to—and being with them again, if only for a little while, would still be so much better than not at all.” 
 
    Eyes narrowing, shoulders tense, J'Kor regarded her. Then he just shook his head and walked away. With a small sob Lyra lurched after him into the great room. 
 
    “Please! I would do it. I would do it for you!” 
 
    The pause in J'Kor's stride was only for a moment. Then he was moving again. 
 
    “Please!” she said once more. “Please think about it. I know it is so much to ask—” 
 
    “You got that right, Sister,” he grumbled, having reached the hall. 
 
    “Wait!” Lyra stumbled, following. “I thought we were going to talk about this fully.” 
 
    “I have some work I need to do,” he muttered, having reached his office door. “And please do no' disturb me, 'Na Lyra. I will be making a couple important wires.” 
 
    The close of the door invoked a hollow echo through the house as Lyra stood solemn and alone, fighting to take command of her emotions. This was the way it kept going with them. Up and down and up and down. It was exhausting. 
 
    Returning to the vanity to finish stashing the Tohmu'vah in its new hiding place, Lyra did her best to shake off yet another argument with her conflicted Caldreen'n lord. Maybe a walk outside would be nice. Yes, by the pond. She could collect some sugarpip pods for lunch. The ones she and Jos'lie had found last week were the first of the season and there ought to be more ready for picking by now. It would give Lyra something constructive to do while J'Kor took what time he needed to blow off steam. Then, they could smooth things over again. Somehow. 
 
    Between the steady sunshine, the pleasant rustle of late morning breeze, and the pint of crisp, colorful pods she eventually had cradled in her apron, Lyra started to feel better. She had faith that they would be able to work things through. If the miracle of her freedom wasn't granted, surely God would help her continue living chaste in the home of the man that she had unavoidably grown to—let's just face it—love. 
 
    Please guide us, Father. Help us know what to do. 
 
    She had turned the last corner of the house on her way back to the porch when Lyra was surprised to behold a local police rig parked in the yard, much like the one that detective had used. 
 
    What jumped from the carriage and came striding toward her, though, was not him. It was several uniformed men. 
 
    “May I help you?” Lyra said. 
 
    “You will come with us, please,” one said while two others took positions on either side of her. 
 
    A foreboding chilled Lyra to the bone. “Will you please tell me what this is about?” 
 
    “This way, Mistress.” The man gestured toward the rig and hands were placed at her back. They began to usher her to the back of the black carriage with its ominous compartment and barred windows. 
 
    “Wait, at least let me speak to my lord, first,” Lyra tried, panic rising. J'Kor wouldn't let them take her. He would stop this. 
 
    The cell compartment's door swung open, revealing a musty, dingy interior. Lyra reflexively shied away, resisting, but multiple sets of strong arms insisted otherwise, and forgotten sugarpips spilled to the ground, getting squished underfoot as Lyra was speedily forced inside like an animal. 
 
    “My lord!” Lyra clambered onto the rickety bench, grimy with human filth, and peered out the small side window. Unfortunately it was not angled well toward the home's front. “My lord!” she screamed again. 
 
    “Shut up, woman!” one of the men griped with a click of the door's padlock. “No one is going to come save you. I have my orders. And a headache, besides,” he muttered as he stalked to the rig's front and climbed aboard. “Was supposed to go fishing today, blast it all, but no! Some lord had to wire, demanding a khar pick up—all the way to the capital's compound! My day is completely shot. …” 
 
    Lyra heard no more. It felt like a churung had just landed on her chest. 
 
    No! It couldn't be! He wouldn't have done that! “My lord!” she cried again. “My lord, PLEASE!” 
 
    A minute later, more men climbed aboard and the rig began to move. Nothing came from the house. No mystical, glowing fireballs. No courageous, passion-induced rescue. 
 
    Not even a resigned goodbye. 
 
    No J'Kor. 
 
    No Kade. 
 
    With tears in her eyes, Lyra watched the J'Kor home get smaller and smaller, growing hazy with distance and sunlight. When it dropped out of sight, she slid to the floor in a trembling, sobbing heap. 
 
    It can't be. It can't be … 
 
      
 
    Time passed miserably. 
 
    Eventually the sounds of the city began to waft through the window bars: traffic, pedestrians, vendors, beasts of burden. By the time the police rig slowed to a halt before a dark and intimidating structure with Caldreen National Military Headquarters emblazoned across the top in shining, stone-carved letters, Lyra was a picture of stoic solidarity as she was passed off from county law enforcement into the hands of waiting army guards. They had her tracker and papers, too—everything J'Kor required to be rid of her forever. 
 
    Through a series of sparse, cold rooms and dimly lit corridors, she was taken to a long hall of barred cells lining the walls on either side and painted in a harsh white. It was into one of the first ones that he was placed. A low cot, a steadily dripping water spigot sticking out over a small drain, and a waste bucket in the corner, the extent of his homeyness, but at least it appeared relatively clean. Or rather, bleached and sterile. 
 
    The guards left, leaving behind nothing but a bleak, echoing silence and Lyra lifted hollow eyes to her new surroundings. There did appear to be a few other prisoners sharing the wing. Directly opposite Lyra's cell were two other shiftless, inmates in separate compartments—the one lying still on his cot and the other, having been aroused by the activity, standing at the bars gazing dully upon her. He had a slight, but persistent cough. 
 
    Wearily, Lyra went to her cot and waited in abject resignation for whatever was going to happen next. As an exposed Believer, to what did she have to look forward? Interrogation? Torture? Work camp? Death? Funny, the engulfing terror that should have descended with each of these ominous prospects didn't even come close to the gouging, heart-shredding torment of J'Kor's betrayal superseding it all. 
 
    Ripping. Crushing. Dessicating. 
 
    Mere terror would be a relief. 
 
    No, he didn't do it! she screamed internally. He wouldn't have turned me in! It was all a big mistake. 
 
    Lyra rolled, disconsolate, toward the peeling brick wall. She prayed to her Heavenly Father for forgiveness—without much conviction. She was unworthy. It was her actions that had led to the deaths of her husband and friends. The Tohmu'vah had been discovered and then she had shown it to a Caldreen'n! Furthermore, she had fallen for her Stranger captor, and she had begun to practice magic. What a useless waste of space am I?  
 
    This must be her punishment for her utter failure. 
 
    A thick fog of hopelessness over her sure state of eternal damnation settled upon Lyra and the tears flowed unchecked. She had betrayed Jon's faith in her. They would never be together again. 
 
    Impossibly, the melody of a hymn began to come: 
 
      
 
    See thou, Thy sheep. 
 
    Whither aimless they wander, 
 
    Lost in the night 
 
    Through the harrowing squall. 
 
      
 
    Interesting how her imagination was using Jon's voice in her head. 
 
      
 
    Heed their cry. 
 
    Sanctify. 
 
    Guide them, oh, Shepherd of all. 
 
      
 
    No. Not Jon's voice … 
 
    “… Sursha?” 
 
    The plaintive singing stopped. “… Lyra?” 
 
    “Sursha!” Lyra nearly tumbled to the floor in her haste to get over to her barred wall. “Sursha! I'm here!” She stuck her arm through and waved, mashing her face against the bars to see as far down the prison wing as possible. 
 
    Eight compartments down on the opposite side, an arm appeared, returning the gesture as a portion of her dear brother-in-law's face stuck out between the rods. A ray of sunshine broke through the clouds of anguish. Father, Thou art more kind than this unfaithful servant deserves! 
 
    “Sursha, what happened? Why are you here?” 
 
    He answered back, “After you didn't show up for several days, we went searching for you. We found—” His voice turned careful. There were other ears. “—a burn pile at the old site and managed to identify everyone. Everyone but you.” Lyra swallowed a lump at the thought of Jon's and everyone else's remains. “We eventually found ourselves following the khari'na caravan to catch up with you, but ran into trouble with a suspicious guard outside the building after the auction.”  
 
    Oh Grally! Lyra groaned. Why did he have to be so good at his job? “We?” she said. 
 
    “Peerz and Lowet are with me.” 
 
    Each of the other familiar voices gave quick, confirming greetings with Lowet adding, “Do you still have your things? Are they still safe?” 
 
    Lyra deflated. Of course. That was the more important reason for them to be looking for her. And look what you have to tell them. 
 
    “Uh, yeah—” 
 
    “Are you all right, sis?” Sursha inquired. “Has that officer been … hurting you?” 
 
     “What officer do you mean?” 
 
    “The officer that interrogated us several days ago. He said he was the one that bought you at the auction—that you had been living in his home. Uh, Officer J'—J'—” 
 
    To Lyra's amazement, the other two spoke the name of which she had grown so fond. 
 
    “J'Kor.”, “Yeah, J'Kor”, “That's right. Officer J'Kor.” 
 
    The amazement turned to shock. “You are the business that took him to the city that day?” That was the day she had tried to run. That was the day that was supposed to have marked her moment of freedom. 
 
    “Lyra, have you really been living in his home this whole time? As his slave?” The concern in Jon's brother's voice was evident. She almost smiled. 
 
    “I have, but, I'm fine. Really. He has grown to be a-a good friend, believe it or not.” At least, he was. 
 
    “Really? But hasn't he, er, you know …?” was the very uncomfortable question from Sursha to his brother's wife. 
 
    “No. He never did.” Oh my! All the days and nights he exerted such effort to keep his hands off—to stay away—all that wood chopping! It finally became crystal clear and a sad smile broke over her face. “He has been a gentleman.” 
 
    “I knew it was God that sent him to us!” The exultation was uttered by her father's old friend, Peerz. 
 
    “What was your experience with him?” Lyra said, intensely curious. 
 
    “He didn't tell you about us?” It was Lowet. 
 
    “No.” Why hadn't he told her? 
 
    Peerz said, “Perhaps he didn't want to say anything until he knew what was going to happen. He told us he was going to recommend a release and even arrange to meet with you, but that it might take some time for the order to go through.” 
 
    “He was going to let us meet?” Lyra's heart began to melt. 
 
    “That was the line he used, anyway.” Good old, cautious, skeptical Lowet. He had always been that way. 
 
    Sursha said, “Lyra, what are you doing here? Hasn't Officer J'Kor been protecting you?” 
 
    “I'm, um, not sure, actually. We had a … an argument this morning and he seemed pretty upset. I went outside for a bit and when I came back, there were men waiting for me. I didn't get to see him before I was taken away and I only heard one of the jailers say something about a lord calling to have me picked up.” A new lump started. No. No. NO! She swallowed it down again. He didn't do it! She had to believe! “I know that sounds bad, but I didn't think he was that mad.” 
 
    “Typical Caldreen'n scum.” Guess who muttered that. 
 
    Peerz changed the subject. “Lyra, where are your 'things'? Are they safe?” 
 
    “Yes. They are still at home—I mean, his home.” 
 
    “Does he know anything?” 
 
    Heavenly Hosts! If only they knew how much she had slipped up there! They were about to find out. “His daughter—” 
 
    Light clanking echoed through the cell wing. Someone was coming! 
 
    A pair of soldiers entered and walked directly to Lyra's door. “Someone is here for you,” she was told. 
 
    Lyra dared not hope, but she quickly wiped her face dry and stepped out. She could only offer one longing glance toward Sursha, Peerz, and Lowet's anxious faces, who, likewise, bid her silent, worried  farewells with their eyes. The soldiers moved her down the corridor and through the first set of guarded doors, apparently backtracking to the entrance. At the last check point before the public lobby, one of her escorts handed the guard a document. 
 
    “An order for release?” the guard said. “I thought she was just brought in.” 
 
    The escort merely shrugged. Evidently, he didn't know what was going on either. 
 
    They were let through and to Lyra's surprise, she was escorted right out the front door where a waiting, higher ranking officer led the way to a parked carriage at the bottom of the building's steps. 
 
    “So sorry for the confusion, my lord,” the officer said through the coach window. “Here is her tracker and release form. Good day to you.” 
 
    The coach door was opened and Lyra took an anxious step closer to peer inside. 
 
    # # # 
 
    “… Aye, thank you, Lord Felvyt. It is a pleasure doing business with you, too.” 
 
    Kade finished his obligatory goodbyes and hung up. Heaving a long, deep sigh, leaned heavily back in his office chair. That wire had taken over an hour—the biggest transaction of his life. And he felt drained. 
 
    He stood and stretched. It was time to go find Lyra. They had more to discuss. 
 
    Upon entering his great room, however, Kade was surprised to see a couple county agents waiting for him. His wire receiver back in his office began to ring. 
 
    “May I help you?” he said. Lyra must have let them in. 
 
    “Lord J'Kor?” one said, in a brisk tone. 
 
    “Aye. That is me.” The ringing continued and the agent stepped forward. 
 
    “I have papers here authorizing—” 
 
    Lyra's terrified scream rang through the yard. Out the window, Kade spotted a police carriage where, from the back, more badgies appeared, heading toward the house. Lyra! He lunged for the door, but ready arms were on him, holding him back. 
 
    “My lord!” 
 
    Lyra's second desperate scream chilled Kade to the bone and he threw himself against his human restraints. “What are you doing to her?” 
 
    He broke free, but when he swung open the door, the two oncoming badgies were ready to force him back in. Someone jumped on his back and before Kade knew it, he was wrestled to the floor. “What is the meaning o' this?” Kade was furious. 
 
    “Sorry for the uncivil tactics, my lord, but he said to be prepared for resistance and to use force, if necessary, to keep you under control.” 
 
    “Who said that?” Kade tried to kick out, but someone was sitting on his legs. 
 
    A heavyset agent waved a short stack of papers over his head. “The man who ordered this khar retrieval.” 
 
    Lyra's third cry to him was absolute torture. 
 
    “May I see it?” Kade spat through clenched teeth. He could not believe he was being treated this way in his own home. There had been no warning, no notice. This could not be legal! 
 
    “O' course, my lord.” But a handgun was pointed at Kade before he was let up. 
 
    A fierce, low growling swelled from the bedroom doorway where Ahskr had been awakened from a late morning nap to find large, threatening intruders in his home. The already stiff hairs along his back's ridgeline stood even straighter and stiffer. 
 
    “Call him off,” the agent ordered, nervously keeping his gun pointed at Kade's head. 
 
    “Steady, boy,” Kade soothed, lifting himself from the ground and going to him. He didn't want Ahskr shot. As Kade shut Ahskr back in the bedroom, the ringing from the office finally stopped, and he turned, bristling, “May I see those papers now?” 
 
    “We need your khar's tracker and bio file, first, please.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Kade growled. Ahskr whined at the door, worried about what was happening out there without him, but Kade had to ignore him.  
 
    The agent tipped his gun meaningfully. “You will do as I ask, my lord. My men are anxious to be on their way.” 
 
    This whole situation was highly irregular, but the armed man was clearly not interested in discussing the finer points of law enforcement and procedure at the moment. “They are in the safe in my office,” Kade finally muttered with a nod toward the hall. “Go to my desk, open the second drawer on the right, and feel for the key slot on the underside o' the drawer above.” 
 
    Two of the group followed his direction and soon returned with Lyra's things, heading directly out the door with them, no further explanation forthcoming. The ringing in his office started again. 
 
    “Wait! I own that khar!” Kade cried. “What right do you have to take her? And what right do you have to treat me like a criminal in my own home?” 
 
    The lead agent finally lowered his gun and handed Kade the documents. “It was supposed that if you had known in advance, you might try to keep her from us,” he stated mildly. “From your reaction, I see that the concern was valid. Everything is in perfect order, I assure you.” 
 
    Kade's first impulse was to take advantage of the ill-handled weapon within such easy reach, but a quick glance showed that the remaining badgie also had a weapon ready. The police rig started to drive away and it took all of Kade's will to turn his attention to the papers in his hand. 
 
    “The first is our order to transport her to headquarters at the capital,” the county agent explained, “and the others make up the official ruling o' the Committee for Internal Affairs, calling for disciplinary action against your khar by turning her over into the hands o' the plaintiff. You will find all the proper signatures with the list o' grievances and other evidence that has been brought against her.” 
 
    Kade was so enraged he had a hard time even reading the words on the page. Then, only two stood out: Serpahn Malig'ahnt. He swore softly. Bloody whor', he knew it! 
 
    Tring-ing! Tring-ing! The insistent receiver continued and Kade finally had the presence of mind to suppose that the call might have something to do with this whole blasted situation. Gripping the documents fiercely, he started toward his office. 
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” the portly agent challenged. 
 
    Kade sighed. “May I please go answer my receiver?” Their somewhat dim, hesitant faces made him roll his eyes. “Your orders are merely to keep me under house arrest, correct?” The men nodded. “So, I am still in the house. May I please answer that blasted ringing?” 
 
    Gruffly, the deputy badgie was ordered to accompany Kade and watch him carefully. 
 
    “Hello?” Kade finally said into the receiver. Please be good news. 
 
    “Kadent! I have been trying to reach you for the last hour!” It was Mother, sounding very worried. “The committee's ruling came out this morning. Serpahn got to them somehow and they have decided against your Lyra. I am so sorry, Kadent, but someone might be there any minute to pick her up!” 
 
    With a growl, Kade took his chair at the desk. “Too late, Mother. They have already come.” 
 
    “Have they taken her?” 
 
    “Aye.” With a glare at his guard standing just inside the room, Kade added, “And I am under house arrest.” 
 
    “Oh, Kadent! I am so sorry. The last I knew the committee was leaning toward my recommendation, and when Lyra apologized so well and becomingly to Serpahn at my gala, I thought for certain that would be the end o' it.” Then Mother's voice dropped to something of a confidential nature. “But I have been on the wire all morning talking to some o' the members, and I think there may have been some coercion involved. Maybe even some threats. They are afraid o' him, Kadent. Afraid o' his power.” 
 
    “Mother, how sure are you about this?” Kade sat up in attention. This was a possible break. If he could shed some doubt over the legitimacy of the decision … 
 
    “Oh, most o' them tried to talk me down like I was some silly hen too motivated by the interests o' her son to look at the facts with objectivity, but others—a few others—when I finally got them to talk to me, sounded downright frightened.” 
 
    “So, what are the 'facts'?” Kade said, shuffling through the papers. It was time to take a closer look at this ruling and see exactly what they were up against. 
 
    With his mother listening, Kade skimmed through the summary of grievances on the first page. Most of it was as expected: her altercation with Malig'ahnt at the auction, the incident at the restaurant, and even the stir of “insurgency” she created with her entertainment at Sal's party. But then there were a couple things he did not expect to see. There was mention of discourtesy and impertinence toward His Eminence, Lord Devor D'Pendul, in the home of one Lord Salkin Mejhisk. (Of course that stuck-up, prickle-backed snoutrooter would be a part of this.) He was also greatly disturbed to see a reference to rumors of liberties Lyra was experiencing at home—separate sleeping arrangements, deference within the family circle— 
 
    Oh, Jos', baby. Kade mournfully recalled Jos'lie's mention of telling classmates and her teachers at school about her wonderful, new Mama Lyra. At the bottom of the page was a long list of committee members' signatures and others who contributed evidence: Nezym, Satl'kae, Horkenwroth, Giv'kyrist, Peed'ugrahs … 
 
    The rest of the pages outlined witness testimonies in greater detail and Kade's fury grew with each new passage. Embellishment and exaggeration ran rampant. Some descriptions were just outright lies. 
 
    “She did no' bite Serpahn to make him swing at her in defense! Nor did she actually get to kick him in the groin! The guard pulled him away too fast,” he vehemently argued to his mother. “Also, I promise you, she was no' gathering a support party o' other khari'na to secretly meet at Sal's house! This is … bogus!” he finished, having chosen a more gentlemanly word for her delicate ear. 
 
    That was it. Kade needed to get away from his house right now. It didn't matter what the committee supposedly decided, he was not about to let Serpahn have his way with Lyra for one minute. 
 
    “Well,” Mother said, “at least they only granted him twenty-two hours. She should be released back to you tomorrow.” 
 
    Kade snorted. “And that is twenty-two hours too many, Mother. She will be dead by morning if I do no' do something.” He scratched at his shadow of two-day fuzz and scanned his office for inspiration. These stupid yes-men had to be taken out of commission for a while. He couldn't have them following him and he couldn't leave them able to wire ahead. 
 
    Tie them up? No. It was too risky that they might be able to work their way free enough to reach his receiver. 
 
    Lock them in a room? No. He didn't have a secure enough place on his property that two able-bodied men couldn't eventually force open. 
 
    “What do you expect to be able to do?” Mother threw back. “She is already on her way.” 
 
    Kade closed his eyes in concentration. “Mother, please get back on the wire and do your best to get the truth out o' some o' these witnesses and committee members. Perhaps we can make a case for a mistrial.” 
 
    “Aye, son. Anything I can do to help.” 
 
    After saying goodbye, Kade punched in a code number for another call. 
 
    Let Ahskr—? No. Kade wouldn't really hurt these men. They were just doing their job and that would create greater problems later. 
 
    The first few clicks for the wire connection took forever. “Come on. Come on. Pick up!” he muttered. Please! Kade didn't know who was supposed to hear that plea, but the hoped-for voice finally answered anyway. “Sal!” he exclaimed. “I need your help.” 
 
    The situation was quickly explained at the end of which Sal offered, “What do you need from me, mate?” 
 
    “I need you to try to reach that old lawyer friend o' your father's. Tell him what is going on and get him to tell you everything he knows about a lord's right o' ownership, khari'na law, and such. There has to be something I can stand on that will no' allow Serpahn to take everything I have after I kill him.” 
 
    Kade's eyes suddenly fell on a recent supply package he had received. Ah, perfect. 
 
    “On it, brother. Anything else?” 
 
    “Aye.” Kade reached for the package and, turning to the side at his desk, began to open it on his lap. “Call me a taxi, will you? And make it fast.” 
 
    “Hey,” Kade's guard muttered. He sat forward in the little chair in which he had lazily settled himself some minutes ago. “What do you need a taxi for?” 
 
    “I am going to leave soon,” Kade told him. Underneath the packaging material he found what he was looking for as the man got to his feet and warily craned his neck toward Kade, trying to see what he had just opened. 
 
    “You are no' going anywh—” 
 
    With a swift strike, Kade knocked the gun loose then took the stunned man's head in a neck choke and plunged into his backside a loaded syringe of sedative he used on his animals for oral issues. About half a syringe should be sufficient. Kade normally used four full ones on his half ton Whinnee, and that put her out for a couple hours. He needed these guys out longer. Kade held tightly to the badgie to minimize struggling while the powerful chemical did its work. 
 
    A few seconds later, he was lowering the body gently onto the floor. “Hey!” Kade called out. “I think there is something wrong with your friend, here.” He went to the doorway, half-empty needle in hand, and stepped to the side against the wall. 
 
    Fifteen minutes more and Kade was squatting on his front porch, covering the two county agents in a blanket in case it got cold come evening. He scratched the comfortably sprawled Ahskr on the head. “Keep them in their place, all right, boy?” Ahskr's tail snapped, just enthused to no longer be shut up in the bedroom, and Kade stood, stringing his satchel over his head and across one shoulder. 
 
    The taxi Sal had ordered turned onto his driveway—right on time. 
 
    Hang on, Sugarpip. I am coming. 
 
      
 
    It was a long, long ride to the capital. 
 
    Kade had nothing to do but sit and worry. His driver was trying to hurry and Kade was hopeful that they might be gaining ground, but forty-five minutes was a lot to make up. His best bet was to catch her still sitting at headquarters. 
 
    When they finally pulled up to the steps of the building he had just visited days before, another taxi was pulling away and Kade waited with impatience as his own slowly slid forward into the newly emptied spot. He finally just jumped from the coach. 
 
    Taking the steps two at a time, he apologized briefly to another officer he brushed by as he hurried ahead and through the door. Now he could get something done! He had friends here. He could explain how things had been blown out of proportion—how rules had been bent—and he could request a hold on Lyra's verdict. 
 
    Kade strode through the reception area with vigor, startling a young, skinny private at the receiving desk. “I am Warrant Officer, J'Kor,” he said with authority. “I need information on a certain khar that was brought in just a little while ago. There was some mishandling o' her case, you see …” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra's innards knit into tight knots with the recognition of the man in the coach. 
 
    “Welcome, khar. Are you ready to go home?” Lord Malig'ahnt's suave question was filled with menace as he greeted her from his seat in a dark, expensive suit, his leg comfortably crossed. A dangerous smile played about his thin, curled lips. 
 
    Oh God! NO! 
 
    Blind panic set in. Lyra jerked away and the first soldier unfortunate enough to lay hands on her got a fierce elbow to the gut and a strike over the back of the neck. The second, attempting a grab for her shoulder, received a side kick to the groin followed by a knee in the face. Then Lyra was running as fast as she could. Astonished pedestrians tried to sidestep out of her way. There were shouts and exclamations. 
 
    A paralyzing pain suddenly shot through her spine and Lyra instantly toppled stiffly to the ground. Her head hit the pavement with a loud thunk. Everything turned blurry. 
 
    Rough hands were pulling her up and Lyra gasped at the pain in her head as she was forced to stumble back to the carriage. 
 
    “Let her go,” Malig'ahnt ordered through the window before they got too close. “She is going to climb in here and leave with me under her own power.” Pale, yellow eyes bore into hers as her tracker was held up tauntingly, a thumb hovering over the clinching button. 
 
    Lyra stood unsteadily before the coach. A trickle of warm blood started down the side of her face as passersby witness to the incident only ducked their heads and continued quietly on their way. A khar beating, apparently, was none of their business. 
 
    Hopeless realization sunk in then. There was no choice. There was no one willing to help her. With a dry swallow, Lyra made her feet shuffle forward. Her weariness from a bad night's sleep, the extreme stress of the day, and this most recent, painful incident caught up with her as she stepped up into the coach. She faltered and had to make a second try (to Malig'ahnt's great pleasure). 
 
    She made it in and fearfully brushed by him to take a seat opposite. Then with shaking fingers she used her apron as a rag to gingerly dab at the cut on her head before the blood seeped into her eye. Malig'ahnt spoke a quiet word to the presiding officer out the window. 
 
    He was soon given some handcuffs. 
 
    Turning to her, he placed one ring of the cuffs on her right wrist. “When they told me you were on your way to this facility,” Malig'ahnt said, adjusting the cuff tightly, “I decided to come sooner rather than later to take over your custody.” He slipped her skirt up and over her knee. “I supposed you would appreciate no' having to spend one extra minute in a cold, damp, dismal jail cell when you could be enjoying the fine atmosphere o' my mansion, instead.” Her left foot was lifted onto the seat and Malig'ahnt proceeded to take off her boot. Lyra struggled to maintain control of her faculties as that ankle got cuffed to her hand. “There,” he murmured in satisfaction. “That should make for a nice, uneventful ride home. Comfortable are you?” 
 
    At Lyra's silence he chuckled and knocked at the wall, signaling the driver to go. 
 
    For the first minute, Lyra stared at the floor between them, furiously trying to make sense of what was happening. Had he had a part in the county police showing up so suddenly? What did he mean by 'taking over her custody'? 
 
    “Are you the one that called to have me brought—?” A short burst of seizing pain emanated once again from her implant. 
 
    “Lesson number one, whore: do no' speak unless you are spoken to.” Lyra took a few gasping breaths as the pain slowly subsided. Malig'ahnt smiled and “tsk”ed softly. “You were coddled and allowed liberties under that weak J'Kor. I fear there is much about you that will have to be retrained.” 
 
    Lyra couldn't restrain her need to know. “But did the committee grant—?” Another sudden firing through her spine and Lyra grunted in pain. Her head jerked against the seat back. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah. Lesson number one.” 
 
    With effort, Lyra rolled her head forward to regard the monster grinning smugly before her. She held her tongue, but it was hard. Very hard. His few words regarding his possession of her were no help to her fevered brain as it tried unsuccessfully again to put together the pieces of the puzzle. It sounded like he was just capitalizing on her sudden availability. Was she the new khar of Serpahn Malig'ahnt? Was she, even now, traveling to her new, permanent residence? 
 
    Something tiny within her cracked under the mounting dread and rational thought suddenly began to turn elusive. 
 
    In silence, they drove at a leisurely pace through the city, the light of the late afternoon continuing to sink closer to the sharp patchwork of city horizon. Malig'ahnt's eyes wandered lazily over every part of her and Lyra definitely didn't like the look on his face when they got to her bared, cuffed leg, hitched up on the seat beside her. She adjusted her skirt over it, but he leaned forward and casually pulled the fabric away again, making sure she felt his hand linger at her thigh.  
 
    Through a dangerously erratic pulse, Lyra turned her head away as if he were not worth her notice. It was the only way she could think to fight back—not let him see her fear, her anger, her sorrow, the expression of which only seemed to encourage him. 
 
    She was this close to cracking and succumbing fully to gay insanity. The temptation to mentally retreat from reality and go somewhere else—a safe place—was almost titillating. Lyra remembered reading a few psychological dissertations regarding experiments (highly unethical ones) scientists at the university had conducted on certain animals and slaves, studying how much horror the brain could process before things began to just shut down. 
 
    Just disconnect and drift away. Her brain was ready to leap off that cliff into the swirling, gray softness below. It will make things so much easier. 
 
    No. Something else cut in. You must stay present and in control. Let the Spirit guide. 
 
    But I am not worthy anymore, she lamented. I have messed up so badly. 
 
    Lyra, my daughter, you have not. 
 
    The clear, almost audible thought got her heart beating in her chest again, and shaking her head slightly to clear it, she quietly compelled her body to sit up just a little taller. 
 
    Okay. She would try. 
 
    Eventually they turned onto a cobbled driveway and, looking out the window, Lyra's mouth dropped open at the size of the mansion that rose up before her—five stories stretching east and west with window after window after window. A brief glimpse of one side as they came around proved that it extended even deeper than it was wide. It must have at least two hundred rooms! She could get lost for days. 
 
    The carriage slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Give me your leg,” Malig'ahnt ordered. 
 
    Obeying, Lyra felt a cool hand grasp her ankle as the cuff was unlocked with a key from his pocket. Then it started to slide up her calf. Slowly. Sensually. Lyra braced herself for further groping as the fingers went higher, up the back of her thigh. 
 
    “Good afternoon, my lord,” a solemn, aging butler greeted through the window with a bow, purposefully overlooking the new woman and his lord's indecent handling of her. “Your father is awaiting your arrival just inside.” Malig'ahnt's scowl at the interruption was also overlooked. 
 
    With one more wanton glance, the hand was removed and Lyra's cuffed wrist began to get unlocked. “I have armed guards posted around the perimeter o' my estate,” Malig'ahnt told her. “Attack dogs roam the grounds. Ten men alone make constant rounds through the house. Every man has his own tracker. Do I need to expound further how stupid you would be to try to run?” 
 
    “No, my lord,” Lyra dutifully whispered. 
 
    He hopped out and Lyra pulled her boot back on. She had just stepped to the ground to follow when the maddening burst of current constricted her muscles again and she stumbled backward, letting the side of the coach catch her fall. 
 
    “Lesson number two,” he called out from ahead. “Always two steps behind. No more, no less.” 
 
    Lyra grunted through the shock and staggered forward as quickly as she could, taking the proper proximity behind him as he continued on through fifteen foot double doors to the butler waiting to take Malig'ahnt's jacket. 
 
    “Serpahn, I do no' approve o' this decision,” an old, hunched man grumbled from his wheelchair nearby. Weak as he was, a certain fire and authority still lingered in his tone. 
 
    “I acquired the proper signatures,” Malig'ahnt said, casting the man an unconcerned glance, “if that is your concern.” 
 
    Lyra's form was eyed up and down with distaste and she and the old man met gazes for a moment. He did not seem to like what he saw there, either. “She has trouble written all over her, Serpahn. I do no' like cleaning up after you.” 
 
    Assessing his appearance in a mirror on the foyer wall, Malig'ahnt removed his neck sash and began to roll up his sleeves. “Everything will remain under control,” he assured. As if to prove his point, the handcuffs he had tucked in his back pocket were pulled out for his father to see. 
 
    The man frowned. “Do no' kill her.” 
 
    “O' course no', Father,” Malig'ahnt patronized. He passed some fingers through his straight, white blond hair until, satisfied, he turned fully to the invalid. “Where is the fun in that?” 
 
    The smile Lyra got froze her to the marrow of her bones and she struggled a moment more with the urge to let herself go happily insane. 
 
    “Turn around,” Malig'ahnt murmured to her. As she did so, her hair was swept aside. “What is this? Two necklets?” he grumbled, working both clasps open while Lyra forced herself not to cry. 
 
    It was only metal. They were just things. 
 
    Her symbols of love from two wonderful men were tossed aside in a key tray on a secretary table. “You will no' be needing that anymore.” 
 
    Malig'ahnt took his time bringing her hair back from over her shoulder. Long fingers ran through it, observing its soft, silky fullness and Lyra suppressed the urge to shudder. Over and over again. Malig'ahnt Sr. finally just muttered something to himself and motioned for his young nurse to push him elsewhere to other business. Lyra and the monster were soon alone. 
 
    “You have very pretty hair,” Malig'ahnt said softly. 
 
    Lyra kept passively silent. 
 
    A small drawer at the secretary table was opened. Then her hair was being gathered up, an object was removed from the drawer, and schlick, schlick, schlick … 
 
    Merciful God! Her hair! Her beautiful hair! 
 
    “But, it is too long,” he concluded. 
 
    When he was done Malig'ahnt let her locks fall to the floor in a heap—seventeen inches of glossy, feminine glory sheared like wool! Lyra had never considered herself a vain woman, but a tear escaped down her cheek as she became keenly aware of the missing weight down her back. There wasn't even anything to brush against her neck. 
 
    “Better,” he said, tossing the scissors back in the drawer. The fallen locks were carelessly swept to the side with a foot and Malig'ahnt, walking around her, began a critical assessment of her appearance.  
 
    “Mrs. Trewz!” he suddenly yelled, his voice echoing down long hallways and across high, domed ceilings. Lifting Lyra's chin, he directed a mocking smile down at her. “Lesson number three: Always be presentable.” 
 
    “My lord?” a breathless housekeeper answered as she hurried from a room. 
 
    “Mrs. Trewz, have her prepared.” 
 
    “Aye, my lord.” The small, round woman's tired, reddened eyes regarded Lyra with an inscrutable expression. “This way,” she said and began to walk away. 
 
    Only after following the servant around a corner did Lyra dare reach a hand to mournfully feel the cropped shortness at the base of her skull. The absence of silvery chain links was noticed as well. There was just … emptiness. 
 
    “Mrs. Trewz, please help me,” Lyra whispered to the housekeeper. She had to try. The woman did not seem unkind. 
 
    “Shhh. Do no' speak,” the woman warned in an undertone. “There are ears everywhere and you might as well learn your place from the start. Besides, what do you expect me to do?” They continued down an endless hall lined with an impossibly long, plush runner. After a minute, Mrs. Trewz seemed to reconsider and spoke again, softly, “The less you speak the better. If you can keep him sober, the girls say it does no' hurt as much. However, he does no' last as long when he is drunk. You must determine which you prefer.” 
 
    That information was probably intended to be comforting, but Lyra was working hard to not get sick all over the woman. 
 
    She was presently shown into an incredibly luxurious bathroom with a huge tub set into the floor looking like it could hold six or seven people. There was also a separate shower, three sink basins, cabinets, stacks of soft, thick towels, padded recliners, and a deep wardrobe. 
 
    “Wait here,” Mrs. Trewz said. “I will send someone in to help you.” 
 
    Looking around, the intense sensation of deja vu was overwhelming. It was like she was back at the auction on preparation day! Lyra sank to a recliner in the corner and curled herself into a ball. 
 
    Father? Are you there? She tried to remember the loving impression she had received in the carriage. She hoped it was real—that the Great Creator was not judging her recent actions as harshly as she. “Please let me feel Thy presence. And then I will be able to handle anything. Thy will be done,” Lyra finished, her bottom lip trembling. 
 
    It wasn't long before a tall, blond maid with an obviously attractive figure entered. She eyed Lyra with reserve as she briskly told her to undress and get in the tub. Then the maid began to run some water. 
 
    When Lyra was handed a sweet smelling soap and washcloth, she mumbled an automatic thank you and the somber, somewhat cold young woman hesitated. “You do no' seem to be my lord's usual type,” she observed stiffly. 
 
    “I am sure I am not,” Lyra solemnly returned. “He didn't bring me here because he liked me.” 
 
    The maid said nothing more. 
 
    Lyra proceeded with her bath and bore the unfriendliness for a while until she suddenly had a strong feeling that she should heal the woman. Heal her? Heal what? Lyra couldn't see anything obviously wrong. Besides, didn't she have greater problems of her own to handle at the moment? 
 
    The prompting returned again and this time, as the maid happened to turn for some towels, Lyra saw her hedge as if in pain. She also saw some discolored skin at her right shoulder peeking out from under her uniform. 
 
    “Does that hurt? There?” Lyra tentatively motioned toward the spot. 
 
    The woman's mixture of surprise and distrust was evident. “Aye, some. I think some muscles were … strained recently.” 
 
    “I might be able to help you with that, if you like. I have some skill in doctoring.” 
 
    “What is it to you?” 
 
    The maid finished spreading out some oils and lotions on the vanity and returned to Lyra with one of the towels. Honestly, Lyra was a little relieved at the rebuff. She didn't need to wear herself out any more than she already was. 
 
    “It was just an offer. You don't have to take it,” she said, taking the towel. Lyra moved to start wringing out her hair until she dismally remembered she didn't have enough to do so anymore. 
 
    “All right,” the maid suddenly said, appraising her coldly. 
 
    Lyra looked up at her. “Okay.” Wrapping the towel round herself, she told the woman to take a chair. Then Lyra stepped behind her and gently slipped the maid's sleeve off her shoulder. 
 
    It was a long bruise that extended across her back more than Lyra had at first supposed. Ugh. This was going to sap even more vital energy than she'd feared. Lyra bit her lip and quickly dove in before she could talk herself out of it. 
 
    It took about a half hour. For some reason Lyra felt that she needed to be extra thorough and she  concentrated hard on every centimeter of throbbing muscle until the sweat was beading up on her forehead. The woman held still with only an occasional surprised, sideways glance until, finally, Lyra's “song” was finished and she dropped weary arms to examine the fruits of her labor. It looked good. Really good. 
 
    The maid took that cue to carefully lift her arm and move it around. With some alarm she suddenly craned her neck around. “Did you cast some kind o' spell on me?” 
 
    “No.” Lyra shuffled to a recliner to rest and gave a short, bitter laugh. “It isn't that easy.” 
 
    “Are you a witch?” 
 
    “No. It's called being a 'song mage', I guess.” 
 
    The utter weariness. This wasn't good. 
 
    A moment later, the maid was standing beside Lyra, hands filled with the lotions and other bottles of various things she had set up earlier. Her study of Lyra had transformed to a guarded curiosity. “If you can sit up, we can finish you right here.” 
 
    Body lotion. Sweet oils. Some makeup. Nail polish. Continued eerie throwback to auction day. 
 
    After a while, the young woman quietly offered, “Do no' let him get drunk. That is when things can get … dangerous.” She twisted the lid back on the bottle of polish. “And I hope he does no' use his belt on you. You seem like a nice person.” 
 
    Lyra gulped. “Is there any way you can help me, miss?” (She had to try again.) “He has much more than that planned for me. I know it.” 
 
    Indecision, perhaps a bit of compassion, flickered across the maid's pretty features. Then they turned to stone. “I canno' help you. And I will no'. In fact, I welcomed your arrival. I was supposed to spend tonight with him and now I can go home and be with my husband, instead.” 
 
    Sick roiling tossed Lyra's stomach about. “But I thought Malig'ahnt had multiple khari'na.” 
 
    “He does. So?” And Lyra was given an annoyed glare for her apparent naivety. “Lord Serpahn Malig'ahnt gets whatever he wants, whoever he wants, whenever he wants, in case you have no' noticed by now.” 
 
    “B-but you're not implanted, and you are married. Why would you choose to work here?” Lyra sputtered. 
 
    “I get bonuses for 'extra services,'” she said testily. “My husband was injured several months ago and is still unable to work. Besides, I have no choice, the Malig'ahnts are our landlords. It is a trade-off I have accepted until I can hopefully earn enough to quit in the next few months … before I am fired over my pregnancy.” 
 
    Lyra sat in quiet horror as the maid wrung her hands for a moment until, with a calming breath, she decided she could continue with the preparation. Lyra was almost afraid to ask, “Do you know if the baby—?” 
 
    “No. I do no' know who the father is,” was the terse reply. 
 
    “I am so sorry.” 
 
    When it came time to arrange Lyra's hair, neither one of them was sure what to do, it was so roughly chopped. It really needed a proper trim first—not that Lyra cared much to doll herself up at all for the creature slithering somewhere about his luxurious lair. Her head still hurt from falling outside the compound besides. That area of her scalp was quite tender to the touch. 
 
    The maid noticed Lyra's attention drawn to it. “Can you no' heal yourself?” she asked suddenly, simply. 
 
    Uh … 
 
    Lyra had not really thought of that possibility yet. Mumbling some excuse about her healing being a rather new skill, she turned to the mirror and gingerly parted her hair for a better look. Would it work? Listening to herself? 
 
    Touching the spot, Lyra closed her eyes to concentrate and soon heard something, but as she zoned in on the tone, she quickly recognized it as the maid's. The woman was respectfully asked to step away and Lyra tried again, but with no better result. In fact, the harder she concentrated on herself, the more she kept hearing the maid's song—all the way from the other side of the room. Wow. 
 
    A second song entered now, low and just off of E minor as to grate at the nerves like fingernails on a script board. 
 
    “Leave us, Hana,” said the voice of Malig'ahnt. 
 
    Lyra jolted at the man's sudden presence. Evidently, she had not noticed when he entered. Through the mirror, he gave her a malicious grin as Hana curtsied dutifully and turned to go. 
 
    “Oh, Hana,” he added like an afterthought, “I still want you to stick around tonight, in case this one does no' pan out.”  
 
    Hana couldn't quite hide the frustration in her features as she mumbled a quick, “Aye, my lord,” and left. 
 
    They were alone again. 
 
    And Lyra was in nothing but the bath towel! 
 
    Help me be strong. Oh God, help me be strong! 
 
    Malig'ahnt strolled toward her and began to take off his belt. “Time for lesson number four: Gratitude for your master's corrections.” 
 
    # # # 
 
    The young private was taken aback by Kade's brusque order and cleared his throat nervously. “Er, what was the name o' the prisoner?” he said, shuffling through some papers to his left. 
 
    “Khari'na Lyra … o' Fantilly.” Kade wasn't sure how she would be listed on the register. 
 
    The private thumbed through a few files, stopped at one, and pulled it out. His eyes did a quick scan, until they paused, then peeked up at Kade, rather discomposed. Kade raised a brow in question. 
 
    “Sir, I am sorry,” the private cleared this throat again, “but I do no' think I am allowed to give you any information. This is your khar that was brought in, and according to this file, you are no' granted access.” 
 
    Kade tried not to panic. “Private, I assure you I am authorized to see her. There was just some misunderstanding with her paperwork. Just tell me what cell block she is in and I will happily get out o' your hair.” 
 
    To his credit, the soldier shook his head and hastily closed the file. “Sorry, sir, but I do no' think I can. I would need authorization from my superior—” 
 
    “So get authorization.” Blast! This was not going as easily as he had anticipated. 
 
    The kid started to pale. “He is in a meeting, sir.” 
 
    Kade rolled his eyes. O' course. “Well, let me speak with Colonel Thyks, then.” 
 
    “Er, same meeting.” The private's eyes resorted to scanning the room for the nearest security guard. 
 
    “I will wait,” Kade muttered and nodded toward a hall. “In the council room, I presume?” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    But as Kade turned to leave, the timid soldier added, “But, I am afraid the meeting just got started—” 
 
    Bloody moons! Could this get any worse? Kade turned the corner and didn't hear anymore. 
 
    Upon arriving before the council room doors, it got worse. There was a sentry standing guard outside, and he didn't look the type to let a flustered, out-of-uniform, rather disheveled, retired soldier interrupt his superior officer's meeting. An uncomfortably hard bench nearby became Kade's only friend, the bare brick wall across from him, his interminable torture. 
 
    Minutes. 
 
    More minutes. 
 
    Kade asked himself for the hundredth time if he was sure about what he was doing. Just a month ago he was relaxing in a bar with his best friend like they did every few weeks, laughing and arguing about sports, politics, and women. His business was finally beginning to flourish. He was making plans to build a new house and perhaps start hiring on some full-time help to ease his burden. He was even thinking of expanding the business after that. Things were just fine. Things were looking pretty good, as a matter of fact! 
 
    Now he was stuck waiting, hungry, stressed, the future of his living in disarray, sitting in a cold, lonely hall until someone came along with whom he could beg, bargain, or bribe to allow him access to a renegade woman who refused to surrender to her love for him because of a stupid, religious hang-up. 
 
    You are blooming crazy! 
 
    You must protect her. 
 
    Aaaarrggh! 
 
    Eventually, Kade flopped to his back and closed his eyes. The bricks in the wall weren't going anywhere. Not one of the two hundred and eighteen he had already counted. 
 
    God o' Lyra, if you are there, and if you care a lick about what she has already endured for you, you will do something to help me out here. And you had better watch over her until I can get to her or, so help me, I will curse your name forever … 
 
    “J'Kor, what on Geniven's good earth are you doing here?” 
 
    Kade's eyes flew open to the face of Colonel Thyks hovering over him. It didn't look happy. Good grief! He must have dozed off! Kade scrambled to get up and stand at proper attention. A glance at his watch made his mind reel. He had been waiting there for over two and a half hours! “I need to speak with you, sir, please. About a certain woman that was brought in today.” 
 
    Thyks' brows knit together into one irritated line. Then he turned to his colleagues and politely excused himself from walking them out. Kade didn't dare move a muscle as goodbyes were exchanged and the small pack of high ranking authority left, the guard trailing after them. 
 
    When Thyks finally turned back to him, all Kade got was a scouring glance and a, “Go home, Kade. You are no' supposed to be here.” Colonel Thyks turned on his heel and marched away. 
 
    “Sir!” Kade said, following him down the hall. “Please! Hear me out. She should never have been arrested. I have reason to believe the whole proceeding was rigged. You know how crooked Malig'ahnt is!” 
 
    Suddenly, Thyks was on him, hissing quietly, “I advise you to maintain better control o' your mouth, soldier. You canno' go around shooting it off like that against one o' Caldreen's most powerful citizens … even if what you say may be true.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir.” Moons, he had better calm down! “I am just very worried about her. She does no' deserve a punishment from him. I fear for her life.”  
 
    The colonel rubbed at his thick jaw. “I have heard about the verdict. Serpahn is no' allowed to kill her, you know. And she will be returned to you tomorrow.” Then his head cocked to one side. “How did you escape house arrest, by the way?” 
 
    Kade ignored the question. “But we both know Serpahn is no' one to follow the rules, sir. And if he does no' kill her, I can guarantee you she will wish he had by the time he is done with her. Please, sir.” Here came the begging part. “She is very special.” 
 
    “Aye, I know,” Thyks agreed dryly. “I have two soldiers in the infirmary today attesting to that fact.” And he started heading toward the reception area again. 
 
    “What?” Kade kept following. 
 
    “She brought two o' my men to the ground this afternoon when they tried to load her into Malig'ahnt's carriage. What a public embarrassment that was.” 
 
    “He has already taken her?” Kade's stomach jumped into his throat. 
 
    An at-ease signal was given to the nervous private behind the reception desk as they passed by. “Aye. A few hours ago, I think.” Thyks was handed a stack of papers. 
 
    A few hours! Kade began to feel sick. Then his feet slowed. “He took her to his home. That is where she is now!” he realized, and spun for the main doors. 
 
    “Just where do you think you are going?” the burly, veteran demanded. 
 
    Kade only gave the colonel a brisk nod and continued on his way … until armed guards loomed suddenly before him, barring the door. Kade swore softly. Reluctantly, he turned back to his commanding officer whose face was glowing red. 
 
    “In my office, now!” 
 
    Before Kade knew it, he was back in the colonel's office, being thrust into the same seat he had used a matter of days ago under friendlier circumstances. The door slammed behind him. 
 
    “Now, tell me that you were going to go straight home, undo whatever you did to those poor saps who were supposed to be watching you, and kindly let them finish their job until morning!” Colonel Thyks stomped to his desk and glowered over it at Kade. “Because if I think for a second that you might be planning to sneak over to the Malig'ahnt estate and do something stupid, I will feel obligated, for your own safety, to detain you here behind bars! It is done! The ruling has been made, and anything you do to the contrary is strictly illegal.” 
 
    Kade lifted his chin. “All right. For the record, I am going straight home.” 
 
    “And off the record?” It came out as a growl. 
 
    Blast it all, Kade couldn't bring himself to lie directly to his commanding officer. He had known Thyks a long time. The man was gruff, but honorable. Bloody whor'! Now it was time to bargain. 
 
    “Sir, I canno' sit by and do nothing. … I love her. To ask me to go home would be like asking me to stop breathing, and if you would just turn your head for a night, I—”  Kade had to take a deep breath before going on, “I will come back.” 
 
    Thyks' chair creaked as the man's weight slowly settled upon it. “You will come back, meaning …” 
 
    “I will take another commission. I will come back full-time like you have been wanting.” 
 
    The bushy mustache got stroked in thoughtful consideration. “What about your business? Your home? You would have to move back here to be closer.” 
 
    “Not an issue,” Kade replied vaguely.  
 
    Raised eyebrows were the only hint of the colonel's total surprise as leaned back, clasping thick fingers over his belly. 
 
    “Please, sir,” Kade implored again. “Malig'ahnt is an evil man. You know this. I canno' let him get away with this—no' with her.” 
 
    Seconds passed. Thick lips were pursed together. Then Thyks said, “You must no' kill anyone. And as for any backlash you may receive afterward, Kade, you are on your own. The law is on his side.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Then Colonel Thyks laughed shortly. “The Mother only knows how in the world you will be able to get yourself in and out o' a fortress such as that, anyway.”  
 
    “Er, aye,” Kade agreed. Honestly, his strategy so far had not gotten any more ingenious than some kind of one-man, testosterone-filled, under cover of darkness, it's a good day to die, night raid.               He had to come up with something a little more intelligent than that. 
 
    “Colonel, I have one thing I do need to request as an addendum to our deal.” A warning grimace appeared, but Kade went on anyway. “What do you have in the way o' fast-acting, ciliademoxide darts fitted for the L-7, these days?” 
 
    All the wiry, red facial hair didn't quite stop the tiniest of grins from showing. “Kade, that would be stealing—” 
 
    “No' if you take it out o' my first month's pay upon returning. I used to have full access to the pharmacy, remember. And did your wife no' tell me, at one point, how fond you were o' lamb chops?” Evidently, the bribing part had arrived. “I would be happy to send some fresh cuts your way.” 
 
    There was a little chuckle. “How many CMD's do you think you will need?” 
 
    Minutes later, Kade's satchel was bulging as he ducked into an empty office with a wire receiver. One problematic detail conquered—about ten more to go. 
 
    Sal picked up shortly. 
 
    “So, what have you found out?” Kade demanded. He was acutely aware of the passing time. 
 
    “Well, no' much, unfortunately. Khari'na are loaned commodities from the government. Rhubee says that the IA committee's decision is binding. All the signatures are there. Now, there would be something we could manipulate if it was confirmed that she was carrying your baby, but I think it is a little too late to try to take that route.” 
 
    Blast those implants! It would be such a different story if she were a free woman, or even just a simple slave. 
 
    The invention of implantation changed forever how the government was able to subdue “unruly” subjects. The nation's leaders relished the control it offered and the lawmakers in subsequent years only strengthened the government's hold on them. The people of Caldreen were becoming more and more reliant on implanted labor and what the work farms produced for their subsistence. The government itself was greatly supported by the auctions. Any kind of uprising or interruption to the smooth functioning of those industries would be fiscally disastrous. Consequently, Kade could understand the reluctance of the politicians to grant any kind of rights to the “special laborers.” 
 
    “Blast,” he muttered. 
 
    “I feel for you, brother,” Sal said. “Gone are the romantic days o' old when a man just took the woman he wanted and defended his right to her by wit or brawn, eh?” 
 
    A sudden thought struck Kade—his first inkling of a ray of light in this tempestuous battle with the law. “Sal, you are a genius!” 
 
    “O' course, I am.” Sal's voice crackled over the wire and the distance between them. “But care to tell me why you find me so remarkable at this moment?” 
 
    “We just need to get me in there so I can find her—” Kade said, still thinking. 
 
    “Wait,” Sal interrupted. “There? We?” 
 
    “Aye, mate. The Malig'ahnt mansion. The two o' us. Keep up, will you?” The thinking continued. “It was quite a while ago, but I have been to the estate a couple times. I think I remember the lay o' the land. We could climb over the south wall—” 
 
    “Oy! Kade!” Sal interposed. “Let me get this straight. Have you just volunteered me to drop everything and rush up to the evil lair o' one Serpahn Malig'ahnt to risk life and beautiful limb in an illegal two-man raid to rescue a Perc?” 
 
    “Er, aye.” 
 
     “… Well okay, brother, I was just clarifying. This is all rather sudden, you know.” 
 
    Relief flooded through Kade. “Sorry Sal, I just found out that he has already had her there for a few hours and I am going crazy with worry.” 
 
    “I can meet you south o' the estate in a little over two hours.” 
 
    Two more hours! “Sal, please be as fast as you possibly can,” Kade entreated. “Oh, and bring Murzinda.” 
 
    “… Murzinda? Really? Can I?” 
 
    The sudden enthusiasm prompted a grin. “Aye, brother. We are going to need her tonight.” 
 
    “I will be there in an hour and a half.” Click. 
 
    Outside, Kade hailed a taxi and jumped in. The really hard part would be once he was inside the mansion. He had no idea in what part of that huge place to look first! He supposed he could coerce a servant, but that risked bringing attention to himself. Malig'ahnt surely had men inside as well as out, too. Kade had the driver drop him at a crossroad to walk the last quarter mile. 
 
    The homes on the city's east side, the most protected side, were the grandest of the grand. The D'Pendul's themselves were only a half mile farther. The Malig'ahnt estate, in fact, stretched all the way down to the High Lord's. They were neighbors, with only a street running between their bordering walls. 
 
    With the last of dusk fading into night, it wasn't hard to climb the estate wall unnoticed at the south end that held the utility gardens and small animal pens. Unlike nearly everyone else in the city, Malig'ahnt Senior was content to keep up a certain level of self-sufficiency—for “emergency” purposes, it was rumored. This side had the most concealing outbuildings, sounds, and smells that would help Kade sneak up to the house undetected. The rest of the land surrounding the mansion was a lot of open, manicured lawn with trees and shrubs only bordering the perimeter walls. It made for easier surveillance of approaching visitors. Or trespassers. 
 
    Kade walked just inside the treeline to observe the comings and goings of the sentries. He was rather distressed to note the guard dogs—great, thickly-furred beasts with huge, deep heads—that probably weighed as much as he did. Maybe even more. 
 
    However, had come prepared: essence of ferngree. The very aromatic plant interfered with a dog's sensitive olfactory glands. The really good tracking breeds were not fooled for long by it, but for the average, muscle-bound attack dog, it usually worked like a charm. Kade brought the vial out from his satchel and poured just a little into the palm of his hand to rub into his exposed skin. Then he lightly splashed some more onto his clothes. 
 
    How grateful he was for his service background. Kade would never have attempted anything like this otherwise. As it was, he had a few favorite tricks he had picked up during his time, tricks of a little more subtle flavor than the usual big gun and hulky protective clothing most soldiers preferred. 
 
    Malig'ahnt's sentries appeared quite on the ball, unfortunately. Like clockwork they scanned their areas, steadily moving to avoid fatigue and boredom and crossing each other's paths so that a set of eyes was always on every section of the grounds. Their cell-powered radio talkies allowed them to check in with each other every fifteen minutes, each man had his own mech torch to shine around, and of course, each one was armed. 
 
    Once, during his silent round, Kade was startled by a rustling in the trees overhead. It seemed to follow him for several yards, but he soon determined that it was just some small, nocturnal animal watching him out of curiosity. Eventually, it gave one little screech and buzzed away and Kade caught its silhouette for a second in the moonlight between tree limbs. One of those tsarsets—inquisitive, little omnivores, prone to collecting small, shiny objects in their belly pouches. 
 
    Eventually Kade made it back out the south wall to wait for Sal. If the man was going to make it here as quickly as he claimed, it would be soon according to Kade's watch. How his best friend could possibly travel that fast he did not know, but Sal didn't often make boasts he could not back up. And this time, Kade was rooting for the boast. He sidled up against a dark corner of the wall and waited impatiently. 
 
    He had resorted to running through old tactical drill scenarios he and Sal had been required to train for one week a year (Sal always found a way to cheat his way through) when a repetitive drone met Kade's ears. It grew and grew until a light cut through the darkness a ways down the road. Kade stepped away from the wall and it all stopped. He held his breath. The soft, ghostly whistle of a sugarpip pod soon echoed up the empty, stone-walled street, and Kade smiled. 
 
    Sal had made it. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyra screamed again as the hard, metal buckle of Malig'ahnt's belt opened up more raw flesh across her bared back. She was naked on her knees, facing the wall, wrists cuffed to the towel bar above her head. 
 
    “Thank you—my lord,” she managed between gasps. Please, God! Let me die now! 
 
    Another lash of the belt whipped across her ribs and Lyra cried out again. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she choked once more. 
 
    Lyra had lost count after the first ten strikes. After about twenty, it all started to blur into one huge, searing pain, anyway. They came again and again in slow but steady rhythm. If Lyra didn't offer her thanks quickly enough, Malig'ahnt would send her into twitching convulsions with her tracker's clinching button. If she tried to say anything other than, “Thank you, my lord,” she got the button again. 
 
    At first, reciting to herself scripture verses or hymn lyrics in between lashings had helped dull the pain, but she was past that now. Nothing worked. All Lyra had was the dread of his next strike and the knowledge that no one was coming to save her. 
 
    Oh God, where are you? 
 
    Malig'ahnt wound up again and a small knock sounded on the lavatory door. He paused. 
 
    “Enter,” he said, just a little out of breath from the steady exertion. 
 
    “Dinner in fifteen, my lord,” the voice of Mrs. Trewz announced solemnly. 
 
    Malig'ahnt took a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his brow. “Good, I am hungry.” The belt was tossed to the side and he unlocked Lyra's cuffs from the bar. “Get her dressed, Mrs. Trewz, then bring her to me in the dining hall.” 
 
    The clink of the cuffs became muffled in the confines of Malig'ahnt's back pocket and Lyra slumped to the floor 
 
    “Aye, my lord.” 
 
    Face pressed against the cool tiles, Lyra heaved gulping sobs. She had always thought childbirth was pretty painful, but this was much, much worse. The voice of Mrs. Trewz lilted dimly toward her. 
 
    “Lie on these, miss, and I will clean you up before we get you dressed.”  
 
    A large towel was spread beside her on the floor and Lyra dragged herself over it. The biting sensation of antiseptic liquid drizzling into the open sores riddling her back followed. Lyra bit her teeth together, hissing through the pain. Her fingers dug into the soft, thick fibers below. 
 
    Breathe in. 
 
    Breathe out. 
 
    Finally, the burning began to recede. “Thank you, Mrs. Trewz,” she whispered. 
 
    “Just rest for a few minutes, miss. I will be right back.” Then Mrs. Trewz's padding footsteps with the slight crick in one knee went out the door. 
 
    I can't do this. I can't take any more! 
 
    Lyra wished she could pass out. She wished she could retreat into herself and become a vegetable. But she couldn't! Something was keeping her lucid. Something was keeping her rational, so that every lash, every jolt, every beat of her aching heart over today's devastating turn of events was felt and remembered. Hers to cherish. 
 
    Just this morning she had been cuddled on the sofa, basking in his gaze. Her J'Kor. Her Kade. 
 
    Had he turned her in? Lyra wasn't sure about anything anymore. How in the world could this be God's plan? How was this new situation supposed to help her people? How were they supposed to get the Tohmu'vah back now? 
 
    Maybe this was her time and she would be dead by morning. 
 
    The scripture verse that had seen her through the last few weeks came to mind again. 
 
      
 
    “… thy trials will be but a small moment. 
 
    For all these things I have prepared for thy experience and good.” 
 
      
 
    Now Lyra remembered more of the prophet Zephram's writing on the matter. 
 
      
 
    “And when thou hast proven thyself faithful, 
 
    I will send angels to comfort thee and deliver thee from evil.” 
 
      
 
    Boy, could she use some angelic ministering about now. Wait. 
 
    A sudden image of dying in this evil place with angels accompanying her spirit to heaven flashed before her eyes and Lyra shuddered at the possible new interpretation to the verse. That could very well be the right meaning here. 
 
    Oh Jon! Will I get to be with you again sooner than I imagined? Lyra's heart gave a small leap at the thought. 
 
    But our children …  
 
    … Kade. 
 
    It sank again and a tear was caught by the towel below. 
 
    At Mrs. Trewz's return, Lyra resigned herself to rise, but just as she began to laboriously push herself up, a sudden soothing coolness spread across her burning welts and oozing soreness.  
 
    “Do no' move yet,” Mrs. Trewz cautioned, gently administering a salve. “Let this soak in a minute, then we will try to find you something to wear that will no' be too irritating.” 
 
    Lyra breathed in ecstasy, “You are an angel, Mrs. Trewz,” and she basked in the chill, creamy balm settling into her cuts like a mellowing anesthesia. 
 
    Oh, heavenly mercies! What is this wonderful stuff? 
 
    Thank you, Father. 
 
    When it was time, Lyra willed herself up off the floor while Mrs. Trewz sorted through robes and other articles in the lavatory's wardrobe. The burning and stinging returned with the movement, but it wasn't as bad as before. She was put in a light, silk chemise that hung above her knees and a lace-trimmed purple robe that brushed at her ankles, then Lyra was made to sit so her tearstains could be removed with a soft cloth. 
 
    “There, there, miss,” the older woman said. “I do think the worst is over. You have taken his beating and now you have a chance to please him in pleasure-seeking. Try no' to be timid. Do your best to perform as he wishes, and in a few more hours, you will get to rest.” 
 
    Again, the housekeeper's attempt at comforting words sorely missed their mark. Lyra would rather take two more beatings than be subjected to what was coming next. 
 
    The long walk to Malig'ahnt's waiting talons commenced. Step. He's going to kill me. Step. I hope it's fast. Step. Please let it be fast … 
 
    Lyra was shown into a dining room, ludicrously grand with plush rugs, monstrous tapestries, a sculpted ceiling, and thick, velvety draperies. The “king” sat at the far end of a fifty foot dining table, enjoying a first course and entertainment from two scantily clad women dancing suggestively off to the side around a couple decorative poles. Sultry evening music played from a scroll device in a corner while one butler and one maid stood quietly near the far door. Lyra was beckoned. 
 
    The floor was the much preferred object to watch as Malig'ahnt salaciously looked her over, absently swirling the dark red wine in his long-stemmed glass. “We will practice lesson number five now: Serve your master well.” Downing the last of his glass, he held it out meaningfully. 
 
    Lyra regarded the newly opened wine bottle on the table with apprehension. She touched its smooth black neck and a strong impression came to push this on him. But hadn't she been warned that he was more violent when intoxicated? She picked it up and the impression came again. Encourage the imbibing. With misgiving, Lyra filled his glass to the top. 
 
    Taking the glass from her, Malig'ahnt caught her at the back of the thigh before she could move away. A greasy smile oozed as he stroked her leg up and down and nodded toward the dancers. “Perhaps I should have them teach you to dance like that for me?”  
 
    The women looked to be twins, slowly turning to the rhythm of the music in choreographed synchronization, their red, lace panties having only a thin strap going up the back. Lyra went back to the view of the more appealing floor. Malig'ahnt's smirk broadened at her modest reaction and his searching fingers reached higher up her leg. Lyra quickly put the bottle down and stepped away, but that only made the smirk open into a mocking laugh. 
 
    She was basically ignored while he ate, until he ordered her to take his half empty soup bowl away. Before Lyra could touch the bowl's rim, however, Malig'ahnt swiped the dish off the table. It flew through the air and crashed into tiny shards on the hard floor to the side. Thick, creamy soup spattered everywhere. 
 
    “What a mess you have made, whore,” he said lightly. “Clean it up.” 
 
    Somewhat shaken by the stunt, Lyra found some towels and a bowl on the buffet along the wall and stooped to do as commanded. It wouldn't have been that big a deal but for her sores that cried out against the action. Cuts that were trying to scab over opened again. Lyra fought through it and methodically began to clear up the mess. After recovering from another short zap for “taking too long,” Lyra made herself move faster. 
 
    Through the long meal, she served him his food and refilled his glass anytime it looked close to half empty. A stronger sweetmalt was brought out after a while and with determination she began to encourage that instead. Lyra endured more intentional spills, biting her lip through the pain and wiping up wayward tears with the strewn food. Eventually, the dancers were dismissed and some dark bean tea was brought. Malig'ahnt wiped his mouth on his sleeve and pulled at her robe to bring her closer as she lifted the cup, nearly causing Lyra to spill some with the motion. 
 
    With a dull sneer he wrapped an arm round her lower back, making her sit down on his lap. 
 
    Lyra sucked in a breath as his arm brushed against reddened, open skin. “S-some tea, my lord?” 
 
    His sickly sweet scent and intoxicated breath nearly made her gag. 
 
    Malig'ahnt disregarded the question, concentrating instead on sliding her robe off one shoulder, then the other. Lyra implored the Holy Spirit to tell her to do something. Fight back. Defend herself. If she received that kind of prompting she would follow it immediately, knowing that it was God's will and, somehow, He would help her find a way out of this nightmare. 
 
    Submission. 
 
    More malt. 
 
    They were not the messages Lyra wanted. Swallowing hard, she allowed her robe to get worked off her arms and fall away across his knee. Then Lyra poured a liberal dose of the hearty liquor into his teacup. Malig'ahnt looked up at her in mild surprise. 
 
    “Do spirits not … heighten the experience, my lord?” 
 
    The yellow eyes narrowed, but after a moment he just slurred, “Indeed,” and took the hardened tea. He downed it in one gulp then Malig'ahnt paused with the cup in mid-air. “I do believe my suit is soiled, woman.” And he deliberately tipped it to let the last few drops spill onto his starched white shirt. 
 
    Lyra knew what he expected. Dully, she undid his buttons under his husky gaze. The bottom one was scarcely finished when his hand began sliding up her thigh under her chemise. 
 
    “You are far too wiry and scrappy, but J'Kor was rather possessive o' you the other night at his mother's gala.” The speech had definitely slowed. Thickened. “What do you do to instill such regard and loyalty in him, I wonder?” 
 
    The fingers groped wantonly under her garment's light silk and Lyra managed to hold still … until they reached a point where only her husband had known. She jumped and Malig'ahnt suddenly pushed her off his lap, standing to remove his dinner jacket and shirt the rest of the way, revealing a surprisingly lean and sturdy build despite the lifetime of leisurely living. His dark smile became hungry. “Shall we find out?” The jug of sweetmalt went to his lips and he said, “I think it is time to move on to my favorite lesson: Pleasing your master.” Tipping it up, a large portion of what was left poured sloppily down his throat. Then he held it out to her. “Care for a swig? It will 'heighten the experience.'” 
 
    “No, thank you, my lord,” Lyra whispered. 
 
    His laugh made Lyra start second-guessing the Spirit's prompting. She second-guessed more when, retrieving his jacket and grabbing Lyra's wrist, Malig'ahnt dragged her, stumbling, from the dining hall. 
 
    God, please. Oh God, please … 
 
    Down a hall. Up a couple flights of stairs. Another hall. And another. It felt like she was being drawn ever deeper into the monstrous, ravenous maw that was this man's unholy home, until finally, a door was opened and she was shoved forward. 
 
    The light that was switched on only dimly illuminated the space, leaving much still in ominous, purple shadow. Lyra gazed upon what could only be Malig'ahnt's personal suite: a huge, lavish, four-poster bed, pillowed sofas and lounges, a richly stocked bar, and doors leading presumably to his own lavatory, closets, and who knew what else. Arched windows overlooked impressive grounds that glimmered softly in double moonlight. 
 
    Then Lyra was suddenly brought against the wall. She screamed as her back made contact with the surface and Malig'ahnt pressed himself on her. 
 
    “Please, my lord,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Perhaps you should have taken my offer o' the sweetmalt,” he jeered, breathing heavily. “But do no' worry, this will be a 'good' kind o' hurt.” Malig'ahnt gazed into her frightened eyes … and didn't seem to like what he saw there. He stepped back and gave her such a slap that it knocked her clean to the floor. “You will appreciate me before the night is through,” he snarled through haggard drunkenness. 
 
     Still grasping for anything steady, Lyra was lifted by the arm and dragged onto the bed. The handcuffs were brought out again and, threading one end through a large metal ring fastened securely to the wall above the pillows, Malig'ahnt locked Lyra's wrists tightly up over one shoulder.  
 
    Then he was sliding hands down her arms, down her body, to her knees where he pulled them apart. FATHER, HELP ME! 
 
    Defend yourself. 
 
    Defend yourself. NOW! 
 
    A fire exploded within Lyra—a boiling rage and righteous wrath that made her forget her fear, her broken body, her exhaustion, the consequences of her actions—and she raised burning eyes to the subhuman. 
 
    “Gladly.” With a mighty grunt she head butted Malig'ahnt square on the bridge of his nose. 
 
    He staggered back onto his heels, holding it in shock. 
 
    “Lesson number seven, my lord,” Lyra muttered. “Careful who you tick off.” 
 
    An unknown strength beset her as she heaved a tremendous crescent kick to the side of the man's already bleeding face. His head spun violently around to bounce sickeningly against a thick, solid bedpost where his body hovered for a few seconds, eyes wide in surprise. Then slowly, slowly, it tipped over, falling face first over the bed's side. Lyra thought she heard his skull rebound off the sideboard before it was all over and he lay quietly half off the mattress, head hanging just above the rug. 
 
    Her hard, panicked breathing boomed in her ears as she stared in stupefaction at the motionless body. It was a full minute before she had her first coherent thought. 
 
    Oh no, I've killed him! 
 
    Another minute ticked by. Lyra's pulse finally slowed and, succumbing to morbid curiosity, she carefully poked at his side with a foot. No response. Gathering courage, Lyra worked one leg under his body, lay the other overtop his bared back and, locking her ankles together, struggled to pull his shoulders and head back up next to her. Her back screamed in protest, but Lyra clenched her teeth through it. She had to know. 
 
    Somehow, she managed to turn his head to her with her toes and Lyra couldn't say if she was relieved or disappointed when she beheld his light breathing. He was only knocked out cold. Malig'ahnt's nose, however, was bleeding profusely onto the sheets. It was probably broken. One eye was also fast swelling up where it had hit the bedpost.  
 
    New fear began to well up inside. This really was not a good thing. Eventually he would wake, and he was going to be so angry. The belt whipping would feel like a gentle breeze compared to the punishment she would get for this. 
 
    Wearily, Lyra leaned against the wall on one shoulder; her restraints were just a little too short for lying down. She looked upon the slumbering man again and wondered: He had been so drunk, would he have any memory of what happened? Then a thought struck her. 
 
    No. It was stupid. 
 
    But what other option did she have? 
 
    Taking a corner of the bedsheet with her toes, Lyra started wiping away the blood on his face as best she could. (Thank goodness no one else was around to witness this ridiculous manner in which she had to work.) Her foot went on his face to tune into him and after she got over how silly she felt, Lyra started to hear something. 
 
    The same off-kilter tones as in the bathroom when she was trying to concentrate on herself began to buzz most unpleasantly in her head, but she drove on anyway. She needed to do this, and she needed to do it well. 
 
    Unfortunately, Malig'ahnt's soul song proved to be rather difficult to follow. One tone would be four and a half cycles off a certain note and the next was six and three quarters, like there was no steady key in which to settle. Some tones ran up and down in strange chromatics so that when she heard them together, it sounded like someone was sitting on a keyboard. More precious energy got sucked away.  
 
    Finally, Lyra pulled her foot back to study the fruits of her labors in the room's dim lighting. It looked good. And she was absolutely exhausted. A little more fancy toe work got the remaining blood wiped from Malig'ahnt's nose then Lyra rested against the wall again to recover for a minute. She had to resist the fog of sleepiness that tried to roll in, though. Her work wasn't done yet. 
 
    Upon first glance, Lyra was disheartened to find nothing of any substantial nature within reach—just soft bed linens and fluffy pillows. After some indecision, however, she awkwardly brought a leg up for her hand to catch. Then curling her lips back in distaste, she raked her nails hard against the side of her calf as high up her leg as she could reach. Satisfactory bright red lines appeared along with a little seepage. She did the same thing to one upper arm. Ouch! 
 
    The even more revolting injury to self-inflict, however, was a black eye. Lyra had to careen her face into her cuff's edge, and it took a couple determined tries to finally create a cut with swelling large enough to be easily visible. Next, Lyra brought over the bedsheet corner, still damp with some of Malig'ahnt's blood, to soak into the lower half of her chemise. Then she pushed the linen away and studied the still form of Malig'ahnt one more time. Lyra grimaced. If she was going to pull this off, she would have to do one more thing.  
 
    Yuck. 
 
    With great reluctance, she resigned herself to working his pants off his hips. He had loosened them before crawling onto the bed with her, but to her greater horror, Lyra discovered that the man was wearing no underwear. Yuck! Yuck! Yuck! At least he was lying on his stomach. 
 
    Through it all, the man continued an award-winning impression of a lifeless lump. If she was lucky, he would sleep until morning. Or later. Lyra cuddled lethargically over the pillows against the wall and closed her weary eyes. 
 
    Lyra wasn't lucky. 
 
    She had only just entered a nice, deep sleep phase when a light stroke at her ankle startled her awake. She beheld Malig'ahnt sitting up, watching her with a very strange expression. Remember what you're trying to sell! 
 
    Drawing her legs up in defense, she began to whimper pitifully, “No more, my lord. Please! No more …” 
 
    He surveyed his room, himself. A hand went to his head, searching for proposed injuries. Or maybe it was just a motion of puzzlement. Then he studied her again, moving a little closer to touch the scratch on her leg. Lyra's shudder at his touch was not an act. 
 
    He looked at the blood spots on the sheets and on her. “What happened?” The mumble was largely to himself. 
 
    Hiding her face in her arms, Lyra went into violated-and-broken-beyond-ability-to-cope mode. “No more! No more! Please, no more!” she sobbed over and over again. 
 
    His long silence after that was torture in and of itself. Then her leg was touched again, but it was a soft touch, inquisitive. 
 
    “No wonder J'Kor is so protective,” Malig'ahnt finally murmured, his voice smoother, like he'd metabolized some of the alcohol in his system already. Had she helped with that? Dang. “Is it this good with you every time?” he wondered. Shifting closer, his hands began a wandering search up her body. “How about we have another go and find out?” 
 
    Blast it all, she had done too good a job! 
 
    With a tremendous thrust Lyra kneed him in the gut, and when he doubled over, her heel found its mark on his chin. A little crunching sound told her she had managed to crack something. Then she threw herself over him and locked his head between her thighs. She squeezed. Hard. Harder. 
 
    Malig'ahnt's struggle to break away had Lyra holding onto her restraining ring, pressing her shoulder into the wall for leverage to keep him down. God give me strength! And shortly, his struggles began to weaken. Panting for air, Lyra strained with all her might to not let up until, several seconds later, he lay still. 
 
    Good lord, she was going to have to heal him again! Lyra moaned. She was too tired for this. And in too much pain. And her patient was such a scumbag. She begged the Father to make him sleep longer this time. 
 
    Somewhere on the grounds, the frightful clucking of chickcocks tainted the otherwise arcadian intermission of night, followed by the taunting screech of some small animal echoing over a sudden clamor of angry, barking dogs. But the ruckus did not last long and all went quiet again. 
 
    Collecting the last of her will and energy together, and still sitting on his head, Lyra began her healing song once more. When she couldn't go on any longer, she slumped off Malig'ahnt, curling herself into the pillows again. She was too sapped to think about self-inflicting any more incriminating injuries. She was too sapped to wonder if she had done a good enough healing job. It didn't really matter. She was done. If he came for her a third time tonight, she wouldn't have the energy to lift a finger in resistance. And he would finally get what he wanted. 
 
    Kade, I miss you. 
 
    So much. 
 
    # # # 
 
    The striding silhouette of his best friend neared. 
 
    “Woo hoo! I have got to get me one o' those!” Sal declared in a hushed fervor. 
 
    “One o' what?” 
 
    Kade peered curiously down the dark street. The man had just traveled eighty miles in a little less than an hour and a half. The fastest thresher could not cover that distance so quickly if it was sprinting at top speed. 
 
    “The Fla'tyre Model Four Roadster,” Sal answered with pride. “Though, that one has also had a few custom modifications in the last month.” 
 
    Kade grinned, clapping his friend on the shoulder. “And where did you get one o' those?” 
 
    “Beegot recently bought one and has been tinkering with the engine. He showed it to me last week.” Decked out in unusually dark, sturdy clothes, Sal hitched a long, skinny case with a strap higher onto his shoulder and followed Kade toward the estate wall.  
 
    “And he just let you borrow it? Just like that?” Kade hoisted himself up felt a twinge in his hip as he hefted his leg over. Blast, it stunk, getting older. He turned around and grabbed at the back of Sal's tunic to help him. 
 
    “Well, I left an IOU with a nice thank you note in his carriage house.” 
 
    Kade started to groan, but no. This time, he actually didn't care what Sal's method was. He was just glad he was here. “Remind me to send him one, too.” 
 
    They dropped quietly to the ground inside the estate wall and Kade handed Sal his scent deterrent. 
 
    “No' this vile stuff again,” Sal protested. 
 
    “Just put it on. I counted five dogs roaming the grounds earlier. You do no' want to relive Mutshpel Village, do you?” 
 
    Sal rolled his eyes. “I was leading them away from the squad's position.”  
 
    “You were screaming like a girl.” 
 
    “Warrior battle cry, thank you very much, but fine.” Sal propped his case against the wall and grumpily began to spread the oil over himself. With his chin, he gestured toward Kade's satchel. “So, are you packing your usual bag o' goodies?” 
 
    “Aye, plus some extra.” Kade pulled out one of the small cartons of darts he had “borrowed” from headquarters. “Tell me, has Murzinda ever tried these on for size?” 
 
    Sal's countenance fell at the sight. “Awww. When you told me to bring her, I knew there would be a catch.” Trading—the smelly vial for the carton of tranquilizers, Sal held one of the narrow, ciliademoxide-filled darts up for examination. “She is no' going to like this.” 
 
    “We canno' kill anyone,” Kade admonished. “In fact, the less damage the better, and you need to retrieve every single one you use. I canno' have these traced back to headquarters.” 
 
    “Come on,” Sal pressed. “You know I can just aim for some legs. My baby needs smooth, cold steel sliding—” 
 
    “No. No maiming, either. The name o' the game tonight is stealth. Quiet in. Quiet out. Got it?” 
 
    Sal grumbled, “Aye, sir.” His mood lightened, however, with the opening of his case and presentation of his L-7 military grade sniper rifle with custom scope to the soft, dappled moonlight. “Ah, Murzinda, my darling. You are just as beautiful as the first day I laid hands on you,” he murmured, stroking the barrel with affection. 
 
    “When was the last time you really handled her?” Kade handed Sal three cartons of darts from his satchel. 
 
    “Oh, I get her out to play every once in a while. But it has been a long, long time since she has  seen any serious action.” 
 
    “Well, she is going to see it tonight. I counted fifteen guards outside …” 
 
    Kade brought Sal up to speed as he led him to their launching point at the treeline near the largest shed that housed a few milk nannabies. Sal got a talkie, they calibrated frequencies, and then they parted ways: Sal to some dense shrubbery and Kade, creeping up the side of the shed and past the adjoining pen's fencing to await the half past the hour mark. The quad-horned nannabies scuffled and “maw, maw-ed” at his presence, but when Kade remained still, they calmed down. 
 
    Two guards roamed this end of the mansion, blocking the path to the utility door where Kade hoped to pass through the scullery into the rest of the house. They wandered near each other again, a dog pattering about their feet, alternating between sniffing the ground for interesting smells and lifting his head to listen to the sounds of the night. Kade checked his watch. Any time now. 
 
    A soft buzzing filled the air and Kade recognized the tsarset again, landing softly on a nearby fence post. It chirped animatedly at him as it nestled its double wings down its narrow, furry back, causing the guard dog to become alerted. Kade swore softly. 
 
    “Go away!” he whispered and chucked a pebble at it. 
 
    But the tsarset merely ducked its bobbing head, chittering loudly while studying Kade with bright, inquisitive eyes. The roosting chickcocks inside their house began to stir and cluck in nervousness. Tsarsets may be small, but they were cunning hunters, known to prey on domestic fowl. 
 
    “Easy, Honjo,” a guard called to the wary dog. “It is probably just that blasted tsarset again. Been bothering the chickcocks all day.” 
 
    As if in response, the tsarset began to hop around on the fence, balancing expertly with its long bushy tail and nimbly clawed toes. Then it flew to the poultry house roof. The clucking from inside intensified and Kade cringed. The guards were starting to come his way. 
 
    The crackle of talkies made them pause and in unison, they lifted theirs to their mouths. Clipped voices called off through the devices starting with guard number one. Then the guards near Kade answered in their turn. 
 
    “Post number nine—all clear,” said one into his unit. 
 
    “Post number ten—all clear,” the other added. 
 
    Two muffled shots, less than a second apart, whizzed through the air, hitting their marks in both necks. The men slumped to the ground without a word. It seemed Murzinda was still as spry as ever. 
 
    Kade wasn't clear yet, though. The dog was still advancing, nose to the ground, quite unaware what had just happened to his master behind him. Another shot from Murzinda speedily downed the hulking animal, then— 
 
    Grrrr … 
 
    Chills raced up Kade's spine as a pair of green eyes reflected moonlight to his right. Another one! This dog was too concealed by the pen's fencing for Sal to take a decent shot. Blast! Kade made ready to bolt in the opposite direction when, from his left, another low, menacing growl started. 
 
    You have got to be kidding me! 
 
    That stupid tsarset must have alerted all of them! 
 
    A terrified squawking issued from the coop and the tsarset emerged with a flailing chickcock in its claws. Screeching its triumph, it leaped into the air with its prey and swooped low past Kade's head, landing on the soft grass about twenty feet away. In tandem, the dogs turned and dashed after the boisterous creature, barking noisily as they went. Kade could hardly believe his good luck. 
 
    The tsarset launched into the air again and flew a low, sweeping path toward the trees at the mansion's southeastern side. In the distance, Kade spotted yet one more sprinting canine joining the chase and soon all were lost in the thick, leafy vegetation. Two more kisses from Murzinda took care of two more guards, turning corners as they came searching for their animals. 
 
    Sal's voice came through the talkie, “Well, how about that? You know, I have often thought about getting one o' those little guys to train to hunt for me. They have become very popular with birders, I hear, along the coast.” 
 
    While Sal retrieved used ammunition and moved on, it was time for Kade to make his move. He quietly let himself inside and slipped behind some shelving as a couple cooks walked by, finishing their cleanup from the evening meal. When they reached the opposite side of the room, Kade left unnoticed.  
 
    The traveling through the rest of the kitchens and corridors in that wing of the house was laboriously slow. Servants were still wrapping up jobs or making their way to their beds for the night. Kade needed to nab one for information, but they kept passing in pairs or remained in areas of the house that were too public for a grab and stash. He needed an isolated individual in an isolated spot— 
 
    A guard turned a corner and Kade stepped into the shadow of a recessed door. Reaching for his leather bola in his satchel, he waited for the man to get closer. It felt so strange. Kade never thought he would be doing this kind of thing again! So it was with a small, bewildered nod to himself that as the guard passed, Kade slung the bola's thin strap around his neck. Pulling him quickly back into the shadows, Kade held tightly until the man lost consciousness. Then he dragged him through the nearest door. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Kade dropped the guard and spun to the sight of a young blond in a common maid's uniform rising from the modest bed upon which she had been lying, eyeing him—and his “baggage”—with great alarm. With a bound to the bed, he arrested her forthcoming scream. 
 
    “I do no' wish to hurt you,” he told her, a hand securely over her mouth, “and you will no' need to worry about ending up like him if you can calm down and do no' scream.” A quick scan of the bedroom told Kade she was alone in here. “Do you understand?” 
 
    He got a small, frightened nod. 
 
    “Good. Now, I am going to remove my hand and you will remain quiet and in control. All right?” 
 
    She nodded again. Slowly, Kade loosened his hold and moved away, and the maid kept quiet, as promised. Interesting. It looked like she had been crying. 
 
    “What is your name?” he asked gently. 
 
    “Hana.” 
 
    Kneeling by the guard, Kade started tying up limp hands and feet. “Hello, Hana. I am here looking for a woman that was brought in earlier this evening. Do you happen to know anything about that?” 
 
    The slim woman looked quite uneasy with the efficiency with which Kade was working on his prisoner. “Maybe.” Her regular, attractive features clouded as she reached fingers to absentmindedly touch one of her shoulders.  
 
    “Do you know where she might be?” Kade finished his last knot with his twine, then introduced just a spot of his livestock sedative into the man's veins. 
 
    “What is she to you?” she said after a moment's deliberation. 
 
    “She is a good woman suffering under the hand o' a very bad man,” was all Kade would grant, “and—” The guard's talkie broke in for the next check. It seemed the indoor squad was on a separate channel. Verifications were rambled, until number three. There was a pause. His cue. “Section three—all clear,” Kade said. The count continued to ten where the talkie went quiet again and Kade looked at Hana. “I need you to take me to her.” 
 
    “I do no' know where she is.” 
 
    She was lying. Great. He had to pick the belligerent help in the house. Maybe she was actually loyal to Malig'ahnt. Or maybe she didn't want to help for fear of being found out. Either way, he didn't have time for this. 
 
    With a sigh, Kade reached into his satchel and pulled out his bola again. “It does hurt a little … before you pass out from the blood restriction, and I am afraid this will leave a mark on your skin, but there is no' usually any permanent damage.” Stretching the length of his finely oiled, handle-and-claw ended bola across his front, he took a meaningful step forward. 
 
    “Wait! Maybe I … do have an idea.”  
 
    That was better. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Quietly following Hana the maid through the mansion, they met no one until they topped the flight to the second floor.  
 
    “Hold right there. Who are you?” a gruff voice from down the hall commanded. Unfortunately, it was a voice that also had a gun.               
 
    Kade dove back down a few steps and tossed one of his favorite distractions behind him—a smoke bomb. When it cracked on the floor, thick, dark smoke began to spew. Kade threw the weighted end of his bola toward the banister post at the opposite top step and the hooked end swung around it twice. Then he pulled it taut just as the guard came charging through the smoke. The guard's foot caught and the whole of him careened down the stairs to the landing below. Kade already had the sedative syringe halfway into his neck when he started to come to. 
 
    A coughing, sputtering Hana was pulled along, halfway up the flight to the third floor before Kade blew out the spent air in his lungs and inhaled again. “Sorry. You should no' breathe that in,” he told her. 
 
    “Did you kill that man?” Hana choked out. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    They went down another long passage, Kade's anxiety and pace increasing with each step. He was getting close now. It was extremely difficult to maintain a calculated advance, but he was rewarded for his discipline when, checking around the next corner, another sentry was spotted walking away from them. He motioned to Hana to wait. 
 
    She surprised him by bolting forward, calling to the guard! 
 
    Swearing, Kade let loose his bola at the fleeing maid and the ends splayed apart until, hitting her calves, they swung around together in a tangle. Hana went face down. With a shout, the guard started toward him and Kade retreated back around the corner, listening to the footsteps nearing. 
 
    “You there!” 
 
    What the Mother!  
 
    Another guard shouted, rushing up the stairs at him from the other direction. With a groan, Kade rolled around the corner again, facing angry, charging guard number one and threw a handful of tear dust at the man's face. He stumbled and cried out as the stinging, sandy concoction hit his eyes. Kade threw another smoke bomb behind him at the turn in the hall and, sidestepping out of the blinded guard's path, shoved him into the new cloud. The sound of guard number one colliding with number two within was very satisfying. The sound of confused and disoriented fighting as they began to wildly beat at each other, even more. 
 
    Moaning, Hana tried to pick herself up off the floor, but was unsuccessful until Kade had her by the arm, untwining his bola himself. “Do no' try that again,” he charged, pulling her up. “If you have no' noticed, this is hard enough already without you causing me any extra grief.” 
 
    Hana stared in wonder at the flailing, coughing men in the slowly clearing smoke. “What are you, some kind o' mystic mercenary?” 
 
    “Sure,” he snorted. Then pulling her with him and taking a deep breath, Kade entered the smoke. 
 
    Both guard one and two were on the ground now, coughing so hard they could hardly take any more blind swings at each other. Each got a dose of sedative while Kade kept wary eyes on Hana. She remained obediently still this time, and she remembered to hold her breath. 
 
    With a wipe of his brow, Kade straightened and moved them both ahead into fresh air. “Are we there yet?” 
 
    Hana's glance down the hall was dark. “You know, have you considered that an extra woman in the house to distract him is a welcome respite for others? What makes her so special that she should no' bear a share o' the burden?” 
 
    Understanding finally began to dawn. Coiling his bola to return to his satchel, Kade said, “She did no' choose to be here. She was stolen.” 
 
    “None o' us want to be here,” Hana spat, dark eyes burning, but Kade only cocked his head. 
 
    “Are you implanted?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you have a choice.” 
 
    “But Lord Malig'ahnt is powerful, and ruthless. I do no' have a choice!” 
 
    Squaring himself to her, Kade said softly, “You have more o' a choice than she does.” He looked into troubled, nearly black eyes. “Please, Hana. Help me find her.” 
 
    Hana remained quiet, internal conflict raging until, finally, she jutted a pointed chin down the hall. “Straight to the end, turn right, third door on your left. That is his personal suite. Can I go now?” 
 
    “Are you sure that is where he has her?” 
 
    Her laugh was clipped. “That is where he takes all o' us.” Then she looked him over with circumspection. “I promise I will no' alert anyone,” she said. Without another word, she was striding away. 
 
    “Thank you, Hana.” 
 
    Her retreating figure gave no indication whether or not she had heard, but Kade really didn't care. Frenzied fingers bound the guards together. “God, help me protect her,” he muttered. 
 
    He must be prepared for whatever he might find. Lyra had been in Malig'ahnt's possession for several hours now. Anything could have happened! The thought got Kade's legs taking him down the hall in long strides. 
 
    Protect her now! 
 
    He broke into a run. He rounded the corner. One. Two. Three doors. He lunged through into a dimly lit suite. 
 
    The sight of a mostly naked Malig'ahnt kneeling over a quiet figure chained to the wall on the bed wrenched Kade's stomach into a tight, convulsive ball. A fury he had never felt before made him see red. His blood boiled. His head pounded. One dangerously singular thought prevailed. 
 
     He. Must. Pay. 
 
    Kade was on the startled Malig'ahnt before the man could even fully register that someone had burst into his room. With an animal ferocity, he yanked him off his bed and threw him against the wall. Slam! Malig'ahnt's body bounced to the floor. 
 
    “Guard!” the disheveled, white-blondness screamed, scrambling to get up. 
 
    “They are on break.” 
 
    Kade lunged, throwing a punch at his face, but Malig'ahnt ducked and Kade's fist met with painted plaster. Malig'ahnt hastily buttoned his pants as he scurried away. 
 
    “I am going to take you for all you have for this, J'Kor! You are no' allowed to be here. You are no' allowed to touch me!” 
 
    Calloused knuckles reemerged from a crumbling, dusty hole. Brushing them off, Kade turned to the door and shut it. “I am here by right o' the Gentleman's Canon, Serpahn,” he said. The element of surprise over, Kade's approach was more careful this time. 
 
    “What Canon?” Malig'ahnt sneered. But quickly understanding that Kade was not going away, he hastily grabbed a nearby bar stool for a makeshift weapon. 
 
    “Part o' the old charter,” Kade answered, “when Caldreen was first formed. Old, but still honored. In the Bill o' Entitlements, it maintains a man's right to defend the honor o' the woman he loves.” As he spoke, Kade had inconspicuously worked a hand into his satchel. In one swift move he removed his bola and flung an end toward the brandished stool where the claw wrapped itself securely at a joining in the leg. Then he yanked, taking it out of Malig'ahnt's hands to haphazardly land at his feet. “And unfortunately for you—” Holding up his bola with the attached bar stool swinging lightly in the air, just an inch above the floor, Kade tipped his chin toward the huddled body on the bed. “—that is the woman I love.” 
 
    He spun and swung with all his might. 
 
    The stool wheeled through the air, hitting Malig'ahnt clean in the gut with a loud smack. It sent him sprawling into a low table which broke from the force and both wood and man collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Then Kade sprang. 
 
    The beating of Malig'ahnt to a pulp began—a feverish, pummeling to cleanse his fury and aching heart of what this monster had put Lyra and himself through. Only part of him was aware of the profanities he sputtered as he went. Only part noticed when Malig'ahnt stopped fighting back. Kade was blind to his surroundings, to reason, to his own sense of ethical restraint. Die, you—! 
 
    “Kade?” A frail voice pervaded the consuming rage. A cooling salve to his burning soul. 
 
    Dripping with exertion, shoulders heaving as his lungs fought for air, fists stained red with the bloody head he held by the hair, Kade turned to the sound.  
 
    There, under shadow of the four-poster canopy, a body shifted weakly against the wall at the head. Lyra! The bloody head got dropped. 
 
    Kade's rush to her side came to a crashing halt, however, when he finally got a clear look at the huddled victim amid the scattered pillows and tossed sheets. Gods! What had he done to her? Lyra's long, beautiful hair had been savagely cropped short. One eye was swollen shut, bleeding over a mean cut near her lip. Her legs and arms bore scratches up and down. The scratches and bruises were nothing, however, compared to the numerous patches of crimson bleeding through her light slip. On Lyra's back, they seeped through the threads so profusely that it was nearly one, big stain. 
 
    The taste of bile mixed with his saliva and Kade was almost afraid to touch her for fear of hurting her more, so fragile did her state appear. He sat gingerly at her side. 
 
    “Lyra?” His voice caught as he spotted more telling streaks of red, low along the front of her chemise. “Oh … gods, Lyra, I—I am so sorry I could no' get to you sooner.” 
 
    Her attempted smile of relief came out more like a grimace. “What are you doing here?” she said in a whisper, a tear forming at her cheek. 
 
    He touched her tenderly at her neck (it was one of the few places that appeared unscathed) and tried to grin, “Well, I am your stalker. You canno' get away from me, remember?” Lyra's answering chuckle sounded like a weak cough, and the grin left. “Lyra, are you okay to —?” 
 
    A dark, gurgling laugh rippled from the other side of the room. “She is more than okay, J'Kor,” Malig'ahnt slurred through a split lip and swollen, bleeding gums. “Most invigorating sex I have ever had.” Kade couldn't believe the man was still conscious! A puffy, red eye turned on him, enjoying his horrified expression. “Even better the second time,” he wheezed, and Malig'ahnt closed his eyes as if with a blissful memory. “She must have enjoyed it—” 
 
    “You bloody pustule o' filth!” Kade snarled. He was so filled with revulsion that he could barely see straight and he started back to finish the job he had begun with Malig'ahnt's head. 
 
    “No! Don't kill him,” Lyra rasped weakly, sounding like it was take everything she had to just form the words on her lips. “He isn't worth it.” 
 
    Hesitating, Kade glared at Malig'ahnt who lay there smirking at him somehow through the angry red mess that was his face. He deserved to die! But Lyra was right. Muttering an unintelligible curse, Kade forced his fingers to uncurl and turned his back on the miserable, broken lump ruining perfectly good floor space. Besides, he still had to get Lyra out of here. 
 
    It was hard to think straight. It was hard to look at her with the evidence of Malig'ahnt's revenge and lust smeared all over her body and still form something lucid. The cuffs! A useful thought finally came. Get the cuffs off.               
 
    A quick scan of the room yielded nothing. The bedside table, the dresser, the bar top. No key. A rummage through Malig'ahnt's jacket tossed over a chair produced Lyra's tracker, though, and more guilt pressed on Kade. How much of this had she endured as well? Kade hurled the tracker vehemently against a wall where it broke into several pieces. Then he stomped hard on the casing, smashing it to bits. He wouldn't be needing that thing anymore. 
 
    The key was finally found in Malig'ahnt's pants pocket. 
 
    Malig'ahnt gazed at him blearily as he continued to lie in pain on the collapsed table. “You may get away with this, J'Kor,” he wheezed behind a wet cough, “but you will always know that I had your woman. She screamed in pain over me and begged for mercy under me.” The yellow eyes gleamed with a spiteful, obscene pleasure. “And when she cries in the night, you will know whose face she is seeing in the darkness.” 
 
    Kade turned hardened features on Malig'ahnt. “You had better pray to the Mother she does no', Serpahn. One little whimper from her and you will be seeing my face in the darkness. I will get to you again, and when I do, you will experience firsthand every … single … thing you did to her.” Kade held up the thick, hardened handle of his bola. “Shall I show you right now where I am going to shove this?” 
 
    Malig'ahnt's eyes grew large. But then Kade just conked him smartly on the head with the handle, thoroughly disgusted and completely done with the man. 
 
    Malig'ahnt went out cold, but his words echoed hauntingly through Kade's head. As much as he hated to admit it, they were true. 
 
    Lyra was fast losing consciousness again as Kade removed her raw, reddened wrists from the cuffs. She squirmed weakly at his hand on her back as he bent to pick her up. 
 
    “I am so sorry, Sugarpip,” he mumbled, the sick tightening of his stomach returning again as he hesitated. She was in such bad shape! 
 
    Kade finally decided to just bend her over his shoulder like a sack of flour, and he hasted into the hallway, planning to retrace his steps. 
 
    “Hold it.” 
 
    Bloody whor'! Another guard! This one stepped around the far corner, gun already pointed, ready for trouble. Word must have gotten to the remaining men that something was up. Kade knew he shouldn't have trusted that maid! How many more guards had Sal been able to take out before the ruse was unveiled? He hoped his friend was okay. 
 
    The guard advanced slowly. “Put the woman down and stick your hands—” 
 
    Thunk! 
 
    A strange expression came over him, then he crumpled to the floor, unveiling a body behind, holding aloft a large, heavy candlestick. Kade blinked in surprise. 
 
    “You are welcome,” Hana grunted, sullenly tossing the iron candlestick to the side. “I went downstairs and began listening. I think the boys outside became suspicious when nearly everyone on their last radio check sounded the same. If you want to get out o' here unseen, follow me.” 
 
    # # # 
 
    A hazy figure crowned in a halo of light bent over Lyra, taking her up in his arms. She tried to cling to her preserving angel—but fell into darkness. 
 
      
 
    Soft sunlight beamed through the edges of the canvas door as she lay in her bed. Then a head poked in, silhouetted by the brighter light beyond. 
 
    “How are you doing?” a beloved voice said.  
 
    Lyra blinked a few times, trying to focus on all the familiar objects of her home, the feel of her bed, the outline of the person coming toward her. Kade? She smiled sleepily. 
 
    “Hi, Twitterbug.” 
 
    Jon's face sharpened in her vision. He knelt to kiss her gently on the forehead and, for a brief moment, Lyra was disappointed. 
 
    She got over the feeling fast. “Jon,” she murmured, reaching a hand to run through his curls. 
 
    Jon settled on the floor next to her and their lumpy, scratchy bag of a bed, and took her hand in his. 
 
    “Am I … dead?” Lyra looked around in wonder. This was their home—their last home before Jon was killed. 
 
    “No,” he chuckled. “You are still very much alive. It takes a lot more than one self-centered, spoiled brat to bring my Lyra down.” 
 
    As Lyra sat up, her long, wavy tresses brushed against her arm, cascading softly down to the blanket below. She crawled into his embrace and plaintively rested her head against his warm chest. “So, this isn't heaven? And we can't just sit here like this for the next hundred years or so?” 
 
    His laugh was soft. “In time, my love. We will be together forever, I promise. You. Me. The children.” 
 
    Lyra nestled further into his arms and sighed happily, contentedly, at the thought. 
 
    But, wait. Something wasn't right. Her husband's scent was the same as always—newly chopped hay and fresh evergreen—but, somehow, it wasn't what she wanted. Not what she needed. Not right now. 
 
    She took a deep breath. “Jon, I … I think I love him.” What a terrible thing to admit to her own husband at such a beautiful moment, but Lyra couldn't bring herself to not be honest. 
 
    Jon stroked her hair softly against her back for a minute as he stared out the open door flap into the brightness beyond. Lyra's trepidation increased, but when he did finally turn his face back to her, there was a softness there she did not expect. “Lyra, I would never expect you to live the rest of your life alone. Do not hold back on my account.” 
 
    Relief mixed with further consternation washed over her. “Yeah, I know that, I guess, but Jon, it's more complicated than that. He's a … and we're not … and I'm just not sure how to handle … us.” 
 
    Jon kissed her warmly then pulled back, looking deeply into her eyes. “My love, there are some things that Heavenly Father commands us in no uncertain terms. And then there are other things that God, in His wisdom,” he tilted his head with a shrug, “leaves for us to figure out for ourselves—using our best judgment and in faith. It is the only way for us to really grow.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Lyra plunked her forehead against the solidarity of Jon's broad chest. “Not that again.” 
 
    Jon's hearty laugh resounded through her. “Yes, that again.” 
 
    “Well, if that is true, then I must be a giant by now, because it seems like that's all I am doing these days—sitting there, on my own, trying to figure out what I should do and how I should act and what is the right choice. It's exhausting! And I don't know that I'm making such good choices, anyway. Things just keep getting worse and worse.” 
 
    “Father tests His most valiant spirits to prove them, Lyra. Just remember that the greater the test, the greater the reward. You have already been rewarded with something few have ever experienced.” 
 
    Lyra reluctantly nodded agreement. She still didn't feel worthy of the access she was granted to the Tohmu'vah or the implied destiny that she may share with it. It was absolutely overwhelming. 
 
    Jon added, “And you have also been given something else that, in its own way, is just as special.” Loving fingers brushed across her cheek. “The loyalty and unconditional devotion of a good man.” 
 
    “Thank you, my love. I know.” Lyra gazed up at him fondly. “You were always there for me.” 
 
    Her husband's kiss this time was long and passionate, and Lyra held him to her tightly, soaking in his love, but then Jon drew away, and his eyes held that familiar, mischievous glint. “Yes, Twitterbug,” he said with a grin, “but I wasn't talking about me.” 
 
    Falling. Falling. Falling. Plop! 
 
    Plop. 
 
    Plop. 
 
    Lyra forced eyelids open to an unfamiliar bed situated in an equally unfamiliar, albeit cozy, room decorated in white lace with blue accents. She was positioned on her stomach, and someone was seated in a small chair at her bedside. 
 
    “Kade?” 
 
    “No, Mistress,” a soft voice replied—a servant woman. She stirred at some fizzing medicinal balls she had just dropped into a bowl of water. “Lord J'Kor left two days ago. He has much business to attend to what with this lawsuit against Lord Malig'ahnt, the new post at headquarters, and moving back to Caldreen, and all.” 
 
    “What? Where am I?” The shocking news nearly had Lyra swooning in her fragile grogginess and the reflex to get up was instantly regretted. The skin and muscles in her back fiercely objected. Ow! A quick assessment showed the entire area covered in damp bandage strips soaked in some strong-smelling liquid. 
 
    “Try no' to move, Mistress,” the woman said, dipping a rag into the medicine bowl. She rang it out just enough so that it wasn't dripping then balled it up loosely to place over Lyra's swollen eye. “You are in my Lady J'Kor's home. Her son brought you here after retrieving you from the Malig'ahnts'. You have been asleep for nearly three days.” 
 
    Lyra's one good eye focused on the brown-haired woman before her—not too much older than herself, sturdy, square-jawed, but having a pleasant softness about the eyes. “Do you know when he is coming back?” 
 
    “No, Mistress.” 
 
    “Well, did he leave a note or something for me?” 
 
    The servant continued holding the warm, damp cloth to Lyra's eye. “I do no' believe so, but once you are able to get yourself up and about, I have orders to let you attend my lady. She will be able to answer your questions much better than I. Other than that, I only know that I am assigned to you until you are able to care for yourself again.” 
 
    “Oh.” Then not wanting to appear ungrateful, Lyra added, “But, thank you for taking care of me, Mrs. …?” The medicated rag was soothing. It smelled like crushed gentazel leaves—useful for taking down swelling and relieving itchiness. 
 
    “Martul, Mistress. Mrs. Martul. But please feel free to call me Martee.” Mrs. Martul grinned. “It used to be Wylm, but ever since I married Mr. Martul in grounds keeping everyone started calling me Martee.” She chortled. “Even my lady.” 
 
    Lyra smiled. “Well, I'm—” 
 
    “You are Lyra, o' course, Mistress. The whole household knows who you are—the entire city, as a matter o' fact. You will no' be needing any introductions for yourself in Caldreen anymore, I can tell you that. No, this whole fiasco with Lord Malig'ahnt made sure o' that.” 
 
    Drat. It just kept getting worse and worse! Well, at least, she was out of that awful man's clutches. Her Kade had saved her— 
 
    “Martee, was Malig'ahnt responsible for everything? I mean, having me taken from my lord?” 
 
    “Oh, most certainly, Mistress! Did you no' know that already? The story is that he twisted arms and made threats to get the committee to rule in his favor. That is why my lady and Lord J'Kor are working so hard on this suit against him. It is about time someone stood up to that louse. I have a niece that used to work for him …” 
 
    Lyra's sigh of relief reflected about a hundred pounds of worry and uncertainty shedding off her soul and she lay quietly, peacefully, under Martee's hand whose chipper chatter soon moved on to more pleasant subjects. The dressing on her back was eventually changed and Martee brought her some food. 
 
    They passed the rest of the evening together with a selection of books. Thankfully, the woman read well enough to keep Lyra distracted from her pain and conflicted longing over J'Kor. Relieved as she was to know for sure that he had not given her up, the knowledge of the dramatic change in his living situation bothered Lyra to no end—especially the part about working for the military again. She prayed he would stop in soon to visit. 
 
    By bedtime, a gaping hole had undeniably opened up in her heart for him. And Lyra succumbed to it fully. It would be insulting to deny her love anymore, anyway, it was such an obvious reality. So, drifting off to sleep that night, Lyra's head swirled with memories of him. She prayed for his welfare and begged the Father to somehow reconcile their ability to be together. Soon. 
 
    The next day brought no J'Kor, nor the next, nor the next. No notes, no messages. Lyra started to go stir-crazy in her little room. She had to get up. Walk around. Do something! 
 
    The first few steps were shaky and a little dizzying, but a firm grip on Martee's arm helped as Lyra bit her lip through the pain. Every step, every shift of her body, was a reminder of Malig'ahnt's physical cruelty, but she was not to be deterred. The itch to seek that audience with Lady J'Kor was insufferable. Lady J'Kor meant news. She meant a better understanding of J'Kor's motivations and plans. 
 
    Consequently, on the fourth day, determined to dress herself and present herself to the lady of the house, Lyra swung open the wardrobe to find something other than a too long nightgown to wear. She was flustered beyond imagination to find a few of the frocks from “home” she had altered hanging uniformly on a rod, waiting for her. When had these arrived? Lyra shook her head. No. He must have come back to drop these off before she regained consciousness. He would have visited her otherwise. 
 
    Surely he would have. 
 
    Grimly, Lyra pulled on the nicest one and regarded her appearance in a hand held mirror. Great gutlins! Her hair! She couldn't go anywhere looking like that. Fortunately, Martee was able to entreat another house servant with hair cutting experience to come to Lyra's room. 
 
    Her reflection in the mirror afterward showed a cropped cut with layering that caused her waves to bounce buoyantly about her crown. Lyra grimaced at the image, reminded of her scrappy, tomboy days when her knees were constantly scraped and her hands chronically dirty. Oh well, it would grow back. Eventually. 
 
    It was with immense anticipation, then, that Lyra finally stood before the door to Lady J'Kor's drawing room later that afternoon. Her hustle forward to kneel before Lady J'Kor and take her hand in a respectful kiss cost her, however. Sharp pains shot through Lyra in multiple places along her back and she had to remind herself to take it easy. 
 
    Beginning with a heartfelt thank you for letting her stay in such comfortable surroundings during her recovery, Lyra started the conversation.  
 
    “You are welcome, child,” Lady J'Kor returned, bringing a teacup to her lips for a delicate sip. “Kadent did no' want to aggravate your injuries further with a long trip home. Besides, he knew you would be nothing but a burden and a hindrance for a while. He has a good deal o' business o' much greater import to attend than an invalid khar.” 
 
    This was not said meanly, but the tone was clear. Lady J'Kor then politely inquired of her health to which Lyra responded that she was feeling much better already and hoped to be able to return to serving her son again shortly. 
 
    “Well, it would probably benefit both o' you to take plenty o' time to fully recover before you return to him. Much as I understand your usefulness to him in many facets, 'Na Lyra, I fear you have been a terrible distraction. He has no' been thinking clearly lately. That risky rescue to get you, for instance, is an obvious example. Wrong as the ruling may have been, and underhanded as Serpahn was, I do doubt that you were in any real, life-threatening danger. Especially with your background, one could logically assume that you are better prepared than most to handle such mistreatment—and only for a twenty-two hour period. Kadent need no' have acted so drastically just to retrieve you early.”  
 
    Lyra supposed that was meant to be a compliment, but her insides warned her that if she tried to say anything right then, she would be in very real danger of being sick all over Lady J'Kor's lap. The memory of her time with Malig'ahnt was still too fresh. Instead, she just gave a tiny, humble nod and let Lady J'Kor go on. 
 
    “Honestly, I was aghast at Kadent showing up with you on my doorstep at such a late hour. It took a long talk that night, I assure you, to remind him no' only o' the risk he had taken with himself in such a compulsive operation, but also the disgrace he was potentially heaping upon the good name o' this family.” The matron sighed and shook her head. “Such rash sentimentality did no' stem from my side of the family. But, here we are now, and as my Jos'lie seems to have come to love you so, and as it looks like enough evidence is mounting against Lord Malig'ahnt for someone to finally set him straight, I decided it was in the family's best interest for me to do everything I can to make sure this lawsuit goes through in our favor.” 
 
    This conversation was not helping Lyra feel any better. In the least. “Will my lord be returning soon?” 
 
    “Oh, he has been in and out a few times already,” said Lady J'Kor airily. She offered Lyra a small plate piled with shortbread. “His orientation sessions for his new commission bring him to the city a few days a week now. He pops in briefly to discuss legal matters with me then rushes home again to continue packing up and handing over the business and land to its new owner.” 
 
    Lyra took a cookie only out of politeness. “Does my lord ask about me?” 
 
    Now the lady's expression turned stern. “'Na Lyra, I strongly advise you to put away any thoughts o' favoritism coming from my son. I know what he told Malig'ahnt to rationalize his actions. Kadent may have even imagined it was true in the heat o' the moment, but he has since assured me that the Gentleman's Canon was the only loophole to getting you out o' there early. He has invested heavily in you and certainly feels a desire to protect that investment. I imagine Kadent's interminable sense o' justice was further motivation. He was no' about to let Serpahn get away with this latest outrage.” The lady set hard, green eyes on her. “But, do no' confuse a fondness for your company with something more. He is only a man, after all—subject to the same needs as other men—and, well, I would think his current aloof behavior towards you speaks for him. He is waiting patiently for you to heal until you can resume your duties. He has little use for you until then.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, my lady.” Lyra ducked her head so as to make sure her reddening eyes were not noticed. She decided to change the subject to something less emotionally depressing. “My lady, why did my lord suddenly decide to sell everything and go back to the military? It just seems so sudden, and he hadn't said anything about it.” 
 
    Lady J'Kor sniffed. “Well, why would he discuss his personal affairs with the help?” She dipped her cookie a couple times in her tea. “He hardly discusses them with me—and I am his mother.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I sounded like I was exceeding my station, my lady. I just meant he had not said anything to the children, as far as I know. And it is rather sudden.”  
 
    “Aye, you are right about that, 'Na Lyra. When he told me about the accepted commission the next morning after he brought you here, he only said that his 'priorities had changed.'” She took a nibble and chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “But my suspicion is that that last job he was called in for made him realize how much he missed it. And I think he knows it will help him regain focus and return to his proper place in society. Why, he already seems more centered and sure o' himself just in the last few times I have seen him.” 
 
    Lyra did not want to talk anymore. She choked down her cookie as quickly and politely as possible and the lady was content to dismiss her soon after. The rest of the day and evening unfolded in a depression. 
 
    The next day was no better. Lyra was told she was could roam certain parts of the back of the house, including the library and the back gardens, but was admonished to not wander farther. Lady J'Kor frequently entertained important visitors and did not want Lyra seen. 
 
    The next several days passed one by one. Lyra filled her time with frequent visits from Martee and getting fresh air in the yard, and once she felt able, helping the gardener, Mr. Martul. It was a good distraction from the merciless, gnawing reminder of J'Kor's continued disregard of her as the days and nights passed. Bedtimes were the worst. Lyra would lie down and realize that another day had come and gone with still no visit—no word. 
 
    She finally knew for herself the deliberateness of it when she happened to be in the library one day and suddenly heard his voice. Lyra leaped from her chair and rushed breathless to the door where she carefully opened it and peeked out. There he was at the end of the hall, his glorious form in uniform, carrying himself tall and correct as he opened the door for his mother to enter her study. Not only was J'Kor clean shaven, but his hair was cut shorter to something more smartly formal. He looked every bit a respected officer of the Great Army of the Republic now and, with a sinking heart, Lyra wondered if his mother's assessment of his changed attitude was more correct than she had hoped. 
 
    Her heart beat longingly in her chest as she watched him follow his mother in, closing the door behind him. Lyra soon went back to her book, but arranged herself with it on the floor next to the door so she would be sure to hear when they emerged again. It happened about an hour later. 
 
    With bated breath, Lyra peeked once more to watch and listen. 
 
    “… and 'Na Lyra continues to heal?” J'Kor finally asked before he and his mother parted ways. His tone was disappointingly casual and only now did Lyra recognize some weariness in it, too. 
 
    “Aye,” Lady J'Kor answered. “Martee tells me she is feeling well enough to spend some time outside now. It seems she is even helping with some of the yard work, too, though Martee says she moves about stiffly, and some of her lash injuries are still trying to weep.” 
 
    J'Kor nodded and kissed his mother's hand goodbye. Then, he was gone. 
 
    A quiet tear escaped, making a wet trail down Lyra's cheek. If he had wanted, he could have made an excuse to wander elsewhere in the house and come to find her without his mother knowing. Blessed Saints! Were all his words of devotion just lines to get her in bed, after all? 
 
    Lyra withdrew into the library again. Thank goodness she had not let him kiss her that last morning they had together. She knew she wouldn't have had the resolve to make sure it stopped there, and this was exactly why waiting all the way until marriage was such a valuable rule to heed. At least she didn't have to hang her head now, knowing she had given in despite her better judgment. Another tear rolled down. Why didn't knowing this help her feel any better? 
 
    The book got put back on the shelf. Reading had lost its appeal. 
 
    Going into the second week, Lyra had to start putting her frustrations into something more physically demanding or she feared she would explode. Still no word from J'Kor. No new dreams starring Jon. No relief. No release. Lyra decided she was well enough to exercise again. 
 
    An isolated back corner of the yard was a good place to start working her muscles back up to speed with some stretches and defensive forms. By the third day, Lyra was enjoying exerting herself with some real, decisive force. The good, hard workout helped clear her mind like always, and besides, the sooner she could demonstrate full recovery, the sooner J'Kor would have to take her back. Then, at least, some nagging questions would finally get answered. 
 
    With nothing but time on her hands, by the end of the second week Lyra was spending several hours a day out there behind a concealing row of shrubs, her skirt hitched up as high as it could go. She finished another exercise session on her knees in humble prayer then received a funny look from Martee a short while later passing in the hall. Evidently, the sight of a sweat drenched woman was a rarity. Lyra just tipped her head with a friendly smile and continued on her way. 
 
    Mrs. Qanum, head housekeeper, as Lyra had lately learned, knocked on her door as Lyra was collecting a change of clothes before her shower. She said the Lady J'Kor wished to see her immediately in her drawing room. Oh dear, what now? Probably some new, stressful, life-threatening problem that would drive her to near insanity again. That's all she seemed to get these days. 
 
    With a hurried wipe down of her face and neck, Lyra followed the housekeeper through the length of the house. When she was let in, she found Lady J'Kor seated for afternoon tea, waiting for her in the same place and attitude as their last and only conversation in her home. Lyra went to her and knelt to be received. 
 
    “How are you feeling today, 'Na Lyra?” Lady J'Kor inquired, offering a hand to kiss. 
 
    Lyra showed her obeisance. “Quite well, thank you, my lady. Martee thinks only a few of my cuts will result in permanent scarring. The rest are already beginning to fade. Will my lord be coming for me s—?” 
 
    “I am here already, 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    That warm, resonant baritone made her heart leap like no other and Lyra rose, spinning toward J'Kor who was standing in uniform by the drawing room wall. She suppressed the urge to run to him. They were not alone. 
 
    He stepped forward with a gentle smile, however, and raised a beckoning hand. Lyra approached, nearly trembling. She searched his expression for … anything, but all she could make out was a hint of weariness lingering about the eyes. With reserve, Lyra took his hand and curtsied. 
 
    “My lord, it is good to see you again.” 
 
    Her hand was given a light kiss. “It is good to see you, too, again, pet. You are looking much better.” 
 
    She self-consciously trailed fingers through some of her cropped locks still damp with sweat. “I am sorry I have not come looking more presentable, my lord. I was told to come to my lady immediately and my hair—” 
 
    “I am certain it will grow back quickly.” Her fingers were given a quick squeeze before they were dropped and J'Kor went back to clasping his hands behind his back as before. “As I said, Mother, I will be just a few minutes with 'Na Lyra, then I will be ready to help you receive Oles'way and Caeven.” 
 
    Lady J'Kor's glance at the clock above the hearth was impatient. “Fine, Kadent, but hurry. They should be here very soon.” 
 
    With a short nod, J'Kor motioned for Lyra to walk with him to the door. He went through it and Lyra dutifully followed, bewildered, dying to finally talk to him in private. “Where in the world have you—?” 
 
    “Patience, my pet,” J'Kor said, giving a nod to the butler as they passed. “There will be time later to speak o' such things. Right now, I have something to show you.” 
 
    Lyra suddenly found herself facing the front door leading into the courtyard. J'Kor opened it for her. 
 
    “Lyra?” 
 
    With a gasp, Lyra ran to her brother-in-law standing in the shade of the covered patio. Lady J'Kor's elegant fountain made happy splashing sounds in the courtyard beyond, the water sparkling and gleaming as it fell. 
 
    “Sursha!” She threw herself into his arms in a great hug. 
 
    “Lyra! Thank God you are all right,” Sursha cried, hugging her back. “Officer J'Kor told us that you were taken from him for a short while.” 
 
    “No, I'm all right, really.” Lyra said with tears streaming down her face. “And you?” She quickly acknowledged the grinning Peerz and Lowet also with him. “All of you? Have you been released?” 
 
    “Officer J'Kor's recommendation finally went through and he promised to let us see you.” 
 
    J'Kor had hung politely back to watch the reunion from the door and at her tearful smile offered a simple nod, a pensive expression hinting at unfathomable thoughts. Lowet and Peerz were greeted next. Thankfully, they all looked quite well—well fed, cleanly dressed. 
 
    “Lowet, thank you for helping to find me. No doubt, your tracking skills came in handy,” Lyra told the gruff man during their hug. 
 
    “Well, I was promised that my new home would be erected for my family during my absence,” Lowet admitted somewhat abashed. “Always preferred tracking to domestic chores.” 
 
    The hug for her father's longtime friend was more heartfelt. “Peerz,” Lyra laughed, still crying, “I can't believe they let you leave the colony what with your responsibilities.” 
 
    “I owed it to your father many times over to come after you, Lyra. He was a good friend. Besides,” Peerz added with a twinkle, “does not a bishop lead best by example?” 
 
    Lyra's heart almost stopped. Oh Father … 
 
    Oh, Heavenly Father!  
 
    “Lyra, are you okay?” Peerz noticed the color draining from her face. 
 
    “Uh, give me a moment, please.” Lyra turned and walked the length of the patio back to J'Kor, abuzz with a terrible and foreboding anticipation. 
 
    “What is wrong?” J'Kor murmured as she neared. She was almost trembling as she gazed nervously up into his face. 
 
    “Why have you been ignoring me since you brought me here?” 
 
    His eyes turned puzzled. “Lyra, can we no' talk about that later? Your friends can only visit you for a short while before they need to leave.” 
 
    “No,” Lyra shook her head. “You don't understand. That is precisely why I need to know now. Please,” she said softly, “if you care for me at all, just humor me and answer the question.” 
 
    J'Kor grimaced. “Well, you probably canno' appreciate how busy I have been. I have hardly had time to eat and sleep.” 
 
    “But you have been here multiple times without coming to me once. Not one note or even a glance.” 
 
    “I have had to put on a show o' disinterest to calm my mother's anxiety. You should have seen the look on her face when I had to tell her what I did to get you out.” 
 
    He was not telling the whole truth. Lyra knew it, but with a shake of her head, she let it go. His excuses were sound enough on the surface. “And why did you decide to uproot your whole life to go back to your post?” 
 
    J'Kor shifted uncomfortably. “It was for you, Sugarpip. All o' it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He sighed and said, “I decided that if I was going to help you go find your people like you wanted, I had to unshoulder the responsibilities o' the ranch completely. That was what I was doing on the wire in my office that morning. I was selling it all—the business, the land, the house. I have had interested buyers for a long time.” 
 
    “Y—Y—You did that for me?” Lyra spluttered. “Your ancestral inheritance? Your home?” 
 
    “Aye.” J'Kor's smile was tinged with sadness. “Accepting a new commission was after the fact. I had to do it to bribe my commanding officer into letting me go after you. He was going to make me spend the night in a cell until Serpahn's time was up, otherwise. I was supposed to be under house arrest—” 
 
    “Peerz can marry us!” Lyra blurted, flushed and overcome and not at all sure about the leap of faith she had just decided to take. “He's a bishop—an ecclesiastical leader among the Believers. He has authority.” Lyra's heart jumped into her throat as she waited for his response. 
 
    J'Kor stood dumbfounded. She couldn't blame him, really. Finally, “Do you … really want that?” 
 
    “Uh, don't you?” Great gutlins, why was this turning out so awkward? 
 
    Lyra suddenly felt quite foolish. He was probably so tired of the mess she had made of his life that he was rethinking how he felt about her. That was why he had really stayed away this whole time. He couldn't stand to be with her and be reminded that everything had been just fine befo—Why was J'Kor pulling her toward her friends and brother-in-law? 
 
    J'Kor stopped before Peerz, eyeing him uneasily. “Lyra says that you have—that you can marry people.” 
 
    Peerz's wide eyes went to Lyra then back to J'Kor. “Why, yes, I have authority to marry people. For life.” 
 
    “Then,” J'Kor gave Lyra a quick glance, “would you be so kind as to marry—?” 
 
    “Wait, no!” Concerned brother-in-law fingers gripped vice-like over Lyra's arm and Sursha's strained whisper implored into her ear, “Lyra, what are you doing? You can't be serious.”  
 
    “Sursha, you don't understand.” After all these days of waiting and wondering, things were suddenly happening so fast, Lyra's head swam. 
 
    “Lyra!” Then Sursha looked apologetically to Peerz (he was avoiding eye contact with the Caldreen'n officer at the moment). “May I please have a private moment with my sister?” And Lyra was hauled away from the small group to be sat down on a shaded bench, Sursha glowering over her like an angry parent about to scold a child. 
 
    “You're not really my brother,” Lyra quickly muttered somewhat testily. 
 
    “Well, Luk isn't hear to talk some sense into you, so I guess that responsibility falls to me. Lyra, what is going on? Is he compelling you to do this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you pregnant with his child?” 
 
    “No, Sursha! I told you before, he has been a gentleman.” 
 
    “So, what, then?” Sursha shot back. “Look, Lyra, I can appreciate what he has done for you—for all of us, in fact—but that does not obligate you to marry the man! He is not one of us. He is a Great Army soldier. You can't possibly feel any—” 
 
    “I love him, Sursha.” 
 
    The admission stopped Sursha's rant dead in its tracks. 
 
    Lyra continued quietly, “I know that sounds crazy, but I do.” 
 
    “No.” Shaking his head, Sursha knelt before her and placed supportive hands at her knees. The taut line of his mouth softened a bit. “He is manipulating you somehow into thinking you love him. Good God in Heaven, Lyra, Jon has only been dead a matter of weeks! Please. Listen to reason.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Lyra's eyes. Sursha reminded her so much of Jon—the thick, unruly curls, the broad face, the stocky build. 
 
     “Sursha,” she said, swiping at the latest flush of tears and sitting up a little taller, “how long has it been?” 
 
    “Well, it has been nearly seven weeks.” 
 
    “Wrong.” Lyra turned steady eyes on her belated husband's younger brother. “It has been seven weeks, three days, and two and a half hours. Sursha, no one remembers Jon's death more keenly than I. I was there, for Heaven's sake! He was killed right before my eyes.” At Sursha's somewhat ashamed lowering of his head, Lyra's voice softened. “I have missed him so much, he has been haunting my dreams. I think about him every minute of every day. I still love Jon, Sursha. I always will. We are sealed for time and eternity, remember? And I can't wait to be with him again, someday.”  
 
    Then Lyra paused for a long look at J'Kor, standing in uncomfortable silence with Bishop Peerz Whetfield. “But, Sursha, I think about him every minute of every day, too. He is there in my heart along with Jon, the kids, you, and everyone else I love. I can't explain what happened.” Now it was Lyra's turn to hang her head. “In fact, my greatest worry right now is that his feelings toward me may have cooled. He has sacrificed everything for me.” 
 
    “Lyra,” Sursha groaned. 
 
    Okay, fine. It seemed he was going to need a different kind of persuasion. Lyra took her brother-in-law's head in her hands. “Sursha, look at it this way. You know how the implants work. I have to stay with him … and I don't want to be living in sin.” Bending to kiss him on the forehead, she gently reminded, “I do not need your blessing, just, please don't try to stop me.” 
 
    It was a long moment before Sursha finally grumbled some kind of assent. He took her into a hug. “I just hope you know what you are doing,” he whispered. 
 
    “Me, too,” she offered frankly into his ear. 
 
    She got a half smile for that and he finally let her go. 
 
    When she returned to Peerz, he watched her very carefully. “Sister Woodrose, do you wish to … marry this man?” 
 
    A noise from the far end of the courtyard interrupted Lyra's intended answer as a pair of men came through the front gate toward the house. J'Kor swore softly. 
 
    “They are here early. Everyone, please, this way.” He motioned toward a side gate that led to other gardens. “The fewer people that see you here, the better.” They all got herded to the other side and J'Kor closed the gate securely behind him before turning to Lyra. “I have an appointment with these men. They are my lawyers and I am afraid they are going to take up my time for the next couple hours. If … if we are going to be married,” he nodded politely to Peerz, “it has to be now. I know your friends wish to be on their way and out o' the city before nightfall.” 
 
    “Right now?” Lyra's mouth hung open. She was suddenly painfully aware of how she looked, how she was dressed. Right now? 
 
    No flowers? No wedding swathe? No special event? No nothing! 
 
    Their joining ceremony would be the more formal occasion! 
 
    “Sister Woodrose?” Peerz inquired again. 
 
    Lyra rubbed at her forehead, and J'Kor watched her from the gate. That steady gaze. Enveloping. Consuming. “Yes! Yes, I do.” 
 
    Peerz's turn to J'Kor took an eternity. “And you, sir? Do you wish to wed this woman?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lowet, who had essentially kept quiet and out of the way during the whole proceeding, shook his head wonderingly while Sursha stood next to him, expression hard as stone. Lyra, meanwhile, resorted to staring at the ground. She suddenly couldn't meet eyes with any of the four men standing around her. 
 
    Holy Father! Was this really the right thing to do? 
 
    “Well,” Peerz said with a scratch of his head, “I suppose all I really need is a pen and some paper to document this.” A mumble came from J'Kor that he had something on him they could use and Peerz turned to his friends. “Brother Woodrose? Brother Path? Would you be willing to act as witnesses?” 
 
    Lowet offered an affirming grunt. 
 
    Sursha, a small, resigned nod. 
 
    It all became a strange, hazy dream. Lyra was not aware exactly when J'Kor came to her side and took her by the hand, nor when Peerz placed himself before them and began to speak. Lyra hardly heard a word. Her pulse pounded in her head as more fears and doubts rang clangorously through it. Men spoke beyond the gate as a servant showed them into the house. Leaves overhead rustled lightly in the late spring breeze. Sursha's eyes lay heavily on her as he stood rigid, brooding, to the side. 
 
    At some point, she said something in the affirmative and J'Kor said something after that, but it wasn't until he shifted that she snapped out of her confused daze. She thought Bishop Whetfield had just asked if J'Kor happened to have any token to present her. 
 
    “Oh, er, aye, as a matter o' fact,” he murmured, and from an inside, coat breast pocket J'Kor removed a familiar necklet—two familiar, intertwined necklets. At her surprise he grinned softly. “Sal found this—that night—when he strode through the front doors after subduing Serpahn's entire outer guard.” 
 
    Lyra had to grin back. She was so happy to see the chain strands again—both of them. 
 
    “I know there has not been any time to prepare,” Peerz said to the groom, “but would you like to say a few words?” 
 
    J'Kor nodded, but it was a long moment before he seemed even able to get started. “Lyra, I know I am no' the husband you really want, nor is this the life you would choose, but—” He cleared his throat softly, as if afraid to go on and his fingers fiddled with the necklet in his hand. “Thank you,” he finally murmured, “for giving me a chance.” 
 
    Lyra eyed him, mystified. What was she supposed to gather from that? 
 
    Then Peerz was suddenly looking at her for a response. Oh dear. Now she understood J'Kor's hesitation. It had been two weeks since they had seen each other, their last conversation had not ended well, and so much had changed since then. 
 
    This is your wedding. Say what you feel. 
 
    “You have earned a lifetime of chances from me,” she mumbled back up at him. “You have been my guardian. You have been my friend. You became my savior, and now I want you to be my husband.” Lyra threw an uneasy glance toward their two witnesses. “… Really.” 
 
    J'Kor didn't move. He just stood there like he wasn't sure he believed her. 
 
    Finally, Lyra felt compelled to just take the necklets from J'Kor's motionless hand. It looked like she was going to have to put them on herself, or they might all be standing there, staring dubiously at each other, till winter solstice. Well … staring at her. 
 
    Her nervous fingers, however, had problems with the tiny clasps at the back of her neck and Lyra grew even more fretful. Then stronger, gentle ones came to her rescue, taking over the job to a more efficient completion. 
 
    The ordeal over, Lyra and J'Kor went back to facing Peerz. The poor man stood regarding them as probably the most conflicted and tense couple he had ever seen, but he nodded that they were doing just fine—even if it wasn't true. 
 
    “Well,” he finally said, “in the sight of God, our Eternal Father, and these witnesses you may kiss your bride, Officer J'Kor. If you wish.” 
 
    In a moment, warm and calloused hands were lightly cupping her face; turbulent, gray eyes sought her soul; then soft lips brushed over Lyra's in a touch so light one wouldn't have known the difference from a passing breeze. A burning swelled inside, a vibration of body and soul that simultaneously rocked her to life and threatened to shake her to pieces, and Lyra became certain that the only thing keeping her upright was the gentle hold J'Kor had on either side of her jaw. 
 
    Then it was over. 
 
    He released her. 
 
    Wait. He was done already? Their first kiss, not only as husband and wife, but … ever, and he was done? Lyra wanted to throw her arms around the Caldreen'n and try that again, a lot harder and longer. The reservations he may be feeling toward her didn't matter. The fact that they probably needed several hours to calmly talk things through and find out where they were at didn't matter. Lyra wanted more of that—whatever it was. She needed it. 
 
    Lyra started to reach for the carefully combed head, but his husky murmur checked her. “Join me for dinner later?” 
 
    “Uh … when?” 
 
    “Half past seventeen o'.” J'Kor stepped back. “I am sorry, I have to go now. I will be in a meeting until then.” Straightening himself, he turned to Peerz. “Thank you, er, Bishop, for doing that for us,” he said, gripping the man's shoulder most respectfully. “I wish you good journey. The supplies I told you about are in the carriage's trunk.” 
 
    Peerz returned the gesture and thanked him for his generosity. Then he quickly had J'Kor sign the hasty document of marriage scribbled onto the scrap of paper. 
 
    The addressing of Sursha and Lowet was in much the same manner: “Good journey to you. I hope you find your loved ones well upon your return.” 
 
    Sursha only mumbled, “Please. Take good care of her.” 
 
    Lyra was still dazed as J'Kor turned back to her with a courteous bow. “Mrs. J'Kor.” 
 
    Then he was gone. Lyra stared blankly after him. 
 
    “Er, Mrs. J'Kor, would you please sign here and I will leave this document in your hands for safe keeping?” 
 
    “Huh?” Lyra was going over the sound of that name in her head. Peerz held the paper out to her meaningfully and Lyra finally registered his words. “Oh, uh, yes.” 
 
    The slightly rumpled paper had phrases written in Aultscryp of solemn testimony that Peerz had wed two people with the required number of witnesses. I'm married again. I am married … AGAIN! The enormity of the situation finally, fully hit her and Lyra felt a woozy. 
 
    He needs you. The recurring impression pulsed through her again and a measure of peace embedded itself into her soul. No, this was right, and she would honor him for better or worse, to the day she died. Lyra signed her name next to J'Kor's. 
 
    Peerz took the paper back and offered a gentle hug. “You will be fine, Lyra,” he whispered to her. “He is holding back, but the Spirit has born witness to me that he really does love you. I would not have gone through the ceremony, otherwise.” 
 
    “Thank you, Peerz,” Lyra sniffed, eyes starting to redden again. “So, you are heading out now?” 
 
    “Yes. We just need you to go get your backpack and you will finally be relieved of that heavy burden that has been yours to bear for much too long.” He tried to smile, but it didn't reach his eyes. They both knew she would gladly continue to bear the burden if she could return with them. 
 
    “Uh, I don't have it” Lyra had to admit, cringing. “As far as I know it's still back in his home far from here. I haven't been there for two weeks. I'm so sorry.” 
 
    A groan rose up from Lowet. “Well, then let's get going even faster. It looks like we have some more journeying to do before we can go home. Can you at least give us directions?” 
 
    Lyra's nod was in the affirmative. She had been up and down that road to the capital a few times now and she was confident she could direct them. Peerz quickly got Lowet and Sursha's signatures, wrote a little more, himself, on the piece of paper, then presented it to Lyra who tucked her makeshift certificate of marriage into a skirt pocket. 
 
    They walked together to J'Kor's carriage just outside the courtyard—brand new by the looks of it, with a stylish pair of threshers to pull it, too—convertible, modern sliding tracks, and all. Lyra inquired of her children and other family and friends. Sursha finally began to relax and Lyra was glad it was Sursha here instead of her real brother. Luk would have been even more obstinate and protective. 
 
    None of them had been with the kids much longer than Lyra before they struck out to come find her, but she was assured that everyone was settling in just fine in the new locale with her sister's family. Rorn was stepping up to take charge of his younger sisters and be another man about the household. Verise and Iyalyn were faithfully praying for their mother's safety every day. 
 
    Misty-eyed, Lyra made Sursha swear he would pass along her love and assurances that she was fine—not only to her children, but to everyone. 
 
    “I don't think we will spread word around that you willingly married your owner, though,” he told her. “You can imagine the even greater ill will many are feeling toward this nation at the moment. It would not go over well.” 
 
    “I understand, but perhaps some of those feelings will be smoothed over when my husband brings me for a visit.” 
 
    Sursha started. “Has he promised to do such a thing?” 
 
    “That is the plan,” Lyra said hopefully, happy to shed more good light on the man she had just married. 
 
    At the carriage, the trunk was opened to reveal all kinds of traveling food, a few bed rolls, warm coats, a couple hunting knives, and … her backpack! Lyra yanked it out and tore open the flap. Yes! There was the Tohmu'vah, carefully wrapped in its cloth, ready for transport! Her heart filled with love for J'Kor once again as she turned tearful eyes to her astonished Believer brethren. 
 
    Actually handing over the holy artifact, though, was more difficult than Lyra would have thought. She had grown to feel a special connection with it. But it didn't belong to her, and it needed to go back home. 
 
    The sacred object, preserved and returned to Believer hands was a miracle as far as the men were concerned and emotion played in Peerz's throat as he said, “I suppose you might like some directions for your visit home, Mrs. J'Kor.” 
 
    Out of caution, they determined that Peerz would write his directions to the new colony in Aultscryp on the marriage certificate at the bottom. No one was going to see that paper but J'Kor and her, and if someone did, it would take a fluency in the language to even notice the out-of-place, tacked on words. 
 
    A little more last-minute visiting, and Lyra was all too soon giving long, emotional hugs to the three men and watching them climb into the carriage. J'Kor's driver had instructions to take them as far as the western outer limits. The vehicle was out of sight before, with another loud sniff, Lyra made herself turn back to the home. She sent a prayer to the heavens for their safe journey. She also thanked her Eternal Creator from the bottom of her heart for the opportunity to have seen them—and see them leave having essentially fulfilled their mission. 
 
    Then heaving an emotional sigh and fingering her necklet, Lyra let a new anticipation begin to fill her breast. She had a dinner date. 
 
    The antique clock on her new mother-in-law's shelf just inside the door read half past sixteen o'. She only had an hour to get ready! She hauled it back to her room, wondering what kind of plan J'Kor had in mind for them. As she showered she pictured them enjoying a simple meal over a small, corner table somewhere, or perhaps something involving a crackling fire. Or maybe dinner by candlelight in her room? 
 
    Whatever. What really mattered was that they would finally have time to talk. Time unhurried. Time alone. Time for Lyra to work past that starched uniform and rediscover the other man hiding inside that she loved. 
 
    Stepping from the bathroom, dressed, with her damp hair wrapped in a towel, Lyra met Martee walking down the hall who relayed a message from Lord J'Kor that she come find him in the grand hall for dinner. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Well, it would stand to reason that his mother would expect him to dine with her, though the image of the three of them seated together at one end of that long room caused Lyra's nose to crinkle. Drat. She was going to have to wait a little longer for that time alone. 
 
    Lyra's hair was unruly now without the calming weight that used to be there and the prettiest frock J'Kor had left for her was only a step up from casual. Lyra grimaced at her very plain reflection. However, as she headed to the dining hall, the morbid thoughts of this far less than ideal wedding day began to fade. Her J'Kor never really cared about formality and elegance—at least, the old him didn't. 
 
    A sound stopped Lyra just outside the doors. Many sounds, actually, from the other side. It was many people, talking and laughing. Uh, oh. Biting her lip, Lyra peeked inside. 
 
    Oh, no, it was a whole party, about thirty guests in all, mingling about, slowly finding their seats! 
 
    Near the head of the table, J'Kor stood in conversation with a few other men, two of which were dressed in uniform like him, and the ladies—double oh, no!—the ladies were in sparkling gowns bedecked in jewels! This was not good. Lyra was not prepared for this at all. Is this really what he intended for their first evening together?  
 
    As if sensing her presence, J'Kor turned and they met eyes. With a small grin, he motioned for her to come to him, but when Lyra fearfully shook her head, his grin disappeared. Placing his long-stemmed goblet on the corner of the table, J'Kor politely excused himself from the circle. 
 
    As Lyra watched his straight, formal figure cross the length of the room toward her, sudden, dark thoughts began to needle at her brain. Unnerving, alarming thoughts. Of course it was easy for him to agree to marry her that quickly in private. It would have no effect here in his outer, society life because no one could ever know! What had changed, however, was that Lyra didn't have any more reason to refuse him. Furthermore, this marriage essentially obliterated his one motivation to help her journey to her people. It would be so easy now to start making excuses to remain in the city for his new job and new responsibilities. 
 
    Oh, Heavenly Father! Lyra thought in a panic. By marrying him, had she just conveniently given him everything he wanted? Her body, her lifelong commitment to remain with him, and no real reason to have to make a long and dangerous journey? 
 
    She retreated back into the hallway, but J'Kor caught the door before it closed. “Please come in and join me.” 
 
    Under this new, frighteningly suspicious light, Lyra could only think to say, “You didn't tell me this was a formal gathering. I am not dressed for this and—and I was hoping we'd have some time alone … to talk.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied, “and I am sorry if you were expecting something different. I am still under some time obligations for the evening, but after I saw you again and then we—we married, well, I could no' stand to hold myself away any longer.” It was with a strange apologetic agony that he said this as he reached to touch her necklets over her collar bone. “I have missed you so much.” 
 
    Lyra looked at him like he was crazy. “Are you sure? Because you have not been acting like it.” 
 
    “I am sorry I had to keep my distance. I have had to pretend—” 
 
    “Disinterest, I know. But what about today? What about outside? You are still being distant. And now what are your—our—plans?” Sheesh! This was not the quiet, respectful conversation Lyra had envisioned. He was still over the threshold, halfway in and halfway out, holding the door open for her while she balked outside in shadow. It was prompting questioning glances and curious whispers from within. 
 
    A light finally seemed to come on and he said, “Lyra, no, no, no, I promise—” and finding too much attention on them, J'Kor quickly stepped outside with her into the hall. He took her by the hand, kissing it fervently. “Lyra, I promise that I married you because I love you. I still intend to make that trip with you. I have already committed myself to it, in fact. I have requested vacation time and as soon as school is out, the kids will come here to stay with their grandmother. Then we will have five weeks to wander the hills and see if we can get ourselves lost or killed.” He finished this with a little, dry grin and the panic slowly began to ebb. 
 
    “So, you do really love me, then?” 
 
    “So much it hurts, Sugarpip.” Sensitive fingers reached for a tentative stroke of her face. Piercing eyes watched urgently for her response. 
 
    Relieved, Lyra smiled through her brimming tears. “Good, because outside it kind of felt like—” 
 
    Then the fingers brought her head to his; his mouth found hers; his body drew against her, and this time, his kiss was more than just a whisper of a touch. It was much, much more. 
 
    Electrified from head to toe, Lyra clung to his jacket so he couldn't step away again. He swung her around, leaning her against the wall, pressing himself on her in an intimate lover's embrace, and kissed her longer and longer with such powerful earnestness and consuming emotion that Lyra could literally feel the weeks of longing, denial, and hesitation roll off his body, creating a glorious heat between them. She tingled and buzzed from the inside out. 
 
    Then his hands were searching their way back to her face and he wrenched his lips from hers. “Sorry … sorry,” he gasped, slightly out of breath. “But that was—that was how I wanted to kiss you outside.” 
 
    Have mercy! He was apologizing for THAT? 
 
    “Well, why didn't you?” Lyra breathed heavily back. She relished in his uninhibited nearness, his scent, his heat. She felt deliriously intoxicated by him. 
 
    J'Kor looked surprised by her question. “Did you really think I was going to do anything remotely close to that with your brother-in-law standing right there? He looked like he was ready to bite my head off for even looking at you.” 
 
    Lyra giggled at the image he created for her. Now that she thought about it, it was rather accurate.  
 
    “Anyway,” J'Kor's arms dropped as he suddenly stepped back embarrassed, “sorry about that again. That was rather abrupt, I know.” 
 
    “No,” Lyra said. “Don't—” 
 
    A servant turned the corner. 
 
    “Come along,” he quickly whispered, taking her by the arm.“I canno' afford to be missed.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    J'Kor compelled her through the grand hall doors where Lyra was suddenly thrust before two dozen pairs of cold, judgmental eyes. The swelling in her gut reversed from the heights of ecstasy to the pits of dread. 
 
    “I don't think this is a good idea,” she whispered out the side of her mouth. 
 
    Linking his arm securely through hers, J'Kor whispered determinedly back, “You will remain where I can gaze with infinite pleasure upon my new wife, at will, for the rest o' the night.” 
 
    “But I don't fit in with these people.” 
 
    He led her forward now, smiling and nodding politely to his peers they passed. “And for that,” he murmured back, “I am eternally grateful, my Lyra. I would no' have you any other way.” 
 
    “Kadent,” Lady J'Kor harped as they neared, “must you bring 'Na Lyra in here? This is no' a frilly, casual gathering.” 
 
    Her son was a model of serene placidity. “Mother, I have been without the pleasure o' my khar's company for over two weeks, and much as the Mistress J'Kor knew you would no' approve and tried to decline my invitation, I insisted. I will just have another chair and place setting brought.” 
 
    Lady J'Kor frowned, but said no more. It was with extreme awkwardness to Lyra, then, that all the guests on their side of the table were asked to scoot down to make space for her. Her only comfort was in the fact that J'Kor set her chair very close to his, and, as the first course was brought and conversation picked up again, his fingers found hers under the table. There they remained. 
 
    It was a good thing they were seated as they were, and he left-handed and she right-, or eating would have been a difficult task. As it was, they enjoyed a small measure of privacy there away from prying eyes. Sometimes he stroked her wrist and sometimes she would brush fingers along his palm. He carried on discussions regarding business and the lawsuit with others while Lyra quietly attended to her meal, but every once in a while, a quick, significant glance or a furtive wink would assure Lyra where his thoughts really were. 
 
    At a moment when attention was entirely off them, he brought his wine goblet near his lips and said, “Did you see your friends off with the supplies I collected for them?” 
 
    Lyra took extra care dabbing her mouth with her napkin. “Yes. Thank you so much for doing that, and for bringing my backpack.” His hand over her lap got an extra affectionate squeeze. 
 
    “Well, I knew you intended for them to take it with them.” Dessert came and the plates began to get passed around. “Was it very hard? Telling them goodbye?” 
 
    “Yes, but honestly, it wasn't as hard as when I was taken by that monster and I thought I would never see you again.” 
 
    J'Kor's pause and study of his dessert before him was just a little too intent, and it was several seconds before he finally remembered to pick up his fork. “Lyra,” he said, “it has been torturous without you these many days.” He gripped her hand tightly under the table. “A minute to minute agony, I assure you. I have no' been able to sleep. I have no' been able to concentrate. I have had no desire to eat. The children have been no help, either. You should have seen the fit Jos'lie threw when I told her I would no' bring her to see you. I canno' live without you. Thank you for agreeing to marry me.” 
 
    The sentiment was admitted so humbly that, once again, Lyra felt there was something she was missing. “Why are you—?” 
 
    A guest reentered the grand hall from a brief absence and came directly to J'Kor and his mother. 
 
    “So sorry, my lady—my lord, but I just discovered that I must leave tomorrow early to go out o' town—for a week. The matter is pressing. Forgive me.” 
 
    “But the preliminary hearing begins in three days, Mr. Caeven,” Lady J'Kor protested. “We must meet with you tomorrow to finalize the testimonies, the witnesses, the evidence.” 
 
    “Well, I could stay late to go over all the paperwork with you tonight,” he suggested. “But that really is the only alternative I can offer. The cabinet has called me on a legal matter and you know I canno' say no.” 
 
    “Oh, fine, fine. Kadent is here already anyway so I suppose that could work out conveniently enough.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you, my lady.” Mr. Caeven bowed. “I will take my leave to go fetch the files and return with haste.” 
 
    “Ah, Mother,” J'Kor broke in, “I have had a terribly long day and was hoping to duck out early. I need to take Lyra home and we have a long drive ahead o' us.” 
 
    “Nonsense, Kadent. Just spend the night here and you can leave first thing in the morning. We must review the prosecution plan with our primary counsel before he leaves.” 
 
    An apologetic rub of Lyra's thigh happened under the table. Over it, J'Kor sighed. “O' course, Mother. Thank you for your flexibility, Mr. Caeven.” 
 
    The man hurried off and people went back to their desserts—but not J'Kor. His fork was left forgotten by his plate. “I am sorry, Lyra, but it looks like you will have to spend another night here, and I will be detained for a few more hours.” 
 
    “We have the rest of our lives,” she tried. “What's a few more hours?” Yeah. Lamest wedding day in history. J'Kor's dessert got pushed away.  
 
    The meal finished quietly. The guests eventually left. When it was time to part ways in the hall, J'Kor tenderly stroked Lyra's cheek. “I will come find you when I am done. But if you get too tired waiting up for me, I understand.” 
 
    The Lady J'Kor bustled by and, stiffening, J'Kor gave only the briefest of kisses to Lyra's hand before spinning and following his mother into her study. 
 
    Lyra's walk back to her room, meanwhile, was of a slightly different character. She was gliding, buzzing, giddy with anticipation. Too tired to wait up for him? Not likely! Just this afternoon all she had to look forward to was another dreary night in the doldrums, worrying over what had become of her J'Kor, the man who had captured her attention the moment they met, made her like him as her slave owner, and little by little, worked his way into her heart—despite all their differences—until the impossible occurred and he had become a permanent fixture there. 
 
    “Perfect love casteth out fear.” The scripture verse meant so much more to her now. This was how she felt about him—and not only did Lord Kadent J'Kor deserve her trust and highest regard, the man deserved her very best. 
 
    He needs me. Lyra smiled to herself. Now she knew without a doubt that she needed him, too. So very much. 
 
    So it was that Lyra entered her room, contemplating the next few hours she had to kill. Wait. She had time. She had time! Lyra took in her surroundings: the modest bedroom, the nice little door that led into the yard, the pretty garden just outside. “Martee!” 
 
    The servant woman who had recently become her friend was soon found helping Mrs. Qanum tidy up after the dinner gathering. “Martee,” Lyra said, taking her by the shoulders, “I want to prepare something special for my lord. Can you give me some information?” 
 
    A minute later, Lyra was in the nearest small office with a wire receiver, waiting impatiently for the number she'd punched in to connect (and imploring Heaven that she was not seen using the wire without permission). “Sal!” Lyra cried when he finally picked up. “It's Lyra. Look, I know this is sudden and I have a big favor to ask—but don't worry, I think you're really going to like it.” 
 
    # # # 
 
    With his hands in his pockets, Kade solemnly gazed after Mother heading down the hall to the waiting Mr. Shapler who would escort her up the stairs to her room. The meeting had lasted over three hours, and his brain was rather fried. He had never had such a hard time maintaining concentration on a task before—important that it was. 
 
    Every tiny detail had to be considered. Every T crossed and I dotted. They could not afford to let Serpahn get away this time on a stupid technicality and Kade knew this meeting had been too important to blow off—even for his own wedding night. Lyra needed to be safe from that man forever. 
 
    Undoing a couple of the tight, upper buttons of his uniform top, he saw Martee, the servant, coming down the hall. Good. Just the woman he needed to talk to. 
 
    “Martee, would you be so kind as to tell me which room 'Na Lyra is using?” 
 
    “Oh, is my lord finally finished with his meeting?” Her pleasant smile was wider than usual. 
 
    “Aye, and I wish to visit 'Na Lyra.” 
 
    The smile broadened even more and Martee offered to lead him all the way, which was not necessary. All she had to do was name the room, but Kade followed quietly behind, not caring to converse more than necessary. His anticipation at seeing Lyra was escalating with every step. Unfortunately, it was not all necessarily the good kind. 
 
    How would she receive him? Really? After all she had been through? The guilt still ate ravenously at Kade and he told himself not to hold his breath. It was still too soon. Too soon. Besides, she probably fell asleep an hour ago and didn't need him disturbing her. However, Kade was powerless to turn himself around and walk away now—not after he had finally let himself see her again, and not after the Mother showered down her favors and they were able to marry today! He still almost couldn't believe it had happened. 
 
    Kade was drawn to the Believer woman now with a force he could no longer resist, and whether or not she was truly ready for him to be with her, he was coming. 
 
    Martee showed him to the blue and white guest room and surprised Kade by knocking for him. His surprise increased when a maid stepped out and hastily curtsied, exchanging a look with Martee, before excusing herself for the night. Kade gave Martee a small nod of thanks. But she didn't leave. She just kept grinning, and Kade nodded curtly again, letting it be clearly understood that she could—and should—leave him now. The confounded woman finally complied. 
 
    Do no' be too eager. Do no' be too eager. 
 
    “Lyra?” Kade stepped softly into the bedroom. 
 
    The sight that met him nearly took his breath away. Softly glowing lavender and black candles were spread through the room—everywhere—just like the first night he had brought Lyra home. 
 
    “Lyra?” he breathed again at the celestial vision of loveliness dressed in a simple, silk, ivory robe standing at the far side of the room. 
 
    “Hi.” She grinned rather nervously. 
 
    “Hello.” He grinned back, unable to help himself. “What is all this?” Candles covered the dresser, the wardrobe, the nightstands, even the little sitting chair and along each wall on the floor. Everywhere but the bed. That held large lilicanth blossoms scattered like a velvety sheet. 
 
    “Well,” Lyra said, tentatively starting toward him, “it's for my husband. Would that happen to be you?” The coyness was not lost on him, nor the shapeliness of her bare legs as she walked—a guilty pleasure in which Kade tried not to indulge. 
 
    Holy Henna's bosom, he was dying to just strip his top off and play along! 
 
    “It might be,” was all Kade let himself say, and the force drawing him to her intensified. 
 
    At the dresser, Lyra paused to pick up a candle hiding near the back. A deep, crimson red candle. By the claw! He couldn't believe she was doing this for him! Thunderstruck, Kade watched her light the passion candle on a black one and hold it before her. 
 
    “Receive me, my lord, for tonight I am yours.” 
 
    Words he had dreamed she would willingly offer left her full, soft lips and the fire in his belly ascended, licking at the caution he had carefully built in his head as he took the candle from his bride. The small flame's insignificant heat rose to caress the underside of his chin, but it was incomparable to the wholehearted love and desire that raged through him for this woman. That kiss outside the grand hall he had stolen was like nothing he had ever experienced before—not passionately erotic like one would imagine, but a swelling of a wondrous and pure ardor for the creature he held in his arms. It was nearly enough just to have that moment with her. Nearly. 
 
    Now that he was this close, Kade could see that Lyra was not wearing anything underneath that robe. The creamy, smooth skin under her necklet flowed unhindered to the soft fullness of her bosom only loosely concealed by the thin cloth. One side even hung off her shoulder a little lower than the other, making visible the pleasing transition of flesh from shoulder top to upper back. His crushing yearning cooled. She opened her mouth to speak again. 
 
    “Lyra.” Kade's voice was husky as he stopped her. He returned the passion candle to the dresser. “You do no' have to do this if you do no' want to. I do no' want you to feel any pressure from me.” 
 
    Her face fell in confusion. “But I—” 
 
    Gently, Kade turned her around and drew her robe lower off her shoulder. His mouth pressed into an austere line as he viewed again with his own eyes, the cruel marring that riddled the surface of Lyra's otherwise strong and supple back. Lasting evidence of Malig'ahnt's sadistic night with her. He began to feel sick. 
 
    “Oh, Sugarpip, I am so sorry.” His fingers traced over one of the scars and a lump rose in his throat. It was as bad as he had feared. “I am so sorry I did no' get to you sooner. I failed to protect you.”  
 
    “No.” Lyra spun to face him, adjusting the robe back up. “You didn't fail. I—I—I'm fine. The cuts don't hurt anymore, and most of them will disappear eventually.” Her face flushed with embarrassment. 
 
    “And what about the other ones?” Kade demanded. “What about the ones he gave you that I can't see.” 
 
    “What other ones?” 
 
    Blast it all! There she goes, playing the martyr again. Why did she always have to do that? “I know what else he did to you, Lyra. I saw it with my own eyes, and we both know it was my fault. How you could ever really want me, I do no'—” 
 
    “Wait,” she broke in. “Is this what has been going on with you? Is this really why you have stayed away and been acting funny?” Lyra eyed him curiously. “You feel guilty about what Malig'ahnt did to me?” 
 
    How could she even act surprised? 
 
    “Well, you have probably had your fill o' the brutish lusts o' the male species to last you a few years, to put it bluntly. Aye.” 
 
    A strange relief flooded her features and she reached for him. “No, you don't understand. He didn't—” 
 
    “Do no' try to downplay it,” Kade said, edging warily back. “When I picture what he did and how horrific that must have been for—” 
 
    “No. It wasn't as bad as you think.” 
 
    “Lyra, he hurt you!” Kade snapped. “In ways I canno' bear to imagine.” Emotion was affecting his voice and Lyra's face had turned blurry. “Bloody moons! Why do you always have to be such a m—?” 
 
    “Kade.” 
 
    The calm utterance of his name—his first name—stopped Kade short. 
 
    “Say that again,” he whispered. 
 
    Lyra let loose a small laugh. “Kade.” And she looked nearly as happy to say it as he was to hear it. It was like music. “My love,” Lyra told him, placing tender hands on either side of his jaw, “he did not do to me all that you think he did.” The sensation of her loving touch spreading through his entire being like a current. 
 
    “But, I saw him on you. He said he—” 
 
    “What he said was a figment of his imagination. Before he could get too far I fought back and knocked him clean out. Then, I healed him, gave myself a couple convincing injuries, and waited for him to wake up. He was so drunk, he didn't remember what happened—only that he felt really good.” 
 
    Could it be? 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Her lips spread into a wry smile. “I had to do it twice, actually, but the third time he woke up, well, let's just say, you saved the day.” 
 
    Kade threw his arms around her with an untold joy. “My brilliant, brave, beautiful Lyra!” he exulted, and the tears building in the corners of his eyes finally escaped. The weeks of worry, regret, restraint, and concern could begin to melt away. 
 
    “I really am fine,” she giggled softly in his ear. “I mean, I'm angry you decided to keep your distance for this long. You were driving me insane. I couldn't figure out why you didn't want to see me, but,” Kade suddenly heard an emotional sniff, “there is no one else on Geniven I would rather be with tonight, right now, than you.” 
 
    Kade pulled away. “Are you sure? Are you sure you want me to stay?” 
 
    The wetness on his cheek was softly dried, and, smiling, Lyra began to lead him across the room. “Would you like to see how sure I am?” 
 
    Before Kade could even begin to think what in the world she meant, Lyra halted him before the room's patio door and threw it open. 
 
    Scattered about the moonlit garden were hundreds of candles in clear glass sconces, glowing in brilliant display—in the beds, bordering the pathways, across the top of the wall, even lining the outside of the shed where he had found her in the depths of despair. Each one was a deep, crimson red. 
 
    Kade's jaw dropped. 
 
    On the nearby patio table was a bottle of summer wine, two glasses, and a handwritten note. Kade went and picked it up. 
 
      
 
    I doubt the bubbly will be needed to spur things along, but thought I would offer it anyway as a token of my relief. You finally cracked Lovely's obstinate shell! 
 
    Do not blow it. 
 
    Sal 
 
      
 
    With a grin, Kade let the stationary fall back to the table. Sal was right, he wouldn't be needing it at all. 
 
    “Kadent Allegron Domisev J'Kor,” he heard from the door, a crooked grin teasing at Lyra's mouth and her lean upon the door's frame a definite, definite invitation. “I am sooo ready to spend the night with you.” 
 
    Wow …  
 
    Returning to her, Kade knelt and took her hands in his. “My lady, I am yours to command. What do you desire?” 
 
    She bent over to gaze into his eyes, and whispered back, “Just you.” 
 
    Then a finger was drawing a line down his face in their special symbol of love and respect. 
 
    That did it. 
 
    Fully and without reserve, Kade took her to him. Pressing his lips over hers, his senses commenced a journey of wondrous, felicitous discovery. Her cheeks. Her shoulders. Her abdomen … 
 
    His head began to swim when he sensed her responding to his touch with undeniable enthusiasm. Slender fingers searched across his front, undoing buttons. She leaned into his kiss, hungry, and a heated pleasure raced up his spine. He started to push her robe off her shoulders. No, she was working the shirt off his shoulders. No. It was both. The moment of clarity helped Kade remember to slow down a bit. This really was absolutely new territory here and he wanted to make sure she was ready for him to proceed. 
 
    But Lyra's hands moving to her belt to untie the knot for him was incontestable assurance. The robe slipped to the floor and Lyra shifted closer, encircling his neck with her arms. 
 
    “Wait … wait,” he whispered breathless.  
 
    “What?” she murmured. 
 
    Kade stood, pulling her up with him, and by candlelight, he took a moment to simply bask in the physical beauty of the woman before him—a woman bearing the subtle signs of maturity, childbearing, and leaving the bloom of her youth behind. Not quite as firm in places as she used to be. Not quite as buoyant. Kade moved around her. Then there was her back— 
 
    “Kade,” Lyra mumbled, suddenly quite self-conscious, “they really don't hurt anymore.” 
 
    He only smiled at her sudden shyness. “Sugarpip, I am just enjoying getting to know every inch o' you.” And he held the thunderous yearning at bay a little longer. 
 
    A gentle stroke of the scars at her ribs—the shift in texture over the healing flesh—told him Martee was wrong. There would be more than a few of these always there to tell a story. Then his fingers brushed over the small number sequence tattooed over her tailbone. They were a permanent reminder of the game of life and death she was being forced to play. Finally, Kade bent to kiss the scarred bump of her softly glowing implant at the base of her neck. This was what had brought her to him, and—despite its harrowing significance—this was the object responsible for his present great happiness. 
 
    You must protect her.  
 
    The returning impression was etched permanently upon his heart now, and he would do so to his last breath, laying down his own life if necessary. She was that special. That important. Lyra's god had made her for a special purpose, and Kade, it seemed, was appointed to be her personal guard. 
 
    Except tonight— 
 
    Kade reached arms to her front, enfolding her in a loving embrace. Tonight he could just be her husband. 
 
    “Do you want to know what I see?” he said, tickling her ear with his breath. “I see the woman I love—my wife.” His lips slid down to nuzzle the side of her neck. “I see … perfection.” 
 
    Lyra turned in his embrace, gazing up at him, glowing and luminous. 
 
    Then she suddenly kissed him with a fierceness that caught Kade off guard. His nerves lit on fire. Her curves and contours entreated for attention and Kade lifted her to lay on the bed. The way she urgently pressed herself into him when he joined her made Kade wildly, deliriously happy. 
 
    Just this afternoon he had come, resigned to picking up a broken, traumatized woman who was going to need weeks and perhaps even months of utter platonic, carefully applied friendship before she would be ready for any touch of affection at all. He never anticipated that by night's end he would be privileged to this delightfully live and welcoming thing, instead. 
 
    Kade took in once more the vision of his new bride in the romantic, soft light. The faith and trust she was placing in him was staggering, and humbling, and Kade forced his ragged breath to steady. Forced his eagerness into reserve. Err on the side of caution. She really had been through so much. 
 
    “Lyra, I just want to assure you,” he whispered, “that I will be gentle.” 
 
    Lyra's grinning response sent a titillating tingle through every cell of his body. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, pulling his head back to hers, “me too.” 
 
    # # # 
 
    The delicate song of a chipperkall welcomed the morning light trickling in, drowning out the dying candles' illumination. Lyra opened her lids to clothing strewn about the room and the warmth of a firm body lying close. A caress to the side of her face made her turn and she was met with the sight of honey-brown, sleep tossed hair, crinkling gray eyes, and a smile to die for. 
 
    “Good morrow, Mrs. J'Kor.” 
 
    Head propped on an elbow, he gazed quietly down upon her. For how long he had already been watching her, she did not know. 
 
    Lyra grinned back, taking a moment for a blissful yawn and stretch. “So we really did get married yesterday? That wasn't just a dream?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    She slid closer. “Good. Because if that didn't happen,” a short giggle escaped, “I am in real trouble.” 
 
    “Aye,” he chuckled softly. “Big trouble.” 
 
    Snuggling into his chest, Lyra recalled his kisses, his caresses, his wondrous attentiveness from the glorious night of lovemaking. It was uncanny how he had read her desires and wants so completely. The man had been generous almost to a fault, and the mere memory of certain moments caused a luscious jolt of pleasure to trill through her. 
 
    Her husband lay an arm across her, rubbing her back while Lyra happily breathed in the heat of his skin and their mingled scents. Warm lips gave a kiss to the top of her head. 
 
    “Sooo, are all Believer women that 'aggressive' on their wedding nights?”  
 
    Her laugh revealed a small measure of embarrassment. “Well, I had a lot of pent up emotion and tension to release. Sorry.” And now her hand slid down to his hip, teasing back. “Did I surprise you?”  
 
    “Oh, the surprise was o' a most pleasant nature, I assure you.” Then Kade suddenly rolled her to her back, positioning himself over her. “Flexibility, indeed!” he said with an utterly scampish grin, and Lyra almost blushed. Loving fingers stroked through her mussed locks. “That was the most amazing night o' my life, Sugarpip,” he told her. 
 
    “Good,” she said, bringing his head close for a kiss. She fully intended to let that kiss lead to other things one more time before they were forced to acknowledge the oncoming day, but he hesitated.  
 
    “I … suppose your Jon knew how to please you much better, but I hope that you—”
“Wait. Stop,” she told him, putting a finger to his lips. “I do not want you spending one minutia of a second worrying over that.” The corners of Lyra's mouth turned upward and her finger made a mischievous trail past his chin, down his neck. “Being with you was—and I mean this in the very best possible way—like the first time all over again.” 
 
    His pleased grin made her laugh and she pushed him off, rolling him over so she could take the top. “And do you want to know what else?” Lyra gazed deeply into the strength and intelligence of his eyes. 
 
    “What?” Hands began to wander down her spine, sending new tingles up it. 
 
    Lyra started some teasing kisses. “There are precisely …  three hundred and forty-five passion candles still burning out in the garden … and you, my love … have earned the right to blow out each … and every … one.” She lingered over the last. 
 
    Kade chuckled, surprised. “Are you really going to make me blow out each one?” 
 
    “Well, if your aging lungs can't quite hand—” 
 
    With a laugh he took her again, and both joyfully jumped in to disregarding the encroaching daylight and whatever else they probably should be getting up for. Unfortunately, they could not so easily disregard the sudden, light rap at the door, nor Martee's apologetic voice explaining her order from Lady J'Kor to pass on a note that had arrived for Lord J'Kor. 
 
    But they tried. 
 
    In between furtive kisses, Kade told Martee to just slide it under the door and he would get to it “shortly.” Then he playfully flung the covers over his and his new lover's heads, effectively concealing them from the seeking rays of dawn's insistent sun. Lyra laughed. Her soul positively sang with joy. She clung contentedly to her husband. 
 
    “My lord, I am at your command.” 
 
    “No, my Lyra,” he breathed, “I am at yours.” 
 
      
 
    From the bed, Lyra lay watching her Kade scratch contentedly at his scalp while he bent to pick up the folded paper Martee had left peeking out from under the door. It was approaching late morning now and, much to their mutual reluctance, it was time to get on to those other things. With a yawn, he broke the seal at the fold and mumbled something about wishing he had his glasses. Lyra grinned. 
 
    The grin faded with her husband's swiftly paling face during his silent read of the short paragraph typed on official stationary from Caldreen National Military Headquarters. 
 
    # # # 
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