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		Leith looked up at the chime at his door, and saw a Society mage walk into his shop. His heart leapt to his throat—Parse was a licensed patent attorney, and he'd assured Leith that offering his Model 18 for sale was entirely legal. But that didn't mean that he could necessarily weather a lawsuit brought by the Society of Trimegistus. And how had they learned about it so quickly? He'd only just put them on the shelves that morning.

		She was dressed impeccably. Frock coat over a silver-gray waistcoat, pale red hair pulled back in a formal style, kid gloves and riding boots.

		She raised an eyebrow at him, and he remembered his manners. "Leith Alsander," he said. "At your service."

		"Are you?" she said. A quick flash of a secret, amused smile. "And I take it that you are the Leith Alsander who has recently begun the manufacture and sale of this device?" She removed one of his Model 14s from her coat pocket, and laid it on the counter.

		Model 14s were the first ones that worked reliably, but they were fiddly, and cost a fortune in parts; he'd sold precisely one of them, three days earlier.

		"I am," he said. "They're no longer available, as I've improved the design considerably."

		She frowned at him, and he wilted. "It's based entirely on natural philosophy, ma'am; I have sound legal advice that it does not violate the monopoly assigned by the crown to the Society in any way—"

		She sighed. "It's not the legality that's at issue. It's your sense."

		Lieth wasn't certain what to say to that. What he wanted to do was go to the back room, lock the door, and hope that when he came out, everything would have blown over, but that seemed unlikely to work.

		"I am sorry," he said, stiffly. "But it is a device that is legal to sell, and which people might want. I can't see how offering it for sale calls my sense into question."

		"You have created a device that can detect the action of magical force, either through direct action or through the calling upon the powers previously locked into a dormant form," she said.

		"Yes," said Lieth. How she'd heard about it was one thing, but she seemed to entirely understand it; it'd taken Parse the better part of an hour before he'd fully understood what the Model 14 was capable of. "You see, the release of thaumic energy can—"

		She held up a hand. "I'm sure it's fascinating. But that's not my point. My point is that you don't seem to have considered the possibility that there are members of the Society who do not wish for people to be able to see when they are using magic?"

		"Well," said Lieth, "I suppose—but there are spells that the monopoly sells which produce roughtly similar effects."

		"Those spells can be bypassed or fooled by masters of the arts. This—" she said, tapping the Model 14—"this cannot be fooled by any of those methods."

		Lieth brightened. "So it's better than—"

		"If you continue to manufacture these, someone will kill you," she said. "Laws or otherwise; the Masters of the Society are not the sort to be be bound by rules of any sort, laws of man, laws of nature, laws of society all included."

		"Ma'am," said Lieth, knowing that there was a tremor in his voice, and hating it, "threats of this sort shall not—"

		"You misunderstand me," she said. She took a purse from her other pocket, dropped it on the countertop. "I have come here to purchase your current stock of these devices."

		The coins still had the frost of the mint on them, and they were all of them gold. Fifty great imperials; that was seventy-nine imperials, and the rent on his shop for the month was twelve imperials.

		"As I've said, those devices are no longer available for sale."

		She waited.

		"Would you like the whole of my stock of improved devices delivered to you, or—"

		"I shall take them now," she said. "But before you gather them up, Mr. Alsander, allow me to make a series of suppositions. You have training as a watchmaker, have you not?"

		"Yes ma'am," said Lieth. "But—"

		"But you were not satisfied with the mere repair of other men's devices."

		"No, ma'am," said Lieth. "And minor improvements in timepieces seemed—"

		"Yes," she said. "And you are a student of natural philosophy."

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth. "But I don't see—"

		"And no matter what inducement I might give you to behave otherwise, you will continue to apply natural philosophy to the construction and manufacture of devices similar to this one."

		"I . . . yes, ma'am."

		She sighed, rubbed the bridge of her nose. "Very well. Let us propose a different arrangement. You are free to improve or repair timepieces, or not, according to your inclinations."

		"But, ma'am, I can't—"

		"And you shall not interrupt me, Mr. Alsander. From this point hence."

		Lieth swallowed. "Yes, ma'am."

		She smiled, then, and it was a deeper sort of smile than he had seen from her; it lit up her face. "Good. As I was saying, you shall not offer products of this sort for sale, at least not without careful vetting. My card," she added, placing it on the countertop. The Lady Carissa Sere, Master in the Society of Trimegistus, Order of Imperial Merit, Order of the Sword and Rose, Confidant and Acolyte of the Mysteries.

		He looked up again at her, more closely. She was perhaps two years older than he was, perhaps three? And she was a Master of the Society, and an initiate of the Sword and the Rose.

		"When you have perfected a mechanism that either duplicates the effect of one of the spellworks of the society, or produces a hitherto-unknown effect, you shall send a note to me, and I shall consider its implications; it is my hope that I shall serve as a more sound substitution for common sense than the statutes of common law. Do you understand?"

		"Yes ma'am," said Lieth. "Only . . ."

		"Only what?"

		"Only what if I do not choose to accept this arrangement?" asked Lieth.

		"If you do not choose to accept this arrangement," said Lady Sere, "I shall take my purchases, and I shall leave. And when the morning papers report the shocking news of your gruesome murder, I shall collect perhaps a quarter-imperial on wagers that I shall place on that eventuality."

		"Ah," said Lieth.

		"Once again, Mr. Alsander, you misunderstand me. This is still not a threat; as far as I am concerned, the world would be a better place if the use of these devices were widespread. But I shall not exert my efforts to protect those who refuse protection."

		"Yes, Lady Sere."

		Lady Sere flashed her smile again. "Ma'am is quite sufficient. And do you choose to reject this arrangement? It would be best if you let me know sooner, rather than later, so that I can place my wagers."

		"Do you intend to destroy the things I make?" said Lieth.

		"Possibly," said Lady Sere. "Some of them. Others, such as those I have just purchased, I intend to use. And should you produce something that is not likely to get you killed, I will have no objections to you offering it for sale."

		"And the other items I already have prepared for sale?"

		Lady Sere rubbed the bridge of her nose again. "Of course there are others. For the moment, withdraw them from sale; when you have written up a complete catalog, send it to me. I do intend to pay more than fairly for your work, but things are at a delicate pitch right at the moment. Are we agreed?"

		Lieth hesitated, considering. "Yes, ma'am," he said, finally. He would rather have refused, but the fact was, he was falling behind on rent, and running up debts. He either had to start making sales, or preparing for a stint in gaol. And the one sale he had made had found its way to the society in less than three days; he could not hope for secrecy.

		"Good," said Lady Sere. "Now, step out from behind the counter, Lieth; I wish to see the person with whom I am dealing."

		Somewhat awkwardly, Lieth complied.

		Lady Sere gave him a long look, head to toes, like a stableman considering a new horse. She made a small gesture, and obediently, Lieth turned around, his face deeply flushed. When he completed the revolution, she was already putting her gloves back on.

		"Do I pass the inspection?" he asked.

		Lady Sere considered the question for long enough that he flushed again. "I think you do. Are you a runner?"

		"I haven't . . . that is, I don't—"

		"It is a most suitable pastime," said Lady Sere. "You ought to consider it. Now if you can do me the kindness of assembling my purchases for me, I'm afraid I must be on my way."

		It didn't take long before all the Model 18s were wrapped and boxed and transferred to the Lady Sere's possession. After making her farewells, she left the shop.

		Lieth watched her leave. It wasn't his place to consider a mage of the Society as anything other than a mage of the Society, but beneath her frock-coat, the Lady Carissa Sere was slim and shapely, and the way her hips moved as she walked was as distracting as anything he'd ever seen.

		The Lady Sere had been as distracting as anything he'd ever seen. The Model 14 had been on the counter the entire time, and it hadn't registered any change in the level of thaumic particles in the air, so there hadn't been any magic involved. And yet, she'd come in, and in the space of five minutes, she'd completely taken charge of his business, and . . . and as far as he could recall, he'd twirled about for her like a trained puppy.

		And she'd saved his life. Probably. At least according to her account, which would perhaps be biased. But then, she had found the Model 14, the only one he'd sold, and fast enough that . . . well, it was like magic, which was perhaps something he ought to have expected from members of the Society of Trimegistus.

		Saved his life, and then bought his compliance. Lieth clinked the coins against each other. At a minimum, he hadn't come cheap. And this was, more or less, what he wanted to do; to build things, useful things, and to be paid for that work.

		It didn't feel quite as satisfying as he'd expected achieving his ambitions to feel, but it seemed he'd come up with some new ambitions. Specifically, to get enough additional money to pay up his debts, move to more comfortable lodgings, and perhaps join a Physical Culture Association. There was one near Regency Park with a mile-long running track.

		

		#

		

		The first thing that Lieth did after the lady's visit was to send her card to his solicitor, along with a note asking him to learn what he could about the Lady Carissa Sere. She wasn't the only one who wanted to know more about the person with whom she was dealing—if indeed Lady Sere existed at all, which in his darker moments Lieth was inclined to doubt. The great imperials were genuine, and they spent as well as money that he'd earned by fixing watches or dealing in clocks. And the Model 18s were certainly gone from his shelves. But the entire encounter had the feeling of unreality, and the fact was, Lieth spent too much time in his shop with only his tools and his notebooks. Of the few acquaintances he had in the city, Parse was the only one he felt he could trust.

		He'd come up to the city at the same time as Lieth; they'd met at one of the cafeterias that catered to young men who couldn't afford better, and had hit it off; Parse was as determined to be a solicitor as Lieth was to understand natural philosophy, and had somewhat more natural warmth than most city-born solicitors, who seemed to have been stamped out by some vast legal press in the bowels of the Chancery building.

		He wore the uniform, anyway; black suit and gray shirt, gloves and hat. But his hair was still wrong—tightly curled and bright black, not the colorless brown that was generally expected. And, when Lieth met him a few days later at the Reform Club for lunch, he was wearing a vivid blue flower in his lapel, in defiance of good taste and fashion.

		The food wasn't much better than what the cafeterias they used to frequent served, and it cost too much. But it was the sort of club that Parse could join, given his background and political affiliations.

		"There is a Lady Carissa Sere in the Society of Trimegistus," said Parse, tossing the card down on the table as the waiters cleared away the remains of the Reform's barleycakes and ham, "and this is her card. The awards are real, too. You say she bought your entire stock of Model 18s?"

		"And advised me not to produce any more," said Lieth.

		Parse scowled. "A mage trying to enforce a de facto aristocratic monopoly on knowledge—who would have guessed? The world would be a better place if everyone carried one of your Model 18s on his watch-chain."

		"The Lady Sere said approximately the same thing," said Lieth. "She also seemed to think that if I continued to sell them I would find myself murdered in short order. She assured me that she wouldn't be the one to arrange the murder."

		Parse tilted his chair back on two legs, thinking that one over. "Well," he said finally, "perhaps she wouldn't. And perhaps she would know—you've found yourself a patron who lives dangerously. Veteran of the Short War, mentioned in despatches three times, then inducted into the Society, where she seems to have been something of a success. Only rather than rocketing up the ranks of the War Party, she's been a thorn in their side. Otherwise solidly conservative. Not a patron of the arts, in particular, though she's been rumored to fund satires that agree with her prejudices."

		Parse shook his head. "If she were a progressive, she'd have allies. If she joined the War Party, she'd have allies. But she's dancing between them, and she's going to get flattened. And everyone here will think she had it coming, until they're slogging through the mud on the continent, as the bombards thin the ranks."

		"Losing faith with Reform?" Lieth asked.

		"No," said Parse. "They're right and she's wrong. But I could wish that people here had a better sense of the difference between an ally and an enemy, and could distinguish between central and peripheral issues."

		There was a constant clatter of cutlery and conversation in the Reform Club, so Parse didn't have to defend his position at that point. But if he had, there'd have been a great many people angry with him—focusing on central issues was the rankest sort of accomodationism, and the sort that would fracture reform parties and organizations, again and again.

		Which didn't change the fact that Lady Sere was apparently on the wrong side of parliamentary reform, on the poll tax and the debtor's prison, though her precise affiliations were scarcely Lieth's chief concern; according to Parse, she existed, and at least gave appearance of honorable behavior. Good enough.

		He'd started on the catalog directly after sending his note to Parse, but it took him nearly a month to complete it. It started as a collection of completed projects, but if Lady Sere was going to be determining whether or not it was worth proceeding with ideas he'd had, it'd save time and effort if she told him to stop before he'd spent hours bending copper tubes, or purifying a mass of tungsten.

		And Lieth had started a lot of projects. More than he'd realized, before he'd gotten to work on the catalog. And there was the ever-present fear that he'd made some mistake, and that the offer hadn't been what he thought it was, or that he was being played for a fool in some way that he didn't realize. Working in a closed shop, taking every half-baked idea out of his notebooks, and every sorrowful prototype off the shelves, and then trying to explain them in professional-looking prose . . . it was agonizing.

		But, in the end, it was done. So, after the last of the items was described and drawn, he had the whole thing bound, and sent to the address on the card.

		He didn't have to wait long for a response; just as the Lady Sere had found out about the Model 14s faster than he would've expected, she was in his shop almost before he'd have expected the runner to reach her.

		She was wearing riding clothing; hunting coat and trousers, and her boots were splashed with mud, as if she'd come straight from the course to his shop.

		"Mr. Alsander," she said as she entered.

		"Lady Sere," replied Lieth, with a short bow.

		"As I've said, ma'am is fine."

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth. "And the catalog?"

		She rubbed the bridge of her nose. "You are a remarkable man, Mr. Alsander."

		"Thank you?"

		"I do not intend to pay you for impossible fancies, and I do not intend to provoke you into proving that those fancies are not impossible. But . . . how close are any of these devices to completion?"

		"The Model 14s where the only unusual items that I had ready for sale," said Lieth. "I probably should've come up with a proper name for them. Lighter than air travel is . . . it is provably workable, but I don't see any great need for it, when compared to what the society can manage. The reciprocating engine . . . I could have an example functioning within a month. Perhaps two? Probably two; these things always become more complicated just when it looks like they're finished."

		"This one?" said the Lady Alsander, pointing to one of the items on the list.

		"The fire system?" said Lieth. "It would take more than a year to outfit a residence with the implements, to say nothing of the necessity for a source of compressed water—I believe I could get—"

		"Not the entire system, Lieth. The detection component."

		"Oh. Well, probably less than a month, I should think. You see, smoke is—"

		She held up a hand. "I am afraid that I'm not interested in the specifics. And you have a week. As far as the others. . . ."

		Lieth waited, watched her think. Her eyebrows were a paler orange than her hair, and there were freckles on her forehead; not many, but some, and on her neck as well.

		"I'll give you fifteen a month," she said. "I've circled those that I feel it would be safe for you to develop, if you have the time, though my suspicion is that you will not be capable of breathing life into those particular interests."

		Fifteen a month was a fortune, even if she was talking about imperials, rather than great imperials. Well, not a fortune, but enough to cover the largest part of his expenses.

		Lady Sere lay something down on the countertop. A length of fine gold chain with a pendant hanging from it: a cameo of a young man, kneeling, done in layered agate.

		"It is a method of communication," said Lady Sere. "When you have completed this project, or if you find yourself in some adversity, you may hold it, and think of me, and I shall be aware of your desire to say something. And if you are wearing it, and I wish to talk to you, I can."

		"Yes, ma'am," said Leith, putting it on. "And as far as new projects go?"

		Lady Sere shook her head. "You will concentrate on the fire detection mechanism. This is something that I need, and soon."

		"It's just . . . I don't really work that way?" said Lieth. "I mean, it's association—the principles of one mechanism imply others. I will have it as—"

		"I take it, then," said the Lady Sere, "that this isn't a question of payment."

		"No, ma'am," said Lieth. "It's—"

		"Consider this," said Lady Sere. "The reason that it is pressing is because I believe that someone shall attempt to kill me, soon, and that the method they shall use is fire. While there are a number of magical defenses that I can mount—and have mounted—these are familiar, and can be detected by magic, and steps taken to circumvent them. Thus, I need your device."

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth. "I shall have it for you in three days."

		"Good," said Lady Sere. And she smiled at him. Somehow he'd managed to forget, since her first visit, just how stunning that smile was; it was a few seconds before he remembered to breathe again. "I want three devices, and I shall expect you to install them as soon as they are ready. Good day, Lieth."

		"Good day, ma'am."

		A quick flash of her smile, and then she was gone, and Lieth had a job to do that wasn't simply drawing pictures and writing descriptions.

		His first instinct had been to build something that would detect the fine particles of smoke or ash in the air, and react accordingly. It proved impractical, after several attempts, and Lieth was forced to abandon that path.

		Normally, after a failure of that sort, he'd set the project aside, for weeks or months or simply until inspiration struck again. But in this case that wasn't an option, so he proceeded with a less promising idea.

		When smoke filled a room, it cast a pall. And there were several substances that were reactive to light at different levels. It would be possible to build a device in which there was both a regular source of light and a detector of light. When the quantity of light dropped below a certain level, the klaxon would sound.

		The first attempt had taken all of what was left of that day, and the majority of the night; rigging up a working prototype required the majority of the next day.

		When he was done, he clasped the cameo that Lady Sere had given him, and thought about her. And nothing happened.

		But then, magic was like that—it required a depth of attention, and a sincerity of intent. He tried again, thinking about the pale orange of the Lady Sere's eyebrows, the darker orange of her hair, the sway of her hips, the amusement in her smile, the way her eyes—

		Yes? It was her, talking within his mind, as clear as if she was in the room with him.

		"I have a prototype," he said, speaking aloud to an empty room. "But I'm not certain about your precise requirements."

		Does it detect fires?

		"It detects smoke," said Lieth. "And it requires a sunstone for proper functioning."

		Sunstones were a common bit of practical magic. Society acolytes churned out dozens of them every day, and there were few households that did not have at least three or four of them, to light the library or the study.

		If the light of the stone is quenched, what happens? asked Lady Sere.

		"The alarm sounds," said Lieth. "It is the central conceit of the device—that smoke occludes—"

		Good, said Lady Sere. Good enough, anyway. You sound terrible. Go to sleep; I shall have the addresses sent to you tomorrow morning, and I will leave word that you are to be admitted.

		"I . . it's only a prototype, ma'am," said Lieth. "It's going to be less reliable than later developments, and will definitely take up more space than a more developed model. I could install it, but you'll—"

		Install what you have, said Lady Sere. When you have an improved version, you can install those.

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth. "I hesitate to mention, but at the moment, I have only the single sunstone. I could acquire more, but the—"

		They will be waiting for you at the addresses that you receive, said Lady Sere. Now, go to sleep, Lieth. We'll talk further tomorrow.

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth. He'd spent enough nights in the shop that he had a cot there already; it was just a matter of clearing it of boxes and crates that he had left there during his cataloging, and then—

		And then collapsing upon it, and sleeping in his shirtsleeves for sixteen hours.

		When he woke, the sun was high in the sky, and there was an envelope tucked in below the door.

		The first thing he had to was make two more copies of the prototype—three, actually, because it wasn't that much more work than two, and he was apparently going to be producing improved versions—and then heading out, cases in tow.

		The first address was at the Finitei Club, in the Harrow. Leith was certain that he'd be challenged at the door of the Finitei, but the doorman simply gave him a short nod, not looking at the note that Lieth held crumpled in his hand. "Lady Sere's rooms are on the fourth floor," he said. "The elevator boy will direct you."

		Inside, the Finitei was all polished wood and brass, crystal chandeliers and hand-woven rugs. Lieth did his best not to gawp like a countryman on an outing, and after a brief and accidental detour into a lavish men's lavatory, the attendant there steered him to the elevators.

		The elevator boy was a distinguished old gentleman; he gave Leith a key, and clear directions to the Lady Sere's room. Perhaps slightly clearer than necessary, but then, perhaps not.

		It seemed that in addition to the Bock and Hossen patent lock, the Lady Sere's private rooms were guarded by several different spells; his hand felt hot and then cold as he put the key in the slot, and the carved owl above the door gave him a long and unimpressed look before once again reverting to wood as the door opened.

		There wasn't much to be learned about the Lady Sere from her rooms at the club. They were small but opulent: a mahogany and marble parlor, with the sunstone waiting in the center of the table, an equally compact study, and a bedchamber. Given the spells on the door, and the Lady Sere's general demeanor, Lieth was disinclined to snoop any further. He simply made sure that the rooms were not so large that he needed more than a single device, and then he got to work mounting his device on the ceiling of the parlor.

		It stood out somewhat, a thing of metal and wire against the dark wood and polished stone, but if the Lady Sere objected, she could no doubt conceal it with magic of some sort. Hopefully not something that would either set it off or . . . he'd talk to her about it later. For now, two more addresses.

		The second address was in the Society Chambers at Peril Street. Lieth had been more than half hoping to find Lady Sere there; if nothing else, he could talk to her about what might set the devices off, and what might prevent them from functioning properly. But it seemed that she wasn't there—the acolyte at the door checked twice, before sighing at him.

		"Lady Sere's instructions were to come here, sir," said Lieth. Since she'd been worried about an attack using the magical arts, it didn't seem wise to announce to another member of the Society what she wanted him to do, and why—the point of an unusual defense was that it was not expected—but he did need to get to her room, or rooms, and install his device.

		"Master Sere's instructions were clear enough," said the acolyte, stressing the 'Master' as though Lieth had committed some faux pas, which he probably had. "And yet we cannot have tradesmen tramping through our halls, disturbing the Masters in their work, prying at the secrets of the Society."

		"I am not here to pry, sir. I am here on the commission of a Master of the Society, and since I hardly think that the work you are so concerned I may disturb includes—for instance—fixing the pipes, you surely have some system for admitting tradesmen."

		The acolyte fixed him with a murderous look. "You will wait here until an escort can be found. And should our precautions fail, any secrets you chance to see, any conversation you chance to hear—these are the secrets of Society, and anyone who betrays them shall suffer the consequences. Do you understand?"

		"How can I," said Lieth, thoroughly exasperated, "when you have told me nothing but—"

		Before Lieth could continue his tirade, or the acolyte could fall dead of an aneurysm, another acolyte appeared. This one was a younger man, and shorter by a head, wearing a friendly smile and a robe that seemed to have been belted somewhat in haste. The first acolyte opened his mouth, no doubt to unleash another storm of abuse, and then shut it quickly.

		"Thank you, Bail, I'll take him from here," said the young acolyte. The first nodded stiffly and turned aside as if washing his hands of the whole business.

		"Don't mind Bail; none of us do." The young acolyte held out a length of dark cloth to Lieth, almost apologetically. "But I'm afraid it's true that you'll have to be blindfolded. And that if you reveal the secrets of the Society, you shall be killed, and that will not be the end of your torments."

		His tone was light, and his smile was hard and cold. Lieth ducked his head for him to affix the blindfold without argument. Once it was firmly in place, the man took Lieth's arm at the elbow, and guided him up into the Chambers of Peril Street.

		"Really, it's more convention than anything else," he said. "Well, that and the amusement of the Masters of the Society, I fear. Not too likely to hear anything of value or see anything of interest out in the hallways. Although, in the Lady Sere's chambers . . . well, mustn't pry, I suppose. Similarly, probably ought not ask you what you're here for, or what the Lady Sere wants delivered. But I doubt I'll be the only one to guess."

		Lieth felt a stab of alarm—the secrets of the Society were one thing, but he had no intention of betraying the Lady Sere's secrets—until he realized that the man couldn't possibly know what he was here for, and whatever insinuations he was making must be mistaken ones. While he was working that out, he barked his shin against a low table, or possibly a chair.

		The acolyte apologized profusely, but there was a trace of amusement in that apology that made Lieth doubt its sincerity. Still, rather than trying to start further conversation, the man spent the remainder of the time concentrating on steering Lieth where he needed to go, rather than disconcerting him.

		There were passwords and counter-passes given, and then the man took Lieth's blindfold off; he saw a hallway with fine carpets and wallpaper that seemed to shimmer with moving light, and an open door.

		"Master Sere's chambers," said the acolyte. "I'm afraid that admittance is limited to one. And if it's at all possible, I'd appreciate it if you moved things along—I shall have to wait here until your work is done."

		"Of course," said Lieth, and he began a cautious inspection of the chambers in question.

		They were slightly larger than her rooms at the Finitei, but not large enough that he needed an additional device; the one should be sufficient. And while the arrangement was similar—parlor, study, and bedchamber—the study was closer to Lieth's workshop than anything else; there were broad, flat tables, good light, and a selection of tools, in addition to the desk and bookcase.

		And the bedchamber was . . . well, there was a bed, certainly, and a dresser, but there were also devices of the sort that she had in her study, as well as summoning circles carved into the floor and ceiling, as well as chains and a metal cage.

		Clearly, members of the Society engaged in research a good deal different than that which Lieth conducted. Nor did he made any more sense of the tools in the workshop—brass rods and ivory, crystals and circlets and rune-carved daggers.

		The parlor was the only place where his device wouldn't pass unnoticed, but that was the place it had to be, to provide coverage for the other chambers. If Lady Sere's researches included lighting fires, there would be a klaxon, but there was nothing to do for it; unlike the magic of the Society, Lieth's work didn't judge the intent of an action, merely its physical effects.

		The final address was not one that Lieth recognized, and it took him nearly two hours by cab to get there. As soon as he saw it, Lieth's heart sank. It was a sprawling old house, which had probably been a manor house before the city had sprouted up around it. There was no possible way that a single device was going to be sufficient. With a house that size, a fire could rage unnoticed in a cellar or maid's closet, and by the time the smoke reached the device, it would be too late to attempt an escape.

		Lieth didn't have much ready cash on him, and he had to give most of it to the cabman to convince him to remain nearby until he was ready to depart—the street was a quiet one, and Lieth had no idea where the nearest high street might be found. And then he squared his shoulders, and set out for the house. He wasn't going to be able to finish his work with the tools he had, but he would be able to get a sense of the scope of the problem, and prepare an estimate for how much effort and expense were required to do the work he had agreed to do.

		The door was answered by a soft-spoken maid, who seemed deeply flustered when Lieth explained that he would have to see every room in the house, or at least, a complete architectural sketch that would allow him to see where devices would be needed to fit; she had been warned of his approach, but it seemed that his requests had not been anticipated.

		The compromise that they reached was that Lieth would examine the structure of the house—the beams, the roof, one of the cellars—and he would be allowed to work in either the kitchen or the master bedroom, the rooms in which the Lady Sere had instructed her to allow him to visit. And when the Lady Sere returned from her business in the country, she would doubtless have further instructions.

		As he only had the one remaining device, there was no point in arguing for greater access, or contacting Lady Sere for more accurate instructions. So he got to work.

		As he'd suspected, it was largely medieval construction. Which was for the best—the beams were too heavy to catch fire easily, and the walls were thick stone. Fire was still a danger, but not as much of a danger as it otherwise might have been. Unfortunately, the problem was an expansion of the manor in the Second Interregnum, which was of poorer work, in lighter wood. That would mean . . . well, he'd need the full architectural plans, before he could plan out where the devices would do the most good.

		The expansion was one problem. As soon as Lieth ventured into the cellar, he could tell it was going to be another. A fire could be started among the joints there, and it might well burn through the joists holding the kitchen floor up before it was even noticed by a device in the kitchen. Moreover, the shelves and stores were arranged in such a labyrinthine fashion that it was difficult to guess how many devices would be needed.

		Exploring further, Lieth became aware of a sound that he couldn't quite believe came from a steam boiler or any such device. It sounded more like labored breathing, and, picking his way past casks of wine and sacks of vegetables, he suddenly came upon a man suspended from one of the cellar's beams, hands pinioned high above his head, his naked back criss-crossed with whip marks.

		Lieth could not quite credit what he was seeing. Besides, he was cursed with an insatiable curiosity which was proof against any attempt ever made to drum some sense into him. He walked around to see the man from the front, met his eyes, wide and frantic above a gagged mouth, and stood there for several stunned seconds, with no idea what he ought to do.

		Then Lieth returned to the kitchen, made his apologies to the maid, and took the cab back to his rooms. It was growing late by the time that he arrived, and he didn't want to commit anything foolish while exhausted. So he went to bed, and slept.

		Poorly.

		He was going to have to tell the Lady Sere that he would not be able to complete the work on her behalf. And yet, she was a mage of the Society, and he'd be a fool to cross her if he could avoid it. And whatever else she might be, whatever else she might be doing, he did not wish to see her burned to death, when his devices could have saved her.

		The thing to do was to contact her, so he took the cameo in his hand, and thought about the Lady Sere.

		The idea of the lady was insufficient, so he tried picturing her coming into his shop, the way her eyebrow took on an amused tilt, the way she rubbed the bridge of her nose when exasperated. But other images kept interfering.

		The maid—had it been the normal reticence of a servant faced with several choices, each of which might upset her employer, or had it been fear of the lash? And what had that man been? A rival in the Society, brought low and tortured? A commoner who'd crossed the nobility? Some enemy?

		And who was the Lady Carissa Sere? She'd seemed friendly enough, if somewhat autocratic, and there'd been the way she'd looked at him before she suggested he take up running. But why . . . why leave a man strung up in her cellar, bearing the marks of a whip?

		None of this was sufficient to create the contact the cameo was supposed to create, so he had to resort to more traditional methods. The letter he wrote came out wrong the first few times he tried. Finally, he organized his thoughts and put them down.

		"Circumstances being what they are," he wrote, "I am afraid that I cannot continue our arrangement. The devices I have installed at the Finitei and Peril Street should function adequately; it will require at least a half-dozen more devices for your home to be protected to your specifications. While I do not intend to do this work myself, I shall happily provide complete designs to the mechanic of your choice—the difficulty was in conception, not fabrication, and I am sure that nearly anyone you choose shall do as good a job as I could manage, or better."

		He sealed up the letter. Then he unsealed it, took off the cameo, and considered it. It was beautiful work: the golden links so fine they felt almost like liquid flowing over his hand, the way the natural variations in the color of the stone had been incorporated into the man's figure and expression. And the Lady Sere had given it to him. He held onto it for another moment, then tucked it in with the letter and sealed it up again.

		If he sent the letter through the mails, it could take two or three days to reach the Lady Sere. And he did not wish to see her in the shop, eyes bright, curious about the progress he had made. Nor could he trust the cameo to the mails, in any case. So he spent the few extra coins required to send it to her Society address by a runner.

		He was spending as though he were still properly employed, but it needed to be done. And it while it was something of a wrench to let the letter was out of his hands when it came to the point, once he had, his mind eased a little. She had been bright and fascinating, but there was a relief in losing the connection with someone who had proven to be cruel.

		What the members of the society did to their rivals was scarcely his concern, and he intended to keep things that way. Lady Sere had been correct that he ought to consider more carefully whom his devices might upset, and how they might act when upset, but even within those limitations, there were a thousand different tasks he might accomplish, a thousand different ways in which he could make life better for his fellow-men.

		He had a catalog full of those ideas close to hand, after all, and while some ideas were obviously rubbish, and others obviously incendiary, there were a few simple improvements that the Lady Sere had circled which he could certainly begin work on. An improvement in the braking mechanism for elevators, for instance. Or a timepiece-sealed safe, which would open during working hours, and close after.

		It would be difficult to test his designs for the elevator brake, and without a reputation or a substantial backer, there was next to no chance it would gain currency. But the time lock for a safe—that was a fine idea, and one he ought to have pursued properly. Lieth was well into the designs when the door of the shop rang.

		It seemed that the Lady Sere had received his letter. She was outside, along with her maid, and a young man whom it took Lieth a few seconds to recognize. He was wearing an unremarkable morning coat, his hair fashionably swept back rather than lank and dark with sweat, his face no longer distorted by a gag, but it was the man from Lady Sere's cellar. He had the same height, the same breadth of shoulder, the same eyes, downcast and darting now.

		Once again, Lieth considered going to the back room and staying there until they were gone. It didn't seem more likely to work than it had the first time Lady Sere appeared in his shop. So he unlocked the door and let them in.

		"I don't—" he started.

		"I owe you an apology," said Lady Sere. "Several apologies, and a fair amount of cash. Will you hear me out?"

		He didn't want to, but she spoke in a gentle tone most unlike her usual manner, and kept folding and refolding her gloves. He gave a quick nod, and as improbable as it might have seemed, it was as though a weight had lifted from her shoulders.

		"First, allow me to introduce my acolyte, Rown Telarch, and the acolyte of one of my associates, Iasos Miren."

		Rown gave a deep curtsy, and Iasos a short bow.

		"Oh!" said Lieth. "My apologies; she had been wearing the uniform—"

		"Quite," said Lady Sere with a wince. "But while there isn't actually a very good explanation, it will be a somewhat less confusing explanation if I tell it in the order I've planned out."

		"Right," said Lieth. "Yes, but—"

		"As you probably do not know, while the majority of the acolytes of the Society serve the Society as a whole, the Masters of the Society can have between one and ten personal acolytes, who answer to them directly, and who are instructed by them directly. It's not a guarantee of promotion, but it is a sought-after position. I hope that you'll bear that in mind later—neither Rown nor Iasos would wish to lose their status as personal acolytes."

		"I don't see how my—"

		Lady Sere's hand went up to the bridge of her nose, and then pulled back before it reached there. Lieth fell silent.

		"It seems that in my absence, Rown, who had the authority of the house, was displeased with Iasos' performance of his duties. And she . . . well, you saw."

		"Ah," said Lieth. "I really shouldn't have leapt to conclusions the way I did, Lady Sere—"

		"No," said Lady Sere. "And as I've said before, ma'am is fine. Or . . . Carissa, if you prefer. But that's not my point."

		Lieth waited, burning with embarrassment. He would never, in the ordinary course of things, have presumed to use the given name of his employer, and a mage of the Society, but she seemed to be offering it not as an intimacy, but as a step back from an intimacy accidentally gained. He still didn't understand what he'd seen, but it was clear that it was neither as sinister nor as straightforward as he'd assumed, and that he'd misjudged Carissa badly.

		"My point is as follows. Rown was dressed as a maid because it amuses me to dress her as a maid. She decided to whip Iasos because she'd seen my example, and because, frankly, she enjoys Iasos' company a bit more than she should, and enjoys that sort of game. And Iasos took it, and will take it, because he . . . well, enjoys isn't the right word, exactly. Because he needs this sort of thing."

		"Ah," said Lieth.

		"And it is . . ." Carissa started, then shook her head and tried again. "The decision to use the equipment was theirs, but the equipment is mine. For one reason or another, the Society of Trimegistus has a number of members who take their enjoyment in suffering, or in the suffering of others. I am one of the latter."

		"Ah," Lieth repeated, trying to keep the flush from his face. He had, it seemed, not been entirely mistaken in his conclusion that Carissa was cruel, but if so, it was an unusual sort of cruelty, that had brought her to a tradesman's shop to apologize more humbly than he'd thought a Master of the Society could. And the two acolytes who had seriously displeased her were here too, apparently unharmed and looking more embarrassed and anxious than terrified.

		"And that is why Rown didn't think about letting you into that cellar—she assumed you were a good deal more familiar with the nature of the Society than you were."

		Carissa gave Rown a pointed look, and she curtseyed again, then hesitated. Leith looked at her, trying to see who she was besides the demure and flustered maid he'd seen before, or a faceless acolyte of the mysterious and powerful Society. Next to Carissa, she looked rangy and unfinished, with wrists and hands that were too big for her body; Lieth realized she must be several years younger than himself. She had a broad, pleasant face and a wide mouth that looked like it might smile easily, but now she seemed a bit like a cat who'd gotten trapped in high snow—uncertain, and definitely uncomfortable.

		"I'm sorry," said Rown. "I was . . . things were . . . but the fact is, I should've been more careful with Master Sere's trust, and even besides that, I shouldn't have have been so damned rude. I am sorry, Mr. Alsander."

		"Yes," said Carissa. "Iasos' term with us is not an extended one. However, I am on the verge of dismissing Rown, both for taking liberties with an acolyte who was given to my care, and for not having the sense to keep her—"

		"No," said Lieth. "Please; that won't be necessary. It was my mistake entirely."

		"It wasn't," said Carissa. "But very well."

		"Thank you," said Rown. "I just—"

		"Yes. That will do, Rown. Iasos. I believe you both have work to attend to at home; I will meet you there shortly," said Carissa. "And Rown—no games."

		"Yes, ma'am," said Rown, ducking her head.

		"Yes, ma'am," said Iasos.

		And they fled the shop with unseemly haste, though Rown paused at the door and mouthed thank you at Lieth before letting it close behind her. She wasn't much like Carissa, but she also had a smile that lit up her face, transforming her plain features into something extraordinary.

		Carissa watched them go, her expression unreadable. "I'm not entirely happy about letting those two idiots out of my sight, but I don't necessarily want to have this conversation where they can hear. That is, if there's anything left to discuss. If you're done with me, that's fair enough, and I'm sorry for it—you'll be paid for the work you've already done, of course."

		"No," said Lieth. "It's not—now that I understand the circumstances," which wasn't the complete truth, but close enough, "I see no reason why I shouldn't complete the work I've undertaken."

		"Thank you," said Carissa. "I trust Rown fully, but I need someone to keep an eye on Iasos; though I believe him reliable, I may be mistaken. I don't suppose he could have seen anything of what you were doing, down in the cellars?"

		Lieth shook his head, unable to meet Carissa's eye. "It was already clear I wasn't going be able to install anything; I was merely looking around to get an idea of the construction of the cellars, and I—"

		"Yes. Damn it. I do wish your introduction to this sort of activity had been a bit more . . . well. To return to the matter at hand. Do you need to further inspect my home?"

		"Not immediately," said Lieth. "I need the architectural drawings as soon as possible, though."

		"They'll be here within a day. And one more thing." Carissa drew the cameo from an inside pocket, and held it out to him. "This is yours."

		Lieth put it on. "Thank you," he said. Then, after a slight hesitation, "Ma'am."

		It was . . . he was accustomed to it, and not quite ready to use 'Carissa' outside the confines of his own thoughts. He wasn't sure what he had committed to. But one of those quicksilver smiles flashed across her face, and he didn't retract it.

		"Good day, Lieth," she said, and left the shop.

		There was a lot to think about. Far too much to think about, really. Half of which made him deeply embarrassed at what a prude and idiot he had been, and the other half . . . there were more complicated feelings.

		He put away the designs for the safe and considered the back room. He was going to need at least five more devices. He had a sufficiency of copper wire, but the reactive surface was in tighter supply, and he was going to need more sheet metal before it was done. Lieth put together a list of what he needed, as well as a list of what he'd like to get if possible, and had his coat half on before he changed his mind.

		He held the cameo. The Lady Carissa Sere. Amused smile, and riding clothing; apologetic and in a gray-blue frock, with Rown and Iasos trailing behind. Formally dressed and with that quicksilver flash of a smile, riding whip in hand.

		Yes? said Carissa, and there was an amused note to her voice in his mind.

		"I have a list of additional materials I need," said Lieth to the empty shop. "I believe that six additional devices will probably suffice, but I intend to produce eight—it's simpler to make more now, than to try later, and—"

		I trust your reasoning, said Carissa. The list?

		There was the faintest temptation to pad it, just a little. There were new alloy presses which he had wanted to get, and which would help, even if they weren't necessary. And an extra square yard of the reactive surface wouldn't. . . he couldn't do it. He gave the list as he had written it.

		And eight sunstones? Carissa asked when he was done.

		"Yes ma'am," said Lieth. "I'll be able to start without any of this, of course, but if it could be here by the evening, it would speed things—"

		You'll sleep this evening, said Carissa. And every evening hereafter, until it's done. I don't want mistakes, and I don't want the sort of delays that a tired man and a cutting torch can cause.

		"I beg your pardon, ma'am," said Lieth, "but I haven't made errors of that sort until now. I will—"

		You will do as I tell you, Lieth, said Carissa. At least in this regard. An employer can set his worker's hours, can he not?

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth.

		He couldn't see Carissa's smile, but he could somehow feel it, flickering across the connection. Then it ended, and he tucked the cameo back beneath his shirt, and got to work.

		If he wasn't going to be able to work through the night, it was necessary to work as quickly as he could with the time he had. And that meant simply working—no improvements, no adjustments, nothing but cutting metal and twisting wires and producing eight more of the devices.

		The delivery of the materials came about three hours after the Lady Sere's visit, and just as he'd gotten that packed away, there was another messenger from her, this one with the plans to her house, and a bank cheque.

		Two hundred and four great imperials.

		That would cancel all his remaining debts, and it could buy him . . . well, it could buy a great many things. But he didn't have time to deal with it, and he didn't even want to think about it. He sent the messenger on to Parse's office, with a note telling Parse to pay down his debts, to send back twenty imperials for general expenses, and to invest whatever was left after those deductions and his fees. Afterwards . . . it would be a while before he could think about that sort of thing, but Parse could handle it.

		And then it was back to cutting and grinding and welding together the parts of the devices. Eight sunstones had to be put properly into place, eight reactive surfaces cut finely enough to be able to complete the circuit under ordinary conditions, but not while the view was occluded by smoke, and then there were the klaxons to wire, and the electrical batteries to install.

		By any reasonable standard, ten o'clock was evening. Lieth worked right up until that line, and then laid his tools down, cleared the bed in the back room, and attempted to sleep.

		Attempted, and failed. It wasn't possible, not with the work hanging over his head like that. He tossed and turned, knowing that he was behind where he'd hoped to have been, not able to pick up the tools and . . . and now that he wasn't working, places where he could make the design more elegant occurred to him, additional refinements that would extend the capabilities of the device, or which would extend the life of the electric charge, or . . . it was hopeless.

		Lieth adjusted his nightshirt, moistened his hand with his tongue. It wasn't something he did much, but he absolutely needed to sleep.

		There were the usual things he'd think about—the girls of the chorus, in white and scarlet, the way Viene's breast and mouth had felt, that time, just before he left for the city, Abess and Viene both, maybe. . . .

		The Lady Carissa Sere. Just the idea of her, sitting in the chair opposite the bed, an amused tilt to her eyebrow, as she watched him pushing into his hand—it made his breath catch in his throat, got him closer than all the thoughts of chorus girls and his youthful fumblings.

		Carissa watching him, with the riding crop held loosely in her hand, then coming over, tapping him once on the side, to signal that she wanted him to turn over, and then—

		While it is easiest to create a connection with the cameo while holding it in your hand, said Carissa, inside his head, sufficiently intense thought can create a connection without that, as long as you are wearing it somewhere on your person.

		It was the single most mortifying moment in Lieth's life, far eclipsing the previous record-holder, which had happened earlier that day, when he realized how badly he had misjudged her.

		"I . . . I had no idea, ma'am. I realize how inappropriate—but I intended no disrespect, I just—"

		Clearly. Rather the reverse, was the impression I received. You're a charming young man. And I can scarcely fault you for attempting to follow my directives. A sigh, wistful or regretful, floated across the connection. I apologize for not fully explaining how the cameo works before now, and I'm afraid that I still do not have the time now, either. I will mention that certain physical sensations, particularly pain, can strengthen the connection the cameo creates.

		"Ah." It wasn't immediately relevant, and it wasn't interesting enough to make Lieth forget the horribly awkward circumstances in which this conversation was happening, but it was interesting. "I suppose that makes sense, if one of the purposes of the cameo is to allow its wearer to call for help—if he finds himself in enough distress that he's unable to form a clear picture of the person he wishes to contact—"

		Quite, said Carissa. Although there are other uses—well, never mind. While under other circumstances I might well discourage solitary activities of this sort, at the moment, I am more interested in having those completed devices than in your frustrated tossing and turning. Whether or not it is appropriate, you will complete the activity which you have begun, and then you'll get some sleep. However, if you wish to do so in privacy, I would suggest removing the cameo before you resume.

		The voice fell silent, but Lieth could still hear echoes of amusement.

		He was blushing so furiously he felt light-headed, and he no longer felt in the least bit interested in completing the activity which he had begun.

		Whether or not he was going to do what she'd instructed, she'd probably be able to tell whether or not he'd taken off the cameo. So he took it off and laid it on the bed beside him. And then got up, and moved it to the table opposite, then he lay on his bed and glowered at it; it was too dark too see it, but he knew that it was there. And he knew what Carissa had told him to do, but while an employer might set his employee's hours, this wasn't something that employers were free to tell employees to do.

		And yet. And yet if he wasn't going to be working, he needed to be sleeping; what was happening wasn't doing any good at all. And if he did what Carissa had told him to do, he'd probably be able to fall asleep.

		Also, Carissa had told him to do it. There were limits to that—he knew that there were limits to that, and when he'd thought that she'd crossed those limits, he'd been ready to cut off all contact. It seemed, though, that this wasn't one of them.

		His moistened his hand again, and then dropped it further down. Abess and Viene, a woman's hand and lips in the silence of his workshop, being forced down to his knees, a firm hand on his shoulder.

		And at the moment of climax, it was the lady Carissa Sere, with a quick amused smile, as he did what she'd told him to do. And then he did sleep, straight through until an hour past dawn.

		Lieth put the cameo back on, ate hurriedly, and then went right back to work. The cases were completed, and it was time to weld the circuitry into place, each device the same, each requiring careful attention. When he was done with that, the mounting for the sunstones, then the reactive surfaces, then—

		There was a ring from the bell at the door.

		He'd kept the shop's shutters drawn, and was strongly tempted to simply ignore it. If Carissa wanted to talk to him, she had more direct methods available, and besides, he'd already lost six hours to sleep, he couldn't—

		It rang again, and he went to answer. It was Parse, which oughtn't have been a surprise, but which somehow was.

		"Two hundred and four great imperials?" said Parse, putting his briefcase down on Lieth's counter. "If you're doing that well, shouldn't you have more customers?"

		"I have enough customers. I need to get back to work on—"

		"Lieth," said Parse. "You don't seem to have any customers."

		"I've got one," said Lieth.

		"Is it still the Lady Sere?" Parse asked. "You aren't getting in over your head, are you?"

		"I almost certainly am," said Lieth. "But I was in over my head as soon as I advertised the Model 18s, and the only way I can see of getting out is . . ."

		"Yes?"

		"Sorry, lost track of my metaphor. Yes, it's for the Lady Sere; no, I can't tell you what it is, but it's something of a rush job."

		Parse gave him a long look. "Are you sure it's a rush job? I only ask because you don't have dark circles under your eyes, and your shirt is on the right way round, and you're not twitching."

		Leith flushed and found himself unable to frame a response; he wasn't about to discuss how that state of affairs had come about with Parse.

		"I'm glad to see you looking well, anyway," said Parse. "I confess, after our last conversation, I've been a bit . . . well. I wouldn't want to lose my most profitable client."

		"Er," said Lieth. "Yes. Thank you. And thanks for checking in—I don't think there's any emergency, but there could easily have been one."

		Parse put his hat back on, tipped it to Lieth, and strode out. It was probably true that Lieth was his most profitable client this month, but there had been other months when Parse had juggled creditor against creditor, keeping Lieth out of debtors' prison through the most obscure legal technicalities, and he would have stopped by for the same visit then, too.

		But gratitude wasn't a fire detection device, so Lieth didn't have any room for it in his mind at the moment. He dove back into his work, and didn't surface until he heard Carissa in his head.

		Have you eaten?

		Lieth looked around. There were the three complete cases, and then the reactive surfaces, and the wiring, but there weren't any used wrappers. Perhaps some crumbs?

		"Possibly," Lieth replied.

		He heard a sigh, and got the strong impression that somewhere, Carissa was pinching the bridge of her nose. It's clearly too soon for this sort of thing, she said. But it seems that the next time you're working on a project, you're going to have to be more carefully supervised. I'll have the club send you something. You are to eat and drink everything that is included, do you understand?

		"Yes, ma'am."

		The feeling of a smile, without seeing it, or hearing anything. Good. When do you anticipate being finished with the construction?

		"Tomorrow afternoon. Perhaps tomorrow evening, if the wiring gives me trouble. I could—"

		Fine. I will send two meals tomorrow; you are to eat them. And you are to be asleep by ten tonight, by whatever means necessary.

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth.

		Another invisible smile. You're doing very well. And I appreciate the effort you're putting forward on my behalf. Thank you.

		"You're welcome?" said Lieth, not sure if she was still listening or if he was talking to an empty room.

		The dinner came about two hours later, and it was more substantial than Lieth's meals normally were. And better. And apparently he hadn't eaten, because he was ravenous. Roast mutton, fresh asparagus, rhubarb confiture, and a pint of bitters. And as he'd been instructed, Lieth left his plate clean, and bottle empty.

		The problem was that he was supposed to be asleep by ten, rather than in bed by ten, and he didn't actually have to do that. He didn't have to do any of this. Lieth had a feeling that if he'd sent the food back to the Finitei and worked through the night, at worst, there'd be a faint trace of disappointment in Carissa's voice, but it wouldn't cost him his commission. More than a feeling. He knew it, and what's more, she'd probably apologize for having pushed.

		But he much preferred the trace of a smile in Carissa's voice to a trace of disappointment, so he was in his nightshirt and on his cot in the back room of his shop by half-past nine.

		Of course, if he was going to sleep, rather than toss and turn, he was going to have to . . . Lieth hadn't taken the cameo off, and for several minutes he had to fight back the inclination to keep it on while going on with his business. He wouldn't be doing anything she hadn't told him to do, and it would be . . . knowing that she might be listening in, seeing what he was thinking about, it was . . . .

		In the end, he took it off, and laid in on the table. It was, as Carissa had said, too soon for that sort of thing. And while it had taken him longer than he would've imagined to put the cameo aside, there hadn't been any chance he was going to make a move like that one, to step out naked into a void so vast and so dark.

		But he imagined doing that, imagined all the different paths it could take, and when he was done, the design for the fire detection devices were the last thing on his mind. He slept solidly, straight on until dawn.

		As he had expected, the wiring did give him trouble, but it gave him much less trouble than it usually did on the third day of a project. And the reactive surfaces were responsive, and the sunstones were all precisely calibrated—he'd had to fiddle with the one on Peril Street until it matched the tolerances of the reactive surface.

		So he was just about done when the Finitei messenger came around with his luncheon. Still, orders were orders, so he ate the venison stew and the wine-soaked plums and the half-loaf of sour bread. When he was done, he took hold of the cameo, and thought about Lady Carissa Sere.

		"The devices are complete," he said. "And I've checked the architectural drawings; six should be sufficient. I've made two extras—I was thinking of leaving one with you, in case one of the devices there fails, and keeping the other here, so I can test possible improvements against an accurate base."

		Well done, said Carissa. I'll send Rown over to collect you and the devices. I'm afraid that I'll be at Peril Street all day, and into the evening, so it's going to have to be her. And I'm afraid that some of the rooms might be . . . well, more the furnishings than the rooms, certainly, but . . .

		"It'll be fine, ma'am," said Lieth.

		Good, said Carissa. And she is to give you every assistance, and if she does anything as stupid as last time, you are to let me know immediately.

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth.

		We'll have you in later in the week, so that you can explain what you've done and how they work, as well as to conduct a test. I don't expect a perfect performance, but I trust that at least some of these devices will function as intended.

		Lieth bristled. "They work."

		Good, said Carissa. Very good. Let me know when the installation is complete.

		Normally, Lieth was ready to collapse after completing a project of that magnitude, but this time, he wasn't—he wrapped the devices for travel, and then considered his designs for the safe. The main advantage it would have over conventional safes was that conventional safes required sufficient access to the workings to allow them to be unlocked. With this, the safe would be opened from within; it could present an entirely sealed front to the outside world.

		Of course, if the clockwork failed, or if it was simply not wound, that would cause some difficulty. And any sort of emergency access would be a point of weakness for burglars to exploit. Something that took an extended period, even under the best circumstances, was probably what was wanted.

		The question was how to arrange that. Perhaps a copper plate over the locking mechanism. If it was pierced at the wrong point, it could be arranged to require a full destruction of the safe to get at the contents, and it could be thick enough to require an extended . . . the doorbell was ringing.

		It was Rown, wearing her Society robes. She was in better spirits than she'd been the last time he'd seen her, laughing when they collided trying to stow the devices in the coach.

		As they set off, she said, "Master Sere told me to observe the installations closely; she thinks I'm capable of learning some of what you do, and that it would be a good idea for me to do so. But mostly, I'm to show you through the house, and answer all your questions, and not make you uncomfortable." She gave a lopsided smile. "I'm afraid those last two might end up being contradictory orders, especially once we get to the bedroom, or the second study."

		"Er, yes," said Lieth, remembering some of the more unusual furnishings he'd seen on his previous visits to Carissa's residences. Some of them were probably used for magical research, but not all of them. It didn't seem like a particularly fair position to put Rown in, and the thing to do was probably to avoid any questions aside from those directly related to the task at hand, but— "What if you were to tell me when an answer to a question I've just asked is likely to make me uncomfortable, and let me decide if I still want to hear it? Would Lady Sere be angry with you?"

		"She'll be annoyed if I don't follow her instructions, however that comes about. She doesn't accept excuses, and her annoyance can be unpleasant to weather. But she won't be seriously angry. The only time I've ever seen her truly angry with me was when that runner came with your note. I do have to thank you," she added, "not for speaking up for me—though that was awfully decent—but for agreeing to stay on for this job. Master Sere couldn't stay mad after that."

		"Oh. Well," Lieth said. "I'm glad I didn't ruin your career over something so trivial."

		Rown laughed. "If I were concerned with my career, I would have accepted when Samla Acre requested I attend her as a personal acolyte. Or even Gry Verris. But I chose Master Sere."

		"Why?" Lieth asked, before it occurred to him that it was a rather personal question, and that Rown had been charged with answering it anyway. But if he . . . if there was any chance of any of the things he had spent the last nights imagining would come to pass, it was information as potentially useful to him as the plans to Carissa's house. "Does she treat you well?"

		"I'm learning more from her than I could from anyone else. I admire her tremendously. And . . . she suits me," said Rown. "'Well' is harder to quantify, isn't it? And if I go into specifics, it will definitely make you uncomfortable."

		"Please," said Lieth.

		"I will choose a mild example," said Rown with a grin. She seemed better pleased to be put into a situation where Carissa was going to be annoyed with her than Lieth would have expected. "Once I was supposed to enchant a watch to recognize its owner, and to try to find them, if lost or stolen. Well, I got it wrong. Master Sere made me stand in the corner for half an hour, bent over, legs straight, holding my ankles. My legs were aching after just a few minutes—and I couldn't be sure how much time had passed, because I hadn't found the watch, you see. Master Sere was going about her business, but every so often her feet would come into view, and pause, and I knew she was looking at me and that she thought it was funny. Towards the end, just in passing, she flipped my skirt up—I was wearing the maid's costume she likes so much—well, when she finally let me down I thought I'd never walk again. All the same, I wasn't entirely sorry I'd got the enchantment wrong the first time, you know? But you can be sure I got it right the second time. It wasn't the discomfort, really, or the embarrassment. It's Master Sere—she makes you want to please her."

		"Yes," said Lieth. How he felt about whips and maid's costumes and all that was complicated enough that it didn't bear examining, but when it came to wishing to please Carissa, he knew exactly what Rown meant.

		"All the same, I think it's nicer to be the one that the other person is desperate to please and impress. It's too bad that Iasos had to go back to his own master so soon. Well, mustn't repine," she said briskly. "About the devices—if you want to check in with Master Sere before you talk about them, that's fine, but I'm deeply curious about how they work."

		It was a wrenching conversational turn, and no question the previous subject had been interesting, but Lieth was immensely relieved to get back to an area where he felt confident. "She said that you were to be trusted. And it's a simple principle, but the execution is a little complicated. Have you got pencil and paper?"

		She did, and by the time they arrived at Carissa's residence, Rown more or less understood how the things worked, even if the wiring diagrams were a little hazy.

		"It seems complicated, though," she said, as they unpacked, and the carriage headed back to the stables. "Magic would be . . . it's more direct, really."

		"True," said Lieth. "Or at least, so I've been led to believe. Only in this case, Lady Sere wanted something that wasn't magic." He paused, then pushed on. "You wouldn't happen to know . . . I mean, she's anticipating—"

		"It's the War Party," said Rown. "They've been pushing for a strong response to continental provocations, and Master Sere's been making them look like idiots. Fire's most likely because . . ."

		She trailed off, shook her head. "Better you don't know. But it's a sensible precaution, and not one they'll anticipate. It's not just the Society—there are three other licensed organizations for magic, and the push for war is coming from all of them. But they don't think much about counters to magic other than stronger magic, so this is a reasonable counter. It just seems so cumbersome."

		"Sorry," said Lieth. "There'll be improvements to the design, but I have to have these installed first."

		"Right!" said Rown. "Well, let's get on that."

		As Rown had predicted, he couldn't avoid seeing some of Carissa's specialized equipment. He had to see how the air-flow worked between rooms, so even for rooms where they weren't mounting detection devices, he had to see how they were laid out—and he had to ask about the equipment's function, even after being assured that it would make him uncomfortable.

		And make him uncomfortable it did. Most of the house was just a house—kitchens and parlors and bedrooms and the rest. But there could be no mistaking the cage next to the bed in the master bedroom, or the rooms which were devoted to other activities. Clamps of varying strengths and sensitivities, shackles and bonds and devices designed to hold people in place, but almost never comfortable places. And other things, for causing pain and pleasure, designed for parts of the body that Lieth hadn't even considered as discrete parts, or which would . . . it made him distinctly uncomfortable.

		And yet, he couldn't help asking. The magical equipment, at least, he could more or less ignore. But things like the scold's bridle or the device to which Iasos had been attached—those were well-made contrivances of steel and polished wood, and as confusing as their purposes were, the machinery was intrinsically interesting.

		As he'd expected, six fire detection devices were more than sufficient for the house—he left the seventh with Rown, and then Lady Sere's carriage whisked him back to his rooms, which he hadn't seen for some time.

		I take it, said Carissa, that you were rendered to some degree uncomfortable during your visit.

		"To some degree," said Lieth. "Rown tried her best to keep me from asking about your equipment, but you have a great deal of equipment."

		I suppose I do, said Carissa, as Lieth let himself into his room and considered his reflection over the washbasin. One of the hazards of taking up a hobby; there's always something else to covet.

		"If you say so, ma'am," said Lieth.

		There was a faint tinkle of laughter. Well said. But not to continue discomfiting you. Would you be available for a test and demonstration tomorrow?

		"Of course," said Lieth. He'd tested every device three times, but mistakes were always possible. It made sense to run tests both here and there, and to confirm that he'd been justified in his decision as to where to place the devices.

		I'll send round a cab to pick you up at about noon, then, said Carissa. Would you care to join us for the meal afterward, as well?

		"Yes, ma'am, thank you," said Lieth.

		A faint, satisfied exhalation, barely heard.

		Good, said Carissa. See you then.

		And then he went to bed. It occurred to him that he might take the cameo off and spend a while thinking about Lady Carissa Sere, but he was too tired for that. Besides, he wasn't working on anything in particular.

		He fell asleep quickly, to uncomfortable dreams. The next morning, after a session at the physical culture track, he prepared for testing and luncheon at the Lady Sere's residence.

		Lieth hadn't ever had to dress for luncheon with a Master of the Society of Trimegistus. He had two suits of clothing for everyday wear, and a formal suit for special events. Fortunately, he had to conduct the testing before the meal, so he could probably get away with wearing work clothing—they would, at a very minimum, be lighting fires, and if the klaxons didn't sound, he'd be dismantling recently prepared reactive surfaces, which left a stain on everything. It'd do, but he needed to buy some nicer clothing, now that he could afford it.

		As it turned out, less than a minute after Carissa pulled fire out of the air, the nearest device sounded. The klaxons were quite loud—they would have to be, if the people who were supposed to be alerted were asleep in a different room, or if other . . . "Or if they were engaged in other loud and distracting activities," Lieth finished, trying both to explain his logic and to shut the klaxon off.

		"That seems!" Carissa started, then stopped, as the last word echoed in the sudden silence. "Reasonable," she went on more quietly, after a pause. "But I think you overestimate how soundly I sleep, and how loud my distracting activities tend to be; perhaps something a bit less dramatic on future revisions?"

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth. "Perhaps a tone that's lower volume and of a different pitch—something piercing, rather than loud?"

		"Perhaps," said Carissa. "How long before the batteries have to be replaced?"

		"Three months," said Lieth. "At that point, they may still function, but you can't rely on them. I'm sorry about that—a more—"

		"For future revision, as well," said Carissa. "Still, well done—functioning as intended."

		"Thank you," said Lieth.

		And then it was time for luncheon, which was both wonderful and deeply awkward. Rown was back in her serving costume, with the skirt tucked up over an abbreviated petticoat which showed off her ankles and long, well-muscled calves, and a crisp white kerchief tucked around her decolletage. She was careful not to meet anyone's eyes, careful not to hand things directly to them, always presenting items or platters, or putting them on the table close to hand instead.

		Which was clearly something that she was doing because it amused Carissa. Lieth could see it amusing Carissa in the way she addressed her acolyte, in the way she looked at her. Which was part of the awkward part. And perhaps a part of the wonderful part as well, but Lieth was not willing to think about it like that.

		The food was astonishingly good, though, and when Carissa wasn't tormenting Rown, she was focused on him, which was both awkward and wonderful. She had guessed at the basics of his life story with a frightening degree of accuracy, but she was interested in everything she hadn't guessed, and no matter how often Lieth tried to turn the conversation to what she was doing—with the War Party, with the Society, with everything else—it always seemed to come back to him.

		By the time Rown cleared away what was left of the truffled chicken and brandycake, it was late afternoon, and Lieth felt like he had been taken apart and carefully reassembled. All the parts were there, and seemed to be functioning, but every spring and lever had been taken out and carefully inspected.

		One of which springs was what he'd been working on when it wasn't fire detection. Carissa more or less approved of the time-locked safes. At least, she didn't see any immediate danger in building them. And as she didn't have any other project that was immediately pressing, Lieth was free to continue his work on that. The fire detecting devices were not to be advertised for sale, of course, as part of the reason that she'd wanted those was to have a completely unknown card up her sleeve.

		Lieth had proceeded from problem to a full installation in less time than it usually took him to go from an empty notebook to a half-empty notebook filled with impractical sketches. It would have been nice if he could've used that experience to produce a working time-locked safe in an expedient fashion, but unfortunately, once the pressure of possible murder had been lifted, his thoughts flew in every direction at once, lighting briefly on every possible distraction.

		Some of which he'd encountered at Carissa's residence. Certain of her devices were simply too startling to be forgotten, much as Lieth might have liked to—there was something designed to hold a man's genitalia behind his thighs in a way that he wouldn't have imagined possible, as well as a sort of screw device which . . . But then there were simpler things, or those whose function was simpler, and several of them could easily be improved.

		To change the height at which Iasos had been held, Rown would have had to untie him, and either adjusted the lengths of rope she had been using, or left extra rope hanging loose. A properly designed winch and frame would have been a far better solution.

		Sketches for that started appearing in the margins of his time-locked safe, as well as variations on other equipment. The only time he had a fully clear head was when he was running, when he was able to think about very little at all.

		Finally, he sent a collection of blueprints and sketches—mostly improvements of ideas he'd had in his catalog, as well as a test design for a time-locked safe—over to Carissa. And included in that collection was a winch arrangement that would allow the height at which a subject was held to be more easily changed, as well as a self-locking mechanism for a wrist-lock and a sketch for an improvement to the cage next to her bed.

		Lieth barely believed that he was sending those sketches off, and couldn't look the runner in the face when he sent him to Carissa. Perhaps she'd be amused, or simply not interested in his proposed improvements, and the whole matter would pass.

		After sending it off, he threw himself back into a second model for his safe, as well as a series of improvements on the fire detection devices. After two days passed, he'd nearly convinced himself that his indiscretion had been overlooked, and that he was safe.

		And then Carissa's voice was in the back of his head, as he was finishing his daily run in Regency Park.

		I take it that you are no longer entirely discomfited by the nature of my hobby, said Carissa.

		"Not entirely," Lieth panted. "I am in public, ma'am, so I cannot—"

		Hm, said Carissa. At the track?

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth.

		Good, she said. As I said, that is an activity entirely appropriate to your build. You've been running for distance, is that correct?

		"Yes ma'am," said Lieth. "The twelve mile race."

		Good. Run four more miles, and contact me when you are somewhere you can talk more freely.

		He had been done with his routine, so four additional miles were pure torture. But he did it, and managed to make it to his shop under his own power.

		It didn't make much sense to call it a shop at this point—his card was still in the window, but it hadn't been open to general custom since Carissa had commissioned her first device from him. But it was his, and the door locked.

		He sat behind the counter, and did his best to think of Carissa. Her eyes, her hair, the peculiarly light orange of her eyebrows, the way she'd looked at him when she recommended running, the way her breasts looked beneath her shirt, the way they might look—

		I see, she said, and although Lieth had done more or less what he'd meant to do, he couldn't help a reflexive cringe, a wish to take it all back and deny he'd meant it in the first place.

		And I approve, Carissa went on. I will take this as something of a declaration of intent, Mr. Lieth Alsander—if you do not want it taken in that fashion, you should let me know.

		Lieth was silent.

		Unfortunately, the business of both the government and the Society are somewhat pressing at the moment, but when I have time free, I shall probably take you up on that. For the time being, if you can have a working demonstration model of your time-locked safe, there are some of my acquaintances who may be interested.

		Which left Lieth somewhere between relieved and disappointed. Or, more accurately, both very relieved and very disappointed. Nonetheless, there were potential buyers in the offing, and he didn't want Carissa to think that he couldn't finish a project on his own. So he threw himself into finishing up his time-lock mechanism, with his only departures being further improvements to the fire-detection devices, and occasionally brief ideas that might interest her when—if—she had time to take him up on the offer that he'd apparently made.

		The acquaintance of Carissa's who had an interest in the time-lock mechanism turned out to be the Duke of Westfields, who owned two of the largest ironworks in the country. As soon as the model was available and the designs finalized, Parse had registered the patents, which meant that Lieth didn't have to bargain with Westfields directly, which was for the best; despite the exercise he'd been taking, he didn't think his heart could handle that.

		The amount that Parse got for a transfer of the patent meant that Lieth was able to end his lease on the shop, and purchase somewhere larger, and more suited to the sort of work that he was doing.

		It was near the dockside, nestled in between two warehouses and a deal yard, which was quieter than most areas zoned for industry. It had been a small factory, and then the offices of a shipping company, so it had the space he needed, but it wasn't difficult to transform it into both a workshop and living quarters. The bulk of what remained from his earnings on the time-lock patent went into tools and supplies, and when it was finished, Lieth had never loved a place as much as he loved that former factory.

		Of course, having spent that much on it, what he needed was income, so between considering improvements to the detection devices, Lieth started to flesh out some of the ideas that he'd presented in the catalog. It seemed that Carissa was too busy to go through every half-baked idea he'd assembled—most of the circled items were in the first hundred odd pages—but just the process of assembling his half-baked ideas gave him a better sense of where he stood with those projects.

		He was working on some improvements to pencil milling devices when Carissa's voice spoke in his mind. Busy? she asked.

		He was. "Not really," he said. "And you?"

		The feeling of a sigh, without the sound. I am sitting through one of the most infernally dull speeches that has ever graced the floor of parliament. Tell me something interesting.

		"Er," said Lieth. "I've been working on improvements to the fire detection devices? They should be considerably cheaper to manufacture, and have both a longer life span, and an adjustable sensitivity—this would help both with devices installed in or near kitchens, and—"

		Lieth, said Carissa, I am bored by the speech. I do not need to also be bored in my head. Tell me. In your new residence—do you have clips that will be sufficiently strong to hold flesh, without biting so hard as to break skin?

		"Certainly," said Lieth, vaguely insulted on behalf of his selection of tools and materials.

		Good, said Carissa. Get four of those. And also something that could go around a wrist, let's say. And which can be tightened.

		Lieth was assembling the equipment before he gave any thought at all to what it was that he might be asked to do with it. Four of the 7¼ clamps, flat-headed, and a ratcheting chain fastener, the sort used to hold narrow gauge pipe in place for welding.

		"Anything else, ma'am?" he asked.

		No, said Carissa. You may disrobe now.

		Lieth hesitated, fiddling with the button of his waistcoat.

		Of course, if you prefer not to, you could put away your equipment, and find a more entertaining topic of conversation?

		There was a slight gap in Carissa's usual perfect confidence. Lieth unbuttoned his waistcoat, folded it and laid it to the side. Then his shirt, and shoes, and . . . and everything. It was cold, alone there on the workshop floor.

		Not alone, said Carissa, in the back of his mind.

		"Can you read all my thoughts, whenever you want?" Lieth asked.

		Would you mind if I could? Before he could respond, she continued. No. As I've said, the strength of the connection depends on the intensity of thought, or of physical sensation. Put the first of those clamps on your left nipple.

		The tension in a 7¼ clamp wasn't sufficient to break the skin. But it came close. Lieth hissed in pain, his eyes watering.

		Good! said Carissa. Sensation of just that type helps. When you're fully in the moment, I'll be able to see exactly what you're thinking. Now, the . . . chain fastener? Is that likely to catch hairs between its links?

		Hairs? Where was it. . . oh. "I don't think so?" said Lieth. "But I—"

		Around the base of your cock and your balls. Don’t pull it tight.

		"It, ah, there do seem to be one or two hairs that are, ah, caught, here and there," said Lieth.

		All to the best, said Carissa. But I don't want to cause more serious injuries. The tension I want is where it won't fall off, and where you can feel it. We may be tightening it later just a little.

		"Yes, ma'am," said Lieth, and he could feel her smile.

		Lieth fastened it, tightening it a little, enough that he could feel it. It pinched, but it wasn't as painful as the clamp, which still ached like the devil. It felt . . . nice, actually. Not where hair had gotten caught, but in general. Like a touch, almost. Like someone was paying attention. Which Carissa clearly was. For all that she was apparently sitting in the Upper House of Parliament, listening to the Minister for Industry, or some such.

		And now, said Carissa, you can start touching yourself. And yes—with the connection this strong, I will certainly be able to see what you're thinking of.

		"Oh," said Lieth. And yet, as his hand started moving, he couldn't help but think of Carissa smiling at him, crossing one leg atop the other, the way her muscles moved, the lines of her thigh and her calf—

		Take it slow, Lieth, she said. You do not want to come without my permission.

		"No, ma’am," said Lieth, and he had to hold back, flexing his fingers open, thrusting into empty air.

		Carissa chuckled. Easy. But I didn't say stop.

		Lieth kept his touch as light and slow as he could, tried not to think too much about the effect that order had on him, tried not to think about Carissa sitting on her parliament bench, a half-smile curling up the corner of her lip, her hand on the arm-rest—

		And from now on, she said. You don't come without direct permission.

		Lieth missed a breath, the blood pounding in his ears. One finger stroking along the base of his cock—that was it, and that was almost too much.

		If you would like a distraction, she said, put the other clamp on.

		"Thank you," Lieth gasped. The first one had gone down to a dull ache, but the pain from the second one was sharp and clear and pulled him back from the edge, just a little.

		Very nice, said Carissa. Very nice indeed; when you're at that point, I can see just about everything, just the way you're seeing it. You're a lovely young man, Lieth Alsander.

		"I, ah, can I—" said Lieth, urgently.

		Hands off, said Carissa. And tighten that chain just a notch.

		For a second or two, Lieth thought he was going to come anyway, without any touch at all, but it seemed he’d stopped in time. His hands shook a bit when he tightened the chain, and he was breathing so hard he almost missed Carissa’s next words.

		

	
		You don’t have any illusions about who’s actually in charge here—I scare you, don’t I?

		"Yes ma'am," said Lieth, between pants. His heart was slowing down to something in the neighborhood of normal. "Since the first time you walked into my shop."

		And yet, said Carissa, you've always had the ability to disregard my advice—or take it, and seek out another patron, or simply find something less dangerous to sell, and sell it—you're remarkably clever, if not always canny; I'm sure you'd find a way to succeed. There's nothing at all compelling you to obey me, and yet you always do. It's a very appealing combination. And I do enjoy your accent.

		"I spent a good deal of time and effort getting rid of that accent," said Lieth. "You should've heard it before I—"

		No, said Carissa. It's not that I want pure Carrow-downs. But the hint of it is nice; it's a trace of honesty in a dishonest world.

		"They are fine, though," said Lieth. "The Carrow-downs in summer, now that the bluebirds are back."

		I'm sure they are, said Carissa. But you're losing focus on the task at hand. Which in this case, involves putting a clamp on your perineum. That's the flesh between the base of your cock and your asshole—as you can see, I've studied natural philosophy as well.

		"Ah," said Lieth, trying to find an angle where he could do what Carissa had told him. "I haven't studied much anatomy my—Ah—"

		The clamp there hurt more than any of the others had. Lieth blinked back tears, and considered whether he wanted Carissa to tell him to put the fourth clip anywhere.

		Pity, said Carissa. It's a very rewarding field of study. You can get back to touching yourself now. There was an undercurrent of satisfaction in her voice, a richness that hadn’t been there before. And yet, Lieth had no doubt that she was looking entirely controlled, bored but attentive, perhaps taking down notes on the speech. If only he could see her.

		Don't stop, said Carissa. But look at yourself, and observe closely. I want to see you, Lieth.

		As a general rule, at this point, he'd have his eyes tightly shut, and would be thinking of women, real or imagined. It was strange, seeing himself like that, cock stiff, muscles tensed in stomach and arm, chest heaving like he'd been running the mile—

		Ah. Very nice indeed. That hollow right by your hip—I’d like to bite it. A drawn-out sigh. I’d sink my teeth in hard enough to bruise, and when you saw it undressing, or accidentally bumped into a table edge and felt it, you’d think of me.

		Carissa didn’t say anything for a little bit after that. Then Lieth heard a sharp intake of breath, then absolute silence for a few seconds. When Carissa started breathing again, it was in hard, even pants, like she’d just finished a sprint.

		Was that . . .? Had she . . .? In parliament? But . . .

		That chain you have on, said Carissa. Release it. Something in the way she said it told Lieth that yes, she had. In parliament. He found the catch, pulled the release on the ratcheting chain mechanism, and it dropped free.

		The flood of sensation when it came loose made his vision go wobbly, but he managed to catch the chain, put it by the side of the table, and not scream so loudly that he'd be heard down at the docks.

		"Would you like to finish now?" she asked.

		"Ma'am," said Lieth, "Please."

		Please what? asked Carissa.

		Lieth really meant to ask to be allowed to finish. What he said was, "Please can I see what you're thinking?"

		There was a long pause. He wasn't touching himself, but his cock was still twitching, a clear bead rolling down it. Interesting, said Carissa. There's that last clamp, isn't there? It goes at the tip of your cock.

		He should have asked to come. He really should have. Lieth bit down on the heel of his left hand, and put the clamp on. It hurt exactly as much as he expected.

		And then there was a confusing disorienting moment, when he saw the floor of his former factory, his workbench and the neatly labeled cabinets, and tools all in their places, but also something else.

		It was him. Not him, exactly—him the way Carissa imagined him, a bit taller, muscles in his legs better-defined, and . . . and even the things that were exactly the same looked subtly different, desirable. In the image, he was on his hands and knees, looking down, and he was in a circle of light; all around him, shadowy figures loomed.

		And then it was gone.

		And what do you say?

		"Thank you," said Lieth, and meant it.

		Take the last clamp off, said Carissa. He didn’t have to be told twice. And get on your knees. That’s how you’ll be allowed to come.

		Lieth dropped to his knees so quickly it might have hurt if pain from banged knees had been something he could still notice. "Please—"

		Go ahead, said Carissa, and he was coming before she got the second word out. He was alone, just as he had been in the past, but it was more intense—far more intense than it ever had been, with anyone. It kept going for a breath, two, three, and when he was done he was shaking all over, near collapsing.

		And take off the rest of the clamps, said Carissa.

		That was about the level of physical coordination Lieth could manage. At least he thought so until he undid the one that had been on longest, on his left nipple. And then he did scream, and swore. Not too different from the sounds that might be expected from a workshop, but once he got his breath back, he tried to speak a little more softly. "Why didn’t you warn me that would hurt worse than putting it on?"

		The laugh Carissa made wasn't in the least bit dignified. Surely, she said, as a student of natural philosophy, you have a greater appreciation for knowledge gained by experiment.

		"That's not entirely how natural philosophy works, ma'am," said Lieth.

		Another undignified giggle. I suppose I'll have to trust your judgment on that. Oh, Lieth.

		"Yes, ma'am?"

		It's unfortunate that the conscription bill is coming up for vote, and everything that's been going on with the Society lately, she said. Because I really would like to take a week in the country, and enjoy you properly.

		Lieth had no idea how to reply to that. "Yes ma'am," he said, finally.

		Indeed, said Carissa. And now it seems it's come time for me to make my objections. Thank you for being less boring than parliament.

		"You're welcome?" said Lieth, possibly to empty air.

		When he finally got the last of the clamps and the ratcheting chain off, he felt loose and boneless and vaguely lightheaded, but it was the middle of the afternoon, and he needed to keep working if he was going to avoid falling back into a pit of debt. So he cleaned up the embarrassingly large mess he'd made on his floor, put away the tools, and got to work.

		The conscription bill was coming up for vote, and it seemed that there were things going on with the Society of Trimegistus. But Lieth genuinely needed Carissa's help. He had designs for improvements to emergency brakes for elevators that would work, and would help, if she could get him the backing that he needed. And then there were other designs which seemed to have potential, but which could also cause the sort of problems that had gotten her involved in the first place.

		There wasn't any way he could expect her to go through the entire catalog. He spent the rest of the afternoon coming up with a list of six projects that might be worth developing, and did his best to summarize their advantages and disadvantages. But rather than sending it off to Carissa's rooms, or contacting her and asking where to send it, Lieth put it aside and got back to work on improving the fire detection devices.

		It took three days, but they were unquestionably better. Nearly three times as sensitive, so they'd need fewer of them, and at the same time, less likely to respond to things other than smoke.

		When he let her know that production could start, Carissa told him to make as many as were required to meet her needs, one additional model for testing, and that as soon as they were ready, he could start installing them again.

		Replacing the unit in the Finitei was simple enough, but there was the same rigamarole at the Society Chambers on Peril Street. A scowling acolyte at the door, who would not let him pass, and had him wait until someone else could be found to assist him.

		Which turned out to be the same young acolyte who'd shown him to Carissa's chambers on his first visit.

		"Ah!" he said, when he saw Lieth. "Master Sere's . . . associate. I'm afraid that she's not in at the moment."

		"There was something she wanted me to attend to in her chambers," said Lieth.

		The young man gave him the sort of smile that made Lieth flush, and have to fight back against clenching his fists. It did not help that his insinuations were, by this point, perfectly true. "Well, I suppose you know the routine already, Mr . . . ?"

		If Carissa hadn't told the acolyte his name, Lieth wasn't about to. "I suppose," he said, leaning down so that the acolyte could fix the blindfold into place.

		"A remarkable woman, Lady Sere," said the man, as he guided Lieth through the halls of the Society. "Quite catholic in her tastes as well, it seems, even by the standards of the Masters of the Society. Still—"

		His hand was firmly on Lieth's elbow, guiding him, and there was the slightest chuckle as Lieth barked his shin against a table. Possibly the same table as the last time he had visited. "Wide-ranging tastes are not the same as bad taste. And here you are. Try to be quick about your duties to Master Sere, please? Once again, I do have to wait here until you're done."

		There weren't that many changes since the last time Lieth had visited Carissa's rooms in Peril Street, but now that he had a general idea of what the tools she had left out were for, they made his blood run cold, then hot. A week in the country had a good deal to recommend it, but a few hours in her chambers would . . . he removed the first model detection device, checked that it hadn't been tampered with or damaged, and installed the new one.

		Then blindfolded again, and back out through the Society halls, enduring more of the acolyte's probing gibes. Hopefully, he'd avoided giving away any information that Carissa didn't want distributed, and at least the blindfold meant that he hadn't had to see too much of that knowing look in the man's eye.

		Despite that, as the cab drew close to the old manor house in the southern end of town, Lieth's heart leapt. Carissa was going to be there—at least, she had said that she was going to be there, but also, that she was going to be working on a speech, and probably wouldn't be down for dinner, but at a minimum, she'd be there.

		He'd brought five devices—four would be needed, but there was a chance that Rown would want to disassemble one of them—and after dropping that one off with Rown, once again in the maid's costume, he set to work.

		Carissa was ensconced in the study, with strict orders not to be disturbed, and it was close enough to the master bedroom that it wouldn't need its own unit, so he couldn't in good conscience barge in and pretend that it was necessary. The upstairs units were simple enough, but the basements were not well-lit, and it was a bit awkward getting them installed precisely where they needed to be.

		Which was what Lieth was working on when one of the upstairs klaxons sounded.

		He gave himself a sharp rap on the back of his head trying to get out from atop the wine barrels on which he was working, and headed up the stairs, double speed.

		It was one of the new units, the one in the master bedroom. He'd been tinkering with the sensitivity, but—

		"Mr. Alsander," said Carissa as he came in. "What in the icy reaches of hell have you done?"

		Her collar was unfastened, and there was an ink-stain spreading on her cuff. Lieth winced, and got the unit down. The connections were where they were supposed to be—perhaps some dust had gotten onto the reactive surface? He got out the ¼ width screwdriver to open the casing when the room's previous unit—the one he'd taken down and replaced—started to sound as well.

		"For fuck's sake!" said Carissa. "What is happening to your devices, Lieth?"

		"Either they're malfunctioning," he said. "Or, contrary to all other evidence, your house is on fire."

		"Don't be a damned . . ." Carissa trailed off, and then her fingers were dancing in a complicated pattern, sparks rising up her arms, past her ink-stained cuff, into her sleeve.

		"Lieth," she said. "On the floor, now. Hands over your head."

		Somewhat hesitantly, Lieth went to his knees.

		"Now!" she said, and he dropped like a stone, his hands on top of his head.

		"Shallow breaths," she said, and he tried to comply. It was ridiculous. They were in a well-appointed bedroom; his face was pressed to a white and red and orange rug, shot through with threads of gold. His device had malfunctioned. It was in the nature of early models to be less than reliable, though he couldn't see what would've set off both—

		There was a sudden flicker at the edge of his vision, and the roof briefly seemed to be all aflame, bits of charred wood dropping. . . and then it was once again whole and unburnt, and there was a faint smell of lavender in the air, not the burnt wood and smoke there had been, for just that second.

		"Rown!" said Carissa, sharply. "Solid wards; it's here, and we need to keep it contained." A pause. "Yes I'm sure. Do it."

		Lieth didn't raise his head, but he turned it so that he could see her. The sparks had gone up to her shoulders, and there were places on her shoulders where the shirt was blackened, either by flame or discharge— was it electrical in nature, or purely thaumic? He hadn't seen magical discharge of that level before, and despite everything else, it was interesting.

		"Here it comes," said Carissa. "Lieth, stay perfectly still and it may not notice you. If you—"

		And then the fire fell from the ceiling, and it was in the form of a man; it reached out for her with hands of coal and ash, and she grappled with hands clothed in sparks, her face flushed with exertion, her fingers no longer weaving spells, held in place by whatever it was that she was fighting.

		If Lieth remained perfectly still, it might not notice him. But the problem was, Carissa was losing; step by step, it was forcing her back. Lieth could see the muscles tensed in her arms, see the lash of the flames raising welts on her neck, tearing through her shirt.

		He bore it as long as he could, and then he reached out, grabbed the thing by an ankle.

		It was like seizing an iron poker that had gone white with heat.

		And yet, despite the pain, despite the burning of his flesh, he held, and twisted, and it went down, and Carissa had it, wrapped it up with lines of sparks and letters in gold and purple—

		Then the pain hit, and Lieth was howling, holding his wrist, staring at the blackened and blistering palm of his hand.

		"Stay still," said Carissa, and her hand was there, and then the pain was . . . well, not gone, but less, and the hand was knitting itself back into health, clean skin coming through the charred and bloody blisters.

		He stayed still, still lying on the floor, still holding his wrist, as Carissa forced the thing into an iron cage. Gouts of water arced from her hand to the ceiling, and then everything filled with smoke, and he was coughing, smoke filling his lungs, and—

		And then Carissa's hand was on his mouth, and he could breathe again.

		"Shallow breaths," she said, as he coughed.

		He tried. It was difficult not to gasp in air when his vision was starting to go blurry, but when he took shorter breaths he could breathe, at least.

		"Elemental is contained," said Carissa. "Any luck trapping the . . . no? Fine. Work on the damage; anywhere the klaxons are sounding without visible damage, the illusions still hold."

		A pause, as the smoke kept pouring down. It might have been thinning, slightly?

		"Keep at it, Rown," said Carissa. "Let me know when it's done."

		She materialized in front of him, out of the smoke. "Hand," she said, and he extended it.

		She clucked disapprovingly. "Looks like the reversal hit in time. Mostly. There are going to be blisters."

		The smoke was definitely clearing, but Lieth kept trying for shallow breaths.

		"Shirt seems to have taken most of it, but—"

		There was a knife in her hand, from somewhere, and then there was suddenly cool air on Lieth's back, as she cut his shirt away.

		He hadn't realized it when it had happened—too much else was going on. But it did hurt, in places, and then Carissa's hand touched those places, cool, soothing. "Not too bad. You'll bear a mark or two for a while, but those are charming."

		Carissa found the seam of his trousers, and then the back of the knife was against his thigh.

		"Ah," Lieth started. Now that he was paying attention, he was reasonably sure he hadn't been burned there.

		"Stay still, and silent. Shallow breaths." Carissa herself was breathing very fast, though the air was almost clear. Perhaps from the exertion of the fight, or perhaps—perhaps it was a needless distinction. But she stopped, her hand on his waist and her knife on his leg, and waited. "Unless you'd rather not?"

		He stayed still, tried to keep his breathing shallow. The knife cut, twice, and he shivered as his trousers fell away—it wasn't cold, but—

		Carissa's hand moved along the back of his thigh, rested flat on his ass. "I knew running would do you good," she said. "Very nice."

		There were burns on the carpet he was lying on; a few feet away, a charred board from the roof was still smoldering. And in the cage in the corner, a thing made of fire—no longer entirely in human shape—twisted and burned.

		Carissa's hand dipped lower, pushed his thighs apart, fingertips at the base of his cock. "Soon, I think," she said. "If you hadn't helped, things might have gotten a bit difficult; you've earned a reward. But first, punishment for disobedience. And claiming what is mine."

		Her hand withdrew, slapped his ass. "Stay," she said, and she was up, moving away.

		Lieth wasn't at all sure what she'd promised, or threatened, but he stayed as still as he could, his ear pressed against the singed carpet, trying to hear Carissa's tread in the floorboards, hoping for and slightly dreading her return.

		There were the sounds of her opening and shutting drawers, then silence, then that creak of her steps getting closer; his breath caught as she knelt behind him, he trembled as her hand brushed across his shoulders.

		"Sh," she said, softly. "Easy. It is going to hurt, a little. You can take it, though. Trust me."

		He did trust her, but at the same time, he didn't feel calm at all when her knee pushed his legs apart, and she started working something cold and wet into the crack of his ass. "That's it," she said. "That's a boy. Calm."

		He wasn't calm.

		She sighed. "Relax," she said, with a sharper edge to her voice. "Loosen the muscles there, or this is going to hurt more than I want it to."

		And at that, he did relax, at least a little. Still keeping still and silent, still taking shallow breaths.

		"Better," said Carissa. Her other knee went between his, moving his legs further apart, as her fingers worked the lubricant into him. "Now remember. Next time I tell you to stay still, stay still."

		Lieth didn't reply, at least not aloud. But Carissa seemed to have heard the Yes, ma'am he wanted to say, even if hadn't given it voice.

		"Good boy," she said, and there was a chuckle in the back of his mind, a glint in her eye that he couldn't have possibly seen. "Ready?"

		No answer, vocalized or otherwise. He was and he wasn't. Her fingers withdrew, and something else pressed up into him, firm and blunt, and wide. Too wide. Lieth heard himself whimper—heard his whimper reflected through the lens of Carissa's desire. Saw his fingers clutching at the carpet, almost before he felt it.

		It moved in him, and he could hear the quickening of her breath, as she lay down on top of him, her shirt pressed between her and his naked back, her teeth sinking into his shoulder.

		"Still and silent," she said. Which was impossible; it was . . . it did hurt, but it was something other than just hurting, and she was clutching at him as she moved, as it forced in and then almost out.

		Mine, he heard in the depths of his mind, and then a shudder ran through her, and him; she tensed, held herself tense, and then relaxed.

		"Well done," she said, and she pulled out slowly. "Stay there."

		He lay there, tried to fight back the twitching in his muscles, to make sense of what she'd done, and his reaction to it.

		More noises of drawers and then the creak of floorboards, and then Carissa was kneeling beside him, her fingers in his hair, tracing the lines on his back, from the fire, that she'd left on him with her teeth and fingernails.

		"Lovely," she said, finally. "Turn over."

		He turned over. She'd taken off her shirt, though there was an ink stain covering the arc of her hand between thumb and forefinger, and running down her palm, and she was wearing a loose-fitting robe, unbelted at the waist.

		Full, slightly pendant breasts framed by the robe, pale freckled thighs, a thatch of red-blonde hair, and a half-triumphant, half-tentative smile, a look in her eyes that said she was seeing herself as he saw her, and enjoying the view.

		"I—"

		A slap on his cheek; gentle, but still a slap. "Still and silent," she said.

		Lieth bit his lip and nodded. She moved forward, positioned herself over him, and he fought back a moan as she enveloped him, warm and wet and trembling slightly. "Now you can move," she said. "Slowly. And you're not on your knees, so don't come."

		It was excruciating. Every thrust, he felt like he was going to burst, and the trickle of images that filtered through from her—his face, seen in her eyes, his hair against the burned carpet, a flash of him grabbing hold of the elemental—it made it difficult to stop from thrusting hard and urgent, letting loose and then suffering the consequences.

		But it wasn't fear of consequences that made him hold back, keep his thrusts slow and bite the back of his hand hard enough that the pain overrode the pleasure and he didn't have to come. It was . . . it was what Carissa wanted, and he wanted to do that; to be better than she could reasonably expect, do more than she expected him to do.

		It was when he had that realization that Carissa bucked against him, pushed forward and held it, muscles spasming. Lieth bit his hand almost hard enough to draw blood, and managed not to come.

		"Absolutely lovely," said Carissa, pulling herself off him, slowly enough that he didn't lose it. "And much better than I could've expected. Up on your knees, Lieth."

		He went up on his knees, and Carissa pushed him forward, so he was down on his hands, face toward the carpet. Her finger traced the line of his perineum—he felt her flash of amusement that he knew the word, now—up to the base of his cock, and then her knee moved his apart, and she took his shaft in her hand, started moving.

		"Go ahead," she said, after three strokes. "You've earned it."

		He gasped, eyes closed, and convulsed. One hand holding tight on his shaft, moving in time with his thrusts, the other on his balls, cool, and firm and—he came so hard it felt like he'd burst, the first streamer of come landing across his chest, dripping down to his chin, the second one just as strong, and then there was more, and more.

		He collapsed back into her hands, barely able to hold himself up. She shifted her grip to his hips, rolled him onto his back, on the carpet next to where he had been.

		"Enthusiastic," she said, tracing one of the lines of come that had gotten tangled in the hair of his chest.

		Lieth groaned a response.

		"And well-deserved. Up, though."

		Another groan, but he let Carissa pull him to his feet, steer him to one of the guest rooms, where he collapsed on the bed. He'd been in fights as a boy, once or twice, but since then, he hadn't ever even hit anybody. And now he'd . . . the skin on his hands was new, and the blisters on his back, and . . . he was asleep; it was all too much.

		When he woke up, there was a moment of absolute panic. He had no idea where he was, or what had happened to his clothing, or why he smelled smoke. And then Carissa looked up from the writing desk across the room, and he remembered, and blushed so hard it felt like it was going to set off the detection devices.

		Carissa laughed. "Yes, well. I have got rather a lot more work to get done, as a result of that interruption, so you'll have to fend for yourself for a bit. Rown's finished most of the repair work, the elemental is fully contained, and we're in no immediate danger. You know where the baths are—there's a robe there that should fit. Rown'll have food out for you in the dining room. Bathe, eat, take care of anything else you need to. Then come back, and I'll chain you to the bed. I should probably have time for at least a little leisure once this stupid speech is written."

		"I'm not sure I—"

		"Say, 'Yes, ma'am,' and then do it," said Carissa, with a hint of a smile.

		Lieth found himself smiling back. "Yes, ma'am," he said, then got up, and headed for the bath. He fought back the urge to cover himself with his hands as he left, and he could feel Carissa's eyes on him, which made his ears turn red.

		The bath was just across the hallway; he made an undignified dash, drew the water, and then sank into it.

		He hurt; there were welts on his back and his hand from the fire, and then there were the marks that Carissa had left on him. But the water was warm and bath was huge, and at least a little bit of the tension eased.

		Then he had to go down and find dinner wearing nothing but a bathrobe—a nice bathrobe, heavy fabric with gold trim, but still a bathrobe—and a little of the tension came back. But, well, he was hungry enough to eat a horse, and the bathrobe belted firmly enough.

		Rown was in her maid's uniform again, kerchief and petticoats and gloves, and served him with lowered eyes, not smiling, not winking, not anything. In fact, there was the faintest edge of panic to that performance, like she thought she was being judged and could get . . . that Lieth could get her into the sort of trouble she absolutely didn't want to be in.

		That, or she was still edgy from the attack by the fire elemental. Either way, it was fine, and the roast was fine, as were the vegetables and stout and all the rest. But Lieth's attention on the food waned, and he found himself hurrying through his after-dinner ablutions to return to the guest room where Carissa was working.

		She smiled as he came in, and just as she'd promised, she chained him to the bed. Wrists and ankles chained, and then a blindfold on. And then she left him there, and got back to work.

		He heard the scratch of pen on paper, occasional crumpling up of paper sheets, Carissa's breathing, an occasional muttered swear, and very little else, for several hours.

		It was very strange, but it felt like home.

		When she was at long last done writing, and came to bed, he found himself pulling against the chains, trying to find her.

		"Still," she said, and he settled down.

		Her hand traced the line of his leg, finding the hollow by his hip. He flinched as she touched there; a soft chuckle. "Well," she said. "Would you like me to mark you there?"

		"Yes, ma'am," he said, no hesitation.

		Another soft chuckle. "Not a bite, though. And it will hurt, and it will mark you as mine."

		"Yes, ma'am."

		Then he bucked against the chains, a scream escaping; he had expected pain, but not quite that much, nothing quite that intense.

		And then it was gone, and Carissa's hand was there again, soothing.

		"Lovely," she said. "Absolutely lovely." The hand went from stroking to grasping, as she pulled herself up, moved against him. "You can move, now. But carefully; you aren't on your knees."

		He wasn't, and this time, after she finished, she didn't adjust his position. "Have to work for the next week, and longer. Speech, and the country house, and getting that elemental where it'll do the most good." She patted his shoulder, then snuggled up against it. "Best to leave you wanting more."

		She fell asleep soon after. It took him a good deal longer, but eventually he did as well.

		

		#

		

		The next morning, the blindfold was still on, but the chains were loosened, so he slipped out of them, and pushed it up. There was a note on the pillow.

		"Could not stay," it said. "Events are proceeding more rapidly than anticipated. Will be back in a week. Cameo's been under a bit of a strain, but should function if needed. Have taken your notes with me, hope to review them soon. Clothing in the closet, breakfast on the table. Carissa.

		Furthermore: It'll fade, this time. Next time I mark that spot, it's permanent."

		There was a mirror on the bedside table; Lieth stood, and considered the mark. An S and a C, intertwined. And next time it would be permanent.

		There was, as promised, clothing in the closet. A suit, cut to his measurements precisely, new boots, new shirt, everything. Magic, or possibly wealth; it was sometimes hard to tell the difference.

		And whatever else had happened, his old clothes were definitely not salvageable. So he got dressed in what Carissa had given him to wear, and went downstairs to eat what she'd left for him to eat. Rown wasn't there this time, and when he headed out, the door clicked shut behind him with something that wasn't simple lockwork.

		The carriage was waiting and brought him back to his converted factory, where he could consider the next major project.

		It seemed the fire detection device had done reasonably well, and for the moment, improvements on that front weren't necessary.

		The elevator brake looked promising. What needed to do was to rig up a scale model elevator; then he could test the brake as well as other improvements that might be made. The whole device was far less efficient than it could be, and it seemed that simple mechanical improvements might yield a far safer and simpler ride than the current models. The skill involved in stopping at designated floors—a catch, perhaps, or. . .

		The framework was halfway complete when Carissa contacted him.

		Item six, she said, and for a moment Lieth was deeply confused.

		The mechanical wand, said Carissa, impatiently.

		"Yes?" said Lieth. "Oh! That was something that occurred to me recently, but which seemed to have dubious implications. The mechanics are fascinating, but I'm not sure—"

		Lieth Alsander, said Carissa, I am deeply, passionately grateful that you managed to keep your fool mouth shut about this. It is possibly the most dangerous thing I have ever seen; if I wanted to be empress, I could be. And so could anyone with these blueprints.

		"It's not a complete design," said Lieth.

		It's workable, though?

		"I'm fairly sure it is," said Lieth. "The rate of combustion is the tricky part, but I think that with two different chemical reagents, I could control that; using a primer to ignite the—"

		I am afraid that I do not understand nor care to understand the details, Lieth. It is the implications which have alarmed me, and while you've described them as dubious, I would like to hear what you think they are.

		"Well," said Lieth. "Assuming that all goes well—that the design can be completed along the lines I indicated—it would be possible to manufacture a natural philosophy equivalent of the combat bitcasting wands currently produced by the Society here, and by other magical associations abroad."

		He paused, tried to organize his thoughts. "It would be a blow to the Society—much of their power derives from their military importance—and it would made casual violence a good deal easier. The government would . . . it's easier to control something like the bitcasters; they have names, and the bits can be traced back to the wands. While magic is imperfectly controlled, there are a limited number of mages who can produce bitcasters. A completed design for the mechanical wand could be duplicated by any competent machinist. This would . . . complications might ensue."

		They might, said Carissa. They very well might. Some of the more minor complications would be a sudden and violent war in the continent, with the first power to obtain these weapons massively overpowering all other governments combined. Followed by an ultimately-futile attempt to suppress knowledge of their production, and ending with a civil war bloodier than anything ever fought.

		"Oh," said Lieth. "So you're suggesting that I concentrate on improving elevators instead."

		There had been a strain in the voice Lieth had heard inside his head. Not anger, exactly, not fear, but a strain. It broke up into laughter, which lasted a very long time.

		Unfortunately, no, she said when she'd recovered. If I could be certain that you were the only artificer who would ever have this idea, it would be one thing. But it seems more likely that it's a logical outgrowth of where natural philosophy has been leading, and that it will have to be addressed, sooner or later.

		"What should I do, then?" asked Lieth.

		That depends, said Carissa. Firstly; how long would it take you to develop a working model?

		"If the assumptions which I have made in my design prove correct, perhaps a week, at most. If not—"

		Fine. Secondly. Your associate; Parse Kovson?

		"Yes?"

		Can he be trusted?

		Lieth considered the question. Parse had been his only friend for a very long time. Simple loyalty dictated that he answer in the affirmative. But this was more important than his loyalties.

		"I've never known him to tell a lie," said Lieth. "Even if it would have benefited him to do so. But he did approve of my plan to start selling the thaumic detection devices. He's a member of the Reform Club—a moderate, but he's passionate about politics, and will occasionally let slip matters during debate that he had not intended to reveal."

		There was a pause.

		Sounds better than any member of the Society, myself included. Fine. Here is what is going to happen. Rown will be headed to your shop, with a sealed box containing an unknown device, looking to be of Arrentine manufacture. When she leaves, that box will contain one of this mechanical bit-casters, and it will pass as being from Arrentia; you will have examined it and identified its function.

		Lieth's mind raced. It wouldn't be hard to get Arrentine steel; they were a major manufacturing center, and they produced quality materials. The whole thing would have to be done to continental measurements, and—

		Rown's Arrentine should be sufficient to your needs, if you wish to include hallmarks or maker's marks of any sort. It is my hope that you are not currently being watched; once Rown arrives, there will be no grounds for hopes of that sort. All purchases of equipment and chemicals have to be completed before her arrival, tomorrow morning—that is, anything that would indicate that you are fabricating something, rather than taking it apart. In addition, before Rown arrives, I want you to meet with your solicitor. You mention a number of other patents in your prospectus. I need him to track down the holders of those patents.

		Lieth hesitated. He trusted Carissa; he wore her brand on his hip, and he was desperately hoping that she would make it permanent. But—

		But this is looking a bit suspicious, said Carissa. Fair enough. The problem with this device . . . it's not better than combat wands; certainly not in the form you describe, and I doubt it could be developed to the sort of sensitivities that combat wands possess without decades of work. The threat it poses is that it can be manufactured far more efficiently and inexpensively than even the lowest-grade wands.

		That much Lieth had realized, more or less.

		There are almost a hundred thousand armed men and women in the Imperial ranks. There are nearly ten times that, across the continent. Should these go into production. . . we would conscript perhaps three million soldiers before the year is out, and we would have the capacity to arm them all.

		One of the advantages of a career in natural philosophy was that it had given Lieth a good deal of practice with calculations. He worked the relevant numbers, and did not much care for the result.

		No matter which party was in charge, Carissa went on, they wouldn't give up an advantage of this sort. Even Reform would raise up an army, to impose democracy and good will on the continent. The only reason to give up a capacity of this sort is the fear that we've been outmaneuvered by our foes; that Richter or Arrentia or Harven have already started production, and that our only hope for survival is a treaty banning mass production.

		"Then why the patent holders?" asked Lieth.

		Carissa sighed. It's not assassination. That wouldn't solve anything. The first is that part of the treaty will be the government buying up the relevant patents, at an inflated rate—if I buy them first, I'll make a fortune. Which is exactly what is expected of me, and if I didn't do that, it would raise questions once the entire story is unfolded. More importantly, because a treaty will require the government to buy up those patents, it is vitally important that they be held by someone who won't kick up a fuss, or let news slip where it shouldn't—if the papers got hold of that sort of treaty before it was ready. . .

		It would delay things, and since Carissa was planning on building her treaty on a foundation of lies, any delay would be a disaster. It made sense. The trouble was, other explanations for the same actions made sense as well. But surely if Carissa was bent on using Lieth and his devices to make herself an empress, she wouldn't have . . .

		Put like that, Lieth couldn't think of a single thing she could have done that would have worked better. And if his personal happiness had been built on a foundation of lies, that hardly mattered in the scheme of things. It was only that . . . it was appalling that so much depended on his own flawed, hopelessly subjective judgment. But it did, and that was the judgment he had. And with everything he had, he trusted Carissa.

		Thank you, she said. But we have very little time to waste. Money is absolutely no object, but be ready when Rown reaches you. You have a day and a handful of hours—she will arrive tomorrow at noon; a few hours after noon if you absolutely need the extra time.

		Then the connection was gone. Lieth had already found his hat and gloves as he was talking. The problem was that he couldn't put in orders with his normal suppliers; he needed things to be at his workshop in twenty-four to twenty-eight hours, and nobody would arrange deliveries on that time frame. At least, nobody he normally used.

		Also, having a broad outline and a general sense of the problems involved was not nearly as helpful as complete blueprints assembled after small-scale testing. And trying to produce something that would pass as Arrentine under close examination would complicate things further.

		And there were several meetings with Parse. Lieth let him know that he was working on something that might be dangerous, and that he needed discretion, and that was sufficient. It ate time which he could've spent getting better prices than what he got, but Parse managed to get all the relevant information in the time allotted.

		Lieth wound up spending on supplies more than half of what his former factory had cost, and he still wasn't sure it was going to be sufficient. Rown was in communication with Carissa, and she delayed as long as she could; the last items that Lieth had ordered arrived ten minutes before she did.

		"Have you got a total price?" she asked, surveying what he'd bought.

		He had, but he was embarrassed to tell her. "Six hundred and twenty-nine imperials. But you see, I had to buy an entirely new set of tools—mine are all standard measurement, and I need Arrentine units; they wouldn't be—"

		"I have seldom seen Lady Sere as taken with anyone as she is with you," said Rown. "And you're certainly not abusing that status. I have a banker's note for a thousand Imperials to cover your expenses, and another three hundred for Mr. Kovson's services, though we can't communicate with him until after this is resolved."

		"Very generous," said Lieth. "Once this is resolved, I'll be sure to return the remainder—it's just that—"

		"Lieth," said Rown. "I realize that it is awkward to be paid by someone who . . . by someone with whom you have a romantic connection. But you're earned twice this, and you'll take it, or Master Sere will be annoyed with me."

		"Ah," said Lieth. "It's, ah, well."

		If you want, said Carissa, in the back of his mind, once this is all over, I'll have you hold the banker’s note to the wall with your nose while I take your ass, and if you keep it there the whole time, you get another fifty. Or I can hire an accounting firm to determine the precise worth of saving my life from an elemental, and how much is saved by preventing, or at least delaying, a war on the continent. But not now; now you have a device to complete.

		And then she was gone.

		Lieth wasn't at all sure which of those two options was preferable. The accountant would probably come up with a large number, if the problem was presented in those terms. But the other option . . . but it wasn't time for that. As Carissa had said, he had work to do.

		Rown found herself a stool and pulled it over to his worktable. She watched him establishing the purity of the chemicals he'd purchased, and then setting up the initial tests of his assumptions.

		She was willing to help, more than willing, but the problem was that they were so used to approaching the same problems from such different angles that she wasn't able to add much as far as theory went—as far as Lieth was concerned, the speed at which he wanted combustion to take place was not at all relevant to what speed at which combustion would happen, but it seemed that this would've mattered a great deal, had it been an incantation that was being developed, and so on.

		But while she wasn't able to help with theory, she could do a great deal he couldn't, in terms of mechanics. For one thing, she could set bounds beyond which the fire would not travel. This wasn't something that the final product could rely on, not without completely losing the reason why it was being made, but it did mean he spent less time with his clothing on fire than he usually did when working with materials of that sort.

		Similarly, she could shape metal with far greater ease than he could. It seemed that she wouldn't be able to help with the final models in that fashion, or it would be immediately detected. But it helped a great deal with prototyping.

		A runner brought lunch, and later, dinner, from the Finitei Club. It was good, probably. Lieth was far too involved in his work to notice—there were empty bottles and chicken bones in the trash, and he wasn't hungry, so he must have eaten—and the plates and cutlery definitely had the Finitei eagle head logo. But that wasn't nearly as interesting as the fact that they were perhaps fifteen hours away from an initial test firing. Well, closer to twenty, if they were going to play things safe. But—

		"Sorry," said Rown, putting down a set of calipers. "Nine o'clock; time for bed."

		"Given the importance of the project, surely another half an hour wouldn't—"

		Rown gave an amused smile. "Two problems. One is that Master Sere gave me specific instructions about when you should go to sleep. And the other is that I have no particular desire to upset her at the moment. So get undressed."

		Oh.

		Rown was watching him, head cocked to the side, like he'd been explaining some principle of natural philosophy, and she was waiting for the demonstration to start. Lieth considered his options.

		If you don't want to, said Carissa, in the back of his head, you can have privacy.

		One of the options he had been considering did involve a certain amount of consideration of Carissa Sere.

		But I had hoped that the two of you would be getting along well, she continued.

		"We have been getting along well," said Lieth. "It's just—"

		Then do what she tells you. The sense of a smile without seeing it. It's important for you to have some structure. And I've been looking forward.

		So Lieth got undressed.

		"No faulting Master Sere's taste, anyway," said Rown. "On your hands and knees, on the floor, please."

		So he knelt, and Rown went and got a bottle of mineral oil from his supplies. "Face forward, please," she said, and he did. And then she attached 7¼ clamp on each of his nipples, and then one on his perineum. That left his breath a little ragged. It hurt, and it reminded him of putting those on for Carissa, and—

		Yes, said Carissa. I'm here. And enjoying. Ask Rown to hit you, Lieth.

		"Ah," he said. Rown gave him a curious look.

		"Would you please hit me?" he said.

		"I'm not sure," said Rown. "It wasn't in the instructions, one way or another, so I don't—"

		The clamps hurt, and the floor was cold, and he'd done what Carissa had told him, so she probably wasn't going to be annoyed. "Please," said Lieth.

		The faintest hint of a smile. Either it had been in the instructions, or Rown enjoyed this sort of thing as much as Carissa did. "Well, all right," she said. "How?"

		"I . . . how?"

		"I'm not using my bare hands on your ass. You run, so it'd be like smacking a padded girder. Would you like me to use a steel rod, or a rope, or your belt, or—"

		"The belt," he said. "Please."

		The smile grew large as she went and retrieved his belt from where he'd left his clothing. "You sure?" she asked, doubling it over, testing its weight against her hand.

		Lieth wasn't sure, but he could almost see Carissa listening in, leaning back in a chair, her boots on the polished wood of a desk, hair loose, amusement turning up the corners of her mouth.

		"Yes," he said.

		Nothing.

		"Please."

		Then Rown brought the belt down across his ass, which made him jump, which made the clamps move, which made them hurt more. She hit him again, and again.

		The initial strikes were fairly light, getting a sense of the range and his reactions, probably. But she increased the force until it was genuinely hurting him—a sudden bloom of pain when the belt hit, and then a spreading ache immediately after—and she didn't let up. He bore it as best he could, though the occasional groan escaped, and he found himself tensing before each strike.

		After what seemed like forever, she laid the belt aside.

		"What you were hoping for?" she asked.

		"Yes," he replied. "Thank you."

		"Mm," said Rown, her hand soft and cool where his skin was aching from the belt. "Looks like you'll have picked up one or two bruises. Hopefully, that won't interfere with your productivity, or we'll both be in trouble for indulging in games of this sort. But anyway—it was about time for you to be getting to sleep, and I'm supposed to give you a hand with that."

		The hand she gave was covered in mineral oil, and rubbed gently along the length of his cock. Lieth gasped, found himself thrusting into it.

		"Good," she said. "You'll tell me when you're close."

		He thought Yes, ma'am as hard as he could, but didn't say anything; just nodded.

		A chuckle from Carissa. I've told Rown to move this along as quickly as possible. And I'm telling you to draw it out for as long as you're able. Good luck.

		"Thanks," he said, sourly, and stopped thrusting.

		Which made Rown laugh. "I take it that our distinguished employer has given you instructions."

		"Hmph," he replied, provoking amusement from both of them. Next time he'd do better at talking without talking, and avoid spoiling Carissa's fun.

		It's true that I was interested in the results of a trial where Rown didn't know what your instructions were, said Carissa. But if you think embarrassing you isn't fun, you clearly haven't been paying sufficient attention.

		While one of Rown's hands was still moving on his cock, firm but not too firm, sure, the other one started fiddling with the clamp on his right nipple. Which hurt.

		"When you get close," said Rown, "this one is going to come off."

		He winced, but couldn't help thrusting slightly at hearing that.

		She took her hand off his cock, replaced it with the other one. Leaving her free hand to move along his ass. "And since you've apparently decided to be difficult, tomorrow night, I'll have something to put up here." The 'here' was punctuated by a finger in his ass. And another involuntary thrust.

		"Thought so," said Rown. "It is one of Lady Sere's favorite activities, and it's usually the case that the men she picks out enjoy that. The women as well, of course."

		Which raised some images of Carissa and Rown that did not help Lieth hold things back.

		Interesting, Carissa said. Perhaps when we have the leisure, I'll allow you to spend some time watching. It will be both instructive and entertaining, I'm sure.

		"I'm close," he said, and Rown let him thrust into the air, a dribble of fluid coming down from the head of his cock.

		And then she pulled the clamp off, and started kneading the place where it had been, alternating that with light scratches, and it was all he could do to keep from screaming. The next two will be worse, said Carissa. As you're well aware.

		"Yes, ma'am," he muttered, and then Rown's hand was on his cock again, moving.

		He saw a sudden flicker of Carissa, leaning back on a chair, more or less as he'd imagined her. The cuffs of her shirt were undone, and he could see the freckles and fine red hairs on her forearms, and she had one of her hands down the waist of her trousers, and it was moving—

		"Close," he said, and then the other clip came off. And there was more pain.

		Carissa had told Rown to hurry things along, and Lieth to hold back, but at least that first night, there was very little doubt that Rown had done a better job of following instructions.

		There was a laugh in the back of his mind from Carissa, and almost the exact same laugh from Rown as he came, but her hands didn't slacken in their attentions until he was completely wrung out.

		Very nice, said Carissa, as Rown helped him up to his bed. Tomorrow night, perhaps you will offer to attend to her needs as well.

		And once he was in bed, Rown made sure to tie him down. Not so tightly as to make it uncomfortable, but with the sort of expertise that meant that he wasn't getting up until she untied him. Then she pulled a blanket over him, and turned out the lights.

		It was a new project, and it was a critically important project, but even though it had just been Rown's hand, it had been a far more intense experience than it had ever been with Lieth's hand. He was out almost as quickly as the light, and slept through until after dawn.

		He was still tied to the bed, unable to untie himself until Rown came for him. He couldn't work on the project, but he could consider it, and he decided that there were problems with the approach he was taking. The initial test had to be conducted as intended, obviously—if there were flaws in the theory, the simplest possible test was the way to discover them. However, if the test went well, the design he had started with wasn't going to be sufficient.

		It would work. It was so simple it could scarcely fail to work. But while the potential was there, he needed to produce something that would make that potential clearly apparent.

		As Carissa said, it was likely that his mechanical bitcasters would never match those produced by the Society. At least, not for some time; she might be underestimating the potentials of mechanical productions. But a tube that shot a single pellet and then had to be cleaned out and reloaded wouldn't even look close.

		However long it was until Rown untied him and escorted him to the lavatory, it wasn't quite long enough to fully develop his ideas. The rest of the day was devoted to preparing the initial test, and collecting the results, which were more or less satisfying. And then a session to help him fall asleep, which was considerably more satisfying than less—following Carissa's instructions, Lieth managed to cajole Rown into allowing him to lick her to orgasm before she got to work with the mineral oil and clamps; possibly as a result, he was able to hold off his own orgasm a bit longer than he had the night before, despite the length of shaped glass filling his ass.

		They worked well together in other ways, too; Rown was ruthless in pruning less relevant side-explorations, and the urgency of the project and Carissa's abiding interest in his project made it move relatively quickly.

		Form, to some degree, followed function. Rown added some curlicues to his design, which didn't interfere with the action, but which did make the device look considerably more Arrentine. But it had the same handgrip as a combat wand, and the barrel of the device looked rather like the focusing length of a wand.

		In the space of a minute, a combat bitcaster would send fifty to a hundred bolts that would unerringly hit any target within a hundred yards of the wand-bearer. After five days of work, Lieth had produced a device which would send eight small bits of lead more or less in the direction which it was pointed. They couldn't run tests outside the factory, but what penetration into wooden boards indicated was that it would be lethal to perhaps two hundred yards. In any case, he could hit an empty bottle twenty yards away six times out of ten.

		Once the magazine of lead bits was depleted, the device had to be partially disassembled and a new magazine put into place. The whole thing used a great deal of explosive chemical compounds, which made carrying it into a combat a somewhat perilous proposition.

		"I'm really not sure this has the potential to revolutionize warfare that Master Sere anticipated," said Rown.

		"Perhaps not," said Lieth. "I'm not an expert. I would say that the material costs are in the range of thirty imperials a unit—it would come down a bit, in later models—and that I could have a factory set up to produce two thousand units a day within a week or two."

		"Still," said Rown.

		"And while it can't necessarily hit what it's aiming at, a hundred men, carrying arms of this sort and firing in volleys, would probably do a fair amount of damage before brought down by bitcasting wands."

		Rown considered. Then she picked up the device, sighted, and blew a bottle to smithereens. "On the other hand, I've been wrong before," she said. "It was fun working with you, Lieth, but next time, try to come up with something less likely to cause a total collapse of all governments."

		"I'll do my best. Perhaps something with elevators." Lieth shrugged. "Though I'm afraid I probably won't recognize the potential disasters inherent in safer transportation from floor to floor until they're pointed out to me. Oh, also—I used local steel and filed-down work in local measurements to produce the magazines. I thought that acting as though I'd had to replicate those would help explain the delay and some infelicities that the design still retains."

		"Makes sense," said Rown, packing it into the case she'd brought with her. "We'll try to rush things through; there are almost certainly people watching you and hoping you'll do something interesting at this point. Try to avoid doing anything interesting."

		Lieth tried. Or at least, he did his best to dispose of the unused materials from the mechanical wand project, and since Rown wasn't there, his next major project was putting out the fires which the disposal had caused. And then it was on to building a scale model of a current elevator. Which wasn't work, really. It might be something that he'd use when he was able to concentrate enough to actually work, but for now, it was just a way to keep his hands busy as he worried about things which he couldn't control.

		Finally, Carissa was in the back of his head. It's a long road ahead, she said. But we've passed the first hurdle. No avoiding the fact that I used your friend to find out which patents to buy up, so you can go ahead and pay him.

		"Thank you," said Lieth. "Is there any—"

		As I've said, long road ahead, and I have to be on it. But once this is over, I swear. Long vacation in the country, and you will be enjoyed in a number of different fashions. But for now, pay the man his money, go for some long runs; we'll be in touch.

		"Yes ma'am," said Lieth. There was a hint of a smile, and then she was gone.

		

		#

		

		Parse wasn't hard to find, but he was nowhere near as happy with a banker's note for three hundred imperials as Lieth had expected. He was genuinely pleased to handle Lieth's new fortune for him—"well-earned, and entirely deserved"—but when it came to taking Carissa's money himself, he hesitated.

		"I was never one of the more radical members of the Reform Club," he said. "And yet I cannot help but fear that I might have made a mistake with those patents."

		They were walking down the lower embankment; there were a few other gentlemen taking the air, but nobody close enough to overhear them.

		"It was that, or war," said Lieth.

		"So you've said," replied Parse. "Or so Lady Sere said, and so you echo. But perhaps we ought to have had the war, rather than the gold. It would've been brutal, but it would've been the beginning of a genuinely egalitarian industrial society."

		It was as though a weight had been lifted from Lieth's shoulders; one he had not exactly been unaware of carrying, but which he had being doing his best to ignore. "Thank you," he said.

		"I beg your pardon?" said Parse.

		"I'll admit, I had some doubts myself about Lady Sere's plan," said Lieth. "But, as you said, you're hardly the most radical member of the Reform Club. If even you think that sending out three million young men and women to be slaughtered would be a fine way of building utopia, I find it hard to imagine any government acting with restraint when if given the opportunity, unless restraints were imposed upon it. Fortunately, Lady Sere is good at . . ." Lieth realized what he was about to say, and stopped. "Er, sorry. Lost track of my metaphors again."

		Parse walked for a time, considered, then shook his head firmly. "Perhaps you're right. And yet, the result is to leave power in the hands of those who already have it, and have been abusing it, where natural philosophy has the potential to do the opposite. That's the thing, you see—natural philosophy has taken carding wool and weaving silk and grinding grain out of the hands of the talented, and put them into everyone's hands."

		"Everyone with enough money to afford a powered loom, and to hire the men to work it," Lieth corrected. There were a number of inefficiencies in loom design, but the manufacturers had been keeping the costs of looms high, and he couldn't properly examine those inefficiencies without a working model. It rankled.

		"Correction granted," said Parse. "And there would always be an advantage to wealth that industry doesn't obviate. But it's easier to acquire money than it is to gain talent."

		"At the moment," said Lieth. "It's hard to say what situation would obtain if wealth could gain countries."

		"I suppose," said Parse. And then he flashed Lieth a smile. "And as I've said, I was never a radical; it may be that we will achieve some sort of justice through gradual development of natural philosophy and well-meaning legislation. Which . . . how much influence do you have on the Lady Sere?"

		"Some," said Lieth, hesitantly.

		Parse pocketed the banker's note that he'd been fiddling with. "In that case, it would behoove you to consider using that influence when it would do the most good. It is clear that money wouldn't be able to sway her to a less reactionary pose; perhaps you'll find some other methods of influencing her votes."

		Lieth scowled at Parse, who laughed, punched him lightly on the shoulder. "She likes you," he said. "And while she is a deeply bigoted reactionary, she does seem to be working towards the better good. For all I know, once you have a Lord in front of your name, you'll wind up swallowing her ideology as well—until then, try to buy us a break, now and again."

		Lieth had a vision of himself holding the poll tax bill against a wall with his nose, while Carissa—he cut off that line of thought before it could become a detailed picture, which Carissa would doubtless construe as a proposition. Not that the idea was without its appeal, but while the workings of parliamentary politics were as obscure to Lieth as the workings of magic, he wasn't sure they were supposed to work quite that way.

		So he made his farewells, and continued building his model. That night a runner came from Parse, announcing that there had been some exciting new developments, and that he would be stopping by after dinner if he could.

		He obviously could, but Lieth had no idea what developments those might be. So he finished his model and began work on a number of ideas he'd been considering for improving the braking system. The current model relied on a single cable, which often went years without being tested; when it was, at long last, required, it often proved rusted, and snapped through at once.

		The first attempt was not an unmitigated success; when the door to the factory opened, he was still extricating the elevator from the ruins of the framework. "If you could give me a hand with this, Parse, I think I've—"

		"I'm afraid," said someone—the acolyte from the Society Chambers—"that Mr. Kovson was otherwise detained."

		Lieth turned, his hand on the cameo.

		"That isn't going to work," said the acolyte—no. He wasn't wearing his robe, but it wasn't that; many acolytes didn't, when on their own business. It was the steel and ice of his smile, the sense of power too great to be contained in his short, slight frame. The way he held himself, as if he assumed he would receive deference from everyone he encountered, from passers-by in the street to the very laws of nature. The man was not an acolyte. "Natural philosophy may be the province of clever tricks, but in magic it is strength against strength, and yours is—shall we say—pitifully inadequate."

		The Lady Carissa Sere. The color of her eyebrows, the freckles on her arm, the way she had broken up into laughter when Lieth suggested he concentrate on elevator brakes—nothing. He hadn't realized how used he had become to the connection being instantly accessible; the silence in the back of his head was almost more frightening than everything else that was happening.

		Almost. Being threatened by a Master of the Society of Trimegistus was—by three Masters of the Society. Two others, a man and a woman, followed in behind the first.

		The man who'd just come in made a series of gestures, calling something out of nothing; another burning figure, like the one they'd stopped in Carissa's home.

		"Brick and steel, mostly," said the first man. "And yet, it shall burn. My apologies, of course—"

		Lieth had managed to get his legs free from the ruins of his model elevator, and tensed, waiting for the right moment to bolt.

		"I realize that you have invested a great deal in this property. Not quite as substantial as a full flame elemental, such as the one that Master Sere captured and gifted to the Richtese as a demonstration of the good will of the Society of Trimegistus. But it is necessary for it to burn."

		He looked away, and Lieth bolted. He'd been concentrating on longer runs, rather than sprints, but this was a sprint that very few people at the physical culture club could match. The rear exit—

		Something grabbed him around the ankle, sent him sprawling headlong onto the concrete floor. And then pulled him back along, to where the intruders were standing.

		"There, there, Mr. Alsander. It is a great pity that it was the Lady Sere who noticed the product you were advertising. Admittedly, there are relatively few of those in our camp who would've seen the potential in you, rather than the threat, but it still would've been better than falling in with a damnable traitorous bitch like the Lady Sere." Until now, he'd spoken with the same of cool amusement as he had when posing as an acolyte. But genuine rage slipped through, at that. "It took a little convincing, but in the end, Mr. Kovson was quite forthcoming about the little trick that she played on us all."

		"We could have had the world!" said the woman, who had been silent until then. "We had a weapon that could have given us everything, and she threw it away, afraid of some phantom revolution that would never have materialized! And you gave it to her, you useless—"

		"Quite," said the man. He caught sight of Lieth's face, and gave him a friendly smile. "No, Mr. Kovson remains entirely unhurt. There is always the chance that Lady Sere will be willing to sacrifice a piece—even a piece as toothsome as yourself—in which case, we shall not want to risk anything as indictable as a few necessary murders. At least not until the game ends. But I fear we are moving out of order."

		"And too slowly," said the man who had released the elemental.

		"Of course," he said. "My apologies, Gry. Tertia? If you don't mind?"

		Tertia—the woman—strode forward. Sparks rose up along her wrists, and the rope that had reached out to catch Lieth around his ankle twisted and rose, depositing him on a worktable, and then fastening him in place.

		If they were tying him up, they needed him to be restrained. He pulled against the rope, tried to find a way to loosen it, as Tertia began calmly laying blades down on the table beside Lieth.

		Up in the roof of his factory, the elemental was leaping from beam to beam, spreading fire in its wake. Perhaps . . . no. There was no room for hope, in any of this. Lieth gave a sudden, desperate heave; his body trying to run though his mind knew that he couldn't.

		"Stay still," Tertia, cutting through his shirt and waistcoat, the glittering steel drawing lines of blood on his skin. "Mandor wants you alive for some reason, but I don't care either way."

		"It is precisely that attitude that has caused this temporary setback," said Mandor. "And once it is resolved, his talents will be put to better use."

		"Talents are being put to a fine use now," said Tertia. She cupped his cheek with her hand. He tried to flinch away, couldn't, and she smiled down at him and wiped away a tear with her thumb. "It would be better if I could kill him, though."

		Mandor sighed. "You can't. And since he seems to be enjoying the Lady Sere's company, I fear that more subtle approaches will not necessarily achieve the result we're looking for. If you would please proceed?"

		Tertia put something on the center of his chest—a smooth, whitish stone, and another just above his groin. Lieth twisted, tried to shake them off, and she held him in place with a single hand. There was a sudden, overpowering wave of pain, as though he had been lit on fire and dipped in ice and flayed, all at once. Lieth had resolved not to show any weakness, but he started howling the instant the pain hit, trying to twist loose, to escape the sudden and inescapable sensation.

		And at the back of his head, it was no longer silent. No contact yet, but the way it felt an instant before, and—

		Mandor was looking over Tertia's shoulder, a flicker of satisfaction in his cold, hard smile, because he was right. Lieth had no power in this sort of situation; if he could contact Carissa it was because they wanted him to contact her, to lure her—but if he could get a coherent message through, she might—

		And then the pain was back, and he couldn't. It was more intense than it had been, soul destroying, thought destroying, but Lieth kept hold of one idea—as soon as there was a connection, Carissa would hear his agony, and she would come for him. So he would not think of her. There were other things. He twisted, jerked against the bonds. The Model 18 thaumic detector. The clean lines of it, the way Carissa had looked—the chemical elements, the powers of two, the searing pain everywhere, the look in Tertia's eye, the—

		"We need him sane!" said Mandor, and the pain eased. "If he breaks down into gabble, he's useless."

		Tertia didn't look away. "He's taking a little longer than usual, but he'll—"

		"No," said Mandor. "It's not working, try something else. Pain, please, but not enough to prevent him from comprehending what I have to say?"

		The stones burned again, but not so intensely.

		"Mr. Alsander. You realize that because of my interest in Master Sere that my acolytes were left in charge of the gates at Peril Street. I had hoped to learn what I could about the Lady Sere, and you did not disappoint in revealing what is perhaps the only weakness in her defenses. Perhaps we were outflanked by your fire detection apparatus, but there could be no mistaking your blushes and hesitations."

		He was trying to hurt him, and he was succeeding, but that wasn't going to turn him against Carissa.

		"There is no particular need to turn you against Master Sere," he said. "Once she realizes how easily you are used, she will turn away herself, as she did from Iasos, after having enjoyed him fully."

		He was lying. Because Carissa would've had absolutely no hesitation about telling him if she'd—

		"Then ask her," said Mandor. "And she will tell you. She borrowed him for a purpose, amused herself to her satisfaction, and sent him back when she was done. But he had higher hopes, and they were badly hurt. That is why he came to us. That is why you would come to us, if we allowed this to proceed in its natural fashion."

		What they wanted from him was pain. And there was pain. Not about Iasos—the only thing that hurt about that was a betrayal of Carissa—but he had been a point of weakness for her, and he had led Parse into a trap that he could not escape. But damned if it would mean that he would give them Carissa Sere.

		Mandor threw up his hands. "Fine!" he said. "Tertia; he'll need his hands, and you'll probably enjoy him more if you leave at least a section of the genitalia. But the rest of it can go. Make it painful enough that there's nothing left but pain, and hurry—Gry's work is nearing completion."

		"Amateurs," said Tertia, with a smile for Lieth. "Always think they know better. We'll start with the legs, naturally. That'll keep you from trying to run off, anyway." There was a sudden burning pain in Lieth's thigh, and the knife she was holding came away bloody. "If you'd think what we want Master Sere to hear, this would all be over already."

		"That," said Carissa, "will not be necessary."

		Gry gave an awful croak, and then his limp body slid down Carissa's blade, to collapse on the floor of Lieth's factory in a puddle of blood. The blood covered her side, and her hand, and it splashed up onto her face.

		"Not possible!" said Mandor. "There were—"

		"He wears my brand!" said Carissa. "Did you think I wouldn't notice when you severed our connection?"

		Sparks arced up from his hands, and from hers, and there was a clash of forces that Lieth could neither see nor comprehend. It held for a moment, the thaumic energies powerful enough to leave his ears ringing.

		Probably would've been enough to short out one of his Model 18s, he thought irrelevantly. And then the magic discharged, and Mandor collapsed, dead.

		"Bad company, Tertia," said Carissa.

		Tertia shrugged. "And a difficult position for you, Carissa. While you're clearly a stronger mage than I am, by the time you crack my wards, this fine fellow will be deader than poor Gry. And thus, I will be leaving, and you will be left with an empty factory, a loose elemental, and the two most prominent members of the War Party dead at your feet. I fear that that will not look at all good for you."

		"The elemental is in the process of being restrained," said Carissa. "But I will concede that a living conspirator would be of somewhat greater value than a third corpse."

		Tertia laughed, and the pain in Lieth's leg spread, grew; he fought back a scream, but it escaped nonetheless. Damn her; he was not going to weaken Carissa's position.

		"There will be no third corpse, and there will be no witnesses," she said. "Two corpses, or four, Lady Sere."

		"No witnesses?" asked Carissa. "Not Mr. Kovson, who is currently in the custody of the Imperial police? Not the stones of this place, not the boards of the table? Your position is untenable, Tertia. Your most—"

		"Four corpses, then?" asked Tertia. "Is that your decision?"

		"Three," said Carissa. Tertia's knife gleamed in the flames of Lieth's factory, and as it came down, Lieth's device came out from inside Carissa's jacket. Twenty yards away, and she couldn't have found time for much practice, and—

		There was the muted crack and gout of flame of the thing firing, and the stroke of the knife. But there was no strength behind it; it cut, but not deeply, as Tertia collapsed, shocked, blood pouring from her chest.

		Carissa came up next to the table, laid her hand on Lieth's forehead.

		"Haven't got a damn bit of magic left in me after that fight with Mandor," she said. "Going to have to cut you loose."

		The fire still raged overhead; the roof was a bloom of flame. "But," he said slowly, as Carissa went to work with one of Tertia's knives.

		"That was another aspect to your invention that I didn't want to stress, on the chance that you or your associates fell into the wrong hands. It won't be too hard to come up with wards that'll stop those lead bits, but the current ones aren't calibrated against them."

		She managed to fit the knife in between Lieth and the ropes, twisted it, pulled up, muscles cording in her arm, which was still covered in gore. "Come on," she said. "We'll get you patched up if we can get out, but—"

		Lieth stood. And then collapsed, the leg Tertia had cut giving out under him.

		"Damn her!" Carissa's face was wild, stained with tears and blood. "I swear I'll make this up to you, Lieth. Here we are—up—"

		She fit herself in under his arm, helped pull him back up, and the two of them staggered towards the door, as Lieth's factory burned down around them.

		"Are you all right?" said Lieth. "You're all—" He gestured weakly at his side. "Blood."

		"Gry's." Carissa coughed, and admitted, "Mostly. I've had worse. Don't worry."

		Lieth tried to do what Carissa told him. There was a fallen beam blocking their way; they had to go around, and smoke was pouring from the ceiling— "Parse?" said Lieth. "You said—prison?"

		"Safest place. At the time. He's not hurt." Carissa maneuvered him over some crates, and there was the door. The cool of the night air, when they finally made it out, was a benediction, and being able to breathe—to fully breathe, deep breaths—was like coming to the surface after being held under.

		"Shield, Rown, now!" said Carrisa with her first breath, and it came in just in time, as a gust of heat blasted against nothing, and was turned aside. "And get the damn elemental under control—I do not want the evidence turned to ash."

		Rown was there, and the metropolitan fire company was there, rushing in with their masks down, the mage on duty twisting water spells over his head.

		He relaxed into Carissa's arms as she laid him down on the pavement near the flames of his factory. "The more volatile compounds?" she asked.

		"Sealed," he said. "Rown did it, when—"

		"Good enough," said Carissa. She let herself collapse on the curb next to him. "Your workshop, Lieth—damn, I'm sorry—if you want, I'll rebuild it with my own two hands."

		There were tears running down her face. That was wrong. Carissa shouldn't be crying about his factory. "It's just a place," said Lieth.

		"Good. Because I had something else in mind. You'll have a workshop, of course, something better, but I'd rather not let you out of my sight again." Her hand stroked his side, came to the place where she'd set her brand on his hip, stopped. "That is, if you still—" Her magic must have been coming back, because he caught her unguarded thought: Been doing a piss-poor job of looking after my possessions lately.

		That was wrong, too. Lieth couldn't frame a response in words, spoken or otherwise, but he remembered how Carissa had looked coming up behind Gry, sword flashing, how coolly and accurately she'd fired his device.

		She gave something between a laugh and a sob. "I was not that impressive, and you know it." He felt a sudden lurch of terror, and saw himself laid out on his table, flayed and broken, lifeless eyes staring up at the burning roof—but that hadn't happened.

		"No," he said. "I'm all right, Carissa, just tired, and—" And he was dizzy, and couldn't think straight, and that was bad. He couldn't remember why, but—

		"Shh," said Carissa. She combed her fingers through his hair, brushing it off his forehead. "I haven't got enough left to even start patching you up, but I can see that your brain is fine, and that your blood is clear. You can sleep."

		"Yes, ma'am," Lieth mumbled, already dropping off. The cobbles of the street were uncomfortable, but Carissa's lap was more comfortable than home had ever been. He slept.

		

		#

		

		It was a long and bleary night. Lieth was half-awakened when they lifted him up into a carriage, and then he had to be fully awake to give his account of the earlier events to the police; he slipped back into sleep as a Society mage began attending to his wounds.

		When he woke up, there was a moment of panic and confusion—the roof had been on fire; he'd thought that would be the last thing he would see, and just for a moment, he thought he still saw it.

		"You're fine," said Carissa. She was sitting at a desk in the room, hair tied back, sleeves rolled up.

		There was a length of ribbon tying his ankle to the bedframe. He looked at it, looked back up to Carissa.

		"You weren't up to anything serious," she said. "But I didn't feel right until you were tied down."

		He relaxed back into the bed, and he got up and sat down beside him. "And while you're still not capable of anything serious, I'm even less available. The War Party is collapsing, and I'm going have to take advantage of that now, or there'll be another party with the a different name taking up the cause before the week is out." She ran her hand down his body as she spoke; face, neck, chest. Not with intent, more like she was making sure he was still there.

		When it reached his hip, he put his own on top of it. "Carissa," he said. He swallowed, tried again. "You said . . . next time, it would be permanent."

		Carissa pinched the bridge of her nose. "I'd have thought 'you're not capable of anything serious' would be simple enough to understand. It will hurt a great deal, Lieth. And you need to rest."

		"Yes, ma'am. As long as you think necessary." She hadn't reclaimed her hand, though. "But I won't feel right until I'm tied down."

		A sliver of a smile. "On the other hand, I doubt it will interfere with your recovery that much."

		"Thank—" Lieth started. Carissa brushed his lips with her fingertips.

		"Still," she said. "And silent."

		It hurt. It hurt so much, and Lieth tried to swallow back his scream, because Carissa had said silent—and he saw himself, face turned to one side, jaw clamped shut, the pulse in his neck beating wildly, immeasurably precious.

		Mine, said Carissa. My brave, beautiful, clever boy.

		And then it was over, the pain faded to a dull ache. "I do love you, Lieth," she said, aloud. "You always do better than I could have expected."

		"Thank you," said Lieth. "I—it took me some time to face up to it, but I've loved you since I first saw you."

		"Well, obviously." He could see that she was pleased, though, and feel it through the fading contact of the cameo. "But the fact remains that I have work to do. Rown?"

		There were quick steps on the stair, and then Rown came in.

		"I have three hours' worth of letters to write," said Carissa. "And Lieth has to remain in bed for the rest of the day. I don't want you straining any of his muscles or hurting him in any way. And I certainly don't want either of you to come. But keep him excited until I'm ready to use him."

		"Yes, ma'am." She looked over at Lieth, were the bedclothes were still pulled back. Her eyes went wide, then she grinned, threw her arms around Carissa's shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. "Congratulations! To both of you."

		Carissa shrugged Rown off, dismissing her with an irritable wave of her hand, and Rown climbed up onto the bed and began undoing the strings on Lieth's trousers.

		

	