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Part One

DEN OROSHTAI
PROLOGUE
TheHour of the Hare

"Y ou may think of yourself asamaster chef, in Bergeenen you may have actualy been amaster chef,
but this, my dear young cook, is Den Oroshtai, and thisisyour first morning in my kitchen, and asitismy
kitchen, you will learn; | trust you will find the experience pleasurable as we prepare breskfast for our
genia Lord Arefai and our somewhat more strict Lord Toshtai, asimple breakfast and acomplex one.

"Don' think of time asaprocess. Think of it asaspice. Y ou can no more measure it out as drops of
water from an hourglass than you would measure spoons of pepper for asauce; you must add just alittle,
tasting where possible, considering where not, until you have added just the right amount, no more, for
you can no more remove excess time from adish than you can unsdlt it.

"Ah: observe: the surface of the water gently rails; it isnow ready. Cradle the egg in your palm, and
consder itstemperature. Hest isjust another manifestation of time— how long hasthe egg sat inthe
bowl of cold well-water, and then, how long hasit waited on the counter? Consider it all.

"L ower the egg gently into the water, and regard it. The objective isto coddle the egg, to indulgeit, to
teaseit at the smmer until the yolk has become thick without be-

coming hard, whereit isgtill golden and languidly liquid rather than ingpid yelow and tough, the white
gaining form and structure without becoming rubbery and chewy.

"Good. Oh?Youwish to St and stare a the boiling wa-ter until the egg is done. How very nice—and
who will prepare the rest of the ample breskfast?

"Oh. | talk too much, do 1?1 distract you from the bril-liance of your endeavors, isthat so? Very well,



then; | will let you do it in your own fashion. What next? The apple, you say? Oh, good. Very good. Yes,
you dicethe gpple gently, ddicately. Very nice. | very much like the rhythm of your knife againgt the
cutting board, and the dices are just of the right thinnessto the taste of many, like that of athin cracker.

"Y our arrangement? Mysdlf, I've aways liked to snick out the pieces of core, reassemble the apple,
then set it upon abed of mint leaves, atwist of caramelized sugar to replace the stem, but | am sure that
you have abetter idea. Ah. Very pretty. Certainly: you've not done wrong to spread it out along the rim
of the plate, likeastack of fdlentiles. Very pleasing to the eye. Ah, and you brush the gpplelightly with
the juice of alemon. Very good; it will not turn brownintheair.

"And next, the oysters and sausage. A strange but inter-esting combination, I've dways thought,
wonderful if han-died properly, but ever-so-dependent on preparation, and—oh, | am sorry. | do talk
too much. Prepareit asyou wish. Hmm... dicing off the top of a puff pastry, en? Not my choice of a
presentation, mind, but an interesting one.

"Yes, | do always hesat the pan before adding the dab of butter, a shaking of two peppersin the pan,
the barest scraping of horseradish. And then the oysters. They are fresh; this very hour, arunner arrived
with them from Bergeenen, carefully packed in ice. The oysters, oh wise one, not the runner.

"Hmm... | would probably have opened the shellswith adifferent knife, but each to hisown; the
blood will wash off, and you should be hedled within the month.

"They do plump up prettily, don't they? And they aretasty asthey Sit on top of the sausage.

"Pour the teainto the mug, and thetray isready, you think. | can but bow and nod. Very well; you
may bringitin. Me? Don't be slly. When it isasked who isthe fool boiled the egg to indigestibility, who
isthe dolt who served the apple diced far too thinly to be properly crunched between histeeth, who is
the blockhead who served the cooked oysters and undercooked sausage thick with congeded fatina
gtae puffery, the answer will not bethat | did it, | can assure you of that.

"Y ou had better run, now. It isaready the hour of the hare, and Lord Toshtai will be expecting his
simple break-fast of egg, apple, and oysters with sausage right now. Oh, yes, the smple breakfast isfor
Lord Toshtai; the more complex oneisfor Lord Arefal, who hunts this morning. Had | not mentioned
that? Oh.

Timing s, after dl, everything."

1

horning, Breskfagt, an Invitation, and Other Petty Indignities
Timing is, asmy father used to say, everything.

No, I'm getting it wrong, as usua. | mean, he probably still does say it—I have no reason to think
Gray Khuzud dead, and lessto think he's changed his mind—but | haven't seen him for some time now.

Heisright, of course; my father has always had that an-noying tendency. It doesn't apply just to
juggling, dthough that's one of the places.

Congder, if you will, the knife-and-apple act. After the drunk act, I'd say it was Gray Khuzud's best.
But if you put it at the head of the show, as an opener, not only will it not get the gpplause it should, but it
will rob therest of the show of some of itsown virtue.

Not good.

Which isn't to say that thereisaright timefor every-thing. For some thingsthere is no correct time.
Weadl can agree that there's no good time for one's pilesto act up; smilarly—and contrary to what our
beloved ruling class believes—there is no such thing as aright time to be woken to go hunting.

He camefor mein the hour of the dragon.



| wasin the middle of adream, athough even deeping

| had been vaguely aware of somebody diding open the pand between my bedroom and the outer
room of my suite.

"Kami Khuzud—I mean, Kami Dan'Shir, wake up." Something large and stupid hit me between the
shoulder blades.

Even through the shattered remains of half-forgotten dreams of soaring silverhorns and fast-picked
zivvers, | could tell that the rasp was the voice of Bek De Bran, adull and blocky soldier who had
recently been reassigned to protecting Arefai, whatever that portended.

It meant something; everything aways means some-thing. The only problemsare what and how
important is it?When you're mingling with members of our beloved ruling class, it's Sometimes every bit
as hard to discover theimport of supposedly minor events asit isimportant to know the significance of
Ma or ONes.

"Lord Arefal bidsyou join him at breskfagt.”

Arguably, for Lord Arefal to have sent amember of his persona guard to wake even alesser noble,
much less anewly made bourgeois, was asignal honor. Unarguably, aninvitationto join Arefa a
breskfast was a greet favor, no matter what it felt like, and to have the favor delivered so gently ...

The standard way to wake amember of alower class would be to send a servitor to kick me awake,
or asoldier to poke a spear at my rumpled blankets. Sending Bek De Bran to shake me awakewas a
decided favor, given my status.

| tried to voice my gratitude.
"Mrph," | said.
| was rewarded by akick.

A kazuh Warrior would have come awake at the first touch, his sword in his hand, ready to block,
parry, or at-tack. A kazuh Acrobat like my father would have aready rolled to hisfeet or tumbled to a
one-armed handstand.

| held up ahand. "Please be easy, Lord Bek De Bran,” | said. "l wake."
| sat up on my deeping pallet, rubbing a my eyes, then

tossed the blankets aside and went to the wardrobe for some clothes. My head and eyes were so
filled with degp and muzzinessthat | didn't sop to marve at it. It'shard for meto marvel at muchinthe
hour of the dragon, the hour before dawn.

| didn't take the kick asapersond affront, athough the thought of juggling hisinternal organs had
apped. A bour-geois can afford to be thin of skin only around middle class and peasants; cultivating a
leathery exterior isane-cessity if you're going to spend your time around nobility, and asaformer
peasant, 1'd long since taken up the habit.

Not that there was anything particularly noble about the hulking creature looming above mein the
gray murk that was broken only by the flickering light of the lantern he had hung on thewal in my
workshop.

Bek De Bran was arrayed in full warrior's garb, from the twin pesks of the lacquered stedl helmet that
topped his head, to the reticulated bone armor that covered his shoulders and chest, down to the skirt of
leather straps that hung about histhick waist, partly covering the kneezers and greaves, and the
brass-pointed boots on hisfeet. Hisarmor's finger joints clicked like dice to keep time againgt the shaft of
his spear as he hummed asmple soldier'sjig.

It seemed to meto that he wore alot more gear than awarrior should need to go wake up adan'shir,



but | didn't mention that. For one thing, most of them seem to like dressing up in their outfitsdmogt as
much asthey like Singing, or beating members of the lower classes. But mainly, it'sthat most of them
seem to like beating mem-bers of the lower classes.

| stepped into my trousers—hboth feet at once, the way an acrobat dresses—then pulled a nappy
cotton tunic over my head. | belted it tightly across my waist with a broad black sash.

He shifted hisright hand to his spear, and idly poked at me with its rounded butt end.

"Be quicker, whether it pleases you or not. The hunt awaits Lord Arefal, and Lord Arefal awaits
you." Typica

of amember of our beloved ruling classto beimpatient to start amorning of killing things.

"Shoes" | said. "'l need shoes.”

"Just be quick about it."

The donjon was quiet in the predawn light as we padded (well, / padded; Bek De Bran clomped and
clicked and clacked) down the corridor, past ahdlstand where aKlen vase sat, filled with an
arrangement of wildflowers, a clas-sc concentric arrangement of thorny, blood-red bantam roses
surrounding an explosion of yellow daises. Aswe passed, when my body blocked hisview, | snatched
one of the roses and tucked it into my belt, pricking my thumb on one of its sharp thorns.

Asusud, my timing was faulty. Just at that moment, Lord Crosta Natthan rounded a corner.

Despite the obscenely early hour, the donjon's chief ser-vitor was completely ready for the day, the
creasesin hisgray slk tunic and the pleats in the matching pantal oons fully pressed, the twin points of his
goatee combed and oiled, and therest of hislined face freshly shaved, hishair pulled back and bound
with abone clip. Despite his age, his step was brisk, and his glare was sharp and dert.

Despiteit dl, | enjoyed the moment. I've aways liked matching wits with Crosta Natthan, no matter
what therisk.

"Good morning, Lord CrostaNatthan,” | said, coming to an abrupt halt.

Bek De Bran probably would have chivied me dong if I'd stopped for my own reasons, but not when
| was hav-ing words with the chief servitor.

"And agood morning to you, too, Kami Dan'Shir," he said, with equa lack of sincerity. "l trust you
didn't prick yoursdlf too badly?"

"No, dthough | thank you for the concern,” | said, tak-ing the rose from my belt and tucking it
through a button loop on my tunic.

When in doubt, brazen it out.
He thought about it for amoment. Thereisonly one

punishment for theft in D'Shal; we may be hypocritica folks, but we are smple and direct in some
things. The only question in his mind was whether or not my taking the rose congtituted theft, in which
caseit was hisduty to report it to Lord Toshtal. On the other hand, if | had aright to take the rose, then
his reporting the matter would smply serve to annoy the lord of Den Oroshtai, and he wouldn't want to
do that. Annoying Lord Toshtal was nei-ther part of hisjob nor likely to lengthen hislife.

| bent my head to sniff at the rose. "'Part of the Way of the Dan'Shir," | said. "We gppreciate beauty."
Well, the use of the plurdl was my right; asthe only known Dan'Shir it was proper for meto spesk for dl
of us, er, for dl of me.

His sniff had nothing to do with smelling arose. "I wonder how far you will get with thisWay of the
Dan'Shir," he said, as he turned to rearrange the flowers, hiding the absence of the rose.



Sodo/, old man, | didn't say.

He had apoint, of course. | didn't know how far | should—or could—push things. There are
fifty-three known kazuhin, including that of the Dan'Shir. The origins of many of them—Warrior, Peasant,
Dellig, others— vanish off into prehistory, when the Powers walked openly across the face of D'Shai.
Quite possibly, some of the an-cient kazuhin were originated by the Powers, although who can say?

But each of the hitoricd professonstracesitsorigin to ahistorical master, ahistorical originator,
from the kazuh of the Ruler, created by the ancient Scion of the Sky Him-sdif, to that of the Cook.

If you accept that the Way of the Dan'Shir, the Way of the Discoverer-of-Truths, istruly aWay, truly
akazuh, then that makes me the historicad master of the Way, with dl rightsand privileges of ahistorica
master.

Which, aswell dl recdl, included theright or privilege of Veren Dd Gergen, thefirgt Painter, to lose
his head from asingle sword stroke when ancient Lord Egware was offended by the classic if not entirely
complimentary study

"Kindly Lord Egware a HisLesure." Which only goesto show, | guess, that being a historica master
doesn't neces-sarily give someone sense enough to stay away from mem-bers of our beloved ruling class.

| nodded as | walked on. "And agood day to you, Lord Crosta Natthan."

His breskfast had barely arrived, but Arefai hadn't waited for me before beginning. It wasn't that he
was being im-polite, but it wouldn't have occurred to him to wait, any more than he would have offered
me ataste from hisplate.

The breskfast cook had prepared for him a classic ar-rangement of the seven flavors. To theright of
Arefal’'s plate, a steaming ceramic mug of elderbark tea provided both the hot and the bitter, while aflask
of crushed fundleberriesin itsbowl of shaved iceto the left of the plate stood in cold, sweet contrast. An
arc of melon dices had been artfully spread across the top rim of the plate, each dice separated from the
next in salty opposition by a paper-thin medalion of highly spiced Peatricien ham.

An even dozen oysters on sausage circled the plate, in-terspersed with crispy morsals of
bacon-wrapped quail, rice cups brimming with salted pout roe, and some oily white fish wrapped in
chumpaleaves and sprinkled with roasted sesame seeds.

The center of the plate was occupied by four ramekins, which looked to be the locally traditiona four
sauces. apeppery cheese sauce, so overripe | could smell the ammo-nia; a pae mayonnaise with dill and
lemon; athick com-pote of peppers, onions, and tomatoes, heavily sprinkled with basil; and agrainy
brown mustard.

Delicately, Arefa extended an eating prong and speared achumpa:leaf packet, eegantly tipping one
end into the compote and another end into the dill sauce before bring-ing it up to hislips. He managed to
take abite out of each end without dripping sauce on his short-cropped beard or on his doeskin hunting
tunic.

Hefindly noticed that | wasjust standing there, and waved meto a sedt.
"Good morning to you, Kami Dan'Shir," hesaid. "A fine morning for hunting, isit not?'

| looked up at the sky, which was busy deciding what light shade of gray to menace me with, and out
at the hori-zon, where dark clouds loomed threateningly—something dark clouds aways do—and then
decided that theatrical ges-tures were neither called for nor entirely safe. An occasiond, very carefully
chosen bit of presumption tended to charm the likes of Lord Arefai; but it was best not to make a habit
of it.

"l would presume so, Lord Arefal,” | said. "Certainly | wouldn't argue with your assertion.”



After all, you overdressed if generally kindly idiot, I've always thought that my head is much
prettier as an adorn-ment to my shoulders than it would be rolling around on the ground and
getting all dirty.

He smiled and took a bite of quail; the bird was juicy enough that he had to dab at the corner of his
lips. The smell made my mouth water.

A white-clad servitor, her face holding that expression just between disdain and indifference that
makes service folk think they'reinvisible, brought out atray with my breskfast on it. The cook had
perhaps spent less time with my breskfast than he had with Arefai's.

Thetray held an apple—uncut, unpeded, athough ap-parently washed—accompanied by alarge
chunk of dark brown bread, supporting adubious hill of butter. An un-adorned chunk of pink ham lay on
the plate next to the bread.

Arefal looked at it with distaste, then put an expression of polite concern on hisface.

"Please," he said, "Kami Dan'Shir. Y ou have been in-vited to break your fast with me; you need not
awat my specificinvitation to begin your med."

Theway | normally began the day with breskfast was by skipping it. Later on in the morning, partway
into the hour of the hare, Madame Lastret's Two Dog Inn would open on AnkersaWay, just at the edge
of the Bankstreetsin the town of Den Oroshtai, and | tended to take my first

medl there, or at Madame Rupon's. While the pay of Lord Toshtai's dan'shir was moderately
generous, hour-by-hour duties had not been assigned; aslong as arunner or Run-ner from the castle
could reach me, | was unlikely to bein trouble.

I guess| should have worked out an arrangement with whoever in the kitchen cooked breskfast,
instead of with Madame Lastret and Madame Rupon.

What | wished for was the old company, the juggling and foolery that always went dong with medsin
the Troupe of Gray Khuzud. What | wanted was my little Ss-ter, Enki Duzun, showering five eggsand an
apple, while Fhilt took two spoons and kept three dollops of jam in the air until one of the Eresthais
would snatch the dollops away, one by one, with dices of bread.

Wall, at least thiswas more than peasant food. Bread and onion would have been the local peasant
breakfast in Den Oroshtal, and if 1'd still been a peasant, that would have been al | would have been
offered by the castle ser-vitors, most likely; certainly nothing more than dirt-food. Had | been only middle
class, that might have been sup-plemented by atree-fruit, an apple or a pear. Asatrue he-reditary
bourgeois—al beit, granted, the first of my line—I'd been honored with not only butter but mest. No tea,
of course, nor sauce, nor game. But | wasn't amember of our beloved ruling class, after all.

Me, | prefer rooming houses, where what one eats de-pends more on what one can pay than upon
the status of the buttocks against which one's mother once drummed her hedls.

The ham was edible, dthough it could have stood a proper soaking; then again, perhaps sated ham
with saltisataste I've Smply not acquired. | left it on my plate. The apple wasn't bad, just abit meay
around the edges. But the bread was good and solid and <till warm, and the but-ter was cold and smooth
and rich and creamy, and that would do—for the time being. Wheedling a snack out of acook isaskill
that 1'd picked up many years before.

"Y ou don't seem excited by theideaof hunting, Kami Dan'Shir," Arefal said. "And on such afine
day."
"Hunting isanoble pursuit, Lord," | said. You know, like pronging away at unwilling peasant girls

. | probably felt more adventurous than | should, but perhaps | was flushed with my victory over Crosta
Natthan. | went on: "Perhapsif | wasraised to the nobility, Lord Arefai, I'd fed differently.”



"Y ou've been abourgeois how long?'
"Almost amonth, lord."

He chuckled. "1 think perhaps you might consider wait-ing some years before broaching the matter to
my father; he hasno sense of humor." He tapped himsdif lightly on the chest. "I, on the other hand, do.
Y ou have dined with me; you will now hunt with me.”

One of the guards started, tilled instantly by a glare from the more senior.

Arefa took afina sp of teaand tossed his eating sticks aside; with aquick, beckoning flick of his
fingers, herose, not waiting to seeif | wasfollowing.

We headed out of the garden, and down the path into afine day. Two pairs of bodyguardswalked in
front of us, while thetrio behind us kept up amarching song, the bari-tone taking up the verse and
melody, the tenor gracing the end of each phrase with ahigh harmony that soared above like abird, while
the bass sang a dow countermelody that still managed to keep perfect time.

"A perfect day for ahunt, eh, Kami Dan'Shir?" Arefai gestured with avague but possessive wave.
Nobles own the day, it seemed.

Agan, | agreed with him. "Of course.”
He eyed me carefully; the implied reproach in the short answer hadn't escaped him.
Smiling agreeably, | ignored hislook, or at least tried to ook like | wasignoring hislook.

| had to be careful around Arefai; since he was in some contexts such apleasant dolt, it was
important for me to remind mysdlf that he was a blooded warrior, and worldly in the ways of statement
and understatement, the form of

speech called shtoi in Old Shai. It's never been safe to dis-agree with members of our beloved ruling
class, even if you're amember of our beloved ruling class, and an a-most forma mode of overstatement
and understaterment had grown up, passed on with indirectness from parent to child, from husband to
wife and wife to husband, becom-ing more indirect, more ambiguous, and less precise astime went on,
because directness, clarity, and precison could lead to trouble.

Troublein D'Shal isoftenfatd.
"You seem to lack some... enthusiasm, Kami Dan'Shir," he said.
I had been hoping hewould let it drop. | would have been happy to.

"Not at dl, Lord Arefal,” | said. "I'm honored that you would give me such a—" | put in the dightest
of hegtartions, just amoment of robbed time "—unique opportu-nity.”

"Y ou've never hunted?"

| weighed the odds, and decided that Arefai was not going to take violent offense a something that
had hap-pened more than half D'Shal away, s0 | decided that being truthful was, at least for once, the
safest thing to do, and put on my most engaging smile.

"WEel, no, Lord. But accidents happen. When you're walking through the roads high in the mountains
of Helgramyth, it often happens that the innocent bits of wet twine you have set out the night before—"

| soread my hands. "Oh, no, Lord. Simply to dry. The wesather is often damp high in the mountains of
Helgramyth." Of course, the need to tie the twine into a noose was not apparent, nor the need to set up a
bent sap-ling and acarved trigger for the noose, so | didn't mention it.

He nodded. "l see"



"Well, it sometimes happens that when you're drying your twine, asthe saying goes, arabbit will on
occasion tangleitsalf in your twine and be dead by morning. Now,

even apeasant isdlowed to eat dead animas he finds; that's hardly hunting.”

| didn't go into how the rabbits are quickly skinned and roasted, the skin, bones, and offa buried
before you swing out on the day's march, lest anybody walking along the path misunderstand and think
that you'd been snaring rab-hits.

"This hgppens often”?’

"Rarely, Lord. And never within the domain of Lord Toshtal, of course.” | tried on my most sSincere
voice.

His nod accepted me at my word.

Horses were saddled and hitched to the viny hitching trellis at the stables. Beyond, half adozen or so
matched brown horses pranced, their riders, the guards, dready in the saddle.

Arefai's horse stood waiting for him, a coal-black mare, its hooves lacquered to a high gloss and
crimson and yd-low flowerswoven into itslong mane. A dull, dmost taupe geding stood listlesdy
waiting for me.

| didn't know whether to be jedlous of Lord Arefai'sfine animal and resentful 1'd been given such a
drab mount, or happy that | wasn't going to be bouncing on the back of an animal 1'd be decidedly
unable to control. Thedull little gelding suited me, | decided as| climbed up the trdllis and gingerly
lowered mysdlf into the saddle. While richer peasants have draft horses, horses asriding animasare
permitted only to the bourgeois and members of our beloved ruling class—it would be a shameto have
the head of a peasant St higher than that of alord—and both horses and saddleswere ardatively new
thing to my tender bottom.

Thiswasthe third—no, fourth—time that | had been on a horse—each time to accompany
Arefai—and it was no better than thefirst. With every step, the saddle would try to jerk my hips
forward; when the horse broke into afaster pace (a canter, they call it; | call it apersona assault) it
would try to bounce my buttocks up around my ears.

Persondly, | would rather have walked. That | can do well.

Thankfully, Arefal wasn't in ahurry thismorning, so he kept hismare at adow walk, the smaller
gelding briskly stepping to keep up, prodded with a sheathed lance by one of the trailing bodyguards

whenit lagged.
Wall, a least they weren't prodding me; | take what good fortune | can get.
2
The Joy of the Chase, the Thrill of the Hunt, and Other Blatant Fal sehoods

The hunting preserve lay most of an hour'sride to morningwise of the keep: afan-shaped expanse of
foregt, fields, and three lakes, some of it as carefully trimmed and maintained as the gardensin the inner
court, other parts al-lowed to go wild.

We taked as we rode past square fields of wheat and rice—each one a standard one peden in areg;
Lord Toshtai dividesland neatly—to where aforested ridge of low hill was broken only by our road.

More accurately, Arefa talked and | listened; hiswed-ding with Lady ViKay of Glen Derenai was
coming up in afew weeks, dthough it had yet to be formally an-nounced, and he was having to take time
from his other activitiesto supervise the preparation of her quarters, ad-joining his.

| had spent afew momentsin Arefai's rooms, once. Histasteswere smple and redlly quite good. |
understood ViKay's to be other than smple, and perhaps not entirely possible. If | understood Arefai



correctly, it seemed she wanted her rooms floored with warm green marble; she needed privacy screens
that wouldn' interfere with the air flow fitted tightly over the windows, she Smply must have ancient
Mesthai artwork newly carved for the headboard

of her deeping pallet; and shefully expected Arefa to su-pervisetheingallation of dl of that.

| didn't voice my limited sympathy at how this was such adreadful imposition on histime. It appeared
he was forced to cut back to what sounded like amere one full af-ternoon of massage, two evenings
pronging peasant girls and no more than that with his concubines, and perhaps as few as three morning
hunts. It'simportant that those of us of the lower classes show proper sympathy with the bur-dens of our
beloved ruling class.

Lord Toshtal's chief huntsman, Garvi Denten, and his gamekeeper, Deroy Rawn, were waiting for us
outside the hunting shelter, where open wooden cages and leather har-nesses stood stacked nestly on the
baredirt.

| had seen the two of them only from adistance. Neither acrobats nor dan'shirs spend much time
around huntsmen; thiswas my first chance to examine them closdly.

Most men who spend their lives outdoors develop atan to their skins, but Garvi Denten wasred asa
brick, and shaped like one, blocky and solid, from the thick, scarred neck where his studded collar hung
loosdly, to the splayed toes at the end of his massive feet. Dressed in aburlap overshirt and drawstring
mudin pantaloons, he looked rather more like a peasant than a hereditary bourgeois, and a pretty
disreputable peasant, at that.

Deroy Rawn, on the other hand, was dark and smooth where his master was red and rough. His skin
was the color of urmon teg, hisface freshly shaven beneath the well-oiled mustache that decorated his
upper lip. Thefin-gers of his hands, as he gestured at the darkness of the hunting lodge, werelong and
argrocratic, the nails clean and unbitten.

A conclusion that | didn't have to raise kazuh for: Deroy Rawn was a pompous ass, despite the
meaning of hisname. Huntsmen are bourgeois, gamekeepers are only middle class. It'san anomaly, and if
| were the Scion I'd reclassify gamekeeping as a bourgeois profession. After

al, heed gamekeeper isadmost as common aroute to chief huntsman as assstant huntsman is.

But Deroy Rawn wastrying to makeit look as though he were the bourgeois, and that spoke of a
sf-important view of his position and himsdif.

They both bowed deeply at Arefai asthelord dis-mounted.

Arefal dropped easily to the dirt and walked smoothly to the two men, while | climbed painfully down
out of the saddle and staggered behind.

Wl the upper classes have to have tougher bottoms than the rest of us; they spend most of their
time gitting down while somebody & se does something for them, whether it's acook feeding them, a
troupe of acrobats and musicians entertaining them, or ahorse carrying them. It's surprising that their
women don't tend to grow immensaly broad of beam.

| didn't like the sneer on Deroy Rawn'slip, so | made a calculated bow to the two huntsmen—not
terribly deep, and abit perfunctory: abow of equals, or perhaps of agra-cious senior.

"l am Eldest Son Discoverer-of-Truths" | said, intro-ducing myself formaly. Old Sha isforma for
everything but names; we introduce oursalvesin modern language on formal occasions, or when we are
battering each other about with ingppropriate formality.

Deroy Rawn was holding abow and a packet of arrows for Arefai, and had to spread a cloth and set
them down— carefully; he didn't want to let either touch the ground—on top of one of the cagesin order
to return my bow. His face was smooth and impassive, but | aready had the ideawe weren't going to



become fast friends.

His return bow was a bit too shdlow. The smart thing to do wasignoreit, but Arefai had noticed me
notice, and was watching to seewhat | would do.

Sowasl, actudly. | went on, asthough | hadn't finished introducing mysdlf: "—kazuh Dan'Shir, and
historical master of truth-discovery.”

Garvi Denten muffled a amile as he bowed deeply, only

ahair less than he would have done before anoble. "'l am Eats Chicken," he said, "Huntsman to the
third genera-tion.”

Deroy Rawn had to bow even more deeply than his master. "1 am PassesWind," he said.

/ take it you have not gotten permission to change your name, | didn't quite say. | could see how
Garvi Denten might well want to put the gamekeeper in his place by ad-dressing him formaly when he
got impertinent. Which probably meant that he had always served somebody who didn't carefor him, or
who he suspected didn't carefor him.

Arefa had finished removing his sanddss, and stood barefoot in his snowy hunting tunic and the silk
pantal oons that were shirred tight at knee and ankles, but blousy above and below. They rippled in the
wind, likethe grasses at hisfest.

He dapped his hands together. "The hunt, good Garvi Denten, the hunt. What are we hunting today?*

Garvi Denten bowed again. "Lord Arefal specified some light hunting, so | thought perhaps some
quail, afish or two, and then game of some sort." He eyed the spearsleaning up againgt the wall of the
shelter. "Boar might be possible, but—"

"Onewould hardly call boar hunting light, en?* Arefai nodded. He accepted a short bow and abundle
of perhaps haf a dozen arrows, the bundle secured with two twists of slver wire, while Garvi Denten
belted a slver-trimmed quiver about hiswaist.

| unlaced my own sandal's and tossed them aside as Deroy Rawn handed me a bow, bundle, and
quiver, and awkwardly belted the quiver around me. What | was going to be able to do with al thiswas
not exactly clear to me. I'd never so much as held abow in my hands, and sus-pected that there was
some serious deight to its use.

Arefa set oneend of hisbow between his ankles and levered it against theinside of hisknee to bend
it into acurve, snapping the bowstring into place as he did.

That appeared easier to do than it was. When | tried it, the end dipped out and sent the bow tumbling
tothegrass.

With a superior smirk, Deroy Rawn strung the bow and handed it to me. "Good hunting, Kami
Dan'Shir," hesaid.
Arefa waswatching meimpetiently; we set off.

The hunting trail, barely wide enough for the two of usto walk side by side, was a stone footpath
leading off down the dope toward where the carefully manicured brush broke on freshly scythed grass.
Each stone, individualy shaped and polished to a gentle convexity, was smooth and damp benesth my
feet, dthough it had not rained the night before.

I could amost see the huntsmen with their pails and brushes, cleaning it for the delectation of Arefai's
fedt.

Thetrail bent, then straightened. Above, huge emstow-ered, their arcing branches turning the path
into aleafy tunnel of dark green. Off in the distance, ahairy owl tarooed, and something smal scampered
from branch to branch. | would have thought that a hunt ought to be con-ducted in silence—my own



experience of walking the roads of D'Shal suggeststhat animals stay away from peo-ple making
noise—but Arefai wanted to talk. It was his chance to play teacher, | suppose.

"It'sagood ideato travel with an arrow nocked, but—" he stopped as he looked over a me. "No,
no, not the big brpadhead; use the half-moon arrow. That's the right one for quail.”

He selected an arrow for me and helped mefit it to my bowstring, then took up his own bow and a
smilar arrow; it was tipped with a half-moon of sharpened stedl, edged like the edge of a sword, but thin
and light.

Ahead, the path widened asit opened on a grassy meadow that angled down to the pond. Theflat
stones cir-cled the edge of the pond, vanishing again into aleafy green tunnel.

A waterwalker stood on one leg on one bank, itslong, pointed bill in profile, asthough it was looking
over itsleft wing. My own suspicion, that one of itswide eyes

watched us while the other looked for prey, was quickly confirmed when it blurred into motion. Its
feet dapped in animpossibly rapid tattoo first against the muddy bank, and then againgt the surface of the
water asit scurried across the pond, not pausing for amoment in its mad dash asiit dipped its beak, then
draightened, awriggling fish momentarily initsgrip. It tossed the fish high, and snapped it down before it
reached the other side of the pond, only to sscumble comically on the bank.

I'd seen it happen before and | saw it again: perhaps a dozen other waterwa kers rose from the
grasses rimming the pond and dashed across, some catching fish, most not.

Then the pond lay silent, its glassy surface broken only by the last ripples of the birds wakes.

Where the path broke on the meadow, it opened on alow green marble podium large enough for the
two of usto stand comfortably, then bent to the right, cupping the edge of the pasture. The far sde of the
podium was occu-pied by awaist-high table where adark silver pitcher sat, its bright sides beaded with
dew to the halfway point. A tall semmed glass stood next to the pitcher; Arefal set hisbow down on the
table and poured himsdlf some of the golden, bubbly liquid, drinking deeply before he set the glass back
onthetable.

| was going to muffle acouple of comments— something about how | had no ideawhether we were
first going to see aquail as opposed to adeer and doubted he did, either; something about how | would
be lucky to be able to shoot an arrow well enough to hit the ground— when acovey of quall took flight
acrossthefidd from us, their wings making the muffled applause sound of feathers beating against
feathers.

Arefai’s string twanged. | wasn't watching closaly enough to mark the arrow's flight, but | did seea
bird fal from the sky, its head tumbling in adifferent direction than its bodly.

The body had barely bounced once on the ground when a huntsman legped out from the brush,
snatched it up, and disappeared back into the leafy cover.

"That wasaplump one," hesaid. "And it will betasty at dinner tonight.”

Arefa's smile was modestly modest, but it disappeared when he looked down to seethat | hadn't
shot my arrow.

| shrugged, asthough to point out that everything had happened so quickly that | hadn't had timeto
even think about shooting, but he dismissed it with aglare. If it had been anybody but Arefa, | would
have wondered at what secret motivation caused him to care one way or another, but it was Arefai, after
al.

Thearrow, please" he said, holding his hand out, palm up.
| handed him the half-moon arrow; he set it down on the table.



"Thefishing arrow isnext," he said, as we walked down the path to where it exited into darkness on
the far sde of the meadow. "We shdl seeif you can manage atrout.”

The fishing arrow, | discovered, was headed by atriple prong, each prong barbed, and it was
marked halfway up the shaft by athin gold ring. A length of silken string was secured to the head of the
arrow, which fit loosdly over the shaft.

| was going to make some mention of that until | no-ticed that Arefai had removed the head of his
arrow as though to check it, then dipped it back on.

The path snaked back and forth down a steep dope, each turn rimmed in gold leaf, until it dumped us
out next to abridge over a stream that was perhaps two manheights wide, no deeper than knee-high

anywhere.

The sandy bank had been smoothed into shape and rip-ples had been combed into the sand. Despite
the cool of the morning, it warmed my feet plessantly.

A manheight oaken column stood on the bank, weath-ered and varnished to arich texture and high
sheen, abur-nished brassring projecting fromitstop. Arefa quickly bound one end of hisslken lineto
thering, paying out silk ashewaked away.

Stepping stones crossed upstream of the bridge. Each

stone, about the width of adinner plate, had nesting curves carved into itstop, like the floor of the
baths. Arefa leaped lightly from the bank to the nearest of the stones, then step-step-stepped out to the
middle of the stream, nocking hisfishing arrow as he did, careful to keep it clear of the line. He stood,
immobile as agatue, waiting.

| took up aposition on the next two stones. There were no fish in the stream that | could see, from
where the warter rippled just beneath my feet to where the stream ap-peared from around the bend. |
opened my mouth to make some comment, but Arefai's glare kept me silent.

We hadn't been waiting long when the water rippled ahead, just at the bend.

Arefa drew hisbow back to alight extension, where the bowstring touched the gold ring on the
arrow. | pulled mine back dl the way, to where the head of the arrow al-most touched the bowstring. He
wasawarrior and | was just a newly made bourgeois, but | had spent most of my life as an acrobat, and
there's something about tumbling, highwire, and flying that does give you alot of physical strength, even
more than that of somebody who spends his days chopping warriors and peasants into afine puree.

But something about his stance impressed me. It took me amoment to realize that the only tenson
wasin hisarms and shoulders, that the muscles not involved in draw-ing the bow were loose and relaxed.
| didn't have the dightest ideawhether or not that hel ped with shooting, but | liked the ook of it, of taut
shoulders and forearms, right hand held in aclench like the talons of afalcon, the neck relaxed, the set of
the feet easy and flat.

He released his string in asmooth loose, without any pluck. The bow made a degp thrummm, the
bass note of araw young zivver that hadn't been broken in properly. But afish legped from the stream,
its body impaled on the barbs, then flopped down into the water, flibitaflibitaflibit-ting madly up into the
shallow water of the bank.

For amoment, | thought it had didodged the fishing ar-row, but it was only the loose shaft. Thefish
lay onthe

bank, anchored by the barbs and the silken cord, its gills dowing opening and closing. Therewasa
rustle in the bushes beyond the bridge, and a hand quickly reached out to snatch the wooden shaft asit
washed by.

Arefa waswaiting for me.



| had been so impressed with his performance that | had dackened the bowstring and let somefish
dip past me, but | took aim along the shaft and pulled the arrow back to itsfull extension, trying to stand
tall and easy, just likethewarriors did.

| waited until the arrow was lined up with alarge fish, and tried to loose the string with one easy
motion—
"Oww!" The bowstring dapped me hard on my bare forearm, abrading flesh just thisside of bloody,

while my arrowhead bounced hard off a stone, sending the loose shaft tumbling through the air until it
fetched up in the mud on the edge of the bank.

Nofish.
Arefal glared a me. What use are you? he didn't say, so | didn't answer.
Not that | would have. A thick skin behooves us.

The stone path split four ways beyond the stream, each subordinate trail indicated by asmall plague
st into the stone, and by carvingsin the stone of thetrail: a deer, a snake, aboar, and adragon. A
flufftailed deer's hoofprints led morningwise, curving back toward the town of Den Oroshtai and the
meandering stream. Twisted indentations marking the surface of the path of the snake pointed afew
gradesto the south, toward Stony Buthen; the path of the boar, marked by deep hoofprints, led to the
south and sun-wise.

The path of the dragon, marked only by a cluster of curlicues representing a dragon's breeth, led
downdope, dmost directly sunwise, disappearing in the trees. Perhgps adight breeze blew out of the
path, because | smelled something off in the distance, something cold enough to make me shiver.

| don't react to cold too well. "'l take it were not hunt-

ing dragonstoday,” | said, trying for humor. | rubbed at the area where the bowstring had dapped
me. Angrily red, it ill hurt.

"That's not—" Helooked at me, exasperated. "Ask Narantir sometime about the charms put on the
paths. The path of the deer tendsto lead to game for the pot: rabbit, deer, trelinger. The path of the
snakeislikely to pass by foreseeable danger—snakes, pit spider, razorfoot; the path of the boar leadsto
proof of bravery: boar, say—and make no mistake, Kami Dan'Shir, there are lionsback up inthehills.

"The path of the dragon leads to that best |eft alone.”

| could seethe use of thefirst three. Fairly obvious: members of our beloved ruling class liketo kill
their food themsalves, hence the path of the deer. They haveto prove they're brave, and facing off
againg alion or boar demon-gtrates something they can decideto call courage. Running into adung
spider or arazorfoot could help to sort out the careless.

But...

"If | may ask, why isthere a path of the dragon?’

Helooked at melike | had dung on my face. Sometimes | should learn to keep my mouth shut.
"Today we will take the path of the deer,” he said. "1 suspect we may find some game down there.”

There seemed to be afair chance of that, al things con-sidered. After the fish and the quail coming
aong a pre-cisdy the right moment for a convenient shot, | didn't have to raise kazuh to figure that both
had been prepared, that hidden huntsmen had released the quail into flight and freed a couple of fish from
around the bend.

Odds were some deer stood bound and blindfolded somewhere near the path of the deer, ready to
be freed and dapped on the rump, sent bouncing down the path toward our waiting bows. Taking it a
step further, the odds were equally good that a backup deer was waiting.



He had hisarrow in the hand he used to pull an arrow from my quiver. "Here. And try to shoot at the
gamethistime." He gestured that | should precede him. "After you."

The path widened ahead, lined on both sides by a carpet of well-trimmed grasses.

It was hardly a surprise to me when athree-point buck soon bounded across. He paused for a
moment, eyeswide.

| pulled back my arrow and let fly, again dapping the bowstring against my hurt forearm. Needlessto
say, the ar-row went Powers-know-where, but a breeze brushed my cheek and an arrow spunged into
the deer'sside.

The deer gave me areproachful look and took a half step before hislegswent al loose and
digointed, and he dropped to the ground, legs splaying thisway and that.

A brace of huntsmen leaped out of the brush and were dready dressing it out before it stopped
twitching.

"Wl shot, Kami Dan'Shir!" Arefai exclamed. "Well shot, indeed!”

| turned to see him standing with an arrow nocked. An-other arrow.

"l had no chance to shoot, but no need,” he said. "A heart shot, and for your first time out,
magnificent!" He clgpped a hand to my shoulder. "The huntsmen will dressit out and lash it to your
saddle; you will take it back to the keep. Y ou must join me at table tonight to celebrate thismedl. I'm
sure Father will ingg.”

"Yes, | am sureyour father will ingst, Lord Arefa,” | said. "I'm very sure of that.”

Now | knew how awaterwalker felt. Y ou run just asfast as you can over the surface, not stopping
for amoment as you dip your beak here and there, because if you stop to think about how impossible
your postionis, you'll sink beneath the waves never to be seen again.

| should have known this hunting expedition couldn't have been as smple asit seemed. Thank the
Powers| faced only another week of this; Toshtai, Arefai, and Edelfaule would be off to Glen Derenal
for Arefa'swed-ding, probably leaving Den Oroshtai under the care of Dun Lidjun, and that would give
me some time to breathe. Dun Lidjun didn't careif | plucked aflower, or produced apuzzle; dl he
wanted meto do wasto stay out of hisway.

Arefal, on the other hand, had been just atad too clever, just acrumb too indirect. Not hisway at all.

| should have spotted it earlier: ahorse had been wait-ing for me. It had aways been Arefai's
intention that | go on the hunt with him, and it gpparently had dways been hisintention that | kill some
game, thereby giving him acredible excuse to invite alowly bourgeoisto dinner.

That was subtle, and indirect, and very much unArefai.

Things were starting to get complicated, and when things get complicated, it's good to talk them over
with afriend. Sometimesit's necessary to talk them over with somebody.

Thetrouble, of course, wasthat | didn't redly have any friends, not in the keep. The closest thing |
had to afriend was Arefai, and he had just gone through a performance intended to bring meto the
formal dinner that evening. It wasn't hisidea; Arefal didn't have ideas. He wasn't built for it.

| didn't have many other choices. Crosta Natthan and | were hardly boon companions. TaNai and |
had another agenda, and | wasn't going to complicate that.

Narantir would haveto do.
5
Narantir and Other Friendly Acquaintances



A processon was arriving on the main road as the riding path dumped me out near the main entrance
to the castle. | was bound for Narantir's workshop, intending aquick detour to leave the meet at the
kitchens and the sad little gelding at the sable.

Ver Hortun, one of Lord Toshtal's soldiers, beckoned me to stop and dismount. | could amost see
him debating with himself how to trest me. Here | was, only abour-geois, but | was not only mounted
but carrying an un-strung bow and aparcel that looked more than dightly like adeerskin filled with
butchered meat strapped to the rear of my saddle. It didn't take a dan'shir to figure that out, what with
the way it was leaking deer blood down the horse's flanks, attracting flies.

No three ways about it: either | was absolutely begging to bekilled or this was authorized by at least
concatenated authority from Lord Toshtal.

He decided to assumethat | hadn't gone crazy, which was just aswell for me. The Foulsmelling Ones
of Bhorlan are said to treat insanity with herbs and magic, but we areasmpler folk, with smpler
solutions.

"Mest for the kitchen, en?" he asked, not quite looking a me. | was, a worgt, a pushy bourgeois; but
the soldiers

around the gpproaching paanquin were felow warriors, and watching them Ver Hortun'sfirst
responghility.

The horse pranced and tugged at thereins. | pulled hard, only making it more nervous, Ver Hortun
had to help me cam it down.

| nodded. "Lord Arefa invited me to hunt with him this morning. He wishesthis ddivered to the
kitchens™

"Mmm." He nodded. "V enison needs curing or marinat-ing." Wrapping hisfingerstightly in the horse's
mane, he eyed the crowd of soldiers a the gate. "It might be wise to wait here,” he said, over the saddle.
"Lord Minch ar-rives. One wouldn't want to get bound up in that."

"Lord Minch?' | asked. Thenamewasfamiliar. "From Lair Tireg?"

He shook his head. "No. Another one. House Menfors from Merth's Bridge; fealty-bound to the
Agami Lords. Famous archer and lecher,” he said, then, as though red-izing that he had talked too much,
gave me asdeways glance.

| ignored theindiscretion. "Far from home," | ventured. | had found that if | was careful, if | didn't
push too hard, | could sometimes make a member of our beloved ruling classtreat melikel wasared
person. Soldiersweretricky.

Ver Hortun nodded, his eyes on the arriving party. "Heisthat. On hisway to Glen Derenai for the
wedding."

Despite the wars that wash up and down our country like awave in abathtub, many members of our
bel oved ruling class seem to spend most of their time traveling back and forth acrossthe face of D'Shai
on any pretext available. In part, | Suppose, it'saway of reconfiguring the constantly changing set of
aliancesthat keep the Long War going at aquiet Smmer most of thetime. | suspect it'sasolargely a
matter of he who can, does. Most D'Shaians grow old and die within lessthan aday's wak from the
hovel where they're born. Then again, most D'Shaians are peasants.

Thearriva of adistant nobleis more of a dance than anything e se, as stylized and formal aset piece
asyoull

find on aWigerly stage—whichiswhy | would normally have skipped it; dance bores me.
The chief of the visitor's bodyguard approaches to ex-change afew respectful words with the captain



of the guard, and to receive the implicit and sensible assurances that the loca lord will not refuse
hospitdity to an impor-tant personage standing outside his gates, an assurance that will aways be given.
Forgetting—just for amoment, if you pleasel—the likely pendties resulting from attacking aguest, such
could be more easily accomplished within the walls than without.

Think on the legends, and the history; even ancient Lord Creer made ancient Lord Dilpawelcome
and fed him afine med before he hamstrung ancient Dilpaand threw him to the pigs, after dl.

| couldn't see Minch; he was presumably further down the road with the rest of the party (and alarge
party it would be; members of our beloved ruling class do not travel with apair of sacks on their backs),
waiting out of sight for the expected—required, actualy—invitation to stay.

The representatives of the two sides met barely a stone's throw from the gate, under the spreading
limbs of an old jimsum tree, its boughs heavy with clumps of the thick, bitter nut.

Minch's chief bodyguard was amost a pastiche, a cari-cature of awarrior: hewasatal and rangy
man, his broad shoulders straining againgt the dull green silk of histunic undernesth the reticulated bone
armor, armor that had been coated and polished until it seemed to shine with aninner light. He stood with
hislegs planted arrogantly apart, amassvefist on hisleft hip, hisright hand in front of hiswals, just
hovering near the hilt of hissword. | just knew that beneeth his hdmet hishair was properly oiled and
pulled back into awarrior's queue, and while his visor shaded the upper part of hisface, there would be
carefully drawn dark half-moons of kohl under hiseyes.

| hadn't heard about the arrival of adignitary, but Minch must have been an important one, because
old DunLidjun

himsdf was acting as captain of the guard, and facing off against the visitor's chief bodyguard.

Superficidly, Dun Lidjun wasn't much to look at. An older man, limp hair aninfinitely dull gray, dimto
the point of skinniness, histunic and pantal oons unfashionably loose a the wrists and ankles, belted
tightly across hiships. Narrow eyes and mouth; nose like aknife-blade. There was no overt menacein
his manner; his hands didn't hover near the hilt of asword that | happened to know was afine Eisenlith
blade. No braggadocioiniit, either: the hilt was of plain wood, cord-wound. | wouldn't have even known
that his sword was particularly fineif | hadn't once seen the naked blade, and | wouldn't have known it
was an Eisenlith blade if somebody e se hadn't mentioned it.

But then | noticed the small details; that is part of the Way of the Dan'Shir.

| saw how histhin bangs were trimmed so that they bardly brushed his eyebrows; how the rest of his
hair was bound back tightly into awarrior's queue. How his unshifting, steady eyes seemed to takein
everything at once. How he never worked to keep hisfooting, even on the loose stones outside the guard
dation.

There'sreason to believe that balanceisthe way of more than the acrobat.

Minch's bodyguard strode up to Dun Lidjun, his sandals dipping on the loose stones—that is, after
al, why the road outsde the entrance is gravelly—stopping insolently closeto Dun Lidjun, lessthan a
sworddength away. Hisdull olive green tunic held the smdl tight wrinkles that meant it had been recently
unpacked.

He bowed properly. "I am Deren der Drumud,” he said, introducing himself informally, which was
proper under the circumstances. "I have long had the honor of being guard to Lord Minch.”

Dun Lidjun returned the bow. "Dun Lidjun. | serve Lord Toshtal." The marshdl of dl of Lord
Toshtai's forces was being modest.

"Lord Minch finds evening faling unexpectedly,” Deren
der Drumud said, as custom demanded, "and he seeks shelter for the night.”



It didn't seem to bother him that it was barely the hour of the horse, but then hypocrisy doesn't bother
many in D'Shai, for the same reason, | suppose, that fish are not annoyed by water.

It would have been uncouth to point out that while night does many things—ask Edige of the Night if
you ever have the misfortune to confront that Power—onething it never, ever doesisfal unexpectedly,
nor doesit fal in the hour of the horse, the hour that Sits astride noon.

Dun Lidjun was not uncouth.

Behind Deren der Drumud, adozen warriorsin olive livery displaying atree-symbol fanned out in
feigned men-ace. The theory, of course, isthat they were preparing to eagerly spend their livesto buy
ther lord afew momentsto flee. A slly theory, granted; somebody willing to kick over the table by
denying hospitdity that blatantly would likely be perfectly willing to wait until the lord waswithin thewalls
of the keep, where he would be even more vul-nerable.

Of course, there was agood reason and a sound motivartion behind the exercise of the silly theory: If
anybody made amiscalculation, it would give the warriors achance to kill somebody. All warriorsare,
by definition, members of our beloved ruling class. Members of our beloved rul-ing classlovetokill.

Dun Lidjun nodded, not briskly. "Quarterswait," he said, without the usua sort of mindlesdy rote
delivery of overflowery promises; Dun Lidjun wasrarely on duty for such things, and, for awarrior, had
little patience with form. "Be welcome," he said. He started to turn away.

Deren der Drumud's eyes narrowed. " Quarters?' He spat the word out like acurse. "1 do not care for
theim-plications of such informality, Brown Turtle" he said, addressng Dun Lidjun formdly.

Dun Lidjun's face went sudioudy blank. "My apolo-gies, Strong of Arm," he said, bowing. "1 would
have thought. .. but never mind; the error ismine." He

draightened. "A suite waits, asuite where incense burns softly quietly waitsfor Lord Minch and his
company. Cool drinkssit intheir glasses, dew a-beading their sdes, gently whispering, 'Drink me.'

" Soft breezes, scented with rose and lemon, blow in through open windows, just for the del ectation of
Lord Minch's noble nose. In the bathhouse, water has been heated to a pleasant temperature just short of
scading; it waitsto draw the ache from Lord Minch's supple but weary muscles.

"Just thismorning, Lord Arefai, son to Lord Toshtal, has gone out in search of game that, properly
prepared, might please Lord Minch's discerning palate; bird, fish, and meat are this moment being rushed
to the cooks so that they may prepareit to Lord Minch's delicate taste.” Dun Lidjun had aready gone on
rather longer than formdlity required.

He continued: "A dozen virgin maids, their pleasantly round buttocks straining againgt the thin fabric of
their shifts, now bend over washtubs, scrubbing furioudy at blankets and sheets that will be hung on
savorfruit trees, to gather their gentle scent asthey dry. Peasants plow their fields and plod through their
paddies, hoping that their rice and whest will be honored by being chosen to assuage Lord Minch's
appetites.”

Thetipsof Deren der Drumud's ears were red. He had expected the little man to quail before his
displeasure, not confront him with overe egant embe lishment.

"Thesun..." Dun Lidjun stopped himself. "The sun gets no farther from the horizon as we stand here
taking; bewelcome.”

Custom called upon Deren der Drumud to respond with polite thanks for theinvitation, but he hadn't
quite decided what to do when there was a sudden snap.

It was nothing, redly; asquirrdl, above, had finished with ajimsum nut and had dropped the shell,
which had hit the gravel below.



But Deren Der Drumud panicked; he went for his sword, fast.

Dun Lidjun's hands were nowhere near his own sword, but that wouldn't have mattered. | had and
have never seen anyone able to raise kazuh faster than Dun Lidjun could. There was no doubt in my mind
that he could have his sword in hand before Deren der Drumud could strike. | fully expected him to take
astep back and free his own weapon, block, and then cut Deren der Drumud's head off.

But he did nothing of the sort.

As Deren der Drumud's hand snaked for the hilt of hissword, Dun Lidjun, hiskazuh flaring bright
enough for amindblind man to see, smply took ahalf step forward and laid his dim hand on Deren der
Drumud'sthick wridt.

Therewas no strain in Dun Lidjun'sface, but Deren der Drumud grunted and creased hisface ashe
struggled for amoment trying to draw his sword, desisting when he saw how usdessit was.

"Control yourself, man,” Dun Lidjun hissed, holding on just amoment longer. Hetook astep
backward. "Be till, Strong of Arm. It wasjust asquirrdl. Bid Lord Minch and his party welcometo Den
Orodhta, if it pleaseyou.”

He turned about and walked away.

Deren der Drumud stared at his back for the longest time.

Ver Hortun raised an eyebrow. "And what do you think of that, Kami Dan'Shir?"
" think Deren der Drumud is both nervous and afoal,” | said, too frankly.

Ver Hortun beckoned me on. "'l don't think one needs to be adan'shir to discover that," he said. "The
horseis pa-tient but the cooks are not; you'd best rush the meat to the kitchens before dropping the
horse off at the stables.”

Firs the ddiveries, then the wizard.

Narantir's workshop was in the musty basement of the old donjon, the older and smdller of the two
residences within the keep'swalls. The set of rooms had been used as a dun-geon during the days of
Oroshta himsdlf, but theresrarely aneed for adungeon, and certainly not for two, in Den Oroshtai;
D'Shaian justice tends to be swift.

| hated the workshop. For onething, it smelled bad. Given some of the things that went on down
here, that wasn't surprisng. Over near the outer wall, where afinger-high dit dlowed atrickle of light into
the room, a pile of bones stood in one corner under aworkbench. It takes along time to get the smell of
rotted flesh from bones, Narantir once told me. Next to the workbench, yet another one of Narantir's
skeletonswasin either the early stages of assembly or the advanced stages of disassembly. At least it
was an adult'sthistime.

An empty wineskin lay next to the bag of straw that Narantir used as a bed. The stone floor was
carpeted mainly in dirt but partly in, well, everything else. Dirty robes were hegped in the far corner. The
room was prob-ably cleaned once every ten years or so, whether it needed it or not.

It needed it.

It would have taken an order from Lord Toshtal to get a servitor down here to muck out the room,
and Lord Toshtal either wasn't interested enough to bother or, like most people, gave wizardsaswide a
berth as possible. | would have been willing to bet on the former; the lord of Den Oroshtai wasn't known
for being reticent in his ordersto his subjects, mysdf included.

Narantir had mounted a small, squarish, black iron cookstove on the nearest of roughhewn
worktables;, adowly bailing pot of somevile green liquid sat on the grate, the wizard sirring it dowly
with awooden spoon. Thethick fluid burbled and spat, but Narantir ignored the green speckling of his



arm and hand.

He had been gaining weight again. His bdly, aways protruding, now strained againgt the
circumference of hisrobes, and the fleshy wrinklesin hisface werefilling out. His black beard and hair
were uncombed and greasy, and he had smeared something, probably lampblack, above hisleft eye.

He was not happy.

"Truth spells," he said, probably to himsdf. "Alwaysit's the truth spells.” He looked over a the smdll
brown

rabbit cowering initswicker cage. He extended afinger to scratch at the top of its head, but it
scurried to the other side of the cage. "Sorry | am, but foolish enough to dis-obey orders| am not."

| cleared my throat.
"Oh, it's Kami Khuzud," he said, as though he barely recognized me.
"Kami Dan'Shir," | said. "But it's still me. Truth spells?”

He frowned as he moved the pot on the iron grate, qui-etly cursing to himsalf wheniit didn't
immediately stop bubbling. He pawed through a pile of tools on a nearby bench, eventudly producing a
pair of tongsthat he used to lift the pot off the burner and onto the already marred sur-face of the table
itdf.

"Truth spells,” he said. "Thereés been adefdcation in the village; Lord Edelfaule detected it, he says,
and Lord Toshtai wants me to make sure which one of two is guilty before sentence is executed.”

| didn't ask the nature of the sentence; we D'Shaians, including members of our beloved ruling class,
are pre-dictably smple people.

Hesghed. "So here I'll be for the next day and a hdf, preparing to squat over a pentagram, knife and
rabbit in hand." Narantir wasn't fond of necromancy, but it wasn't because of any delicacy of his
digestion—he just liked to work with things that other people had killed.

"Who isthetruth spell for?" A wave of guilt and fear did not wash over me; | hadn't done anything
that desper-ately needed concealing, not for weeks.

"Y ou know Madame Rupon?'

| nodded. "The troupe guested at her house," | said, ges-turing toward the town. "And I've eaten
breskfast at her table not unoften of late." An overofficious woman, cer-tainly, an unattractive woman,
clearly, but not the sort to get into trouble with our beloved ruling class.

"She and FamNaarein the dungeon,” he said, pointing toward the wrong wall with his thumb.
Narantir has no sense of direction.

"What did they do?' | should have made that What are they accused of doing? but | didnt.
He shrugged. "Made some money disappear, Edelfaule says."
"Lord Toshtai'seldest living son is of course correct,” | said. "The heir to Den Oroshtai isunerring.”

Narantir, not the most perceptive of mortals, till caught the undertone. He looked from meto the
rabbit, to the pot. "It isahidden truth, at that." He smiled. "Perhaps you would liketo investigate it?"

It was my turn to shrug. "'l don't know much about money."

Money doesn't overburden atraveling acrobatic troupe, and handling it hadn't been my respongibility.
Which was perhapsjust aswell; my father inssted that | spend time enough to learn basic sums, which
had taught me subtraction—subtraction isjust an addition puzzle.

But complex arithmetic like divison was far beyond me. To do multiplication, you have to break



down numbersinto their component parts, and then set them down in rows and columns and then add
some parts of it together and subtract other parts out. | mean, | know some of the results—a dozen
dozen isagross, so agross divided among a dozen people will give each adozen. That's easy enough to
figure out: you set out a square of, say, twelve pebbles by twelve. That'sagross. But red divisonis
complicated, and I'd never learned it.

He shrugged. "It'sfairly smple. Theré's anew schedule of rates and taxes for tavernersand
roomkeepers—Lord Toshtal has ordered some changes made. Instead of the taxman visiting every
couple of months, the roomkeeper is supposed to collect it daily, and ddliver it by runner every fortnight.”

"And Madame Rupon kept it for hersalf?' That didn't make any sense.

He snorted, and explained. No, of course not. She had made it disappear. She had charged adeilist
fifteen cop-pers, six fille, three shards for room and board for the week, as permitted under the old
schedule. Shewould

have put one copper, four fille, two shards away for the collectors, but Veldrum the tax collector had
come by with the new schedule on his waxboard, which caled for twelve, four, and one for room and
board, and two, two, and one of that to be paid astax.

Veldrum'srecords were clear, and undisputed. She had given him the two, two, and one, and given
the deilist three, two, and two to square accounts with him.

"l don't see the problem.”

Narantir snorted. "That's because you're an idiot. There'samissing copper and shard. After the
rebatement, the dellist has paid twelve, four, and one; Lord Toshtai has received two, one, and two. Add
it up: out of the deilist's original fifteen, six, and three, we've accounted for four-teen, six, and two.
Therée's a copper shard missing, and she made it disappear.” Narantir stirred the pot angrily.

He scratched it out on the dirt floor.

CHE i LTI

"Thet'stheorigind, en?’

"Sure”

He scratched another number out.

T/

"That'swhat the dellist findly paid, after she rebated, eh?

| thought about it for amoment, aided by fingers and toes. Fifteen minusthreeistwelve, Sx minustwo
isfour, and three minustwo isone.

"es"
He scratched another number.
11])/

"And theré's the taxes."

| nodded.

"So compare the two. Thefille cancel out, but werre missing a shard and a copper. So wheresthe
extramoney, and what did she do with it?"

I e 1 Q)

He circled the marks for the missing copper and shard, then threw up his handsin frustration. "I'd
thought of try-ing synecdoche, but money istoo frangible; theres no redl



wholefor it to be part of. No chance to do relevance, and contagion isn't going to apply unlessthe
deilist congtantly walked around with exactly that fifteen, three, and six in his purse, which he didnt.”

| furrowed my brow. It didn't make sense. Stedling from Lord Toshtai wasn't just forbidden, it was
stupid, and while | knew Madame Rupon and her ugly daughters were not the brightest peoplein the
world, surely they wouldn't be that stupid...

Would they?

"They'rein the dungeon now?"

He nodded. "'In the same cell you occupied, not too long ago.”

Not a pleasant place. Too damp, too locked in, too hopeless. There had to...

| don't know what it isthat raises my kazuh, and some-times I'm not even aware that it'sthere,

It al started to clarify, but then Narantir—may Spennymore, one dark, moonless night, mistake him
for awilling young woman—shaitered the clarity.

"Out, out, out, with you," he said, muttering some spell under his breath. "I'm surely not going to have
your zurir messing up the delicate baance of forcesin my workshop, Kami Dan'Shir, you may rely on
that without question or doubt.”

| hadn't even asked him why Lord Toshtai would want me at dinner tonight. He hadn't given methe
chance.

Widl, whenin doubt...

| headed up to my room for my juggling sack. It wasn't much to look at, not redlly, just a battered
brown leather sack I'd made from acured hide, its mouth held tightly shut by adrawstring, abroad
leather strap sewed to its Sde so that it could be dung easily over a shoulder. Just atypica juggling sack.

Not much ingde, either. Some juggling sticks, somejuggling bags, ahdf dozen rings. Just the secret
of life, that'sal.

| went to my usual quiet comer of the courtyard under a spreading bolab tree whose thigh-thick
branches seemed to be untrimmed, but which never quite reached toward the top of thewall, asthough
the gardener had taught them better, aswell he may have, cometo think of it. Gardening can be ahigh
art, too. Thetree provided green shade on ahot day, the light gentle hiss of wind through rustling leaves,
and, in due season, afew of the fit-sized bitter-sweet fruit—but it wouldn't provide access for
somebody trying to sneak in over thewall.

Most importantly, it provided some privacy. | needed to think things out, and when | needed to think
thingsout, | need aprivate placeto juggle.

I know that sounds strange, but it's like Gray Khuzud used to say. Says. "When you don't know what
elseto do, go back to the beginning." That'swhat my father aways taught me, and that'swhat | believe.

My beginning was with juggling. | could argue—I'd thought about arguing—that as adan'shir, no
longer an ac-robat, | should be giving up juggling, putting it aside in the same way that a peasant who had
survived the chal-lenge sword to become awarrior would keep out of the fields and paddies.

But: juggling was never my stinking ricefield, my prison.

It had been my beginning; it was now my link to my past, my connection to my distant family.
Juggling, of al of the arts of the acrobat, was the only one | was any good at, the only onel really cared
about. | had lost severad of my loves of late: my sister, Enki Duzun, to desth; NaRee to Felkoi and the
road; my father, Sda, Fhilt, and Large Egdato my new professon.

| wouldn't lose thisone. Never. If anybody wereto ask, I'd have to say that adan'shir must juggle.



I hadn't kept any of my juggling equipment when the troupe left. The physica artifacts don't matter to
the likes of what | had been. Stay-at-homesthink of it differently, but | had been an itinerant acrobat for
al of my seventeen

years, and an itinerant finds memoriesto be sufficiently heavy cargo.

But an acrobat |earns how to make and service his own equipment, and I'd not lost those skillsin
becoming what-ever adan'shir might be.

Stll, 1 didn't need flaming wands or sharp knives or even rings. Smplicity hasitsvirtues.

| pulled ahdf dozen juggling sticks from my sack, hand-carved from afew scraps of oak that I'd
been able to trade with Denred Woodcarver in exchange for a thorough description of the Mesthai
woodwork on the third floor of the new donjon. Denred had been alowed in the keep only once, when
he became an adult, to swear fedlty to Lord Toshtal; he had little to no chance of ever being in even the
residence wing of the donjon.

| fingered their smooth sides, then set the sticks aside. Tempting, but no. Too complex; best to start
with the barsics.

Take some scraps of |eather that the tanner didn't mind parting with, and add afew handfuls of dried
barley filched from the kitchen, stir in adozen evening hours with a needle and some sinew thread, and
behold: adozen juggling bags.

| took onein my hand. It felt good; just the right heft. Not so light that it would be distracted by a
breeze, not heavy enough that the weight would ever be anissue.

| dropped three of them to the ground—another advan-tage of juggling bagsinstead of balls. bags
stay where they fall—-and kicked off my shoesas| put the other three into a smple shower. It'snot just
that | had usefor my toes. Maybeit'smy training, maybeit'sthat I'm redly apeas-ant a heart, but it feds
wrong to be shod while juggling.

Redlly only four moves create the smple shower: you throw abag with your left hand and then catch
abag with your left hand; then you throw abag with your right hand and then catch abag with your right
hand.

Never mind that there's a bag looping through the air toward one or another hand; it smply doesn't
matter, it'snot there yet, understand? L et the next day come when it

will; let the next bag come when it will, and catch it when it comes, not before, yes?
Catch-left throw-left catch-right throw-right. That'sdl thereistoiit.

When you're showering three, don't let your mind worry about the other bag. Y ou just hold abagin
your right hand while you throw and catch one with your Ieft, then you just hold abag in your left hand
while you throw and catch onein your right.

It'sthat Smple. The other bag, the onein the air, doesn't matter. When you're showering more than
three, it's fill the same—just catch-left throw-left catch-right throw-right, only quicker.

Keep up the rhythm, and as you add bags, pick up the pace.

That'sall thereisto the smple shower. Y ou don't even have to put your mind on it; in fact, it's better
if you don't think about the bag descending toward your—

I missed; I'd lost my timing, and had hurried to get rid of the bag in my Ieft hand, throwing it too hard
and high. It happens, particularly if you don't practice every day, or if you try and shortcut and start more
than one bag.

No: begin at the beginning.



| toe-tossed one bag into the air and tried again. Catch-left throw-left, catch-right throw-right.
Catch-left throw-left, catch-right throw-right. Better.

| worked asecond and then third bag into the juggle, and then afourth. Just the same thing only
faster, just the same thing only faster, you don't have to keep track of the flying bags because they don't
matter; you just concentrate on the numbersthat do matter, because dl that mattersis...

| don't know whether it was the juggling or not, but | could fed my kazuh flare. Thistimeit waslikea
stream of water, cold and clear asamountain creek just melting in spring, powerful and robust asafull
deepriver.

It washed the mud from my mind, clarifyingit dl.

One by one, | tossed three of the juggling bags toward my sack—just because you're hurrying
doesn't mean you

shouldn't do it well—and then dropped the last one over my shoulder, catching it on the back of my
hed, then kick-ing it up, looping it high over my head, giving me barely enough time to swoop up the
sack and catchit.

I would have bowed to the phantom crowd, but that was part of the way of the Acrobat, and |
wasn't an acrobat anymore.

| smiled. Timeto see my employer, on amatter of what didn't matter.

And maybe—just maybe—to figure out what was going on with dinner tonight.
4

Toshtal, Eddfaule, Arithmetic, and Other Dangers

After alife spent on the road, deeping under a canvas tent between towns, sharing aroom with at
least one mem-ber of the troupein boarding housesin towns and villages dl across True Shai, Otland,
and the Ven, having my own rooms was a new experience, and onethat still hadn't palled, despite the
ancestry of my room.

Rooms, actudly; my corner suite on the third floor of the service wing of the donjon consisted of two
rooms, both of which seemed bare in comparison with most of the roomsin the donjon, and neither of
which | had to share with anyone.

Thewindows of my larger room, essily ten paces by six, faced morningwise. The new workbench
that Erol WWoodman had built me stood under the window; afresh deeping pallet to be used for socid
purposes, the corner of one blanket folded back, lay on the floor against the oppo-site, aspray of yellow
flowers at the head and foot. The floor was of smply polished planks of wood, unlacquered and smooth
to thefoot.

The smdler room, perhaps five paces by s, | used as adeeping room. It was crowded with my
deeping pdlet, adressing table, washstand, and mirror, alaundry bin, plus anew addition: the huge
wooden wardrobe that used to

belong to the man who murdered my sster. But al | did in that room was deep and change, and I've
never needed much space for either.

| tossed my morning's clothesinto the laundry bin in the corner. Not having to wash my own clothes
was some-thing it had taken me about half a heartbeat to become ac-customed to.

I ran my thumb down the side of the huge wardrobe. Beautiful Agami woodwork, larken-built, like dl
the best of the Agami: each panel was made of thousands of pieces of wood, some aslargeasa
thumbnail, some as smdl asa splinter, each oneinvisibly glued into place, fitted to-gether like the pieces
of apuzzle.



Inasense, it was a puzzle; the door was secured by a hidden catch.

| carefully depressed a piece of wood thet thetip of my little finger could barely cover; therewasa
dight click, and the spring-loaded door swung open. | pulled out my best semiformal tunic and leggings
and set them on the dressing stand, then quickly washed mysdlf in the washba-sin before changing.

| dipped into my new boots: dark brown cowhide, hand-burnished to a deep ruby luster, the toebox
sguare and bourgeois, buckling tightly at the ankle. Bundi Cob-bler had done well by me, even though he
had charged me agood half of my first month's salary as adown payment, and | would be paying these
off well through therains.

Worth it, though. They felt bourgeois.

| was ready.

Gaining an audience with Lord Toshtal is something that's easy only if you're one of histwo most
senior and trusted retainers. In all of Den Oroshtal, only Crosta Natthan and Dun Lidjun had been given
the right to walk uninvited into the presence, dthough both of them were far too sensbleto do it often. A
noble would request an appointment, either matter-of-factly, in the case of, say, Edelfaule or Lady Estrer,
or with some trepidation, in the case of ajunior warrior requesting abrideprice. Asarule,

members of the lesser classes of the castle smply didn't ask for appointments. It might be seen as
taking on airs, and, asarule, avoiding thelord of Den Oroshtal wasjust plain sensible.

On the other hand, it'samatter of record that Lord Toshtai once ordered the headman of Swanse
villagekilled for being too dow in reporting how badly the rice crop had been mauled by dusty blight. |
didn't know what the punishment was for a dan'shir who delayed reporting the solution of apuzzle, even
though it was an unassigned puzzle, and decided that | didn't want to find out.

For another thing, the Rupon execution might aready have been scheduled; it would be best if the
cancellation were to have atimdy arrivdl.

| headed out the door.

Thewadlsin the hall outside my room were paneled with Mesthai woodwork. Faces only, of course;
the Mesthal woodcarvers are interested in no lesser subject matter.

| wasin ahurry, but the woodwork held me for afew moments; it wastoo lovely to neglect.

Some years ago, perhaps back when Lord Toshtal was actively fathering children, my rooms had
been abirthing suite, so I'd been told. (By Arefal, infact, who found him-self amused that a newly made
bourgeois had been as-sgned the birthing suite. Arefal may have been something of afool, but he was
not a humorless one, even though his sense of humor was somewhat crude. Asfor me, | find the notion
of abirthing suite on the third floor to be silly, not funny.)

The Mesthai artists had carved acycle of conception and birth, from the passion of aman and
woman a the moment of amutua climax, through the fear and excite-ment and nausea of pregnancy,
ending with the expression of mixed pain and joy and delight on the sweaty, dick-hair-plastered face of a
woman who has just given birth, the broad smile on the face of the father, and the visage of anewborn
baby grasping for breath in between lusty screams. While |l liked the expression on the new father's

face—his smile seemed to lay clam to the invention of fatherhood—I thought the new mother'sface
was the best; | reached out afinger to touch the sweat on her cheek, but drew my hand back.

If everyone who was affected by it touched it, within but afew decadesit would be worn smooth,
and that would be ashame, and acrime,

Life contains sufficient crimes.

"Kami Dan'Shir?' TaNai, the servitor on duty at the en-trance to the residence wing of the donjon,



looked up in sur-prise. | hadn't known she was on duty; we were at the

isn't-it-an-amazing-coinci dence-we-both-like-g tting-under-a-bol ab-tree stage. | was dowly working
around toward the mention of the fascinating flask of essence waiting in my outer room, enjoying the
luxury of time and of privacy. When you're an itinerant acrobat, connections must be made ether quickly,
during ashort stay, or digointedly, often over severa years.

Thiswas new, and | was enjoying the process, so far.

Surprise looked good on her; the arch of her finely shaped eyebrows complemented her deep brown
eyes. If I'd had thetime, I'd likely have mentioned it. She had alovely naturd creamy complexion,
whitened only dightly at the edge of the forehead and dong her long, gracious nose. Her striped
robes—made of finely woven cotton, not of cheap silk—were cut just loose of fashionable at the swell of
her breagt, but tight at the dim waist.

Bet of dl, lovely as shewas, she looked nothing like NaRee.

Patience, Kami Khuzud, | thought. There will be plenty of time over the weeks that our beloved
lord is gone. While Toshtai was not particularly generous, it would be beneath him to notice that his
bourgeois attendants would have little to do in his absence. It would not be beneath Crosta Natthan, but
the chief servitor'sinterest was solely in the smooth running of the castle, not in keeping busy those who
ranit.

Her long fingers reached up and tugged at the bell rope once, twice, threetimes. "Please go right in.”

"Excuse me?" If 1'd suddenly been promoted to the Sta-tus of the most senior and trusted of retainers,
somebody surely would have mentioned it, at least in passing.

"Hewaits, hewaits," shesad, irritated. "With Lords Minch, Eddfaule, and Arefa.”
| smiled an gpology, which she returned.

Beyond the end of the carpet, acrossthetiled floor, one of the two guards at the huge double door
pulled his door open and held it for me, while the other guard stepped through. I'm not generdly told
wherein the resdence Lord Toghtal is; I'm generdly showniit.

They werewaiting for meinwhat | thought of as the morning room; it was where Lord Toshtai hed
invariably been having his breakfast, thefew times|'d been called in to see him early, dthough |
understood him to useit for most semiformd visiting; its small Sze made it more inti-mate than the great
hall.

The morningwise wall was openable, and in fact open, to asmall private courtyard. A pretty place,
filled with flowering plants, soft grasses, and fruit trees that were manicured during the night by lamplight
by ateam of s-lent gardeners.

The outer doors, when closed and locked, were as solid and sturdy as any wall in Den Oroshtai; the
inner s, of light ursawood and appliqued paper, were so trand ucent that in the morning they seemed to
glow, and even well through the hour of the ox they were dtill bright enough to fill the room with creamy
light.

A throne had been brought in for Lord Minch; he sat next to Toshtai, atable at each of their elbows
holding aflask and atray of sweetmesats, a servitor behind each table waiting to refill the flask or
replenish the tasties. | would have looked him over—I've dwaystried to size up strangers—but Toshtai
always gets as much attention as he desires, and he wanted mine. It wasal | could do to notice that
Eddfaule and Arefal sat crossegged on cushions be-

yond Taoshtal, while Deren der Drumud, now in a soft green tunic, sat near hisown lord. Each had a
scabbarded sword across his lap, but that didn't mean anything, except that the two lords were not such
intimates asto neglect formality in private.



Toshtal sat easly in his oversized throne, one flipperlike hand resting on the carefully carved curves of
the arm, the other lowering aflask of essence to the warming stand on the table at his elbow.

Hewas, asaways, perfectly caparisoned, today in ayelow silken tunic large enough to pitch asa
tent, belted neither loosdly nor tightly with abroad crimson sash.

Asthe ancient Scion of the Sky decreed, amember of our beloved ruling classisaruler, arulerisa
warrior, and awarrior is never without his sword. The ancient Scion never, however, ruled asto what
congtituted a sword. Toshtai's usual sword was asmall dagger the size of a par-ing knife, its scabbard
stuck through his sash in front of the massive belly that was more than smply large, but somehow
majestic. Hisface, broad and fleshy, was freshly shaved and lightly powdered; hisblack hair, pulled back
by clever fingersinto afine-braided warrior's queue, had been oiled to ahigh gloss.

Somebody had placed a strip of thick red rug at the proper distance from the thrones; | stopped there
and dropped to my knees.

"| understand you sent for me, Lord,” | said.

His degpset eyes narrowed margindly. They didn't be-long in that face. They showed no hint of
nobility or fierceness, no trace of compassion or forbearance, none of the calm and jovidity I've ways
associated with corpu-lence. All they held wasintelligence, and that in abun-dance.

His eyebrow lifted about the width of afingernail: for him, extreme skepticism. His hand flopped once
onthearm of thechair, afishgivingitslast flib: | wastorise.

"You understand!" Eddfaule half-rose, then sat back.

I never much cared for Lord Toshtai's e dest son and heir. He was too much aconscious, dbet thin,
imitation of

hisfather, from the over-oiled hair down to the undersized sword. He looked like adeflated version
of Toshtai; his nose was narrow, his cheeksflat, his mouth almost lipless, the skin tight across his sharp

jaw. He had none of the ge-nia naivete of hisyounger brother, none of the easy smile or quiet laugh, and
his eyes seemed to shine with intelli-gence that held no wisdom.

Or maybe not. Maybe | just didn't like Eddfaule, and could only seein him what | wanted to.

"Y ou doubt Ernd Kiunote's word on the matter?' Lord Minch put in. He sat back in histhrone,
crossing one crimson-clad leg over the other as his dim head cocked to one side. Hisrunic, cut tightly at
the shoulders and hips, was of some gray textured fabric that seemed to writhe in the sunlight. A sword in
aremarkably plain scabbard rested on aswordstand next to histhrone; hisfingersidly stroked at itshilt,
asthough caressing it.

Lord Toshtai's livery lipstwitched.

"Not for amoment, Lord,” | said, rising. "But | haven't seen Lord Ernd Kiunote today; | was on my
way to the residence to ask for an gppointment when the servitor at the entry told methat Lord Toshtai
had already sent for me." | bowed my head, once. "l am at your service, Lord."

Edelfaule was preparing himsalf to take umbrage at the implicit suggestion that somebody might not
be at the ser-vice of any member of our beloved ruling class, but Lord Toshtai nodded somberly.

"Yes, Kami Dan'Shir. I'vetold Lord Minch about your skill with puzzles and puzzlements, and |
thought you might care to demonstrate them for him." There was awooden box on the table next to him.

"I'm sure that would be agood choice, Lord," | said, hoping the barely implied impertinence would
amuse him and not anger him. It was agood bet.

Which I won. Histhick lipswent up afraction at the edges; abroad smile. "It isnot the only choice,
eh? Y ou think you have a puzzle more interesting than this? Isthat why you wanted an audience?'



"Partly, Lord. | aso wanted to thank you for the gift of the wardrobe; it'slovely."

He didn't answer for amoment, perhaps reflecting on the meaning of me, brother to Enki Duzun, now
owning a prized possession of Refle, the man who had murdered her by stealth and sabotage.

| would have preferred to have had juggling bags made from his skin, but it wastoo late for thet.
After hismur-derer had finished chopping Refle up, there hadn't been enough left for any such thing, and
| had been in no po-sition to be asking such boons, what with being endungeoned for the murder.

"But | do have apuzzle. Well, apuzzl€s solution, Lord.” | spread my hands. "I've just been talking to
Narantir. Hetells me that he's busy preparing atruth spell to find if Madame Rupon and her daughter
stole money from Lord Toshtal and adellist traveling through Den Oroshtal. An unnecessary truth spell,
asitturnsout.”

Again, Minch cocked his head to one side. "May one ask what thisisall about?' he asked, onefinger
toying with his split beard. Hisface was al bone, flesh stretched over it like athin pasiry wrapping a
skull. A long white scar snaked around his ear and into his beard, but the rest of his skin was smooth and
seemingly poreless,

Toshtal lifted hisindex finger dightly off the horizontd. "Permit me. | have issued anew schedule of
rates and taxes for taverners and the like, and in the wake of the change, it appears some money has
been peculated. Using the old schedule, the widow Rupon charged adellist fif-teen coppers, threefille,
six shards for room and board for the week, putting one, two, and four away for her taxes, so she said.

"At thisjuncture, the tax collector arrived with the new schedule: twelve, one, and four for room and
board, and two, two, and one of that to be paid astax.

"She paid him the two, two, and one, and repaid the deilist three, two, and two."

Eddfaule leaned forward. "Which meansthat there's some money missing, as| discovered when |
happened to

investigate it. The deilist has paid twelve, four, and one; the Purse has received two, two, and one.
We combine those numbersto find that of the dellist's origind fifteen, six, and three, we've accounted for
only fourteen, six, and two." He spread his hands. "Where are the vanished cop-per and shard?'

Toshtal sat sllent for amoment. "Which would,” he said, "seem to indicate that there is some strange
magic afoot,” he finished. "Where did the extra copper and shard go? Kami Dan'Shir seemsto be of the
opinion that he knowswhereit is"

Eddfaule snorted. "1 am sure he does. All bourgeois know about money; they can smell it out. Tell
me, little Kami Dan'Shir, as you stand there reeking of trade, tell me where your nose findsthismissng

money.

| don't generally like members of our beloved ruling class, and I'd taken aspecid didiking to
Edelfaule. Not that | was going to be able to do anything about it.

So | smiled genidly as| held out my empty pam. "It'sright here, Lord,” | said, "as much as anywhere.
It doesn't exist. It never existed." | turned to Lord Toshtai. "If it please you, would you have a servant
bring fifteen cop-pers, six fille, and three shards?'

It took longer than | would have thought, but, then again, money wasn't much used within the donjon
itself, dthough—despite the constant comments about how the lower classes stink of commerce—our
bel oved ruling class has aways managed to tax the lower classes heavily enough to provide for their own
needs. And wants. And whims. And whimsies.

In afew minutes, awhite-clad serving girl appeared, the silver salver balanced properly on her pam
holding three stacks: one of fifteen oblong copper coins, another of six fille padtille, and three iron shards.
Toshtal sent her to mewith afinger gesture; | lowered the tray to the floor and arranged the coins



carefully on the stone.

I rolled my deevesback. | had my own pouch at my waist, and it wastoo late to get rid of it. | didn't
want Eddfaule accusing me of having deighted a copper up a

deeve. | could prove himwrong easily, mind, but | didn't want to prove him wrong.

"Fifteen coppers, six fille, and three shards” | said. "The amount that the deilist originaly paid to
Madame Rupon, | bdieve." | did dl three pilesto one side.

"But the new schedule came down, and he had overpaid by three, two, and two, so she rebated him
the deilist three, two, and two to square accounts with him."

| did three coppers, two filles, and two shards to my |eft. " She paid the tax collector two, two, and
one." | reached again for the pile representing Madame Rupon and did two coppers, two fille, and one
shard into athird pile.

"Add it up: theré'snothing missing.” | sood. "I hope the puzzle has amused you."

Toshtai's head inclined amost measurably, then straight-ened. "L ord Edelfaule did add correctly inthe
firg place, though.”

"Of course,”" | said. "Lord Edelfauleis correct: after the adjustment, the deilist has paid twelve, four,
and one; Lord Toshtai has received two, two, and one. When you add those two numbers together, you
do get fourteen, six, and two."

"So where are the copper and shard?’ Eddfaule snarled.

"The numbers you report were entirely right, Lord Eddlfaule; your addition was perfect. The only
problem isthat the sum of what the deilist eventudly paid and what Lord Toshtal eventually received isa
meaningless one. There were fifteen, six, and three originally. Of those, Lord Toshtai now hastwo, two,
and one" | said, indicating one pile, "the deilist has three, two, and two; Madame Rupon has the rest:
ten, two, and none. All balances, and balance—"

"Now, wait." Arefai smiled. "Y ou mean that my brother is as correct ashe dwaysis, dways must be?
But that his correctnessisirrdevant asusud?' His smile was genuine, but malicious.

And definitely nothing | wanted to either answer or ig-
nore. | was debating how to avoid it when Lord Toshtai spoke up.

"A pretty puzzle, Kami Dan'Shir," he moved hischin ever so dightly toward the pile of coins. Y ou
will please present the tray and the coin to Madame Rupon with my compliments, and then conduct her
and her daughter back to their home." Helooked from Arefai to Eddfaule. "Arefa, if it please you, go
now to tell the warden of the dungeon that | have increasing faith in Kami Dan'Shir."

He could have smply passed along the order that the two women were to be released to me, but he
was ddib-eratdy if subtly raisng my status. The warden would take the meaning, and so would
Eddfaule.

It took Arefai amoment to get it, but then he smiled, rose, and bowed. "At once, father," he said,
dipping his scabbard back into his sash as he waked quickly from the room.

Toshta nodded, again. "A very pretty solution, Kami Dan'Shir. And | am told you made avery pretty
shot with an arrow today, despite aminor injury,” he said, with agesture at my scabbed |eft forearm.
"Youwill join usat dinner tonight, if you arefree.”

That was no surprise. Toshtai wanted me at dinner for reasons that he didn't want to specify in front
of anyone ese, nor did hewant to give me the statusimplicit in a private meeting. He had been intending
to use the morn-ing's hunt as a pretext—a reward for a brilliant shot that had provided the venison—but
this had proved a substi-tute, or at least a supplement.



"Of course, Lord," | said. It wasadismissd; | gathered up the tray and coins, Eddfaule's eyes on my
back all theway.

Interlude: The Hour of the Ox

Edelfaule paced back and forth, dowly, through the inner garden. Hisfather was impatient with
impatience, and Edelfaule had been told to wait.

So hewaited.

Midafternoon was the wrong time of day to bein thein-ner garden, though. The hour of the ox wasa
dull and ob-vioustime of day, when the sun, while no longer directly overhead, smply shone down,
casting no interesting shad-ows. Y es, the flowers were pretty, but their colors were too garish, too
ordinary, too bourgeoisin such direct light. Edelfaule preferred the hour of the dragon, when hints of the
soon-to-be-rising sun would dowly give color and meaning to the showers of flowers and sprays of
blossoms.

It was much better late at night, on aclear night, when the stars and moon would turn dark greenery
into shadow, bardly dleviated with hints of color from the hanging lan-terns. On more than one occasion,
after hisfather had re-tired, Edelfaule had brought a favored concubine into the garden, and led her
carefully between the plants to a soft and grassy spot before untying her robes and tossing them gently to
theside.

Having her in the garden waslike having Den Oroshtal itself.

Eddfaulefdt at his neck. But Den Oroshtai had troops committed in the Ven, and it would soon be
timefor Eddfauleto rgoin them. A dangerousthing, that. Patrice in particular would much rather Den
Oroshtai fdl into the hands of afool like Edelfaule's brother than Edelfaule himsdlf, and if an accident
could be arranged—and such accidents had happened during a battle more often than not—that might
well happen.

What would Toshtai do without Edelfaule? Turn the realm over to Arefai and hope for the best?
But, with Arefai married to that ViKay woman, ViKay of the large brown eyes and small red mouth,
that would make the lord of Den Oroshtal aso the husband of the fa-vored daughter of Lord Orazhi of

Glen Derenai. Orazhi was no fool, and Arefai would defer to hiswifesfather on matters of strategy and
dliance

Once Arefa was safely married, Edelfaule and Lord Demick would have amutua interest in keeping
Eddfauledive.

Hisfingerstoyed with the thick leaves of aspiny fulminor, enjoying the way the bristlesfelt smooth as
acat'sfur when he stroked it toward the tip.

He had crouched to sniff at a.crimson merose when he heard hisfather behind him. The old fool.
"Eddfaule" hisfather sad.

Herose, one hand on the hilt of hisknife, and nodded. All he had to do was draw, step, and dice. It
would be so easy, so very easy, to becomelord of Den Oroshtai in one smooth motion.

Except that would never be dlowed to stand, and Eddl-faule didn't serioudy consider it. Dun Lidjun
would not follow apatricide; Arefal would not permit him to live. Eliminate them, and therewas il the
delicate web of par-tid aliances and subtle affiliations that Toshtal had woven around Den Oroshtai and
that were dl attached to Toshtai. It would be possible to transplant them to Edelfaule, but that would
have to be done dowly and carefully by Toshtai himsdlf.

No; hewas hisfather's heir in name only until and un-
lessthat could be changed. At the moment, and for the foreseeabl e future, Toshtai was not



expendable.

Edelfaule had no softness toward thefilthy peasants or the middle class and bourgeois, dl of them
gtinking of business and money. He didn't care for hismother or his half-brothers, and while he enjoyed
his essences and his concubines, he didn't care for them. No weakness there.

The only weskness was here. In dl the world, there were two things that Edelfaule cared for: himself,
and Den Oroshtal. The buildings, surdy and homey; the south wall, where the land spread out below him
like aquilt; the gar-den, where night whispered its pledge of troth to him in the dark.

"Father," hesaid. "It seems| made an error.”
Toshtal's head seemed to nod. "That appearsto be s0."

It was dl that Kami Dan'Shir's fault. Nobody except for the widow and her daughter would have ever
known that Edelfaule had made an error, and they wouldn't spesk from the grave. The affair would have
stood as yet another lesson to the lower classesthat they must not try to cheet their nobility; that would
have done no harm.

But one thing had done harm. By exposing their inno-cence, Kami Dan'Shir had lowered Edelfaulein
hisfa-ther's eyes. Unforgivable, unpardonable. He would have to be dedlt with.

"Not in your computation,” Toshtai went on, "but in your calculation. Y ou were too precipitous,
Edefaule. Where would she flee? She was no traveling perfumer, here today, gone tomorrow, leaving
nothing behind but ascent. No need to take action until you were sure. It's ev-ery grain asimportant that
the lower classes understand that good conduct will be rewarded asit isthat they fear our swords and
hands when they behave badly."

"Yes, Fether."

"l have no objection to punishing bad service, or theft, or insolence, as| trust I've demonstrated
today, but it isbad practice to punish the innocent, eh?'

Edefaulelowered his head modestly. "Y es, Father. | am sorry."

Toshtal's lips pursed once. "Very well. Let's not men-tion it again. We have more serious mattersto
discuss. Weleave for Glen Derenai in two daysfor your brother's wed-ding.”

That was one of Father's cleverer srategems. Edelfaule was the oldest living son and therefore the
presumed heir to Den Oroshtal. He had to be, what with Arefai being such afool. So bind Den Oroshtai
and Glen Derenai closer together with a marriage between Arefal and ViKay, but not so thresteningly
close as one between Edelfaule and ViKay would be. Alwaystentative, likeamusicianidly plucking the
gringsof hiszivver while he thought of something else. Toshtal was patient, dowly knitting to-gether a
skein of dliancesthat would, someday, become a garrote around Demick’s neck.

Patience was a virtue, and Edelfaule would be patient. He would even thingswith Kami Dan'Shir, but
not now. Kami Dan'Shir wastoo clearly under Toshtai's protec-tion. For the time being. But that could
change.

Timing was everything.

Hewould wait.

5

Dinner, TaNal, a Puzzle, and Other ftixed Pleasures

It's by no means unknown for abourgeoisto dinein the Great Hall, but it's not ordinary, ether. Dining
customs differ from one end of D'Shai to the other, but in no part of the country does convention
regularly require our be-loved ruling classto put up with the noisome presence of uslesser beings.



Thetrouble, of course, was where to put me.

The seats of greatest honor are the ones next to Lord Toshtal, and while other positions are in theory
all dso of honor, the ones next to a bourgeois would be the least so.

The solution was degant: | was put in the group at the foot of the right arm of the staple-shaped
arrangement of tables, with Arefal on one sSide and Lady Estrer on the other. That madetheright aam a
perfectly acceptable place to be, nervous asit made me.

The dow playing of the musicians kept us audibly iso-lated, although I'd heard better than this
sx-person group. The slverhorn was good, although he redlly should have had a backup player; the
Zivver was acceptable if too eager to show off hisfast fingerwork; and the watercrystal player was very
good, with anice, direct way of hitting her crystalswithout keeping her fingernails on them for amoment
more than necessary. The drummer, though, was

adisgppointment; he kept hitting at just the end of the best, not the beginning, following the tempo,
being dragged by it instead of driving it. | hate when that hap-pens. The trompon was inoffensveif
uningpired, and the bassskin player must have had an ingrown thumbnail, to judge from the way he kept
decliningto dig in and redly bring out the notes.

At least the music kept me from worrying about some-body €l se misinterpreting something | might say
and tak-ing offense.

The three of uswere physicdly isolated from the next group by ahuge silver soup tureen in the shape
of an in-verted turtle shell. It had been raised high above the table on skinny but sturdy silver legs, staying
dowly sSmmering over adozen sputtering candles.

There was no particular dight in that; the forty-some people spread out on thewall sde of thetable
were bro-ken up into smaller groups by food vessels: one serving tray heavily laden with crispy pork
loinsthat had been stuffed with spicy Shalough sausage; atureen of murky brown soup with bits of
carrots bobbing gently at itsroiling, oily surface; ahuge onyx vat of chipped ice, in-dented to hold tiny
glass plates, each topped with asmall ball of fundleberry sherbet Sitting on acircle of rose leaves, the
remains of what had been arack of venison.

| didn't mind theisolation; | would have preferred more. Slantwise across from me, right next to
Toshtai, Minch's eyes seemed too often pointed at me.

Lady Edtrer'swithered hands trembled as she manipu-lated adiver of pheasant first to the bowl of
green mus-tard, barely touching it to the thick sauce, then to her dry lips, following it quickly with atiny
mouthful of roasted barley. She chewed with an even rhythm, like a cadence, asthough it was amatter of
ritual and ceremony, as though eating had nothing to do with hunger or taste.

Shelooked over at me and snorted. "Kami Dan'Shir, you eat as though thiswere to be your last
medl." Her eyes, staring out of dark pitsin alined face, watched metoo closely.

"It could be," | said, after swalowing alarge mouthful of the turtle soup to rinse out the taste of the
marinated frog heartsin clotted cream. It isnot one of my favorite dishes; hot dishes should be hat, cold
dishes cold. Thissort of lukewarm mush hiding lukewarm snippets of frog didn't even have any spirit to
itstemperature. "If the rest of thefood islike the frog hearts," | added.

Her thin lips curved up. Lady Estrer dwayslikesalittle audacity, aslong asit'sonly alittle.
"Itsaclasscdish,” shesad.

| nodded. "I'm surethat isso, Lady."

She chuckled thinly, then subsided.

Out of the corner of my eye, | could see Arefai grinning as he beckoned to one of the servitorsto



spoon some more of the horrid green and off-white mixture onto his own plate, right next to hisdouble
helping of snalsin aspic.

The trompon blasted out an adequate arpeggio as the doors swung open. Stupidly, | looked up for
the entrance of the jugglers, but there was no such thing: no Gray Khuzud, balanced naturaly on the balls
of hisfeet, no Salaof the Rings, her costume aways just about to dip open interestingly or fal from her
bare shoulders, no Large Egda, no Eresthais, no Evrem, and there would never be an Enki Duzun. My
Sster was dead, dead, dead, and the fact that her murderer had died was as cold in my mouth as
lukewarm frog hearts.

No: dl it was, was Dun Lidjun, escorting apair of la-dies, returning from aquick turn around the
gardens. The old soldier brought them to their seats, then quickly re-claimed his own, the path only
coincidentdly bringing him around behind most of theforeign visitors.

Of course. All isaccident.

He dug into ahuge mound of theloca verson of Pre-cious Rice, his eating sticks clicking like dice.

"Y ou were saying something, Kami Dan'Shir?" Lady Estrer asked.

Oh, no. A bourgeois can't afford to have his mouth working away when he doesn't intend to. 'l am
sure Lady

Estrer iscorrect, but | can't recall what | said; I'm certain it's of no importance.”

"Pfah." Shelifted agoblet and drained haf of it, as quickly as she could pour. "Thetruth isthat you
weren't saying anything, that you've been sitting in insolent S-lence. This, Kami Khuzud, Kami Dan'Shir,
or whatever you cal yoursaf now, isadinner. A dinner isasocid event, at which one acts sociably. To
act sociably, you make acomment every now and then; | do the same. Per-haps we find amatter to
dispute politely, or possibly we find some other person, one not here, whose flawsto dis-cussin some
detail." She made achoppy gesture, atwist of thewrist that brought her hand palm-up. "Y our turn.”

| opened my mouth, closed it, then opened it again, red-dening.

Arefal laughed, which only made me more frustrated, but hislaugh wasfriendly. Thank the Powers
for samdl fa-vors, eh?

When in doubt, try for the truth.

"I'm sorry, Lady Edtrer, but dl of thisisnew to me. It's... adifferent lifel find mysdf in, and I'm not
usedtoit, not yet." | held my hands out in front of me, open. "I'm used to fitting in with loca customs, but
that'sin asuperficid setting, in terms of keeping out of trouble. In Ourne, I'd know to cross a street
sunwise of any of our—of the nobility, no matter the time of day, and in Market Indon 1'd know not to
step into anyone's shadow, but not to worry should their shadow cross me. | can ful-fill aguest's cooking
choresin the mountains of Helgramyth, or spoend aquiet evening on achair on the white cliffs of Wigterly,
watching the Tetnit watch the Seeve..."

| spent the next minutes explaining mysdlf, trying hard, trying even harder not to offend.
"... but I'm not used to making polite conversation with my bettersin Den Oroshtai.”
Lady Edtrer'slips pursed in what could have been asmile. "Oh," shefindly said.

| don't know what Arefai was smiling about.

* % %

Asl sad, dining customsvary dowly from one end of D'Shai to another. In the north—all the way
from Helgramyth and Otland to Wyness Tongue—it's consd-ered amatter of impoliteness or immaturity
to temporarily leave the table during amed. In Wisterly, by contragt, the host must keep bringing food
until after you have done so, the socid fiction being that a sufficiently large med re-quires somewalking



off to aid digestion. (In Wigterly there's an amusing legend about how Lord Hin had his cook grind an
emetic root into the soup for the twenty-seventh course that Esterven the Insatiable had begun eat-ing at
histable)

Den Oroghtai, located in the moderate middle of the south, is moderate; it's not obligatory, but it's not
consid-ered unusual to absent yourself in the midst of amedl that's likely to last from late in the hour of
the octopus well through the snake and into the bear.

Inno placeisit wisefor abourgeoisto draw attention to himself by being either the most present or
most absent from table; | looked to Lady Estrer for permission, and a her nod pushed back from the
table, then walked quickly toward the door, trying to look invisible.

The door led into a halway; the hall took me past the guards into the courtyard.

The courtyard was quiet but not silent in the dusk that ac-companies the hour of the snake. The snake
comesin with the night's deeth of the sun, and lasts through the onset of true night, only to give way to the
hour of the bear in ei-ther Sarlight or black darkness.

Shadows turn from gray to black in the hour of the snake. It'sthe traditiona time for forbidden lovers
to find each other, to kissand caressin the al-concealing shadow of abuilding or the overhanging
branches of atree, then to dip off into the night if they part, or to steal away to-gether and find their bed
for the evening.

I like the hour of the snake.
Above, on the walls of the keep, atrio of young watch-

men paced, ther eyesturned out toward the night, their triple tenor harmony sending shivers up and
down my spine,

"Kami Dan'Shir?!

TaNai was Stting on astone bench under the bolab tree, her hands folded in her 1ap. Inthe dying
light, her eyes seemed vague and distant.

"Good evening, TaNal," | said.

We both liked this part of the courtyard, near the corner over by the morningwise wall; whilethe
whole courtyard was in theory free for use of the bourgeois saff so long aswe left quietly at the
approach of any of our betters, thiswas less used than more of the heavily worked parts and lesslikely
to subject usto interruption.

Shewasin the same robes she had worn earlier, but she had belted them lesstightly about her waist;
mentaly, | worked at untying the seven-bend knot over her belly.

| smiled. Silly, silly Kami Khuzud, my sster would have said. What isthe rush?

Y ou live here now; you will bein Den Oroshtai for the foreseegble future, probably forever. Take
sometime; en-joy the moment, the game. Lifeisto be eaten one bite at atime so that you can enjoy it,
not swallowed whole to curdle untasted in the somach.

"Youresmiling," shesad. "Isthere areason for that?"
"Severd," | sad, amiling.
She cocked her head ever so dightly to one side. "Are they secrets?

"Not at dl,” | said. "I'm smiling because after being in the noise of aformal dinner, it'sapleasureto be
out in the dark and quiet; and I'm smiling because it'salovey night, with bright starsin the sky, soft
sndlsintheair, and you, Stting in the dark, smiling a me."

Theway of the acrobat includes afew deights, and I'd mastered some of the easier ones. | reached



out my right hand toward her ear, and as she followed the motion, | pamed the rosein my left hand.
"No," | said, as shelooked toward my empty hand. "It's not there. But | thought..."
Her brow furrowed.

"Ah," | said, bringing my left hand up to her other ear. Just as my wrist went past the edge of her eye,
| trans-ferred the rose from my pam to my fingers, then pulled my hand back. It's aneat effect that fools
themind on aleve both above and below that of logic and reason: you see somebody reaching an empty
hand past your ear then immediatdly pulling it back, no longer empty.

"I thought | saw aflower," | said. | sniffed at it once, then handed it to her.
TaNa smiled. "Very pretty, Kami Dan'Shir." She tucked the rose into her belt.
"I'm glad you're here" | said. "The night wouldn't be complete.”

Shetouched afinger to my lips. "Shhh," she said. "Y ou don't haveto try so hard.”
"B

"l know, | know," she said, "good bourgeois girls are supposed to mimic their betters, and make a
gameof it al, to make you take alarge step forward while we take two small steps back, to extract
flowery phrases and clear commitments while we evade at each step, until we weary of the game and
findly fdl into your arms or your bed, but I'm not agood bourgeois girl, Kami Dan'Shir. | was born to
the middle class, daughter of a quarrymaster, and raised to bourgeois only because Lord Creedal, Lord
Toshtai's oldest son, wanted me as his concubine.” Her tongue touched her lips, once; | enviedit. "The
games he wanted to play had nothing to do with evasion and reluc-tance, and | grew to like his
directness.” Her face was sad in the dark. " And when he died, something warm and divein me died, but
that didn't.” She rose and took a step toward me. " So don't play with me: ask me. Next time.”

Her lips were warm and dry on mine for just amoment, and then she spun away and was quickly
gone.

| had absented mysdlf from table long enough; it was

time to return to the noise and the awkwardness. * * *

| took my seat between Arefal and Lady Estrer just in time for the refreshment course of raspberry
puffswith mint, hot from the oven, so light in the mouth that they melted on the tongue as quickly as
sherbet.

Arefal was just toying with anice arrangement of mus-tard crab and fennd. While hisfather could put
away a prodigious amount of provisions, the aptitude or perhaps the desire had not been passed to either
of hisliving sons.

He had opened his mouth to say something when his at-tention was drawn by something over my
shoulder. It was Crosta Natthan; | hadn't seen the old man walk up.

"Lord Toshtal invitesyou to appear before him," he said. How the chief servitor managed his
adminigtrative duties while also serving as Toshtal's persond val et was one of the puzzles| hadn't tried to
solve. "Lord Minch has brought adifficult puzzle that he believesyou might find interesting.”

| stood. Y et another way to go wrong; was | being in-vited to go around behind the table and sit with
Lords Minch and Toshtal, or was this another performance? As-suming for the moment that no matter
what | did waswrong—afair assumption, given the perversity of the world—it was better to be humbly
wrong; | stalked across the marble floor, trying to keep my paces dow and confi-dent.

This, a least, was something | had done before; | knew that when al eyeswere on you, the dightest
nervousness to any motion looked like an out-of-control lurch. Move-mentsin front of an audience must
look smooth and con-fident, or they will stop believing in you, and an acrobat depends on having the



audience believe what you're im-plying. Never mind that my father's drunk act is dways done stone-cold
sober; they haveto let themsdlves believe that he's drunk, that the others of us are surprised and
helpless, that the dightest error will result in one or more knives thunking into his chest or neck.

| stopped in front of Lord Toshtai and bowed at the waist. In front of him on the table sat the wooden
box that he had had earlier, during the audience in the morning room.

"Lord Minch," he said, "knowing my affection for puz-zles, has brought me adifficult one, made by a
craftsman of hisemploy.”

He opened the box to reveal amess of wrought iron, gold chain and wooden balls lying on abed of
purple vel-vet. Toshtal gestured that | should pick it up. "A smple problem: removethering fromthe...
rest of it."

Minch sat back, looking ever-so-dightly smug. He was arrayed for the evening in another ouitfit of red
and gray, thistime with aloose scarlet dining tunic, cut loosdly at thewaist, over ablousy pair of gray silk
pantaloons. His sword and swordbelt hung from a peg on the side of hischair; he toyed with atassel on
the belt.

| picked up the puzzle.

Superficidly difficult, of course, but those can be the easy problems. On one end of it, awrought-iron
triangle had been welded to the end of agolden chain; asiver ring, just barely too smdl to dip off the
end of the trian-gle, had been threaded on the chain, as had been amarble ball. The other end of the
chain was welded to asmadler ring that also enclosed the end of along, flat, recurved piece of iron, itself
suspended by an arrangement of stedl ringsinside a perpendicular curved piece.

Nothing would dip through, clearly, but if you dipped the ring beside the recurved piece, you could
dip it and the triangle through, followed by the ring. Work the ring over one end of the recurved piece,
then around the other Side, then dide it back here, and through. Then lift the sil-ver ring over the edge
there, instead of around, and...

It takes longer to describeit than to do it; the silver ring came off in my hand, and the gasps from
those at the table triggered old performing reflexes: | tossed thering highin the air, then caught it behind
my back and brought it for-ward.

| displayed thering in one hand, the rest of the puzzlein the other fis—no sensein letting anybody
see exactly what | had done—then brought my hands together and quickly reversed the process, metal
clicking againg metd, until the ring again dangled from the end of the chain.

To more than asmattering of gpplause, | laid the puzzle back in the box.

I've dways liked puzzles, and thiswas afine one of itstype, such asit was. The reason most people
will taketoo long to solveit isthat they're looking for some unfair trick—taking asaw to theiron triangle,
for example, or bending or stretching something—because, deep down, they don't fed that the problem
has ared solution, and aren't willing to work toward that. That's the sort of phony puzzle that somebody
might try to use to embarrass some-body, and this, of course, could be mistaken for that.

Giving an insoluble puzzle would be agreat insult, and falsaly accusing, even indirectly, someone of
doing that would aso be a great insult, and one that would have to be properly apologized for.

Lord Toshtai knew enough not to lightly accuse Minch of giving him an insoluble puzzle; he would
never make such an accusation unless he had seen proof, and not merely suspected that the puzzle was
insoluble.

But perhaps someone who didn't enjoy puzzles wouldn't understand that, wouldn't see the important
dif-ference between unsolved and insoluble?

Truth: trying to figure out the subtleties of the interplay between members of our beloved ruling dassis



something that 1'd never had ether the opportunity or thetaste for. An acrobat isn't aboveit al; he's
besdeitdl.

But | wasn't an acrobat any longer. And | had been too busy thinking it al through to be watching
faces.

Lord Minch was not applauding me; his head cocked a bit to one side, his bony face was studiously
blank.

The ends of Toshtai's lips twitched upwards, then sagged back to normal. "A fine puzzle, Lord
Minch," hesaid. "I am grateful that you went to al the trouble to bring it to me, and hope that you will
alow meto do something in return.”

Minch's smile dmaost seemed genuine. "'l can think of nothing,” he said.
Toshtai dismissed mewith aquick flick of afinger. | forced mysdf to turn and dowly walk away.

"Except, of course, to be sureto bring your Kami Dan'Shir to the wedding in Glen Derenai; | am sure
hewill be very entertaining there, aswdl,” Minch said.

| didn't have to see Toshtai nod. "Of course,” he said. "It would not have otherwise occurred to me,
but... of course

| didn't for amoment believe Toshtai'swords, and the undercurrent of Minch's tone sent chills running
around the circumference of my neck, just about where asword would separate it from my head.

Just what | needed: another enemy in our beloved ruling class. | had survived one, but | didn't want to
have to es-tablish a pattern.

There was a spot outside the keep, over by the south wall, that held fond memoriesfor me. A flat
spot of grass edged by an old, crumbling retaining wall, the dope above held at bay by the roots of a
huge jimsum tree. There wasn't much of a path to and from it, and the path had largely been overgrown.

It was where NaRee and | had first kissed, and it was where we had, amonth ago, a generation ago,
lain to-gether for thelast time, asit turned out.

| didn't miss her much, not anymore,
I wouldn't miss my own bresthing.

Thelast time | wasthere, the night had been alive with sounds and smells; there had been the cry of
an owl, the whispered music of rustling leaves, the minty scent of a.cool wind blowing gently through
trees.

But now it was quiet and ill, and | couldn't smell any-thing.

When themoon isfull, the hour of the bear isableak and pitilesstimein the night. The light, no less
harsh for its weakness, pours down on everything, reducing al to shades of an unflattering, unloving
blue-gray, robbing ev-erything of color. The one-peden fields below, spread out like the squares of a
single-bone draughts board, were even and square, if | looked at them from the right per-

spective, like | was a piece waiting to be played on the board.

And then, because there didn't seem to be anything bet-ter to do, and not because my eyes were
sagging shut no matter how hard | tried to keep them open, | went back into the keep, staggered up to
my rooms and into my bed, and was fully adeep before | wasfully horizontal.

6
Travel, a Spot of Archery.
Predisposition, and Other Portents of Problems



| guessit'sjust superdtition, but | had a hard time finding an gppropriate freden, athrow-weight.

It's something that Gray Khuzud taught usto put in our pouches, aswe waked from villageto village,
from city to city: asmall stone or tiny stick or piece of bone perhaps, of no vaue or usefulness. It
shouldn't be too anything: not too large or too small, not too rough or too smooth. Just something
ordinary, and dispensable. Y ou tuck it in your pouch—near thetop, if you please—and then you forget
about it. Just forget about it.

Until.

Until the road getstoo long, until your packs are too heavy, until your legsjust can't stagger another
step, and until each breath burnsin your throat as each step shoves sharp knives up through the soles of
your feet. Then—and not before; it won't work if you don't wait, for the timing is everything—you reach
down into your pouch, and take out the small stone or stick or perhaps piece of bone that you've
selected, and you invest it with al the weight and weariness of the road, you imbue it with every bit of
ex-haugtion and fatigue and pain.

And you throw it away, far awvay, as hard as you can.
Perhaps it's magic that anybody can do, or perhapsthere

issomething eseto it, but when you do that, the road seemsto shorten in front of you, if only alittle;
your legs gain strength, even though it'sjust enough strength to go on, and perhaps your breath isalittle
cooler inyour throat and your feet ache atrifle less.

It's enough.

| finally found an appropriate freden near the walls of the keep. Just a plain stone, smooth but not
polished, about the size of my thumb. I dipped it into my pouch and let it clink against the few coins
there.

Back when | waswith the troupe, we had afair amount of equipment to haul with us, dthough nothing
more than we could carry on our backs.

Acrobats must carry their own rigging and their own props, aswell asthe ordinary sorts of things you
need when you're often going to be spending nights between towns, deeping by or on the road itself.
Each night, gen-erally, weld have to use one or another: either we would make camp outside of
civilization, and have to break out the camping gear, leaving the balls, sticks, knives, costumes, lanyard,
halyards, and such safely packed, or we would be safely ensconced in atown, in which case we could
leave most of the camping gear stowed away, while we'd take out the props and do a show.

Sometimes, rarely, when we played the smdler villages, we would have to use everything: make camp
just outside of the village, set up our own equipment, do a perform-ance for which we would be paid in
rice, vegetables, and chickens, then cook for ourselves, deep, and be ready to leave when the hour of
the dragon gave way to the hour of the cock.

That was the worst case: everything out, everything used, everything to be properly stowed before we
could moveon.

But it took, at most, in the worst case, maybe half an hour from the moment we arose to the moment
that Large Egda, the most heavily burdened of the troupe, would

swing out on the road, amumbled, half-remembered song on histhick lips.

It's not hard: you wake up, you fold up, you put it in abag, you put the bag on your back, and you
go.

Leaving "prompitly in the hour of the cock” seemed to have adifferent meaning for our beloved ruling
class. Asfar as| could tell, they didn't have athing to do but empty their bladders and bowels, and asfar



as| knew their per-sonal attendants could have done that for any of them. But there were clothesto
pack, panniersto be loaded up, horses that not only needed to be fed and saddled but ap-parently
would become better mountsif, saddled, they stood in the hot sun for hours.

Narantir was amused. "Y ou haven't traveled with nobil-ity before, | takeit?' he asked, hissmile
broadening. "' Or you would long since have given up shouldering your pack.”

Asan acrobat, I'd carried two bags. The other, the equipment bag, was long gone with the troupe,
but the canvas bag in which | carried my own possessions and my share of the cooking and camping gear
was on my back, feding familiar, yet strange. It wastoo light, and the bal-ance was off.

Suchwasmy life, eh?
| shook my head.

"I've seen them on the road, of course.” And gotten out of their way, naturaly, even if that meant
leaping into scraggly brush adong the sde of the road rather than chance frightening a noble's horse.

"If you'd ever seen them try to get ready, you'd likdly till bein bed.”

Other than hisample bulk, thewizard carried only asmall leather sack. Either he didn't think that he
would need a change of clothes—always a possibility—or he was awfully sure that the procession
wouldn't proceed for awhile, and didn't see any need to haul his gear around with him.

Well, if you're so smart, why are you awake? | didn't say.

He answered the question anyway. "Because you're not particularly bright, and werelikely to be
awakeright now."

"l didn't know we were such boon companions.”

Narantir shrugged. "We are this morning, because Madame Rupon makes the best biscuitsin Den
Oroshtai, and because | have an appetite for good biscuits this morn-ing, and because it's my guess that
there may be some made quite fredly available to the wizard accompanying the dan'shir who talked Lord
Toshtal out of having her head cut off."

| thought about it for amoment. The way of our be-loved ruling classis sometimes easy to figure: they
wouldn't wait for me, but since the morningwise road out of town, the road toward Glen Derenai, passed
through the Bankstreets, and since Madame Rupon's house was on a Bankstreet corner, there would be
no problem for meto wait there, complete with my bag.

It would be fun, though, if | could keep it going long enough, to watch Narantir have to hustle hisbulk
back up the hill to the keep in order to get his gear. Given Madame Rupon's biscuits, and the apple
orchard honey she served them with, thiswas a decided possibility.

| nodded. "Y our biscuits await."

I hadn't tried to count the number of biscuits I'd eaten, and had stopped counting Narantir's at
seventeen, aswe sat on the front porch at Madame Rupon's, looking out at the street and the day .

| Spped at my hot mug of urmon tea, and before | had set it on the weatherbeaten arm of the chair,
FamNa had bustled out through the door, poured another cup, dis-pensed asmile that I'm sure she
thought was ingratiating, and bustled on back, while her mother sat on the other side of the broad porch,
close enough to hear, if she was of amind to eavesdrop, which shelikely was.

Narantir rearranged hisbulk in the chair facing mine, a smug smile on his scraggle-bearded face. "Y ou
seg, little Kami Dan'Shir, | sometimes do know what | spesk of ."

His eyebrows needed combing; they stuck out al helter-skelter, like acat's vibrissae,
| hidasmile. Go ahead and feel so superior, wizard.



"I wouldn't doubt it," | said.

"Well and good.” He didn't bother to hide abelch be-hind his hand. "Well find good food in Glen
Derenai, but | doubt welll find biscuits of thisquality.” Hefrowned. "I suspect that I'll have to urge Tebol
to do better from the keep cooks; he has little appetite, and |ess sense of taste.”

"Tebal?'
Thewizard at the keep. An old friend of mine; we ap-prenticed together.”
| had an acquaintance or two in Glen Derenai, but not the local wizard. | shrugged.

It wastaking along timefor Lords Toshtai, Edelfaule, Arefal, and Minch and the rest of the noble
part of the party to get themsalves ready, but the hour of the cock was giving way to the hour of the hare,
and they would haveto be leaving shortly.

Narantir wastoo involved in satisfying his appetite to notice how late the morning was getting. My
bag sat on the porch; | could join the procession out of town, but it would do me good to watch Narantir
have to hurry up the hill back to the keep to get his own gear.

Hmm... if | was hearing right, there was a distant clomping of hooves off to morningwise.
Just a few more moments, wizard, and we'll seeif your bandy legs can churn like a—
His head straightened. "Ligten.”

"B

"Do you hear that?'

Off toward sunwise, there was a sound like running, the rapid tattoo of beating feet.

His bare feet taking impossibly swift steps, a Runner rounded the corner and leaned heavily into his
turn as he changed direction and headed up the Bankstreets toward the road to the keep. For amoment
it looked dmost as though he would lose his baance, that he'd leaned too heavily into the turn and would
dide away acrosstheflat

stones of the street, but appearances are deceiving; the re-dity isall.

He had raised kazuh, and a kazuh Runner could main-tain his pace indefinitely, perhaps forever; |
don't know. There are secretsto each of the kazuhin, and while | knew those of the Acrobat and had to
learn those of the Dan'Shir, | would never know those of the Runner, any-more than | would know those
of the Ruler or Painter.

All I knew wasthe obvious: he was there, and then, long before the dust marking his passing could
settle, hewas gone.

Narantir sighed. "There and gone. The morning dis-patches received, and others to be dispatched.
The Long War but smmersin the south and boilsin the Ven whilethe lords of D'Shai play their endless
games of status and superiority, en?"

| Spped my tea. "Of coursethat isnot so." A shtoi ap-proximation: You could lose your head for
such loose talk, Narantir. Or: / agree, but | will not agree openly. Shtoi isnot precise.

What did hethink, that I'd keep quiet if asked? And in front of Madame Rupon? She was over on the
other side of the porch, yes, but she was neither deaf nor mute.

Narantir ignored my understatement. "Wheat isthereto fear?' Thewizard smiled. "Madame Rupon? If
you please?

She nodded and walked back into the house.
Eh?1 didn't follow at al.



Narantir set the pamsof hishands on hischar and pushed himsdlf to hisfeet just asthe lead horse
rounded the corner, coming from the direction that the runner had taken.

Arefa was on the lead horse, probably the same fine black mare that he had ridden to the hunt the
other day, except that both he and the mare were decked out in silks of black and yellow, fluttering
medly inthelight breeze.

He nodded at our bow, and smiled. No comment about being late, which was just aswdll, dl things
considered.

Close on his hedls came atroop of ahundred soldiers of

the Lord Toshtai's personal guard, with old Dun Lidjun, in full armor and regalia, mounted on a
cod-black mare at their head. Lances were dl properly set into stirrups, their tips graced by garlands of
ochre orchids and ruddy rosesthat wouldn't dow them down much at al, whether they clove through the
air or through flesh. Short horn bows were strapped to the odd saddle here and there, although Dun
Lidjun's own bow, along one of horn so tranducent as to be amost transparent, was in the boot of his
saddle.

Minch's persond guard followed, followed in turn by another detachment of mounted Den Oroshtai
soldiers. And then came the paanquins.

Pebbles, wheels, and Bhorlani are forbidden on D'Shaian roads, by order of the Scion. It isworth the
lives of an entire peasant's family to leave the tracks of awheelbarrow across aroad—as opposed to a
path or traill—separating two paddies, even if owned by the same peasant family. The Scion ownsdl
roads, and does not care for them to be mistreated, not even by our beloved ruling class, and certainly

not by the peasantry.

| couldn't actualy see him behind the beaded curtainsthat let in air and light but let none escape, but it
didn't take adan'shir to figure which palanquin was Lord Toshtai's. It was suspended between two huge
horses, each probably athird again aslarge asthe other horses. The an-imaswere probably originally of
farming stock, but had been caparisoned as though they were the finest of saddle horses, from their
intricately braided manes down to their lacquered hooves.

Mixed among the palanquins were atrio of musicians, playing asthey waked. The drummer, his
instrument along and narrow one, manipulated the top with only his thumbs, keeping up amarching pace
that was acknowl-edged rather than echoed by asilverhorn and wolute.

Behind the paanquins came the rest of the staff: the head cook and his nine assstants, some carrying
pots and pans, others carrying cages filled with squawking chickens and ducks or sad-eyed squirrels,
some leading a harnessed pig, chivying along asomber steer, or twitching amilk

cow into amore rapid gait; the servitors, bearing trays of sweetmeats and striped clay bottles of
honeyed wine to of-fer the occupants of the horses and palanquins; the porters, either carrying huge bags
strapped to their strapping backs or pulling reluctant draft donkeys fully laden with boxes and sacks of dl
shapes and sizes; ateam of five hostlers, each leading two spare mounts; a claque of Six concu-hbines,
exchanging whispers and giggles among themselves and the launderers accompanying them; abrace of
woods-men with their climbing gear, ready to climb trees and cut down the highest, softest pine branches
for the base of Lord Toshtai's bed; and, findly, atroop of walking sol-diers, their bone armor
clicketyclicketyclicking asthey walked.

A smple expedition from Den Oroghtai to friendly, d-most dlied Glen Derena.

| figured that the end of it al would be agood place for me—if the dan'shir brought up theend, |
decided, he was about as far away from Lord Minch and his displeasure as was possible—so | picked

up my bag and stepped off the porch.
"Bideamoment,”" Narantir said.



Puzzled, | turned.

The door opened, and Madame Rupon stood there with asmall wicker basket, its contents
conceded by the sev-eral sheets of greased rice paper that had been tucked around the perimeter.

"Bewd| onyour trip," she said, "and thank you again, Kami Dan'Shir."

I knew I'd missed something, something important. Narantir had just talked treason openly, and asa
result Madame Rupon had prepared some food for the road.

Thewizard was fingering asmooth piece of glassthat | hadn't seen him holding before. Herose,
tucking it away in hisrobes.

He amiled. "Just alittle cantrip using the Law of Predis-position,” he said. "It doesn't take much magic
to make something beitsalf or do what it wants to do. Works for starting an avalanche, and it's aterrific
gphrodisac for the

eager-but-hesitant. I'd use it for sharpening aknife, but awhetstone works better.

"It dso can be used to make asimple and loya middle-class woman hear that somebody has enjoyed
her food-something sheis predisposed to hear—rather than that he has talked treason, en?' Hisgrin
broadened. "I might even want to useit, some time, to make you make afool of yourself.”

I held back my own smile. It wasn't hard. As soon as he figured out that he was going to haveto run
to catch up...

He jerked histhumb at the basket. "Carry the food, en?!

"My pleasure,” | said, shrugging my bag over one shoulder and taking the basket in the other hand as
we walked out onto the road, following the last of the sol-diers. One turned to look at the two of usfor
thelongest time, but then he turned away.

"I'll meet you further on,” | said. "After dl you have to run up to the keep and get your bags.”

It would be fun to see. And a bit of revenge. Narantir had enjoyed sticking me with needlesthetime
he'd fixed my broken bones, and he had particularly appreciated his own clevernessin getting meto be
thevictim, or subject or whatever you want to cal it, the time he had run the pa-thos spell and joined me
with asword.

Now it wastimeto get alittle salf-appreciation back.

Narantir shook hishead. "Not at al. | woke up early to stow my bags aboard the packhorses.” He
tapped me on the chest, not lightly. ™Y ou see, if your gear isfirst aboard, then additional horseswill be
laid on to carry that of the nobles. Y ou must lways know your place, Kami Dan'Shir, and know how to
fitintoit." Hissmilewasgone. "And you must learn who to triflewith. .. success-fully, eh? Bring the
food."

There wasn't much to amaze me that morning and after-noon as we walked down the road toward
the camping ground. | had been walking the roads of D'Shai since | was old enough to walk, and before
that | had been car-

ried. It wasn't going to surprise or amuse me that the sun-wise road out of Den Oroshtal passed
through paddies of rice and fields of wheat and fulgum before it twisted into the cool green of the Korbi
Copse and up into the wooded hills, snaking dmost to crests before it dropped down into the valleys,
sometimes bridging rivers, sometimes dipping benesth streams at aford, emerging from the water on the
far 9de.

Yawn.

Thefirst time you wak aroad, something new is around the bend, and its newness makes it
interesting. Anything will do: afence, afied, aflower, aflight of fidgetbugs. The second time, it's il



entertaining. By per-hapsthefifth time, if you've any memory at dl, there's the same old thing around the
sameold bend or over the same old hill, and by the time you've lost count nothing new will either surprise
or please. By the thousandth time you've stepped out on the roads of D'Shal, it'sall the same, no matter
which road you're on. There's nothing to surprise.

Yes, birds sat in the trees: redbirds in the lowland areas, watching unafraid from the green leaves, as
though they blended safely in; blackly deek crows, mocking us from perches on the heavier limbs; the
odd sparrow flitting back and forth.

But abirdisahird.

Treeswere trees, whether they were the giant emsthat canopied over aflat stretch, shielding usfrom
the hest of the afternoon, turning it al into acool green tunnel, or whether they were the fertapines that
sretched straight up toward the sun, tapering so dowly and elegantly that per-spective momentarily
betrays you and you think they're actudly cylindricd, really reaching up and scraping the clouds asthey
go by.

But, as| said, trees are trees.

Only three things amazed me.

One was how dowly the procession moved. | guess| should have foreseen it; it'sobviousin
retrospect that any group that's going to stay together is delayed by the dow-

est of the party. For the troupe, that had been Evrem the snakehandler, and his preferred pace wasn't
really much dower than that of the Eresthais.

Here, the dowest walkers, much dower than the aver-age, were the concubines and the oxen. I'm
tempted to try to learn something from that, but | guessI'd better not.

The second thing that amazed me that day was how quickly | had gone soft, lost my edge. It had only
been amonth or so since the troupe had left, but when we reached the first night's camping ground in the
hour of the octopus, | was actudly tired. No, not tired: exhausted, and in pain.

Thelast thing that amazed me was how much | hurt. | had walked the roads of D'Shai barefoat, in
sandals, and in heavy peasant boots; it hadn't occurred to me that my new bourgeois boots would rub the
ingde of my big toeinto amass of bligters.

| didn't have much to do in camp, once the hour of the snake had given way to the hour of the bear.
A razor-sharp knife, abasin of tepid water, a cloth, some horrid-smelling Estrani soap, and asurprisingly
odorless save from Narantir had dedlt with my blisters. Dinner was over; the chief cook and histop
assstants were dready in their tents, presumably adeep under the soft red silk that rippled in the light
wind. Theanima handlers, both hogtlers and stablemen, wrestled with their appropriate animas at the
fa—downwind—end of the huge clearing. Mogt of the soldierswere adeep, in regular linesand files, in
their blankets, while others kept watch out in the night, or sang quietly among themsalves.

A nicetime of night. Back in Den Oroshtai, | would have been walking in the gardens, hoping to
accidentally encounter TaNai trying to accidentally encounter me. It was nice to be able to take things
dowly with her, but our time would come, perhaps.

But not now.

Two bonfires had been lit; in thair flickering light, Lords Minch and Arefal shot &t the target box they
had set up at

thefar end of the clearing. Estrer, Edefaule, and Toshtal watched, seated on the middle three of the
five thrones, whilefa Narantir stood behind, occasiondly snatching up a sweetmesat from the tray
between the two of them.



| was going to seeif | could strike up a conversation with one of the servitor girls, but as| started to
turn away, Minch's head turned toward me. He made a two-fingered gesture, beckoning me over.

"Lord Arefal and | have been trifling with some target shooting,” he said. He hadn't given up on his
theme of red and gray in his clothing, athough he was wearing hunting clothes, and the red of histhick
overshirt was muted al-most to the point of brown, while the gray of his panta-|oons was mottled with
brown blotches; he could easily disappear in the woods.

Arefal grinned. "Trifling, indeed. I've put seven into the box, and three arrows into the night.”

Lady Estrer chuckled behind her hand. "Between the two of them, | suspect the night's ready for
dressing out and cutting into thick, juicy stegks.”

Minch pretended not to hear her. "1 would like to see you shoot, after that heart shot of such fame,”
he said. Histhin lips narrowed. "I might even like to shoot with you.”

| rubbed at the insde of my |eft arm, and shook my head. "I'm sure | wouldn't be good competition
for Lord Minch," | said.

He amiled thinly as he snapped hisfingers; in regponse, awhite-clad serving girl brought a bow.
"After such ashot? A shot worthy of anoble?’
"Lord Minchistoo kind."

"l doubt that." He turned his head back to the servitor. "L esthers for Kami Dan'Shir, please—it
seems he ne-glected that the other day.” He smiled a me. "I'll leave you at no such disadvantage, Kami
Dan'Shir," he said, turning to the servitors. "And my finest arrows."

He turned his palm up and beckoned that | should fol-low him over to where Arefal stood, leaning on
his bow.

"This seemsinteresting,” Arefal said. He nodded to the
sarvitor standing by the target, indicating that she should remove the arrows.

She did, and, one hand holding up the hem of her white robes, trotted over with them, smiling with
apparent gen-uineness as she handed them to Arefal, then turned to walk back by the target box, where
she again took up her lan-tern to illuminate the target.

| wouldn't have cared to play at shuffled placques with Arefai; it wasimpossibleto tell from his
expression that he knew | was an incompetent shot—he didn't even seem too eager, the bluffer's most
COmmon error.

"Hra-time fortune,” | said, not quite daring to shrug off the other girl, who was busy tying a shooting
leather to my left arm. "The good luck of anovice"

Minch hefted his bow. "Please.” His mouth twisted into a pout. "1 would shoot with such agood
archer. I'll even takethefirst shot." He shook his dim head once, to clear the hair from his eyes, and set
an arrow to the bowstring.

The arrow till pointed down, toward the ground, Minch drew the string back to itsfull extension,
then brought the bow up and loosed, al in one smooth mation.

The target insgde the box was of the standard sort: adisk, barely the size of adinner plate, that could
be fas-tened to any part of the target box, presumably preventing the shooter from registering the edge of
the box asasight.

The servitor down by the target box didn't even flinch when the arrow made aloud thwock asit sunk
into the tar-get disk that was lessthan an armdength away from her chest.

"Closar, closer for Kami Dan'Shir," he said. "He can barely seethetarget.” The cornersof histhin



mouth turned up, and he handed me the bow.
"No," Arefal said, interposing himsdf between Minch and me.
Minch cocked his head to one side. Lord Toshtai raised afinger.

"No, Father; | don't mean to interfere.” Arefai shook his head. "I'm not saying that Kami Dan'Shir
shouldn't shoot. But he should shoot with abow he's more familiar

with—he shot the deer with abow of mine, and an arrow of mine. Let him usethose."

They were brought up, and there | was again, with abow in my hands, and one of Arefai'sarrows,
with the three golden rings around the shaft that identified it ashis.

Thereésareason | hated being around our beloved ruling class: they kept making me do things | had
no business doing, thingsthat are properly the province of the ruling class. When | wastrying to solve
Refleés murder, I'd had to face off againgt Dun Lidjun with asword (and, no, | didn't change into akazuh
Warrior and win); yesterday, Arefai had made me ride and hunt with him, and now...

And now herel was, having to shoot againgt Minch. Next thing | knew, they'd strap armor al over
my body, plop me on the back of an uncut stallion, stick my feet in the stirrups and alancein my hand,
and send me out lanc-ing.

| let that thought lie. The moment was bad enough asit was. The girl down by the target wore a
placid expression, which meant she didn't understand the Situation. I'd be aslikely to hit her asthe target.
Morelikely, actualy: | would be aming at the target.

I nocked the arrow and brought the bow up, then pulled it back to full extension, mimicking Arefai's
form as| sighted down the arrow and held aim on the box for along moment, long enough that | could
hear Minch and Arefal stirring restlesdy. An acrobat hasto have strong chest and shoulder muscles,
stronger than you need to flog the peas-antry; | could hold this stance aslong as or longer than any of
them.

But | wanted to let go, to shoot; after dl, it was just aservitor down there, and |—
No.

| didn't have the courage or foolishness to refuse to shoot, but | wasn't going to risk the girl'slife. The
head of the arrow felt better asit swung ever so dowly, dightly to the l€eft; I'd missthe target box, and
have to hope by less than enough to make it obvious what | was doing.

My fingersloosened. The arrow rushed off into the
night, the string dapped the leather over my arm, and therewas aloud thwock.
I blinked. Something seemed to be sticking out of the |eft edge of the target plate.

It was possible that | was aworse shot than even | thought. The arrow should have gone high and to
theleft of the box, vanishing off into the night so that nobody would see by how far 1'd missed.

"Nicely shot,” Arefal said. "Barely on the target, but that's not bad at al.”
"Very nice" Minch sad.

Helooked over a me, daring meto say something. The trouble was, anything | said could likely be
taken as either patronizing or derogatory, except, maybe, Please don't kill me, which would have been
sincere. But he might take that as sarcastic, and lop my head off.

| chose slence.

Minch nocked another arrow. "I'll go first again,” he said, quietly, as though daring me to suggest that
there wasn't going to be another round.



Hetook histime thistime, holding back the bowstring until hisarm started trembling. The string
thrummed at hisrelease, adeep but quiet bass note. Thistime the arrow thwocked properly, just above
and to the right of the center of the target.

Fine. AH | had to do was miss now without being too obvious about it, and Minch would be the clear
winner.

Arefal handed me another arrow. "Do your best,” he said.
Keep it simple, | thought.

Notch into bowstring, then fasten two fingers around the string, letting the waxy string rest againgt the
pads. Take up aproper stance, feet perpendicular to the target, about a shoulderswidth apart.

Fine, sofar. | took adeep breath and pulled the bow-string al the way back, and held it.
Nice and dow now. Plenty of timeto cheat properly.

A little moreto theleft thistime. Think of the night as

thetarget. Surely even | couldn't missthe night. Surely | could—

Thwock.

"A center” Arefal said. "By the Powers, abeautiful shot! Did you see the way he held the bow until
the right aiming point reveaed itsdf, did you see that, Lord Minch?' He clapped me on the shoulder.
Hard, "Magnif-icent, Kami Dan'Shir."

| saw Narantir tucking agem into his pocket. And smil-ing.
That made one of us.

In three dayswe werein Glen Derenai.

Part Tvo

GLEN DERENAI

7

Lord Demick, Two Courtesy Cals,

Nighttimein Glen Derena, and

Other Milestones

| hated Lord Demick at first sight. Not that it mattered.

In retrospect, | wish I'd at least caught sight of him when the troupe had played Patrice; it was, after
all, part of our regular tour, and | knew that city and its environswell, from Dockwood to Hillford, Bast
to Roundtop. | had somefriends, in the loose sense, in Patrice, and could eas-ily recollect three good
housesfor quartering and four pretty girlsinterested in listening to tales of the road told under abright
moon.

But the Lord of Peatrice had no interest in acrobats, and, knowing that, | was already predisposed to
didikehim.
Besides, | had heard the stories. Too many of them.

About how he had ordered al white horsesin Patrice daughtered for food because one white horse
had thrown his daughter to her degth.

About the killing of ahundred peasant families around asmal village because one of the minor nobles
of Patrice had disappeared near that village.



About how, back before Thornfield was part of Patrice, back when the family of Solway Dell had
ruled Thornfield for as many generations as could be remembered, Evan of Solway Dell had sided with
Oled and Shaough in adis-pute with Patrice over the Near Idands. Whileleading the

forces of Patriceto victory, Demick had been able to cap-ture Evan of Solway Dell before Evan's
guards could kill him. It's said that Demick welcomed the bound Evan to Patrice with open asrmsand a
broad friendly smile, and that Evan's death took ten days.

Arguably, asasubject of Lord Toshta, | would have didiked Demick as hisenemy, but in fairnessto
me, | don't think of myself as so devoted to any member of our beloved ruling class asto hate his
enemies... or love hisfriends.

While Den Oroshtal isno dwarf of adomain, it retains some of the tradition of smallness from when
the old don-jon there was Oroshtai's summer retreat: the Great Hall of Den Oroshtai islarge enough to
hold an audience for per-haps two hundred people, and the ceiling isonly twice my height.

Glen Derenai is, asthey say dong the shore, another net of fish entirely. (I don't carefor the figure of
speech my-sdlf, but then again, | don't live dong the shore))

Here, the vast floor was divided into nine rectangles, one for each hour of the day, and even the
smallest could have contained the Great Hall of Den Oroshtai. The thrones had been set up on abright
carpet in the northwest rectangle, the one floored in rough gray stone that looked like it ought to be as
dimy asthe skin of an octopus; 1'd had to cross over what felt like pedens of snow-white Ottish granite
and endless gtrips of black mahogany edged in gold.

| couldn't even hear the echo of my own footsteps.

The ceiling arched high above, high enough that if the troupe had set up the trapeze near the top, we
would have had to be very careful about the placement of the safety net.

| swallowed convulsively. The safety net hadn't done Enki Duzun any good &t dl. Y et another harm
caused by our beloved ruling class.

Thethree lords were dwarfed by the Great Hall of the keep of Glen Derenal asthey sat on three
thrones arranged

asthough at the comers of a square, an empty fourth oneto the left of Toshtai. Each had atable at his
elbow; ser-vitors came and went, bringing flasks of heated or chilled essence and smdll plates of dainties.

Each the master of armies, each the ruler of an impor-tant domain within D'Shai, each capable of
inteligence, crudty, and subtlety, they sipped and nibbled and chatted amiably, waiting for me.

Perhaps, in another lifetime, Demick would have been the proper complement to Toshtai and Orazhi.
The three of them seemed to make up amatched set: fat Toshtai, lean Orazhi, muscular Demick.

I'll take none of each, but | thank you, good shopkeeper.

Wherethelord of Den Oroshtal was fat and round ess-ily to the point of magnificence, Orazhi was
lean as a running-hound, and Lord Demick of Patrice was built al-most like an acrobat, strong muscles
under thin, amaost trangparent skin.

None of their faces betrayed any serious benevolence, but while Toshtai's eyes seemed to exude only
acold in-tdligence and Orazhi'saneutral beneficence, when he turned his dim head my way Demick's
seemed to radiate an active if quiet animosity, asthough he was the sort to idly consider which of my
teeth to have pulled out next.

"Sothisisthe... sole practitioner of the new kazuh you've discovered, eh, Toshta?' he asked, his
eyes on me, not waiting for an answer before he put in acomment: "Impressive.” His eyes were the color
of fine nebbigin sted and his short-cropped black hair was shot with gray, hisface clean-shaven and dl



angles, asculpture cut from the most subborn granite.

Orazhi nodded. "1 have been given reason to think so," he said, softly. "By my eyes, aswell asmy
friend'sword."

Demick's eyes more nictated than blinked. "I've ways taken the position that one should be most
careful, most sure before announcing such amagjor discovery.” Hissmile at Lord Toshtai even seemed
genid. "AsI'm suremy no-blefriend is"" His hand flopped on the end of hiswrists, but that wasjust for
effect; I've seen acrobats with less

well developed wrists and hands. "Please—Kami Dan'Shir, isit?>—would you be so kind asto show
usyour aailities?'

His hand flopped again. " Solve for me apuzzle, if you please. Juggleabal, if that'swhat you do.
Shoot adeer, love awoman, sail aboat, but do something, man, some-thing to show that you—ah," he
sad, looking past my shoulder, "Lord Minch has just entered the hal to join us, with Lady HalLyn, if my
eyesdon't betray me."

"Your eyes, Lord, will never betray you," Toshtal said. "But perhagps Kami Dan'Shir can demongtrate
hisabilitiesat some later time."

| thought | saw Lord Orazhi muffling asmile.

"We do have aproblem with you, Kami Dan'Shir," Orazhi said, turning to me. | tried to read the
expresson on hisface as| tried not to fed at my neck, failing at thefirst, succeeding at the second. |
know how our beloved ruling classlikesto solve problems.

"Who shal you pay acourtesy cal on?" he went on, smoothing one hand down the front of hisroomy
robes.

1 hadn't redlized | had been holding my bresth until it came out in a whoosh, causing Demick to smile.
My un-derarms were clammy with sweat, and with good reason. The answer to too many questionsin
D'Shai tendsto be"kill him," but that was unlikely to be the answer to this one, regardless of whether the
question wasred or rhetor-ical.

An acrobat avoids palitics, just asany itinerant has to, resisting the blandishments of any loca, no
matter the lo-cdity. It'samatter of surviva: you move from town to town, from domain to domain, and if
it becomes even amatter of suspicion that you are partisan of any of the do-mains, you die. | once saw a
head mounted on a spike at the entrance to Wake's Seat; azivver soloist had been sus-pected of spying
for Swanse, Gray Khuzud had explained.

(Tobefair, | later learned more about it: the lord of Wake's Seat had had hiswizard administer a
truth spell to

the zivver player, whose denids had been demongtrated false. | am told that sometimestruth spells
evenwork.)

On the other hand, when you're part of avisiting entou-rage, some degree of espionage is expected;
D'Shal being D'Shai, this practice has been given aname: it's called "paying a courtesy cdl ona
colleague.”

A vigting warrior will be shown around, say, training fields and armory by another warrior, quite likely
after the training grounds have been carefully swept to avoid any hints of new formations and any
improved wegpons have been hidden away. The hostlerswill be given atour of the stables, perhaps
while the fastest stallion has been sent out to the country to breed. The cooks, of course, will be shown
around the kitchens, the assi stants having been carefully briefed to avoid working on the bread stuffed
with goose liver pate or other secret recipes.



Hence the problem: no dan'shir to show me around, carefully leading me away from the loca puzzles.
Lord Orazhi was il looking at me. "Do you have asuggestion?”
| smiled. "Of course, Lord. I'd loveto pay a courtesy cal on your courtesans.”

| had solved that puzzle correctly: instead of calling for the nearest guard to hack off my head for
impertinence, Orazhi smiled. Not getting killed is aways agood omen.

"The huntsman, | think," he said, considering. "I've heard you're quite a bowman, perhaps you can
teach him somethings.”

| bowed. There would be worse things in the world than going out to the hunting preserve, and avay
from the no-hility.

"And thewizard," he said. "The huntsman this after-noon, the wizard tonight.”
Toshtai nodded his assent. "Enjoy yoursdlf, Kami Dan'Shir. | will likely send for you tomorrow.”

Minch waited patiently afew paces away, atal dender woman at hisside. Her robes print repesated
agylized lion onitshind legs, the bright yellows, warm browns, and

dark greens setting off Minch's crimson and gray. She eyed me openly, then returned my bow with a
dight nod.

| was trying to decide whether or not courtesy caled for me to say something when Minch dismissed
mewith aflick of hiswrig.

"Good day to you," Toshtal said, making it clear that my presence was no longer required.
While one white-clad servitor brought up atray for Minch, another led me away.
Asit turned out, | dready knew Orazhi's chief huntsman, athough | hadn't known that | knew him.

No, that's a bit too complicated. Back when | was with the troupe, when the troupe passed through
Glen Derenal, | struck up an acquaintance with JenNa, the daughter of the gamekeeper.

A lovely girl, with straight black hair that hung down to the middle of her back, and eyesthat were
none the lesswarm for being blue. | first met her when she was starting to become dender rather than
skinny, and we got to know each other somewhat better on my subsequent passes through Glen Derenal.

She wasn't as specia to me as my NaRee had been, of course, but JenNahad an easy smileand a
musica laugh that echoed down the country lanes as sheran and hid, and she waswarm in the dark, her
knotted muscles playing under her soft skin that felt different for being so sunbronzed.

She was dso long gone, and had been gonethe last time 1'd been through Glen Derenai; | had heard
that she had taken some passing lord's fancy, and he had made her one of his concubines. Not abad
dedl for abourgeoisgirl, by and large; she would be particularly marriageable if thelord were to release
her, or taken care of for lifeif not.

| wished her well.

Shewaslong gone, but her father, Penkil Ner Condigan, still looked at me the way he used to, back
when | would cometo cal on his daughter. Of course, then | had been calling at the gamekeeper's
cottage, not at the door of the

chief huntsman's sudio in the bourgeois wing of the main donjon of Glen Derena.

My guide exchanged afew whispers with the servitor on duty on the second floor of the donjon, and
they both led me down thelong hal, past pastdl paintings of spotted fawnsfrolicking in acool green
bower. A whole herd of the long-legged young deer, their soft pelts awarm and friendly brown, capered
al theway down the wall, some with two hooves high in the air, some hunkering down, ready to spring



into asprint, others dready chasing each other in an endless game of flee-and-touch, the whole ef-fect
occasionadly broken by the knob of an invisible door. Everything, from the blue of the painted sky to the
cool minty green of the grasses, seemed to glow from agentle inner light.

It was dl bright and cheery enough to ruin even a per-fect day.

The servitor stopped in front of a doorknob that was the only sign of adoor's presence, then
knocked four times againgt the white tail of aprancing baby deer. | heard no answer, but she pulled on
the knob, and the ragged edge of invisible door swung open. | admired the workmanship as| waked by,
the way that the door had been cut around the outline of the fawn and the trunk of adrawing of atree.

She guided me down ashort hall to what looked like aworkshop: light splashed through the open
windows onto a bank of rough-hewn tables. There were longbowsin var-ious stages of assembly and
disassembly, and afletching stand holding asinglelong arrow, plus various and sundry other implements,
including an object that looked more like a thread-spinner than anything else.

Over an dcohoal flame, apotbellied clear glass flask boiled merrily.

Penkil Ner Condigan was leaning back against awork-table, histhin arms crossed in front of his
chest, hisdim head tilted ever so dightly to one sde. Hewas atal man, dmost skeletd in hisdimness,
but while no loose flesh hung beneath his chin, his face seemed to be that of an-other, afat man; dl the
angles were smoothed out by fat.

His shirt bloused above well-scratched black |eather trou-sers, the scabbard of awide-bladed knife
angled on the front of hisbdlt.

"So, Kami Dan'Shir," he said. "Y ou've come to pay acourtesy cal on me." Penkil Ner Condigan's
deep bass voice trembled as he spoke. | didn't understand his anger; even if | wasn't of hisprofession, |
was how abourgeois, instead of an acrobat and peasant. He wouldn't have to stoop classto spend time
withme.

| nodded. "True enough, Penkil Ner Condigan.” | shrugged. "No offenseisintended.” | spread my
hands. "Nobody seemsto know exactly where adan'shir fitsin. Myself included.”

He visbly struggled for control, and got it. A wan smile spread partway across hislined face. "Very
wdl."

| wasn't going to mention JenNa—that was likely to be a sore point—but courtesy did requirethat |
say something about hisfamily. "I hopethat LonDeeiswell."

He shrugged. "Aswell asusud. My wife works as as-sstant to the chief cook in the kitchens below,
and likesit enough.”

There was abone carving on thewall next to him, a pale white representation of apig'sface, its
mouth held open by ared apple. He pulled the apple from the mouith, listened for amoment, and spoke
loudly into the pig: "A tray of sweetmeatsto Penkil Ner Condigan's workshop, if you please” He
sgueezed the apple back into the pig's mouth without waiting for areply.

| guess| looked surprised. "A speaking tube," he said. "It terminates at the servitor's station on the
first floor, be-low."

He picked up aset of slver tongs. Teg, first, Kami Dan'Shir; then | will show you around.”

Make asquarein the dirt, and bisect it from top to bottom with aline that stretches out a short way
above and below it: the symbol for hare. If you preface it with the semicir-cle symbaol for time, it means
the hour of the hare. If, in-stead, you thicken the lines, then blow it up to immense

proportions asyou lay it out on the ground, you have the basic floorplan for the donjon of Glen
Derenal. Just lay three others on top of the first one, and you'refine.



There are someirregularities, and more than afew ad-ditions: rooms on the first floor that are of
double-height, fully open to the second; the turrets at each of the outer corners, the highest one at the
southeast corner, holding the wizard's workshop; the bulge in the northern part of the central section that
isthe Great Hdll; two covered ser-vants ways, seemingly resting on thin air, that bridge the center
sections near the middle.

But savetheirregularitiesfor later, and grasp the form first. The form left plenty of room for the
gardensthat bring the keep itsfame. The trees, hedges, and flowers of the courtyards were under the
direction of the chief gar-dener, athough neither he nor his men werein evidence. Gardenerstry to Say
invisble

Thelivestock in the courtyards were under the care and control of Penkil Ner Condigan.

Pheasants, their tails spread in pride or disdain or what-ever birdy reason pheasants have for
gpreading their tails, walked the inner courtyards among tal trees and carefully manicured hedges. Tiny
meer-squirrels gibbered and ca-pered in the trees overhead, occasionally pausing in their endless
mindless dance to turn wide eyes a the humans below before scurrying off. In a half-dozen tiny ponds,
rainbow-skinned fingerlings broke the surface to suck down unwary insects.

The main path led to the right; we took it, but Penkil Ner Condigan held out a hand.
"Let'stry another route," he said, as we reached a break in the high hedges.

Ignoring hisfrown, | glanced around the corner. At a marble bench under a spreading chestnut tree, a
lord and alady were engaged in aquiet but heated conversation.

| didn't recognize either of them, athough | would have liked to have gotten to know the lady better,
despite get-ting only aglance: her robeswere pulled tightly a dim

waist and nicely rounded hips, her hair, long, black, and glossy, fell dmost to her waist. Lovely.

He was anot unhandsome man, with what | would have thought were the shoulders of an acrobat if
the sword at hiswaist hadn't proclaimed him awarrior just as much as his arrogant sance did. He
reached out a hand toward her, not stopping when shetried to turn away.

Penkil Ner Condigan pulled me back. "There are some things best not seen,” he whispered.
"Very wel," | whispered back. "But who are they?"

He shrugged as we continued down the path. "Thelady isLady ViKay; thelord isEsterling, an old
friend."

Anold friend, indeed. Theway he had casudly put his hands on her suggested something abit more
intimate than old friends. Or maybe | was just overexercising the right of the dan'shir to draw conclusions.

Penkil Ner Condigan and | stepped to the side of the narrow path at the approach of apair of nobles,
the lord a narrow-faced man in afternoon white with gold trimming along the seams of histunic, the lady
inamatching gown of somelight, gauzy materid gathered tightly at Ieft shoul-der and hip, dit up the right
sdeto midthigh. I have seen worse thighs. Her face was pae and delicate, her mouth pink and full,
framed by dark brown hair glossy as fine wood.

"Lord Drack; Lady RUANn," he said, with abow that | hope | echoed rather than mimicked.

"Lovely day, Penkil Ner Condigan,” the man said, ac-cepting the bows with amild, supercilious nod.
Under ashock of thinning gray hair, his skin seemed taut, as though pulled too tightly.

Lady RuAn opened her mouth as though to say some-thing, then closed it.
"No, no, dear, | see ho objection to an introduction,” he said. "Y our companionis...?"
"Kami Dan'Shir,” | said, bowing again. "l am Lord Toshta's.... puzzle solver.”



"Herefor the wedding to solve puzzles?' Lady RuUAn's
eyesrested on mine for along moment. I'd never seen quite that deep a shade of blue before.

| nodded. "I am here to entertain, should the occasion arise. At Lord Minch'srequest,” | said. At
Lord Minch's request, as carefully manipulated by Lord Toshtai, | didn't add. | am, after dl, a
discoverer of truths, not an obliga-tory reveder of truths.

"Fascinating,” Drack said unconvincingly, dismissng uswith anod as he again offered hisarm to Lady
RuAn and the two of them walked on.

| watched them for amoment, enjoying the sway of her hips under the tight gown. Officidly, of
course, hoble la-dies are ungpproachable by the likes of acrobats and dan'shirs, but my own experience
isthat unofficial ap-proaches are just as pleasant.

| thought that I'd just given them aglance, but Penkil Ner Condigan wasglaring a me. | gavehima
blank look and we continued down the twisting path across the court-yard.

A tiny brown rabhbit scurried out from underneath one bush, hopped frantically down the path afew
steps, then ducked into another invisible holein ahedge. | would have wondered what the rush wasif a
ridgecat, itslong earsflattened back against its wide head, hadn't immedi-ately followed. Its claws
clicked arapid tattoo againgt the stone of the path asit turned, then disappeared around the bend. |
could have sworn the ridgecat was wearing athick leather collar, and wondered how much hedling
attention whoever had collared the ridgecat had required.

Penkil Ner Condigan shook his head. "'l think we need anew ridgecat; I'll have to have wordswith
the keeper."

IIB1?I

"Lord Orazhi likesto have rabbitsin his gardens, granted, aswell as other animals, but there must
aways be abaance, eh? And not just for the benefit of the gardener who isawaystired of having to

plant seven bulbs for each one uneaten.” He bent in front of the place where both the rabbit and the cat
had emerged. "Lady ViKay's private garden is on the other side," he said, "or I'd have one of

the huntsmen do it. Where the family isdirectly con-cerned, | liketo do things mysdlf." He dropped
his |eather bag to one side, then dropped to one knee in front of the hole. "Care to lend ahand?’

"| guess that depends on what weredoing,” | said as hetook out afew turns of thin, exquisitely
braided leather rope and set it down beside him.

He had stopped frowning for amoment, but he started it up again. "Ah. | forgot for amoment. Never
mind," hesaid. "I'm just fastening anoose. Y ou wouldn't know any-thing about that.”

"That would depend.” | squatted and picked up the rope. It took me amost no time to make aloop
and choke-knot, then to hang the loop from the bush so that its bot-tom bend didn't quite touch the
ground. | left afew turns of rope lying on the ground next to the hole, then held out my hand. " Stake,
please"

Inthewild, astake isapiece of gathered deadwood,. possibly with a point whittled carefully enough
to look unwhittled. Penkil Ner Condigan's was an ornately en-graved brass staple with long legsand a
wide crown. Oneturn of the rope around the crown and a quick push of the sharp points into the soft
green grass, and it fastened the rope to the ground tightly enough to hold astruggling rab-hit.

"Oddsaresmdl,” | said, "that it'll break its neck when the noose pullsit off itsfeet. If not, | wouldn't
want to bet that that fancy rope of yourswill chokeit. Sidestoo eas-ily onitsdf," | said.

He pursed hislips. Y ou would suggest?'
"Simpletwine, Penkil Ner Condigan,” | said.
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"The tendency of the bourgeoisisto prefer the complex over the eegant.”
Hiseyestwinkled. "I take it you've done this before.”

| shook my head. "1 can't imagine how you would think that, Penkil Ner Condigan,” | said.

Helooked for amoment as though he actualy was go-ing to smile, but instead beckoned me on.
"Y ouwouldnt

mind helping me fasten afew of those around the gar-dens?’

| spread my hands. "Just apart of the traditional cour-tesy cal between a huntsman and adan'shir,
no?'

Then hedid amile.
Unblinking, three hairy owls watched me from their cages near the window.

The beer tasted of vinegar and rodent; | coughed once, twice, threetimes. | wasn't used to it, or to
the way that my head was swimming.

"... stupid."

"Dumb."

“Moronic."

"Clodwitted."

"Dul."

"Ligless"

"Sow."

"Overdue”

"000." Tebol shook hishead. "'l can't think of one that beginswith an oo. Y our point, Narantir."

The fat magician smiled. | drank some more and coughed some more. Narantir dapped me on the
back, harder than drictly necessary, stopping only when Tebol raised adim finger.

"The beer in Den Oroshtai isweak, and breeds wesk tastes,” Tebol said. "Unfortunate.”
Tragic,” Narantir suggested.

"Catastrophic,” Tebol said.

Narantir nodded. "Mmm... cataclysmic."

"Enh." Tebol spped hisbeer and thought about it for amoment. " Caamitous.”

"Fine. Sad," Narantir said.

"Well... letit be." Tebol raised an eyebrow. "Disas-trous.”

“Err... sorrowful?"

" 'Sorrowful"?" Tebol shook hishead. "I let 'sad' go by, but that's abit much.”
"Perhaps." Narantir reached out his unwashed hands

and took another deep-fried tentacle from the bowl on the table. "Y ou have aplay?"
Tebol smiled. "Somber?'

Narantir didn't return the smile. "Ah: | should have challenged. Y our point." He offered me the bowl,



but | de-clined. I'm not overfastidious, | would hope, but | had the fedling that Narantir hadn't washed his
hands or brushed under his nails since the Tenancy. Wizards are like that, most of them.

Tebol was an exception. His gray robes were tailored to his modest frame, belted tightly about his
waist and neatly hemmed at the calves; hishair had been freshly trimmed, each hair to the samelength, so
that it seemed layered dl around his head. His nails were square-cut, and his hands scrubbed pink, as
though cleanliness mattered to him. Al-though you never know with wizards. Despite the gpparent
fastidiousness, it didn't seem to bother him to be eating out of the same bowl as Narantir.

‘Thetentacles are paatable,” said Narantir.
"Luscious?'

"Certainly. Scrumptious.”

"Savory."

“I'll chdlenge”

"Hmmm... your point.”

| took my mug of beer and went to the window.

Everything is different; everything isthe same. In both Den Oroshtai and Glen Derenai—and
everywhere el se— the wizard's workshop was kept well away from other things. Nobody likesto be
around aworking wizard. For-get any danger; the smell isenough to drive you away.

While Narantir's had been tucked away in the dungeon, Tebol's workshop was pushed up and away:
the Glen Derenai wizard lived and worked in the turret built into the outer wall.

Below, guardsin thelivery of Lord Orazhi walked the inner parapets, each foursome of loca guards
accompanied by amixed foursome, one each from avisiting lord.

Allisilluson, dl isdeception; Lord Orazhi had made sure that his own guards were waking the
parapets on the

outer curtain walls, and inside the courtyard, even at this late hour, a hundred of them pretended to
takethear ease, asmall choir harmonizing on agentle lullaby. The mother of thelord of Glen Derenai in
fact did give birth to anid-iot son, but she drowned him in awashbasin, and it was his brother Orazhi
who ruled Glen Derenai; proper secu-rity would be maintained.

Further below, in the main gardens off the Great Hall, areception wasin progress.

Custom undoubtedly prescribed who was giving it, and for whom; al | knew wasthat clusters of
members of our beloved ruling class were engaged in conversation and dance beneath smoking, flickering
torches. Only traces of music filtered up this high: the distant tinkling of chimes, aflare of slverhorn or
thump of adrum.

Tebol wasat my shoulder. "Y ou're slent for one paying a courtesy cdl, Kami Dan'Shir," he said.
"Way of the Dan'Shir, Tebol ha-Mahrir," | said.

His smile was neither friendly nor hodtile. "And what is the Way of the Dan'Shir, Eldest Son
Discoverer-of-Truths?!

| pursed my lips. "I'm trying to decide that, Rainy Sun-rise User of Magic,” | said, forma ashewas.
"[t'snot easy."

"Many things are not easy." He drained his mug with one huge swallow, then gestured that | should do
the same. "'Drinking enough to be ready for the tour isone.”

"l don't understand why we have to drink so much,” | said.



Narantir looked at me asthough | was supid. "Because it's part of the spell,” he said.
Oh.

Tebol laughed drunkenly. "Because if we were sober, we wouldn't want to do this. Because if they
were sober, the owlswouldn't et us."

"If wereredly goingtodoit.”
"Indeterminate, aswell as pathetic,” Tebol sad. "One never knows. Drink."
"Mrrnn... your point."

Acrobats don't tend to drink much, and I'd never cared for beer. But | was noticing that the taste
improved, or at least got less offensive, with every mug. By thetime | had another six or so mugs, it
would probably taste good.

"What do you mean, indeterminate?’

"Tentative, unsure, ambiguous, doubtful, uncertain, problematica, undetermined, equivoca, unclear,”
Tebol said.

| decided | liked Tebal, but also that I'd like him better if it was palitic to hit him with astick afew
times. "l annowiser."

"The spdll depends on indeterminacy. Which iswhy we lock the door."

"And what happensif the door openswhile..." | waved my hands, vaguely, which was only fair, given
that | was vague about what we were goingto do. "... whatever isgoing on isgoing on? Isthat
indetermi-nate, too?"

Tebol shrugged. "Well, yes and no. Whoever standsin the door would be ableto tell if our bodiesare
dill here, which would make it determinate, yes?'

"Well, yes"

"There are some things man is not meant to know." He smiled. "There are three solutions. If our
bodies are here, then we cannot be elsawhere; the spell would fail, and we would wake up. If our bodies
are not here, then we must be el sawhere; the spdll would fail, and we would be lost in the ether.”

I have no philosophica objection to being the catcher and letting somebody e se show off. "And the
third solu-tion?"

"Ah." It was Narantir's turn to smile. "Thethird poss-hility: our bodies are neither here nor not-here,
becausedl isilluson.”

"And what would happen?'

"The universe would then end, of course." Narantir drained hismug, and refilled it, dopping haf more
at than

inthe bowl in thelargest owl's cage. He was weaving, barely able to stand.

Tebol had cleared a space on hislargest workbench, spread ablack felt cloth on it, and assembled a
collection of devices. Some were familiar, like the knife, bell, watron, pen, and brush. Otherswere
completely strange, like atangle of wires wrapped around and running through something that looked like
ashriveled cucumber. There were pots of various foul-smelling paints and pastes, and awet bone ball.

"Feathers," he said. "We each need afeather.” Weaving, he approached the cages. When he snaked
out ahand to pull afeather from thetail of thefirgt bird, the fast-moving beak barely missed; the second
and third birds didn't even come close. Maybe he wasn't as drunk as he seemed, or maybe he wasn't as



drunk asthe birds.

Thisought to do it," said Narantir as he dipped afifth bar over the door, then tied his belt even more
tightly about hiswaist before dipping out of the top of hisrobes.

Half-naked, he was even uglier than clothed. His huge, hairless chest and belly were covered with
scars and le-sons, one whole series of parale scarsrunning up hisleft forearm.

Tebol had stripped to nothing but alotal, wrapped tightly about waist, buttocks, and loins. His chest
and up-per body, too, were covered with scores of scars and cuts, again with awhole series of pardlel
scars on theleft fore-arm. All were minor injuries, certainly, but it looked like somebody had regularly
Spent time whittling away at the wizards.

He caught my expression and smiled broadly. " Amazing how often a bit of fresh wizard'sblood is
needed in aspdl, eh?' he said, picking up asharp knife. Suddenly, without warning, he diced at his
forearm with a practiced stroke that left ared cut in paralld with the old scars.

A thin stream of blood ran down Tebol's bent arm; by the time it began to drip from hiselbow, he
had acrystd chalice undernegth to catch the flow. The cup filled quickly, dmaost brimming until Tebol
muttered aquiet syl-

lable as he touched awand firgt to a pot of some horrid white mess, then to the wound, ingtantly
gaunching the flow.

"| take it you have donethisbefore" | said.

Narantir smiled. "The dan'shir not only sees, but he ob-serves," he said, while Tebol took up abrush
and began to paint complex runes on his chest and belly, dipping the brush firgt into one horrid-smelling
pot, then another. His movements were swift and sure.

At Narantir's gesture, | removed my tunic. Tebal's paintswere cold and awful againgt my skin. He
went to the window and unlocked the cages, dthough not opening them, ignoring the drunken hooting of
the owls.

Tebol sat down in acorner of the room, while Narantir stretched his bulk out on the floor.

Tebol muttered afew syllables and the paints flashed into cold flamein front of my eyes, momentarily
blinding me.

First wasthe pain. All was red agony, as my arms jammed themselves back hard behind my back
and my body leaned forward at the waist in away that should have sent me off-baance, but somehow

didn't. My fingers had grown im-mense, but indistinct; if they hadn't hurt, | would have said they felt
amost numb, as though | was wearing deep festhery gloves.

The universe had grown around me; the bars of my cage now arced far above my head. | turned my
head dmost dl the way around, looking first at the cage on my breeze-ward side, and then at the one on
my leeside. | guess | could have |ooked back by the door, where the three bod-ies either lay or didnt,
but | either didn't think of it or couldn't.

It hurt, but the hurt began to fade, then was washed away in ahunger. The only thing | could think
about was how hungry | was, and how bright and clear the night was outside.

Itis, isn'tit?
I know | didn't hear it aswords, not exactly, but that's the only way | can remember it.
Yes.

| had aways thought of darkness asasingle black color, but here that wasn't true; it was broken into
scores of shades from black to white, from the dark satiny blackness of the sky between the stars, to the
rich, deep gray of the fieldsto windward, or the glossy, aily gray of the fish-pondsin the gardens. The



night was broken by hot white flares, so bright they should have hurt my eyes, but didntt.

I took wing, working my shoulder muscles hard, climb-ing in atight circle into the night sky, high
abovethewalsof the castle.

Wait, didn't quite sound behind me. Thisis new to you; you might make a mistake.

| didnt wait. The night was cdling. | stretched out into ashalow glide, wheding acrossthe sky while
the two others climbed up toward me.

There were stupid humans below on the grass, chasing the prey away, involving themsdlvesin their
overly com-plicated livesinstead of properly searching for prey or resting to digest. Eaters of carrion,
taking bits of dead, burned flesh from servitors, amocking parody of the way a mother would feed her
chicks.

Hmmm. Still, off in the darkness, thinking himsdlf hid-den in the shadows &t the edge of thelighted
portion of the garden, afat mouse waited, eyeing some crumbs dropped on the moss aquick dash away.
If I came up behind him, it wouldn't matter whether he did or didn't make a dash for the food; 1'd be on
the same path as he was and, skim-ming over the ground, could snatch him up before hewould get a
sgueak out.

The approach was the tricky part; | swooped over the wallsto the west and set myself into asteep
glide, picking up speed as | stooped. There wasn't astraight path to the mouse, not exactly; | would have
to duck under low branches, rise high enough to clear the hedge, then put mysdlf into afinal approach,
snatch him ether out of his

hiding place or on the run, then climb quickly enough to clear the serving table beyond.

| dove, wind rushing past mein aloud but constant whisper that my festhers muffled. The mouse was
but atiny spot below me, something far too smal for human eyesto notice or human mind to care about,
but | could see his beadly little eyes and watch the nervous twitch of hiswhiskered snouit.

| pulled myself down, under the branches, then cupped my wingsto gain barely enough dtitude to
clear the hedge. No need to flap more; | was going fastfastfast, tal-ons outstretched to grab and hold,
only needing feather touchesto—

Thetaroo of another owl wasamost inmy ear; | pulled up, hard, climbing into the night, whileastick
of some sort whooshed under me, just barely missing my feet as| whedled high into the sky.

Below my feet, the warrior looked up inirritation a having missed what should have been an easy kill,
while another was busy fastening string to bow. It only occurred to me later that the thing that saved me
was the fact that there were so many out-domain lords around, making it both polite and politic to get
permission before nocking an arrow.

Both of the other owlswere a my side, one of them plumper than the other.
Go a-hunting where it's safe, the thin one said, if you have to go hunting at all.

Birdsdon't smile, or thefat owl would have smiled. I'll show you whereto find a nice, fat mouse,
out in the fields, where it's safe to hunt.

Hedid.

Look: | am not at dl certain that the wizards were telling me the truth about the indeterminacy;
wizards have been known to lie. Wizards have been known to createillusons, aswell, and illusions are
hard to see through when you're drunk. On the other hand, they're not Hel pful Owen of tale

and legend who knows dll, answersfredy, but dwayslies; that would be too easy.

On yet another hand, something happened during the night. | don't know what, not for sure. The only
thing | do know isthat | woke up with a horrible headache, and a horribly queasy ssomach, and haf a



dead mouse on the floor near my mouth.
| didn't throw up. | didn't want to seewhat | would throw up.

Narantir'sthick face wastoo near mine. "Wake up, Kami Dan'Shir," he said. "Lord Arefal invitesyou
to join him for the morning hunt with hisbride's father."

He splashed some water in my face.

Great. Now | was scared, hung over, more than vaguely nauseated, and wet.
6

ViKay, aHunt, an Attempted Deception, and Other Reasonsto Kill
Everybody hasafunctionin life. Even our beloved ruling class.

Peasants raise whedt, rice, cotton, pigs, and milking cows, members of our beloved ruling class eat
bread and steamed rice, wear clothes of cotton and leather, and drink milk. Ranchers raise beef cows
and horses, members of our beloved ruling class eat beef and ride horses. Cobblers make shoes,
members of our beloved ruling class wear shoes. Acrobats and musi cians creste beauty with sight and
sound; members of our beloved ruling class Sit on their tender buttocks and watch. All of the lower
classes raise sons and daughters, members of our beloved ruling class have them clean their stables or
tend to their rooms and persons.

| just don't know what the rest of uswould do without our beloved ruling class to consume what we
produce. | do know, though, that | wouldn't mind finding out, or at least | wouldn't mind not finding out
later than just after sun-rise.

With ahangover.

The dew hadn't |eft the grasses, and the birds had d-ready started their mindless chirping about how
pretty the day was, asthough anybody careswhat abird'sopinionis.

The sun wastoo bright, and standing as we were outside of the east gate, there was no shade; no
trees are alowed to grow near the outside walls of D'Shaian castles. A tiff, damp breeze blew from
sunwise, hard enough to whip dust into my eyes. Damp, sticky dust. The wind aso brought the stink of
the dozen or so horses that waited with their handlers a short way down the road. | guessthat afew
horses voiding themsalves would have interfered with the ceremony.

| hate the hour of the cock. If | had my way, 1'd go to bed just before the departure of the lion, and
risewith the coming of the horse.

"Good day, Kami Dan'Shir," Arefa said, asheknelt over hisgear.
"Good day, Lord."

He was stylish even at this offensive hour, dressed in the finest of deer-hunting gear. The pleats of his
tunic were sharp enough to shave with, and the leather thigh pads of his trousers were polished to a sheen
bright enough to shavein. The corners of his beard had been freshly trimmed, and his hair was sill damp
from amorn-ing bath. As he checked over hisquiver of arrows, eyeing the fletching here, checking the
sharpness of a broadhead there, he looked so fresh and bright and clean that it made me want to retch.

| suppressed it; I'm not completely surethat Lord Arefai would have considered my voiding my
somach dl over him to be an entirdly friendly act. From theway Lord Minch waslooking a me, | am
sure he would have wanted to find out; | had the feding he was amost as unfond of Arefai as he was of
me

"Good morning, Kami Dan'Shir," Toshtal said.
"Andto you, Lord Toshtai." Toshtai's huge tunic was cut unstylishly full, and he was wearing leather



trousersinstead of the more fashionable leather-inlaid ones. | guess he already had to kill so many cows
for one pair of trou-sersthat he didn't want to empty Den Oroshtai's barns for anew set of hunting

chaps.
If he had had an expression, | would have guessed he

was frowning at the thought of having to be up and around, ared sword and hunting knife belted
about hiswaist, with nothing but an intricately carved spear to lean on—if you didn't count old Dun
Lidjun, and Toshtai only leaned on Dun Lidjun metgphoricaly.

But he didn't have an expression on hisface, so | didn't guess.

Dun Lidjun looked fresh and vigorousin his hunting tu-nic and trousers of heavy blued cotton, inlaid
with leather patches of chest, elbows, knees, thighs, and seet. A note of discord: hislimp gray hair was
tied back with ared rib-bon, the sort of thing that could have been alady's token.

He stood near Toshtal, leaning on hislongbow, athough | had the definite sensation that if the bow
were to disap-pear, Dun Lidjun wouldn't stagger for amoment. His nar-row, gray eyesrested on mine
for amoment, then moved on, a death sentence passing me by.

Edelfaule, asusud, looked like an underinflated version of hisfather, from the rawn-yellow tunic to
the old-fashioned hunting trousers, even to the way he leaned on his spear.

He snapped hisfingers at the nearest of the servitors. "Weren't you listening to my father afew
moments ago? He said that Kami Dan'Shir was to hunt with ustoday.”

| soon had atotdly useless bow in my hands and a quiver strapped around my waist, aswell.
Everybody e se was checking out hisgear, so | pulled out an arrow, trying to look like | knew what |
was looking for.

Demick, perhaps even more stylish than Arefa—his clothes were hemmed with Slver thread, which
seemed to be dl the fashion along the coast—was watching me closdly.

Arefal raised his eyebrows, then nodded. "I see you've seen what we've done.™

Other than the usual ? Other than putting me in a situ-ation where | don't belong, with
members of our beloved ruling class looking at me as though they're deciding when instead of
what?

| spread my hands. "I am not fresh, wet and bloody, from the womb, Lord,” | said, bluffing.
Orazhi was watching me impassively, and Demick with aflat stare.
Demick caught my eye. "l wonder if youwould tell us..." he started.

Oh, no. | didn't expect him to try me out. There would have to be away of declining gracefully, but
how was | to be expected to think of it with adozen of them looking down at me?

"Impressive,” Toshtal said, interrupting. "'l would not have thought you would see such smdl markings
with such aquick glance." Heturned to Demick. "My apolo-gies, Lord; you were saying?'

Smal markings, he had said. There it was. A burn mark near the notch on the shaft: threetiny circles
setinasmal triangle. | forced my eyes away.

"l was saying, Lord," Demick said, clearly keeping his voice impassive and emotionless with some
effort, "that 1, too, am impressed.” Hislook at mewas not friendly.

"l am touched, Lord," | said, with aquick bow. "The three bals symbolize my former profession, of
course," | said, taking three arrowheads from the pouch and putting them into an impromptu juggle
before putting them away.

Tosghtai actualy smiled then; the corners of his mouth moved visibly up.



It had dl gone on over Arefai's head, but Edelfaule gave out what looked like aquick smile. Which
only stood to reason. If Demick had exposed my bluff, it would have reflected badly on Toshtal, and
Eddfaule was certainly go-ing to be more protective of the interests of Toshtai and Den Oroshtai than of
Demick and Patrice.

"Juggling,” Lord Minch said. "lsan't juggling part of acrobatacy, and isthat not a peasant thing?'

| smiled in agreement. "It surely is, Lord Minch. Acro-bats are peasants, and they do juggleto
entertain their bet-ters. Dan'shirs adso juggle, to help themselves concen-trate.” Asthe Historica Master
Dan'Shir and to date the

only dan'shir, | figured | was safe from authoritative refu-tation.
"Hmm. One wouldn' think that a practice would be shared between classes," Minch said.

"No, Lord, one wouldn't. Unless one noticed that, say, peasants walk, a practice they share with the
middle class, the bourgeoise, and the nobility."

That hadn't gone beyond Arefa; his smile was overly broad. "By Spennymorestepid testicles, Kami
Dan'Shir isright. | have seen lordswak, many atime, and never thought to think them lowering
themselves thereby.”

Minch didn't quite glare.
Wewaited in front of the main gate of the keep, ahyp-ocritica hunting party: Arefal, Toshta,

Ededfaule, Minch, Demick, Orazhi, Esterling, and ten or so other lords | didn't know by name,
accompanied by ten timesthat many servants, if you include me, which you ought to.

Or, perhaps, you ought to include mein the hunting party: | had a bow, too.

Y es, we all were armed with bows and arrows, and soon we would ride out in search of prey, but
first there was a dramato be enacted.

Off in the distance, within the castle grounds, far be-yond where the huge doors of the main gate
stood open, a party emerged from the south door of the donjon. The women were al in white robes
decorated with black, green, red, and pale ydlow, symbolizing birth, growth, blood and beginnings,
although no two of the robes were quite the same; some were cut low, some high, some were decorated
with embroideries of animals, otherswith ab-gtract designs.

It all made me quite queasy asthey made their way to-ward us.

But then the group parted, and there she was, in asim-ple robe of pale yellow belted at the wai s, the
color either symbolizing abeginning or making atribute to Lord Toshtal, who often wore the same shade.

ViKay wastdl and graceful, her body dim but not boy-ish. Her face was delicate without seeming
fragile, her lips
fal and rich and parted in an easy smile. A thin gold chain encircled her neck, securing asmal bone

placque just be-low the hollow of her throat. Her long black hair, shiny in the bright sunlight, was twisted
into acomplicated knot at the back of her neck, secured with three long bone nee-dles.

On the night of their wedding, | would envy Arefai as he removed those needles, then worked at the
knot at her wais.

"My lords," she said, her voice lower and warmer than | had expected. "I come to wish you a good
morning." Sheturned and met the eyes, one by one, including mine. | can't say for sure, but it flt likethe
corners of her mouth barely turned upward when her eyesrested on mine.

They were deep eyes, warm and brown. All bowed to-ward her. | didn't mind bowing toward those
eyes.



"Daughter,” Orazhi sad affectionately, dthough forma-ly, "I have invited these lords to accompany
me on the hunt, to test their worth, to prove their merit. It ismy hope that you will look with favor on the
victor of the hunt.”

It seemed somewhat more than barely possible that the victor would be Arefal, given that custom
cdled for al the other huntersto let him take both the first and last quarry, and for nobody to make a
better kill than hisfirgt. It would be amagjor solecism for anybody ese to outdo Arefal, the sort that
would lead to achallenge. A nasty way to commit suicide, actualy; it would be an insult not only to
Arefal but to hisfamily, and that meant that the chalenger would haveto face every warrior of Den
Oroghtai inturn.

Thereisthelegend of Lord Ulane, who—in asomewhat different context—challenged the son of the
lord of Rewshy Grove, and found himsdlf taking on al the men of Rewsby Grove one by one, but,
frankly, | don't believeit; I've been through Rewsby Grove, and it's atumble-down ruin, not worth
anybody'sfighting for.

"Lady," Lord Arefal said, hisvoicetaking onaformd lilt that | hadn't heard from him before, 1 go, as
our an-cestors have aways gone, in search of game for the table,

hoping that my search will prove fruitful, that my eye will be sharp, and my arm strong and accurate.”

| didn't think that would be a problem, al things con-sidered. | didn't know of my own observation,
mind you, that there were deer in the forest beyond, but | would have been astonished if there werent,
and wouldn't at al been surprised to learn of adozen of them, hobbled and blind-folded, waiting in the
woods. Our beloved ruling class does not like to come back empty-handed from the hunt, and the chief
huntsman was absent, no doubt assuring that there would be gamein our path.

The wind brought me a scent of patchouli and lime as she reached into the bosom of her robes and
pulled out apiece of red silk. I'm sureit's called a scarf, athough it was far too light and sheer to keep
out any wind. A giff breeze would havetornit.

"A token," Lady ViKay said, "for the most successful of the hunters.”

Two servants appeared at her elbow, one with asilver salver, another with ateak tripod. Without
looking down, she set the scarf down on the salver just asthefirst servant managed to set the salver on
the tripod. | was expecting the breeze to blow the silken scrap away, but one of the servants had aready
thought of that, and immediately set a highly polished onyx weight on top of the silk.

Under the shiny bone-white stone, the crimson silk flut-tered in the breeze like a pinned butterfly.
Arefa looked over the group carefully, his eyesresting on minefor too long.

| don't mind abit of acting, but thiswas ridiculous. | wasn't going to shoot his deer, embarrass him,
and commit suicide, al in one stroke. The only reason | had been cred-ited with the kill back in Den
Oroshtai had been because Arefai was using my arrows—which he knew. The contest with Lord Minch
had been fixed by Narantir's predisposi-tion spell, cantrip, incantation, or whatever it was—which he
should have known.

I had noillusions about my abilities as abowman, and no intention of finding some now. | would
shoot low and

wide and late, thank you very much, and |et the spellsfal where they may.

His eyes swept past me, and | could breathe again.

The horses were waiting for us at the bottom of the hill.

Hunting in Glen Derenai turned out to be different from hunting in Den Oroshtai.

Where the hunting trailsin Den Oroshtai were paved, thosein Glen Derenai were dirt paths,



sometimes barely broad enough for asingle horse and rider, sometimes wide enough for haf adozen to
ride abreast. Where the hunting trailsin Den Oroshtai cut mainly through dark woods, oc-casiondly
skirting ameadow or glen, thosein Glen Derena stretched out ongside fidds, over unfarmed hills, and
down next to streambeds shining in the sun. Strips of forest separated plowed fields from meadows, but
the paths tended to cut across the strips, instead of running aong inside them.

It was dl amuch more open, much brighter, much more golden than green thing to hunt in Glen
Derena.

It was, however, equally painful: bouncing on the back of ahorse hurts. Therésadeight to the way
you move your hipsand back, and | didn't have it. Everybody el se did; except when they stood in their
dtirrups, it looked like the bottoms of dl the lords were glued to their saddles. Even Toshtal, looking far
too large for his suffering saddle horse, didn't bounce up and down as he rode.

Riding through grassesthat brushed my knee, we topped ahill. | finally caught aglimpse of the
sea—Eter Kabred, the Closed Seg, the body of water that separates D'Shai from the mainland north of
Bhorlan.

We quickly rode downd ope, and the sea disappeared, but | still had to repress a shudder. There's
something about the Eter Kabred that ways bothersme. | don't know what it is, honestly, and |
probably never will.

It'snot unfamiliarity; | spent my first seventeen years as an itinerant, and I've seen large bodies of
water before; it'snot like I'm a peasant, away from my paddy and hut for thefirst time.

I've seen the waters of D'Shal, from the friendly gray and blue waters of the Eter Shaough that
separate the Ven from the rest of D'Shai, where sailboats both large and small follow the zigzag trade
route north and south, to the Eter Enothien, the Open Seathat Igps on the morningwise coast of the Ven,
Helgramyth, and Otland, and the watersthat go on forever from there.

And | have seen theicy lakes up in Helgramyth, so clean and blue that it looks like they never have
been sullied by man.

I have waked from north to south and sunwise to morningwise in D'Shai, from Wyness Tongue in the
north to Hinder Bay in the south, from the most morningwise coast of the Ven to Lower Midwich, and
south from there to Wisterly, where the Tetnit stands guarding the Seeve, that narrow body of water that
separates D'Shal from Bhorlan and the Bhorlani.

| have seen the waters, and have drunk and swum in most, but something about the date gray water
of the Closed Sea aways chills me, no matter how bright and hot the day.

Arefa, riding beside me, caught my shudder. "What isit, Kami Dan'Shir?!

| shook my head. | couldn't admit that it was just aglimpse of the distant sea that bothered me. Truth
has nothing to do with what | will or won't confessto, after dl.

"Nothing much, Lord,” | said. "I just had aflare of kazuh." | pursed my lipsand tried to ook
intelligent. "A feding that thereis... some subtle danger, some subtle threet.”

Given that | wasriding with aparty of adozen D'Shaian nobles, some of whom had long been making
war on each other, the chances of that being the case were roughly the same as of there being aflea
somewhere in apack of wild dogs, of there being some bark on one of the trees yonder, or of an aged
concubine coming unvirgina to one's bed.

Neverthdess, Arefa looked impressed. "1 will stay dert.”
"Very good, Lord."
Far ahead of us, Lord Orazhi, dmost at the crest of the hill, raised ahand and dropped lightly from



hishorse.
"Quarry ahead,” Arefal whispered, asdl the horses dowed.

We dismounted and moved forward, the high grass com-ing more than wai-high, sometimestickling
my nose. It was good to be back on solid ground again, although | was having some trouble keeping my
balance; it seemed that | had gotten used to the rocking of the swaying animal.

Without aword, Lord Esterling and another young noble whose name | didn't know gathered the
horses, leading them downd ope. Esterling glared at me for amoment—the idea of serving abourgeois
didn't please him, apparently—but gave me enough time to untie my gear from the saddle be-fore he
added my horseto his string; the idea of leaving the horse in my awkward hands probably bothered him
more.

| took my time stringing my bow, athough | probably could have doneit quickly. | was getting good
athis.

Arefa and | made our way up to thetop of the hill in ahaf-crouch. | didn't and don't know much
about hunt-ing, but | did notice that the wind was blowing toward us, which would tend to carry both
amellsand sounds away from whatever wasin front of us.

We topped the hill and looked down.

Down below us, astream had carved ashdlow valley asit wound itsway from the distant
snow-rimmed Sorkle Mountains, to fall off the black cliffsand splash into the Eter Kabred.

Three deer stood by the side of the stream, drinking: two females and alarge mae, arack of antlers
crowning hiserect head. | didn't have alot of experience to compare them to other such, but either the
mae was unusudly huge or thefemaesweretiny.

"The buck isaworthy shot,” Minch said, quietly, quickly reaching for an arrow. There was something

strange about the way he was fumbling at his quiver, in-stead of smoothly drawing and nocking the
arrow theway Arefai did. Even so, he pulled an arrow and nocked it at the same timethat Arefai did.

Arefa drew his string back.

Minch drew his own string, and fired.

Arefal’'s eyes grew wide.

My kazuh flared.

In retrogpect, both the problem and the solution were ob-vious.

It would be a coarse and obvious solecism for Minch to outshoot Arefai; it would be equaly coarse
and obviousfor Arefal to falsely accuse Minch of having done so.

Unless Minch outshot Arefai without outshooting him. Unlesshedid it right in front of our eyes but
could, nev-ertheless, credibly deny the plain evidence.

That was what he had done.

An acrobat hasto be able to move quickly: before Arefai's arrow had quite come up, | reached out a
hand and plucked his string from hisfingers, firing hisarrow down into the tall grassesjust asMinch's
shot spunged into the chest of the buck below.

"Brilliant shot, Lord Arefai," | shouted. " Stunning.”
His eyebrows shot up and his nogtrils flared wide, and for amoment | didn't know how it would go.
Minch solved the problem for me.

"What did you say, you filthy little bourgeois?' he said, squaring off against me, one hand on his bow,



the other on the hilt of hissword. ™Y ou interrupt the hunt with your—"

"Minch." Arefai dropped his bow to one side and took two quick steps toward Minch. "I have had
enough insolent—"

No, no, no, | wanted to scream. Let it go.

The purpose of the whole thing wasto provoke Arefai into making an inexcusable attack on Minch,

beit aphys-ica attack or just an accusation. But | was only adan'shir, not awarrior, and | had no
chance of stopping apair of swordsmen.

Moving quickly but silently, Dun Lidjun stepped be-tween the two of them, hisfaceflat and
impassive, like the surface of amoonlit pond. One open pam faced Arefai as Dun Lidjun turned to face
Minch.

Dun Lidjun's gesture had silenced Arefai, stcopping him in histracks. The old man made no motion
toward his sword, but Minch's hand jerked away from the hilt of his own blade asthough it were on fire.
That wasn't part of anybody's scheme, for Minch to draw on Dun Lidjun and be hacked to death in
sf-defense.

Nobody said anything for the longest time. We stood, motionlessasamurd.

"A brilliant shot, indeed,” | findly threw into the si-lence.

"Yes," somebody dsesad, "afine shot, Lord Arefal.”

Dun Lidjun'svoice was low. "I've seen nonefiner, Lord Arefal,” he said, hiseyes never leaving
Minch's.

"No offenseintended, Lord Arefal,” Minch mumbled. "A good shot, indeed.” His expresson was
dutifully pas-sive, but he hadn't given up, not yet.

Demick didn't say anything, but Orazhi gave alow laugh.

"My old eyes deceive me, Kami Dan'Shir," Lord Orazhi said. "Foolish eyesthat they are, for a
moment—and | say thisin salf-mockery, you understand, commenting on the weakness of my eyesand
foolishness of my mind, and nothing more, you see—it dmost looked as though it was Lord Minch who
had shot, and not Lord Arefa.”

Perhaps my eyes flashed my thanks, although | tried to keegp my face cam.

"With respect, Lord," | said, "you are correct: your eyeswere mistaken." It's safe to contradict a
member of our be-loved ruling class when that's what he has as much astold you he wants you to do.
"You'll seethat it isone of Lord Arefa's arrowsthat has pierced the heart of the buck, and not one of
Lord Minch's."

| wastrying to decide how Minch had set it up, how far he had gone, when | redlized it didn't matter,
not at thisleve of hypocrisy.

"l am surethat iss0." Orazhi beckoned to ahuntsman. "The arrow, and quickly.”
"Lord Minch, might | see your quiver?' | said, holding out a hand.
Helooked from meto Dun Lidjun and then back to me.

"Here. Takeit," he said, unbuckling it from hiswait. It dropped to the ground; he spun on the bal of
hisfoot and stalked back toward the horses.

| fell to one knee and picked up the quiver. "You see, Lord Orazhi," | said, as| dumped the arrows
out on the ground, "dl of these have the markings of Lord Minch, and none of Lord Arefai. There was no
unfortunate blun-der in which Lord Minch got Lord Arefa'squiver.”



Which was unfortunate. If he had been carrying more of Arefa's arrows, that would have brought the
whole matter out in the open, or as out in the open as things were going to get. Which would have settled
Minch. To pick afight with avisiting lord isasolecism, but being caught that way would have put the
solecism sguarely on Minch's head, which would quickly have been rolling about the ground.

Now, | don't know much about swordfighting, but it was clear to methat Arefai was certain that he
was the better swordsman, and | would have been willing to bet that he was right, particularly sincel'd
be betting Arefai'slife, and not my own.

The huntsman, haf out of breath, trotted up with the ar-row held high in hishands. At Lord Orazhi's
nod, he handed it to me. The dim arrow was redly darkened from head to fletching. | rubbed my thumb
aong the shaft, near the nock point, revealing three gold bands.

"Lord Arefai'sarrow,” | said. "Nicely shot, Lord Arefai. Would you not say so, Lord Demick?"
Demick smiled too easily. "'l would be happy to say s0," he said.

Thereisanasty gamethat they play over in Agami, in some of the smaller domains near the foot of
Mount Ashen.

A peasant, usua ly—athough sometimesiit's abourgeois or amiddle class, if theré's somebody in
particular that the loca lord wants to punish—isturned loose dong hunting paths, given a start before the
members of our beloved rul-ing class sart after him or her. Thereis, in theory, agoa that the victim can
reach in safety—abridge, astream, afield, atown, but it'slikely that somebody so impertinent asto
defeat alord's sport isn't going to enjoy the experi-ence.

Yes, him or her; theréstwo versons of the game. Oneis merely arougher version of what members
of our be-loved ruling class do with peasant girls anyway; the other isahunt for ahuman quarry.
Manhunters take a Single tooth from their dead victims; I've seen lords with awhole necklace about their
noble throats.

From the way that Lords Minch and Demick kept look-ing at me as we rode down the road toward
thefieds of wildflowersbeyond, | knew how the quarry fdt.

A low stone fence cut the meadow ahead, Stretching across the rolling ground from horizon to
horizon. It looked low, that is, but as we approached, it seemed to keep growing, until it was clear it was
at lesst waist-high.

"Excuse me, Lord?' | asked Arefal.
"Yes Kami Dan'Shir?"
"Whereisthe gate?"

"Gae?'

Yes, yes, you brain-feeble idiot, the gate. The gate that we open, so that we can walk the horses
through to the other side of the fence.

"No gate?'

He gave hisreinskind of atwitch. "Oh, we don't need agate. Well just jump.” Hissmilewas, | think,
supposed to look casualy reassuring instead of moronicaly optimis-tic. "Just kick your horse toward the
fence hewill takeit by himsdlf."

Lord Orazhi kicked hishorseinto a canter and took the fence easily, asthough this sort of insanity
was something that he did every day, pulling up his horse a short way be-yond and waiting for the next
rider, Lord Toshtai. Even

carrying his consderable bulk, Lord Toshta's large white horse had no trouble with the jump,
athough | think it may have resented his heft—do horses actudly grunt, or was | just hearing things?



Edefaule was next, then it was Arefai's turn. Asthough he wastrying to persuade me how easy it dl was,
he took thelegp in grand style, to clear the fence by, so it seemed, easly haf againits height.

Very wdl, | decided. This couldn't be as hard as it seemed, and while there had to be agate
somewhere, | couldn't not try, not with Lord Demick behind me, ready to use my reticence to somehow
cause Lord Toshtai to lose status.

So | kicked my hedls against the hard side of my horse, and he (she?it? | hadn't looked, | redlized)
went from a bouncy walk to an even more bouncy canter as he or she or it followed the othersto the
fence.

Just at the last moment, when | was absolutely certain that the horse was going to crash into the low
sonewadll, thewal fell away below us asthe horse legped it, far higher than | thought it should have, as
though something had Sartled it at the last ingtant.

There was amoment there that felt every bit as good asflight. The ground wasn't asfar below, of
course, but | wasin control. [, little Kami Khuzud, had managed to jump a horse across afence.

Arefa wasright, | decided.
Thiswasn't bad.

Then the horse landed hard, tearing me from the saddle. The ground came up and hit me, harder, on
theside.

It wasjust aswdl | hadn't had breskfast, al things con-sidered.

9

The Deep Persona Concern of Our Beloved Ruling Class, the Gentle Touch of Vizards, and Other
Lies

"| think it safeto move him, eh, Tebol?' Narantir'sthick, whisker-rimmed lips split in asmile; one of

the many things| hate about Narantir is how much he enjoys hiswork, particularly when that work
involves me being hurt.

| didn't remember the othersleaving, and that bothered me. Not that | would have expected members
of our be-loved ruling classto loiter to seeto the welfare of alowly bourgeois.

But there was fuzz around the edge of my brain. And | hurt, badly.

"Best to be sure,” the dimmer man said. Tebol pushed the end of along straight rod into the ground
next to me; it looked more like a spear than anything else. He knelt on the grass and tied the tops of two
canvas sacks, each large enough for abody, to along, thin board, then lifted the board into the air, the

bags dangling below.
They clicked and clattered, like dice. Or bones.
"Bones," | said. It hurt to talk. It hurt not to talk.

"Besdlent,” Narantir said. "And don't move. If you move nothing wrong, you'll hurt nothing more; if
you sy nothing, you'll say nothing stupid.”

"Minch? The others?'
Narantir sniffed. "All gone. They saw no need to stay
around and watch after a damaged bourgeois, not that | blame them.”

"Narantir..." Tebol raised afinger. "A bit of fairness, atouch of honesty, atrace of truthfulnesswould
gowdll. Arefai wanted to remain to see after you, but Narantir and | told him it wasn't necessary. You
took quite a clobbering, and were muttering things. Y ou could have said something that he might have



had to take exception to." The dim wizard pulled rolls of wires from his magician's bag, and talked while
he worked. "Nice bit of inference on the ar-row, by the way. Clever of you. Almost as clever of Minch,

though."
"Demick," Narantir put in. "Minch doesn't havethe wit."

Tebol shrugged. "So it would seem. But someone has enough wit to see that trying to get Arefai to
dishonor himsdlf isthe best chance a stopping the wedding, and Minch was, at least, the one who put his
neck in the way. Rather nicely done, whoever had theideain thefirst place.”

| snorted. It hurt to snort. What sort of worm triesto trick another into making atrue-but-disprovable
accusa-tion?

Narantir's snort was louder than mine. "Don't be so quick to despise Minch. By the standards of the
nobility, he hasn't done anything dishonorable—he'sjust ridden himsdlf hard near the thin edge of
dishonor, trying to lure Toshtal or Arefal to jJump after him, miss, and disgrace himself. But lie dill and let
Tebol work." Not ungentle fin-gers pushed my head back. "Are you ready to test the bones?' Narantir
asked.

"Just amoment... there. Ready."
Bones, | thought.

I knew how thisworked; | had been through this before with Narantir. Law of Similarity. One bag
contained askeleton, its bonesintact; another contained a skeleton with each bone carefully broken.
They would connect each of my possibly broken bones to the corresponding bones of the skeletons with
bright wiresthat terminated in sharp,

painful needlesthat Narantir would gtick into my flesh un-til it touched the bone.

They then would apply the Law of Smilarity; liketo like. Phlogiston—whatever that was—would
flow from unbroken bone to unbroken, or from broken to broken. A few hundred stabs with needles,
and they would know just what was and wasn't broken. And I'd be spotted with hun-dreds of tiny sores
that would hedl indecently dowly. Thergpeutic magic is never for the comfort of the patient.

| was surprised when Tebol balanced the beam holding the bags on the spearpoint. 1t bowed atrifle,
then started to dip off until Tebol adjusted the center.

His magician's bag provided a covered ramekin, aclean brush, and apair of silver scissors, he
uncovered the ram-ekin, revealing adark goo, then dipped the brush and touched it to each of theten
pulse paints, firg cutting through the clothing over my elbows, armpits, and crotch.

The goo was green and somewhat trand ucent. | tried to hold my breath against the stench | was
certain it gave off, but finaly had to breathein. It redly didn't smell bad. The odor wasthick and sickly
sweet, to be sure, but held over-tones of perook, patchouli, and eucalyptus that would have been very
agreeable under other circumstances, and were even kind of pleasant now. Maybe even abit of mint?

Tebol muttered afew words | didn't quite catch, and made a gesture with hislong, aristocratic fingers
that looked more like somebody flicking away afly than any-thing ése. The goo flashed momentarily,
painlesdy into aslent green flame and the ba anced bags pivoted negtly on the spearpoint, one swinging
toward me, one away.

"Amazing," Narantir said. "Nothing broken."

"No bones," Tebol corrected, running the little finger of hisleft hand up the sde of my calf. It
twitched, asthough from palsy. "But there's torn muscle and tendon in here," he said, dipping afinger into
an inkpot and touching it lightly to my fleshin two places. "And... here"

Narantir's brow furrowed. "How?'
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"Y ou know. How did you determine that? | see nothing there to resonate with torn muscle or tendon.”
Tebol smiled. "Ah. You likeit?'

Narantir's mouth twisted. "Please.”

Tebol's smile broadened. "I shouldn't, but... sinceit'syou—I cut atiny bit of muscle and tendonin
here" hesad, raising hisleft littlefinger, "and did asmall piece of squid quill into the cut so thet it can't
rgjoin. It resonates to cut muscle and torn tendon, yes? Liketo like, no?"

"And to squid," Narantir said, with alow grumble.

Tebol shrugged. "I don't think that's what we have here." He pulled what looked like a bowstring
from hisbag. "A smple matter, redly,” he said, turning back to me. "We subgtitute abit of calf tendon for
your own, and just let the muscles hedl naturdly. First, we have to persuade the tendon thet it really
belongs to you, and to do that we make you similar to acalf for afew hours."

Narantir smiled. "WEeIl have you crawl about on al fours and graze on the grass. Three or four hours
of that, and you'll be more than sufficiently amilar.”

"You doingst on him doing things the hard way, eh, old friend?"
"Y ou'veinvented a better way?'

Tebol produced awide-mouthed clay bottle from his bag. He handed it to me; it was cold to the
touch, dew beading itssides. "Drink this," he said, uncorking it with atwidt.

The bottle held some sort of white, milky fluid.

"What isit?"

Tebol shrugged, asthough to dismiss an obvioudy stu-pid question. "Milk."
10

Dining, ai”issed Party, and Another Surprise

When she knocked on the door, | was resting in my room, lying stretched out on a pile of blankets
next to the low window, my back propped up against the same sort of soft cushionsthat elevated my
healing leg. A small salver of food divers sat a my left hand; alarge mug of milk a my right.

| was getting awfully tired of milk.

Below, in the courtyard, the evening's party was well into its second hour. Benegth flickering smoky
torches, afull hundred of our beloved ruling class exchanged insin-cere compliments and heavily coded
insults, while servi-tors passed among them with trays of fruits and sweetmests, bottles of cold juices and
hested essences.

The knock was somehow both peremptory and tentative; before | could answer, the door swung
open, and she stood framed in the light from the hal lamp. Wisps of her hair had broken free from the
knot at the back of her neck; their silken ends touched at her cheek and chin.

"Lady ViKay," | said, sarting to rise. Pain ismerely in-convenient; failing to show respect for a
member of our beloved ruling class can easily be worse. Much worse.

"Please, Kami Dan'Shir," she said, closing the door be-hind her as| sarted to rise, "be till.”

She had dressed for the evening in only vaguedly formal robesthat closed on her right Sde, loose at the
rise of her bosom, pulled intight at her dimwais, joined with atie over her right hip, leaving her right leg
bare dmost to the hip. A daring style, but noble women may be daring with-out risking anything.

Particularly in front of adamaged bourgeois.



In contrast to the complex hairstyle of the morning, her long black hair, shiny asteak, had been
twisted into asim-ple knot, secured only with apiece of red silk that dangled at the nape of her neck.

She knélt next to me, her head cocked to one side. "I came to thank you for what you did today," she
sad, tak-ing her time before selecting adiver of jdlied liver from the tray between us. "Lord Arefal is
sometimestoo. .. brash.” The diver vanished behind sharp white teeth.

Lord Arefai is an idiot who would throw his head at an enemy's spearpoint, | didn't say.
"Y ou're welcome, of course, Lady," | did say.

She gestured at thetray. "Y ou were eating. Please don't stop because of me." Her smile seemed
warm. "1t wouldn't be gracious for me to stop you doing anything, and | hope you have found and will
find us quite gracious herein Glen Derenal.” Shetucked her robesin around her legs, perhaps
accidentaly reveding more long smooth thigh than intended.

Or perhaps not. Teasing the animalsis a habit women of our beloved ruling class can safely acquire.
Her bare thigh was only a handsbreadth away from my left hand, close enough that | could amost fed
thewarmth of her flesh. | could have reached out and parted her robes, if | was over-whelmingly
interested in too closaly witnessing an execu-tion in Glen Derenai.

Below, pairs of noblemen and their ladies had squared off to dance on the wooden tiles scattered
acrossthe grassin a pattern something like the squares of asingle-bone draughts board, but with some
squaresmissing. | often think of our beloved ruling class as having afew squares missng.

| bit into adice of beef. It wasn't gristly, but it was tough and flavorful, cut from the rump or round,
not the loin that was the portion of the nobility.

"Youtear into thet like..."
"Like apeasant, Lady?' | tried.
"l was going to say like someone who has not eaten for days. Please take no offense.”

She still didn't quite know how to takewhat 1'd said, so | forced asmile. "No offense taken; I've been
an acrobat most of my life, and we all know that acrobats are part of the peasant class.”

"Oh..." She picked up my mug, took asip, made aface, and quickly set it down. | guess she had
been ex-pecting some white essence, not milk. "I've dways thought that asilly classfication,” she said.
"But the ways of the Scion are Hisown, yes?'

"YSII

She reached behind the nape of her neck with both hands, perhaps unintentionaly emphasizing the
swell of her breasts as she unfastened the red silk from her hair. She tossed her head to let her long hair
fal about her shoulders. Unrolled, the red silk wasfilmy and digpha-nous.

"Thiswas promised to the most successful of the hunt-ers," she said, laying its cool softness across
my hand. "It ssemsthat you, Kami Dan'Shir, brought back the dignity of Minch."

"And abit of Demick's, aswell," | said, then instantly regretted it. A dan'shir doesn't dways haveto
drop truths al over thefloor like abeginning juggler.

She arched afine eyebrow.

| folded the silk neatly and set it aside. "1 thank you for this, Lady." Her eyebrow was till arched.
Wéll, there wasn't away around it. "The assault on Lord Arefai's rep-utation was both subtle and clever.”

"Not as clever asthe defense,” she said, one side of her mouth lifting.

| waved it away. That wasn't the point. "But Minch



isn't either, not at that level. Demick isboth.” | shrugged. "I'm surethat Lord Toshtai took it that

way—
"He said asmuch?' She leaned forward.

Lady, if Lord Toshtai were to start sharing confidences with me, I'd hardly be indiscreet with
them, no matter how much of your lovely breast you're willing to show me.

| raised afinger. "Just thisonce, Lady, | will tel you: no. Lord Toshtal and | haven't spoken since
my... acci-dent this afternoon,” | said, hoping she didn't notice the catch in my voice. | wasn't at dl sure
that the fall was ac-cidentd. It wouldn't have taken much to distract my horse at the critica moment, and
Demick wasthe sort who could easily look far enough ahead at the advantages of holding asharp
throwing stone conceded in hispam.

It was likely Demick who was behind both my fal and Arefai'sclose cdl. It waslikely Demick, but
not necessar-ily Demick; the difference was important. | could think of four otherswith amotivation to
embarrass Arefai (which iswhat the afternoon had threatened), others with reasonsto humiliate Minch
(whichiswhat happened, after dl), and even one with a cause to make melook clever.

Two of thelatter, if | included mysdif. I mean, | hadn't had anything to do with setting up Minch, but |
would have been willing to do far more than humiliate somebody | didn't even likein return for such
warm brown eyes rest-ing on mine. They were wide, filled with something; ad-miration, perhaps? Or
something warmer and more personal.

It didn't matter.
Yes, surely | would have, | could have kicked avicious dog in return for that look, whatever it meant.

| shook my head to clear it. Her eyes had away of fog-ging my mind. Thiswas getting dangerous and
| needed it clear as she leaned toward me, face raised to be kissed. Her hair smelled of lemon and
sunshine, of sweet roses and peppery morningsuns. Her eyes, ill resting on mine, were wide open.

There was only one reasonable thing to do, after al. | couldn't afford offending her. Soon shewould
be Arefal's

wife, and it would be far too dangerous for me to have my protector's new wife angry with me. Inthe
shorter run, if shewereto raise an outcry, it would be me who would be the one in sudden, serious, fatal
trouble, and never mind that | was still badly battered, barely able to stand, incapa-ble of attacking her.

All of that occurred to me, even then, but it didn't mat-ter.

What did matter wasthat her eyes were warm and alive, and she smdled of lemon and sunshine, of
lush sweset roses and peppery morningsuns, that her tongue was warm and wet and aive in my mouith,
tasting of both sweet laughter and bitter tears, that beneath her robes, surpris-ingly strong muscles played
under her silken skin, thet later, the first time that her breathing went ragged and her husky whispers
hoarse, her legs locked tightly about my waist until the world went al vague and dreamy for me too.

That was dl that mattered. Then.
When | woke, she was gone.
Interlude The Hour of the Lion

There was no point in wondering why hisfather had sum-moned him, Arefal decided for the
hundred-thousandth time. Matching witswith Lord Toshtai was a contest he couldn't win.

AsAunt Estrer would often say—in private, thankfully—"Y our fool neck dwaysrestson his
chopping block, so you might aswell let the emphasisbe on rest in-stead of chop." It wasn't just that
Father was the lord, and therefore the find arbiter. That was part of it, but only part of it. More of it was
that Father was smarter than Arefal was, perhaps cleverer even than Aunt Estrer, dmost as clever as



Eddfaule thought himsdf, and that wasthat.

Arefa would wait; he was patient. He settled himsalf more firmly into the cushion of the dark room
that Toshtai had sdlected for himself.

That was another of the many thingsthat Arefai didn't understand about hisfather. Most people
preferred their rooms bright and airy, white walls dmost glowing in the light of the sun or awell-placed
lantern. Thewalls of the room Toshtal had chosen were black as coa dust, soaking up every splash of
light from the Single lantern set on the knee-height table that separated him from Estrer and Arefai. When
Arefal squinted just right, it looked as

though the three of them were seated on a splash of bright carpet in an endless sea of night.

"I've dwaysliked Snow Blood at thistime of the eve-ning,” Aunt Estrer said, tossing back a
thumb-sized earth-enware flask of the precious white essence as though it were the heated milk that
Arefa and she often drank be-fore bedtime. The old woman's hair, athin gray that de-nied it had ever
been raven black, was pulled back even more tightly than usud, as though to proclaim her control and
discipline.

Lord Toshtal took the pointed hint and manipulated thefiligreed silver serving tongsto take the
heating flask from its sSmmering water bath and refill her drinking flask. "I'm so glad it isto your taste. As
| trust it isto yours, my son?'

Arefal took atiny sip. Snow Blood was too cloyingly sweet for him, something hisfather knew; in any
case, when dealing with Lord Toshtai, Arefai wanted his head clear. Asclear aspossible; Toshtal had the
deight of mak-ing Arefa'sbrain fed it was coated in thick wool .

"Of course, Father," he said.
Toshtal turned to Estrer.
"It'sasurprise that you can join usthisevening,” Toshtal said.

Even Arefal understood the implication. 1t was both un-wise and unsafe to surprise Toshta without
delighting him, and the presence of a sharp-tongued old woman at a private conference with his son was
unlikely to ddight him.

"l should hope s0." She didn't quaver under implied re-proach. ™Y ou've so rarely called upon mefor
advice that I'm dumbfounded you recognize thiswithered face." She settled back into her cushions,
smoothing one gnarled hand down the front of her faded robes. Once they had shown aflock of bright,
and fiery redbirds perched on the limb of an oak in full autumn colors: the red of fresh blood and the
orange of sunfire contrasting with the warm but restrained browns of the tree bark. But the years had

faded them all into muted pastels that somehow still held ahint of their former fire and passion.

"There are few other pleasures availableto mein thelast years of my life" shesad. "Thisold body is
one con-stant ache, and of no interest to anyone other than me, and to me only as an inconvenience. |
can barely taste the fin-est of food, and have to swill cod liver dil in order to be able to passit without
pain. | doubt that I'll have to put up with this much longer, sck old woman thet | am.”

The corners of Toshta'slipsturned up dightly. "I have heard thisbefore," he said.

Shesniffed. "Then | beg that you order one of your swaggering bullyboy warriorsto execute me,
Lord, if you think I'm senile and usdless.” She tugged the top of her robes open, reveding her thin neck,
itsfolds of flesh hang-ing loose. "But haveit be one of the lessclumsy, if it please you. Thisismy neck; it
isnot atree trunk to re-quire a dozen crude chops.”

Toshtal raised aflipper of ahand. "Hardly my point. | was recdling having heard smilar complaints
for many, many years now, back to when Arefai was il soiling his swaddling clothes. You arealong



time dying, old woman. Which is perhaps just aswell, for that means your mind is still availableto my
idiot son here.”

Wadll, that was that: Toshtai was furious. He was too an-gry to address Arefai directly, but he was
furious.

Toshtai's eyes were passionless as they met Arefa's. "To challenge someone like Minch, where you
can only losefor winning, and lose for losing, isthe act of afoal. Y ou were saved only by the speed of
Dun Lidjun's hand and the wit of Kami Dan'Shir."

"But that'sonly part of it. Writeit out for the boy, every stroke and dot,” Estrer said. "Or | will. It's
not hisfault; you had him trained for war, not for politics.

Toshtal dismissed that with atiny chopping motion of hishand. "It'sdl the same; only thetools differ.”
Heturned back to Arefai. "Arefai, Arefal, think next time be-fore you chdlenge. If Minch had beaten
yDI l n

Arefa wouldn't have thought of interrupting, but

Toshtal gpparently caught something in hisexpresson. Thelord of Den Oroshtal dammed his hamlike
fist down on the low table, sending flasks and serving plates dancing and clicking.

"Don't you tell methat cannot happen. Minch isafine kazuh swordsman, and if hisinner strength
exceeds yours on agiven day, itll be you who gets opened from left shoulder to right hip." He calmed
himself with avisble effort. "As| was saying, asyour aunt ingststhat | say bluntly: if Minch had beaten
you, the only way to cement Den Oroshtai to Glen Derenai would have been to marry ViKay to your
brother Edelfaule, aman she does not care for and her father does not trust.”

Estrer snickered. "A likely prospect, indeed. When peasants bathe! And the rest?

Toshta'slipsturned up at the edges. "Alternatdly, if you had killed Minch, it would have cast shame
upon Lord Orazhi—what sort of host is he, that his son-in-law-to-be would challenge then kill another of
his guests?'

"l should have let him challenge me, then.”

Estrer rolled her eyes. "Don't swear to keep your polein your robes until that happens, or your new
bride will be turning to peasants and vegetables for her satisfaction. Y ou think Demick would alow you
to cast yourself in therole of the preserver of the peace of Glen Derenal?* Shetook apair of sweetmesats
from the tray and popped them in her mouth, chewing quickly, like a peasant, then washing them down
with along pull from her flask. She pursed her lips. "Very nice. AImost as nice as your movein keeping
that Kami Dan'Shir close to my nephew here. A clever one, that Kami Dan'Shir, if not particularly loyal.”

Toshtai arched an eyebrow. "Oh? Why would you ac-cuse him of didoyaty?"

"Accuse? | don't accuse. | often observe, | frequently note, | declare far too often, and | state
constantly, but | don't accuse.”

Toshtai snorted. "Very well. And what isit that you note about aflaw in Kami Dan'Shir'sloydty?"
"And why should he beloyd? Just because you've
taken him from the comfort of hisfamily, providing no subgtitute?’

Toshtal smoothed one hand down the front of hisrobes. "There are many waysto look at things." He
turned to Arefa. "All of them suggest that you need a better mind. Kami Dan'Shir has one. Spend time
around his. Brush up againgt histhoughts, hisway of thinking. Some of it may rub off."

Estrer laughed. "Y our gameis deeper than that."
Your game is degper than that. "It's obvious—" Arefa stopped himself. No, it was al wrong. It



wasn't going to work. Arefal just couldn't do it, and Toshtal wouldn't lis-ten.
Or perhgps hewould: "Go on," Toshtal said, leaning forward ever so dightly.

Arefa swalowed. "1 was going to say, Father, that it's obvious you want me to spend time around
him because my sword and arm can quite probably protect him while his mind can quite probably protect
me, no?'

"Wdl." Toghtal grunted. "Perhaps you aren't acomplete smpleton after dl.”

Edtrer's eyes were shining with pride.

Arefal wasn't unhappy about it, either. It would have been better if he had done it with his own wit,
but none-theless he had impressed hisfather by putting in the obser-vation Estrer had told him to make at
just the moment that Estrer had signaled him to make it. He wasn't redlly stu-pid, she had explained. It
wasn't hisfault that he was more direct, less subtle than the likes of Toshtai and hersdif.

But indirectness and subtlety could be learned, she had said. They were smply aspects of timing.
And timing was, she had explained, everything.

11

Breakfast, Placques, Gold, Narantir,

an Appleand aKnife, aFlock of

Birds, and Other Gains and Losses

Morning dawned—as it has the habit of doing every day—uwith me confused—as| seemed to be
amogt every day.

Y ou would think | would get used to it after awhile.

| would have been tempted to think the previous night adream if it wasn't for avague hint of perfume
intheair, ared slk scarf on the floor near my bed. Perhaps even that wouldn't have persuaded meif |
hadn't noticed various marks on my body here and there that hadn't been made by falling off ahorse. |
mean, | could write off the pain from scratches on my back as having been from the ground, but | don't
redly think | could have persuaded even the most credul ous that my horse had rubbed rouge against my
left shoulder and right thigh, or left teeth marks under my right nipple.

And | couldn't have persuaded mysdlf that an old, fa-miliar feding of luxurious lasstude camefrom a
good night's deep. That was how | felt—how | had felt—after anight with my NaRee.

| washed mysdlf quickly in the washbasin over by the door, eyeing mysdf in the mirror.

| didn't likeit. The sharp-eyed fellow looking back seemed to me to be somebody who had spent the
night

with the betrothed of the closest thing he had to afriend among our beloved ruling class, but maybe it
wasn't quite tattooed dl over hisface.

Very well, ViKay: why?

It'snot my way, not particularly, to be so ungrateful asto question the motives of an attractive, willing
woman. Wéll, no, that isalie: it is my way to question the motives of anybody and everybody for doing

anything and every-thing, but only within reason. It hadn't seemed reasonable last night, what with ViKay
warm in my arms and slken in my bed, but it was now morning, and | was suspicious.

It was possible that her only reasons were gratitude and passion. Anything was possible, | guessed.

| walked to the window. Below, wherelast night our be-loved ruling class had frolicked, the lawn
was littered with the detritus of the reception: uneaten food dropped here and there, pebbles scattered



from the paths and onto the lush greenness of the lawn, an occasiona flower picked here, afern crushed
by acareless footstep there. While two old, arthritic maids stooped to load trash into their baskets, a
six-man team of gardeners, their bronzed torsos dready dick with sweat from working under the low
sun, busied themselves with the bushes and flowers, scissors and rakes flashing and clicking in the sun. A
pick-pick here, asnip-snip of scissorsthere, a pat-pat of ahand over there, a splash-splash of water
somewhere dse, and arefuse-strewn, dightly worn garden was quickly becoming atypical piece of
convenient lush loveiness

| would have stayed and watched them work, but a dis-tant savory smell and my own hunger drove
meinto the hdl.

There are advantages to living the way the upper classes do. There must have been a servant posted
outside my door, waiting for sounds of my rising. Outside, in the hall, under atwo-life tapestry of
swesting peasantsworking in afield, abreskfast tray had been left on ahal table. Therich smell of the
bread made my mouth water, and hunger cramps almost doubled me over.

| brought the tray in quickly. Thetwo fig-szed loaves

were fresh, gtill warm from the oven. Under the silver dome, an arrangement of cold asparagus, diced
boiled eggs, and garlicky divers of squid waited with several saucesthat they shared with asmall plate
rimmed by a dozen paper-thin pieces of raw beef lying on athin coat of golden mustard sauce.

Not a bourgeois meal; whoever was running the kitchen here had apparently found it more convenient
to issue me anoble breskfast.

| toreinto it, not taking the time to savor the way that the tarragon butter set off the crunchiness of the
asparagus, barely noticing that the squid had been taken from the hest at the precise tender time between
rubbery raw flesh would become rubbery overcooked. It practically melted in my mouth, but | could
have esten it anyway. The beef diceswerelight but rich, the way thinly diced beef d-waysis, and the
dicesof egg only served to convey dol-lops of arich brown demiglace sauce to my mouth. The bread
wiped up what was |eft.

Refreshed with aquick use of the thundermug and aless abrupt towel bath, | dressed and was ready
to head out into the day. It was till early yet, not quite into the hour of the hare.

But Arefai waswaiting for me out in the hall. Sprawled in an armchair that hadn't been there before,
he was toying with afew sweetmests on the platter balanced on the arm of the chair, a steaming cup of
urmon teaon a hdlstand. Thismorning, his color scheme was off-white, from the cream-colored taband
binding his damp hair back, down through awan seved pigskin tunic, down to heavy Sk trousers
gathered tightly at waist and bloused at the ankles over lambskin boots.

Helolled at ease, considering the tapestry acrossthe hal from him. 1t was worth a second |ook.

"Very pretty,” he said. "Notice how the shadings make the sweat drops on that broadfaced man
come alive? | would swear that they're ready to run down the side of the tapestry.” He took another sip
of teaand set the cup down.

"l didn't know you had such an eyefor art, Lord,” | said.

He brushed it away. "Just repesating something my aunt pointed out to me the other day. Not that it
doesn't seem S0, once she pointed to it. She's both persuasive and ob-servant.” His smile was genuine,
and affectionate. "I don't doubt that you've noticed that about Aunt Estrer.”

"It had occurred to me."

"In any event, we are off wrongly: agood day to you, Kami Dan'Shir," he said, risng smoothly, not
swiftly, not, thank the Powers, the way one would riseto kill theim-possibly impertinent bourgeoiswho
hed spent the night with hiswoman.



"And to you, of course, Lord Arefa." | waited patiently. Another thing | didn't understand: he had
wanted to talk to me, but instead of interrupting me, Arefai had smply waited until | had finished my
breakfast.

So why am | being treated as though | matter, Lord Arefai? Because 1 had your woman last
night while you slept?

Somehow, | doubted that.

"l..." he stopped, then started. "I didn't have the chance to thank you properly, or publicly,
yesterday."

It took me amoment to realize what he was talking about. Minch'strap.
Hewent on: "l ask that you permit meto remedy thefailing.”

"No thanks are due, Lord Arefal." That was true enough. I'd happily trade a
quick-flash-of-ins ght-keeping-Arefai-out-of -trouble for anight with ViKay ... without thinking he need
throw any thanksinto the bargain.

Then again, were we engaged in some after-the-fact bar-gaining for the favors of hisintended, |
suspect hewould haveinssted | include, say, half of my liver.

"Those of usin the lower classeslive but to serve,” | said, careful to keep anything resembling a hint
of atrace of aninkling of sarcasm out of my voice.

Hetilted his head to one side, then nodded, accepting what 1'd said at face value. "Lady ViKay has
invited

Lords Demick, Debray, Minch, and Everleafor agame of placquesthismorning. | carry her
invitation, and my own: Would you join us?'

I'd much rather juggle knives, | didn't say. I'm safejug-gling knives.
"It would be my pleasure,” | said.

Sitting on an elbow-height marble table, my cup was bardly three-quarters full asawhite-clad servitor
refilled it with agracious dip of the slver tegpot, while another wielded atiny silver hook to remove the
old, soggy swest-leaf from the teacup. Idly, | crumpled afresh sweetleaf and tossed it in, then considered
ViKay's profile over the edge of the cup as | sipped.

"Yoursto play," she said to Minch. Perhaps as a pre-view of the wedding, shewasal inred and
orange today, from the bare dusting of rouge that kissed her cheekbones to the flame-colored polish
coating her long fingernails. Her gown was enough loose wrappings of adigphanous crimson silk that it
only hinted at the curves beneath, but | remembered.

| shouldn't have worried about her; our beloved ruling class learns young to keep their thoughtsto
themsalves. Her occasiond glance my way was neither furtive nor overly bold, nor wasit any different
from the way shelooked at any of the young lords gathered around the placques table or waiting their
turns under anearby jimsum tree. For al | knew, she had gone from my bed to one of theirs.

Wil actudly, that ssemed unlikely, al things consd-ered.

| bitinto acherry tart. There are worse ways to spend amorning than under scented trees playing at
placques.

Back in the troupe, every now and then we used to play agame of placques around the campfire
during the eve-ning, after dinner, after practice, usualy me and Enki Duzun againgt Sdaand Gray

Khuzud, athough sometimes Fhilt or one of the Eresthaiswould play. We would spread out a blanket,
pile clothes at the four cornersto screen our



hands from view, and shuffle our chegp bone set of placques by the smple expedient of shaking their
bag, then each of usdrawing our nine just by reaching in. It took some doing, to prop up the battered old
placques so that only your partner, sitting opposite, could see them, but that was acceptable.

Here, we sat around atable that looked like the cross-roads of two walled streets. Each player's
viewing areawas protected by chin-high diagona tranducent rice paper screens drawn upwards from the
surface of the tableitsdlf. Instead of the cheap lacquered bone, short symbols for beast and season
inscribed in ideograms, each of the placquesin front of me had been carefully painted: the summer hare
stood crouched in summer-tal grasses, clearly ready to run at the dightest challenge; the spring cock was
frozen in midstrut before a budding bush; the spring octopus sat improbably straight on the banks of a
swollen river; the autumn bear stood tall onits hind legs, looking out over the hillsthat were naked of
leaves, wait-ing for the winter's snow.

The summer dragon, of course, was just a summer land-scape, tal wheat bending beneath what could
have been thewind instead of adragon's chill breath. Thereis much magicin dragons; few magicianswith
any sense often deal with dragon magic, and no nonmagicians with any sense ever do.

"| should have another victor here" Minch said, for the severdth time.
Wrong, | didn't say.

| could see Minch's hands fumble behind the paper, but that was only to be expected. If | had the
pattern of this racking figured out—and | did; thiswas by far too smple—he had trapped himsdlf into
leading from his own rack instead of from his partner's. Just amatter of not tak-ing painsto play it out
ahead of time.

The order of rank of the beastsis the same as the hours of the day: dragon, lion, bear, snake,
octopus, ox, horse, hare, cock. He had only summer placques eft: the lion, snake, and ox, with me left
with the dragon and harein

front of me opposite the cock, horse, and bear in front of Arefai. My other placque was only the
cock of spring, but it was the sole spring placque | eft.

Findly, hetipped over aplacque. It hit the marble sur-face with the familiar tik, and aquick push did
it to the center. The ox of summer. Not good enough. | beat it with Arefai's summer bear, then did my
own summer hare to the center when Minch called for the winter cock from Lady ViKay. Arefal carefully
stacked the placquesto one side.

Therest weremine. | had Arefal play the summer bear to my dragon, and finished with the smple
little cock of spring.

"Brilliantly played, Kami Dan'Shir," Arefal said, no doubt endearing mefurther to Minch.

Wi, it was good enough. There were no other spring placques | eft out.

Redly, much of placquesisasmple game: you smply have to learn how to count to nine, and then
decide to count to ninein each of the four mgor seasons. When one opponent failsto follow season, you
know how many placques of that season he originaly held. Add that to the number in that season you
held, add in the number your partner held, and subtract from nine, and you know how that season was
origindly divided.

It gets more complicated if you play merchant placques, which includes both the minor seasons and
adds chickens, mares, cows, she-bears and lionesses, but only merchants like things so complicated,
what with dmogt eighty pieces out. To play at standard placques, dl you have to dois count to nine.

Arefa beckoned the serving girl with the waxboard over. "I count twenty-eight in front of the brilliant
Kami Dan'Shir, and..." Herosg, to look down into Minch's playing area.

Eight, | didn't interrupt and say. There are thirty-six placques. | have twenty-eight. Minch has



eight. Thirty-six mi-nus twenty-eight is eight.
"... @ghtinfront of Lord Minch."

The sarving girl removed the pilesfrom in front of us and set them down on the shuffling table. Her
long fingers moved blurringly fast as she moved the pieces of cold marble over the silk-covered table, so
fast that the clicking of the placques sounded like an even drumroll.

Asthough by magic, when she straightened, the stone tablets had been divided into four groups.
ViKay pointed at the one nearest her, Arefal sdlected his, Minch his, leav-ing onefor me.

When she placed the rack gently in front of me, | Sipped at my hot teawhile considering the layoui.
Five summers, two springs, and asingle winter and autumn. A nice sum-mery rack, actudly, topped by
the lion and dragon. The trouble was that | had nothing better than an ox in any of the other seasons, and
itwasViKay'sturnto lead. | gave amenta shrug as| put the spring cock and autumn hare facedown on
the table and did them toward Minch, then reached for the placquesthat ViKay had set in front of me.

Dragon of winter and bear of summer. A friendly pass. Far too friendly a pass.

| sat my placquesin their rack facing Arefa and leaned back. Unsurprisingly, out came the lion of
winter from ViKay.

Arefal counted it out several times before he called for the winter dragon from me. With what wasin
my rack and with three good placquesin his own rack, he couldn't help but sweep in dl the placques.

Minch glared a me, likeit was my fault. Well, | guess| could have did him valuable piecesingtead of
worthless ones, but that's not the way the game is supposed to be played. Theideais not to dip good
onesto your opponent.

Not that ViKay cared, apparently.
Why she bothered wasn't apparent to me until we com-pleted the game.

"Score of eight hundred twenty-eight to five hundred seventy-six," the servitor announced. "Two
hundred and fifty-two to Lord Arefai and Lor—to Lord Arefai and Kami Dan'Shir.”

Minch towered over me. "Shdl wecdll it an even
three?' he said, laying down three oblong golden coins on the table,

| could practicaly hear the twang of my anus clenching. Nothing had been said about money. Nothing
had been said about gambling. What if I'd lost?

He moved dowly, with amost exquisite gentleness, as though the thing in the world that most
frightened him at the moment was being thought abrupt. More likely hewas afraid of leaving himsdlf open
for an ingnuation that he could not lose with grace.

Arefa gravely accepted the same payment from ViKay, and nodded histhanks.

It was easy not to laugh, because laughing would get me killed. It's probably the oldest form of
swindle. The Stranger, it's cdled. Put together any game whereit's dl-against-one and you'll find endless
opportunities to manipul ate the situ-ation to the benefit of the al and againgt the one.

It was easy not to laugh, becauseit wasall | could do not to vomit. | mean, the game of placques has
an ee-gance and grace that's al its own, an iron symmetry in the distribution of beasts and seasons. On
the other hand... Lord Toshta was not ungenerous with his new dan'shir, but my stipend wastwo siver
bice every fortnight. Three years earnings sat on the table in front of me. | wondered what the penalty
would have been when | had been unableto pay, if we'd lost. | know what it isamong peasants, and |
doubted it would have been much gentler among our be-loved ruling class.

ViKay looked at me somberly over thetop of her screen. "I believe that Lords Everleaand Debray



play next," shesaid, no hint in her voice of any feding more intense than the pleasant smile on her face.
Arefa nodded. "It has been pleasant that fortune so smiled on us," he said.
Minch just nodded; perhaps his jaw muscles twitched fractiondly, but mainly he just nodded.

Arefal and | rose. When peasants wager at contests of skill, it isthe winner who stays until heloses,
bethe

game placques, single-bone draughts, wrestling, or Kimmi-on-the-pig. I'm not sure whether our
beloved ruling class doesiit differently just to differentiate themsalves, or for another reason, but I've
never claimed to understand them. ViKay and Minch would stay in an attempt to recoup their losses.
Thistime, they won.

Eventudly, the game ended.

"Brilliantly done, Kami Dan'Shir," Arefal said. "It ssemsthat the Way of the Dan'Shir includesthe
ability to play afearsome game of placques, en?’

Yes, yes, I'm a genius, now let me get out of here with my winnings and more importantly my
skin intact.

"l wasfortunate," | said, trying to sound sincere.

Helaughed, and his laugh was picked up first by ViKay and then Debray and Everlea. Minch didntt
eventry toforceasamile.

"Very wel," Arefal said. "Bethat way. We shall seeyou at the wedding night reception at the hour of
thebear." | guess| let some of my distaste a the idea show, because he dismissed what he thought my
concerns were with agesture. "No, it's not just nobles. Y ou'll find most of the... more honored
bourgeoise there aswdll, joining usin the celebration.” He grinned. "Particularly the local robers, who, so
| hear, tire of spending most of their time gifting my ViKay with their best work."

ViKay raised an eyebrow. "l will have you know, Lord Arefal," she said, "that the only articles of
clothing I have accepted as a gift are my wedding robes.”

Arefal chuckled. It was an easy laugh, and it made him hard to didike. "Very well," he sad, offering
her hisarm as he turned to therest of us. "Wewill see you in the hour of the bear.”

| sat in the garden by myself, looking down at the dozen golden coinsin the pam of my hand, each
decorated on the face with the sunrise sedl of the Scion, and on the back with the likeness of a
spread-winged springbug, areminder that all wedth isephemerad. | didn't understand any of i,

not redlly. The troupe could tour for a decade and never accumulate thismuch gold, but | had it in my
hand for having spent amorning counting to nine and accepting the chesting help of Arefai’s bride-to-be.

Will, if nothing else, | owed ViKay. | didn't doubt she would someday collect, and | wondered what
form the re-payment would be.

And, in fact, there were forms of repayment that wouldn't bother me at al.

In the meantime, my pouch was heavy with gold, and my stomach was light with the lack of food. The
wizards tended to eat well; perhapsit wastime for another cour-tesy cal on Tebol.

| found the two magicians high in Tebol's tower, door open and windows unshuttered to let
much-needed air and light into the dank and shadowed workshop. The two of them were bent over a
worktable holding something that looked like the insdes of asmall animal and smdlled ev-ery bit as bad.

"The Fina Day comes. The end of the universe,” Tebol said. " Seethat lesion on theliver? Combineit
with the growth on the gizzard and the stain on the sacrum, and what else could it mean?”

"Nothing,” Narantir said. "Fascinating.”



The Final Day. The end of the universe?
| cleared my throat. "How... how soon?'

They turned. Narantir's gray robes had been splashed with something gray, greasy and disgusting, but
Tebol was till neat asapin. It didn't take adan'shir to decide that the spattered lesther apron hanging
from anearby hook was what had kept histailored gray robes spotless.

Tebol dipped his handsinto awashbasin, rubbing them briskly in the soapy water before drying them
on atowd. "How soon what?'

| spread my hands. The end of the universe. The Fina Day."

The end of dl that has ever been, or will ever be. | hadn't redly believed in it, not until now, but the
two of

them sounded so quietly certain of it that | couldn't help believing.

"Oh, this" Tebol made a dismissve waving gesture with his damp hands, then helped meto a set.
"It'snoth-ing. Takeit easy, lad. Sit back and if you fed faint, lean over and put your head down between
your legs. Deep breathing." Smooth, sure fingersfdt at two of my pulses, and then at the back of my
neck. "I think he till isin shock from yesterday, Narantir. And look here, on hisback," he said, pulling at
my tunic. "We missed some scratches from hisfdl. Have you any sdted sdamander salve?!

Narantir grunted. "Héell hed .
"Let'sget somelunch,” Tebol sad. "I have afriend in the kitchens.”
"But the entrails—" | protested.

Narantir smiled. "That should teach you not to gpproach awizard's workshop unannounced. Among
the least bad thingsthat can happenisafright.”

"Jug afright? But—"

"Those?" Narantir dismissed my concern with aflip of hishand. "Those are just mock entrails.”
"And what good are mock entrails?' | asked.

"Pleasurereading,” he said.

Therewas aspot in the gardens that | made note of: asmall rise, well-screened from view from the
plaza below by the pink and white flowered branches of agnarled tur tree. The grassy knoll was rimmed
by anirregular stone fence, flat and level enough to support abasket of food and two clay bottles of
wine, that rose to the chest level of agtting dan'shir. Hmmm. .. make that a leaning dan'shir; the sones
were cold but pleasant against my back as | leaned back and took another mouthful of the sweet,
straw-colored wine. It tasted of spring and flowers, and smelled vaguely but plessantly of freshly scythed
grass.

| rubbed athumb against abump in the cold stone. From this distance, or lack thereof, the bumps and
hollowsin thewall seemed random, as though the stone was un-

worked. From across the knoll, when the noon sun had hit it al just right from above, the shadows
had turned thewall surface into ashadow drawing of the naked torsos of a dozen swesating muscular
men, their arms linked, holding back the soil.

Sometimesit doesn't pay to get too close, to get too caught up in details.

"Thetrouble with the nobility,” Narantir said from around amouthful of mutton, "isthat they don't
have enough to do." He durped at his goblet, managing to get most of the fluid into his mouth, just barely
ganing the front of hisrobes.



Tebol raised adim finger. "That's close enough to trea-son for one luncheon, Narantir,” he said.
"Shtoi isno longer good enough?!

"Among ourselveswe need shtoi?' Narantir gestured around him. "It's said that even thewalls have
ears, but I've never heard it said of the grasses or the bushes or the breeze.”

Tebol didn't answer. He had hdf of ajuicy besfroll in hishands, but was managing to takeit in small
biteswith-out fouling himsdlf at al.

Me, | was enjoying amestroll by the smple expedient of popping the whole thing into my mouth.
Well-aged beef wrapped around crispy fried turnip cake that was amost too hot, the whole thing
flavored with eye-watering pepper and savory garlic—there are worse ways to spend an after-noon than
munching on such, and many worse ways than to spend an afternoon munching on such and washing it
down with pale straw-colored wine.

"Then say it," Tebol said.

Narantir shrugged. "L ook at yon game-players,” he said, waving his hand toward where we had seen
aclague of nobles gathered around the same placques table that, com-bined with skillful play and coarse
chesting, had enriched my purse that morning. "Were Lord Debray, say," he said, choosing one of the
younger nobles, aboy of about fifteen, "an apprentice acrobat, what would he be doing at this hour?”

| had thought his question was just rhetorical, but both he and Tebol waited patiently for an answer. |
swallowed heavily, wasting the taste of the mestroll.

"Sweating under the hot sun,” | said. "Either on the road between towns or at practice."
"Tolittle purpose, granted,” Narantir said, conceding his own point, "but at least to some purpose.”

"Each to hisown, wizard." | picked up ahard-boiled egg and tossed it lightly between my hands. "It
takes ef-fort to makeit al look easy, and that's part of the craft of it."

| caught the egg in my right hand, then looped it high in the air, high enough that | could snag an apple
from the basket and add it to the juggling. Juggling two thingsistrividly easy, unlessyou're doing it with
just one hand, whichiswhat | had to do as | reached for a heavy knife. My right hand continuing to
juggle the egg and the gp-ple, | gavethe knife afew preiminary tosses with my left hand, then threw it
highintheair, spinning it hard.

From then on it was amatter of timing: catch the knife, spin it again, even harder, faster, then throw
the apple up into the spinning blade. Do it wrong and the knife and pieces of applewill go off inal
directions, only spla-tering you with sticky fruit if you're lucky.

But timeit right, throw everything with the proper tempo and sufficient authority, and the blade will
cleave right through the gpple without appreciably dowing, and you can reach into the whirring disk of
stedd and snatch out aknife by the hilt, and then properly shower an egg, aknife, and two haves of
apple.

| did it right, then ended with aflourish that left the egg arcing high overhead, while the knife stood
quivering in the ground between the two wizards, with me carefully setting half an apple down on each of
their plates, then cupping my palmstogether just in timeto catch the egg.

| cracked the shdll with aknuckle.

Tebol's mouth was split in abroad grin, and he tapped two fingers sharply against hiswristin
gpplause, while

even Narantir's scowl wasrelieved by an expression that could have been asmile, perhaps.
"Plaudits, Kami Dan'Shir,” Tebol said. "I've never seen it done better.”
"Or to aslittle point as most of the nobility live."



Tebol'slipstwisted. "Y ou make too much of it dl, Narantir. Consider the tree, eh?"
Narantir nodded. "Thereisthat."
| had to ask. " 'Consider the tree?"

Narantir turned his stained pam upwards. "L ook at it. Congder it," he said, gesturing toward a
gnarled savorfruit tree, its diamond-shaped |leaves whispering gently in the breeze. "The tree maintains.
Thebirds on its branches, they—"

"Therearen't any birds on its branches.”

Thewizard glared at mefor the longest moment, then without a further word, reached into his pouch
and pulled out asmal bundle of feathers, wrapped tightly with aleather thong. He started to untie the
bundle, then shook his head and hefted it in his palm.

"Wait," Tebol said, taking the feather packet from Narantir for amoment and then carefully extracting
ahalf dozen feathers before returning the bundleto the fat wiz-ard. "L et usleave that one out of it, shall
we?'

"We can do without theroc, | suppose.” Narantir sighed, then gestured severd times over the packet
before throwing it high into the leaves of the savorfruit tree. | guessit caught on asmal twig or something,
but it looked like it was just hanging there, next to the leaves.

Birds swarmed into the tree from al different directions, chirping and tweeting and squawking in an
arrangement that could only have been orchestrated by the tone-deaf. Crows cdled out their disdainin
counterpoint to the blue warblers, who tilted back their heads to spill out incredible arpeggios, while
robins sang and asingle brayhawk screamed.

Tebol had aclay bird in his hands and was manipulating the beak. He raised the model to hislipsand
whispered aquiet word.

The singing and squawking and screaming of the birds cut out al a once, as hundreds of beady, birdy
eyes|ooked down on us.

"As| wassaying," Narantir said. "Condder thetree. It maintains. The birds may find purchasein its
branches. Some of them may est of itsfruit and others may take from it dead twigsto build their nests.
But which has more dignity? The lower-class tree that lives but to live, to pro-duce, or the noble birds,
who exist only to squawk and bray?' One feather clutched between hisfingers, heraised hisright hand
and gestured with his|eft.

The packet of feathersfell to bounce firmly off the head of Tebol's clay sculpture, then thwocked
firmly into Narantir's palm, sending hundreds of birdsflying in al di-rections, save directly over us.

"As| said," Narantir said. "Congder thetree” Hebit into amestroll.

"And consider that not only former acrobats can use broad gestures to make apoint?’ | asked.
Hejust smiled.

12

A Reception, an Encounter, aNoisein

the Night, and Other Cd culations and

Miscaculations

To the distant blare of silverhorns and the degp thrumm of abassskin from the musicians at the far
end of the Great Hall, Lord Orazhi received me with asmile on histhin face, perhaps asad one. It was
hard to tell.



"Good evening, Historica Master Dan'Shir," he said, accepting my bow with the dightest of noble
nods. "A pleasure to have you present thisevening.” His black-and-slver robes, belted tightly acrosshis
thin waist, were dec-orated with asimple pattern of sllken white flowers. Next to him, Lord Toshtal, in
yedllow belted with brown, loomed like an enormous belted egg yolk.

Two haughty silverhorns picked up afour-note theme from the chimer, then lazily passed it to the
baritone waterpipe, which liquidly, lazily toyed with it for only amoment before the zivver and abassskin
snatched it away.

Behind Lord Toshtai, old Dun Lidjun, hisrobes the color of summer straw, stood watching the world
with eyesthat neither rested nor flitted.

"And agood evening to you, Lord Orazhi, and you, Lord Toshtai, and you, Lord Dun Lidjun. | am,
of course, honored, Lord Orazhi," | said, bowing low.

| was about to complete the courtesy by dropping to my knees on the parquet floor, but Lord Orazhi
ordered meto

desst with aquick gesture that Lord Toshtai seconded with anod. Old Dun Lidjun's expression was
the usud death sentence, waiting to be carried out against someone, athough | never quite got the
impression that just anybody would do.

| caught Edelfaule glaring at me from haf across the room, whilein another corner both Demick and
Minch, surrounded by courtiers and courtesans, eyed me levelly. Minch raised his hand to hislipsand
spoke briefly behind it. If he hadn't crooked hisfingers quite so much, | likely could have read hislips
enough to extract the gist of it, but | probably didn't need anything else to worry about.

"| take it you have recovered from your fall?' Lord Toshtal asked.

| had thought that to be just for the sake of form, but he looked at me directly when | didn't answer.
Not with any hint of threat or menace on his broad, fat face, but with at-tention, perhaps, as though the
rest of the universe could wait until Lord Toshtai had been answered by Kami Dan'Shir.

"Almost recovered, Lord Toshtal," | said. "A few scratches here and there, the odd bruise, but
nothing of any consequence.”

Lord Orazhi'sthin lips pursed for amoment, then re-laxed. "I've given word to my head servitor to
seeto any specia needsyou may have. Don't be afraid to be... bold in your requests.” He made anidle
gesture toward anearby servitor, and | found myself with aflask of some orange essence in my hands,
the flask so cold that water was beading on its Sides.

| sarted toftilt it back.
"I've dso asked my daughter to make sure your needs are taken care of," he said.

| couldn't helpit. I choked, but managed to suppress enough of the choking reflex to avoid splattering
the two lords with the orange essence, and, immediately thereafter, my own guts.

"l beg your pardon, Lord Orazhi," | said. "I'm not used

to such fine essence,” | managed to croak out. "When | see an orange essence, it's not afine Sun
Tearsthat comesto mind, but more likely some Hare Sweat.”

"Understood, forgiven, and forgotten." Hedismissed it. "As| was saying, my daughter isafine
hostess, and | hope shélll keep up the traditionsin Den Oroshtai.”

WEell, so do 1, sort of. And | do thank you for your daugh-ter having taken care of my needs,
dangerous as that was.

Not that | thought for amoment that that's what had gone on. ViKay's motives could have been
anything, and it was as likely to do melittle good to speculate on their nature asit was unlikely thet |



could prevent myself from speculating.

Unlikely that | could prevent mysalf from speculating? | mulled that thought over severa timesand
decided that | had been spending decidedly too much time around our beloved ruling class. Regular
people don't think that way.

Lord Orazhi nodded in friendly dismissd, asdid Lord Toshtai.
Old Dun Lidjun was at my elbow as| moved across the room.

"| take it you haven't paid courtesy to Lords Minch and Demick tliseve," he said, gently steering me
intheir di-rection. Old Dun Lidjun would gently lead alamb to its butcher, | suspect. To make matters
worse, Eddfaule had joined Minch and Demick, his crud eyes not, for the mo-ment, on me. | would
have rather tickled abear'stonsls.

There had to be another dternative. Over by the south wall, under atapestry of aherd of deer caught
inmidfrolic, ViKay and Arefal were surrounded by acluster of nobles and ladies, anidand of rdative
safety in aseaof touchy nobility. Old Lady Estrer was ensconced on apadded chair high ona
platform—more of apodium, realy—far enough away to stay out of the conversation, but close enough
to keep acynica eye on her nephew and hisfuture wife.

What | needed was, say, TaNai spotting the panic in my eyes and rushing up to improvise a previous
commitment,

but | wasn't going to get that. | tried to think of some-thing.

"l haven't presented mysdlf to Lord Arefal either,” | said. "I wouldn't want to insult him and his
wife-to-be."

| knew I'd won arespite when Dun Lidjun scowled. "Oh, very well, let's go over and talk to the boy."

Arefal grabbed my hands before | could bow properly. "Kami Dan'Shir!" he said. "It'sgood of you to
join usthisevening." Thetonewas of equa-to-equa, which | could see out of the corner of my eye
wasn't lost on the rest of the crowd. Save alord's honor, and he might even be grateful. More surprising
things had happened.

ViKay'ssmilewasaduplicate of Arefa's. "I'll even forgive you for beating me so badly at placques
thismorn-ing."

"l am touched, Lady," | said, without ahint of suicidal sarcasm. | began to relax. Arefal was il
00zing gratitude, and he would keep me involved in conversation long enough for Dun Lidjun to become
tired of hanging about a my ebow. | could then make my gpologies and dip off to my room to wait until
ether deep or ViKay joined me.

Arefal beckoned over to where Minch, Demick, and Edelfaule were ignoring us. "Here, Eddfaule, if
you please, Kami Dan'Shir has arrived.”

Thethin lord made hisway through the crowd, Deren der Drumud at his side. Deren der Drumud's
eyesnever left old Dun Lidjun, dthough the old warrior neither seemed to watch him nor ignore him. I'd
liketo know how he did that.

"Ah," Edefaule said, "the clever Kami Dan'Shir." The flask of green essence didn't tremblein his
hand, but per-haps his speech had just atrace of dur. Or perhaps not. "Enjoying rubbing up against your
bettersthisevening?'

Arefa rolled hiseyes. "Brother, if | didn't know better, 1'd think that an insult againgt not only Kami

Dan'Shir, but those who invited him here thisevening." Helicked hislips, once. "'l wouldn't want anyone
hereto think amember of Lord Toshta's family would insult not only his

host but Lord Toshtai himsdlf, and | know that my elder brother would not dishonor the family so," he



sad, anedgein hisvoice.

Theidiot. | had gotten the message, honestly: Arefal was going out of hisway to befriend me, for
whatever rea-son. There was no reason to rub his brother's nose againgt, well, me.

Minch chuckled. "I can't imagine that that would be so. How could anyone think that any noble from
Den Oroshtai would insult a bourgeois? Were that to happen—and | as-sureyou | think it
imposs ble—the next thing you would find Den Oroshtal nobility out affronting the middle class and
committing indignities on the pessantry.”

Behind his shoulder, Deren der Drumud grinned too broadly, then laughed too loudly, defying
anybody to take offense at that.

/ wasn't going to, honestly.

Off in the distance, the bassskin rumbled something in-sistent that could have been a contradiction, |
suppose.

"Lord Minchisquiteright,” Penkil Ner Condigan's own bass rumble came from behind me.

| half-turned.

Penkil Ner Condigan wore a bone-white shirt over earthy brown trouserstoday. Long and lean, he
loomed half a head taler than anybody around him. His puffy cheeks and severd chinswerefresh froma
careful shav-ing, but the fat man's face and head on that gaunt body still bothered me.

"] doubt that any noble from either Den Oroshtal or Glen Derenai would invite bourgeois, middle
class, or peasant only to insult them," he said. "It's one thing for alord to ride down afew middle-class
girlsor to trifle at agame of dap-the-peasant. It would be quite another thing entirely to invite amember
of alower classinto oneshome only to insult him or to invite one's noble gueststo insult them. I'm sure
that it would not be done by any no-ble of Glen Derena, or of Den Oroshtal, or of Patrice,” Penkil Ner
Condigan continued, bowing low toward ViKay, Arefai, and Demick inturn.

Minch'slipswerewhite. "1 didn't hear you mention Merth's Bridge in that recitation,” he said.

"Ah." Penkil Ner Condigan nodded. "My apologiesfor the error. Of course, | could not imaginea
noble of Merth's Bridge acting so boorishly,” he said, no trace of sarcasm in hisvoice or expression.

| had never heard a shtoi insult phrased better, and | couldn't imagine aweaker reason for insulting
Minch than the huntsman had. After dl, | wasn't redlly of his profes-son; the only reason that | had paid a
courtesy call on him—or the wizards—was that the nobles hadn't had any-body more appropriate to
choose.

Dun Lidjun threw back his head and laughed, dmost of-fensively loud. "No," the old man said, "1 am
sure no noble of any sort would behave so boorishly. And certainly not one from Merth's Bridge.”

| barely caught Lady Edtrer's dightest movement of her head, and if | hadn't been watching for it, |
wouldn't have thought that Arefai had either, but he broke into chuckles aswell.

"Penkil Ner Condigan,” he said, in between chortles, "you are afunny fellow."

Asif to confirm, the slverhorns and zivver split off into an arpeggio that reminded me of ayoung girl's
laughter. If old Lady Estrer hadn't been looking so pleased with her-sdif, | would have thought it
arranged, not coincidenta, but the withered old woman would surely have managed to keep the
satisfaction off her face if she had arranged for the music to supplement Arefai's chuckling.

Edefaule wasn't going to be the only lord from Den Oroshtai not so amused, and his own somewhat
forced chuckles were picked up by the surrounding nobility in generd, those of us of lower class carefully
keeping our faces blank, and—ypresumably; | know | was—wishing for the cloak of invisbility that
Spennymore supposedly wraps himsdlf in before his nighttime prowling.



Minch got control of himself only with visble difficulty. | was beginning to think that Lord Demick had
chosen the wrong device for creating trouble here. Minch's temper

ran just too high, and while he no doubt was able to com-pensate for that on the dudling field, he
would haveto befar more clever than he wasif he wanted to find himsdlf facing Arefai instead of Dun
Lidjun.

Dun Lidjun was till standing next to me.

"Lord Dun Lidjun,”" I murmured, "pardon the frankness, but do you think you would have any
problem beating Minch?"

Dun Lidjun didn't appear to hear. He just laughed some more.
"A funnier suggestion | have never heard,” he said, rais-ing hisglass.

| found mysdf in the garden at midnight, just after the hour of the bear gave way to the hour of the
lion.

The musicianswere dill playing in the Great Hall, but al | could hear wasthe occasiond tinkle of the
chimer, or aglissade of notes from the silverhorns; the rest was drowned out by the distance, and the
whisper of thewind, and the rustling of the leavesin thetrees.

The smdl risewhere | had lunched with the wizards was empty, and liable to remain empty, so long
as | made enough quiet noiseto keep loversfrom trysting there. The only light was from the uncaring
dtars above, and below, where through the trees| could see the occasional flicker of the torcheslining the
courtyard, snapping and popping in thewind.

Thewind picked up, carrying with it acold smdl hint-ing of astorm to come.

When you don't know what to do, juggle. | don't swear that it's the solution for every problem, mind,
but it doesn't hurt anything, and it can let your head clear. | hadn't gone up to my rooms for my bag, but
that didn't matter: ahaf dozen walnuts from the grass would do.

Catch-throw, catch-throw, catch-throw, catch-throw, and invisible blades were gtill approaching my
exposed neck from any direction. Juggle, juggle, juggle, and the palitics of our beloved ruling classwere
beyond my experience and ability to deal with, and...

Voices came from below. | juggled softly, catching each walnut shell gently before sending the next
one looping on itsway.

"No, no, no, Egterling,” ViKay sad, "I have met you thislast time, but that isal.” Her voice waslight
but low, pitched to carry only alittle way. If the wind had not been blowing it toward me, or if | hadn't
stopped in my jug-gling to go to the retaining wall and listen more closely, | could barely have heard it.

| couldn't hear the other voice rumble, but the only rea-son | had no doubt that it was Lord Esterling
was because ViKay had identified him as such.

The conversation went on, hislow rumbleinssting, her voice ressting. | thought about making noise,
or about in-terfering, and decided againgt it. | know it doesn't sound galant or heroic, but | was more
concerned about my be-ing caught listening than | waswith ViKay's safety. Then again, her safety wasn't
redly at issue. Given that they werein the courtyard of her father's keep, dl she would have to do would
be to raise her voice, and a score of armsmen would be dl over Esterling.

Besides, I'm neither a gallant nor a hero; that's for our beloved ruling class, not us bourgeois
types. Let Toshtai make me a noble, and then he can expect me to rescue his son's wife-to-be, |
thought, keeping my snort silent.

Then again... what if shewouldn't raise her voice? What if she couldnt, or...
It was easy to confront them without confronting them: | tossed awanut in ahigh loop that ended



with asharp crack on the path below.

The voices cut off immediately, and | could hear a set of heavy footsteps departing quickly, but not
running, and then ancther, lighter st going off in adifferent direction.

Well, | had learned something. Either ViKay had been involved with Eterling, or he wanted her to
be, or ViKay wanted somebody, perhaps me, to think either of the former.

No, that was too complicated, even for our beloved rul-ing class. | was making it complicated where
itwassm-

pie ViKay and Esterling had been lovers, and she was unwilling to continue that any longer, with her
marriage upcoming and, just perhaps, her needs being met else-where. Esterling had protested, and
would now leave her be. Or, evenif not, wed still be done with the wedding and be back in Den
Oroshtai in just a matter of days.

The wind died down, but not before bringing me a heavy scent of cold roses.

Enough for one night. Enough juggling, enough won-dering, and most particularly enough of our
beloved ruling class.

| went searching for my bed and found it.

My dreamswere of drowning, of trying to bring my head above the surface of the water by gripping
my feet in my hands and pulling up on my toes. It dways seemed to be about to work, but then it
wouldn't. It was enough to make me scream.

And, infact | was screaming, in pain and in terror.

| was awake and there was a scream, but it wasn't mine. 1t was coming from across the courtyard
somewhere. The sensible thing to do would be to go back to deep and not have heard it. That whichis
not heard isnot, after dll.

1 threw on my clothes and was out in the hallway before | even thought about it.

Old Dun Lidjun was dready out in the hal, belting his robes awkwardly with one hand, the other
occupied with his naked blade. Two younger warriors, struggling into their belts, tried to keep up with the
old man.

"Where?" he said, beckoning at meto follow as he ran down the hall toward the wing where Lord
Toshtal dept. Hisgray hair, usudly bound back in awarrior's queue, hung loose about his shoulders; he
tossed hishead to clear it from hiseyes.

| didn't know who hewas asking, but dl | could say was"| don't know."

The guards at the entrance to Lord Toshtai's suite were on their feet and dert aswe arrived at the
sametimethat

the huge oak doors swung open to reveal Lord Toshtal and histwo sons, each of them clearly just
arisen from deep, Toshtal Hill in hishuge yelow sk deeping caftan.

" Sheath your blade, Dun Lidjun," Lord Toshtai said. "We are al safe; and more trouble can come
from anaked blade in a strange keep than I'd care to think of." Seeing that Dun Lidjun didn't have a
scabbard with him, he beck-oned for the old man to hand him the sword, then snapped hishandsfor his
own, scabbarded sword—the big one, not the miniature he normally tucked in his sash. "Here. You help
Kami Dan'Shir see what has happened, but don't draw the blade unless necessary, and don't annoy Lord
Orazhi's people.”

Arefal, dressed only in belted pantaloons and boots, dipped his own scabbard into his belt.
"May | gotoo, Father?' he asked, running his hands through deep-mussed hair.



Lord Toshtai nodded.

"Bedtill,” Dun Lidjun hissed to dl of us. "And keep your hands empty, and in plain view." We crossed
the courtyard quickly; Arefai had thought the scream came from across, in the other wing.

Dun Lidjun nodded tightly at the Glen Derenai warriors a the entrance to the other wing.
"Lord Toshtai has sent usto investigate,” Arefa said, then silenced himself a aglance from old Dun
Lidjun.

"We come with good intentions to offer our help, super-fluousthoughiit is, well though we know that
the safety of the keep will dways bewell trusted in the strong hands of the warriors of Glen Derenai and
of Lord Orazhi," Dun Lidjun said. | wasn't really surprised that the old man could dip into formal speech
without exaggerdting it into an insult.

The guard captain, his mouth tensed into two pardld lines, nodded tightly. “Thethird floor," he said.

Nopad Postet, a hairy bear of a man, was the senior of the Glen Derenai warriors gathered on the
third floor. He

beckoned us through the crowd of warriors and concubines and servitors gathered in the hall. One of
the servitors, adim woman balancing adomed tray on her shoulder, stag-gered for amoment, then
righted herself and got out of the way.

"Lord Minch'sroom," Nopad Postet said. "He doesn't answer, and..."
And it would be agreat discourtesy to enter the rooms of aguest lord uninvited.

Deren der Drumud shrugged. "I'm not at al surethat it came from here, and | know better than to
interferewith my lord Minch's play.”

"Play?" Arefa's exclamation sprayed the back of my neck with spittle. "If that'sthe way he plays, with
screams that disturb the spirits of the keep, then to the dungpile with this play of his™

Without looking in Arefai's direction, Dun Lidjun gripped the deeve of Arefa'srobe, once, tightly,
then re-leased it. He turned to me. "L ord Toshtal instructed me to help you. investigate." He looked
levelly at Nopad Pogtet. "The warriors of Lord Orazhi have no objection?’

Nopad Pogtet clearly didn't likeit, but he wasn't about to argue with the marshall of Den Oroshtai,
not without specific orders from hisown lord.

"Hasanyone akey?' | asked.

Therewas no answer. | strongly suspected that one of the servitors milling about behind the warriors
did, but I didn't blame them for not getting involved.

Well, thereés no point in craving the feding of the bar in your hands when you're tumbling end over
end through the air. It will come or not.

"Get meinthere, Lord Dun Lidjun,” | sad.

The old man handed his scabbarded sword to one of the Glen Derenai warriors, then ran the tips of
his withered fingers down the side of the door. He closed his eyes for amoment, and then moved so
quickly | couldn't even fol-low the motion. One moment he wasjust standing there, considering, his
hands held loosely in front of him; the next, the door was exploding out of the way, the onere-

maining hinge screaming the way metal doeswhen it's Sretched too hard, too fast.
| stepped into the room.

The scream had been Lord Minch, and | couldn't blame him. He was standing up against the near
wadll, pinned to it by an arrow through his chest. His hands, now limp by his side, were darkened with



blood to the elbows, and adark stain ran down his white deeping robes to the floor, where a shimmering
black pool shone too glossy in the dark of the room.

Out of the corner of my eye, | could see arip in the pa-per windowscreen on the opposite wall.

If I hadn't known better, | would have thought that somebody had been through the room before me:
over by the window, clothes and implements were scattered under the weaponstand. Minch's own bow
and arrows were off in one corner, as though thrown there.

A bit of temper at being outwitted yesterday, eh, Minch?

| had thought that he was dead, and that there was no hurry, but then he groaned, and his body
shifted.

"Somebody get thewizards," | said.

"Shall we get him down?' Dun Lidjun raised an eye-brow as he looked a me, as though asking my
permission. Why me? Just because Lord Toshtai had told meto inves-tigate? Did that really mean so
much to the old warrior?

| didn't know what he was asking permission for, but | nodded.

Dun Lidjun reached out and drew his sword—L ord Toshtai's sword, actualy—then dipped it
between Minch and the wall. One quick dash cut the arrow shaft, and Minch wasfaling away from the
wadl.

| caught him as he dumped.

Now, | never liked Minch, but | also didn't like the way his breathing went dl ragged and desperate
ashedied in my arms. It reminded me of the way my sister had died, and | didn't much like the memory
of that.

| stood and |ooked down at the body. The front of my shirt was wet with blood, and the floor was
covered with it. | never redized that there was so much blood in abody.

The next thing | remember was looking up at the three lords: Demick, Toshtal, and Orazhi. It wasal |
could do not to wipe my hands on my shirt, but that would only have made them bloodier.

"It ssemswe have apuzzlefor you, Historica Master Dan'Shir,” Demick said.
"Yes," Toshtal said, "you must find out who murdered Minch. Narantir will be at your disposd.”

Orazhi nodded. "All of Glen Derenal isat your disposal, Kami Dan'Shir. Y ou must find the murderer.
And quickly, before the wedding."

My gaze was drawn to the same place that dl three of theirswas.
Tothefletching of the shaft of the arrow projecting from Minch's chest.
"Yes," Demick said. "It could berather... embarrass-ing otherwise.”

And to the three gold bands just forward of that fletch-ing. The three gold bands that announced, for
al theworld to see, that Arefai had just murdered Minch.
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A Hare of Kazuh, the Beginning of an

Investigation, aBroad Smile, and

Other Pendties and Rewards

Three gold bands....

The bait of atrap, the poisoned whey left for arat. No, | was neither going to eat the bait nor going to



ignoreit. We D'Shaians are not an unhypocritica people. "That which isnot seenisnot" isa saying that
we both mean and don't mean at al. Thereis power inignoring the ob-vious, but more in acknowledging
it, and still morein threatening to do o.

My kazuh flared, pointing the way. | didn't know enough, not now, to give me the solution, but at
least for amoment, the path | would walk toward it shone clear and bright in my mind.

"Of course" | said. "I'll need the wizards—"
"Done," Lord Orazhi said, as Lord Toshtai nodded.

"—and two othersto help meinvestigate,” | said, ddlib-erately not addressing anyonein particular.
"Lord Dun Lidjun for one."

Lord Toshtai caught my eye. "And why would that be?"

"Another murderer, Lord Toshtai, managed—even be-fore he murdered my sister—to find me and
besat me half to death. | have no reason to believe that the coward who murdered Lord Minch by stedlth
would be more gentle. It's not that | am concerned with being beaten to deeth,

you understand; | live but to serve. It'sjust that | can't find and expose the cowardly murderer of
Lord Minchif I'm lying on adab with my skull split open.”
Lord Toshtal's eyes might have twinkled ever so dightly as he nodded a Dun Lidjun.

The old warrior faced me, hisback straight. "'l am at your disposd, Historical Magter Eldest Son
Discoverer-of-Truths."

Lord Orazhi spoke up, "All of Glen Derenai, from the highest to the lowest, isat your command,
Kami Dan'Shir. Expose the murderer, no matter what his station might be." Hisvoice held no trace of a
quiver or trembling, but hislips were dmost white. " Show me, show al the one who mur-dered anoble
guest under my roof." Hefought for control, and got it. "From a dungfooted gardener to my own person,
you areto ask for any help you require, and it isyours.” Heraised hisvoice. "By my command! Kami
Dan'Shir spesks with my voice; his commands are my commands; and hiswords are no gentler than mine
will be"

| bowed.

Demick's smile was mocking. "Y ou reach far beyond your station for assistance, Kami Dan'Shir. I'm
pleased that Lord Dun Lidjunis so willing to stoop to help." He rubbed athumb againgt the side of his
jaw, asthough idly considering whether or not that lowered Dun Lidjun.

True enough." Dun Lidjun'svoice wasflat. "I'd swim through vomit and dig in dung if that would help
find the cowardly murderer of Lord Minch," he said, each word atick on adrumhead.

Demick's smiledidn't fade. "Of course you would. Of course any of uswould," he said, taking a
scrap of blue stk from his deeve and sniffing at it, asthough to refresh him-sdf. Hisunblinking eyes
turned toward me. "And | takeit the other... assstant you require will be Lord Arefai?’

| bowed deeply. "No, Lord Demick." | knelt next to the body, willing Arefal to keep his mouth shut.
No protesta-tion of innocence would do him any good, not now.

| put my finger to the shaft. "I doubt that anybody's no-

ticed it, but thisarrow hasthree gold bandson it. Lord Arefai's marking.”

"Oh, yes," Demick said. "Now that you mentioniit... | had thought the arrow looked familiar.”
"Which leads meto conclude,” | said, “that the mur-derer wants usto think that Lord Arefai did it."

Or that it is Arefai, and that he's both clever and clumsy enough to portray himself as so
clumsy and half-clever.



| wasgoing tolet it al go unsaid, but Demick’s smile mocked metoo loudly. | could take that, but |
couldn't let him be the oneto spread it al out in the open. Now was the time to deal with that, and to
ded with it bluntly.

"Or," | said, "one could conclude that the murderer isLord Arefa, pointing aclumsy finger at himsdlf.
'Surdly,’ we dl would say, 'surely Arefai would not murder Lord Minch in such afashion that left him
accused but not proven either innocent or guilty.'

"But then we might decide that Lord Arefai isprecisely clever enough to do that, and we might never
know, leav-ing araincloud over hismarriageto Lady ViKay. I'll need somebody far too clever to believe
such afoolish ideg, so that when Lord Arefal isproperly cleared of this murder, his reputation will be left
clean, aswell. I'll need someone whose honor is above suspicion, but who isn't fealty-bound to the father
of the obvious suspect.”

"And who isthis epitome of honor and sagacity?' Demick asked.

I let my smile grow broad, and waited a beat. "Why, you are, Lord Demick. | request and require
your asss-tancein investigating Lord Minch's murder.”

| wished that it had been Demick who had been playing at placques with me that morning.

| would have wagered anything that his expression would have been just asflat and controlled, his hint
of asmile dtill every bit as merry and sdf-satisfied in paying off asit was when he bowed gently, and said,
"Then | am, of course, completely at your disposal, Historical Master Eldest Son Discoverer-of-Truths.”
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Chicken, Conspiracies, Demicks
Cooperation, and Other Thingson
Vhichto Chev

Framed nicdly in the wizard's window, the morning sky had clouded over, threstening acoming
storm. | would have spat at the sky and told it to stick itsthreats up its back passage, but | doubt that
would have done much good; I'm not awizard, after dl.

/ don't respond well to threats, | wanted to say, except that | didn't see any need totell aliefor
practice so early in the morning. | respond very well indeed to threats.

Tebol'sface was it in abroad grin that looked like it didn't quitefit on histhin face, but Narantir
was un-amused.

"Not only do | haveto work with you at my ebow, knocking over pots and vessdls at awkward
moments, but now, in addition, | have Lord Toshtai's hoary killer and the Lord of Patrice also to dedl
with?" Thefat wizard reached under hisrobesto scratch at his crotch.

| shrugged and reached for another piece of chicken be-fore he could handleit. I'm by no meansthe
most fastid-ious person in theworld, but I'd rather not est food that's been fondled by Narantir. "Them
aso," | sad. "Themtoo, aswell, likewise, and in addition.” | patted hisarm. "Trust me; I'm the Higtorica
Magter Dan'Shir."

The centerpiece of bregkfast in the wizard's tower was

cold chicken, some sort of honey-lemon glaze baked to the skin. It crunched beneath my teeth; | took
another swallow of the straw-colored drayflower wine that had cleared the last traces of morning mouth.

That's the nice thing about a clear morning: it reminds you that the sun awaysrises, every day anew
day, anew rebirth. A new holeto stick your head through, wondering if there's an axe descending
toward your neck.



Tebal tilted his head to one sSide, evauating me. Y ou seem, perhaps, relaxed? Happy 7'

"Neither." Therewasn't any harm in explaining part of it, not redly. "But at least I'm doing something
that... that I'min charge of. Ever since| stopped being Kami Khuzud and became Kami Dan'Shir, I've
been told where to go, what to do. Now, at least for now, I'm in charge of something. Of my life."

"Where do we start?' Narantir asked. "The outer wing? The room from where the shot was fired?!

"Certainly,” | sad, "if you can tell which room the shot wasfired from, leaving alone for amoment
how the killer knew to fire through that screen at that moment.”

Narantir shrugged. "I would have thought it obvious. The screen was trand ucent. A it lamp hung on
thewadl in Minch'sroom: his shadow played on the light, and Arefa—"

"Thekiller," | said. "Theunknown killer, if you please, and even if you don't please.”

Thewizard consdered mefor along time. "Y ou know, Kami Dan'Shir, there are even more painful
ways to check for broken bones than I've used on you. Perhaps we will discuss those ways next time
you come to me with a bro-ken bone.”

Tebol tilted his head to one sde. "What makes you think there will be another time?"

Narantir snorted. "Anyone with amouth so looseto talk thudy to thelikes of mewill belucky if the
worgt that happensis an occasiona broken bone." He turned back to me. ™Y ou don't like my
explanation.”

"No, | likeit fine, but | don't believeit. Minch was

pinned to thewall, dl the way across the room, and the lamp was hung above him and to his|eft.
Unlessyou're going to have me believe that the arrow picked him up and carried him across the room, he
was shot where he stood, and whatever dim shadow he cast wouldn't have been on the windowshade,
but on thefloor."

It was possible, but barely, that while the killer had watched from across the courtyard, Minch had
just carried the lantern toward the window, long enough for the killer to aim at his shadow, then brought it
back to hang it up againgt thewall, and that a blind shot at that moment had eventudly killed him, but it
didn't sound likely.

I mean, imagine Minch's reaction when the arrow spunged into thewal next to him...

Could that beit? Could it be that an attempt Smply to provoke Minch into action had gone horribly
wrong?

Anything was possible, including my head rolling around in the dust. I shook my head. "I don't know
how it happened; well haveto find out.”

"So we begin with Minch'sroom, en?"

"Very good. And magicdly?'

"With relevance?’

"Probably. Can you tdl which bow fired the arrow?"

He shook his head. "That's somewhere between un-likely and impossible.”
"Eh?" Tebol'sbrow wasfurrowed. "Try irrelevance instead.”

"l beg your pardon.”

"Beg more humbly, if you please, friend Narantir. Col-lect al the bowsin the castle, and try each.
Those that have never fired that arrow will be absolutely irrelevant to it—"

"—assuming we can control for the fact that arrows are designed to be shot from bows, and



therefore every arrow isrelevant to every bow—" Narantir put in, then washed a bite of chicken down
with adeep swallow of wine.

"—and if you find onethat isn't absolutely irrlevant, you have the bow."

I shook my head. "No, | can't afford that. Arefa.”

Narantir drained his mug and poured himself morewine. "I don't understand.”
Tebol's brow furrowed. "Nor I."

"Morefor me, too,” | said, holding out my mug. "We're not going to find the bow that did it, nor
would it do usany good if we did. What wed find isthat Arefai's bow isn't irrelevant to that arrow. Or
worse, that it did fire the arrow, because the killer borrowed it and then returned it.”

"And, at al cogts, we must not find that Arefai'sthekiller,” Tebol said, hisvoice pitched so that |
couldn't tell whether he was speaking frankly or in shtoi.

| decided to take his words as unnuanced, and nodded. "If it isn't Arefai's, the actual bow that fired
the arrow has been chopped into little bits and burned, or spirited out of the castle by now. | don't need
more evidence againgt Arefai; that won't do any good at dl."

Again Narantir snorted. "And who would such evidence serve? Anyonein this castleis feal ty-bound
to one of thelords or is one of the lords himsalf. What good would it do to, say, find that one of Lord
Orazhi's armsmen murdered Minch?"

"None," | said. Therésonly one person in the castle who it would do good to find evidence on.” |
held up athumb. "Arefai and Edelfaule are out; if it were either of them, it would shame Lord Toshtai
beyond imagining. Ditto for anybody elsein Lord Toshta's party. | can't imagine that my way will be
improved by shaming Lord Toshtal." Adding afinger, “The samefor Lord Orazhi. If it'sone of his
people,” like, perhaps, his daughter, "the very least that would happen would be to delay the wed-ding
and interfere with the Den Oroshtal and Glen Derenai dliance.”

There were other candidates, certainly. Esterling cameimmediately to mind; he clearly ill wanted
Vikay. There were likely others of ViKay's lovers about—I could tell from close personal observation
that ViKay was more than casudly familiar with the male anatomy—and, frankly, | could easily see how
any one of them would happily have

wiped out ablot like Minch in return for the possibility of another night with her.

But to implicate ViKay would be more than dightly dangerous. To blame anybody € se from ether
Den Oroshtai or Glen Derenai would be almost as bad.

Anold story istold of ancient Lord Rekson, lord of the Agami regions, about how, when arunner
brought him the news of the defeat of the Three Armies at Presteen, hein-sisted that hiswizard discover
the implications of the de-feat by reading the runner's entrails. One of the inferences I've dways taken
from that story isthat bringing bad newsto amember of our beloved ruling classis not an entirdy safe
proposition; even during times of somach digtress, I've dwaysfelt that my entrails are entirely happy
where and how they are, not lying on the ground and getting dl dirty.

"Demick," Tebol said, pronouncing the syllableswith reish. "Y ou redly think it was Demick."

| shook my head. "I don't think it was Demick. | hope it was Demick. | assume it was Demick. It
had better have been Demick. And I'm going to somehow have to be able to prove that it was Demick,
with himweatching mecdlosdy.”

Tebol sad, "And | thought that the time Narantir got drunk enough to start drawing dragon symbols
was the closest | was going to come to seeing asuicidal madman at work."

| took afind bite of chicken, stood, and rinsed my handsin the fingerbow! before | walked to the



door.

Dun Lidjun was outside the door, sitting on the smal platform crowning the long stone staircase, his
scabbard across his knees, toying with a plate of chicken. He hadn't eaten much, but he had managed to
eat something without staining ether hisfingers, shirt, or beard.

"Ready to get to work, Lord Dun Lidjun?"

He nodded. "First we send for Demick, en?' He smiled. "It begins."

"Thet it does."

Hetilted his head to one side. "'l do hope you know

what you're doing, Kami Dan'Shir," he said. "It could be. .. inconvenient if you do not.”
"Thewors they candoiskill me" | said.

Dun Lidjun shook his head. "No, the worst they can doisto kill you dowly."

Thefirgt thing to do wasto sniff for splls.

Tebol had inssted on accompanying us, to act as Narantir's assstant. | wondered out loud if awizard
could put some sort of spell on an arrow that would make it seek the heart of any enemy. | guessed not,
though, or one surely would have heard of it.

"If | ever develop such aspell,” Narantir said, "I'll be sure to place your order for adozen such.”

The roomswere guarded by ahalf dozen of Lord Orazhi's scowling warriors, who let usin without
objec-tion, but without any smulation of friendliness.

| wouldn't have minded if they'd kept usout in the hal longer. The wall was decorated in afine
Mesthai mural, this one of the Cycle of Sleep. | could tell from the worn spot on the rug that the face that
got the most attention from passersby was the chubby-cheeked baby deeping peacefully, hislipsand
chin still wet with hismother's milk. It was nice, but not my favorite. | particularly liked the face of the old
man, restless and unsatisfied by what they cdl in the north the wolf's rest, the deep that does not refresh.
| could have spent hours staring &t that one, or at the carving of the boy caught in anightmare that he
can't wake up from, or at the old woman, her limp hair pulled back severely, dlowing hersdf just a short
nap be-fore resuming her labors.

But that wasn't what | was herefor. | pulled my eyesaway. "I'll light thelamp,” | said.

"Never mind." Narantir reached down and opened apouch a hiswaist. Light flared brightly, casting
hisface into shadow. He pulled out a brightly glowing gem. | would have guessed it to be adiamond, but
I've never seen adiamond aslarge, or one that glowed at al, much less so brightly that it was hard to
look at.

"This should work well here" he said, as he set the gem in the lantern's niche. The curved mirror lining
the niche took the white light and scattered it across the room.

It was going to be amess, no matter what | tried. But it was worth atry, anyway.

Deren der Drumud, the much-mourned Minch's chief guard, insisted on helping, and of course
Demick's own chief guard, an overmuscled type with the unlikely name of Verden Verdunt, had to
accompany Demick. What with castle servitors congtantly coming and going with trays of sweetsand
cups of hot teafor the nobles, it wasdl | could do to pretend some sort of concentration.

Minch's body was below, somewherein the dungeon. "Well have to examine the body later,” | said
to Narantir. "Can you. .. do something to prevent it from being tam-pered with?"

He snorted. "Any of one hundred and twelve things."



"One hundred twenty-three," Tebol said. "At last count.”" He raised an admonishing finger. "Y ou
haven't been keeping up with your studies.”

Narantir snorted again. "And how could I, out in the hinterlands in Den Oroshtai? And why should |,
evenif | could? | don't trust neoteric spells, and | don't care for them. The modern styles are different
from when | was young; much of the new magic istoo baroque and com-plex for thelikes of me. | like
meagic that does something, and doesn't St around congratulating itsalf with how styl-ishitis”

"True enough.” Tebol's smile was noncommitta.

"And loud and never-ending protestations to the con-trary, 1've often found Jen Poraycis far more
concerned with how prettily the spells are constructed than with what they actualy do—"

"Narantir,” he said, raising afinger dmogt to lips, "I'm in agreement; cease persuading me. You're
trying to make steak become beef. Still, | think you'll like my new con-tribution to the genre.”" Hisfingers
traced symbolsthrough theair. "The warnings asde—"

"Simple contagion; al that doesis chill the heart of somebody who approaches.”

"Which should dow them down," he said, "but then we add this," he said, finishing off with ashort
series of ges-turesthat ended with him brushing away apuff of breath with hisfingertips.

"Now, that | like," Narantir said. "L et them complete the spell, and—"
"Precisdy.”

The fat wizard nodded. "Go ahead, then; I'll manage things here." He chuckled and shook his head as
Tebol bowed hisway out of the room. "Elegant, that is elegant! Applause, Teboal."

Demick was far too poised to show weakness by asking, but part of my jobisto ask questions.
"Isthis one of those things that only wizards can under-stand, or can you explainit?' | asked.
Narantir chuckled. "No, it's smple enough even for the likes of you."

| forced asmile. "Then it must be smpleindeed.”

Narantir's grin broadened. "Indeed. Tebol isnow en-gaged in setting up adragon spell around the
corpse.”

| swallowed, hard. Everybody knows that dragon magic istoo dangerousto dedl with, so much so
that even the most tempord of artistswill paint adragon only by indirection—the grass bending before its
icy breeth, ahuge impresson in wet sand, amass of fog concedling adark, hulking shape.

Narantir raised hisindex finger. I'd seen cleaner nails. 'The beautiful part isthat he leavesacriticd...
stroke out of the spell. Anyonewho isnot... made unsmilar to that stroke will complete the spell asthey
approach. And then..." His hands came together with a sound that should have been aclap, but was a
snap, like teeth on teeth. "Which breaks the indition, dismissing the dragon.” He nodded. "'Impressive,
no?'

"Fascinating,” Lord Demick said, looming over meas| kndt in front of the bloodstain that marked
where Minch had died. It would have been convenient if | could have

found the words "Demick murdered me' traced in Minch'sblood, but. ..

Wéll, no, it wouldn't be convenient for everyone. It would push Den Oroshtai and Patrice toward a
more direct war.

On the other hand, I'm not everyone. A dan'shir doesn't have to play in the battles that liven up the
lives of men of our beloved ruling class.

"Narantir, could you tel which hand wrote a note?"



"Oh, easlly. Writing's dways relevant to the hand, often to the pen. Only sometimesto the brush;
brushes don't have much persondity of their own.”

Of course, if | wrapped Minch's dead fingers around a pen...

... |l wouldn't be ableto write at al, much lesslucidly, much lesstry to imitate the Eastern scrawl that
Minch had. Well, so much for that idea.

The arrowhead was till buried in the wall where the shaft had pinned Minch. Which gave me anidea.
"Any thread in your bag, Narantir?' <

Wordless, hetossed me aball of thread.
"Hmm... you didnt roll thisyoursdf," | said.
Narantir'sbrowsraised. "True, and | usualy do. Dan'shir magic?'

"Something likethat." Actudly, it wasn't complicated; the bal wasrolled far too neetly for it to have
been Narantir.

| tied one end of the thread to the end of the shaft, and walked across the room, paying out thread as
| went. "Lord Demick," | said, "would you be kind enough to sight down the thread. What do you see?’

He leaned his head over. "Y our hand. And behind it alovely windowscreen.”

True enough. The paper, so thin asto dmost glow even in thelight of an overcast sky, held anink
sketch of acock crowing itshour. | usudly prefer art that has more detail, but somehow the bold strokes
of abrush brought strength and vigor to the bold bird tilting back its beak to pro-nounce the day properly

begun.

"And the hole in the windowscreen," he added.

The hole was two-thirds of the way up on theright side of the windowscreen, the outer edges of the
tear just miss-ing the cock's beak. Which wasjust aswdll. Killing Minch was one thing, but to defile the
painting would be amuch worse crime.

| knelt on the floor and looked up at Narantir. "Chalk?"

Narantir tossed me asmdl chunk; | marked off where the screen'sfeet were, just in case | had to do
thisagain. | threw the chalk back to thewizard and tied the end of the thread around my index finger.
"Now, nothing's been touched sincelast night,” | said, as | pulled back the screen, holding my finger over
where the hole had been. "And what do you see as you sight down the thread?”

"Hmmm..." Demick frowned. "Directly over your fin-ger, | see the window to aroom on the second
floor, acrossthe courtyard. If | am correct, it'saroom occupied by my-sdf." His smile was self-assured.

Later, | told mysdlf. Now was not thetime.

| put the screen back where it had been and rewound Narantir's thread. Fine; | had the spot where
the arrow had been fired from, and perhaps | had an inkling of the why, but | didn't have the how.

| walked to the corner of the room, where Minch'sweap-ons lay. His sword was properly
scabbarded, but instead of being set on the swordstand next to the door, it was just lying on the floor.

Verden Verdunt, Demick's guard, glowered down at it. " Shameful way to treat agood wegpon.” He
dtarted to reach for it, desisting when Dun Lidjun interposed him-self.

"If you please, Raging Sunflower," the old man said, holding up ahand, "not until Kami Dan'Shir has
exam-inedit.”

The big man looked moreirritated than puzzled, a-though Demick's nod tilled him.
"Not to offend, Lord Verden Verdunt," | said, "but it's dways details. Not long ago, the mark of a



sword's break
againg adoorframe helped mefind the murderer of my sigter.”

Narantir'sugly face dmost split inagrin, but he didn't say anything. What I'd said wasn't true; I'd
aready known who the murderer was, and the plansinvolving using the markings of the sword's break
never quite came together.

The hilt of this sword was of highly polished black wood, bound with leather stripsthat fit into
indentationsin the wood. It seemed to afford agood grip, but that wasn't something | know alot about. |
did the blade partway out of the scabbard. The bright steel was beautifully polished, the fine black
tracery on its surface dmost too smdll to see.

| handed it to Dun Lidjun. "What do you think, Lord Dun Lidjun?'

"Far too fine ablade for the likes of Minch," he said, an audible sniff as punctuation. "An Old
Lithburn, or per-haps an early Middle Lithburn." He raised an eyebrow, asking permission. | was aways
impressed with old Dun Lidjun, and how well he did everything, even asking per-misson; | wouldn't have

thought of saying no.
He produced atiny knife—I didn't see where it came from, athough | waslooking for the
motion—and cut at the inset leather in the swordhilt, then pried the hilt away from the sword.

"Ah. Old Lithburn," he said, tapping the point of hisknife againgt the markings on the tang. "I wouldn't
be sur-prised if itsnameisin the Scion'sregistry.” He fitted the hilt back around the tang and gave the
leather afew turns around it, temporarily fixing it in place. Somewhere in the process, he got rid of the
amall knife. I wish | knew how he did that.

“I'mbut littlewiser," | said.

Dun Lidjun'sdry lips pursed. "Lord Toshtai's favorite sword, the one he gifted me with the use of last
night, isafine blue Greater Frosuffold; thisiseasly itsequd. Thisisthe sword of amgor lord, the master
of adomain, far too fine for aminor noble of Merth's Bridge, no matter how wedthy the Agami lords
they are bound to might be."

He balanced the scabbard level on his palmsfor amo-ment, then set it gently on the arms of the
swordstand by the window.

Demick looked from Dun Lidjun to the sword, and to me.

"Lord?" | asked. "I know you wouldn't want to contra-dict Lord Dun Lidjun, but if there's something
youd liketoadd..."

Say, that you bribed Minch to risk hislifein embarrass-ing Arefai and stopping the wedding with the
sort of sword that he could only dream of possessing. That would be anice start.

Demick's expression didn't change as he blinked, twice. "No; Lord Dun Lidjun is correct. But it
happens, every now and then, that one can own asword too fine." His smile was only vagudy insulting.
"Particularly aminor lord such asLord Minch," hesaid.

The bow was unstrung, but the string hung from one end of it. | handed it to Dun Lidjun next. "A nice
piece, but I've seen better,” he said, handing it to Demick. "I have better."

"Rather better," Demick said.
Dun Lidjun gestured &t the pile of arrows acrossthe floor. "The arrows are unspectacular.”

"Oh?" | said, sdlecting one. ™Y ou see nothing surprising about this?' | held it up. It had no arrowhead
onit; the point wasflat and blunt.

Verden Verdunt snickered, and Demick shook his head.



"An arrow without a head isn't any more unusua than aformerly insolent peasant without a head,” the
Patricien lord said, letting only the content carry his scorn for my ignorance. " One often removes a head,”
he said, with just adight pause, "of an arrow to repair or replace it with an-other.

"A good arrow islike awoman; each oneis different, no matter how much someone who knows
nothing about arrows nor women will think them al the same. Some ar-rows prefer heavier heads, some
prefer lighter, or broader." He gestured at the pile. "Likely you'll find afavored ar-

row or two with damaged fletching, waiting repair; it's the samething at that end, too.”

Verden Verdunt picked up one of the arrows; Dun Lidjun was going to say something, but stopped
when | shook my head. | had aready looked them over.

Verden Verdunt hefted the arrow in hishand. "Unspec-tacular,” he said. "Baanceisal wrong." He
balanced it in his pam and swung hisarm, throwing it at the nearby wall, aiming roughly for the bloody
gpot where Minch had been pinned. It clattered to the floor; Verden Verdunt picked it up and wrapped
hisfig around the shaft, gicking it in only with difficulty.

"What are you doing, if | may ask, Lord Verden Verdunt?'

He shrugged. " Just seeing how soft thewalls are, how easily an arrow can sink into one. Except for
the balance, this one shouldn't have been a problem. All wrong, but then again we know there was
something wrong with Minch'sbalance," he said, smiling to himself, asthough over aprivate joke.

No meatter.

I moved over to the wardrobe in the corner, and ran my finger down, looking for the catch. Like
mine, it was Agami larken woodwork, each sde made of hundreds of smaler pieces carefully fit
together, but this was not nearly as nice a piece of work as mine. Fedlty-bound as Merth's Bridge wasto
the Agami lords, it waslikely more plain than Minch was used to. | doubt that he had taken offense,
though; awonderful Mesthai Cycle of Joy smiled down from thewall above, its hundred carven faces
ex-pressing joy in athousand ways.

Too good for the likes of Minch? Perhaps.

Our beloved ruling class likes things complicated. If it had been up to me, there would have been
some sort of prefix attached to designations. Maybe feathers, that would be nice. A minor noble,

fealty-bound to the lord of ami-nor domain, might be called aone-feather lord, and wear it in hishair like
alow-class courtesan does. Of course, by the time one got past minor lords of minor domainsand

minor lords fedty-bound to medium domains and medium lords of medium domains up to the whole
cast of nobility of amajor domain, you'd find lords like Toshtai, Orazhi, and Demick decked out like
pheasants, so maybe that isn't agood idea.

Besdes, I'm not entirely sure how they all compared. Who was more important? The sole lord of a
minor do-main like, say, Conner's Hegth, or afedty-bound lord like Dun Lidjun, the marshdl of dl the
forces of amedium-sized but strategically substantial domain like Den Oroshtai?

Wi, | wasn't going to sort that out, not today. | was barely going to sort through the clothing. |
mean, | don't spend alot of time going through nobles wardrobes, no matter what it may seem like, but |
was quickly getting the impression thet the late lamented Minch could have kept himself busy doing
nothing but changing his undergar-ments.

"Anything of interest, Kami Dan'Shir?' Demick asked, politely.
"Nothing that | can see, Lord," | said.

"Thenwhat isnext?'

"The body," | said.



Demick nodded. "It's down in the dungeon, so | am told, with good Tebol. Shall we meet you there?"
he asked, not waiting for an answer as he stalked out of the room, Verden Verdunt and Deren der
Drumud &t hisheds.

| folded my hands across my chest as | looked at the door close behind them. | was missing
something, perhaps something important.

Dun Lidjun eyed me quizzicdly. "Y ou seem to see aproblem?”

"Lord Demick's being far too cooperative." | shook my heed. " Or perhaps not.” | had the feding that
| was being led, and not just by the facts as presented. | don't mind be-ing led, aslong asit's not to the
chopping block.

"Demick," he said. "Demick was directing Minch, seek-ing to use him to throw young Arefa off—to
disconcert him, cause him to shame his house and father."

You figured that out all by yourself, Dun Lidjun ? That wasn't theissue, now that Minch was
dead.

Unless... "Well see”
" About what?'

| took achance. "With al respect, Lord Dun Lidjun, | anto handle thisas| seefit. Let me do that,
Lord, with-out having to face my placques before | have them sorted.”

Hisface wasimpassve. "Asyou will," hesad.
It's your neck, he didn't haveto say.

Narantir looked over a me. "Y ou're being clever again," he said. "I don't like it when you think you're
clever." Dirty fingersplayed in hisbeard.

Dun Lidjun wasidly holding the arrow Verden Verdunt had been playing with. "'l wouldn't know
about that, Narantir. Perhgps Kami Dan'Shir's clevernessisleading in the correct direction.” He turned to
me. "May 1?*

| didn't have the dightest ideawhat the old warrior was asking permission for, but that didn't matter.
"Of course, Lord Dun Lidjun.”

Hisface grew flat ingtantly, and he stood for amoment, the arrow held lightly at the balance point
between two fingers. And then he whirled hisarm, once experimentally, then spun.

Not just the arm holding the arrow—hiswhole body spun around once, waysin baance, ashisarm
whirled. Hereleased the arrow as he and his arm came around.

It thunked into thewall between the speaking tube and the stub of the arrow that had killed Lord
Minch, burying its heed completely.

"Soft wall," hesaid.

Just once, I'd like to see adry, cheery dungeon, its white-washed walls scattering the bright morning

sunlight streaming in through broad windows, asteady crossdraft breeze of fresh air carrying away the
dampness and musty smells. They could even put bars on the windows, if they'd like.

But no, al dungeons are the same. The shaft of the ar-

row tenting the blanket that was covering it, Minch's body lay on adab in acheerless cube of aroom,
dark, dank, and gloomy, the darkness barely challenged by a sputtering overhead lantern, the dankness
relieved only by the horrid feca smell of the deed, the gloom not at al mitigated by anything whatsoever.
| wondered for amoment if they a-ways kept alantern lit here, or if the dmost prescient ser-vitors of the



keep had lit it and fled, just ahead of Demick and the two huge warriors, but then | decided | had more
important things to wonder about.

At my gesture, Narantir pulled the brightly glowing gem from his pouch and set it in atiny crevice near
the junc-ture of stone walls and the huge dab of stone that wasthe cubicles ceiling.

"Still bright," he said.
Tebol smiled, asthough sharing a private wizards joke.

| took the lantern down from the peg and turned to the body under the blanket. Idiotic ides, asthough
adead per-son would need to be kept warm. | pulled down the blan-ket and looked into his dead face.

Truth totell, or at least truth to think, I'd never much cared for Minch. We had taken an instant didike
to each other, and | would not dressin white to mourn his desth, but there was something pitiful in the
way helay stretched out on the dab, his eyes open and vacant, staring blindly at the ceiling, his sagging
mouth unable to protest his be-ing handled by the lower classes, hislimp hands helplessto shoo away the
fliesthat were gathering in the blood covering most of his chest and robes.

"Wadl," Demick said, asthough he hadn't a care, which was probably the case, "what are you learning
from this examination, Historical Master Dan'Shir?" Once again, he brought a scented silk to hisface, as
though the smdll of it could drive away the tink of deeth.

"I'm not sure, Lord.” That sounded so much better than Not a wretched thing, Demick, and was
probably some-what safer.

| held the lantern close to the shaft of the arrow. It would have been convenient to find that the paint
onthe

three gold bands was running or tacky, which would have argued that it was an atempt to blame
Arefal, but the paint was dry and smooth to my touch, which only goesto show that murderers aren't
concerned with Kami Dan'Shir's convenience, something | would probably have surmised.

The arrow had entered Minch's chest cleanly, halfway between two ribs, which argued for either
great bowman-ship or great luck. Then again, | can't imaginethat if an arrow struck arib it would smply
bounce off; mogt likely it would be deflected upward or downward into the chest in any case. A dan'shir
can easily seethingsthat won't do any good.

Minch's hands were covered with sticky blood, but... "Narantir, would you get me apail of water
and somerags?'

"Do look like aservitor?'
"No," | said, "you look like awizard who has been asked to ad my investigation.”

With asnort, he gathered his robes about his bulk and Ieft the room, leaving Tebol behind to hidea
smile behind ahand. The thin wizard inhaled too sharply, then reached into his black leather wizard's bag,
pulling out along stubby cone, about the size of afist. "Have you an objec-tion to me dedling with the
gench, or do you likeit thisway?'

"Pleae" | sad.

Tebol produced aflame between two fingers, whether through magic or artifice | couldn't say, and
touched it to the end of the cone, which flared gratifyingly. Tebol pursed histhin lipsand blew out the
flame, leaving the end to smoulder. He waved his handsin the thin smoke, and amost ingtantly the horrid
feca reek vanished in awave of patchouli, myrrh, orangitta, and pepper.

"Law of Predispogtion,” he said. "Incenseis predis-posed to overpower other smells, and with alittle
magical help, it does so ever so much better.” He grinned. "One school saysthat'sall you zuhrir users do
when you raise kazuh—apply the Law of Predispostion.”



Dun Lidjun seemed amused. " 'All'?" he asked. "That would be so little then”?”

| wasn't sure how Tebol was going to take that, and was thinking of something distracting to say when
Narantir re-turned, bearing awooden pail and a pile of rags, which he set down on the dab next to
Minch's body.

Demick and the two hulking warriors watched closely while | washed the blood from Minch'sarms.
Minch'sfin-gers were stiff, but when | pried them open and washed the horrid pasty clots away, the
palms were lacerated.

Dun Lidjun bent his head over the pams. "I've seen that before," he said, his eyes growing vague and
distant, as though he was suddenly looking at something far away. "Y ou seeit in battle. Somebody takes
an arrow through the chest or gut, and he triesto pull it loose, as though that will help, instead of tearing
out more of your ingdes." Hisvoice wasflat, passonless, Dun Lidjun would share hisfedingsonly at his
choice. "Nock point of an arrow's usu-dly fairly sharply cut, and if you manageto pry abit of fletching
partly loose, you can cut yoursdf on the diver of quill.” If anything, his voice became moreflat and
color-less. "I once encountered the body of agood friend of mine, haf an arrowshaft in his chest, his
hands sprouting splinterslike aporcupine.” Helooked up at me. "1 don't see any use out of this, Kami
Dan'Shir. We know Minch waskilled by an arrow.”

Demick's smile was adegree short of insult. "So it would appear.”

| nodded. "Y es, we do. Buit I've seen enough. | will need some assistance with more of this, &t the
hour of the snake, perhaps? Just after sundown; just before dinner, say?”"

"Verden Verdunt and | are, of course, a your disposa,” Demick said. "Where shal we meet you?'

"Inyour chambers, acrossthe courtyard, if that pleasesyou, Lord. I've something of an experiment to

run.
Ila.]?l
Let him swedt, let him worry. Dun Lidjun was at my side, and while both Deren der Drumud and
Verden

Verdunt were huge men, if Demick ordered them into ac-tion, | would wager my life that the old
warrior would leave the three of them in pieces on the floor.

"Oh, yes, Lord Demick," | said. "I'll beinviting Lord Toshtai and Lord Orazhi to watch the
experiment.”

He amiled, confidently. "Then | am certain it will be very interesting for usdl. In theinterim, wewill
wish you agood day,” he said, letting Deren der Drumud precede him, and Verden Verdunt gently close
the door behind him, leaving Dun Lidjun, me, and the two wizards done with the body, and with the
smdlsof patchouli, myrrh, orangitta, and pepper that washed the stink of death from my nose, if not my
mind.

| took alast look at the body. "Let's go; we have some preparations to make."

Interlude: The Hour of the Octopus

The heat of the tub and the cold of the air were strong sensations, but ViKay preferred her sensations
strong. The bathwater, hot enough to coddle an egg, absolutely reeked of honey, orange, and roses, with
adight overtone of vin-egar: it wasjust theway ViKay liked it.

L ater, she would rinse off with plain cold water and then raw a cohol, and then dry herself off, so that
only gentle hints of the scentswould cling to her, but that was for later, to present the appearance of
moderation. That ap-pearance was her concession to others: for her, hot and strong wasright.

Just theright time of day for abath, too: the hour of the octopus, when afternoon moved toward



sunset, and when the breezes were strong enough to make the air above the huge oaken bathtub painfully
cold.

She reached out afingernail lacquered the color of honey and tapped once, twice, threetimes at the
amadl sl-ver bell that hung from the edge of the tub; dmost imme-diately, three serving girlswaddled in,
each bearing apail of seaming water from the boiling kettle outside.

Averting their eyesfrom her, each in turn smoothly poured the contents of her pail into the bathtub,
then scur-ried out, as though afraid. They had cause.

ViKay was not particularly harsh with her servitors, certainly not asamatter of practice. She never
ordered any of them beaten for amoment of clumsiness, even in-cluding the time that ungainly Fren ver
Dreben had spilled olive-grape soup al over one of her oldest and finest gowns. Accidents happened.
One smply had to accept that a seamstress would occasiondly stick you while pinning up somefabric; it
was unavoidable that a dresser would, from timeto time, let agrain or two of powder fal into the eye
instead of on thelid; every so often, it was unavoidable that one'sintended would kill ameddiesome
troublemaker. None would be commented upon; al would be forgiven.

However, there were two matters that ViKay was ada-mant on.

Gossip was the minor one; gossip about her was forbid-den. Her comings and goings were never,
ever to be amatter of discussion. Servitors were smply to be sure that a proper breskfast awaited
outside whichever room shewasin, and if that meant leaving an extra breakfast here or there, so-be-it.
They wereto do it, but not talk about it. One maid of hers had, once, made that mistake; she was buried
beneath apigty.

The mgor matter wasthis. ViKay was not to be dis-turbed in the bath.

ViKay bathed once every day, during the hour of the oc-topus. During the eight other hours, awake
or adeep, shewas a the disposd of her lord father, of the Scion, of therelm. All the hours of dressing
and dining, of the play that was not play, of the smiling and bowing, of the gig-gling and pretending to be
helplessly pursued... dl that wastheirs. Her very life wastheirs, to be spent like a clipped copper if need
be.

So-be-it.
But not her bath. Thistime was hers, to lie back and rest, to think, to plan, to smply be hersdlf.

Shelay back and |et herself sSink below the water. That was something strange about ViKay: while
shefloated

seemingly effortlesdy through her day and life, she smply could not float in water. No matter how
hard her teachers had tried to teach her to swim, she smply could not keep her head above water. There
was smply no use for such aquality, and ViKay resented it. She had managed to yoke her pleasures and
passionsto the service of the Scion and of her lord father and of the realm, but there was no way that this
small thing could be made useful.

ViKay despised waste.

She brought her face to the surface and inhded the sweet air.

Soon it would be time to end the pleasure of the bath. Kami Dan'Shir had scheduled a demongtration
for the hour of the snake, and from what Lord Father had said about his last demonstration, that meant
that he was pre-pared to expose the murderer. That it happened so quickly meant that whoever Kami

Dan'Shir was prepared to ac-cuse, it was not Arefal. Demick? Edefaule? That tiresome Esterling, who
mistook an evening of diverson for some-thing wesk and cloying? Kami Dan'Shir himsel{?

It didn't matter. Kami Dan'Shir would be in no rush to accuse Arefai, and therefore ViKay had no
need to threaten the beautiful boy with what she would do were he not to clear her intended. That her



confession would cost both their liveswas irrdevant; he would know that she meant it, and that she
would protect Arefai'slife and po-gition with her own.

Edefaule wastoo crud to be a proper lord of Den Oroshtai. Cruelty was unacceptable. The cold
relentless-ness of Lord Toshtai or of her lord father was something el se; the harnessed, sophisticated
brutaity of a Demick or aLuchen was another. But smple crudty was, at base, too smple.

Arefa would haveto bethe next lord. Lovely boy, he was faithful and earnest and passionate, aswell
as indefat-igable beyond what she would have thought possible, but he was not clever enough torule.

That wastolerable; that she could supply for him. That

would, intime, become her way of serving the Scion and the realm. ViKay lived only to serve.

All intime timing was everything.

She reached out her finger and tapped tapped twice on the silver bell, then reached for a
long-handled bath brush.

The bristleswere ddightfully coarse.

15

A Demondtration, Another

Demondiration, ademondtration, and

Other Successes and Failures

Prompitly at the hour of the snake, Lord Demick received the four of usin hisrooms as though he
were welcoming usto Patrice itsdlf.

Which didn't mean much. | suppose he welcomed Evan of Solway Dell with the same dight bow and
open-armed gesture before removing his skin, patch by patch.

Demick had been given abroad, low suite of rooms on the third floor, overlooking the gardens
separating the two wings of the keep. The centerpiece of the living room, sur-rounded by alow ropeto
warn the unwary, was a marve-ous Oledi woodshard sculpture of awarrior in full raiment, hisarms
crossed in front of his chest asthough chaleng-ing alesser warrior to draw first.

I've dways liked woodshard work, even after | learned the secret, such asit is. The origina sculpture
isdone by the master sculptor inice early on in the winter. During the following days, before theice can
melt, his appren-tices, working night and day, glue thousands and thou-sands of tiny wooden diversto
each other on the surface of the ice sculpture, so that when the ice finally does melt, the shell remains,
elegantly cupping the space that had been occupied by the ice. There are mundane and indle-gant tricks
in the process, like the necessity of insarting

metal prongsto support melting pieces of ice that might break off and break through the ddlicate shell,
but the prin-cipleis degant: of the origind work, nothing remains.

Thiswas a particularly fine example, where the subtle colors had been expertly combined to show a
raised ma-hogany eyebrow here, ateak swordhilt there, letting color aswell as shape convey the image
of awarrior about to lungeinto mation.

Just outside the windows, atrio of bright green song-birds perched on a carving of ahuge man's
extended fin-ger. Beakstilted back, they burbled aliquid harmony, while within, silent servitors wrapped
in Patricien purple passed among the visitors, dispensing dew-beaded glasses of icy-cold crushed
raspberries and flat crackers spread with truffled confit of duck.

"l havelaid on aPatricien repast,” Demick said, hisface as cam asthe surface of atill 1ake, "in
honor of Kami Dan'Shir's... experiment.” He gestured to aside-board. "1 have gone to some trouble,



and hopeit will be received with a portion of the gratitude that | have felt for the generosity and good
grace my hogts have shown me here a Glen Derenai, aswdll as during my visitsto Den Oroshtai.”

Old Dun Lidjun bowed deeply, just shy of deeply enough for it to be a burlesque and insult, men
straight-ened, the long wrapped bundle sill under one arm.

"May | have someone help you with your... package?' Demick asked, asthough he hadn't aconcern
intheworld.

"l thank you, but no," Dun Lidjun said.
Demick smiled and bowed him in, then greeted the two wizards and finaly me.

"Y ou honor uswith your presence, Kami, Historica Master Dan'Shir," he said, in the sametone, |
suppose, that he would have said, We're awfully gracious to treat your bourgeois self as though
you're a person.

"l am, of course, grateful,” | said, snagging atdl glassfrom onetray, and a cracker from another. The
juice was sweet and fruity, the confit salty and heavy with garlic and sprinkled with thyme and orkan.

Demick merdly smiled blankly, then turned to greet the next visitor, while | headed for the sideboard.
Being clever makes me hungry.

Silver sAversheld: small cubes of true Patricien ham, smoked according to a secret recipe haf a
thousand years old; tiny, coppery oystersthat grow only in the mouth of the Demms, served on the half
shell and topped with grated horseradish and lumpy begret; asmall mountain of peeled hard-boiled quail
eggs, each about the size of thefirst digit of my index finger, crowned with a peppery cream sauce; a
platter of quartered honeyed apples, per-haps atrace of magic preventing them from browning in the air.

| smiled. Normadly it was the condemned man who was provided the handsome medl.

Of course, there could be some sort of ...

| turned to Narantir, who was downing ahandful of the quail eggs.

"WdI?' hesad.

| raised an eyebrow. "Well, indeed. If you were me, what question would you be asking?'

"Any of anumber," he said, "but not the stupid one you're thinking. Poison, hagh." He shook his
head. "If there was any poison, would | be doing this?' He bolted down another handful, then gave out a
fragrant burp, then pointed at the salver of steamed turnip hearts. " Although | would caution against
those," he said, passing an amber amulet over one dish. He tucked the amulet back in hisdeeve. "The
Law of Appropriateness finds fault with the combination of honey and turnip, no matter what Petricien
custom says."

| looked away. Demick was il at the door, now greet-ing Esterling. The trouble with Esterling, |
decided, wasthat he wasjust too pretty: hisnose and jawline too sharp, hisfeaturestoo regular and
even.

Tomy right, Dun Lidjun frowned. "He seemstoo sdf-assured, even for Demick.”
| shrugged. "It'sjust an experiment, a demongtration, Lord. Nothing of consequence.”

" Spare me your lower-class shtoi sarcasm,” the old man said. "If you aren't going to indulge me with
an explanation, then keep quiet.”

"Yes, Lord," | said. | guess|'d been spending too much time around Dun Lidjun and was starting to
take him for granted, because | heard mysdlf saying: “Those of usin the lower classeslive but to obey.”

Just asthe skin over my spine went al damp and clammy, he nodded gravely. "That is, of course, 0."



| tried to let out my bresth dowly. | guess not only the lower classes can talk in ghtoi.

Lords Orazhi and Toshtal arrived in company with Edelfaule and old Lady Estrer, and a scattering of
other lords. Orazhi's robes today were muted pastelsin mild greens and reds, matching the dour
expression on hisface. Toshtai, on the other hand, was arrayed in robes of the brightest of yellows,
belted across hislavish belly with acrimson sash. A nobleis never without his sword, and Toshtai's
dagger was stuck through the sash.

Arefa wasthelast to arrive, ViKay clinging to hisarm asthough she werefrail and helpless. Lies
come easily to our beloved ruling class.

| made sure my smile was smply pleasant asthey ap-proached me. "A demondtration awaits, Kami
Dan'Shir?
"More of an experiment, Lord Arefa.”

He clasped my shoulder with agrip that was strong but not punishing. "I know that we can count on
you," hesaid.

ViKay smiled a me. "l am sure of it, aswell," she said, her voice perhaps haf atone too husky for
saety.

Arefa didn't catchit. "You are ready?'

| nodded.

"May 17" he asked.

"Hlegse”

Arefa cleared histhroat loudly. "Kami Dan'Shir isnow ready to begin his... tentative experiment,”
Arefal said. "Hethought it might be of interest to thelot of us. On be-hdf of mysdlf and my future wife, it
ismy... pleasure and honor to thank Lord Demick for gracioudy offering hisroomsfor this purpose.”

Demick's smile was even broader than Arefai's. "It's as nothing. I've even prepared a smdll
entertainment of my own."

Falling on your sword in shame? | wanted to ask.
Demick gestured to me, pam up. " Our attention isyours, Kami Dan'Shir.”

| bowed. "I thank you, Lord Demick. Ladies, Lords," | said. "I've asked Lord Dun Lidjun to serve as
abowmean this evening. As someone who has, of late, achieved some successin shooting, | think it'sfair
to say that he's a com-petent one.”

Dun Lidjun had dready unwrapped the bow and arrow from his package.
"| took theliberty,” | went on, "of asking him to paint three bands of gold on an arrow."”

Four windows looked out across the courtyard at the other wing. *Please note the open window,
where Tebol ha-Mahrir stands, alanternin hishand.” Acrossthe court-yard, Tebol stood, swinging a
lantern back and forth.

| went to the window and raised ahand. Tebol did aplain paper screen in front of the window, and
was gone from sight. Still, we could see the flickering of the lantern from across the courtyard, even
through the screen.

"There gppearsto be aflaw in the paper screen,” Narantir said, on cue. Timing is everything.

"Not aflaw, good Narantir,” | said, "but amark I've made. That marking is, a the moment, in exactly
the same place astherip in the screen that covered the window last night. Lord Dun Lidjun, if you
please, and quickly."



Dun Lidjun had the arrow nocked; he walked to the window and drew it back to itsfull extension, his
expres-son flat and unconcerned. Mind like water, mind like the moon, thewarriors cdl it when they
raise kazuh.

"You'll seethelantern stop flickering at the moment that Tebol hangsit from itshook onthewall,” |
sad. Light flickered and then stabilized.

"Now," | said.
Dun Lidjun loosed; the arrow flew through the night. |
could more fed than hear the thunk of the arrow connect-ing.

"Lord and ladies, you will be amused to note that the arrow broke the screen at the same spot asdid
the arrow that murdered Minch."

Tebol did the screen aside, and took a bow.

"And you'l so note," | went on, "that the arrow sticksin thewall rather near the spot where Minch
was so pinned. If Tebol had not dropped to the floor the instant he hung the lantern, he would have been
killed in the same way."

| turned to Demick. "I trust you find this experiment amusing, Lord Demick.”

"Oh, very," he said, clapping his hands together twice. " So much so that 1've ordered up asimilar one.
Two dem-ongrations, in fact.”

Heturned to Lord Orazhi. "I know my lord Orazhi doesn't like to have foreign archers running about
his keep unaccompani ed—as who would?—so I've asked that two of your men accompany my own
Verden Verdunt to the rooms above, roomsthat | understand are occupied by some of Lord Toshtal's
party. With your permission?'

Acrossthe courtyard, following some signd | didn't catch, the screen was pulled back in front of
Minch'swin-dow. "I've aso asked a servitor to replace the screen.”

Demick reached his hands outside the window and clapped them together, three times, then twice.
An arrow hissed overhead.

Acrossthe courtyard, the screen was did aside. "Verden Verdunt is atalented archer, aswell. As
you can see, yet another arrow stands next to that of the vile murderer and the estimable Dun Lidjun.”

He leaned out the window and clapped his hands once more. Just once.

In the courtyard below, two warriors were helping athird up onto abranch of agnarled oak. Limber
asayoung boy, the third man climbed up into the tree until he was obscured from our view by the leaves.

Thewind brought the twang of the bowstring.

To save sometime, | had Eren ven Horfen cache abow and arrow in the oak tree.”" Demick turned
tome. "Youll find that hisarrow, too, has gone both through the hole in the screen and through the spot
where some cow-ard's arrow murdered the late, lamented Lord Minch."

Demick walked over to me and put his arm around my shoulders, one companion congratul ating
another one on ajob well done.

"Kami Dan'Shir and | want you to know that al this entertainment has been, as we have intended, a
diverson. We hope that you have found it amusing, as we resume our researchesinto the matter of the
murder of Minch." He bowed deeply to the other lords and ladies, then smiled at me. There was genuine
pleasurein hisgrin, if only smu-lated warmth. “Don't we, my dear Kami Dan'Shir?"

"Yes, Lord Demick," | said, the words ashesin my mouth.



I could have beaten my head againgt the rough bark of the oak, but that wouldn't have made me fedl
any better. Al-though it probably wouldn't have made mefed any worse. | can't say for sure; | didn't try
it. | also didn't try cutting my own throat to seeif, asthey say, that's redly not abad way to die.

| guessit could be, but who reports on such things?
Anidiot like mewasn't going to figure that out, either.

My father used to say that timing was everything, and | had been too damn quick, and for no good
reason. Well, there was one good reason: | wasin ahurry to show off asolution that would clear Arefal,
for dl the good it had done me, which was none.

The rough bark of the old oak gave ample purchase for fingers and toes, and adip in the low branch
hung just over thetips of my outstretched fingers.

| thought about getting Narantir to help me up and de-cided that | didn't need to trigger another
sarcastic, caustic comment, so | stepped back three paces, then took three quick steps forward, |eaped,
caught the branch and pulled mysdlf up, balancing easily. | would like to say thet it was

the thousands of hours practice I'd put in as an acrobat that made it all possible, but | don't needtolie
for prac-tice. AlImost anybody could legp high enough to do what 1'd just done, and anybody a bit taller
than | was wouldn't have needed to leap. Anybody with something to stand on could have doneit even
moreesslly.

Whoever had doneit, if anyone, hadn't left any indica-tion of his passing, not here. The bark was
unmarked, and while there was ample evidence of old limbstrimmed off by Lord Orazhi's
groundskeepers over the years, al the stumplings were old; none of the tiny branches sprouting out from
the larger ones were freshly broken.

| walked aong the branch toward the base of the tree, then found the right footing to climb severd
branches up toward an opening in the leafy canopy above, then through the opening.

Demick had found a good spot. Above and bel ow, the spreading canopy of green leaves shielded this
place from view. The base of the branch was wide enough to stand on easily, and there were two other
branches off the trunk where one could rest afoot to take a differently angled stance.

I mimicked drawing abow. Plenty of room, and only afew windows were visible from here.

| wasn't the first person to find this place. The dark bark was broken off in places, reveding the
lighter bark under-neath. Some ripped leaves and a half-broken green twig showed where somebody,
momentarily off-balance, had grabbed in panic for support. The only trouble was that there was no way
totdl if someor al of the damage had been done by the murderer or by Demick's soldiers.

Too fadt. I'd been too fast, too hasty. If | had inspected things properly, | would know. Not that |
could tel what good it would do me. Arefai could climb atree aswell asanybody else.

| shook my head. No, that didn't make sense. | could see Arefai killing Minch, but not by stealth. And
aming through awindow screen at aspot of light? Not Arefai; he wouldn't do it. While he was by no
meansafriend of the

lower classes—there was a spot on my cheek he had once dapped in casua demonstration of
that—Arefa wasn't the sort to casudly kill somebody, hoping that it was the right somebody.

Eddfaule, on the other hand...

Edefaule, on the other hand, would do me no good asamurderer. Evenif he did it. Unless, of
course, | could use that to some other purpose. Perhaps—

"Guards, guardd" The voice from below was firm and loud, but unpanicked. Rough voices called out
orders.



"Y ou there, out of that tree. Y ou are surrounded,” the voice said, lower enough intonethat | could
tell that it was Penkil Ner Condigan.

| didn't move.

"It'gust me, Kami Dan'Sir," | shouted. "I have Lord Orazhi's permission to have the run of the
castle and grounds.”

"Wdl, come on down now," Penkil Ner Condigan said.
"And be dow and careful asyou do," agruff voice said, in counterpoint.

I made my way back down and carefully lowered my-self to where the bottom limb joined the trunk,
then came down from there.

Penkil Ner Condigan stood there shaking his head in self-disgust, ahaf dozen warriors scettered
around him, now sheathing swords and taking arrows off the nock. He spread his hands. "My apologies,
Kami Dan'Shir; | thought I'd solved your mystery." He gestured at the tree. "I understand that Lord
Demick has shown that the mur-derer could have fired from the tree. When | heard move-ment, |
thought that he might till be up in there, hiding.”

Hiding in the oak tree ever since the murder. That was the most stupid ideal'd ever—

Widll, no, it wasn't. Anything was possible, and the old oak could have concedled half adozen
assassnsin its up-per branches.

A chill cameover me. And it still could. Penkil Ner Condigan'stheory wasn't insane, merely unlikely.
Investi-gating it couldn't hurt anything, and if there was some-

body up the tree, that somebody wasn't Arefal, and my head was off the block.

| nodded. "Y ou there, Lord Warrior—Penkil Ner Condigan may have an idea here. Which of your
menisbest a tree climbing?'

The warrior, abarre-chested bear of aman in leasther and bone armor that had been burnished until it
amost glowed, laughed, and not pleasantly. "1 don't know, and wouldn't ask. Tree climbingisan
occupation of boys and fruitpickers. My warriors are neither. You are, so | under-stand it, adiscoverer.”
Hejerked histhumb at the tree. "Discover.”

There are thingsthat 1've enjoyed more than climbing up, high into an old oak tree, looking for a
murderer. But, since nobody was there, there's never been anything I've done that's been more pointless.

Lord Eddfaule was kind enough to join our group high in the wizard's tower.

Dun Lidjun was repeating—for the Sxteenth time, | believe—his observation that the flight of an
arrow was an arc, not astraight line, and that a good bowman often had to make sure that the arc
traveled through one point or an-other before hitting itstarget.

"Classic hunting problem in the woods, after al. Y ou have astraight shot at aflying gander, but you
know that the arrow isgoing to rise after it leaves the bow, S0 you see with your mind not only the
beginning and end of it dl, but the path that it might take. Or perhaps you don't pull the arrow dl the way
back, and select abroader arc that will carry your arrow above atree limb, or exchange your bow for
onewith astronger pull that will send the ar-row in aflatter arc. The arrow could have been shot out of
there, or from above, or from the tree.”

The old man shook his head. "All you had to do was ask, instead of assuming that you know
everything, sm-ply because you're adan'shir.” There was more of sad-nessthan anger in hisvoice. "I've
admired your

audacity, boy, in the timethat you faced mewith asword in your hand, in the time that you exposed
the murderer of Felkoi, but audacity hasits place, and its place is not to be spread dl over, likejelly ona



diceof bread."

Narantir chuckled. "1 knew it would al end badly,” he said. Y ou confuse authority with knowledge.
Something that, of course, no members of our beloved ruling class have ever done, but that's why they
arelords and ladies and you're but a bourgeois.”

There was aknock on the door. Before an invitation to enter, the door swung open to reveal
Eddfaule, athin smile on hisdmogt liplessface.

"Wel, I'vejudt faled,” he said. "After spending most of the last hour trying to have Father give me
your head for my wall, hefinally broke down and said no." He reached out along, dim finger and tapped
me on the chest. Y ou embarrassed me nicely with your little demon-stration in Den Oroshtal, you petty
little bourgeois, but that was with money, something your kind knows far too much aboui.

"Thiswas amatter of blood and honor, something you'd know nothing about, Kami Dan'Shir, eh?"

For amoment, for just amoment, | almost gave it up. Enough bowing and begging, enough mewling
and grove-ing. I'd grab Edelfaule by the throat and squeeze, squeeze hard with hands strengthened by
years of swinging from atragpeze, from years of lifting and hauling, and I'd squeeze until hisblood ran
between my fingers.

No, that's not what | would do. Even if Eddfaule didn't block me, Dun Lidjun stood behind me, and
the old war-rior could have me chopped into tiny pieces before my fin-gers touched his neck.

"1 bid you agoodnight, usdless dan'shir." With one hand, Edelfaule smoothed down the already
smooth front of hisrobes and smiled as he turned and walked away.

Narantir tilted hishead to one side. "I don't suppose you want to invite Lord Dun Lidjunto firean
arrow from

Eddfaulésroom, would you?'

| don't suppose that stars redlly snicker, athough maybe there's times that they should.
Idiot, idiot, idiot, abillion stars blinked.

Toss|eft catch left, tossright, catch right. Juggling didn't help.

You stupid idiot, | thought, you fell for it.

Lord Toshtai has silently, like loose-tongued Spenny-more of legend, persuaded you to trade
your ox for a magic plow. And in the morning, the bones of the ox lie chewed and white on the
ground, and the magic plow has become an ordinary piece of wood and iron, no more ca-pable of
moving around on its own than another piece of wood and iron.

Theworld doesn't care afig for Kami Dan'Shir; it never has and it never will. And nobody in Den
Oroghtai did, either.

It dl begantofal into place.
| was afreden, athrow-weight.

Themarriage of Arefai and ViKay threatened too close an dliance of Den Oroshtai and Glen
Derenai. The combi-nation of thelarge armies of Lord Orazhi, the devious cleverness of Lord Toshtal,
and the fieddd marshd|ship of Dun Lidjun wastoo much of athreet for Patrice and the Agami lordsto
stand still for. They probably would have redeployed their forces and marched on Den Oroshtal, but that
would haveleft them vulnerable in the north, and they couldn't have that.

Where brute force couldn't serve, conspiracy would have to. Minch had been sent to interfere with
the mar-riage, paid with a sword that would declare him much more than aminor lord. In return, hewas



to embarrass Arefai, as he had tried to do at the hunt. Members of our beloved ruling class are
bloody-minded, even when it comesto their own selves. Minch waswilling to risk being killed in adud
where, upon examination, it would be shown he hadn't given proper offense, which would shame Arefai.

Perhaps, just perhaps, Minch even expected to be mur-dered.

Now turn to Lord Toshtal, the most subtle and clever of men. He didn't know what Demick and
Minch would try, but he expected something.

So, Lord Toshtai: bring along this new dan'shir, and have your idiot son Arefai prepare the dan'shir's
image of great competence at anything and everything. Disposable like a peasant, but accorded enough
respect and honor that, when things get hot, when the road getstiring, when your idiot son killsaman
and isin danger of being thoroughly disgraced, you throw al the responsibility and attention away with
the dan'shir freden.

Nicely done, Lord Toshtai. And al you had to do was treat me with just alittle lenience, just atouch
of gentle-ness.

Nicdy, nicely done.
A keep ismade for keeping people out, not in.

All I'd have to do isfind alength of rope, tie aloop around a battlement after a patrol had passed,
then dide down the rope and be gone. The gold I'd won from the | ate, lamented Minch could keep me
housed and fed for years, assuming | could find away to break it down into more credible money. |
couldn't rgoin my father'stroop, but the north was full of intinerant acrobets; | could find work and hide
among them.

Of course, my deeping quarters here would be swept for aloose hair or bitten toenail, and Narantir
could and would use that to help the horsemen of Glen Derenal track me down. 1'd be lucky to escape
for aday or two.

Loosehair... wat aminute.
| ran back up to the workroom at the top of the wizard's tower and threw the door open.

| woke up to acold cloth dapping my face and Tebol's an-gular face looking down at me. "Can you
hear me, Kami Dan'Shir?"

"Nicely done, Kami Dan'Shir," Narantir said, from off to one side. "Did anybody ever tell you never
to bother a deeping wizard?' The wizard's voice seemed to come from too high up; | looked over and
found him stretched

out in anet hammock suspended from two hooks on an overhead beam. It looked deucedly
uncomfortable, but not nearly as uncomfortable as being hit, hard, by awizard's spell.

"What happened?’ | asked, although the fool words came out as atriple grunt.

Tebol fdt at apulse, then nodded and stood. "Y ou'll be finein amoment. But Narantir's correct; you
redly should make a habit of knocking before you enter."

I have, from timeto time, truthfully claimed to be unhe-roic. That was before, lying on the cold stone
floor, having been hit by awizard's spdll, | rolled to my belly and man-aged to rise to my hands and
knees. Dapucet, the Power that holds the world together, exercises no more strength than | did as| rose
first to my knees and then to my feet, the world spinning gently under them.

"That's not important now,” | said with al the force available, the words .coming out asa harsh
whisper. "Y ou said that there was no magic used in Minch'sroom,” | said. "How about in Demick's?"

"Demick's?'



| nodded. "That wasthe part of it that bothered me. It wasn't impossible that somebody could am at
the carrier of alantern through the window screen. But how would Demick or whoever he had do it
possibly know that Minch was hanging hislantern by himself? It could have been one of the cagtle
servitors, warming his bedding for the night or laying out deeping clothes.”

Narantir shrugged. "Which would do aswell, assuming that Demick's purpose was to dishonor
Arefa, no?'

"No. Not if Demick didn't know where Arefai was, too. If, say, Arefal was Sitting with Lady Estrer
and Lord Orazhi, the whole plan would fal through, and point an accusing finger toward Petrice and
Demick. Demick had to know both where Arefai and Minch were and that Arefai was done. For Arefal,
aspy would do, perhaps— but for Minch? To be sure that it was he who was holding alantern? How
could a spy report quickly enough? Demick must have had another way."

"Of course." Narantir spread his hands. "A direction spell. The sort dishonorable hunters use, except
made spe-cific. Not the most difficult gpplication of the Law of Synechdoche; wholeto part, and part to
whole™

Tebol nodded, quickly. "A piece of skin perhaps, or— better—hair." He turned to me. "Skin and
blood change too quickly when they're separated from their owner, but hair and nails remain the same.”

He pulled down abook from ashelf and brought it over to atable. He muttered a quick cantrip and
touched hisfin-ger to thetip of an unlit candle; it flared too brightly, cast-ing dark shadows dl around the
room. "I haven't done this sort of thing since | was an gpprentice, but it should leave some effluence.
Narantir?"

Thefat wizard, despite himself, had gotten interested. "It should reek of it."
Tebol grunted. "1 don't like sniffing around doorways, but... so-be-it."

| snorted. "1 don't know that it exactly callsfor sniffing around doorways."
"If you don't know, then shhh."

Tebol had brought out arack of viasand set it on the workbench. Narantir took asmall silver spoon
and scooped out some white powder into a ceramic mortar. He added some of ared powder, and then
ablack one, care-fully washing the spoon, then passing it through the flame instead of dryingit.

Narantir took something that looked like a many-spiked ball on astick down from ashelf and whirled
it around the mortar, muttering aquick cantrip. "Badc dlergenics” hesaid. "Comethisway.”

I held up ahand. "Now, wait one moment, if you please. Thelast timel helped out in an experiment,
you turned meinto asword, and | didn't like that much. It hurt. Are you tdling me thiswon't?'

Narantir chuckled. "No, I'm promising it will hurt you, precisaly as much asif you sniffed three kinds
of pepper up your nose. But it'll also make you so dlergic to synechdochd directiona magic that, well,
youll itch un-

controllably for hoursif you comein contact with any of it."
| held up ahand. "Then why don't one of you takeit?'

"Because were wizards, you young idiot. No wizard is going to make himsdlf dlergic to magic." He
held out the vid. "And it does so cdll for sniffing around doorways. If that sort of spell was used in Lord
Demick'srooms, then dl you need to do istake ahefty sniff of this, then sniff around the edge of his
door, and you'll know. Believe me, with hivesthe size of aplover'segg al over your body, you'll know."

Hetossed the vid high into the air. Somebody who had spent years as ajuggler couldn't help but
catchit.

There were guards, of course, on at both ends of the floor where Lord Demick's rooms were;



members of our be-loved ruling class dwaystravel with their own, no matter how serious a safe conduct
they travel under. It's always possible that some other lord would like to complicate the issue by inserting
an assassin or two, letting the loca lord take the blame for amurder ...

Which, of course, was aways a possibility for Minch. The only trouble was, it was pretty clear what
the result was from Minch's desth, and who would benefit.

The guards weren't eeger to let anybody in, snceit wasthe hour of thelion, and hislordship had
officidly retired for the evening. But | was the Historical Master Dan'Shir, and Demick had volunteered
to ad mein my investigation and had made it clear to both me and them that he would rather enjoy
gloating some more, S0 they agreed to let me into the corridor and speak to hisvalet, after aquick
search.

Which, of course, immediatdly turned up thevidl.

The guard'sface wasfia and expressionless. "'l wouldn't suppose thisto be poison,” he said, holding
it out toward me.

| forced alaugh. "If it was," | said, accepting it and pulling off the top, "would | do this?'
| tilted back thevid and inhaed sharply.

16

A Nose Full of Pepper, aChat, a Tredt,

aThresat, and Other Delights and

Sorrows

It would beredly niceif you could aways count on wiz-ards to lie about everything, but that would
make life too easy.

Whatever lse wasin there, | could fed thefire of red pepper, the heat of white pepper, and the burn
of black pepper not only in my nodtrils, but throughout my entire heed. It felt like the front of my face was
going to fdl off and shatter on the floor. Which would have been agood trick, considering that the floor
was covered with adeep red ankle-thick Pemish carpet.

"Well, | supposeit isn't poison,” the guard said. "Nor-mdly, at least in Peatrice, we demonstrate that
we know a substance not to be poison by putting asmall sample of it in our mouths, not the wholelot of
it up our nose." He laughed as he rapped on the door three times, then twice, then three times again.

Tearsrolling down my cheeks, | nodded. "I thank you for the advice, Lord Warrior."

The door opened only about a headswidth, with awaft of thick, musty perfume, and awoman'sface
peeked out. Her skin was the color of warm cream, her lips asred asfresh blood. | didn't recognize her,
athough that wasn't

surprising; | wasn't familiar with Lord Demick's concu-bines.
"What isit, dear Solan der Bereden?" she asked.
"Kami Dan'Shir to see Lord Demick, if hislordship is up and around.”

She teased him with a crooked smile, and for amoment caught her pink tongue in bone-white teeth.
"Oh, he'svery much awake. I'll seeif he wishesto seethe dan'shir.”

The door closed, then opened amoment later, and she ushered mein.

Lord Demick, awhite silk robetied loosely about him, rose from his cushionsto greet me, gesturing
at the other concubine to stay where she was, which was over by arack of essences and aknee-height
hesting table. She was alovely willowy blond woman dressed in some wigps of tranducent sk belted



tightly at her dim waist, her head tilted to one side, dmond eyes watching metoo steadily.

"Y ou might pour Kami Dan'Shir some essence, VedaNa," he said. "Perhapsthe Apricot Sunrise?’ He
ges-tured me to a seat on cushions near the window.

"Plain water would be perfect, Lord Demick,” | said, trying to blink back tears. Someday, somehow,
| will avenge mysdlf on Narantir; every time he works magic when I'm around, | hurt.

| don't know how shedid it; | guess either she had it ready for another purpose or perhaps there's
more kazuh to the art of concubine than is commonly acknowledged, but VedaNa had a cold mug of
water in my hands before | was seated. | drained it in one long swallow. It helped alot, dthough my nose
gill burned with adistant fire.

| lowered the mug to see Demick smiling at me. "'l take it you're here to discuss the progress of our
investigation," hesaid.

No, I'm here to seeif you used magic to direct the ar-row that killed Minch, | didn't say. It
would be worth afew hivesto be ableto prove that it was Demick, or at least to cast enough blamein

his direction to remove enough from Arefai to get my head off the block. The only trouble was that the
itching that Narantir had promised me

wasn't coming on. Either thiswas some sort of wizard's prank, or no such spell had been used around
here.

"l had an idea, Kami Dan'Shir," he said. "Perhaps one even cleverer than your notion that | had my
dear friend Minch killed." His eyes never leaving mine, he held out a hand to receive aflask of warmed
essence from the black-haired concubine.

| bowed. "l am, of course, interested, Lord Demick."

He gestured at the doorway. "1 notice that Minch was near the speaking tube when the cowardly
murderer put an arrow through his screen and into him." He scowled. "I'm afraid | must admit to being
unfond of such things—we have no such in Patrice, | can assure you—but Lord Orazhi finds them useful.
It occursto methat it's possible somebody caled him to the speaking tube, a which time awaiting
confederate fired the arrow.”

That explanation posed afew problems, the best one of which was that one of the easier places for
the confederate to shoot from was the room above Demick's, which was easly available to Arefal.

"Let'sexperiment,” | started to say, then stopped my-self. No, embarrassing Demick in private wasn't
likely to be asafe move. "I mean, there ssemsto meto be a basic problem with that, Lord." | roseand
walked to where the end of the speaking tube projected from the wall, Demick by my side. This
speaking tube terminated in a sculpture of a horse's head, again plugged by acarving of an apple.
Personally, | would have found it more amusing had Lord Demick been forced to speak into the other
end of ahorse, but he probably didn't use the speaking tube himsdlf, any-way.

"Youll note" | said, "that thetubeis plugged from thisend." | pulled the plug and stuck my ear to the
horse's mouth.

Far off inthe distance | could hear a swishing, like that of abroom on stone. "Otherwisg, it could be
used by the servants to spy on our—on the occupants of the rooms.” Never mind that servants did—had
to—-do some spying on our beloved ruling classin order to anticipate their de-

mands, the point still stood. The speaking tubes were away of talking down, not up.

| replaced the plug, and patted at the bronze sculpture. "With al respect, | doubt that it would be
possible for anyone to have called Lord Minch to the speaking tube.” | shrugged. "Besides, that would
make it a conspiracy to murder Minch, and not the act of just one person.”



"Hmmm... we can't havethat."

No, we couldn't. The notion that Arefai had findly lost histemper with Minch and killed him was one
thing; that two or more from Den Oroshtai had conspired to commit amurder was beyond belief.
Shaming of Lord Toshtai's son would subtly shift power and influence to Demick; un-covering ashameful
conspiracy between Den Oroshtal and Glen Derenai would force Toshtai and Orazhi into adirect conflict
with Peatrice, and far too many heads would fly.

No. If Minch was so much trouble, Lord Toshtai would have had Dun Lidjun or somebody chalenge
him, not commit a stealthy murder. Nobody would believe Toshtai capable of tolerating a conspiracy to
murder, which would mean that nobody would, in thelong run, believe that Arefai had shamed himself by
committing said murder.

If | wasn't inthemiddle of it, | would have found it funny: two enemies with the common purpose of
seeing that their enmity not get out of hand.

Perhgps Demick found the notion as amusing; hislipstwisted. "Think onit, Kami Dan'Shir. I'm sure
you'l find away to vex the murderer yet."

My nose still burning from the pepper, no trace of an itch anywhere on my body, | left and headed for
bed, none the wiser and more than alittle confused.

She cameto methat night, as| had in the back of my head wondered if she would. | opened an eye
to see her dip in through the barely opened door—the door to my room squeaked if it was opened a
fraction more; | wondered if she had al the squeaks in the kegp memorized—and fed at the mouth of my
own spesking tube before walking to

my bedding and quickly dropping her robes to the floor before dipping under the thin blanket.

Shelay in my arms, warm and soft on the surface, hard and strong below. | wouldn't have been
surprised if she could have broken mewith her legs wrapped about my hips; for amoment, it had felt as
if shemight.

| sighed. "I would love to know why were doing this."

She laughed as she shifted position dightly so that | could kiss her behind the right ear. She smelled of
rose and lemon. "'For someone who comports himself with such... need, such urgency, you ask too many
questions. | would have thought it obvious." Sherolled closer to me, her breast rubbing gently against my
chest, one hand gently stroking my back near the base of my spine.

"Itisn't. And | doubt that theré's only one reason.”
"A way to persuade you, perhaps, to befriend Arefai. He needs you, and | hope that you'll—"

"Find away to clear him of suspicion?' There was something perverse about discussing thiswith
ViKay na-ked in my arms, but there was a so something perversein thefirst place about bedding the
wife-to-be of the nearest thing | had to afriend in our beloved ruling class. | guess perversion doesn't
bother me.

"l hope s0." | Sghed. "Arefa didn't doit. It'snot hisway. To lop off Minch'sfool head in front of
witnesses, sure; but to murder himinthedark? To liein wait for him?”

No, that wasn't the way of somebody who would fish by having trout practically thrown to him.
Forget matters of honor; our beloved ruling class has such a strange sense of honor that it can pull themin
any direction. It was amatter of character and persondlity, and that just wasn't in Arefai's. He wasn't the
brightest fellow in the world, but he was di-rect and forthright, not skulking.

"Y ou had best hope s0," she said, her voicelight and breezy in my ear. "With this cloth of misgivings
wrapped 0 tightly around him, my father will surely put off the wedding until it is cleared.”



She reached down and cupped my testiclesin her pam. Well, "cupped” isn't quiteright. "Gripped" is
better. She was not ungentle, but her grip was not unfirm, and | was not unapprehensive, nor uneager for
her to let go. | was aso not unmotionless, and had no intention of being unagreeable, or abandoning the
unassertiveness of double negatives until shelet go, something | was not unwilling for her to do at any
moment.

“Lady..."

"And | will bethe bride of Lord Arefai of Den Oroshtai, understood?' she said, ataste of iron and
ded in her voice.

| wasn't disposed to argue, not with her hand there.

"It would ruin my life were we not to marry,” shewent on, "and | would find aruined life easily
dispensed with, as disposable as | would find the life of adan'shir who would not or could not do hisjob,
aseasy as| would find it to pass atruth spell when | swore that the dan'shir, but a bourgeois, had me,
over and over again, under the roof of my father.”

She released my testicles and dipped both arms around my neck so quickly and snuoudy that | was
glad it was her arms and not her hands that were about my neck.

"Now, rest for ashort while, while you try to figure out who killed that horrible Minch, and how
you'regoing to clear my Arefa.” Shelaid her head gently on my chest.

"Isthere anything else you'd like meto think over, Lady?'

"Oh, of course," she said, body pressed closdly to mine, her breath warm in my ear. ™Y ou must
decide how you want me next, my Kami Dan'Shir."

| woke before dawn, aone, traces of honey-orange and roses along with more robust scentsin my
blankets. It was dark out, but it felt like the hour of the dragon, the hour when all good D'Shaians are
safely adeep.

An hour when Kami Dan'Shir getsto redize what anidiot heis, was, and will be. One more day
before the scheduled wedding, and the only thing | knew was that

Arefa had better not have done it and Demick hadn't doneit. But how wasit done? Could the how
tdl mewho?

| dressed, got my juggling sack, and went down to the grounds, nodding to an occasiona guard.
Nobody stopped me or tried to engage me in conversation. | didn't quite blame them.

Above the stars snickered, while below torches flick-ered. The gardens, green and red and orange
and blue and yellow in the daytime, were black and gray in the dark, inky leaves hanging thresteningly
above.

When in doubt, juggle.

It's not the beginning of wisdom; perhapsit does no good, but it can hardly do any harm. | found my
concealed spot in the garden and took out three balls.

Keep it smple. A smple shower. Catch left, throw right, catch right, throw left, catch left, throw right,
catch right, throw left, and dl the while forget about that extrabal in the air that's looping down toward
your throwing hand. All you haveto doishandie one bdl a atime, but you haveto do it well, whether
it'sthe solid catch or the precise throw. Never tossit avay just to get rid of it.

Who can shoot through a paper screen?

Ress the All Seeing could have done it, but the Powers don't involve themsalves in the way of
mortas, and even if it was one of them, | was not going to be able to present that as aworkable solution.
Wives who blamed an un-timely pregnancy on Spennymore were traditionaly flogged to death, aswere



shepherds who accused EvvaUgly Hands of causing a sheep shortfdl. | didn't know if dan'shirswereto
be punished the same way, but | aso didn't know of anybody who had escaped punishment for anything
by attributing it to a Power.

Who benefited?

Demick and Patrice, surely, and Demick's Agami alies, benefited from the accusation. Not anyone
loyd in Den Oroshtai or Glen Derenal, except perhaps Edelfaule? No, that didn't make sense. Eddfaule
was the older brother, in lineto be lord. Unless, of course, Lord Toshtai passed him by to name his
brother, but there was no hint of that.

Which there wouldn't be, of course. Toshtal wouldn't hint a such athing, regardless of hisintention.

Very well: assume, for the moment, that Edelfaule was the murderer. How much good would it do me
to reved that, even with proof?

Who hated Minch?
Who didn't? That wouldn't do any good.
Who would want to put me in this position? How can | get back at him?

How to find the real murderer, and blame him to let me out of this... Or, failing thet, just to find
somebody, pref-erably some member of our beloved ruling class, who would do. But theinconsderate
swine wouldn't cooperate. It was as though the whole purpose of thiswasto ruin me. Now that was
ridiculous.

Come on, Kami Dan'Shir—it was unlikely beyond imagining that al thiswasto embarrassand
discredit me. People, even members of our beloved ruling class, didn't set up eaborate schemes and
plansinvolving possible murders just to make my life difficult. Men and women kill for reasons more
persond, more intimate, than to cause me chagrin.

Sometimes kazuh fed s like awell-stroked bassskin: it humsin the brain, its sound low but powerful
and only in my head, not in my ears.

It hummed for methen, and it all was clear. Both the why and the how. There were two bagsin the
air inthis problem, and | had been pretending they had been one and the same. No, of course not. Two
Separate problems, with separate solutions.

That wasthe lesson of juggling: keep onething in mind & one time. Don't worry about the other
juggling sacksrising and faling. There was merely oneto be caught, or one to be thrown, and that wasit.
There would be time enough later for the rest.

Unless... | would need Dun Lidjun, and the wizard.

17

Y et aFina Demonsgtration, a Reward,

aWedding, and Other Rituals Both

Sincereand False

Thistime, | knocked on the door at the top of the long winding stone staircase. Not gently.
"Wake up, if you please, Narantir,” | said, then knocked again, louder.

Dun Lidjunlooked old and wan in the morning, as though it took some time to gpply me norma
expresson of agelessness and ancient wisdom to hisface. Hislipsworked silently just for amomen.
Then: "I will openit for you, if need be" hesaid.

It isnot often that adan'shir has akazuh Warrior wait-ing his command. It isimportant to remember



that the kazuh Warrior is not merely an object, to be moved about like a pinbone on asingle-bone
draughts board; the kazuh Warrior, or the bourgeois servitor, or the middle-class veg-etable sdller, or the
dirt-footed peasant, is a person, and to respect that personhood must be the private honor and
ob-ligation of the dan'shir, eveniif it isnot that of our beloved ruling class.

So | sad, "Prepare yoursdlf, if you please, Lord Dun Lidjun, but do nothing.”

It was atreat to watch the weariness dide away from hisold frame, like adrop of water skittering
and vanishing on a hot skillet. The skin around his eyes stopped sagging,

and instead of forcing himsdlf to stand upright, as though he had stuck a pole up his back passage, he
stood eadlly, hisfeet not merdly touching the ground, but standing sol-idly as though he wasthe pegk of a
mountain, unmovable by mortas.

I knocked again. "Wake up, Narantir; it's the hour of the cock, and the day callsyou.”

The door creaked open, and Narantir stood there, rub-bing at hiseyes. "I take it the spell worked?”
"es"

"And...?'

"And | itched not at dl, and | can demonstrate how Minch was murdered, and who the murderer
was, and why," | said. "l just need to go over hisroom once more, to prepare.”

Minch'sroom was gill dark in the distant, gray early morning light. Figure that the sun wouldn't be
high enough to light it directly until well into the hour of the hare, athough perhaps not quite the hour of
the horse.

Harsh radiance flared from Narantir's light gem as he placed it in the lantern niche.
Bow, headless arrow, broadheaded arrow, strong will, relentless hatred.
That wasdl it was.

"Itssample” | said, "once you know who the murderer was, and what his objectivewas." | sghed.
"Narantir, you wouldn't happen to have aspell that will detect conspir-acy, would you? It would be nice
to know who dsewasinonit.”

It would be nice to be ableto lay it on Demick's door, but that wouldn't be necessary. | knew who
could be held responsible, and could identify him without fear of retribu-tion.

Narantir and Tebol laughed, Tebol in hisown merry way, Narantir so hard that tears ran down his
cheeks and into his beard.

Dun Lidjun wasless amused than | was, and | wasn't
amused at dl. "What, may one ask, is so wretchedly amusing?'

Narantir, ftill laughing, pointed at the bright, shining gem. "It was aspell that Tebol and | invented,
back when we were just apprentices. It makes agarnet glow in the presence of conspiracy.” He stared
for amoment a thewall. " A perpetud light in aD'Shaian keep, no?"

Dun Lidjun cracked agmile. "I'll go arrange the audi-ence.

Members of our beloved ruling class don't stint them-selves, or each other; there was enough roomin
the sitting room of Minch's suite for thelot of them. The three mgjor lords, Toshtal, Orazhi, and Demick,
were seated at the far end of the room in chairsthat had been brought in for the occasion.

ViKay, having exchanged the sort of pleasantrieswith me suitable for yesterday's placques partner,
had seated hersalf behind her father. If | looked closdly, | could see the tension in her shoulders and
neck. She was wondering if she would have to make good her threst.



Arefa stood alone, by the wall, watching me closely, perhapstoo closdly, or perhaps not. Perhaps he
was|ook-ing for some sign of hisredemption in my eyes. Theidiot. Did hethink thet I'd cal them al into
embarrass hisfa-ther by naming him amurderer?

Toonesdeof him, Lady Estrer kept her eyes on the rest of the crowd, one hand hidden in the folds
of her robes, as though she could intercept an attack on Arefai with a hidden dagger there.

Eddfaules eyeswerefilled with intelligence, but not atrace of liking, or even tolerance.

Toshtal, aone among the nobles of Den Oroshtal, watched me with interest, and only interest. His
broad, fat face betrayed no sense of having been woken or hurried, athough | knew from his habits that
he had been both. His hair was freshly oiled and pulled back into awarrior's queue, and his morning
robes werethe usua cheery ye-low.

Orazhi amiled. "1 take it that you have asked that we put off our breskfast for more than some sort
of... exper-iment, Kami Dan'Shir," he said.
| looked from face to face. There wasn't apale, sweaty one among them.

"Oh, quite, Lord Orazhi," | said. "I'm here to expose the murderer, to frustrate his attempt to blame
good Lord Arefal for something he would never do, something he could never do.”

| hoped that would keep ViKay quiet, at least for the time being. A smple demonstration would not
be enough because—

Enough, Kami Dan 'Shir, my kazuh whispered to me, asthough it wasits own person instead of an
intengfication and expresson of my own.
Thereisoneball inthe air, ripe for the catching. Catch it before you think of the next.

"I'd demonstrate how it was done, except that's not good enough,” | said. "There are things about this
brave murder that | didn't understand.”

"Brave murder?' Demick lunged for the bait. "'l find mysalf unfond of shtoi comments about ashot in
the dark.”

| bowed deeply. "Aswel you should, Lord Demick. | spoke precisdy.” | picked up Minch's lax bow
and gring, and handed it to Dun Lidjun. "The problem was dways the screen,” | said, walking to the
window screen and did-ing it out of the way. "It's tranducent, but not transparent. Enough to provide
some privacy, without locking light out of the room; and, placed a hand's span from the window, it letsin
cool ar without the clacking of shutters.”

It «ill had the one hole. "But why shoot through it?"
"Because," Demick said, "Minch was on the other sde of it, not standing in front of it."

| shook my head. "How was the murderer to know where Minch was? The door was locked, and
Minch could have as easily been standing on one side or another of the lamp ashe hung it, if that's how
the murderer located him.

"But, even so: imagine, you are amurderer Stting, say,

in the tree from which Verden Verdunt was kind enough to fire abowshot last evening. How do you
know when Minch will come adong and hang the lamp? Do you sit there, up in atree for hours, waiting
for amomentary flicker of light and then hope that your am will betrue?' | shook my head. "No. You'd
have to know more."

| went to the corner where Minch's arrows till lay scat-tered and took up two, onewith akilling
broadhead, an-other headless, and tapped them together.

| nodded to Dun Lidjun, who shrugged out of hisrobes, and stood on the carpeted floor in blousy



pantal oons and sandals. He seemed somehow smaller without his robes, and the hair on his pale chest
was thin and white, but be-nesth age-wrinkled skin, his muscles still moved under his control, and only
his control.

He strung the bow in one smooth motion, and held it out in front of him, then held out ahand for an
arrow.

| passed him the headless one; Dun Lidjun quickly nocked it, then drew it back, propping the blunt tip
on the back of the bow. It held the bent bow, keeping it bent.

| handed the old warrior the remaining arrow, which he nocked ever so gently, its broad flat head
lying on the bow, motionless, as Dun Lidjun held the backwards bow out in front of him, the arc of the
bow curved away from him, the nocked arrow pointing toward his own chest. If the blunt arrow wereto
suddenly be gone, the broadhead would pierce the old warrior's chest.

"Raiseit, if you please, Lord Dun Lidjun," | said. "Wewouldn't want to have an accident.”

Moving dowly, relentlessly, Dun Lidjun raised the bow, the arrow now poised to fire directly over his
head.

"Thank you, Lord Dun Lidjun. Just hold it there for amoment.” | turned to the crowd, moving dowly.
Alwayswatch the audience.

"Y ou see, my Lords and Ladies, Minch wanted very much to embarrass Arefal, to interfere with the
wedding of Lord Arefai and Lady ViKay. Hetried first to needle him into overreacting and provoking a
dud, and then to trick Arefai into making awrongful accusation againgt himsdlf."

| shook my head. "It was always thefirst part that both-ered me. Lord Dun Lidjun, could Minch have
thought to take Arefal in aswordfight?*

Dun Lidjun didn't answer immediatdy. "1 know you would like meto say no, Kami Dan'Shir, but |
cannot quite. It'senough for meto say that Minch would have had to have amuch higher opinion of his
own abilitiesthan | ever did."

| nodded. "And | thank you again, Lord Dun Lidjun. One more question: with anaked sword in his
hand, and Arefai's back to him, could Minch havekilled Arefai aslong asyou were close by?'

"No." Dun Lidjun smiled. "Never."

"Quite. Minch didn't think he could take on Arefal, but asaloya noble of Merth's Bridge, he was
willing to— now."

All eyeswere on me, but they were drawn to the wall where the arrow from the bow now quivered,
half aman's height above the spot where the arrow that had killed Minch had been. Dun Lidjun reached
up and drew it from the wall, then tucked it under his own arm.

"Of course, inredity, a thismoment during the murder, the arrow had penetrated Lord Minch, and
stuck out his back, rather than being nicdly tucked under hisarm, the way Lord Dun Lidjun has done.”
Dun Lidjun pressed a bowtip againgt the floor, releasing the bowstring from the other tip with histhumb,
then threw the bow toward the corner where the rest of the bow and arrows lay scattered.

Only two things remained. The headless arrow lay on the floor; Dun Lidjun smply reached out afoot
and sweypt it toward the corner.

"And thelast, Lord Dun Lidjun, if you please." Dun Lidjun grabbed the feathered end of arrow in his
hands and ran backwards toward the wall, thudding hard into it.

He stood for amoment like Minch had, then stepped away from the wall, as Minch had not been able
to.

| forced alaugh. "Minch had failed, and had every chance of failing to interfere with the marriage of



Lord Arefal and Lady ViKay. With Dun Lidjun withina

sworddength of Arefal, brute force would fail. With Kami Dan'Shir to point out traps and puzzles
ahead, Minch's chicanery would fall..."

Alwaysend with aflourish, my father used to say. | let Slencefall for afull two bests before | bowed
to the as-semblage, and said, ".... asit has."

Lord Orazhi was on hisfest, clapping his hands together hard. "Wonderful, Kami Dan'Shir!" he said.
"l see what you mean about brave murder, eh? How did you ever think about such aremarkable...
contrivance for firing the bow?"

Well, Lord, it'sawfully similar to one of theways | used to rig atrigger for a snare for rabbits,
when | was poach-ing. "Way of the Dan'Shir, Lord."

"Whichisabrilliant way, young Higtorica Masgter Dan'Shir. Minch was—"
"Wait." Demick held up ahand. "How about the holein the screen”?”

It'snot usualy safeto laugh at amember of our be-loved ruling class, and it's never likely to make
one look kindly onyou, but | was safe here and now, and Lord Demick was never likely to look at me
with any kindness, so | let mysdlf chuckle.

"Why, that'ssmple, Lord Demick," | said, picking up aloose arrow from the pile in the corner and
waking to the screen, "so much so that | didn't even see the need to ex-plain that anybody can take an
arrow and put aholein apiece of paper,” | said, doing just that.

"Indeed, indeed they can." Orazhi'slaugh wasjust thisside of hysterica. "1 amin your debt, Kami
Dan'Shir. What can Glen Derenai do to repay it?' He spread hishands. " A rise to nobility? Horses,
swords, money? What can | do?"

"I've no need for anything of the sort, Lord," | said, shaking my head, then bowing it deeply.
"Although thereis one grest service you can do for me, Lord Orazhi, im-pertinent though it would be for
meto ask, so much so that | must ask forgivenessin advance.”

Or I'll keep my mouth tightly shut.
Toshtal spoke up for thefirgt time. "Impertinence will surely be forgiven, now of al times.”

Orazhi nodded. "Of course, of course. Ask. I'm too old and wise to guarantee I'll grant arequest
before I've heard it, but 1'd be an ungrateful wretch if | wouldn't promise you that you may speek it
without pendty, and | am not an ungrateful wretch, and do so promise.”

There was no ambiguity in that, but | chose my words carefully anyway. "Lord Arefa and Lady
ViKay were due to be married tomorrow, in the hour of the octopus.”

Orazhi frowned. "Y ou have some... objection to that, Kami Dan'Shir?"

"Yes. Marry them today, this noon, in the hour of the horse. Before something else goeswrong,” |
said, not quite daring to look at Demick, knowing that he would take my point.

Orazhi smiled and bowed as though to an equd. "It shall be asyou say, Kami Dan'Shir."

Arefa wasat my ebow, athough | hadn't seen him walk over. A fat tear had welled up in hisright
eye, and as he opened his mouth to speak, it did down hisface to becomelost in his beard.

"You will sland with me," he said, "a sword through your belt, as| am married, Kami Dan'Shir, asa
valued friend and companion, to whom | owe both my honor and my appearance of honor. Y ou will
have the prerogative, privilege, and honor of sampling the wedding essence, to be sure of its suitability for
the ceremony, and | will trust in your judgment.”

Just as I've had the pleasure of sampling the bride, | didn't say.



"l am deeply honored, Lord Arefal," sounded so much safer.

Hypocrisy istheway of our beloved ruling class, which is one of the reasons | enjoyed being in the
wedding party. Look, there are advantages to hanging out with nobility— I've found that | eat better, and
they're often nice enough

to arrange to get one of themsalves murdered for my en-tertainment, and they do deep between
softer, cleaner sheets and alone less often.

The only trouble with the whole thing was trying to siop mysdf from giggling.

Digtant hints of raspberry and fire till on my tongue, | stood between Edelfaule and Toshtal as Arefal
and his bride knelt before Lord Orazhi, reflecting that it's not of-ten that a bourgeois getsto stand while
nobles knedl. It was atreat to watch them kneeling in the dirt that careful servitors had spread acrossthe
cloth that now covered one end of the Great Hall; | don't often get to see plain dirt and our beloved ruling
classmix. I'mtold that the dirt symbolizesthe soil that, in the long run, supportsusall.

Me, | would have thought it more appropriateif they'd each knelt on a peasant.

Arefa was arrayed in black, red, and green. Somebody had told me what the black and green
symbolized, but I've forgotten: the red was, as usud, for blood, in this case the blood of those who would
endanger his new bride, which Arefai was promising to shed. Our beloved ruling class does alot of that.

ViKay'srobes were of that red-gold shading we call surivhan in Old Shai: it's the red-gold of aclear
summer sunrise, just at the moment that the top limb of the sun bresks above the water of the Eter
Enothien, shaded from an amost pure golden haze on the top to arich dark crim-son at the bottom. It
symbolized beginnings, and passions, and dedication, but | liked it mainly because it was pretty to ook
a.

Her hair, not astrand out of place, was bound behind her in her familiar knot, and fastened there with
three long bone needles. Perversaly, it bothered me that the two times I'd been with ViKay, she had let
down her own hair; I'd never had the chance.

"Asher father, | offer my daughter to you, warranting her to be untouched and pure," Orazhi said,
with what | hope was easy disingenuousness. | can't imagine that he

had managed to hang onto Glen Derenai without more in-sight into behavior than his speech
indicated. "Asher lord, | bring her to you only after warranting that you have proven yoursdf worthy—"

By not being idiot enough to kill Minch, | interjected mentally.

"—in the search for gamefor the table, and | expect that you will prove yourself worthy should you
be required to defend her person or honor. | put it to this company that should anyone know of ablemish
or blur on your honor, | put it to him to step forward now." He raised one hand to his forehead and
turned from sideto Sde, rituaigticaly searching for some fool who would open his mouth at the wrong
time

Thisonewaseasy. | could remain silent in good faith instead of remaining silent in bad faith.

"And | put it to this company that should anyone cha-lenge my warrant of my daughter's purity, let
him step for-ward now." He repeated the searching gestures.

Line forms at the left, | didn't say.

| glanced over a Dun Lidjun, who was standing next to Lord Esterling, quite probably through no
accident. Acci-dents don't tend to happen around Lord Toshtal, and par-ticularly not around Dun Lidjun,
whose impassive face and stone-motionless stance would have told a half-blind man that he had raised
kazuh. Kazuh Warriors don't need to wave their swordsin the air to become what they al-ways are.

Ederling held silent, which didn't surprise me. | mean, no matter how badly he wanted ViKay, the



matter of her marriage was settled, and nothing he could say or do now would prevent it. All an outburst
would buy him would be aquick challenge and aquicker desth.

At Lord Orazhi's gesture, Arefai and ViKay rose, and joined left hands—the hand nearer the heart,
the seat of the soul—while maids wrapped their hands with garlands of grape leaves, symbolizing the
joining of the two souls, perhaps, or perhaps just symbolizing that members of our beloved ruling class
like to be wrapped in grape leaves.

| shifted uncomfortably in my borrowed finery, not lik-ing the way the robes were drawn tightly
around my neck, and particularly not cherishing the weight of the borrowed sword that was stuck
crosswise through my borrowed sash. Swords are a badge of nobility, not of the bourgeoi-sie, but al of
uswho stood with Arefal were, in theory, here to help him carry away his bride by force should
somebody interfere, asindeed they would.

"The essence, if you please, Kami, Historical Master Dan'Shir," Lord Orazhi said, beckoning.

I uncorked the sedled flask, dthough there was nothing particularly dramatic in that. Theflask had
been sealed moments before the ceremony, after the Tree's Breath in-side had been tested by Narantir
and Tebol to be surethat it was unpoisoned, and then again by the three of usto be surethat it was
suitable for the wedding ceremony, and once again to be sure that there was no poison.

Just aswell it wasalargeflask, | thought, as| tilted it up to my lips, letting theicy heat of the dark
green es-sence bathe my paate. Beyond the warmth and the chill were notes of raspberry and licorice
under alayer of mint, with perhaps atouch of orange and asurprisingly pleasant quiet note of burned
wood.

The taste persisted as | handed the flask to Arefai. Which isthe way of afine essence. Even hours
later, my tongue would find itsdf remembering the fire and the cold, the purity and complexity of the
flavors,

Stll, I might aswell have substituted Weasel Pissfor dl the attention Arefal paid as he drank, then
brought the flask up to hisbride's parted lipsfor aquick taste. He wasted the rest of it by pouring it over
their joined hands.

"Itisdone," Lord Orazhi intoned. "One life, one heart, one soul." Oneto prong away at peasant and
middle-class girls as much as he wanted, so long as he didn't do it in the middle of the courtyard; oneto
dip into whatever rooms she pleased, aslong as she didn't get caught. Al-though | didn't redlly believe
that. ViKay would be careful in Den Oroshtai, which would be just aswell. Funisfun, | decided, but it
would be onething to risk being caught

here, where her father's servitors would very much not want to catch her, and another entirely in Den
Oroshta, whereit would take her yearsto find her proper place in the kegp'sintrigues.

The marriage having taken place according to the mod-ern ritud, it was now time to forget what we
had just done and proceed to stedl the bride away. The crowd broke up quickly, servitors swiftly
scurrying out of the way, noble women moving to one Sde, while the warriors split into two parties, those
of Glen Derenai forming ahdf circle between the wedding party and the front gate, those of Den
Oroshtal encircling Arefa and his new wife.

Thetradition, so | understand it, isthat visiting warriors without an alegiance to either house may
choose to tem-porarily join either for the battle, but must join one.

| found mysdlf standing beside Edelfaule, facing Demick, Verden Verdunt and Deren der Drumud,
while off to my left, Toshtai squared hisbulk off againgt Orazhi.

All drew their scabbarded swords with exquisite languor (except for me; | just drew mine dowly)
then ostenta-tioudy checked the knots of the ropes that bound the swordsinto their scabbards.
Accidents can happen, and ev-eryone remembers not only the story of how ancient Lord Vilnek the



Half-Wise et one overeager retainer turn the marriage of his daughter into the daughter of the men of
Ambell, but also the story of how Kemezhi of Ambell got the scrotd skin for his drumhead.

Moving dowly, carefully, we went through theritua of battling our way to the front gate, scabbard
tapped gently against scabbard.

Click. Clickclick. Clicketyclickclick. Click. It al sounded like fidgetbugs on ahot night.

At one point, | found mysdlf facing Lord Demick, who had been invited to join Arefa's party, and
thought for amoment that he would find away to dip his scabbard aside and dice me, but before | could
work up agood fear, | saw Dun Lidjun smiling genidly at the two of us, and re-laxed.

Demick tapped his scabbard gently against mine, smiled

genially, and raised afinger to hisbrow in afriendly sa-lute. He had tried, viaMinch, to stop this, and
would ac-cept atemporary defeat with the same quiet grace with which he accepted every defeat or
victory. | didn't like him, I would never like him, but he did have acertain d-egancethat | couldn't help
but admire, athough | couldn't help but hope to admire it close a hand, were Toshtai ever to conquer
Petrice.

Wefadsely battled our way to the gate, and through it, the Glen Derenai warriors behind us dready
replacing their swords and heading for the waiting banquet.

Two placid horses—the listless sort of mount | usualy ended up getting—waited, each held in place
largely by its own lassitude, athough two rather superfluous liveried at-tendants held each set of reins,

Arefa did his own scabbard back into his belt. With both hands he gripped ViKay about the waist
and esslly lifted hisbride up to the back of the waiting mare, which was caparisoned in wedding green
and brown and orange.

She amiled down at him. "We seem to havefled," she said, which was dightly off form, but then
turned to the rest of us. "My thanks, companions of my husband.”

"| thank you all, al of stout hearts and strong arms, who have helped in our escape,” Arefal said, as
he climbed to the back of his own horse. He kicked the horse into aleisurely couple of steps, thereby
ritually having completed his escape.

Scabbarded swords, raised to defend the fleeing couple against a horde that had aready departed for
the banquet, dropped slowly.

"It'sdone," Arefal said, then dropped back to the ground quickly enough to help ViKay down.

With theway clear, there was nothing left for the com-batting forces to do but to put their weapons
away and walk back into the keep and join their erstwhile ceremo-nia enemiesin the Great Hal for the
reception that would take up the rest of the day.

The cooks of Glen Derenal had been hard a work. One table held platters of seaweed on which
rested hundreds of

fig-szed lobsters that had been boiled, then split and care-fully cleaned, leaving behind lobster mest
that shone bright with afine butter glaze and alemony spinach com-pote where the unappetizing roe and
tomalley had been. Another table was devoted to a demondtration of the vari-eties of waysawhole
chicken could be prepared: | tasted a stewed older bird, surrounded by barely softened carrots and
turnips, sprinkled with biting black pepper and spicy red; then another chicken that had been rubbed with
honey, then carefully roasted over adow fire until the skin turned al black and crispy, but sweet, like
candy; then an-other that had been rolled in thyme and cardamom, then wrapped in layers of parchment
before being buried deeply in coals—it was served on the parchment, which itself smelled good enough
to eat; and from another platter, one of adozen tiny birds, rolled in something magical and deep fried.



Onyx tubsfilled with ices supported tiny bowls of too-sweet fundleberry sherbet and little vials of icy
essence; huge tureens held sorrel soups, cleverly crafted little rice boats filled with sauteed shrimp and
steamed sweetfish somehow managing to float on therailing, oily surface; and glasses glowed with a
strange seven-layered drink that 1'd never seen before, each layer one of the seven flavors, carefully
arranged so that hot camefirg, letting the cold and sweet come as counterpoint and relief.

Warriorswho but a short while before had pretended to war with each other now picked up plates
and pretended to enjoy each other's company.

Asl sad, hypocrisy isthe way of our ruling class, but they do et well.

At onepoint, | caught Eddfaule smiling a me. | would havetaken it for agenuine smileif hedidn't
seem to have so many teeth, and them so white, and if, after aquick look to either sde to make sure
nobody el se was watch-ing, hislips hadn't moved with the words next time. Toshtal just watched. |
went back for another plate of an

amazing lamb dish. | wasn't sure just what the cook had marinated it in, but whatever it was had
removed al traces of the over-gamy taste I've never liked in lamb, while leaving every bit of mesatiness,
and | decided that the best way to dedl with the problem was afourth helping.

16
A Frank Discussion, a Sword, and Other Promotions and Punishments
When you don't know what elseto do, juggle, neh?

Wewereto leave in the morning, and | could pay my final courtesy calls on Penkil Ner Condigan and
Tebol a-ther thisnight or in the morning.

Perhaps there was somebody else | should see, and one more question | could ask, but | knew the
answer to it, or enough of the answer toiit. | could do it, or | could guess. Some decisions are easy
enough: | had had enough of dl of them for one day. Enough food, enough drink, enough company, and
more than enough of our beloved ruling class. Enough of desth and murder. Enough of uncomfort-able
noble clothing; | had changed back into asmple tu-nic and drawstring panta oons.

What | needed was some time with something smple, basic.

From the small hidden risein the gardens, the late after-noon air wasfilled with the sounds of birdsin
the trees and groundsmen cutting and trimming below, and the tur tree still had it screened off well enough
for some privacy. Timing iseverything; in afew more days, the flowerswould fdl, and the only privacy
available would be below thelevel of the stone fence.

Whichisfinefor lovers, but not for jugglers.

The setting sun shone directly on thewall. At noon, the shadows would have reved ed the shallow
scul ptures of the men holding back the soil, but it was al washed away in the direct light, leaving behind
just astone fence.

| took out my juggling bags.

Catch right and throw left, throw right and catch left. If it's not the secret of the universe, it will do, for
thetime being.

| started with three juggling bags, then added afourth, and fifth, and a sixth. Catch right and throw
left, throw right and catch left became catch right, throw left, throw right, catch left, and then catch right
throw left throw right catch left, and finaly a stream of
catchthrow-catchthrowcatchthrowcatchthrowcatchthrowcatchthrow that was seamless and timeless, until
| heard the footsteps on the gravel path behind me. Two people; one heavy, one able to walk so lightly
on gravel that | couldn't have heard him unless he permitted it.



| let one bag fall and caught it on the instep of my right foot, then foot-tossed it over to my juggling
sack, and then another, and another, before | turned dowly, conscious of the audience.

"Good afternoon, Lord Toshtal," | said, catching the re-maining three bags in my hands, then tossing
the whole mass of them toward the other equipment. "And to you, Lord Dun Lidjun.”

The fat man's face was as expressionless as usud, no hint of asmile at the corners of hisleathery lips
or sunken eyes.

Dun Lidjun's eyes twinkled as he nodded to me. "And agood afternoon to you, Kami Dan'Shir," he
said. He had a scabbarded sword in his hands, and another did side-ways through his sash, which
puzzled me, asl'd never thought Dun Lidjun would need more than one to dice any number of enemies
into assorted pieces.

"1 wished to speak with you,” Toshtai said, looking around for aplace to sit down, then frowning in
irritation when it was clear that there was nothing other than the ground itself, or perhapsthe sonewall
that immed the

rise. One would be undignified, and the stone wall wastoo narrow for Toshta's broad buttocks.
"l am, of course, a your service, Lord,” | said. "Y ou could have sent for me."

"Difficult,” he said. "Difficult to get enough privacy, Kami Dan'Shir." A flipper of ahand bardly moved:
for him, abroad wave. "Just asit's sometimes difficult to ex-tract frank speech from you, particularly
when other earslisten.”

| smiled asgenidly as | could manage. "Frank speech and long life are not often paired, Lord."
"Here and now they are," he said.
| wasgoing to ask if heredly meant it, but | stopped myself. What was he going to say? No?

Dun Lidjun bowed stiffly at the fat man. "I shal keep watch at the foot of the path, Lord," he said,
then walked off.

Toshtal watched him go. "1 sometimeswonder how much longer | shdl have Dun Lidjunin my
sarvice" hesad, then sghed. "Kazuhis pure, but the flesh dies, bit by bit."

"Or sometimes al at once, Lord."

The corners of his mouth turned up dmost measureably. " Sometimes." He straightened. "'l was...
disturbed by an undertone in your demongtration. Demongtrations,” he said, correcting himsdlf. There
seemed to be something of hysteriain them, perhaps around the edges.”

| nodded. "Of course, what Lord Toshtal saysistrue. | shdl try harder in the future to give no such
fdseimpres-son.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. "Ah. So now | can ether take your arch shtoi sarcasm asliterd,
or | can threaten you into afalse confession of irritation over something minor." He shook hishead. "Y ou
play mefar too dexteroudy, Kami Dan'Shir."

He stood silently for amoment, which seemed to call for acomment, but | couldn't think of one that
was both appropriate and safe.

"Were| to swear on the lives of my sonsthat you will

be hdd harmlessfor anything you say to me here and now—uwould that satisfy you, Kami Dan'Shir?”
he asked, almost flatly, no trace of fire and anger in hisvoice. "Were | to swear on the good of Den
Oroshtai, or on my loyalty to the Scion? Would that be enough, to loosen your tongue?* His lips pursed.
"Or ought | to threaten you? Need | say, 'speak frankly with me or I'll have you killed? No." He dug into
his pouch and produced abone chit. "Present thisto.... thefather of my son'swife, and he will exchange



it for ten oblongs of gold, ten years of what | pay you. Y ou may havethis, and adismissa from my
service, or you may speak honestly with me, here and now, as you may aways speak with mein
private," hesaid. "And this| do swear on the lives of my children, on the future of my domain, and on the
soul of the Scion. Choose."

Ten years salary, or achance to berate amember of our beloved ruling class? Perhapsif | was
hungry, it would have been different, but with my belly too full, and my pouch heavy with Minch'sgold, it
wasn't even close.

| nodded. "Put your chit away, Lord. Let me give you something to accompany it," | said, digging into
my own pouch. | handed him asmal round stone.

"A gone," he said, nodding gravely. "I thank you." Hewaited for amoment. "I trust it has some
meaning.”

"It'safreden, Lord, athrow-weight, carried by travelersfor when the road gets too long, for when
the pack getstoo heavy. Next time you have a problem that's too heavy, why not just throw it away
aong with this? Instead of tresting melike afreden.”

Heheld it in the center of hisopen pam and looked &t it for amoment, and then closed chubby
fingersover it.

"Next time you need to find a sacrifice, perhaps you should sacrifice this, instead of me," | said. "You
saw it coming, Lord. Y ou knew that Minch and Demick were go-ing to do something to stop the
wedding, and that'swhy you brought me, rather than finessing them out of gppear-ing and interfering.
Much better to show yoursalf as some-one powerful enough to keep his enemies closeto him, to

ecape safely, like abullfighter waiting until the horns a-most graze his naked chest before he dives
and rollsto sofety.

"But things went too far, and you had only oneway out. Invest this new dan'shir with dl the authority
he would need, broadcast far and wide how gresat his skills and ta-ents were, and if it wasimpossible for
him to solve the murder, why then he could be blamed for it dl, attention could be distracted. Throw him
away like afreden and let him take the burden of it dl into the grave, en? Brilliant." | bowed. |
congratulate you, Lord, but | do not thank you."

"Ah." Toshta'slips pursed for amoment. "1 forget that you are till young, are new to associating with
nobility, and despite your specia skill, you gtill are afool and awitling who is barely capable of managing
to avoid drooling dl over himsdf." A thick sausage of afinger pointed at me. "Do you think that | and my
fathers have ruled Den Oroshtal since the Orashtai Regency Smply be-cause we livein the keep &t the
top of the hill? Don't you understand that we don't merely demand the loyalty of the lower classes and of
lesser nobles, but that we offer our own? Don't you see that we could not have survived thislong were it
otherwise?' He shook his head. "No, that's too much to expect of you. Let me makeit smplefor you: do
you think | command the likes of Dun Lidjun without giving something in return?

"No. Oh, certainly, I'll spend warriorslike water to pro-tect Den Oroghtai; I've sacrificed my two
eldest sonsin the endlesswarsfor the good of the realm, and never have regretted the action, just the
necessity. True, I'll marry off both of my daughters to cement atentative peace pact with lords of the
Aragimlyth mountains whose forces haven't been in the south in dmost two hundred years. Yes, I'll
demand that peasants grow grain, and that cobblers make shoes, and that quarrymen quarry stone. And
perhaps someday I'll treat you as a gambling piece, to be pushed to the center of the table over an
important wager." Hislipswere dmost white,

"But | will not do soidly, and | will not do so for the pleasure of it, and | will not do so becausethe
power ismine, and not because it pleases or displeases ayoung id-iot with ataent that both Den
Oroshtai and the realm can use." Helowered hisvoice. "I'll doiit, if | must, becauseit's necessary for the
good of Den Oroshtai and the realm, and only for that." He shook his head. "But that's too much for a



bourgeoisto understand, eh? Very well." Heraised hisvoice. "Dun Lidjun, to my sde, if you please.”

| would have expected gravel to be flying through the air as Dun Lidjun ran up the path blurringly fat,
but noth-ing of the sort happened. One moment, Toshtai and | were done, the next Dun Lidjun had
blurred into sharp motion-lessness beside the fat lord, one scabbarded sword tucked diagonally through
his sash, another in his hands.

"Youcdled, Lord," hesad.
"That isMinch'ssword, as | instructed?'

"Yes, Lord," hesaid, balancing it on hisfigts. "Nobody questioned when | removed it from his
possessions on your behalf. Deren der Drumud ought to have taken charge of it, but the revelations about
his master have him far too off-baance.”

"Asthey should. A fine blade, so I'm told.”
"Yes, lord. A particularly nice Old Lithburn, worthy of yoursdif."

"Full payment for risking hislifeto ruin my son'swed-ding; enough that honor would have compelled
Minch to spend hislifeif need be, en?'

"Eadly worthy of it, Lord."
Members of our beloved ruling class have this thing about swords. Me, | don't understand it.

Toshtal nodded. Then remove that Eisenlith from your waist, and replace it with thisone, whichis
suitablefor you."

"But, Lord, thisiseven nicer than your own Greater Frosuffold—"

Toshtal raised an eyebrow. ™Y ou would argue with me, old friend?”"

"No, Lord." The old man did ashewastold, dipping

the late Minch's sword into his belt with great care. If it was possible, he stood allittle Sraighter.
"Now, present that sharp Eisenlith blade to Lord Kami, the Historical Master Dan'Shir."

My pantaloons were secured at the top by adrawstring; al | could do was hold the scabbard in my
hands.

"Remain here; aservitor will shortly arrive with ano-bles robes, including a proper sash for your fine
sword." Toshtal's expression could have been ashallow smile, but perhaps not. "I had thought, perhaps,
to elevate you some-day in thanksfor good service, rather than asaway to re-quire you to seethings as
they are. | had thought, some-day, to surprise you, after one of your sportive requests to be made a
noble, by granting that request.” He sSghed. "But so-be-it. Now isthetime, and timing is everything, Lord
Kami Dan'Shir." He started to turn away. "One more thing.”

"Yes, Lord?'

"I | ever again hear that the phrase 'our beloved ruling class has passed your lips, I'll have Dun
Lidjun dit your noble body from crotch to sternum.”

The two of them walked away, leaving me with an un-packed juggling sack and the sword.
19
Tvo Fina Courtesy Cdls, an Uneaten Bowl of Soup, and Other Uncertainties

The door was open, and Tebol waswith Narantir high in the wizard's tower. Something purple and
murky was bub-bling in abubblelike vessdl suspended over an dcohol lamp, sending wisps of steaminto
acoil of glass. | would have asked about it, but | saw something swimming in the vessdl, and decided first
that | didn't realy want to know, and then that | redlly didn't want to know.



"Tebol, Narantir, you're going to have difficulty credit-ing what has—"

"Ah." Tebol stopped me with anod. "Lord Kami Dan'Shir, the word has passed all over the keep of
your well-earned promotion,” he said, while Narantir smply raised amug and then tilted it back.

Ild,.l?l

"Yes," hesad. "For your brilliant work in exposing Minch's suicide. Nicely, nicely done, Lord Kami
Dan'Shir"

| felt uncomfortable in anoble's robes, the sword through my sash congtantly bumping into things. |

aso fet uncomfortable at the ideathat | was in theory able to use this thing, and could be expected to do
50 to defend thelives of Lord Toshtal and hisfamily. It might be interesting

to see how quickly | could be run through, but it's not the sort of experiment | realy want to
participatein.
It wasn't the only thing | had to fedl uncomfortable about, but so-be-it.

"I'm officialy herefor acourtesy cdl before we leave for Den Oroshtal inthe morning,” | said.
"Besdes, | redly did want to thank you for your help and condderation. Some wizards don't think magic
countsunlessit hurtsme.”

Tebal chuckled. "I wonder who the young lord thinks he speaks of, Narantir.”
| did the sword out of my sash and thumped down into achair.

Both Tebol and Narantir were on their feet, Narantir grunting with the effort.
"What does the young lord think that he's doing?* Narantir asked.

"It'scdled dtting down,” | said.

"No, you certainly may not," the wizard said with asniff. "It's not proper. It's one thing for usto st
around and drink with a bourgeois historical master; but nobles don't associate so informdly with the
likesof us"

But, | wanted to say, the only good time | had on this trip was sitting around with the two of
you, getting drunk and playing at being owls. | would have even settled for just the drinking and
the chatting.

| would have said it, but | didn't. Not because it was somehow not the way a noble was supposed to
behave, but because the two of them wouldn't have cared.

I rose and bowed. "Asyou will, Narantir and Tebol." No, if they were going to be overly forma, so
could I. "Asyou will, Nailed Weasd and Rainy Sunrise, both users of magic.”

Onelast courtesy cdl. It wasimportant to make them in the proper order; timing is, as my father used
to say, ev-erything.

It isamazingly easy for amember of our beloved ruling class, even anewly made one, to arrange for
the loan of

ahorse and of apair of warriorsto accompany and guide him, athough perhaps | should have picked
ahorsewith less spirit. It was dl | could do to keep on this one's back as he ingsted on cantering most of
the way, threatening to flatten my buttocks and bounce my poor scrotum chest-high.

We found Penkil Ner Condigan's house a short but pain-ful ride awvay from the keep, part of acluster
of houses between a deep stream and the dark forest. | should have remembered the way from when |
had come to see JenNa, alifetime before,

| dismissed the warriors. 'The horse knows the way back; I'll befine."



It's sometimes hard to tell who ranks who among the nobility, but surely anoble Historicd Master
Dan'Shir would outrank warriors on duty at the stables, particularly if he acts as though he does.

"Then we bid you agood evening, Lord," one said, whedling his horse about.

Penkil Ner Condigan stood, filling in the doorway of his house. More of ashack, redly. Hislong head
nodded on itsthin neck. "Good evening, Lord Kami Dan'Shir," he said, his degp bass voice a distant
rumble. "Enter and be welcome."

"I'm just here on a courtesy call, Penkil Ner Condigan,” | said. Hewas donein the small, nest hut.
Tools and ahiltless skinning knife were spread out over the sole table that stood in the center of the hut,
under lamplight. "I hope LonDeeiswel?' | asked.

"Sheisdill a work in the keep. Our worktimes do not ways overlap.” A kettle burbled gently in the
fireplace. " Still, she has|eft me soup; may | offer you some, Lord?”"

"Please” | said. "Just asmall amount.” There was no sense either in provoking Penkil Ner Condigan
by refusing his hospitdity or in wasting any of the soup. | had no in-tention of letting food or drink pass
my lipsin hishome.

"Just aswell she'snot here" | said. "Y our wife, that is."

"Oh?" From the desperate look in hiseyes, | began to wish | hadn't dismissed the warriors.

| raised ahand. "Because she might not understand that | mean what | say, that dl iswell, and that I'd
no more disturb things asthey are than | would try to replace Large Egdaat the base of apyramid.”

Hisface wasblank. "I'm sure | don't understand.”

| sat down. "Just aswell you don't. Likel don't under-stand how easy it would be for somebody who
works in the kitchens below to sgnd out the window when Lord Minch was caling for an evening snack.

"Like | don't understand how it would be possible for somebody in the tree in the courtyard then to
fire an arrow through the screen and into Lord Minch.

"Like| don't understand how Minch's attempt to em-barrass Arefai made the idea of doing so with an
arrow with three golden bands ddlightful to somebody with area-son to hate not only Minch, but al of
our beloved ruling class”

His hand didn't shake as he ladled me out agenerous bow! full of soup. "Since you don't understand
al this, perhaps you wouldn't understand the reason.”

"Reason? To hate our beloved ruling class?' | laughed. "For aman who logt his daughter—alovely
girl, I remember—to apassing lord who thought he honored her by making her his concubine? What
ever happened to JenNa, Penkil Ner Condigan?’

"He could have raised her and taken her as wife. Or he could have seen that she was properly taken
care of when hetired of her. But hedidn't." Helooked mein the eye. " She lives with apeasant in Merth's
Bridge, ashiswoman. My daughter worksthe fidlds, Kami Khuzud," he said. "Hedid it. And you
knew?'

"1 guessed, which was close enough.” | laughed, but it sounded hollow. The servitor in the hall with
the domed tray told me that Minch had cdled for some food. The ten-sion when we first met—the last
thing aman with murder on his mind wants to meet isadiscoverer-of-truths, eh? Thekiller had fired from
outside, he had to have away to locate Minch specificaly—what better way than to watch for asignal
from the kitchens below, then fire at the spot

where you knew Minch had to be, en?'Y ou were amost too late, Penkil Ner Condigan; he had
turned away from the speaking tube, and was preparing to walk away. An-other moment and you would
have missed him."



Heignored the taunt. "Why didn't you expose me, then?"

| shrugged. "When | could take this sense of honor that our beloved ruling class clamsto own and
wrgp it about Minch's neck? When | could by implication bring Demick in onit and raise my statusat no
cost?' Now that was worth alaugh. "Getting the blame off Arefai was guaran-teed to earn me Demick's
enmity; | might aswell accuse him of having put Minch up to suicide, since he clearly put him up to the
whole confrontation with Arefa in thefirst place.

Toshta had worked that out.

But even Toshtai hadn't looked through the delusion of honor, part of the myth of themselvesthat the
nobility wrapped themsalvesin. Minch? Honor? How could aman who stole another's arrowsto force a
fal 52 accusation have any sense of honor, much less so strong aone that he would kill himsdlf to fulfill a
promise?

But they dl would rather admire the dead for his honor and resolution than think of what aworm he
waswhen dive.

"Y ou haven't had your soup.” Penkil Ner Condigan seemed eager, whether out of hospitaity or
because of some poison | didn't know, and didn't much care. | wasn't going to have the soup, after all. |
forced achuckle.

"Nor will I; you may trust me not to risk that. Asyou can trust that I'll leavethe... substance of this
courtesy cal between you and me, Penkil Ner Condigan.”

"Thenwhy?'

| didn't really have an answer for him. Perhaps it was because | wanted to repay him for the
discomfort he used to ladle out when | cameto cal on JenNa. Perhaps it was because Penkil Ner
Condigan had dways looked down on me that just once | wanted him to see me asanoble, to fear me.
Perhapsit was because | am adan'shir, and there

issomething of areveder of truth in the discoverer-of-truth.
Or, perhaps, | just couldn't stand the thought of some-body thinking that he could fool me.

| felt hiseyes on my back as | walked out the door, climbed onto the unsteady back of the horse, and
rode away.

Part Three

DEN OROSHTAI

20

A Journey's End. a Greeting, a Request for Smplicity, and Nothing ftore

| found her at the very head of the hour of the snake, mo-ments after sunset, that magica time when
theindirect light of the fading sun turns the white stones of the east garden al red and golden, the colors
fading moment by moment as the evening comes on.

Shewas in the east garden, perched on the edge of. a white stone bench under a spreading
saltblossom tree. The tree was just shy of the bloom: in two, perhapsthree, days, broad red flowersthe
szeof dinner plateswould spread their pink-veined leaves, long pistils and stamens exuding a soft scent
that would make this part of the garden smell like a sunspattered beach of the Inner Sea.

But now the long buds, red as TaNai'slips, hung just out of reach, promising what they would not yet
give. Whichisfinewith me. Not yet, after dl, isnot arefusa, but just a postponement. There are things
worth waiting for.

Asusud, she was dressed in well-made cotton robes, these striped diagondly in amuted yellow and



arich black that went well with her glossy black hair. Lord Toshtal isnot stingy with hisretainers, she
could have afforded cheap silk, but preferred good cotton.

She had been looking away from me, but when | cleared my throat, she turned.

Sherose and bowed her head. "Lord Kami Dan'Shir," she said, lifting her eyesto meet mine. "Y our
fame pre-cedesyou.”

Somethings| can count on: TaNai's eyeswill dways be warm and brown in my memory, asthey
were that mo-ment when they rested on mine. Tonight her creamy com-plexion was untouched by any
hint of whitening, not even aong her elegant gracious nose, or at the cheekbones, one caressed by a
strand of hair that had escaped the knot at the back of her head. | liked her that way.

"TaNai, please. Kami Dan'Shir, or just Kami." | spread my hands. "Please.”
Her amile neither promised nor conceded anything. "Asyou wish, of course.”

I'd had a speech prepared, something modeled on Arefai’s hunting speech, something about how |
had gone off and proved mysdlf, and hoped that | had earned my present station in her eyes, but in my
mind the words sounded too rehearsed, too practiced, too much the product of artifice, not feding.

"It'sgood to seeyou,” | said. "I didn't realize how much | missed you."

That sounded much better than Well, | would have missed you a lot if | hadn't been busy trying to
keep my head on my shoulders. It sounded much, much better than And if Arefai's wife-to-be, now
hiswife, hadn't been busy in satisfying sightly less basic needs. As| may have men-tioned, adan'shir
isadiscoverer-of-truth, and only are-vealer of truth when advisable.

Bedides, it wastrue.

She smiled, as though she had seen through me. "1t's been too quiet without you. Y ou tend to bring
excitement along with you. | guess that comes from growing up with an acrobatic troupe, yes?'

| nodded. "Thereisthat."

Silence hung inthe air for amoment, and | didn't know what words would break it.
Shetilted her head to one sde. "Kami Dan'Shir, why are you here? What do you want?'
"What do | want?' | had to laugh. | couldn't remember anybody asking methat before.
There are harder questionsto answer.

"l want everything, TaNal," | said. She smiled at that. "I want to Sit in ahot bath and soak all ache
from my road-tired bones and muscles, instead of the too-quick washing | allowed mysdlf so that 1'd be
fit company thisevening. And | want afine bow and arrows, and an appropriate set of leathers, and to
learn how to use them well, because I've apparently developed something of areputation as an archer,
and | may aswdl grow intoit. I don't want to have to learn how to use this sword, but | want to resign
myself toit, as Dun Lidjun himself has promised melessons, and | have neither the heart to deny the old
man that nor the courage to confront him.

"And | want to stretch out on the soft grasses at a par-ticular spot outside the keep, over by the south
wall, aflat spot of sweet-smelling grass edged by an ancient and un-trustworthy retaining wal, where the
night isaive with smdls of mint and must and the distant tamo of owls, and | want to think about many
things, about just how honest Lord Toshtal has been with me, how much of afriend Arefa will be, and
how greet adanger Eddfaule might be.

"l want to figure out just where | belong and what being a dan'shir means—not what it meansto Lord
Toshtal, not what it meansfor D'Shal, but what it meansto me. And | very much want to figure out who
Kami Dan'Shir is, be-cause that seemsto keep changing.



"But right now, just a this very moment, what | most want isto hold alovely woman in my arms, one
who wants to be with me just for me, one who wants some things to be complicated enough to be
interesting but this thing between usto be smple and direct right now be-cause thisisatimefor
amplidty, andtiming..."

She put afinger to my lips, slencing me.

"l oncetold you, Kami Dan'Shir," she said, coming into my arms, "that dl you had to do was ask.”



