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The Grand Lake Townhouses
Solcintra
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[bookmark: p3295]"All of these dragons have fangs, pretty words and comely bodies notwithstanding."

[bookmark: p3296]—From the melant'i play The Harusha Hillside Massacre, 
by Norista ven'Deelin 



[bookmark: p3297] 

[bookmark: p3298]"I feel I know of a citation that may answer this question for us," Lady Kareen said slowly, and with a thought spared to the tickets snugged safe in an inner pocket. "It is perplexing, but if I am able to recall the proper book . . . . Of your goodness, Scholar, a moment to think and remember—and pray do not let it be known that I sometimes consult my notes before I make my decisions! Please pour yourself a glass of the jade. I'm astounded that no one seems to have touched it, and now that they are gone it would be a shame to waste it. I know it to be rather the best wine out today."

[bookmark: p3299]"Thank you, Lady," the scholar murmured. "May I pour for you as well?"

[bookmark: p3300]"Indeed you may," she answered, her attention already inward, deliberately putting the ticket and its deadline from her mind, focusing with studied calmness on the matter brought before her, properly, by one of her oldest and most valued associates.

[bookmark: p3301]The graying gentleman moved to the side table while she studied the floor to ceiling bookcases with some care. Many of the books here were first editions, one or two were simply irreplaceable, except from within her memory . . .

[bookmark: p3302]Some people quietly told each other that she was the most influential person on Liad—carefully making the distinction that, while Korval's delm or first speaker might be the most actively powerful, Lady Kareen yos'Phelium's word was sufficient to certify or decertify an entire clan for a season's visiting lists; and her opinion that this or that person had failed, by reason of Code, to act properly in a certain situation might tarnish a life or even a Line. 

[bookmark: p3303]In truth, there was no one with more accuracy or memory when it came to the Code—and if she might occasionally be gently—and properly—corrected by one who would some day be Korval Himself, all others came to her or to the books she had indexed and updated to settle vexing matters of procedure and melant'i. To the polite world of the Fifty High Houses Kareen yos'Phelium was the final authority on matters large and small when it came to proper action.

[bookmark: p3304]Indeed, the just-concluded annual meeting of the League for the Purity of the Language provided a potent example of the niceness of her judgment. Despite rumors that Korval had fled the planet—rumors well-founded in fact—Lady Kareen had been properly at home to the League, on the date and time long set. Those of the League who had come to her were, of course, persons of melant'i, who did not allow ill-bred curiosity into the changes in Korval's business schedules or her own recent notable absence from society to intrude upon the occasion. The agenda of the meeting had after all been fixed for several relumma, and it was treated with all the respect that it deserved.

[bookmark: p3305]If anyone present noticed that they had seen the ensemble Lady Kareen wore to today's meeting at least once before, that was something to be discussed and weighed later, at leisure—and in private. Perhaps Korval's fortunes were indeed on the wane. Or, as was more likely, the clothing itself might have been a reminder that the Code, and not fashion, was the center of the meeting. That Lady Kareen was subtle was not to be doubted.

[bookmark: p3306]On hand in the lady's capacious library had been thirteen Scholars of the Code—Lady Kareen herself and the twelve other contributors to the latest revision—six librarians, and some few others: the protocol officer appointed by the Council of Clans, two people-of-business, a nadelm of a clan off-planet, and a representative of the dramliz, who took notes and said nothing.

[bookmark: p3307]In ordinary times Lady Kareen might have arranged a dinner party or a tea to follow the meeting as well, but again, those who questioned her arrangements would speak among themselves, later. Indeed, the lack of servants had been the greatest obstacle she had had to overcome in this matter, saving only Luken bel'Tarda's surprisingly strong resistance to her necessity. She had considered calling in one of the two fill-in service agencies listed in the kitchen's low-tech directory, but even that would be depending too much on luck for her taste, with an unknown server taxiing to the lake in haste. Still, she had contrived—and all had gone well.

[bookmark: p3308]And now most of her guests had departed, and with them her sense that things were not really as bad as they might have seemed. The meeting itself had been normal and mannerly; the issues worthy of discussion. The out-world version of the Code, based on a centuries old and centuries out-of-date edition, had been neatly rectified, to the mortification of the overdressed nadelm, and the single typographical error in the latest edition had been decreed minor enough not to require an entire new printing. Several questions of taste had been properly put aside, while the major issue—use of three words which had migrated over the centuries from the High Tongue to the Low—had been clarified by perusing several volumes in her library.

[bookmark: p3309]Only this single guest remained now of the many, posing his vexatious question, the worth of which must be balanced against the upcoming departure time. Still, she thought, as the clock chimed discreetly from its station in the hall; she had a few moments more to give to an old friend.

[bookmark: p3310]Turning from the shelves, she received her glass from his hand, raised it, and—choosing a variation of one of the day's perplexities—smiled and said, "To our health!"

[bookmark: p3311]The scholar smiled, too, for the perplexity had dealt with the particular "our" that might be used by a master when talking with a student, certainly not indicating an inclusion of the student. . The scholar and Kareen had been in complete agreement on the matter, as they had been so often in agreement on similar matters, down the years—and so they shared a smile eloquent of long acquaintanceship—even friendship—and each had a sip of the lady's excellent jade.

[bookmark: p3312]"Let me understand your question, Scholar," she said now, glass in hand and gaze abstracted. "You ask, if a clan abandons a holding without properly informing all of the members, are the remaining members still of that clan—that is, may they inherit the clan title and name one from among themselves delm—or are they outcast?"

[bookmark: p3313]"That is correct."

[bookmark: p3314]"And very complex."

[bookmark: p3315]"This is, you understand, the reason I did not wish to bring the matter before the full committee, but rather to refer it to yourself."

[bookmark: p3316]"Of course."

[bookmark: p3317]There was silence for a moment. The scholar sipped his wine, appeared to take momentary and intense counsel of himself, which was his character—and inclined his head.

[bookmark: p3318]"Lady, I believe that I must tell you all. There are a number of us—members of another organization which also believes in the purity of Liaden ways—who are distressed by the unexpected and precipitous withdrawal of Korval from Liad. It appears to us that under the stewardship of yos'Galan Korval's strength, which is at the heart of Liad's strength—as I need not say!—has been dissipated."

[bookmark: p3319]"I see," she said evenly, veteran of many a difficult social evening. "Certainly, I can understand how so forward-looking an individual as yourself might become concerned for the health of the homeworld."

[bookmark: p3320]"Even so." The man sipped of his wine before continuing.

[bookmark: p3321]"And so, you see, my question is a true one, best not shared until we—you and I—come to agreement, with appropriate citations.

[bookmark: p3322]"We—my organization—have been in search of the one of Line yos'Phelium beside yourself to have been properly active in society for this last decade, the one who understands the necessities of melant'i and Code very nearly as much as yourself, the one who is welcome at all events of social significance . . . ."

[bookmark: p3323]She was, in fact, startled, but the dice were hers now, and she must throw in order to understand the game.

[bookmark: p3324]So she murmured, in an accent of perhaps slightly bored interest, "You speak, I think, of my heir Pat Rin yos'Phelium?"

[bookmark: p3325]"Exactly so! If you could assist us in locating him, we feel that Korval might find itself as strong—stronger—than ever. You, of course, would continue to be the guiding light, elevated to a position, dare I say, more public . . ."

[bookmark: p3326]"Ah, but do you know?" she interrupted, maintaining her tone of vague boredom. "I have not been in touch with my son for some time. I believe he travels on pleasure just now—widely, and at whim."

[bookmark: p3327]The scholar inclined his head. "Of course. Indeed. We had ourselves thought we had established his location, but apparently . . . ."

[bookmark: p3328]Established his location? Perhaps it was astonishment she felt. Perhaps it was—surely not!—fear.

[bookmark: p3329]"My son sometimes prefers to game away from the limelight," she reminded the scholar gently.

[bookmark: p3330]"As you say. It is merely . . . ." His voice trailed off. 

[bookmark: p3331]Kareen inclined her head in courteous inquiry. "Merely?"

[bookmark: p3332]"My organization—we wish, very much, to speak with him; to . . . illuminate his role in planetary destiny. If yos'Galan has fled the planet, we believe that Code and Council together may act to ensure that Korval lives, and thrives . . . ."

[bookmark: p3333]Kareen bowed.

[bookmark: p3334]"I thank you for your clarification. However, I believe I am hardly worthy of the honor of having my son named as Korval. There exists the small difficulty of the lack of a piloting license . . . ."

[bookmark: p3335]"Ah, but that is why I have come to you!" he exclaimed, his eyes taking fire as they had so often in the past, delighting in the exercise of his considerable intellect. "Surely one who inherits upon abandonment would not be required to follow the strictures of those who had all but caused the Clan to be dissolved. Indeed, to avoid an unseemly and disruptive public challenge to this adjustment we are in the process of insuring that those who have fled Liad, leaving Korval weakened and vulnerable, will not return."

[bookmark: p3336]Kareen sipped the wine, feeling the need of it. Really, it was the best in her cellar, and she would miss it, were it gone. Just as she would miss the library, and indeed, the acclamation of her peers.

[bookmark: p3337]As she missed, from time to time, the outré and unfortunately brilliant presence of her brother Daav, as little love as had been lost between them. Indeed, she felt his lack keenly, just now.

[bookmark: p3338]Well.

[bookmark: p3339]She bowed a bow.

[bookmark: p3340]"Scholar, our discussion has quickened my memory. The answer, I believe, will be found within the Simestan Chronicles. As I recall that Line—"

[bookmark: p3341]"But, of course!" he said, his thought taking fire from hers, as it so often had, over the years. "Yes, I recall it! The mine collapse which took the house and all of the Clan save the—"

[bookmark: p3342]"Indeed. I have the full and certified records here. If you would be so good to ascend the ladder? The volumes are three shelves down from the ceiling, quite nearly before you, bound in lavender leather. I have no doubt that some in council might be brought to see the correlations . . ."

[bookmark: p3343]The scholar, her friend, smiled, and ran to the ladder, moving it carefully across the floor.

[bookmark: p3344]Kareen glanced down, admiring the handloomed carpet, made some centuries ago for the founder of this library of Code and conduct. She would regret being parted from it.

[bookmark: p3345]The scholar had climbed quickly; he was already reaching for the books she had specified.

[bookmark: p3346]Kareen sighed, and set her glass aside, quite steadily. She had always wished to see her son properly acknowledged.

[bookmark: p3347]* * *

Jelaza Kazone

[bookmark: p3348]The robot was—very likely—the only robot on Liad which was not only capable of doing household chores but of knowing precisely when they needed to be done. It was also the only robot on planet which knew when attending to the social needs of cats was more important than polishing old silver. 

[bookmark: p3349]Thus, when the annunciator for the phone went off, the robot was stroking several middling cats in the garden rather than working in the kitchen, as the image it projected to the phone suggested.

[bookmark: p3350]Although Miss Anthora had been napping, the house told him that she was now awake and on her way to the kitchen viewer, that being the unit where she took those calls which might require direct access to the house net or to the files the robot held of itself. Miss Anthora's abilities being of a different order than its own, though certainly reliable, the robot likewise began to move toward the kitchen, its wheeled chassis considerably slower than her light-footed run—and made slower by the necessity to move or carry cats.

[bookmark: p3351]In the meantime, it accessed the incoming call.

[bookmark: p3352]"I have the honor of being Lady Kareen yos'Phelium," an entirely familiar voice stated. "Jeeves, please ascertain as best you may that I am who I say I am."

[bookmark: p3353]"Working," intoned the robot, quickly confirming the origin of the call and utilizing stored cues, confirming that the call was in fact being made from Lady Kareen's own library. An anomaly was noted: Lady Kareen had never before addressed him directly—or by his name.

[bookmark: p3354]The other cues he could take in full or in part over the apparatus: voice pattern, tone, word pattern, partial retinal and other scans, muscle matching—all tended to confirm her identity, as did the fact that the call had bypassed the general screening devices and had activated Daav yos'Phelium's blinking blue "Kareen warning" light on the kitchen unit—an additional fact that he discovered upon his arrival, scant seconds before Miss Anthora.

[bookmark: p3355]"Confirmed, Lady Kareen yos'Phelium."

[bookmark: p3356]"Thank you," said the lady, and this, too, was the first time she had directed such polite words to him rather than to a human in the household.

[bookmark: p3357]"Jeeves, I require assistance. I understand that you may have special knowledge in an area . . . ."

[bookmark: p3358]Anthora arrived, activated the kitchen view screen—and blinked, clearly non-plussed. She made a quick recover, however, and inclined her head courteously.

[bookmark: p3359]"Cousin Kareen? How may we assist you, ma'am?"

[bookmark: p3360]"Anthora." Relief showed in an infinitesimal relaxation of the muscles in the lady's face. "I am in need of information from Jeeves. It is necessary that my house be destroyed."

[bookmark: p3361]Stored data told Jeeves that this was an unusual request, even from one of Korval's Line Direct. Clearly, Miss Anthora found it so. "Cousin?"

[bookmark: p3362]"I have just now shot Scholar Her Nin yo'Vestra in the spine and in the head; he is not recoverable. I must now insure that he is not easily found and that my library is unavailable to assist the organization of which he was a member." The lady's voice was steady, even stern. It fell to Anthora to cry out, in frank horror—

[bookmark: p3363]"Cousin, Scholar yo'Vestra was one of your oldest acquaintances!"

[bookmark: p3364]"I will grieve later," Kareen yos'Phelium said, sternness perhaps increasing. "He attempted to bribe me to overthrow the Line Direct in favor of my heir! I must make my library unavailable and do whatever else may be done to hinder this—organization. He—spoke of insuring that those of us who have fled will not return, and I am not fool enough to believe that he simply sought to buy them off. Indeed, the notion that we could be bought . . . No. Cousin, let me make haste—permit Jeeves to tell me how to burn . . . ."

[bookmark: p3365]Anthora shook her head. "That will not be necessary, cousin. If need be, I can burn your house from here. But your books . . . ."

[bookmark: p3366]"In my absence, the books endanger Liad—most especially my private indexes and searches, and the catalog of incomplete debts—"

[bookmark: p3367]"Yes, but Cousin Kareen," Anthora interrupted, "why are you here—on Liad? Surely the children . . . Plan B . . ."

[bookmark: p3368]The lady made a sign of impatience. "I have been through this once with Luken bel'Tarda! Necessity. Now, attend me, if you please! My library must not fall into the hands of Korval's enemies. I have here, for an example, partial copies of diary entries outlining the early Plan B arrangements. We must not . . . ."

[bookmark: p3369]"Yes, I begin to see." Anthora inclined her head. Jeeves, who knew her well, was not deceived by her seeming acquiescence to her cousin's necessities. 

[bookmark: p3370]"If you will permit my discretion in the disposal of your library and house," she continued, "I will undertake the task. How long do you think it will take you to be gone?"

[bookmark: p3371]"Please give me to the beginning of the next hour. I will away as I came."

[bookmark: p3372]"It will be done as you have said."

[bookmark: p3373]"Flaran cha'menthi, Anthora," the lady said, fervently.

[bookmark: p3374]"Flaran cha'menthi, cousin. For us, it is necessity."

[bookmark: p3375]The screen blanked.

[bookmark: p3376]"Jeeves?"

[bookmark: p3377]"Working, Miss. There are signs of attempts to intercept this communications. Someone is aware that Lady Kareen's unit has been used, and when. I find no indication that it was traced past the second relay, but we must assume that they have been alerted."

[bookmark: p3378]"Thank you, Jeeves. I will be working from the garden, beneath the Tree. Please ask Merlin to join me there. When I am through, I will wish to have a meal."

[bookmark: p3379]"Yes, Miss Anthora."

[bookmark: p3380]She had scarcely taken two steps toward the garden door when the annunciator blared again, simultaneous with the flash of the blue warning light. Anthora jumped, her hand slapping the toggle, and Lady Kareen's image came into view.

[bookmark: p3381]This time, her face held elements of that emotion known as panic.

[bookmark: p3382]"Cousin, I beg that you will not fire the house so soon," she said, her voice perhaps shaking. "The public and the private exits are watched. I believe . . ." She looked sharply aside. "I believe that I am trapped."

[bookmark: p3383]* * *

The Grand Lake Townhouses
Solcintra

[bookmark: p3384]She'd briefly felt despair, surely that was the word for it, but as irony would have it, the call on the alternate pocket comm from Jeeves had led her away from that unproductive emotion and toward some measure of composure. As surely as there were alternate means of communication, there were alternatives available to one of Korval—for one born of the Line—in reaction to the hasty and ill-considered action of an enemy. Panic was not an option. Panic, so she had been taught by her mother, killed: passengers, ships. Pilots.

[bookmark: p3385]"Lady Kareen," came Jeeves' voice from the pocket comm. "Miss Anthora has requested that we permit her some time for thought and preparation while I pursue additional information on the structures and demographics of Grand Lake. We are of the opinion, given that persons of superior melant'i attended your meeting, that all interested parties will act with circumspection for some time."

[bookmark: p3386]Interested parties. Who knew that a robot intelligence could be so nice? 

[bookmark: p3387]"Indeed," she murmured into the comm; "circumspection seems called for. For the moment, be aware that I have located several other weapons, and will retire to the Stone Study, which is not on the house grid"—and how foolish she had thought that, as a girl!—"By which I mean to say that it can be locked by a manual set-key. From there, I will have access to the kitchen wing, through a serving closet."

[bookmark: p3388]"Position marked and, may I say, strategically sound and defensible." A slight pause, then, "Miss Anthora asks that you activate the in-house intercom to all rooms."

[bookmark: p3389]What a strange request! But there! An open intercom might allow her to discover if someone else gained entry, after all.

[bookmark: p3390]"Yes, of course. I should have thought of that Thank you, Jeeves. If I discover a problem, or a solution, I will call."

[bookmark: p3391]"Noted. Call ending."

[bookmark: p3392]The tone change was sufficient to indicate the call was over, but again she took thought. In these odd and dangerous times, it was necessary for both parties to a call to be certain that the communication had been ended purposefully, rather than cut off by enemy action.

[bookmark: p3393]The door into the Stone Study was rarely closed. In addition to its lack of an electronic lock, that might, Kareen realized now, be overridden by determined persons seeking entry from outside, it possessed sturdy door-bars evocative of the early frontier days of Solcintra that were not, in fact, merely decorative. 

[bookmark: p3394]Her mother had pointed this out to her in the days of her brief youth, when hope had still been high that Chi yos'Phelium's bright daughter would one day be Delm, and Chi had used the Grand Lakes house for quiet parties and meetings in Solcintra. There it was that those who might be uncomfortable being seen entering or leaving the precincts of Jelaza Kazone might still meet face-to-face, or as Chi's appetites dictated, body-to-body, with Korval.

[bookmark: p3395]The urgency born of the immediate thrill of dread and death abating, Kareen moved to the door that concealed the closet-passageway to the kitchen, assuring herself that it, too, was secured with a simple mechanical lock, its scrolled key in place. She then glanced out the single tall thin window, which gave an unparalleled view of the lake and the hills beyond, making it feel as if one were in some rural retreat rather than bordering on the heart of Solcintra. On the lake today were several vessels with sails and several without. She wondered if they belonged to friend or foe.

[bookmark: p3396]The view grew hazy and she realized she was weeping, that tears were welling up despite the necessity of her action, and that . . . she leaned on the wall as the tears flowed—and that . . .

[bookmark: p3397]Her Nin yo'Vestra was dead. He could perhaps have given her as many years as she could have given her absent brother Daav; that difference had never mattered to them. They had first discovered each other at Festival, she near virginal beneath her plumage, his kind and mature attentions both flattering and treasured. When he recognized her some years later at another Festival they'd gone on as if never parted, their friendship continuing, perhaps not entirely according to the dictates of the Code, into their everyday lives.

[bookmark: p3398]But there. Necessity. His studies and family connections took him far from the lists that the Delm of Korval and her seconds had searched; surely he, like her, never was a pilot and never would be, and so her marriage beds had by clannish necessity seen other men, all pilots, in them.

[bookmark: p3399]Eyes closed a moment, Kareen found her breath more regular, her hands stiff from pushing against the unyielding stone wall. She nearly fell into the large leather chair that her mother had favored for lectures, the same chair Chi had sat in when she'd explained to the standing Kareen exactly why the Delm had chosen another husband and sought another child.

[bookmark: p3400]Kareen yos'Phelium Clan Korval, smart as a whip and eager for duty . . . was inadequate to the Clan's needs. 

[bookmark: p3401]What pilots saw when faced with a random tumbling ball, she knew not; how they managed not to be hit in the face with it she could not comprehend—as frequent sessions with the autodoc for too frequent bruises and bloodied noses attested. While numbers blossomed to meaning for others, whispering arcane and delightful secrets, for her they remained mere numerals. 

[bookmark: p3402]In other words, Kareen was deficient in ways that tutors could not assist her to overcome; her abilities insufficient in ways irreconcilable with the Delm's necessities when one was Delm of Korval.

[bookmark: p3403]"I must," her mother the Delm had said, "I must be prepared to bring to the Clan my full replacement. It is not the fact of having a child that is important, but of having a child who might be Delm." 

[bookmark: p3404]This said to the child who found only headaches in the twistiness of numbers and joy in the complexity of Code and deed . . .

[bookmark: p3405]"Understand me," Chi had continued; "it is not your attention to your studies that is at fault. It is that, as some are born unable to see as many colors as others, and others are born with no ear for music. The equations do not speak to you. The healers have said so, the tutors have said so, and the tests have said so. As we discussed the issue, Tutor admired the time you've spent at the work—she had the logs to hand—while proclaiming your energy high no matter the outcome. She also pointed out that energy alone does not pull an equation into balance. "

[bookmark: p3406]Here her mother's eyes had gone soft, her voice wry.

[bookmark: p3407]"Also, it comes to the attention of your Delm that you have given advice to the tutor."

[bookmark: p3408]Already numb with the understanding that she had failed her Clan, Kareen had raised her eyes to the Delm's.

[bookmark: p3409]"I did not 'offer advice'," she asserted, standing as tall as she might, while bearing the weight of her shame. "The tutor had said to me that an equation she offered for solving was straightforward and without complication, and that for comparison I might see solving an issue her clan was facing wherein a hasty giving of nubiath'a upon notification . . . "

[bookmark: p3410]A quick hand-motion by the Delm stopped her.

[bookmark: p3411]"I have seen your work, daughter. The cites were appropriate; the discussion of potential remedies useful and clear. In fact, speaking as one who had been requested to broker the difficulties between those very Clans, your solution was by far the cleanest—and one not discovered by three delms after many days of negotiation and research." A slight pause, accompanied by a one-sided smile; followed by a sigh.

[bookmark: p3412]"And so, the Clan moves forward," her mother said then. "As of today your math tutor and your pre-piloting classes are removed from your schedules. My own schedule has been amended. It is my belief that you have found your calling. Pursue it."

[bookmark: p3413]That had been the last time she'd had complete regard of her Delm, or her mother. 

[bookmark: p3414]The intercom blinked, giving out a musical sound entirely unlike its usual alert tone, followed by Jeeves' electronic voice, as clear as if it stood beside her.

[bookmark: p3415]"Lady Kareen, you may hear odd sounds from this speaker; we are calibrating the connection. Can you hear me?"

[bookmark: p3416]She took a deep breath. When she answered her voice was, of course, perfectly calm.

[bookmark: p3417]"Indeed, Jeeves, I can hear you perfectly. You sound exactly as I expect."

[bookmark: p3418]"Noted. Miss Anthora suggests we will have a plan of action for you within moments. We have identified several potential methods to extract you and the sensitive information from the situation. Please stand by."

[bookmark: p3419]The clock in the hallway chimed.

[bookmark: p3420]"Jeeves!"

[bookmark: p3421]"Lady Kareen?"

[bookmark: p3422]"I have a flight—very soon! It is imperative that I make—"

[bookmark: p3423]"Noted," the robot's voice was chillingly mechanical. Kareen inclined her head to the intercom unit.

[bookmark: p3424]"Thank you, Jeeves," she murmured, added for herself more than for it, "Flaran cha'menthi!"

[bookmark: p3425]* * *

Jelaza Kazone

[bookmark: p3426]A small thunderclap echoed off the kitchen tiles; air displaced by Miss Anthora's precipitant arrival, Merlin in her ams.

[bookmark: p3427]"Jeeves! I can locate the body easily. But Cousin Kareen . . . she's like fog. No! Like a fog rooted in stone." She leaned heavily against the counter, scarcely seeming to notice when the cat scrambled free and leapt to the floor. There was a certain fixity to her gaze that was consistent with a working trance. She was sweating, which was also not inconsistent with a working state. But this burst of panic in the midst—

[bookmark: p3428]Anthora took a hard breath—another; her heart rate dropped, stress hormones leached away. A third breath and her body was soothed. 

[bookmark: p3429]"The house is," she said calmly to the waiting robot, "as reported, surrounded."

[bookmark: p3430]"Noted."

[bookmark: p3431]"Suggestion?" She inquired dryly.

[bookmark: p3432]"Tactical computations engaged, Miss Anthora. Although nominally engaged as a unit under Plan B, Lady Kareen is currently operating as an independent ally in the absence of Val Con yos'Phelium and others of the Line Direct, until she can return to preassigned duties. She has identified and requested the disposition of certain items of value or concern to the Plan. Tactical simplification is indicated: the orderly disposition of the contents of her house will permit focus on other pending issues."

[bookmark: p3433]"Jeeves, are you fully operational at the moment?"

[bookmark: p3434]The robot's delayed response brought her pause, but she resisted the urge to scan . . . .

[bookmark: p3435]"Computationally, I am more efficient and versatile than when originally constructed."

[bookmark: p3436]"Do you have strategic computations also engaged, then?"

[bookmark: p3437]A longer pause, followed by what could have been a short laugh, if Jeeves laughed.

[bookmark: p3438]"I do."

[bookmark: p3439]"We shall discuss them later. Do you have weather-monitoring capability?"

[bookmark: p3440]"Of course."

[bookmark: p3441]"Very good. Please monitor the weather in the area of Cousin Kareen's townhouse."

[bookmark: p3442]Jeeves initiated the necessary protocols. "As you say, Miss Anthora."

[bookmark: p3443]"Thank you. I will work from here, I think."

[bookmark: p3444]She settled herself bonelessly to the floor; closed her eyes, and said—to Jeeves or to herself or to Merlin, busily bathing in a spot of sunlight—"first, the blood and flesh."

[bookmark: p3445]Based on similar situations in the past, Jeeves refrained from replying as her trance state deepened. He also stationed himself to partially block the doors, since the cats inevitably gathered about as soon as they could when wizard-work was being done.

[bookmark: p3446]* * *

[bookmark: p3447]Patience had not been so easy of late. First, she'd been forced to the conclusion that the calling of Plan B, however much she deplored it, fell within the realm of the First Speaker's duties. It was in the diaries, after all, and consistent with the protocols. 

[bookmark: p3448]Next, she'd found herself dispatched to multiple errands, most of which any servant might have performed in ordinary times. Then, finding that Luken bel'Tarda's role was set as the one who would guide their mission, she'd had to deal with what he called "the grinding and polishing of small wheels" as the children were gathered, informed of their situations, and in several cases, armed.

[bookmark: p3449]She had arranged and conferred with what patience she could muster, discovering in the man the Delm had appointed her son's protector in her stead—the amiable, babbling rug merchant—someone of quick insight, resilience, and a way with children. 

[bookmark: p3450]Then had come the machinations placing her as the one to receive this or that of the late-arriving parcels, and providing her with one last chance to add to the confounding of their enemy. bel'Tarda's contacts were sufficient in the absence of her own staff; smuggler-like, she had acquired three different sets of tickets to the off-world stations, none under her own name. 

[bookmark: p3451]Luken bel'Tarda had argued strongly against her delaying departure. He had gone so far as to charge her with risking the children. She had waved him and his arguments aside, certain of what was due her own melant'i And in that, she thought now, as the clock chimed the hour of the second ship's departure, she might have been, perhaps . . . somewhat . . . foolish.

[bookmark: p3452]At least, there had been no risk to the children. Finding her adamant, bel'Tarda had altered his own arrangements—who, after all, notes the movements of a rug merchant?—and was now several days off-world, with those very children in his charge . Hopefully, she thought with a sudden shiver in the pleasantly warm room, beyond the reach of those others of Her Nin's organization.

[bookmark: p3453]She spared a thought then for her own child, whose location had been established, but who had apparently managed to slip out from under the notice of Her Nin's associates. Well. Never let it be said that Pat Rin was anything but clever; and a gambler, so she thought, would have some small skill at defense and misdirection. Surely, he had gone to—

[bookmark: p3454]Hold! What was that noise?

[bookmark: p3455]Ears straining, she leaned forward in the chair, hands gripping the armrests. The sound came again, from the library just beyond the closed door. A sound like—wind, perhaps, or—

[bookmark: p3456]She stood in the doorway of the Stone Study, with no memory of having risen from her chair or opened the door, staring into the library—knowing that she had carefully taken her shot, and that her victim had fallen thusly. There.

[bookmark: p3457]As she stared, her library began to . . . disappear. Spirals of dust rose as shelves long filled with books and precious papers emptied themselves with a hazy burping noise. The shelves shook and flexed as their burdens went . . . elsewhere, leaving the dust of paper and people to dance briefly in the slanting light, and settle.

[bookmark: p3458]There had been blood, and enough of it to make her gag. Her purpose strong in her heart, she had checked her work and found it potent, before calling for assistance. 

[bookmark: p3459]Now, there was no sign of blood. There was a mark on the ceiling which might have been new, there, but then the house had a long history, and Chi herself might once have thrown a bottle to make that mark.

[bookmark: p3460]Her Nin—Her Nin's corpse—was gone; and so were the books that had filled the shelves on the west wall. As she watched, the books on the east wall disappeared shelf by shelf. She folded her hands together, tightly, and wondered if she, too, would disappear in some dusty spiral.

[bookmark: p3461]Well, then. She had requested aid from a dramliz. It might be said that she had known better.

[bookmark: p3462]The ladder Her Nin had died on shivered. It creaked; the rails that had steadied it twanged—and the ladder was gone. Next, the chair he had last sat in phlumphed elsewhere. The near empty bottle of jade, the table, the cloth napkins with the tree-and-dragon embroidered in silk. Gone, gone, gone.

[bookmark: p3463]She moved then, deliberately, her steps echoing as she made a hasty inspection. There were no beds in the bedrooms, no linens in the bathroom, no rugs on the floors.

[bookmark: p3464]Had she been less sure of the world and of her place in it, Lady Kareen might have felt more than a shiver. Indeed, had she another acquaintance to hand she might have been tempted to admit awe or even a tingling of fear. The dramliz were a force to be reckoned with, even when doing your bidding.

[bookmark: p3465]The door to the Stone Study stood open still; the furnishings within untouched.

[bookmark: p3466]She fled into that comfort; then, too energized to sit, opened the door to the servant's closet. 

[bookmark: p3467]She had as a rule not used the closet as a passageway, even as a child, being somewhat uncomfortable with the closeness of it. Later though, there had times she had been set to minding Daav and Er Thom when a tutor was not to hand. They, of course, had delighted in the cramped space, the flour-dusted aprons, and the endless opportunities afforded to spring out at those who searched for them, laughing uproariously, as if it were all a very good game. 

[bookmark: p3468]Daav in particular had had a gift for being someplace else: in the servant's closet here, if not in the kitchen, and if not in the kitchen, in the the capacious pantry with its huge bags of rare imported flours and mysterious bins, boxes, tins, freezers, and even a stasis box snugged into the stone wall that formed the other boundary of this room, the wall that was the wine cellar itself. More than once she had been forced to transit the closet in order to extract both of her unwelcome charges from the divertissement of foodstuffs arriving from below.

[bookmark: p3469]Chi, though, was wont to use the closet often at parties, and not merely to check on the timing of the next remove. 

[bookmark: p3470]Kareen sniffed—why was it that a delm of Korval should have felt it better to avoid a guest than to act entirely properly and deal as necessary? But there, that had never been her own condition, and Delms must face both necessity and Code in their proper moments. 

[bookmark: p3471]The staff jackets and aprons in the closet smelled inevitably of the baking as she inched through; Kareen, and Chi before her, always insisted on fresh breads and a choice of rolls and pastries. Until Daav's exuberance ruined a perfect cake the old cook had joked that he could qualify as an assistant chef if ever he wished to, just by his observations of the kitchen staff. 

[bookmark: p3472]That had been just before the day when she had been in search of them both—again—only to have Er Thom burst upon her, crying out that Daav was going to be recycled, grabbing her by the sleeve and pulling her along at a chancy run, explaining in gulps that there hadn't been room in the dumbwaiter for both of them, so Daav had gone first, cramming himself amid an untidy clutter of outgoing bins and boxes—and it had been a very near thing, indeed, to convince Cook to call down and stop the loading until the heir could be recovered, sticky, be-floured, and grinning, from the recyclables. 

[bookmark: p3473]Kareen stepped out of the passage, even more confining to one of adult proportions. The kitchen felt less than homelike to her, lacking people and preparation for the next meal. Not even a rumble of a bread maker breaking the silence. She glanced at the clock above the main console and bit her lip, the third and final ticket—the ticket she had never thought to need—heavy in her pocket.

[bookmark: p3474]The kitchen equipment stood ready, and there beside the service intercom and food consoles was the small staff room, door festooned with traditional paper contacts affixed at what must be traditional angles: lists of vendors, private numbers of on call staff and notes of travel times, transit routes, and taxi numbers, scribbled on it . . . but there, Cook came from a traditional clan and was classically trained. 

[bookmark: p3475]There was a modest view through the kitchen window, and through the privacy screen she saw to the north two of the vehicles she had been concerned with, and clustered about them the several unknowns who stood as if they had every right to interfere with Code, custom—and life.

[bookmark: p3476]She leaned hard against the window then, recalling that the windows let no sight out. Just as well that, for her tears had started again. The Scholar, after all, had been an honorable man, until this misjudgment. Had he not spoken freely he might now stand at the side of his co-conspirators.

[bookmark: p3477]With that bracing thought she straightened. The intercom over Cook's station burbled, and Jeeves spoke.

[bookmark: p3478]"Lady Kareen, Miss Anthora has removed those things other than yourself. Please advise on your circumstances and locations of watchers."

[bookmark: p3479]Circumstances?

[bookmark: p3480]She licked her lips, glancing again through the window. 

[bookmark: p3481]Circumstances.

[bookmark: p3482]"Flaran cha'menthi, Jeeves. " She paused, drew a breath, and began.

[bookmark: p3483]"I arrived in my own vehicle—the landau, of course—with sufficient time to prepare for today's meeting, which began promptly and ended the same. Until approached by the scholar I saw nothing at first glance untoward, though I was afterward reminded that there had been several vehicles about when I arrived—yet this is not unexpected, being so close to the lake on such a fine day. Those vehicles were still in place when I made my way to leave; random people where there are no random people; workmen doing the same work they had been doing when I arrived, grounds people I had never seen before. Additionally, there were vehicles unfamiliar to me in several of the parking lanes closest to my own, occupied.

[bookmark: p3484]"That was at the front entrance. Feeling visible, I returned to our own halls, and attempted to leave by the back entrance, generally used by our staff, and also where there is access to the unit's own runabout. There, I saw a vehicle parked in such a way as to block my garage and there was someone pruning a bush one never prunes.

[bookmark: p3485]"At the moment I have several weapons upon me; I have replaced the charge in my pocket gun and it is fully loaded. I have . . ."

[bookmark: p3486]"Cousin," came Anthora's breathy voice, sounding calm enough considering circumstances and the fey work she'd been performing. 

[bookmark: p3487]"Anthora."

[bookmark: p3488]"Cousin, I am at the end of the removals I can perform directly. A living person such as yourself is not as easy to translate through walls as is furniture."

[bookmark: p3489]Kareen bowed sagely to the air, relieved that she, too, was not to merely disappear into an unmarked ether.

[bookmark: p3490]"I understand. One works as necessity dictates."

[bookmark: p3491]A pause, then, "Of course. I regret to report, however, that necessity is becoming strained. I am arranging a diversion, but it appears that the emergency exits are also covered by the placement of the vehicles you mention."

[bookmark: p3492]"Indeed. Might I inquire about the nature of the . . ."

[bookmark: p3493]A most discreet musical tone sounded. Kareen recognized the annunciator at the front door. 

[bookmark: p3494]"I will ignore this intrusion for the moment. Surely you hear it."

[bookmark: p3495]"I do. Jeeves will relay . . ."

[bookmark: p3496]Another tone sounded: the annunciator at the service entrance.

[bookmark: p3497]Her Nin's associates, Kareen thought her heartbeat suddenly loud in her ears, had become bored with waiting.

[bookmark: p3498]"Lady Kareen," Jeeves said politely, "we ask if you have thoughts on the matter to hand?"

[bookmark: p3499]"Yes," she said, moving quickly back to the closet. A tuque came to her hand; she yanked it savagely over her hair, and snatched up a white jacket, the tree-and-dragon embroidered on the pocket. "I will need a vehicle at my milliner's, to transport me to my next appointment." She paused at the service console, pressed a series of numerals and passed on. "If you have your diversion to hand, for the love of the gods, release it!"

[bookmark: p3500]"Now!" Anthora's voice came, though whether in answer or in direction to Jeeves, Kareen was unsure.

[bookmark: p3501]Nor did it matter.

[bookmark: p3502]She was across the kitchen, the hideaway she had used to take the life of her oldest and dearest friend in her right hand. With her left, she slapped the button—and reeled back a step as the door slid away and the interior of the dumbwaiter was revealed.

[bookmark: p3503]It was much smaller than she had recalled, nor was she an adventure-blind boy with a child's understanding of danger.

[bookmark: p3504]The front door caroled again, chiding her for leaving guests languishing on her doorstep.

[bookmark: p3505]She thought that they would not ring a third time.

[bookmark: p3506]Teeth drilling her lower lip, she pushed herself into the tiny space, crouching in a most undignified manner, her knees practically in her ears and every muscle protesting. She extended an arm and clumsily slapped at the wall, hitting the button on the third try, barely snatching her hand inside before the doors snapped closed.

[bookmark: p3507]* * *

[bookmark: p3508]She would, she decided, tell Daav alone of this, if he lived and if he inquired. Else it was good to have secrets, after all. 

[bookmark: p3509]The motion was abrupt, jerky, and her stomach, already at risk from the day's bloody adventure, nearly gave up its wine and pastry. Darkness engulfed her; the drop seemed both precipitous and overlong, the racket of machinery an assault upon her ears. She hung on desperately against nausea and vertigo, the twomping sound and shock of the stop all the more unsettling for the continued darkness. Had the mechanism malfunctioned? Was she trapped here, in this small space, in the dark—and above! A noise! Had they broken down her door already? How long would it take them to—

[bookmark: p3510]A breath, now! she counseled herself, panting in the dark. A breath!

[bookmark: p3511]Think!

[bookmark: p3512]She groped, skinning knuckles on wire mesh, tearing a nail as she found the latch, and pushed. It resisted. She felt a rumble—certainly the thing wasn't moving again?

[bookmark: p3513]But there, no, the gate opened suddenly, spilling her out of the compartment, her gun-hand striking gritty crete with flinching force, and a knee close behind. Some switch sensed her, and light flared, nearly blinding in actinic purity. She thrust her gun into her pocket, and kept her hand on it.

[bookmark: p3514]The room was painted white. Ahead a platform, empty save for some pallets and a motorized hand-truck. A door, at the far end of the platform. Again the rumble, vibrating in her chest as she hurried toward the door, hating to trust in the luck, hoping that they had not yet set anyone to watching—

[bookmark: p3515]She hit the bar. The door popped open, and immediately swung back toward her face, slammed by the wind.

[bookmark: p3516]Kareen caught the door on her shoulder, and pushed out into a bewilderment of winds, a rush of rain so heavy it seemed that the lake itself had been upended.

[bookmark: p3517]Pausing inside the slender vestibule, she took another breath, and gathered her wits.

[bookmark: p3518]There was a flight she must make, and those who wished her not to make.

[bookmark: p3519]"Flaran cha'menthi," she muttered, and stepped forward into the storm.

[bookmark: p3520]The wind tore, snatching the tuque, and she flailed for a disoriented moment before snatching it back and holding it to her head. Sodden locks of hair straggled into her eyes, and the sturdy baker's jacket was soaked through.

[bookmark: p3521]There! 

[bookmark: p3522]Light beams fought the abnormal weather; the blue cab sat quietly, near the usual service doors.

[bookmark: p3523]Beating against the wind she pressed onward; the driver or some sensor sliding the door to admit her. If there were others she could not see them.

[bookmark: p3524]Within, in livery, a wide-eyed taxi-attendant spoke in rapid familiar Low Liaden, "Are you all in? I've never in my life seen a storm come up like this in Solcintra. You'll need a good stiff drink to dry you out after this. . ."

[bookmark: p3525]It was the tuque that saved her, dripping collected water in her eyes.

[bookmark: p3526]Yes. She wore the white tuque and livery of her own. Korval's livery.

[bookmark: p3527]"I'll have one," she said, answering also in the Low Tongue, though she had to her knowledge never seen the man before, much less counted him an intimate, "as time permits. There's a rush of work needs done first!"

[bookmark: p3528]"Oh aye," agreed the driver, "there's always a rush of work."

[bookmark: p3529]Mortification set in as she looked at the cab rate info.

[bookmark: p3530]"I've come away without payment," she admitted.

[bookmark: p3531]The driver—her rescuer—laughed, allowing the cab to accelerate into the gloom.

[bookmark: p3532]"Address?" 

[bookmark: p3533]"But . . ."

[bookmark: p3534]"Not a regular for this house, eh? We'll just invoice at end of the relumma, like always. Korval'll pay, just like they always do. Code and Balance. Korval don't play games with their name, is what I think!"

[bookmark: p3535]The car stuttered across some standing water, and if the driver saw her sag into the seat, shaking, likely he thought it was because she needed that drink to fend off the dampness.

[bookmark: p3536]She looked into the camera feeding her image to the driver.

[bookmark: p3537]"Yes," she managed, her voice shaking slightly—but he would surely put that, too, down to chill—"that's what I think as well."

[bookmark: p3538]She closed her eyes then and leaned back, the gun weighing in one pocket, the tickets in another.

[bookmark: p3539]Flaran cha'menthi.

[bookmark: p3540] 
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