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 The Sieur’s Frontispiece to the D’Olbriot
Chronicle, as Written by Messire Guliel in His
Own Hand at This Winter Solstice, Concluding

the Second Year of Tadriol the Provident

 There are years when I swear it takes me as long to compose this short summary of notable events as it
does for all the clerks and archivists, the stewards and chamberlains to abridge their ledgers and records
for the posterity of the House. There have been times when I wonder if any Sieur in later generations will
even read my carefully chosen words detailing important alliances, significant births or sorely mourned
deaths. This year and last, my fear is that some future guardian of D’Olbriot’s interests will treat my
record with the same amused condescension I have been wont to feel when reading the more fanciful
entries made by my forebears.

 But as a rational man I must accept I can do nothing to counter whatever beliefs or prejudices might
influence subsequent readers of this annal. By that same token, I can only relate the startling dealings of
this past year and ask that my words be accepted as the unvarnished truth, on my oath as Sieur of this
House.

 The first year of our new Emperor’s reign concluded with the discovery of islands far in the eastern
ocean, inhabited by a race of men hostile to Tormalin and backed by inimical magic entirely unlike
conventional wizardry. These men of the Ice Islands—or in their own tongue, Elietimm—were pursuing
some arcane purpose of their own that led them to attack vulnerable members of this and other Names,
robbing them of heirloom jewels and artefacts. As this year opened, I was persuaded by Planir,
Archmage of Hadrumal, to assist his search for answers to this puzzle by granting him the service of
Ryshad Tathel, sworn to this House for ten years and more. Ryshad had already done much to track
these villians to their remote lair, as he sought justice in my Name for a victim from our House. I also
acceded to the wizard’s suggestion that I reward Ryshad with an ancient sword the Archmage had
recently returned to me.

 Believe me as I declare here and for perpetuity that I had no notion what this seemingly innocent gesture
might demand of Ryshad. But as my honour binds me, I confess I might have yet done the same, even
had I known what would befall him. My duty as Sieur of this House demands I must look to the wider
interests of all, even at severest cost to any one individual.

 These Elietimm pursued Ryshad and the wizards he had been sent to protect, seeking the sword I had
given and other artefacts held by the mages. By some foul connivance, the Elietimm encompassed
Ryshad’s enslavement by the Aldabreshin, and it was only by virtue of his resourcefulness and courage
that the man escaped alive and whole from the savagery of those southern islands. His first safe landfall
beyond the Archipelago was regrettably theislandofHadrumal . There, Planir determined the sword
Ryshad carried held vital knowledge, locked within it by archaic enchantments. I do not pretend to
understand by what means but the Archmage had learned that this blade and other treasures sought by
the brutal Elietimm had come from that supposedly rich and fertile colony founded by Tormalin nobles in
the final years of Nemith the Last, and lost thereafter in the mists of the Chaos that toppled the Old
Empire.

 Thus far I can picture your astonishment, unknown reader, but hereafter I am concerned lest you dismiss
my words as incredible. Do not; I charge you by whatever beliefs you hold dear. There will be other
records to attest to this, as I have declared all that follows before the Convocation of Princes in my
capacity as Adjurist.
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 The information Archmage Planir retrieved by his magics led him and mercenaries backed by D’Olbriot
gold, carried on D’Olbriot ships, to the far side of the ocean, where they found the long-buried ruins of
that lost colony. More astonishing yet, they discovered nigh on a thousand of those who had crossed the
ocean in the distant past still living, if it could be called living, held in ensorcelled sleep through all the
generations that had intervened. Enchantment was finally used in service of Tormalin blood to revive
these unfortunates.

 It is now clear that the Elietimm had been seeking these hidden sleepers intent on their utter destruction,
determined to claim this vast, unfettered land. Seeing by whatever arcane means they had been
outflanked, the Elietimm attacked and Ryshad Tathel again distinguished himself as the first assault was
successfully driven off. Wizardly magic was also vital in countering fell Elietimm enchantments, so, of
necessity, I continue my association with Planir. This will entitle me to call on his assistance, should any
Elietimm magic be used against Tormalin. I am also taking steps to have every ancient record and archive
of the House and the shrines under our protection searched for lore that might explain the mysteries of
Artifice. Knowledge of such enchantments could prove critical in some as yet unforeseen struggle. When
all else fails, one must fight fire with fire.

 At this close of the year, I am relieved beyond measure to state we have seen no more ships come out
of the north to harry coasts on either side of the ocean. The sole surviving noble patron of the original
colony is Temar, Esquire D’Alsennin, and accordingly we are working closely with him. The colonists are
even now attempting to rebuild their livelihoods, and as soon as the Spring Equinox brings surcease from
winter’s storms we will send them all the assistance D’Olbriot can offer. However, it remains to be seen
how close our two realms can grow, given these ancients are still so dependent on religious beliefs that
we in this present generation have long since discarded as superstition. I foresee it will fall to D ’Olbriot
to guide these innocents to a more rational understanding of the world and their place within it.

 The Shrine of Ostrin, Bremilayne
9th of For-Summer in the Third Year of

Tadriol the Provident, Afternoon

 It’s raining darning needles out there.” That’s what we say in Zyoutessela when a summer storm brings
fine, piercing rain sweeping in from the ocean. Drizzle content to hang as mist on more sheltered shores is
whipped by merciless winds to sting skin and soak clothing, leaving a lingering chill long after the sun has
returned. Not that I had any concerns, watching the weather’s vagaries from a comfortable lodging high
on a hill above the bustle of the harbour.

 “Do you get storms like these in Hadrumal, Casuel? You must face heavy weather off theSoluranSea .”

 My companion acknowledged my remarks with a sour grunt as he snapped fingers at a candle stand.
The wicks flared with surprise at being called into service, but the louring skies made the room too dim
for reading. Today Casuel was fretting over his almanac, a tide table and a recently acquired set of maps.
I suppose it made a change from the ancient tomes he’d been scouring for the last two seasons, hunting
hints of lost lore from one end of Toremal to the other, garnering clues that might unravel the mysteries of
the past. I admired his scholarship, but in his place I’d have taken these few days to draw breath, waiting
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to see if those on the ship we so eagerly anticipated could supply some answers.

 There was a rattle behind me. I turned to see Casuel had pushed aside my game board. The trees of
theForest had toppled over to knock into apples thrushes and pied crows, sending the little wooden birds
skittering over the scarred wooden surface. I held my peace; I didn’t particularly want to finish the game
and Casuel wasn’t going to learn anything from another defeat to add to the three he’d already suffered.
The wizard might be learned in his abstract arts but he was never going to win a game of Raven till he
overcame the spinelessness that inevitably hamstrung his hopelessly convoluted plans.

 I squinted into the gloom, trying to distinguish between the ripples in the glass and the torrents of rain
blurring the vista. Black squalls striped the swags of grey cloud, dragging curtains of rain across the
white-capped, grey-green swells. “Is that a sail?”

 Casuel shot an accusing look at the timepiece on the mantelshelf. “I hardly think so. It’s barely past the
sixth hour and we don’t expect them before the evening tide.”

 I shrugged. “I don’t suppose they expected Dastennin would send a storm to push them on.” That
darker shape in the turmoil of the water was too regular to be shadow or swell. That fluttering white was
too constant to be wind-driven spume. Was it the ship we’d spent two days of idle comfort awaiting? I
took up the spyglass I’d bought that morning, one of the finest instruments the skilled seafarers of the
eastern shore could supply. Opening the upper light of the window, I steadied the leather-bound cylinder
on the sill, ignoring the flutter of paper riffled by an opportunist gust darting inside.

 “Saedrin’s stones, Ryshad!” Casuel slapped at uncooperative documents, cursing as his candles were
snuffed.

 I ignored him, sweeping the brass circle over the roiling surface of the sea. Where was that fugitive
shape? I checked back with my naked eye—there, I had it! Not a coaster; an ocean ship, with steep
sides, three masts and deck castles fore and aft.

 “Are there any ships due in from the south?” I asked Casuel, minutely adjusting my glass to keep the tiny
image in view.

 Pages rustled behind me. “No, nothing expected from Zyoutessela or Kalaven until the middle of the
season.”

 “That’s according to your lists?” I didn’t share Casuel’s faith in inked columns of names and dates. My
father may be a mason but I’d known plenty of sailors growing up in Zyoutessela, an isthmus city
uniquely favoured by Dastennin with ports to both east and west. This could well be some ship whose
captain had risked a profitable if unscheduled voyage. I find seafarers a curious mix of the bold and the
cautious, men who plan obsessively for every eventuality they might face once out of reach of harbour but
who throw caution to the winds to seize some unforeseen opportunity winging past.

 Casuel came to stand at my shoulder, a sheaf of documents in his hand. “It could be from Inglis.”

 The metal ring cold in my eye stopped me from shaking my head. “I don’t think so, not coming in on that
course.” I leaned forward in a futile effort to see some identifying flag.

 “What is it?” Casuel demanded.

 I was hissing through my teeth as my concern for the vessel grew. “I think they’re carrying too much
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sail.” The masts were trimmed with the barest reef of white, but even that was enough to let the winds
make a plaything of the ship. I looked up from the spyglass and out at the ocean. The captain’s choices
were going from bad to worse. A run for the sheltering embrace of the massive harbour wall would mean
letting the storm batter broad on the beam, with seas heavy enough to sink the ship. Turning the prow
into the weather risked being driven clear away from the safe anchorage. Taking his chances on the open
ocean might save the ship but the captain had wind and tide against him and the Lord of the Sea hones
this ocean coast to a razor’s edge with the scour of wind and water. I could see the unforgiving reefs
tearing the rolling waves into fraying skeins of foam beyond the sea wall. “Dastennin grant them grace,” I
murmured.

 Casuel raised himself on tiptoe to look out of the window where my few fingers of extra height saved me
the effort. A spatter of rain made him duck and look through the lower pane, brushing wavy brown hair
out of his dark eyes. I wiped drops from the end of the spyglass and took a moment to study the sky.
Slate-coloured storm clouds threw down rain to batter the bruised seas, crushing the crests of the waves
into flat smears of spume. I savoured the sharp salt freshness carried on the wind but then I was safe
ashore.

 The bowsprit dipped deep into a mountainous sea, wrenching itself free a breath later but the whole ship
seemed to shudder, embattled decks awash. Imagination supplied the cries of the panicked passengers
inside my head, curses from hard-pressed crew, the groan of straining timber, the insidious sound of
water penetrating stressed seams. Pale canvas went soaring away from the masts like fleeing seabirds.
The captain had opted to cut loose his sails but the ocean was fighting him on every side now, contrary
wind and current confusing rudder and keel.

 “Are they going to sink?” the wizard asked in a hesitant voice.

 “I don’t know.” My knuckles were white on the spyglass, frustration hollow in my gut. “You said there’d
be a mage on board. Can’t you bespeak him, work with him somehow?”

 “Even assuming this is the colonists’ ship, my talents are based in the element of earth,” said Casuel with
habitual pomposity. “At this distance, my chances of influencing the combined power of air and water
that such a storm would generate…” His voice tailed off with honest regret.

 The storm-tossed ship slid across my field of view and I cursed as it escaped me. Looking up, I
exclaimed with inarticulate surprise. “There’s another one.”

 Casuel scrubbed crossly at glass fogged by his breath. “Where?”

 “Take a line from the roof of the fish market and out past the end of the harbour wall.” I turned my glass
on the newcomer and frowned. “They’re rigged for fair weather.”

 “They can’t be,” said Casuel with arbitrary authority.

 “I’m the one with the spyglass, Casuel.” I forced myself to keep my tone mild. Irritating he might be, but
I had to work with the wizard and that meant civilized manners from me, even if Casuel couldn’t manage
common courtesy.

 Time enough for idle thoughts later. I focused on the second boat, a round-bellied coastal craft with
triangular sails plump and complacent when it should have been fighting for its life in those surging seas.
Heedless of raging swells fighting to ram it on to the rocks, it was sweeping serenely towards the
harbour.

Page  6



 “Oh.” Casuel’s tone was heavy with displeasure.

 “Magic?” I hardly needed mystical communion with the elements to realise that, when I could see the
ship defying all sense and logic.

 “An advanced practitioner,” Casuel confirmed with glum envy.

 I looked for some telltale of magic, a crackle of blue light or a ball of unearthly radiance clinging to the
masthead. Deep-water sailors talk of such things, calling it the Eye of Dastennin. There was nothing to
see; perhaps this unknown wizard considered it enough to set the ship riding high in the water, untouched
by the storm.

 I looked back abruptly to the first vessel, now heeling dangerously. It had moved a full length or more
closer to the seething rocks, its plight ever more perilous. As we watched, helpless, a great wave plunged
over the deck, the waist of the ship vanishing completely, deck castles alone resisting the insatiable seas.
We held ourselves motionless until the ship struggled up to ride the surface once more. But now it had a
dangerous list; cargo must have shifted in the hold, and that had been the death of many a crew.

 “They’re going to help.”

 The breath came easier in my chest as I realised Casuel was right. The little coastal vessel veered toward
the reefs.

 “Dast’s teeth!” I took an involuntary step backwards as lightning split the darkness like a rip in the very
fabric of the sky. A shimmering spear lanced down to the mast of the struggling vessel and I expected to
see the burning blue-white light set ropes and spars ablaze, but the incandescent arc floated free from the
clouds, reaching over to the bobbing coast boat and fastening itself to the stern. The ocean ship was
pulled up short with a visible jerk, prow wheeling round like some toy tugged by exuberant hands. For an
instant it seemed storm and sea froze in mutual amazement. I watched with equal astonishment. The
ocean ship should have been pulling the coast boat in to share its doom on the saw-edged reefs but the
magic was proof against the pull of the bigger vessel. The little vessel barely slowed its pace towards the
harbour, triangular sails full-bellied and ignoring winds that should have ripped them to rags.

 Casuel made a sudden grab for my spyglass, making me bring it up so fast I nearly blacked my own eye.
In the brass circle I saw figures emerge on to the sodden decks of the ocean ship, even at this distance
their gestures eloquent of bewilderment and relief. A flash of green and gold defied the all-encompassing
grey of the storm as a pennon was run up the foremast. The lynx’s mask was no more than a yellow blur
above the chevron, but the ancient pattern of the D’Olbriot insignia was plain enough to me.

 I slapped Casuel on the shoulder. “It’s them! Let’s get down to the dock.” Rival emotions jostled my
thoughts. Relief for the sake of all on board barely masked hollow realisation that all Messire’s current
ambitions had nearly been sunk along with the vessel. Then I would have lost all, committed to the
Sieur’s service for no hope of the reward that had persuaded me to renew my oath to the House. Elation
crowded out such pointless worry. The ship and its precious passengers were here. Now I could
promote my patron’s interests in good conscience, while also settling those obligations that touched my
honour. Once such debts were settled on either hand, I could hope for future independence with Livak at
my side. Exhilaration carried me as far as the door before I realised Casuel was still standing at the
window, arms crossed over his narrow chest and with a scowl so black it threatened to tangle his brows
in his hair.
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 “Come on,” I urged. “They may need help.”

 Casuel sniffed. “Any mage who can wield that kind of power is going to have little use for my
assistance.”

 There’s a widely held belief in Tormalin that wizards are so air-headed they’re no earthly use. Casuel
confirmed this more thoroughly than any other mage I’d met. Before Messire’s command and
Dastennin’s whim had tangled me up in these arcane complexities, I’d had no cause to meet mages. Like
most folk, I vaguely assumed studying the mysteries of magebirth conferred wisdom, as always seemed
the case in ancient tales. In reality I’d not met anyone quite so small-minded as Casuel since the
dame-school where I learned my letters. Always fretting over what other people might think of him,
suspicious that he was never given his due, he was a tangled mess of petty ambition. I’d been born to a
family of no-nonsense craftsmen, and had chosen a life among soldiers in service to a noble House, so
I’m used to men straightforward to the point of bluntness and confident in acknowledged skills. Casuel
tested my patience sorely.

 But he’s a dedicated scholar, I reminded myself, a talent you can’t claim. Just as important, Casuel was
Tormalin born and bred, so knew and respected the ranks and customs of our country, which
undoubtedly made him the most fitting wizard to act as link between Hadrumal and Toremal. It was just a
shame he wasn’t easier to work with.

 “We’re here to greet the Kellarin colonists on behalf of the Sieur and the Archmage, aren’t we?” I held
the door open. These past few seasons shepherding Casuel around the byways and bridleways of
Tormalin in search of ancient tomes buried in ancestral libraries had taught me that arguing simply set the
wizard digging in his expensive boot heels. Calm assumption of his cooperation soon had him picking up
his cloak, grumbling under his breath as he followed me.

 I drew my own cape close as we stepped out of the superior guest house into the extensive grounds of
Ostrin’s shrine. The flighty wind snatched at my hood and I let it fall back rather than struggle to keep my
head dry as Casuel was doing. The porter at the main gate opened the postern for us with a friendly smile
to lighten his grimace as he left his sheltered niche. The wind slammed the heavy oak behind us.

 Catching Casuel by the arm, I pulled him out of the path of a sled skittering down the hill on gleaming
metal runners. We placed our feet on the slick blue cobbles with care but locals ran down the notoriously
steep streets of Bremilayne with the practised abandon of goats from the mountains rising up behind the
city. Rain poured from the slate-hung eaves of houses stepped on foundations obstinately defying the
slope, the door of one often nigh on a level with the upstairs windows of its neighbour. The wider-spaced
houses of the upper town gave way to cramped and dirty lanes. By the time we emerged on to the broad
sweep of the quayside, a crowd was assembling, drawn from unsavoury harbour taverns. Dockers were
eager to earn their ale money unloading the new arrivals, hawkers and whores keen to take any
advantage. I forced a way through those just avid for spectacle and Casuel scurried close behind me.

 “I’ve never seen the like, not magic used like that.” One man spoke across me, awe mixed with
uncertainty.

 “And won’t do again, I’d say,’ agreed his friend, sounding relieved.

 “I’ll grant it was novelty enough but if they’d gone down, we’d have had some wreck-sale.” A third was
looking with greedy eyes at the tilted masts of the ocean ship. ‘Think of the salvage that would have
washed ashore.”
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 I elbowed the would-be scavenger gull aside. With the list on the ship still severe, the crew and dockers
were fighting to secure sodden ropes running slick and uncooperative round battered bollards. I
wrenched on my own gloves and added my weight to steady a hawser that two men were struggling to
make safe. “Casuel! Lend a hand, man!”

 The double-headed bollards lining the quayside suddenly glowed and amber light crackled in the air,
startling profanity from the man beside me. I clutched the cable in surprise myself; I hadn’t intended
Casuel use magic. Immobile metal twisted and ducked beneath the ropes, black iron arms questing
blindly then looping themselves round the straining hemp before drawing back to stand upright once
more. Reeled in like a gaffed fish, the great ship lurched, rolling upright to smack hard into the side of the
dock with a crash that reverberated round the harbour. The vessel shivered from bow to stern with an
ominous sound of splintering.

 “Nice work, Cas!” I dropped the rope and hurried along the quay, scanning the crowded deck.
“Temar!” A sparely built young man by the stern castle looked round at my hail, acknowledging me with
a brief wave. “We need to get your people off, quick as you can.” The ship hung low and unbalanced in
the water and the damage Casuel had just done might finish what the storm had started. Cargo could be
recovered from the bottom of the harbour but I didn’t want to be dragging the dock for bodies.

 A gangplank was hastily thrown out from the ship’s rail but a flare of golden radiance sent the dockers
reaching for it recoiling in surprise. I turned to see Casuel gesturing at the hovering wood, face pinched
with pique. A path instantly cleared between the mage and the ship and the crowd around Casuel thinned
noticeably.

 Temar ignored the last remnants of magelight fading from the gangplank as he hurried down to me.
“Ryshad!”

 “I thought we were going to be fishing you out of the rock pools.” I gripped his forearm in the archaic
clasp he offered, noting that his fingers were no longer the smooth white of the idle noble but almost as
weathered and calloused as my own.

 His grip on my own arm tightened involuntarily and I felt the pressure of muscles hardened by work.
“When that last wave hit, I did wonder if we would surface on some shore of the Otherworld. Dastennin
be thanked we made landfall safely.” The accents of ancient Tormalin were still strong in Temar’s voice
but I heard more modern intonations as well, mostly Lescari. I looked up to the ship to recognise various
mercenaries who’d chosen to stay on the far side of the ocean after the previous year’s expedition had
discovered the long lost colony of the Old Empire. They were getting the people off the vessel as fast as
they could.

 “Dastennin?” Casuel came up, frowning as he struggled to understand Temar. “Tell him he has modern
magecraft to thank rather than ancient superstition.” Casuel had been born to a Tormalin merchant family
and this wasn’t the first time I’d heard echoes of his Rationalist upbringing. It must cause him some
confusion, I thought with amusement, since that philosophy denounces elemental magic just as readily as
it reviles religion.

 “Casuel Devoir, Temar D’Alsennin,’ I made a belated introduction hastily.

 “Esquire.” Casuel swept a bow worthy of an Emperor’s salon. “Your captain was relying on his own
seafaring skills? I thought it was clearly understood an ocean crossing can only be safely managed with
magical assistance.”
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 “Quite so.” Temar bowed in turn with a deference to the wizard nicely combined with hauteur. “And one
of your colleagues was performing admirably until he took a fall that broke both his legs.” Fleeting disdain
in Temar’s ice blue eyes gave the lie to the measured politeness of his words. He indicated a figure being
carried down the gangplank by two burly sailors, injuries solidly splinted with spars and canvas.

 “I’m sorry?” Casuel spared his injured colleague a scant glance. “Please speak more slowly.”

 I decided to turn the conversation to less contentious matters. “When did you cut your hair?”

 Temar ran a hand over the short crop that replaced the long queue I’d last seen him with, hair as black
as my own but straight as a well rope. “Practicality is now the watchword of Kel Ar’Ayen. Fashion is a
luxury we cannot yet afford.” I was glad to see a smile of good-humoured self-mockery lightened the
severity of his angular features.

 “We’d better get this lot under lock and key, Temar, over yonder.” I pointed to the warehouse I’d
bespoken when we first arrived in Bremilayne. Sodden sacks and battered casks were being swung on
to the dock in capacious slings, stacked anyhow as everyone hurried to lighten the stricken vessel. I
caught an avid expression on more than one onlooker’s face.

 “I will direct the men aboard ship.” Temar returned to the gangplank without further ado.

 “I’d better see to whoever that mage is,“ Casuel said hastily as he watched the injured man being lifted
on to a litter.

 “Absolutely.” Casuel could deal with wizardly concerns and I’d see to my own responsibilities. Noticing
D’Olbriot insignia on the cloak of a thickset new arrival by the lofty warehouse, I hurried over and
ushered the man inside the shelter of the echoing building, speaking without preamble.

 “This arrival’s going to be the talk of the taverns, so who do we have to secure the place if the wharf rats
come sniffing around?” I ran fingers through my hair to shed the worst of the rain, damp curls clinging
tight to my fingers.

 “I’ve a double handful of newly recognised and four sworn and loyal.” The man’s grizzled and wiry hair
ran unbroken into a full beard framing a prominent nose and bulbous eyes, leaving him looking like an owl
peering out of an ivy bush. “Sorry we’re so behind hand. We’d have been here day before yesterday if a
horse hadn’t gone lame.”

 “It’s Glannar, isn’t it, from theLayneValley holdings?” His rich, rolling voice helped me place him,
sergeant-at-arms to those most isolated holdings of the House of D’Olbriot.

 The man’s face creased into a ready grin. “You’ve the advantage of me. I recall you came up when we
had that trouble in the shearing sheds but I can’t put a name to you.”

 “Ryshad.” I returned his smile. “Ryshad Tathel.”

 “Done well by the House, I hear,’ Glannar observed with a glance at the shiny copper circling my upper
arm. He spoke with the self-assurance of a man who’d earned chosen status long enough since to let his
own arm ring grow dull with the years.

 “No more than staying true to my oath.” I kept my tone easy. Glannar was only making conversation,
not fishing for secrets or better yet salacious detail, like some I’d met since half-truths about my
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adventures in the Archipelago had escaped Messire’s orders for discretion. “You’ve got your lads well
drilled?” I’d spent my share of time training raw recruits with wits blunter than a plough handle.

 Glannar nodded. “They’re lead miners’ sons, all bar one, so won’t stand any nonsense. We’ll keep this
lot safe as a mouse in a malt heap.”

 “Good.” I turned my head as the great doors swung open to let a row of wet and laden dockers enter. I
curbed an impulse to shed my cloak and make myself useful; getting my hands dirty wouldn’t have been
appropriate to my shiny new rank or to Glannar’s consequence as sergeant-at-arms hereabouts. So I
watched as he sent the sworn men about their business with brisk gestures. They in turn were visibly
diligent in organising the recognised men, lads newly come to the service of the House, on the lowest rung
of the ladder and keen to prove themselves worthy of invitation to swear the oath binding them to
D’Olbriot interests.

 I watched the well-muscled youths set to with a will. I’d sworn that same ancient oath with fervent
loyalty and believed in it with all my heart until the events of the last year and a half had shaken my faith to
its roots. I had come within a whisker of handing back my oath fee and abandoning my allegiance to the
Name, believing the House had abandoned me. Then reward had been offered, the rank of chosen man
as recompense for my anguish, and I had taken it, more than a little uncertain but not sure enough of my
other choices to abandon what I’d known for so long. But I had taken other obligations on myself as
well, where once my oath had left no room for other loyalties.

 Glannar’s genial commands rang to the rafters behind me as I went out. The rain was slackening but the
sky stayed grey and sullen. About as sullen as Casuel, who was standing in the meagre shelter of the
dockside hoist being addressed by a tall figure wrapped in a bright blue cloak. I let a burdened sled
scrape past over the cobbles before making my way over.

 “Ryshad Tathel, this is Velindre Ychane, mage of Hadrumal.” Casuel looked as if he were sucking a
lemon. “Her affinity is with the air, as you’ve no doubt guessed. It was her on the other ship.”

 “My lady.” I bowed low. “We are deep in your debt.” I doubted Casuel had shown any gratitude but
the House of D’Olbriot owed this woman a full measure of thanks, and for good or ill I was its
representative here.

 “It’s lucky you were there,’ chipped in Casuel.

 “Luck had nothing to do with it.” She made a plain statement of fact out of words that could so easily
have been arrogance, rebuke or both. “I’ve been making a study of the air currents off theCapeofWinds
this past half-year. When I heard Esquire D’Alsennin would arrive around the middle of the season, I
decided to work our way up the coast. I scried his ship as well as the likely impact of the storm and
thought it best that we make landfall together. Given Urlan’s accident, it’s as well we did.” She
addressed me directly, leaving Casuel tugging impatiently at the ties of his cloak. Her voice was low and
a little husky, as self-assured as her stance. For all her Mandarkin name, the regular accents of Hadrumal
were unshaded by any older allegiance and I guessed she had been born on that distant, secretive island.

 “You want to meet Temar? Esquire D’Alsennin, that is?” This was setting a new piece on a game board
already well into play. I’d want to know more about this unknown lady before letting her loose among
the complex concerns of the colony and the House I served, whatever Casuel might have to say about
the unquestioning cooperation a mage was entitled to as of right.

 “When he has leisure from more pressing matters.” Velindre’s smile lent a sudden feminine air to her
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almost mannish features. She would never be considered a beautiful woman but her striking appearance
would halt any eye and that impact would outlast more conventional charms. A few wisps of fine blonde
hair escaped the confines of her hood and she brushed them away from pale lashed hazel eyes. “So you
are Ryshad,’ she mused. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.”

 I decided to match her directness. “From whom?”

 “Initially, from Otrick.” As she spoke sadness seemed to darken the heavy storm clouds above us.
“Latterly from Troanna.”

 “What has Troanna to do with your studies?” Casuel was fidgeting from one foot to another anxious lest
someone else’s manoeuvrings escape him.

 “She’s been keeping me supplied with all the news from home, Cas,” answered Velindre easily. “Shall I
tell her you were asking after her?”

 Casuel blinked, caught off balance. I’ve yet to fully understand the formal and informal ranks and
authorities of the wizards of Hadrumal, the ill-defined and often overlapping functions of their Council and
their Halls, but I knew enough to know Casuel wouldn’t want the acerbic wit of Troanna, acknowledged
as pre-eminent in water magic, sharpened up at his expense. If Cloud-Master and Flood-Mistress kept
her informed, Velindre had powerful friends.

 “How might Esquire D’Alsennin be of assistance?” I asked politely.

 Velindre smiled again. “He’s crossed the ocean and sailed unknown shores with currents and winds that
no mage has ever sensed. No wizard ever passes up the chance of new knowledge.”

 Which was certainly true, but if that was the whole story I was a Caladhrian pack mule.

 “I’ll see if we can accommodate you,” said Casuel with fussy self-importance.

 Velindre’s eyes hardened, and I thought for a moment she was about to challenge his pretensions, but a
new arrival spared him any rebuke.

 “Mage Devoir.” The newcomer bobbed a nervous curtsey that edged the hem of her rose pink dress
with the muck of the dockside.

 “Allin?” Casuel sounded both surprised and displeased.

 “You’re entitled to call him Casuel, just like anyone else,” said Velindre drily. “So how is Urlan?”

 The girl Allin looked up, blushed and dropped her gaze to study her folded hands intently. “Both legs are
broken and the bosun was saying he’d seen splinters of bone through the skin of his right shin. He’s been
taken to the infirmary at the shrine.” Where Velindre was scarcely shorter than me, Allin barely came up
to Casuel’s shoulder. Even allowing for the heavy cape bunched round her, I guessed her figure would be
as round as her plain snub-nosed face. But her boot-button eyes were bright with intelligence and good
nature, attributes lacking in many a prettier girl.

 “Do you have lodgings arranged?” I asked.

 “The man from the shrine said we could probably stay there as well.” The girl peeped up at me from
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beneath her dun-coloured fringe. Her Tormalin was fluent but of unmistakable Lescari origin.

 “If there’s any difficulty, refer it to me. We’re in the upper guest house,” said Casuel officiously.

 “We’ll join you there for dinner.” Velindre turned on her heel with a final smile and before Casuel could
shut his protesting mouth her long stride took her out of earshot.

 “So who’s she?” I asked the wizard.

 Outrage was slow to fade from his well-made features. “Velindre is a mage of some standing in
Hadrumal but she’s always claimed to prefer focusing on her studies rather than engaging herself with the
wider concerns of wizardry.”

 I wondered just where the sneer in his tone was directed but decided his prejudices weren’t worth
pursuing. “So she hasn’t been privy to any of Planir’s intrigues over the last year or so?”

 Casuel bridled. “I hardly think intrigue is the right word for the necessary care Planir takes of
Hadrumal’s interests.”

 “Could you bespeak the Archmage, please? To let him know she’s here and apparently interested in the
colony.” I made my request with a politeness calculated to soothe Casuel’s ruffled feathers.

 “I was intending to do so, naturally.” Of course Casuel had been planning to tell Planir about Velindre;
telling tales was another dame-school habit I’d observed in the man over the past half-year. “I wonder if
he knows Troanna’s been in touch with her.”

 “Shall we do it now? Planir might have an opinion on Velindre’s reasons for being here, and he’ll
certainly want to know what’s happened to Urlan.” I wanted all my birds in a row before I encountered
Velindre again and there was little enough for me to do here.

 “Yes, I should see what news the Archmage has for us, shouldn’t I? Let’s get out of this rain.” Those
notions sent the wizard scurrying eagerly up the hill, clutching the hood of his cloak tight beneath his
handsome chin.

 Once we were back in the guest house chamber he’d appropriated as a study, Casuel set about his
wizardry. I’d seen him work various spells over the last season or so, and, oddly, he was at his least
objectionable when working magic. The wizard took a seat at the table, setting a steel mirror on the table
with a candle before it, lighting the wick with a snap of his fingers and a flourish of the lace at his cuffs. He
laid his hands flat on the chestnut wood, eyes fixed unblinking on the reflected flame of the candle

 I sat in a corner, content to watch and listen; Casuel could do the talking. What I wanted was Planir,
who presumably had the power to curb this Velindre, told of her arrival here, just in case she had some
private ambition that might threaten all I was working for. I had no reason to suspect her, but then again
no reason to trust her. I didn’t particularly trust Planir either, having suffered the charming ruthlessness of
Hadrumal’s Archmage on my own account, but I knew he would always defend his own interests and for
the moment those marched in step with mine and those of the House of D’Olbriot.

 The candle flame burned yellow then darkened to a bloody orange, the colour tainting the reflection.
Shimmering across the mirror, magic began to slowly revolve like water stirred with a rod. Where a
hollow might have appeared in swirling liquid, a hole in the very fabric of the air spread across the metal
surface, elements yielding to the arcane influence of the mage-born. Casuel was frowning, jaw set in utter
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concentration, the barest movement of light reflecting from a gold ring on one taut finger. Even after all the
times I’d seen Casuel do this, I felt my spine tense at such an inexplicable manipulation of the natural
order.

 An image appeared in the mirror, magic reflecting the Archmage sat at a table in his study. I recognised it
from my own unwilling visit to Hadrumal, a room of elegant furnishings and deadly purpose. Some instinct
lifted his dark head and he looked directly across the countless leagues down through Casuel’s spell, fine
black brows lifted in surprise. “Yes?”

 “The colonists have arrived,” said Casuel, speaking rather rapidly. “They had trouble making landfall
because Urlan injured himself in a fall.”

 “Badly?” Planir leaned forward, face intent. “Have you seen him?”

 “Not yet, it’s his legs you see, he’s been taken to the infirmary.” Casuel sounded like a slack apprentice
trying to excuse himself to my father.

 Small in the mirror, the Archmage’s image nodded abruptly before gesturing in unmistakable dismissal.
“Go and see him for yourself and then bespeak me again at once.” My father had no time for underlings
coming to him with tales of a task half done either.

 Casuel cleared his throat. “Velindre arrived in Bremilayne on the same tide. It seems she’s eager to
speak to D’Alsennin.”

 “Is she?” Planir’s tone was noncommittal, but even at this distance I could see his lean face was
unsmiling.

 Casuel was nonplussed. “So what should I do? What should I say to her?”

 Giving her some credit for saving the stricken ship would be a good start, I thought silently.

 “You make the introductions she seeks.” Planir sounded faintly surprised that Casuel needed to ask.
“And you make note of her questions, whom she asks them of and the replies she receives. Then you tell
me.”

 Casuel preened himself visibly at the idea of being thus taken into the Archmage’s confidence. It looked
more like a fool’s naivety being used against him to me as Planir’s mouth curved like the merciless smile
of a shark.

 “Is she seeking some advancement?” persisted Casuel. “She always says mastery of her element is more
important than rank within the halls or recognition by the Council.” His bemusement was plain; that
someone might disdain the status that he so ineffectually craved.

 I heard Planir drum his fingers on the table in an uncharacteristic betrayal of tension. “I’ve heard her
name mentioned as a possible candidate for Cloud-Mistress,” he said lightly. “I’d be interested if she
were to say anything that suggests her own thoughts turn that way. Though you’re not to raise the subject
yourself, Casuel, understand?”

 “But Otrick is Cloud-Master,” frowned Casuel.

 “Indeed,” Planir replied flatly. “And will remain so, whatever Troanna might say.”
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 But that old wizard was locked in enchanted unconsciousness, laid low by aetheric malice along with so
many others in the fight for Kellarin the summer before, souring the triumph I’d shared with Temar, the
mercenaries backing him and the mages who’d paid them. Finding some means of restoring those
unfortunates ranked high among the obligations prompting me to continued service to Messire D’Olbriot.
Fortunately, as a leading Prince of the Empire, the Sieur was foremost among those backing the search
for lore to counter Elietimm enchantments. That’s why I had spent the first half of the year shepherding
Casuel round distant dusty libraries while my beloved Livak had taken herself clear across the Old
Empire on a quest for knowledge held by the ancient races of wood and mountain.

 Planir’s next words diverted me from wondering how she might be faring. “Ryshad, good day to you.”

 I couldn’t prevent a faint start of surprise; I’d been thinking the spell wouldn’t reach to my distant seat.
“Archmage.” I gave the amber-tinted reflection a nod but moved no closer.

 “I heard from Usara a few days ago,” Planir continued in friendly fashion. “Livak’s keeping well. They’re
heading north to see what Mountain sagas might teach us all.”

 “Did they find anything of note in theGreatForest ?” asked Casuel anxiously. He’d been voluble in his
contempt for Livak’s theory that archaic traditions could hold unknown wisdom, so any success on her
part would make him look a mighty fool. Armed with a book of old songs she insisted held hints of lost
enchantments, Livak had set off determined to prove him wrong.

 “Nothing conclusive has come to light.” The Archmage raised his hand again and the glow in the mirror
flared bright. “If there’s nothing else, I’ve much to attend to here, as you know.”

 “Give Usara my regards the next time you bespeak him.” The shimmering void closed in on itself, leaving
no more than an after-image burned on the back of my eye. I blinked, not sure if Planir had heard me or
not. Still, at least I knew Livak was in good health and I hugged that knowledge close. She was with
Usara, and I reminded myself that it wasn’t magic I mistrusted, just certain mages. Usara was competent
and honest and that weighed heavy in the scales against Planir’s deviousness and Casuel’s mean spirit.

 “I’d better see how Urlan is.” Casuel was looking abstracted. “Then I’d better review my notes, to get
questions for D’Alsennin clear in my mind.” And to remind himself of those few fragments of possible
knowledge he’d pieced together from scraps of unheeded parchment and books faded with age. He’d
want something of his own to mention casually to Planir, to counter anything Livak might find in theForest
or the Mountains. She’d certainly crow loud and long over him if she returned successful, so I could
hardly blame Casuel for that. I stifled my recurrent longing for her exuberant company by reminding
myself I’d agreed to her trip, so I should hardly be complaining about her absence. And her quest was
only one half of the two-handed plan we hoped would secure us a future together, and Casuel wouldn’t
be the only one feeling the lash of her tongue if Livak returned to find I’d failed to play my part. Smiling at
that thought, I recovered my damp cloak from its hook. “I’ll go and see how they are getting on at the
dock.”

 Casuel was already deep in his books; so much for his concern for his fellow mage. I left him to it and
went back down the hill to the harbour. Seeing Glannar’s men at their ease in front of the barred
warehouse door, I looked for Temar. He was standing amid burly dockers, counting out coin into the
gang-leader’s calloused palm.

 “A fair rate for the day,” I observed, calculating the Tormalin Crowns bright in the man’s filthy hand. The
docker grunted noncommittally.

Page  15



 “But with the weather hardly fair, I think something over for the cold and the wet.” Temar dropped a
couple of silver Marks on to the gold and a grudging smile lifted the docker’s lip to reveal stained brown
teeth.

 “Pleasure to do business with you, Esquire,” he nodded before stowing the coin securely in a money belt
and whistling up his crew with a gesture towards a nearby tavern.

 “You don’t want to get a reputation as an easy touch,” I warned Temar.

 He shrugged, unconcerned. “If the ships of Kel Ar’Ayen are known to pay well, we will never lack for
labour to get them unloaded.” He nodded towards the ship that had brought Velindre. “So who is this
wizard that I owe my life? How does she arrive in so timely a fashion?”

 “Her name’s Velindre, but that’s all I know of her,” I admitted reluctantly. “She says she’s interested in
the winds and currents of Kellarin’s coast, but Planir thinks she may have ambitions to make a name for
herself in Hadrumal.”

 “If she hopes for a salvage due, she had best get in line behind those others looking to make a claim on
the colony,” said Temar lightly.

 I looked at him, assessing the hint of seriousness in his words. With an easy assumption of D’Olbriot
authority over Kellarin running through the idle gossip of sworn and chosen over the last season, I’d been
the only one suggesting the game might play out differently.

 “Temar!” A thin woman came striding over the cobbles towards us, hood falling back from brown hair
liberally streaked with grey and concern deepening the lines of age in her face. Though the rain had all but
ceased, she was wiping her face in unthinking, repetitive gestures, speaking rapidly to Temar. Her speech
was too thick with the intonation of Old Toremal for me, but I recognised her as the Demoiselle Tor
Arrial, one of Kellarin’s few other surviving nobility. Temar nodded and looked at me. “Avilawishes to
know where we are to lodge. Most of the crew and other passengers are claiming rooms in these inns.”

 “We have everything you need made ready at the Shrine of Ostrin.” I spoke slowly in my most formal
accent. Avila Tor Arrial looked at me sharply, one chapped hand clutching a cloak pin set with rubies
and pale rose diamonds at her throat. After a pause she nodded and her gesture needed no translation,
so I led the way, leaving behind the ramshackle dock-side for the more regular streets around the circle
of Ostrin’s walls.

 “I thought there were supposed to be more of you,” I remarked to Temar.

 He shrugged. “When it came to it, they all found reasons to stay. The more we talk to the sailors, to the
mages, the more we learn how our world has changed. At least in Kellarin we know what we are dealing
with.” He fell silent and we walked without speaking until we reached the embrace of Ostrin’s walls.

 “It’s this way.” I wavedAvila through the gate welcoming all comers into the stone circle. The broad
gravel sweep inside was busy with new arrivals, two coaches unloading a vociferous family presumably
taking ship to north or south.

 “Perhaps they were right to stay,” murmured Temar, eyes wide as he looked back out of the gate at the
thriving town. “It is all so different, nothing as I remember it.”
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 “Let’s get you warm,” I urged, seeing a pallor I didn’t like in his face.

 He followed me without protest to the comfortable guest house behind the main shrine to Ostrin.
Maidservants were busy about the hospitality that is ever the god’s chief concern, offering soft towels,
ewers of warm water and hot tisanes to stiff and chilled arrivals, porters discreetly depositing battered
luggage in bedchambers.

 “There are rooms reserved here for you and the Demoiselle Tor Arrial.” I led Temar up the broad
stairway, wooden panelling gleaming with years of dedicated polish. “The sailors and mercenaries can
shift for themselves in the inns but Messire thought you would welcome some privacy.” The exaggerated
tales of the mariners and freebooters could supply sufficient grist to satisfy the rumour mill, so there was
no need to expose Temar to intrusive curiosity.

 That thought sparked another as I opened the door to the room I’d chosen for Temar. “The mage
Velindre has invited herself to dine with me and Casuel this evening. Why don’t you andAvila eat in the
upper parlour?”

 Temar halted on the threshold to give me a narrow look before shrugging. “As you see fit.”

 “There’s clean linen, shaving soap, razor.” I nodded at the washstand. “I’m next door if you need
anything else.” I hesitated, wondering whether to offer companionship or allow the lad some solitude to
gather his thoughts. A footfall behind me heralded a maidservant with a steaming jug of water so I
stepped aside to let her pass.

 “You must want to change.” Temar nodded at my sodden leather boots. His tight smile didn’t quite meet
his eyes so I took the hint and withdrew, pulling his door closed.

 A quick trip to the kitchens housed across the courtyard meant I could leave my cloak in the drying
room and once I was satisfied that my orders for the evening’s meals were clearly understood I hurried
back to the guest house. I found Casuel and Allin squaring up to each other in the main hall. Her high
colour was cruelly unflattering but her folded arms were braced with resolve. Casuel, clutching a folded
bundle of white, looked more baffled than annoyed.

 My arrival gave Allin the chance to escape. “I’ll see you both at dinner.” With her curtsey a touch too
hurried, she walked away just fast enough to betray her eagerness to flee.

 “I only asked her to do some mending,” said Casuel crossly.

 “I’m sure one of the maids would be glad of the extra work,” I suggested. “It’ll only cost you a few
pennies and I don’t suppose a wizard’s linen is any different to anyone else’s.”

 The realisation that he was standing there holding his small clothes for any passer-by to see sent Casuel
scurrying up the stairs. Following at a more leisurely pace, I shed my soaked clothes gratefully, getting my
blood flowing again with warm water and vigorous towelling before having a contemplative shave. I
needed to know what Temar hoped to achieve on this visit, I decided, and some clue as to Velindre’s
business would be useful. Concluding that it wouldn’t hurt to remind her of my standing with D’Olbriot, I
dressed in the elegant attire my new status entitled me to claim from Toremal’s finest tailors at Messire’s
expense. The price to me was wearing a mossy green that I didn’t particularly care for. A knock on my
door came as I was buttoning my shirt. It was the Steward of the Shrine with a query about how long we
were staying and just how many rooms were required, so I took up my more prosaic duties once more.
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 The Shrine of Ostrin, Bremilayne,
9th of For-Summer in the Third Year of

Tadriol the Provident, Evening

 Temar lay down on the bed and hid his head beneath a down-filled pillow. Clamping it tight over his ears
shut out the noises of the guest house: a man passing his door with a shouted query, someone else’s
demands for fresh towels, the rough bumping of heavy burdens dragged up the wooden stairs. But he
couldn’t banish the memories assailing him, the agony of the injured mage, the frantic prayers of his
companions that Dastennin calm the sea, that Larasion quell the winds, that Saedrin spare them. The foul
and desperate curses of the sailors echoed in his memory, the groans of ship’s timbers stressed beyond
endurance, the wicked crack of snapping rope and the scream of someone lashed by the vicious ends.
After all they had been through, after all they had endured, he and his companions had nearly drowned,
so close to shore, within very sight of safety, all their hopes and those of the colony they had left behind
sunk beneath Dastennin’s malice to feed the scavenging crabs.

 Time passed unnoticed until loud disagreement from the room above forced itself into Temar’s misery.
He emerged red-faced from beneath the pillow, tears and dirt smeared on his face. One shrewish voice
rose indignant, prompting a harsh response that rang through the floorboards.

 Temar couldn’t make out the meaning. How was he ever going to make good his bold boasts to Guinalle
when it took all his concentration just to comprehend what people were saying? Albarn, Brive, all the
others, they’d turned back from this insane attempt to revisit the world they had lost and no one had
thought the worse of them. Why couldn’t he have done the same?

 Because his rank denied him that freedom: Temar could almost hear Guinalle’s terse reply, for all that
she was half a world away. Because he had a duty to his people and the only way he could fulfil his
obligations was to risk the ocean crossing and all that he might find in this strangely changed Tormalin.
For whatever reason, by whatever means, Saedrin had entrusted those people to his care, and if he
failed—Temar shivered. He would have no words to excuse his failure when he came to knock on the
door to the Otherworld and seek admittance from the god who held the keys. And what would Guinalle
think of him hiding his head like a child afraid of Eldritch-men creeping out of the shadows?

 Temar went numbly about the business of a much needed wash, oblivious to the luxuries of the room.
Raising a blade to his face was beyond him, he realised, finding his hands shaking so badly that he spilled
soapy foam all over the marble washstand. Scowling fiercely, he forced himself to concentrate on
mopping up the trivial mess and the dread oppressing him faded a little until a knock on the door set his
heart pounding. “Enter,” he managed to say before his voice cracked.

 The door opened andAvila slid into the room, her faded eyes hollow in a face grey with fatigue. “So, are
you comfortable?” It was a meaningless question, Temar realised, just an excuse to come and find him.

 “After the privations of Kel Ar’Ayen?” He gestured at the snowy linen of the bed, the polished floor and
the curtains embroidered with Ostrin’s faithful hounds. “I’ll sleep through the chimes and back again,
given half a chance.”
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 “I doubt we’ll get that.”Avila summoned a faint smile. “Are there any others from the ship lodging here?”

 “No.” Temar tried to mask his own regret. His friends among the sailors and mercenaries might have
been little more than casual acquaintances but he’d rather spend the evening sharing a flagon of ale with
them than dining alone withAvila . This trip was going to be trial enough without her bracing criticism
constantly at his elbow.

 The great bell of the shrine broke into the awkward silence with its unexpected peal. As the master note
struck eight times, Temar realisedAvila ’s eyes were edged with white, her taut face reflecting his own
myriad anxieties. Perhaps he wouldn’t have to spend the evening trying to deflect her usual challenges
after all. Seeing the normally assertive woman so subdued put perverse heart into Temar.

 “A true sound of home, which must mean it’s time to eat.” He forced an encouraging smile, butAvila
looked askance at him. “Try something sweet, or a little wine, just to settle your stomach?”

 “Your appetite’s not suffered then.” Her sceptical tone was a faint echo of her normal forthrightness.

 Temar held out his arm, and asAvila took it they walked downstairs. His boots fell heavy on the
floorboards, in contrast to the whisper ofAvila ’s soft shoes, and abruptly the fleeting confidence buoying
him fled. All at once Temar felt weary to his very bones and complex qualms filled his belly, leaving him
no wish for food. But a lad in what must be a livery of the shrine bowed to them as he arrived with a tray
of covered dishes and Temar followed him to a south-facing room furnished with simple elegance. If old
ways still held true, all this was gifts from those grateful for Ostrin’s hospitality, Temar recalled. AsAvila
released his arm, he went to stand at a broad bay window looking out across the ocean. A bright blue
sky was streaked with white clouds tinged with gold, the sun making some amends before retreating
behind the mountains lifting a dark shadow to the west. Temar shoved clenched fists deep into breeches
pockets to stop their trembling as he looked at the sea, sparkling and serene with no hint of the fury that
had so nearly been the death of them all.

 “Here you are, Demoiselle, Esquire.” The lackey was laying out dishes on the table as he spoke.
“There’s pease with leek and fennel, sheatfish in onion sauce, mutton with rosemary, and mushrooms in
wine. Now, ring if there’s anything else you need.” He placed a little silver bell next to the place he was
laying for Temar and startled him with a quick wink before going on his way.

 Temar’s battered spirits revived a little. Perhaps he and the other folk of Kel Ar’Ayen weren’t too far
removed from their long-lost relatives. That thought set him wondering where Ryshad might be.

 “Now what do you suppose those two want?”Avila ignored the food, joining Temar at the window and
looking down on the paths and lawns of the shrine. “I’m more than a little tired of these wizards treating
us like some freak show.”

 Temar watched two women emerge from another guest house and found he sharedAvila ’s weary
annoyance. “Probably hotfoot with the usual curiosity about Kel Ar’Ayen and its fate.”

 “These so-called scholars don’t appreciate we’ve a new life to build, as surely as when we first made
landfall,” saidAvila tartly.

 “They are helping, most of them,” Temar protested, forcing himself to be fair. “Without the mages of
Hadrumal, we’d all still be locked in enchanted darkness.”

 “Are we expected to repay that debt forever?” sniffedAvila .
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 Temar didn’t know how to answer that, but she turned away to pour herself a goblet of rich red wine
from a crystal jug. “Please give my apologies to the servants, but this is all too rich for me to stomach.”
She took a piece of fine white bread from an ornate silver basket. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

 Temar watched her go with mingled relief and dismay. It wasn’t as if he particularly likedAvila , still
convinced she’d some hand in Guinalle’s refusal to accept the love he offered, but the acerbic Demoiselle
was the only person he knew on this side of the ocean.

 He lifted the lid on one of the silver dishes but his gorge rose at the spicy scent of the mutton. He poured
himself some wine. No,Avila wasn’t the only person he knew here. There was Ryshad. Was the sworn
man going to prove the true friend he’d seemed the year before? Temar sipped the excellent vintage and
tried to ignore a mocking memory of his self-assured boasts to Guinalle before sailing. It was his duty to
serve Kel Ar’Ayen by presenting their needs to the nobility gathered for Solstice in Toremal, and he’d
surrender that to no man, he’d told her.

 Now he wondered just what he would find there, seeing how this one little town was so fearfully
changed.

 He needed Ryshad’s help, that much was certain. Setting down his wine, Temar opened the parlour
door, but as he did so a hall lackey opened the main door to the two lady mages and Temar hesitated,
pushing the door to.

 “You owe Casuel a certain duty of gratitude. He recognised your affinity and brought you to Hadrumal.
That does not entitle him to treat you as his personal maid.” Velindre sounded a worthy match forAvila at
her most abrasive.

 Temar smiled a little as he held the parlour door open a crack and watched the lackey usher the women
into a dining salon.

 “My lady Velindre Ychane and my lady Allin Mere.” The grace titles seemed entirely appropriate as the
taller mage swept elegantly into the room, Allin at her heel visibly unsure of herself. Temar sympathised
ruefully.

 “Good evening.”

 Temar clicked his tongue in annoyance as he heard Ryshad’s courteous greeting. There would be no
chance to speak to him in private now. As he wondered what to do, the other mage, Casuel
Something-Or-Other, bustled down the stairs, all ill-disguised curiosity and smoothing a full-skirted coat
of rich tan velvet as he hurried into the dining room. The fool was going to be uncomfortably hot in that,
thought Temar uncharitably. No, Guinalle was always rebuking him for that kind of rapid judgement.
Temar rubbed a hand over his long jaw. If he was ever going to make Guinalle change her mind about
him, he had to succeed in this voyage. Unknown wizards intent on their own concerns could be a real
thorn in his shoe. Temar walked softly down the hallway and listened at the dining salon door.

 “Are the colonists not joining us?” That was Velindre. An artless question, Temar thought, but why ask
when she could plainly see they weren’t?

 “Not tonight.” Ryshad was courteous as always. “So, what’s your interest in Kellarin?” Courteous but
blunt when need be. Temar grinned.
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 “A passing one,” the mage replied readily enough. “I’m only interested in so far as it relates to the
Elietimm threat.”

 Temar felt his skin crawl and fancied the chill silence filling the room was nigh on palpable through the
door.

 “We have no reason to suppose they have abandoned their ambitions to territory beyond their own
islands,” Velindre continued easily.

 “And you saw no need to seek Planir’s permission or guidance before involving yourself in concerns that
reach as high as the Emperor himself?” asked Casuel waspishly.

 “Not for a few general enquiries, no,” Velindre said coolly.

 Casuel cleared his throat. “The Elietimm were comprehensively rebuffed when they tried to seize
Kellarin last year. It’s clear enough their scheming in Tormalin before that was part of their search for the
lost colony. They’ll know they are overmatched now and abandon such adventures.”

 Temar shut his eyes on vivid recollection; black-hearted Elietimm raiders shattering their dream of a new
life over the ocean, murdering friends and mentors, forcing the trapped survivors to insane trust in the
half-understood enchantment that was their only hope of refuge. Bloody visions of carnage hovered at the
edge of his mind’s eye while the screams of the slaughtered sounded silently in his ears.

 “We held our own in the fight for Kellarin only because Temar and I were able to kill their enchanter.”
Ryshad contradicted Casuel and Temar opened his eyes. “Fortunately Elietimm troops are so in thrall, be
it through enchantment or simple terror, that once their leaders are dead the rest surrender. As long as
their enchanters survive, they are a lethal foe.”

 “Their earlier crimes in Tormalin first got you involved?” Velindre evidently wanted Ryshad to confirm
what she had already learned. Wizards were all like that, Temar mused, never taking anything on trust.

 “A nephew of Messire D’Olbriot was attacked, robbed and left for dead. I was pursuing those
responsible when I met Darni, the Archmage’s agent, and learned of his interest in the matter.” Ryshad’s
voice was emotionless, but Temar knew the truth of the swordsman’s desperate battles for life and liberty
as he sought his master’s revenge. He wondered bleakly if he’d ever match Ryshad’s self-possession.

 “Which is when these people were first traced to islands in the far ocean,” Casuel hurried to fill the
silence Ryshad had let fall. “And we first identified their peculiar magic”

 And the men of those ice-girt islands were descendants of the self-same Elietimm who massacred the
first colonists of Kel Ar’Ayen, who forced them into enchanted sleep as the only means of saving
themselves. Waking so many generations adrift from the world they’d known still to be assailed by the
same foul enemy was a torment worthy of Poldrion’s own demons. Temar set his jaw. Common foes
meant common cause and, with the Elietimm already enemies of princes such as D’Olbriot, the colonists
could look for help this time. Whatever else had changed in the endless years of their sleep, the
fundamentals of honour were untarnished.

 Velindre was speaking again, her voice hard and low, and Temar strained to hear. “Aetheric magic,
some sorcery that the mage-born cannot comprehend, let alone wield.” As with most wizards Temar had
encountered since waking to this strangely changed world, Velindre clearly felt this a personal affront to
her own curious powers. Was that her reason for being here?
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 “Which we now know to be the magic of the Old Empire?” That safe contribution had to be from the
younger woman, Allin.

 “What the ancients called Artifice,” Ryshad confirmed, an encouraging note in his voice. “But when the
Empire fell into the Chaos, nearly all such knowledge was lost.”

 “Meaningless superstition peddled by priests and shrines,” said Casuel tartly. “Not worthy to be called
magic”

 How dared this overdressed fool judge something he knew less than nothing about? Artifice had held
together a greater Empire than any this age would ever see. Temar reached for the door handle but
someone unexpected was setting Casuel right.

 “Elietimm enchantments rend minds and twist wills. Worse, mage-born working their own spells are
peculiarly vulnerable to attack,” snapped Velindre. “Cloud-Master Otrick lies in a deathless sleep thanks
to these scum. Until we can counter their sorcery, the Elietimm are a potent threat to wizardry, whether
they cross the ocean this summer or in a generation hence.”

 “They’re just as much a threat to Tormalin,” Ryshad pointed out in moderate tones. “I wouldn’t wager a
lead penny against them crossing the ocean again inside a couple of seasons. I’ve visited the barren rocks
they call home. No one would live there given a choice. That’s why Planir and Messire D’Olbriot sent
last year’s expedition in search of the lost colony. Finding some knowledge of Artifice to combat
Elietimm enchantment was reckoned worth the risks.”

 No, it hadn’t been some selfless bid to rescue those unfortunates lost in the toils of ancient magic,
thought Temar glumly. He was tired of hearing Kel Ar’Ayen always discussed in terms of its utility to
other people.

 “The colony’s rediscovery must have tongues wagging from the Astmarsh to theCapeofWinds ,”
ventured Allin.

 “Hundreds of people hidden in a cavern over countless generations, bodies uncorrupted by time or
decay while the very essence of their being was locked in some inanimate artefact.” There was
unmistakable challenge in Velindre’s tone. “I still find it incredible.”

 That was quite enough. Temar opened the door. “Incredible or not, I am living proof that it is so.” There
are scant people you owe a bent knee to, he reminded himself, summoning all the poise he’d learned as a
nobleman in the final days of the Old Empire.

 “Temar, may I make known Velindre Ychane, mage of Hadrumal, and Allin Mere, also a wizard.”
Ryshad fetched an extra chair from the side of the room without comment. “Ladies, I have the honour to
present Temar, Esquire D’Alsennin.”

 “The honour is all mine.” Temar made a low bow.

 “Wine?” offered Ryshad. “We have a white from the western slopes of Kalavere, which should be
good, or a Sitalcan red, which I’m afraid I don’t know.”

 “White, thank you.”
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 Ryshad saluted Temar with the goblet as he passed it over and then rang a small silver bell. Temar took
his seat.

 “So what was it like?” Velindre fixed Temar with an intent look. She wore a plain, round-necked gown
of fine indigo wool, her face free of any cosmetic and her only jewellery a chain of silver around her neck
carrying no pendant or jewel. Long blonde hair was braided in a plait with tidily trimmed ends
sun-bleached nearly to white. Temar guessed her a handful or more years Ryshad’s senior.

 “Like sleeping, mostly, with some dreams like those of a fever,” Temar replied with bland composure.
He wasn’t about to elaborate on his turbulent visions of those who’d unwittingly borne the sword holding
his consciousness locked deep within it.

 Velindre was about to pursue this but a maid entered with a tray. Ryshad alerted her to lay an extra
place in front of Temar with a quick gesture and everyone sat in silence, watching the lass set down a
sauceboat alongside a dish of pork braised in wine and green oil.

 “Superstition or not, you can trust those serving Ostrin to keep their vow of discretion,” Ryshad said
with some force as the girl departed with an uncertain backward glance.

 “You were caught up in this enchantment, weren’t you?” Velindre challenged him.

 “Thanks to the contrivance of Archmage Planir.” Ryshad leaned back in his chair, rolling rich red wine
round in the engraved glass he had cupped in one hand. “He ensured I was given Temar’s sword. I
dreamed of Temar and the colony as it had been so long ago. That gave the final clues to finding the
cavern.”

 Temar managed to meet the older man’s half-smile with a nod of his own. The terrors of madness both
had suffered, the struggle for identity and mastery over Ryshad’s body as Temar, all unwitting, had
struggled to break free of the enchantment: that was no one’s business but their own.

 Velindre was patently not satisfied and turned back to Temar. “I hear you have an Adept of Artifice with
you?”

 “Avila Tor Arrial,” replied Temar, striving for Ryshad’s self-possession. “The Demoiselle wishes to learn
what has become of her House in the generations since we slept. She also wants to see if anything
remains of the lore this very shrine was founded to husband.” Temar doubted that, now he’d seen the
place so altered.

 Velindre frowned. “I thought Guinalle Tor Priminal was the foremost practitioner of this Artifice?”

 “She is,” agreed Temar. “Which is why her first obligation remains to the colony she originally crossed
the ocean to succour and support.” The endless frozen years hadn’t changed that; whatever love he might
one day win from Guinalle would never outweigh her sense of duty.

 “We all have our responsibilities.” Velindre let slip a smile of considerable charm. “But I feel she could
clarify so many of the mysteries that plague us.”

 “Guinalle is working with scholars ofCol and Vanam,” pointed out Ryshad mildly. “Those that are
prepared to cross the ocean, at least.”

 “We are finding much of interest within the archives of the great Houses of Tormalin,” remarked Casuel
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loftily, anxious not to be kept out of the conversation. “My colleagues and I are daily identifying new
aspects of aetheric magic”

 “You always had an aptitude for searching through dusty documents, Cas.” Velindre nodded at the table
as the maid reappeared with a laden tray. “I think we should eat, don’t you?” She helped herself to
chicken breast and green herb dumplings.

 “More wine, Allin?” Ryshad proffered the carafe.

 “White, please, just half a glass.”

 Temar thought about teasing the lass with some remark about such decorous abstinence; they were
much of an age, a clear double handful of years younger than either Casuel or Ryshad. Remembering she
was a wizard, he decided against it. The table was well supplied with food and Temar noticed the dishes
he’d abandoned had been brought in. To his surprise he realised his stomach was threatening to growl
like a beggar’s dog. He passed Ryshad a dish of lobster in lovage and cider sauce and reached for the
plate of boiled ham and figs that caught his eye. Whatever it was Velindre wanted to know, she seemed
satisfied for the present, and Temar was content to eat and listen as the mages swapped news of people
he didn’t know. Velindre and Ryshad compared their experiences of the southern ports of Toremal, and
Casuel tried to interest people in his theories on the political situation in Caladhria.

 Allin made few contributions to the conversation, and none without blushing, but when the maids were
clearing the table she turned to Temar with a shy smile. “Are there many differences between this meal
and those—before?”

 “Not so many,” he replied with some surprise at the realisation. “But there can be only so many ways of
cooking, and meat, fish or fowl remain the same.” A maid reached past him with porcelain bowls of
sweetmeats while a steward set out decanters of sweet wine and cordials.

 Allin nibbled a little pastry stuffed with nuts and raisins. “You sound quite Lescari, did you know that?
Do you know people from there?”

 Temar nodded. “Most of those who came to fight for Kel Ar’Ayen last year were from Lescar. Many
chose to stay on and help in our rebuilding and they hope to bring friends to start a new life with us. I
have doubtless picked up something of their tongue.”

 Allin drew so sharp a breath she choked on her mouthful. Temar hastily offered her glass but she pushed
his hand away as she struggled to control her coughs. “Mercenaries!” she spat. “Nurse a wolf cub at
your hearth and it’ll still eat your sheep. Be more careful whom you trust.”

 Temar looked a frantic question at Ryshad, mortified to have caused offence.

 “Your family has suffered in the fighting, I take it?” Ryshad asked Allin sympathetically.

 “We used to live just north of Carluse.” The girl was scarlet to the roots of her hair but managed a
hoarse reply. “Sharlac mercenaries burned us out and we fled to Caladhria.”

 “Which is where I identified the girl’s talent,” piped up Casuel. “And now she is your pupil?” He looked
at Velindre with ill-disguised annoyance.

 “Forgive me,” said Temar soberly to Allin. “I know nothing of modern Lescar. In my day it was a
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peaceful province of the Empire.” But he should have remembered it had been rent by civil war for ten
generations or more. He saw his own thoughts reflected in Ryshad’s alert brown eyes. How would
Temar hold his own among the Princes and courts of Toremal, so ignorant of politics within and beyond
the Empire’s reduced borders? More important things had changed than the way people spoke or
sauced their dinners.

 “So, Velindre, will you be travelling to Toremal with us?” Casuel persisted, his voice loud in the
awkward silence. Ryshad silently passed Allin a dish of honey-soaked sops of toasted bread to give her
time to recover her composure.

 Velindre inclined her head towards Ryshad. “I take it you are going to the capital for the Solstice
Festival?”

 He nodded as he filled small glasses from a decanter of white brandy. “Messire D’Olbriot is keen to
introduce Esquire D’Alsennin to the Houses of the Empire.”

 “I should like to meet the Demoiselle Tor Arrial before you go,” Velindre said firmly. “To learn
something of Artifice and its uses. You’ll be sparing a few days to rest?”

 Ryshad looked at Temar who shrugged uncertainly. “It may be a day or so beforeAvila ’s recovered
from the voyage.”

 “We’ll most certainly wait,” Casuel frowned. “The moons aren’t fit for travel! The lesser will be past the
half in a few nights and the greater is nigh on full dark.”

 “I’d rather keep days in hand to rest the horses along the way,” Ryshad disputed. “Solstice doesn’t wait
for Saedrin or anyone else.”

 “How do we travel?” Temar enquired.

 “By horse,” Ryshad stated firmly.

 “Coach,” contradicted Casuel, looking obstinate.

 “I’ll risk saddle sores over coach sickness, thanks all the same,” Temar said lightly. “ButAvila may think
otherwise.”

 “Well I intend to drive, even if no one else does,” Casuel snapped.

 “I never cease to be thankful for the magecraft that saves me from such choices,” Velindre smiled. “I’ll
see Urlan safely back to Hadrumal, Cas, and after that I imagine we’ll see you at the Festival. For the
present, we’ll leave you with your wine. Come on, Allin.” Temar watched as Velindre made her exit with
the poise of a noble from any age of the Empire.

 Casuel looked after her with some irritation. “I was about to say I would bespeak assistance for Urlan.
It’s just—”

 Ryshad spoke over the mage with a wicked smile as he refilled Temar’s glass. “In Toremal, we swap
indecorous stories once the ladies have left.”

 Temar laughed as Casuel drew an indignant breath. “Something else not changed, for all the generations
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I have missed.”

 “But there are many things you do need to know.” Casuel leaned forward, face eager. “I made some
preliminary notes, but we need to identify particular areas of concern—”

 “Not tonight, if you please,” Temar pleaded.

 “Give the lad a chance to catch his breath,” Ryshad chided Casuel genially.

 Temar suddenly felt exhausted. He set down his half-finished glass with an unsteady hand. “I’ll gladly
learn all I may from you and you’ll have my thanks, but for now I’ll bid you good night.”

 “Arimelin send you pleasant dreams,” said Ryshad.

 Temar looked sharply at him but saw nothing but good will in the man’s face. “And to you,” he
stammered before hurrying from the room.

 The Shrine of Ostrin, Bremilayne,
10th of For-Summer in the Third Year of Tadriol

the Provident, Morning

 It’s such a commonplace to wish the goddess send someone refreshing dreams that the words were out
of my mouth before I’d realised what I was saying. Temar’s startled look set nervous fingers plucking at
the back of my own mind and, once I’d bid Casuel good night, I climbed the candlelit stairs of the guest
house with uncommon reluctance. I’d thought nigh on a year of being alone in my own head had cured
me of the horrors of having my mind invaded by another’s, but it seemed not. I even considered going
back for a flask of some liquor to drown any dreams but sternly reminded myself I’d found such
remedies ineffective enough in my callow youth. Uncomfortably aware of Temar’s presence in the next
room, I resolutely diverted my thoughts by speculating what Livak might be up to and listened to the
chimes of the shrine sounding well into the night.

 Arimelin must have been busy elsewhere. When I finally fell asleep I didn’t dream of my red-haired
beloved or anything else and woke to a clear sunny morning. Washed, shaved and dressed in short
order, I was downstairs early enough to startle a servant girl sweeping the hall floor.

 “We’re done in the dining salon, sir.” She sent a cloud of dust out of the open door billow in a golden
haze. “You can make yourself a tisane or I can fetch you something from the kitchens?”

 I shook my head. “I’ll breakfast with everyone else.”
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 The sideboard in the salon was laid with delicate ceramic cups and an array of jars with silver tags
around their necks identifying the herbs and spices within. A kettle sat on a small charcoal stove set in the
fireplace, puffing gentle wisps of steam up the chimney. I was finding a spoon when the door opened
behind me and I turned to see Temar looking much better for a good night’s sleep.

 “Tisane?” I dangled a pierced silver ball by its chain.

 Temar gave a brief smile but his wolf-pale eyes were still wary. “We use scraps of muslin in Kel
Ar’Ayen.”

 “Like most people this side of the ocean.” I clicked the little sphere open and spooned in some lemon
balm. “But noble guests are accustomed to their little luxuries.”

 Temar made some noise that could have been agreement or not. He studied the crystal jars before
helping himself to some red-stemmed mint. “Back in my day, this shrine was a place set aside for the
contemplation and study of Artifice.” A broader smile cracked his rather solemn expression. “ ‘Back in
my day’; I sound like some grandsire lamenting his lost youth.” The smile faded. “Well, it’s certainly lost,
along with my grandsire and everyone else I ever knew.”

 “But you have new friends,” I said encouragingly. “And the House of D’Olbriot will welcome you as
warmly as one of their own.”

 Temar was staring out of the window, tisane forgotten. “I knew it was all gone, that they were all gone,
but in Kel Ar’Ayen things aren’t so different, not to how it was when we first arrived. We’d lost all we’d
worked for but we knew that, with the Elietimm destroying everything as we fled—” His voice trailed off
into uncertainty.

 I took the tisane ball from his unresisting hands and added some bittertooth, my mother’s specific for
low spirits. “And now you’re here?” Fetching the kettle, I poured water into both cups, hoping no one
would interrupt us.

 Temar sighed, lacing his long fingers round the cup’s comforting warmth. “I don’t know where I am.
Bremilayne was a fishing village, a few boats pulling crabs from the rocks.” We both looked down at the
sizeable fleet returning from the night’s fishing, seabirds wheeling within the massive curve of the harbour
wall. “The adepts founded their sanctuary here because the place was so isolated, of no use or interest to
anyone else. That has certainly changed.” He gestured at the imposing houses set around the equally
impressive precincts of the shrine.

 “The port deals with all the Gidestan trade,” I explained. “Goods from the mountains come down the
river to Inglis and are shipped down here.”

 “To be carried over the mountains to the west?” Temar nodded at a shallow cleft in the looming ridge.
“Even the skyline has changed. When did that landslip close the old route?”

 As he pointed I saw a hollow where a great mass of stone and earth had fallen from the heights in some
past age. The sprawl of broken ground wasn’t immediately obvious as trees tall enough to make ships’
masts dotted the scrub. “Not in my lifetime, or anyone since my great-grandsire’s, I should think,” I
admitted.

 “Perhaps I should ask your friend Casuel,” Temar suggested, and his half-smile encouraged me.
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 “I know something of what you’re feeling,” I reminded him.

 Temar sipped his drink and looked up with frank scepticism. “How so?”

 “The Aldabreshin Archipelago was as foreign a place to me as all this is to you,” I pointed out. “I found
my feet there. It’ll take us a good while to cross the country, and I warn you Casuel’s determined to
teach you all you need to know, and more besides, I’ll wager. In any case, Solstice Festival is only five
days, and once it’s over you can take ship back to Kellarin whenever you like.”

 Temar suddenly set his cup down. “I have not asked your pardon for my part in your enslavement.”

 I was taken aback. “You were hardly to know what was happening, caught up in the enchantment as
much as me. What’s done is gone and we need to be looking to the future, not turning over last autumn’s
leaves.” I managed to make something of a joke of it and in any case I blamed Planir far more than I’d
ever blame Temar.

 Temar studied my face and some of the tension left him.

 “And as far as we can tell, it was the Elietimm setting their claws in my mind that woke you in Relshaz
and set you searching for your lost companions,” I reminded him. Temar’s fellow colonists had been
sleeping like him, their enchanted minds held in seemingly innocent artefacts. Once roused, Temar’s
consciousness had overwhelmed my own, starting a frantic quest for one of those trinkets that had landed
me in chains. Taken for a thief, I’d been condemned to be sold into slavery to repay my so-called
victim’s losses. “That Elietimm enchanter we killed in Kellarin was the one who got the Aldabreshin
woman to buy me. He was after the sword that was linking me to you and the secrets of the colony.”
Even my anger with the wizards didn’t blind me to the true enemy here.

 “True enough.” Temar’s face hardened. “I have no doubt the Elietimm will attack us again, whatever
Master Devoir may say. We must have means to defend ourselves. I refuse to stay reliant on the
Archmage for protection.”

 “So what do you need?” I prompted.

 “First and most important we must recover the artefacts to restore those still held in enchantment,” said
Temar firmly. “Several of our most adept are still lost to us.”

 “How many are still asleep?” I stifled a shudder at the memory of that vast, chill cavern, dark beneath
the weight of rock as unchanged through the years as those frozen bodies beneath it.

 “Some three hundred and more.” Temar sounded surer of himself. “That is why I came for Solstice. It
has to be the best time to trace the missing artefacts, with all the great families gathered in the capital.”

 I nodded. “And Kellarin has gold, gems, furs, who knows what else to trade. Messire D’Olbriot has the
contacts to help you earn the coin to buy in tools, goods, skilled men, everything you need to rebuild. He
was saying Kellarin goods could rival the Gidestan trade inside five years.”

 “How much can I accomplish in five days?” Temar looked a little daunted.

 “I’ll be there to help,” I pointed out.

 “You are D’Olbriot’s man. You will be busy with your own duties,” he protested, but with evident hope

Page  28



I was going to contradict him.

 “You’ll be D’Olbriot’s guest,” I reminded him. “I’ll be your aide, at Messire’s direct order.” Which was
fortunate, since I’d have been doing all I could for Temar, with or without the Sieur’s permission.

 Faint sounds of the guest house rising for the day came from the rooms above us. I savoured the sharp
tang of lemon from my cooling cup.

 “You were not so keen to return to your patron’s service the last time we spoke,” Temar said
cautiously. “You were talking of striking out on your own with that girl of yours. Are you no longer
together?”

 “Livak?” I hesitated. “Well, yes and no. That is, a future together’s easier wished for than found.”

 “She seemed very independent.”

 I wondered what prompted Temar’s interest in my love life. I hoped he wasn’t expecting advice on
salvaging something from the disasters of his own romance with Guinalle. “Independent to the point of
criminal at times, which is certainly not a road I can take, any more than she’ll settle to life in a grace
house sewing her seams while I attend Messire.”

 “So what are you to do?” Perhaps Temar was just looking for some distraction.

 “If I can render Messire some signal service…” I faltered. “I’ve made the step to chosen man. The top
of the ladder is proven man. As such I’d warrant a commission to manage an estate for D’Olbriot, or to
act as his agent in some city like Relshaz. I’d be looking out for D’Olbriot interests, but no longer at the
Sieur’s beck and call. Livak and I think we could live with that.” As with so many plans, it sounded less
likely spoken aloud than it seemed in the privacy of my own head.

 “Oh.” Temar looked blank. Of course, the oath-bound traditions of service that I was committed to
meant nothing to him. That had all grown up after the Chaos, the bloody anarchy that had brought the
Old Empire low, when ties of loyalty had gone for nothing as the Princes of the great Houses turned on
the feckless Emperor who’d brought ruin on them all. The ordered fealty of tenants to their Liege-Lords
that Temar had known was as foreign to me as this new Bremilayne was to him.

 “So what is this signal service to be?” Temar challenged.

 I grinned. “Helping you set Kellarin fair for a glorious and profitable future, to the mutual benefit of the
Houses of D’Olbriot and D’Alsennin?”

 Temar grinned but with a humourless curl to his lip. “If those Elietimm scum permit it.”

 “Messire has people searching for enchantments to be used against the Elietimm, in defence of Kellarin
and Tormalin.”

 Temar looked hopefully at me. “How so?”

 “Livak’s travelling in the Sieur’s name, hunting aetheric knowledge among the ancient races of wood and
mountain,” I explained. Casuel might have scorned Livak’s theory about her song book, but the Sieur
had thought it worth wagering a little coin.
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 “Saedrin make it so,” murmured Temar, and I nodded fervent agreement. After the best part of a year
without their black ships on the horizon, I was certain the summer would see renewed Elietimm attack.
One small consolation for Livak’s absence was knowing she’d be as far from any fighting as possible.
Her finding something powerful would also be a signal service to weigh in our favour when the time came
to ask Messire for my freedom.

 Urgent steps sounded on the gravel outside and rapid hammering at the door brought a hall lackey
running up from the cellars.

 Temar and I looked at each other startled and Glannar burst in, face like thunder. “The warehouse’s
been robbed!”

 “Sit down.” I urged him to a chair, not liking the florid colour beneath his beard.

 “No,” Glannar waved me away breathlessly, “I need the Esquire D’Alsennin.” He looked uncertainly at
Temar.

 “At once.” Temar moved to the door.

 “Don’t you want to know what happened?” Glannar looked from Temar to me and back again.

 “We will see for ourselves.” Temar was already out of the room and I hurried Glannar to the gate of the
shrine.

 “A little slower, I think,” I said quietly as we reached the road. “Or we’ll have every eye in town turned
to our business.” Temar on my near side gave me a sharp look while Glannar on the off hand scowled
ferociously, but they both slackened their pace a little.

 The town was still quiet, some women scrubbing front steps with a few men about nameless tasks in the
morning cool. Slate and cobbles shone blue and silver in the sun, mimicking the sparkling sea below.
There was bustle on the quayside, all hands busy unloading the fisher fleet, scavenging birds raucous
above the shouts of the labouring men and women.

 We ignored everything apart from the warehouse, where two of Glannar’s sworn men stood guard,
swords drawn and jaws clenched on humiliation. Inside the recognised lads were attempting to tidy the
shambles made of the previous day’s neat stowage while the other two sworn propped a ladder beneath
a gaping skylight letting cheerful sunlight into what should have been secure gloom. A rear door beyond
had its locking bar tossed aside.

 “No need to ask how the wharf rats got into your malt heap,” I commented to Glannar.

 “Get moving before I take a horsewhip to you!” he snarled as three of the recognised stopped working
to stare at us. One looked angry enough to give Glannar a back answer he’d regret, the second dropped
his gaze, shamefaced, while the third and youngest was close to unmanly tears. He was right to fret; this
night’s work had dropped his chances of an oath right down the privy.

 Did we have honest watchdogs here, or had Glannar set a fox to watch the geese? It happens, let’s be
honest, and even in the best-regulated barracks—someone bribed to look the other way and stay deaf as
well as blind, tarnishing the honour of everyone sworn to the Name. “When did it happen?”

 “Any time between midnight and sixth chime,” said Glannar tightly. “I know the recognised are green but
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I was sure the sworn were seasoned.” He was about to elaborate but I stopped him with a raised hand.
“I’ll see what they’ve got to say for themselves.”

 The newly recognised and would-be sworn were busy with scattered bales and broken chests. Pelts
sewn tight into oilcloth and canvas to withstand the sea crossing spilled out across the floor, dust dulling
the bright fur.

 “So what happened?” I demanded of one lad half-heartedly picking up the skins.

 “Our watch was for midnight onwards,” he began, eyes sliding away from me. “Damage was done when
we arrived.”

 “But we didn’t get here until nigh on the sixth chime.” The second had the wit to see only honesty would
redeem their situation.

 I kept my anger reined in for the moment. “Why?”

 “It wasn’t our fault,” began the first, looking this way and that for some excuse.

 “We went to find a quiet tavern,” said his pal glumly.

 “We meant no harm,” protested a third, man enough to come and stand by his fellows.

 “So what kept you from marking the chimes?” I asked harshly.

 The youths exchanged sheepish glances. “We got into a game of Raven,” admitted the newcomer.
“More than one.”

 “Some stranger who lost invited you to make a small wager then suddenly showed some talent for the
game?” I guessed. “You played on in hopes of winning your losses back?”

 “No,” said the second with scornful anger. “It was Rasicot, sworn to Tor Bezaemar.” He looked to
Glannar, who grunted grudging support.

 “All the sworn and chosen mix freely hereabouts, Chosen Tathel. With none so many of us beholden to
any one Name, we help each other out.”

 I shook my head. “So you just lost track of the chimes?”

 “We came straight here when we realised,” protested one forlornly. “Sent the early duty to their beds.”

 “So where were they when you arrived?” I asked. “Asleep?”

 “No,” said one, outraged. “We were guarding the front, just like we should.”

 “While thieves got in round the back,” I pointed out. “How did you miss that?”

 Guilty looks were traded between lowered eyes. “Well?” I demanded.

 “Danel was round the back,” said the first one to own up to being on early duty. “He got a clout that
knocked him clean into the Shades.”
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 “They dragged him inside and tied him up,” volunteered someone at the rear.

 “Didn’t anyone go looking for him?” I demanded.

 “We did,” objected another youth. “Only when we couldn’t find him we reckoned he’d gone off with
Brel.”

 “Who’s Brel?” I asked.

 “Brel and Krim, senior sworn men, they both went off to find the second watch.” The lad nodded
towards the two still struggling with the ladder.

 “Let’s see what they have to say.” Leaving the lads with a look conveying the full depth of my contempt,
I walked over to the skylight, Glannar with me muttering a blistering denunciation of the man Brel’s
parentage and sexual tastes. The two sworn sighed as one man.

 “What happened?” I demanded

 “It was past midnight and the relief hadn’t shown,” one began, a thick-necked man with a crooked nose
and a missing eyetooth. “We knew our lads were losing their edge.”

 “So we went looking,” agreed his colleague, a wiry type with features somehow too small for his face,
close set eyes either side of a questing nose.

 “Both of you?”

 “There’s been trouble before now, between our men and the dockers,” said the senior belligerently. “I
wanted someone to watch my back.”

 “You’re too cursed fond of a fight, Krim,” spat Glannar.

 “Which is why I wasn’t about to let him go off on his own!” The thin man’s protest rang with complacent
truth.

 I raised a hand to silence Krim’s indignation. “So where were the relief? The sworn that is; I know
where the lads were.”

 “Torren says they’d agreed to meet at the end of the rope walk, Ardig says it was outside the
chandlery,” spat Glannar. “They were both late and each thought the other must have rounded up the
lads and gone on. Seems neither was in any hurry on their own account.”

 “Did you find either of them?” I demanded of the two sworn men before me.

 “Only Ardig,” muttered Krim. “By then midnight had come and gone.”

 “Torren sniffs round a pretty little slattern up in Rack Row any time he’s in town,” said the rat-faced one.
“Seems he’d headed there to poke up her hearth on a cold night.”

 “So what did you find when you got back here?” I snapped.
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 Krim sneered. “Torren’s lads sitting out front, no more use than tits on a boar, the back open wider than
a whore’s legs.”

 “None of yours had the wit to worry where the lad watching the back had got to,” I reminded him.
“Torren can answer for the shit on his shoes and you can answer for yours. Tidy this mess up and see if
you can find any scent. Glannar, let’s get some fresh air.” I wanted to escape the musty atmosphere thick
with recrimination and justification.

 Glannar walked with me to the door, red-faced embarrassment struggling with fury at his men. “All right,
you don’t have to tell me. All four wheels came off this cart, good and proper. I’ll kick their arses from
now until Solstice for not sending me word when the relief didn’t show. But in all justice, Raeponin be my
witness, I never thought there’d be theft, not with a decent watch set for all to see. Bremilayne can be
rough, I’ll grant you, but it’s a small place for all that. There are too many trading interests here for
wholesale thieving to go unchecked! One warehouse gets robbed, every sworn and chosen turns the
town upside down. We catch the bastards and they get a flogging to warn off any others thinking of trying
their luck. That’s as long as we get the goods back, mind. If they’ve nothing to trade for their lives, it’s
the gibbet on the end of the seawall.” He fell silent, out of words as well as breath.

 “Start turning over rocks and see what crawls out,” I told him tersely. But I was as cross with myself as I
was with Glannar. I should have realised a tarnished arm ring was a bad sign; you have to keep the
talents that warrant it polished up along with the copper.

 “Ryshad!” I turned to see Temar wave a parchment at me.

 I left Glannar without a word. “What’s all this?” I shifted a splintered scrap of deal with one boot.

 “We brought mostly woods unique to Kel Ar’Ayen,” explained Temar. We both looked at the cords of
logs untouched in their ropes. “But our joiners made prentice pieces, to show how it can be worked.” He
passed me a tiny drawer scarcely the length of my hand, one jagged scratch marring the smoothly waxed
front. “Those pieces were all boxed together. My guess is they broke open the case thinking it was
something valuable.”

 I looked inside the shattered top of the rough wooden box to see miniature copies of fixtures and
furniture like the ones Messire’s craftsmen make for the Sieur’s approval when some residence or other
is being refurbished. “Have any been taken?”

 Temar shrugged. “I think not. Some of the furs are gone though, the small pelts, the finest ones.”

 I bent to retrieve a torn sheet of parchment. “What’s this?”

 “Notes from our artisans.” Temar frowned. “Nothing important, but everything is unsealed.”

 “Thieves looking for information more than valuables?” I mused.

 “Anything valuable has gone,” scowled Temar. “There was some copper, but it is nowhere to be found.”

 “We all grew up with tales of the riches of Nemith the Last’s lost colony.” I looked at him. “Gold and
gems. Were there any?”

 Temar smiled grimly. “All still safe in my personal baggage back at the shrine.”
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 “Along with any maps or charts that might give away Kellarin’s secrets?” I hazarded, relieved to see him
nod. “But whoever broke in here wasn’t to know that.”

 “So was this just sneak thieves taking advantage?” Temar wondered aloud.

 I sighed and nodded towards the door. “I don’t suppose the inns down here serve tisanes, but I’ll buy
you ale if you want it this early.”

 Temar shook his head as we walked out into the sunshine and both drew thankful breaths of clean, fresh
air, crossing the dock to sit on a baulk of timber.

 “Glannar’s men have got a sorry tale of thoughtlessness adding to mishap piling on stupidity.” I scrubbed
an irritated hand through my hair. “It could just be some bright-eyed lads taking the chance they saw
offered, certainly. A ship from unknown lands, all but dragged off the rocks by wizardry, the whole town
would have heard the tale before their dinner yesterday, and a fair few would have been curious to know
just what you’d unloaded.”

 “Curious enough to search through every scrap of parchment?” Temar was as keen as me to find an
innocent explanation but equally alert to more sinister implications.

 “There are plenty of sailors keen to know the currents and winds between here and Kellarin,” I mused.
“Some might be foolhardy enough to risk the crossing without magic if there’s enough profit to be had.”

 An unwelcome voice hailed us in a strangled shout.

 “What has been going on?” puffed Casuel as he reached us, hair unbrushed and mismatched buckles on
his shoes.

 “Some of the Kellarin cargo has been stolen,” I said flatly, hoping his precipitate arrival might go
unnoticed.

 “By whom?” he demanded, outraged.

 “As yet, we don’t know,” I replied calmly.

 “Why aren’t you out looking for them!” Casuel looked around the harbour, presumably for some
slow-footed miscreant draped in stolen pelts.

 I turned my attention back to Temar. “It could have been pirates. They’ll be interested in knowing what
comes from Kellarin and how it might compare to the Inglis trade.”

 “And they would certainly be interested in looking for charts,” agreed Temar.

 “Thieves or pirates, what’s the difference?” Casuel folded his arms abruptly, scowling.

 “Otrick was keeping Velindre informed, hadn’t he?” I took a step closer to Casuel, using my greater
height to force him back a pace. “Otrick was well liked by pirates all along the coast, wasn’t he? If
Velindre has similar friends, perhaps she let something slip?”

 “Impossible,” snapped Casuel, affronted.
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 “From her manner last night, I hardly think the lady would be so careless,” Temar said cautiously.

 “Unlikely,” I agreed. But not impossible, and anyway the notion had Casuel too distracted to interrupt
again.

 “But what if it’s neither?” I said to Temar.

 “Elietimm?” He nodded, expression dour. “People forgetting what was agreed, forgetting to mark the
time, that could be Artifice at work”

 “What?” Casuel looked from Temar to me and back again, eyes horrified. “There’s nothing to suggest
Elietimm, is there?”

 “No, but nothing to suggest it wasn’t, as yet.” I heaved an irritated sigh. “But how by all that’s holy can
we tell? Could Demoiselle Tor Arrial tell if these men had been enchanted?”

 “I am afraid not.” Temar looked thoughtful. “But she can look for anyone working Artifice hereabouts.”

 I stared at the warehouse. “Copper is copper, and melted down it could have come from anywhere, so I
don’t think we’ll see that again. But furs are too easily identifiable to risk selling them here, if our thieves
have any wits.”

 “So they ship them out with goods honestly bought and paid for?” Temar guessed.

 “Organise a search!” cried Casuel. “There’s only one road out of here, so anything going overland can
be stopped. Isn’t there some chain to close the harbour to pirates? Get that in place and turn every ship
inside out!”

 “On whose say-so?” I enquired mildly. “Planir’s? Archmage he may be, he has no authority here, not
over Tormalin citizens when nothing’s been proved against them.”

 “Is Messire D’Olbriot’s word not good enough, even by proxy?” Temar asked hesitantly.

 “No, not for a general search.” I tried to recall the little I knew of Old Empire law. “A Prince’s power is
still absolute over his own tenants and property, but that’s as far as it goes. Houses on good terms with
D’Olbriot would cooperate, but those that aren’t would refuse, whether or not they had anything to hide.
Self-governing traders and artisans will hardly compromise their independence by yielding to D’Olbriot
influence like that. Forcing the issue will set them appealing in every court up to the Emperor himself.”

 Temar was looking puzzled. “Are many people living outside the security of tenantry?”

 “A great deal changed as a result of the Chaos,” said Casuel officiously. “The autonomy of sufficient men
of business is an important check on the influence of Princes.”

 “Casuel’s father is a pepper merchant,” I explained. “Anyway, even where someone’s officially
beholden to a Name, the ties may be no stronger than ribbon sealed on a parchment.”

 “But who safeguards their interests?” Temar looked genuinely concerned.

 “The Emperor and the justiciary, naturally.”
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 I interrupted as Casuel drew breath to explain twenty generations of precedent and custom. “The best
way to be sure we’ve no Elietimm creeping in the shadows is to find those stolen goods. I’ll call in the
few markers I have hereabouts and see if the strength of the D’Olbriot name can get the most likely
places searched at least. Temar, go back and have your breakfast, then see ifAvila can find any sniff of
aetheric magic. Casuel.” I gave him a warm smile. “Go and ask Velindre if she has any contacts among
the free-traders.” I raised my voice over his incensed protests. “I don’t suppose she was involved in
anything, but free-traders are most likely to be offered unusual goods at half their market value. We might
get a scent that way. If she refuses to help, that might be worth telling Planir.”

 Casuel’s indignation subsided as Temar managed to control a smile I could see tugging at the corners of
his mouth.

 “Feathers!” the mage said suddenly.

 “Of course!” I snapped my fingers. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

 “I don’t suppose your lady has much time for the heights of fashion,” Casuel smirked.

 I let the jibe go as I saw Temar looking at me and the mage as if we’d both taken leave of our senses.

 “Feathers, bright ones in bold colours are worth, oh, I don’t know how many times their weight in gold,”
I explained.

 “No lady would dream of going out without a fan of plumes carefully chosen to match her dress or in the
colours of her House,” Casuel broke in. “And then there are the combinations that signify—”

 “If someone thought you’d brought back exotic feathers unique to Kellarin, that would definitely be
worth a break-in.” Much as I hated to give Casuel any credit, his suggestion made simple theft a far more
likely explanation.

 “I must tell Guinalle to send hunters out with some nets,” said Temar with well-bred amusement.
“Strange that none of the mercenaries or mages mentioned this.”

 “Well, mercenaries just sweat and I don’t suppose wizards have much time for the heights of fashion
either.” I nodded with mock politeness to Casuel, but baiting the mage wasn’t going to get us anywhere.
“I’ll see you back at the shrine at noon and we’ll share anything we’ve found out. If there’s any hint it’s
something more sinister than thievery, then we get on the road to Toremal where we’ve got the Name
and the men to back us.”

 “But what if we’re attacked on the road?” Casuel bleated.

 “Then you show us some magic, Master Wizard,” smiled Temar.

 CHAPTER TWO
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 Appendix to the D’Olbriot Chronicle,
Winter Solstice Concluding the First Year of

Tadriol the Thrifty, As Written by Esquire Fidaer,
Castellan of the Tailebret Estates

 Solstice celebrations have seen some relaxation of the austerity enjoined on us in the immediate
aftermath of the new Emperor’s election, much to the relief of tradespeople the length and breadth of
Toremal. But all the gowns and furbelows adorning our ladies must be paid for with solid coin this year,
now merchants have Imperial sanction to refuse open-ended credit to even the noblest of Houses. Well,
Tadriol’s strictures may be unpopular with giddy girls obsessed with fashionable competition and
Esquires keen to cut an elegant figure, but I write this after submitting my annual accounts to the Sieur of
my Name with the best set of balances for some years. With Messire’s approval, I plan to use these
funds firstly to support the tenantry who suffered in the recent floods around Nymet, and thereafter to
expand whichever of our enterprises will benefit from sustained investment.

 On the Sieur’s insistence, all branches of the D’Olbriot House heeded the retrenchments urged by Tor
Tadriol earlier than most. Thus, the increased coin taxes levied on our strong rooms have not hit us too
hard. It is also consolation to see Tor Tadriol’s thrift does not fatten his own coffers under the threadbare
guise of Imperial necessity. This winter has seen a wide extension of Imperial munificence to the
commonalty, even without unduly harsh weather, and Tadriol used the occasion of Convocation to
announce that the Emperor’s Dole at Summer Solstice will be a substantial gift for the truly indigent rather
than token silver for notables of shrine fraternities and craft guilds.

 Speaking purely for myself I am relieved to report no return to the costly, stifling ceremonial so beloved
of the Name so lately gracing the throne. The Convocation of Princes was a brisk affair, the Adjurist’s
rod duly broken after the briefest of addresses by the Emperor thanking the Sieur Tor Sylarre for his
many years of loyal service to Tor Bezaemar. The Sieur Den Thasnet echoed these sentiments in florid
terms but was soon caught by the Imperial gaze and wound up his eloquence. Tadriol may not have that
knack of making friends that so characterizes the Esquires of Tor Bezaemar, but the man has undeniable
presence in debate.

 My Sieur D’Olbriot proposed Messire Tor Kanselin for the now vacant office, and once Den
Murivance and Den Gennael had backed him with patent enthusiasm the other Houses voted
accordingly, led by Den Janaquel. Tor Priminale held aloof, but that is hardly remarkable, given the
extensive bonds tying that Name to Tor Bezaemar. The Sieurs Tor Sauzet and Den Ferrand then
acknowledged new Designates before Convocation. Each is a younger son, but both can claim
established friendship with the newly elevated Tadriol, and, of course, our new Empress was born Tor
Sauzet.

 Marital propsects for the ladies now entitled to style themselves Tor Tadriol have been understandably
enhanced by their Name’s accession. Within the privacy of these pages, I wonder if his superfluity of
daughters influenced Messire and the Sieur Den Munvance when Den Tadriol proposed this particular
scion as candidate for the Imperial throne. Alliance by marriage has to be the speediest way for a new
dynasty to secure its position among the preeminent Houses, after all. As I write this, my wife sits across
the library, studying cadet lines of Tor Tadriol in hopes of finding some younger son or daughter who
might be amenable to a match with us, while the lesser lines of that House still remember we were both of
equal standing so recently. I hope I have some success to record in these pages next year.
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 Betrothal of the Emperor’s eldest legitimate girl to a senior line of Tor Kanselin was announced at the
dance concluding the Festival, and I imagine all five younger Demoiselles quite wore the feet out of their
slippers, they were so much in demand. The illegitimate girls are being similarly courted among the upper
echelons of merchantry, prompting Esquire Den Muret to tactless jokes that Tadriol’s enthusiasm for
spreading his seed before marriage was all part of some long-held plan to endear himself to the
commonalty. In my experience, youth needs no encouragement for such exuberance and, while such
large a posy of byblown children is unusual, it is hardly unheard of. More importantly, there is no hint that
Tadriol has dishonoured his vows since his marriage, whereas we can now openly condemn the late
Bezaemar’s scandalous profligacy with his favours.

 As we wait for the new year to open tomorrow, I find myself full of optimism. Tor Tadriol is a young
man with an open mind and considerable intelligence, ready to look beyond the confines of his House,
with an astute eye to the wider interests of Tormalin. After nigh on a generation of rule by that Bezaemar
called the Generous but whose largesse was so often confined to those of his own circle, I am confident
we cadet lineages will benefit from all manner of new opportunities over the next few years. The first of
these will be playing our part in deciding what epithet to bestow on our new Emperor; I fully intend to
make sure we lesser voices are heard.

 In the Archive of the House of D’Olbriot, Summer Solstice Festival, First Day, Morning

 I was none too keen on lessons as a boy and watching someone else learning their Emperors was truly
boring. I stifled a yawn and leaned back in my chair to stare up at the long barrel of the wooden vault
high above us. The lynx and chevron badge of D’Olbriot was repeated all along the top of the wall,
interspersed with insignia of Names allied in marriage to the House over the years, and I squinted as I
tried to identify them. At least when Casuel had been burying himself beneath parchments in libraries the
length and breadth of Tormalin, I’d been able to idle the time away with other chosen men once I’d
delivered any messages from the Sieur to whatever Esquire of the Name managed that particular estate.
Officially I’d been advising my counterparts on their training regimens, but in practice we’d usually spent
more time swapping fighters’ tales, all the while cosseted by housekeepers and stewards impressed with
my new status. It had certainly made a pleasant change from my days as a sworn man, when, visitor or
not, I’d been expected to take my turn at all the duties customary for my rank.

 The yawn escaped me and a clerk laden with ledgers spared me an indifferent glance on his way past.
We were sitting about a third of the way along a long line of identical tables running from one pair of vast
double doors to another, hemmed in by serried ranks of bookshelves reaching out from the walls, dark
leather bindings of close-packed tomes enlivened here and there as a flash of gilt caught sunlight filtering
through narrow windows to remind us of the morning outside. In the few scant stretches of unshelved
wall, niches held statues and a few ignored curios forlorn in polished glass cases.

 “Do you have it straight?” Casuel demanded curtly.

 “I think so.” Temar ran a cautious finger down a parchment.

 “Then recite the rote, if you please,” ordered the mage.
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 I tried to look interested. Temar did need to know such things if he wasn’t to embarrass himself and his
hosts, and the first of Festival’s social gatherings was after noon today. When Casuel had insisted on
reviewing Temar’s lessons, we’d reluctantly had to agree it was a sound notion.

 Temar dutifully shut his eyes, brow furrowed. “Modrical the Ruthless, Modrical the Hateful—’ He broke
off. “How in Saedrin’s name could the Princes pick a title like that for their Emperor? Calling Nemith the
Reckless was the worst slap in the face the Convocation could think of for him! What didthis second
Modrical do?”

 I shut my mouth at a glare from Casuel. “No one is really sure,” said the wizard tightly. “The Chaos was
still raging. Indeed, he was assassinated at the Summer Solstice Festival of his second year, when he was
acclaimed as Hateful.”

 “Presumably when he was already dead?” Temar opened his eyes, grinning at me.

 “And who was elected to replace him?” asked Casuel.

 “Kanselin.” Temar sighed. “Kanselin the Droll?”

 “Kanselin the Pious, then Kanselin the Droll,” the mage corrected.

 “Then Kanselin the Rash, Kanselin the Blunt, Kanselin the Confident, and lastly Kanselin the
Headstrong, who presumably had not the talent of his father and uncles,” Temar suggested.

 “When you have the leisure to study the period, you’ll find it rather more complicated than that.” Casuel
visibly curbed his impulse to explain. “And the next House awarded the throne?”

 “Decabral,” Temar ventured slowly.

 Casuel took the parchment from the younger man’s hands. “And the first was acclaimed as what?”

 “Decabral the Eager. Then the Patient, the Nervous,”

 Temar smiled again. “The Virtuous, the Pitiless, whom the Houses deposed after a couple of years, and
lastly the Merciful. But do not ask me who was whose brother, son or cousin, I beg you.”

 “Getting the rote correct is sufficient.” Casuel tried to sound encouraging.

 “Sauzet next, the Worthy and the Quiet.” Temar ticked the names off on his fingers. “They were shoved
off the Imperial cushions by Perinal the Bold, who found himself edged out by Leoril the Wise.”

 “I see no need for flippancy,” commented Casuel. “Next?”

 “Leoril the Dullard.” Temar looked at me but the question died on his lips as he caught Casuel’s sour
expression. “Leoril the Eloquent, Leoril the Affable. Then Aleonne the Valiant.” He fell silent.

 “Acclaimed the Valiant when the Lescar Wars rose to such a pitch they spilled over our western
borders,” I prompted. “So we needed Aleonne the—?”

 “Sorry.” Temar drew a sudden breath. “Aleonne the Defiant, the Resolute and then Aleonne the
Gallant.”
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 “You need to know more detail of events after that.” Casuel sorted through books stacked neatly before
him, sparing a disapproving glance for the untidy array by Temar’s elbow. He handed one over with
evident reluctance. “Annals of Tor Bezaemar. Read as much as you can, and do be careful, it’s my own
copy and such things are expensive.”

 Temar turned the pristine tome in his hands. “I thought Inshol the Curt succeeded the last Aleonne.”

 “Correct.” I nodded my own approval at Temar. Once we’d left Bremilayne behind us and travelled
without incident for a few days, Casuel’s fears of being called on actually to make magic had faded. Then
he’d applied himself to teaching Temar everything he might conceivably need to know for a visit to
Toremal and plenty he’d have no use for as well. I was impressed to see how much the lad had learned.
After long days in the saddle on our interminable journey across the highlands, the last thing I’d have
wanted was a tutor like Casuel, his charmlessness woefully exacerbated by leagues jolted along in a
carriage shared with Avila Tor Arrial. Temar and I had stuck to our horses.

 “And when he died, his relict married the Sieur Den Bezaemar, who became?” The wizard wasn’t about
to give up.

 “Bezaemar the Modest,” said Temar after a pause. “His son was Bezaemar the Canny, who must have
seemed like a permanent fixture after reigning for nearly fifty years. His grandson was Bezaemar the
Generous, then the Princes wanted someone less free-handed with their coin and chose Tadriol the
Thrifty. Thrifty but none too healthy, so his brother soon stepped up as Tadriol the Staunch. He stepped
down after a handful of years, but Convocation picked the wrong nephew because Tadriol the Tireless
dropped dead in under a year. They had better luck with his brother the Prudent, who ruled for eleven
years and was already well provided with children, including your current Emperor Tadriol, his third son,
acclaimed the Provident last year!” He grinned at Casuel.

 “The rote is correct but please keep facetious comments to yourself.” Casuel shot me an indignant
glance. “I imagine that’s your interpretation?”

 “We had to talk about something as we rode,” I shrugged. We’d used the time to review the previous
day’s lessons and to talk about family, friends, life in Kellarin and in Tormalin. With Casuel sitting on his
dignity in his coach, we’d reaffirmed our tentative friendship and incidentally smoothed the most jarring
archaisms out of Temar’s speech.

 “Well, I hope you took note of the insignia of the Imperial Houses as I told you to, Temar.” Casuel
reached across the table for a roll of parchments laced together across their top with scarlet ribbon. “You
need to study this as well. I’ve asked the Archivist for a copy but he says all the scribes are too busy with
the courts sitting, so you’ll have to make your own.” He handed over paper and a charcoal stick in a
silver holder.

 Temar looked blankly at the tightly drawn columns of names and figures, little heraldic symbols heading
each entry. “What is this?”

 “Last year’s Land Tax register.” Casuel stared at Temar.

 “There was no such thing in the Old Empire,” I reminded the wizard. “Each House and Name pays an
annual charge to the Imperial coffer, based on its holdings and assets.” I explained to Temar. “The old
system of levies for specific wants was abandoned generations ago.”
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 Temar shook his head. “I wonder my grandfather’s shade did not return from the Otherworld and kick
me awake at such insult to Princes’ privileges.”

 He stood up abruptly, pushing himself away from documents, ledgers, leather-bound volumes and
screeds folded within sealed ribbons. I watched as Temar turned slowly on his heel, looking grimly at the
racks of rolled parchments, shelves of bound tomes, flat cases holding maps, charts, records and plans.
The only sound was the susurration of turning paper, broken by the muted rasp of the ladders attached to
each set of shelves being pushed along its rails. Every day must bring some new shock to remind the lad
just how much life had changed on this side of the ocean, I thought.

 “Sit down,” Casuel hissed as curious heads peered down from shelf-lined bays in the galleries above.
High windows transmuted golden sunbeams into reds and blues, greens and browns, the alchemy of
stained glass spilling blurred jewels across the dun matting.

 Temar shook his head as he slowly resumed his seat. “My grandfather kept all deeds of grant and
records of tithe in one locked chest. Granted, it was as long as a man and an armspan deep but—”

 “Remember just how much time has passed,” Casuel interrupted. “This archive holds the record of
twenty-five generations, twenty-five years to each one.”

 “I allow I am ignorant of much, Mage D’Evoir, but I know how many years to a generation,” said Temar
acidly.

 I hid a smile behind my hand as Casuel paled. Temar’s unconscious aristocratic inflexion belatedly
reminded the mage of their relative rank.

 “I only meant—’ said Casuel hastily, “oh, never mind. Documents became far more important after the
Chaos. In the Old Empire everyone knew which House held what lands, whose service was owed to
whom. Things had stayed constant for so long, after all. When the rule of law was re-established, rival
claimants arose to land and property and written proof of title was invaluable.” Casuel tapped the
taxation roll sharply. “Please apply yourself, at least to the first two or three leaves. Names are listed in
order of taxes paid, so it’s a good indicator of the wealthiest. The first fifty or so are Houses you’re likely
to visit or meet but it wouldn’t hurt to have at least read through the first few hundred.”

 Temar ran a thumb over the unbound edge of the stack of parchments. “In my grandfather’s day all the
Sieurs of all the Houses sitting together wouldn’t have filled these tables.”

 “I’d advise you to get your bearings in Toremal as it is rather than repine for what is past.” Casuel lifted
his chin defiantly as I gave him an icy look.

 Temar bent over the close-written list. “I do not see why we cannot have ink in here,” he muttered as he
smudged his notes.

 “Because the Archivists forbid it and quite right too. Who knows what accident or mischief might be
done.” I noticed Casuel glance at the floor by his feet as he spoke. He’d done that several times today.
“The right document can make or break a family.”

 “Half the Names I knew are gone and many of these mean nothing,” said Temar at length, rubbing a
hand round the back of his neck. “Where are Tor Correl, Den Parisot? What about Den Muret? Who in
Saedrin’s name are D’Estabel, Den Haurient or Den Viorel?”
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 “Many Houses fell into ruin during the Chaos.” Casuel couldn’t resist another glance at the floor by his
chair and I shifted myself to see what he’d got there. “It’s nigh on unheard of for a modern Name to fall
extinct in the male line, but when warfare racked the Empire there were many casualties. New grants of
nobility were made later, or indeed simply assumed.”

 “Nemith has much to answer for,” spat Temar. “Poldrion grant demons drown him yet in rivers of
sorrow.”

 “Of course—you knew him.” Casuel blinked. “Forgive me, this is merely history to us.” As he leaned
forward, a leather satchel resting against his chair slid flat to the floor unnoticed by the fawning mage.

 “I knew him, so far as a cadet of a minor House had anything to do with an Emperor,” said Temar
grimly. “Enough to learn he was a whorestruck drunkard wasting the gold the Houses sent for troops to
defend the Empire on debauchery and enriching his favourites.”

 “In all justice, Nemith’s folly wasn’t the only evil blighting the Empire,” countered the wizard.

 “True, Raeponin forgive me.” Temar sighed and reached across the table for another of Casuel’s books.
“Your man Minrinel, in this so-called Intelligencer, he doesn’t even mention the Crusted Pox.” Temar’s
mouth yielded to a brief grimace of grief. “Three other sons of the House of Nemith might have been
elected Emperor had they not been ashes in their urns even before their grandfather the Seafarer
breathed his last.”

 I looked up from trying to reach the strap of Casuel’s satchel with my toe as the wizard scribbled notes
eagerly in the margin of his own papers. “Do you know what went on at the Convocation of Princes
when the Imperial throne fell vacant? Why did they make such a disastrous choice?”

 “I have no notion.” Temar’s eyes were distant with a memory of mourning. “I was not of age and my
grandfather didn’t attend, too busy with the affairs of House and tenantry. The Crusted Pox killed all the
men of my father’s generation and my own brothers and sisters besides.” Temar bent suddenly over the
taxation list, scribbling furiously. I shut my own eyes on an echo of my own remembered grief, the death
of my only sister.

 “Indeed.” Casuel twisted his fingers together uncertainly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to distress you. But all
the weeping in the world won’t uncrack an egg, that’s what my mother always says.” He coloured
slightly.

 “Just how powerful is D’Olbriot?” Temar asked me suddenly, curt words echoing in the hush.

 “Please lower your voice,” Casuel begged in muted entreaty.

 I nodded at the list before Temar. “At the last taxation, Messire D’Olbriot was reckoned to control a
twentieth part of Tormalin revenues and commerce.”

 “Add in about seven or eight other families and those Names are responsible for just less than half the
entire commonalty of the Empire?” Temar pursed his lips.

 “Which is why you must learn due courtesy,” said Casuel severely.

 “Life was very different before your Chaos, Mage D’Evoir, but we were taught a modicum of manners,”
Temar said icily.
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 I wasn’t about to let Casuel get away with that patronising attitude either. “From everything those
scholars working with the Archmage said, the last days of the Old Empire probably have more in
common with this present age than with any era between.”

 “Why are you so well read in such things, Casuel?” Temar asked unexpectedly. “The mages who come
to Kel Ar’Ayen would be hard put to list the provinces of the Empire, let alone the Imperial Names.
They spend all their energy on study of their element and think Hadrumal is the centre of the world.”

 “My family has a particular interest in these matters,” Casuel stammered with uncharacteristic
nervousness. He looked down for his satchel but I’d managed to hook it over to me.

 I grinned at the wizard as I opened the flap and lifted out a folded bundle of parchment tied with faded
ribbon. “What’s all this?”

 “The House of D’Alsennin was not the only one to disappear in the Chaos.” Casuel snatched the
documents from me. “You call me D’Evoir, Esquire, but that’s not really an honour I’m entitled to, not
yet, anyway.” He gave me an indignant look before unknotting the ribbons and spreading the top
parchment out for Temar to see. “The last D’Evoir attested in the historical record was a Governor of
Lescar. He was murdered in the final year of Nemith the Last’s reign, but other than that I can’t find
anything about him, not even if he had a family or sons. I’ve managed to trace my own family back
nineteen generations but the evidence before that is scarce and contradictory. If I could find any other
D’Evoir from the Old Empire, I might find some threads to tie my own family back to the Name.” The
mage shut his mouth but not before we’d heard a definite note of pleading in his voice.

 Temar lifted fine black brows. “If the Name is gone, the property of the House scattered to the four
winds and tenantry claims lapsed, there can be no obligation to answer nor indeed coin to do so.”

 “It’s not a question of wealth but of status,” said Casuel stiffly. “It would mean a great deal to my family,
to my mother, to establish a tie. Then we can use the style D’Evoir, adopt the badge of the House.”

 “I see.” Temar’s face was a well-schooled blank. I bit down my own opinion of such middle-ranking,
jumped-up ambition. So the wizard fancied himself descended from noble blood, did he? I wondered if
his merchant father would consider the cachet of rank sufficient recompense for Casuel’s snobbery
raising his family to the Land Tax register.

 Soft steps made us all look round and Casuel hastily tucked his parchments beneath a ledger marked
with ancient fingers. “Not that it’s of any real importance. No need to mention it to Messire D’Olbriot or
his nephew.”

 I was already on my feet as Esquire Camarl D’Olbriot approached from the southern door. I bowed
and Camarl’s answering bend from the waist was constrained both by his close-tailored coat and
incipient portliness. His dark hair was brushed into a careful affectation of disorder but eyes and mouth
showed resolution at odds with the season’s fashion.

 “How go your lessons, D’Alsennin?” he asked humorously.

 “He’s a most diligent pupil,” Casuel smiled ingratiatingly.

 Temar shrugged wryly. “There is a great deal still to learn.”

Page  43



 “We can’t expect you to master the complexities of the modern Empire in a scant half season of study at
inns along the high road.” Camarl grinned suddenly. “Don’t worry; you’ll be with me at most social
occasions and Ryshad’s to be your escort elsewhere.”

 “Planir has asked that I make myself available,” interrupted Casuel hopefully. “To offer assistance.”

 “Indeed.” Camarl nodded graciously at the wizard. “But I beg your pardon, Temar, we’re disturbing
you. It’s Ryshad I came to see.” Camarl led me adroitly into a book-lined alcove. “Can he hold his own
in company without looking an utter fool?” the nobleman asked bluntly, turning his back on Casuel’s
ill-disguised curiosity.

 “I think so,” I said slowly. “And as you say, either you or I will be with him, to smooth over any
difficulties.”

 Camarl looked thoughtful. “We have more pressing concerns than stopping Temar frying himself in his
own grease with a thoughtless remark. Kellarin has potentially enormous resources.” His amiable face
hardened. “A great many people want Temar to grant Master So-and-So rights over such-and-such.
Someone else will want exclusive licence to this, that or the other, while their rivals will be falling over
themselves to offer a supposedly better deal. He’s a bright lad and has acquitted his responsibilities
admirably this past year, but the Sieur and myself, we’re worried that he’ll find his rooster’s cooked and
eaten before he knows it. Then all he’ll go home with is a feather duster.”

 I spared a brief smile. “So you don’t want him overwhelmed with demands?”

 “We’ve had invitations from half the Houses in the city; Festival’s only five days long and every hostess
wants Temar to decorate her revelry,” Camarl nodded. “Don’t let him commit himself to any invitation
without checking with me. Saedrin only knows what might be asked of him, and surely he deserves some
leisure after his rigours in the wilderness.” Camarl looked a little anxious. “It’s safest for everyone if he
stays within our House’s circles. The Sieur can manage all the to-and-fro of negotiating Kellarin’s trade,
then Temar need only put his seal to finished agreements.”

 I nodded slow agreement. “The Sieur will secure the best for D’Alsennin’s people.” Temar nailing his
own foot to the floor through some entirely understandable ignorance would serve no one’s purpose.
“Anyway, Temar’s main concern is recovering the artefacts needed to revive the rest of the colonists. I
imagine he’ll be happy to leave trade to Messire.”

 Camarl grimaced. “I suppose he can ask people about their heirlooms without causing too much offence,
but don’t let him make a nuisance of himself. There’ll be plenty of time for such things after Festival.”

 “Indeed,” I said neutrally.

 “I knew you’d see sense. Oh, and I have these for you.” Camarl handed me three neatly folded and
sealed letters.

 “My thanks,” I said in some surprise. It’s not the place of the Sieur’s Designate to be running errands.

 “I needed some excuse to bring me here,” Camarl smiled with a shrug. “No need to mention our other
discussion.” He turned away, bowing to Temar and acknowledging Casuel with a brief wave. “If you’ll
excuse me, Esquire, Mage.”

 Temar grunted absently, lost in the taxation list. Casuel watched the Esquire D’Olbriot walk away before
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dragging his attention back to Temar’s notes. He clicked his tongue with annoyance. “The likelihood of
you meeting any scion of Den Cascadet is so remote as to be laughable.”

 “Why?” Temar demanded.

 “They’re nobodies!” Casuel fumbled for a fuller answer as Temar stared at him unblinking. “They’ll
spend Festival ringing the loudest bell in Moretayne, but hereabouts they’d make a very tinny rattle.”

 “They’re a provincial Name running cattle in the down-lands near Lequesine,” I volunteered.

 “Two artisans beholden to that Name lie insensible in Kel Ar’Ayen.” Temar’s lips narrowed. “The
artefacts to revive them may have been passed back to the family. I must contact the Sieur or his
designate.” He ran a charcoal-dusted finger down the taxation record. “I will not let those who entrusted
their lives to my hands spend a day longer in that stifling enchantment than is absolutely needful.”

 “Saedrin make it so,” I said with feeling.

 “Do please take care.” Casuel gently rubbed at a grubby mark with a kerchief from his pocket. “That’s
all very well, Esquire, but you’ll hardly have the leisure to call on every fifth-rank Name in the city, and no
one will have time to spare searching through their archive to accommodate you. Every clerk is busy
preparing for the assizes.” He gestured at a sombrely dressed man climbing a ladder to a high shelf
stacked with deed boxes.

 Temar looked at me. “How much time do these assizes take up?”

 I grimaced. “Strictly speaking, cases raised at Solstice should be settled before the following Equinox or
penalties are levied. Few Houses avoid such censure.”

 “It’ll be the turn of For-Autumn before anyone can spare attention for your requests,” said Casuel with
some satisfaction.

 “That’s true enough, as far as the archives go, but I could make a start while you’re at this afternoon’s
reception,” I said slowly. “If you tell me what you’re looking for and what Names might have the pieces,
I could at least visit the Houses here in Toremal and see if anyone knows anything.” Even slight progress
towards rescuing those unfortunates from the enchantment that had so nearly killed me would be a sight
more productive use of my time than kicking my heels in some gatehouse with all the other sworn brought
along to add to their liege’s consequence.

 “I hardly think you’ll be invited in to poke round any House you please, Ryshad,” protested Casuel.
“Can we please concentrate on the matter in hand?”

 I ignored the mage as Temar wrote industriously on a fresh sheet of paper. “We are mostly looking for
pieces of jewellery and small trinkets.”

 “And well-bred Demoiselles will let you make free with their jewellery caskets?” Casuel scoffed.

 “No,” I agreed, “but I can ask valets and ladies’ maids about heirloom pieces, can’t I?”

 “You’ll be the one risking a whipping.” Casuel took the paper from Temar and slapped it down in front
of me. “Can we please concentrate on the taxation lists. We’ve precious little time as it is.”
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 Temar and I exchanged a rueful glance and he bent over his notes once more. I tucked Temar’s list
inside the breast of my jerkin and sorted through the letters the Esquire D’Olbriot had brought me. I
recognised the writing on the first: my brother Mistal, one of those lawyers who earn their bread spinning
out litigation between the Houses until the very eve of the following Festival. He wanted to meet for a
drink, asking me to send the letter straight back telling him where and when tonight. I smiled briefly but
wasn’t about to waste time on his raptures over some lady-love or whatever ripe scandal he’d unearthed.
The next letter was creased and stained with sweat and dust, the direction simply to Ryshad Tathel,
House of D’Olbriot, and written in an unpractised hand. I snapped the wax seal and slowly deciphered
spidery writing that looked to have been written in treacle with a blunt piece of stick.

 “Temar.”

 “What is it?” He looked up.

 “It’s from Glannar.” I’d made the man swear on his arm ring to write and tell me what he found out.
“They’ve not turned up any of the stolen goods and there’s still no scent of any culprit.”

 “Any trace of the Elietimm?” demanded Casuel.

 I shook my head. “No sign of any strangers at all.”

 “That’s no proof,” snapped Casuel. “They use Artifice to conceal themselves.”

 “You can see all the Eldritch-men you want if you stare into a chimney corner long enough,” I retorted,
“but they’ll still only be the shadows from the lamp stands.”

 Temar looked at Casuel and then to me. “So what does that tell us?”

 “That we know no more than we did when we left Bremilayne.” I didn’t bother concealing my own
annoyance. I wasn’t about to blame the Elietimm or the Eldritch-men, not without proof, but it would
have eased my mind to know the theft had just been wharf rats taking a tasty morsel.

 Temar returned to his list and Casuel started leafing through his books, marking places with slips of
paper and stacking the volumes in front of Temar. “These are significant events in the annals of the
leading families that you must know about.”

 I opened my third letter: good-weight paper precisely addressed in an elegant hand using sloping Lescari
script in regular lines and faintly perfumed with something my memory told me was expensive. “Will you
excuse me, Esquire D’Alsennin?” I asked formally. “It seems I have some business to attend to.”

 “What?” demanded Casuel.

 I hesitated; best not to raise Temar’s hopes until I knew if this speculation had paid off. “A lady I know
is visiting the city.”

 Casuel sniffed with censure but Temar laughed. “Can I come?”

 “Not this time.” I winked at him.

 “Well, you can hardly read these things for me, so by all means call on the lady.” Temar shrugged a little
unconvincingly.
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 “Then I’ll see what I can do with your list.” Temar’s expression lightened at that thought so I left him to
his studies, abandoning Casuel to his disapproval.

 Once outside, I looked both ways along the road before leaving the broad portico sheltering the wide
steps of the building. The D’Olbriot archive is housed in one of the Name’s many ancestral possessions
scattered throughout the city. While the nobility have long since left the lower town to tradesmen and
hereabouts to worse, the archive has stayed put. The contents are just too unwieldy to move to more
salubrious surroundings and, valuable though the yellowing parchments are to advocates preparing their
interminable deliberations, they’re reckoned safe enough here. Thieves prefer real gold more readily
spent and the clerks are backed by watchmen big enough to deter casual destruction or fire setting. I
tossed a copper to an old man sitting on the steps with two shock-headed puppets dancing lifelike at his
deft command. He’d been there for years and always alerted the Archivist to anyone threatening his
pitch.

 The close-packed houses all around had been long since broken up into squalid lodgings, four or five
families now cramped beneath roofs sheltering one household in better days. The crumble-edged yellow
stone was marred by stains of water and filth poured from narrow mullions below old-fashioned steep
gables. Here and there intricate oriel windows stood out below the vanity of the little turrets that had been
so desirable in the days of Tor Inshol, their conical caps of ochre tiles broken and patched.

 A gaunt girl staggered out of a nearby alley, green-tainted eyes vacant. I could smell the sickly sweet
sweat of the tahn enslaving her clean across the street. I ignored her outstretched hand and hurried on,
clapping a hand over my mouth and nose as I passed a dead dog motionless but for the seething of
maggots. Even with the sun riding high, shadows were held captive by tall buildings three and four stories
high, and I kept an eye out for anyone lurking in hopes of cutting a purse to pay for whatever vice had
them in its claws.

 I was heading for the tongue of higher land that forms the northern side ofToremalBay . When I’d first
come to the city, little older than Temar and proud of my newly sworn status, it wasn’t a district
D’Olbriot’s men would go to in anything less that threes, daylight or no. Any Name with property
thereabouts balanced the rents they might collect against the blood it would cost them, and most
reckoned the game not worth the candle. Then a new storm had blown up in Lescar’s interminable wars
and the ebb and flow of battle washed fresh flotsam up on to Tormalin shores. This was the only place
the dispossessed wretches could get a foothold, and they’d dug in their heels, refusing to be knocked on
their arses again. It’s easy to despise the Lescari, to mock their dogged persistence over claim and
counterclaim, their obsession with land title and vengeance, but there’s no denying that single-mindedness
serves them well at times.

 I walked along streets where broken shutters had been replaced with new wood, bright with paint. The
children might be grubby from playing in the dust but had started their day with clean if patched clothes
and lovingly brushed hair. The clack and creak of working looms floated out of open windows high
above, and women chatting as they kept an eye on their offspring sat on balconies with distaffs busy in
their hands. The Lescari may have arrived without half a lead Mark in their pockets but they had skills in
their hands and knowledge in their heads. These days more than half the noble dwellings in the upper city
haveNorth Bay tapestries gracing their walls.

 I pulled the perfumed letter from my jerkin and realised I had missed a turn. Retracing my steps, I found
the narrow flight of stone stairs. Counting doors along the soiled walls, I saw I wanted the one marked by
an earthenware pot bright with scarlet flagflowers. I knocked, wondering how long the brilliant splash of
colour would last before some drunken reveller kicked the blooms down the steps, either from accident
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or exuberant desire to see how far they might fly.

 The door opened a scant hand’s breadth and I saw a shadowy figure within. “Yes?”

 “Ryshad Tathel.” I held up the note. “For my lady Alaric.”

 The door closed as the wedge securing it was kicked aside. It opened to reveal a gawky youth whose
nervous energy kept his hands in constant motion. He was no stripling though, much my height and with
shoulders broad enough to promise strength when he filled out. He wiped sweat from his forehead before
running a hand over the beard so many Lescari affect. His beak of a nose and wide set eyes reminded
me of seasons spent about Messire’s business along the border with Parnilesse. I’d had a friend from
there, Aiten, whose death was a score I vowed to settle with the Elietimm.

 “This way,” the lad said curtly. Tormalin was much his mother tongue as my own so some earlier brush
with Lescar’s recurrent catastrophes must have swept his wretched forebears here.

 I followed him up uncarpeted stairs dimly lit by an inadequate skylight. The lady I had come to visit
proved to rent the entire first floor. A demure maid in an expensive silk dress sat on the landing and rose
to greet me.

 “I’ll let my lady know you’re here.” Her accent was unmistakably Relshazri, seldom heard in Toremal
for all the trade plied across the benign waters of the Gulf that separates the two great cities.

 She disappeared and the lad clattered noisily down the stairs to his kennel. I ran a contemplative finger
over the inlaid swags of flowers decorating a table where the maid had put her sewing. This piece would
grace the boudoir of any wife of D’Olbriot.

 “My lady bids you welcome.” The maid ushered me into the front room. I swept a bow fit for the
Imperial presence.

 “Good day to you, Master Tathel.” The woman seated serenely on a richly brocaded daybed gestured
me to equally costly cushions gracing an immaculately polished settle.

 I stifled an impulse to check my boots for filth from the streets. “My lady Alaric.”

 She smiled demurely as the maid reappeared with a tray carrying a crystal jug and fluted goblets with
white spirals frozen in their glass stems. My hostess studied me openly as the girl served us both water,
as is Lescari custom, so I returned the compliment.

 There are many women who look perfection at twenty paces but fewer than half look so enthralling at
ten, when the counterfeits of powder and paint, cut and drape are revealed. This was that rarest of
beauties, a woman who would still be flawless when you were close enough to taste the scent adorning
her graceful neck. Her complex coiffure, not a hair out of place, was the deep rich chestnut of a prize
horse. Her lightly powdered skin glowed like the palest ceramic, broad high forehead and elegant nose
above lips with the colour and velvet softness of rose petals. Her eyes were a blue-violet deep as an
evening sea and dark and wise with experience, one of the few things giving a hint of her age. I guessed
her older than me but couldn’t have said whether by two years or ten, and that suggestion of superiority
made her allure both more tempting and more daunting. She smiled slowly at me as the maid left the
room and the heat I felt round the back of my neck had nothing to do with the weather.

 “You can call me Charoleia,” she said; lifting her glass in a brief salute.
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 “Thank you.” I raised mine but didn’t drink. A man might wish to drown in the depths of those peerless
eyes but I wasn’t about to risk water from any north side well. “That’s how I think of you,” I admitted.
“Livak told me your various travelling names but I don’t think I kept them straight.” I hadn’t imagined I’d
ever have business with a woman Livak said had a different guise for every country and another for every
complex scheme she devised to separate fools from their gold.

 “No matter. And you can drink that.” Her smile widened to betray an entrancing dimple in one cheek. “I
send the boy to buy water from the Den Bradile springs every morning. You won’t spend your Festival
stuck in the privy because of me.”

 I took a sip. The water was cool and untainted, black fig sliced in it for freshness. “I trust you had a
good voyage?” I wasn’t quite sure how to get to the point of my visit. Charoleia was one of the many
friends Livak had scattered across the Old Empire, all living on the outside of law and custom. I’d met a
few of them and had found them mostly shabby, straightforward to the point of bluntness and be cursed
to the consequences. But Charoleia was a lady fit to adorn an Imperial arm.

 “The trip was uneventful.” She set aside her glass and smoothed the skirts of her pale lavender gown.
Fine muslin was appropriate for the heat, but it’s cruelly unflattering to so many women. On Charoleia the
delicate cloth simultaneously enhanced and discreetly blurred the sensuous curves beneath. “How is the
young D’Alsennin? I hear you had some trouble in Bremilayne?” Her musical voice was as beautiful as
her face but I couldn’t hear the ring of any particular city or country.

 “Some goods were stolen but we don’t know who was behind it,” I said frankly. “Could you help find
out?”

 Charoleia arched a delicately enquiring eyebrow. “What makes you ask that?”

 I leaned back against the cushions and matched her gaze for gaze. “Livak says you’ve a network of
contacts in every city between the ocean and theGreatForest .” Livak also openly admired this woman’s
intelligence and my beloved isn’t given to empty praise of anyone. “I imagine you’ll get news from places
no Sieur’s man would get a welcome.”

 That enchanting dimple fleeted in her cheek. “I’ll expect to be paid for my trouble.”

 I nodded. “That would be only fair.”

 Charoleia rose with consummate grace and crossed to a stout cupboard set in a far corner. She
unlocked it with a key on a chain at her wrist. “And there’s my courier’s fee for this to settle.” She
removed a small wooden box and opened it to show me a battered copper armring. So she had it.

 Similar to the one I wore in form only, this one had been made in the last days of the Old Empire, had
crossed the ocean on the arm of one of Temar’s still sleeping companions and by whatever route had
come back to end up in a Relshazri trader’s strong room. When Elietimm enchantment had overwhelmed
my waking mind, Temar’s sleeping consciousness had woken and gone in search of this ancient piece,
whoever was trapped within it calling out in a voice only he could hear.

 “What is your usual fee?” I kept my feelings hidden behind an expressionless face. Truth be told, they
were a fine mixture of satisfaction and apprehension.

 Charoleia smiled with feline grace. “How much is this trinket worth to you?”
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 I pursed my lips. What would be a fair price, for me and for her? Living this elegant didn’t come cheap
after all, and I had some personal resources to draw on before I’d need to make an appeal to Messire’s
coffers, but there are rules to every game. “Its value’s not so much a matter of money.”

 “No,” she agreed. “It’s far more important.” She spun the ring on one perfectly manicured forefinger.
“This holds the essence of a man in thrall to enchantments generations old.”

 “If it’s the right piece.” I’ve played out games of Raven from hopeless-looking positions and won them
before now.

 “It’s the right piece,” she assured me. “I got every detail from Livak when she passed through Relshaz at
Equinox.”

 “I do hope so.” I raised a hand in demur as she offered it to me. I wasn’t about to lay a finger on the
thing.

 “So what is it worth to you?” she repeated softly.

 “What’s your price?” I countered.

 She took her time replacing the armring in the battered box before leaning back against the cupboard,
her face lively with mischief. “A card for the Emperor’s dance on the fifth day of Festival.”

 I blinked. “You don’t want much! Half the Demoiselles in the city would sell their little sisters for that.”

 “That’s my price.” Charoleia laid a hand on the little box and smiled sweetly. “I’m sure Esquire Camarl
would oblige.”

 “You want an introduction?” I’d been expecting to haggle over gold but this wrong-footed me. “What
would your name be?”

 “Lady Alaric will do,” she shrugged. “Dispossessed and orphaned in the battles between Triolle and
Marlier, she’s here to try and build a new life for herself, you know how it goes.” Now her accent was
flawlessly western Lescari.

 “Why does she warrant invitation to Imperial entertainments?” I asked a little desperately.

 “Isn’t her matchless beauty sufficient?” she enquired, wide-eyed. “Then again, perhaps she has some
family secret, some key information to assist Imperial efforts to halt the warfare brewing between Carluse
and Triolle?”

 “Do you?” I demanded.

 “What do you think?” She dimpled at me.

 “I think you’ve a scheme in hand that’ll leave some poor goose well plucked,” I told her bluntly. “If half
what Livak’s told me is true, you’ll be gone by the first day of Aft-Summer, leaving empty coffers and
shattered dreams littering the city. That’s your affair and Dastennin help all fools, but I’ve no intention of
being your whipping boy. I’ll be the first person the Duty Cohort would come asking after if I’m seen
introducing you to D’Olbriot.”

Page  50



 Charoleia’s laugh was surprisingly hearty, a full-throated chuckle with a sensuous edge to it. “I see you
have something in common with Livak. But you’re right to cover your own flanks.” She lowered luxuriant
lashes for a moment. I let her take her time and drank my water.

 “I’ve no game in hand, Halcarion be my witness. I’m here playing a speculation.” She resumed her seat
on the daybed, tucking her skirts demurely around sculpted ankles white above silken slippers. “Your
Esquire D’Alsennin, his ancient colony, this new land across the ocean, it’s the talk ofRelshaz,Col and
every other city between Toremal and Solura. All the runes are in the air at present and I want to see
how they fall. Half the mercenary commanders in Lescar are working with understrength corps because
every third mercenary is hanging round Carif hoping to take ship for the rumoured riches of Nemith the
Last’s final folly.”

 She wasn’t about to share any more than that, I realised as I watched her drink her own water. “So
you’re waiting to see how the game plays out?” Livak had told me information was more precious than
gold to this woman.

 Charoleia nodded. “All the major pieces will be on the board at the Emperor’s dance. I want to see their
moves for myself.”

 “I’ll see what I can do,” I said slowly. “I make no promises, but Dastennin’s my witness, I’ll try.”

 “Livak tells me your word is a solid pledge.” Charoleia smiled amiably.

 “How was she when you saw her?” Charoleia’s charms notwithstanding, it was a future with Livak that
my own game aimed to win, I reminded myself sternly.

 “She was well,” nodded Charoleia. “Tired from the sea crossing, but then she’s never a good sailor.
They rested for a few days and then took theGreat West Road for Selerima.”

 I didn’t envy Livak that journey, clear across the old provinces. I frowned. “Usara said they’d be
heading forCol. ”

 Charoleia shrugged. “Livak said she was looking for Sorgrad and ’Gren. I knew they were going to be
in Selerima for Equinox.”

 I stifled a qualm. Livak had told me precious little about that particular pair of long-time friends and I
suspected that was because she knew I’d take against them. Livak stealing to keep food in her belly as
an alternative to earning her keep lifting her skirts—that was something I’d come to terms with. These
brothers had no such justification, and when me and Livak had been fighting for the lives of Temar and
the colonists they’d been robbing the Duke of Draximal’s war chest, that much I did know.

 Charoleia was studying me with interest and I kept my face impassive. “Do you know if she found
them?” If so, Livak might well be finding ancient lore to earn us the coin to choose our own path
together. Then again, going back to a life of travelling and trickery with old accomplices might be
tempting her astray.

 “I haven’t heard.” Charoleia shrugged.

 I’d have to go and soothe Casuel’s ruffled feathers, I realised with irritation. I needed a wizard to
bespeak Usara and get me some news.
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 “Are you taking the armring with you?” Charoleia nodded at the battered box.

 I hesitated, like a dog seeing a bone in the hearth but remembering a burned mouth.

 “It should be safe enough locked in the box,” said Charoleia softly. “But I’ll send Eadit with you to carry
it, if you prefer. Livak told me that you’d been used against your will by enchantments woven round such
things.”

 I set my jaw against her sympathy. Used against my will scarcely began to describe being held captive
inside my own head, unable to resist as some other intelligence used my body for its own purposes. My
stomach heaved at the memory.

 “No, I’ll take it.” I took the accursed thing from her, my hands slippery with sweat against the scuffed
wood. Nothing happened. No frustrated consciousness came scratching round my sanity, no desperate
voice howled in the darkest recesses of my head, and I let slip an unguarded sigh of relief. “I’ll take my
leave then, and I won’t forget about the dance card.”

 Charoleia rang a little silver bell and I realised she was nearly as relieved as me. That was
understandable; she’d hardly want a man-at-arms losing his wits in her elegant boudoir. “Call yourself.
You’ll always be welcome.”

 The maid opened the door and I wondered how much she’d heard from her post at the hinges. Her
serene face gave no hint as she showed me down to the street door where the lad playing watchdog was
desultorily polishing his sword.

 I tucked the box under one arm as I stepped out into the heat of the day now building to its peak. The
sun rode high in the cloudless bowl of the sky, glare striking back from whitewashed walls of new brick
repairing ancient, broken stone. Sweat soon beaded my face, soaking my shirt as I took the circular road
that skirts the shallow bowl of the lower city, keeping an eye out for broken slabs or curbstones that
might trip me into the path of the heavy wagons and heedless drays lumbering along. I hurried past
genteel merchant houses and between ambitious traders’ yards, ignoring the rise and fall of the land over
the hills that ring the bay for the sake of the quickest route back to the D’Olbriot residence.

 Paved roads branched off the stone flagged highway and led up to the higher ground where the Houses
had built anew in search of clean water and cool breezes in the peace of the Leoril era. A conduit house
stood in the corner where the route to the D’Olbriot residence joined the high road. The stream running
beside the road sparkled in brief freedom between the spring behind the D’Olbriot residence and the
conduit house diverting it into the myriad channels and sluices serving the lower city and giving D’Olbriot
tenants one more good reason to pay their rents on time. But the Sieur still maintains the public fountains
and wells for the indigent, and one stood here, an eight-sided pillar rising high above me, each spout
guarded by god or goddess in their niche above a basin.

 I dipped grateful hands into the clear water, splashing my head and face and feeling the heat leaching
from my body. I drank deeply and then looked up at the blue marble likeness of Dastennin, impassive
beneath his crown of seaweed as he poured water from a vast shell, gathering storm clouds looming
behind him. You spared D’Alsennin’s life in Bremilayne, Lord of the Sea, I thought impulsively. Let him
achieve something with it. Help us release those people still sleeping in that cave. Turning to the gods
seemed in keeping with a tale of enchantments from a time of myth.

 “If you’re done, friend—” A groom in Den Haurient livery was waiting, the horse he was exercising
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gulping from the trough for thirsty beasts.

 “Of course.” I walked more slowly up towards the D’Olbriot residence. The usual stifling stillness hung
over the ever narrowing strip of parkland clinging to the bottom reaches of the hill and tiny black flies
danced in swirling balls beneath fringed leaves. But the shade trees offered welcome respite from the
heat, and as I reached the top of the rise a breeze freshened the air. A well-tended highway winds
between the spacious preserves of the upper city. No cracked slabs are allowed to trip the privilege of
the oldest noble Houses—Den Haurient, Tor Kanselin, Den Leshayre, Tor Bezaemar. I walked past tall
walls protecting extensive gardens surrounding spacious dwellings served by more lowly lodgings
clustered close by. At this time of day there was little traffic, the only cart already nearly out of sight as it
headed for some distant House built in more recent generations to escape the ever increasing pressures
of the lower city.

 As I drew closer to home I saw sentries walking slowly along the parapets of the walls. The
watchtowers added in the uncertain days under T’Aleonne were fully manned and the D’Olbriot standard
flew from every cornice. All customary pomp was displayed for Festival, to remind any visitors just
which House they were dealing with and to bolster far-flung family members with pride in their Name.

 “Ryshad!” The man sitting in the gatehouse hailed me, a thick-set, shaven-headed warrior with a much
broken nose. He’d trained me in wrestling when I’d first come to D’Olbriot service.

 “Olas!” I waved an acknowledging hand but didn’t stop or turn up the stairs to my new room. Elevated
rank warranted privacy and that meant I was sleeping in the gatehouse rather than the barracks that filled
one corner of the enclosure. Though I’d found privilege could have a sour aftertaste. With so many of the
D’Olbriot Name arriving for the Festival, the noise of the gate opening and closing late into the night had
disturbed me far more than the familiar bustle of the watch changing at midnight in the barracks. Still, with
any luck most of the family would have arrived by now.

 Turning sharply on to the gravelled path I hurried towards the tall house at the heart of the precisely
delineated patterns of hedges and flowers. Temar had this reception to attend and I wanted to show him
some small progress towards our shared goal before he left. Then I reckoned I’d earned half a chime out
of the merciless sun for a meal and more than one long, cold drink before I went to see what I could
discover from the Names on his list.

 Leaving the grand reception rooms behind me, where the ladies of the House were catching up on half a
season’s gossip by the sound of it, I passed lackeys bringing laden trays of refreshments up from the
lower levels. I hurried up the first flight of stairs leading to the private salons reserved for the Sieur and
Esquires of the Name. They were as busy talking as the women, open doors revealing older men deep in
serious conversation, sons and nephews in attentive attendance, news and promises for later discussions
exchanged on every side.

 I bowed my way down the hallways and gained the second storey, where the corridors became
narrower, with softer carpets underfoot and the intricate painted patterns on the walls giving way to plain
plaster sparely stencilled with leaves and garlands to complement the ornate tapestries. Visiting servants
were busy with trunks and coffers, some calmly hanging dresses and setting out favourite possessions
while others went flustered in search of some missing chest. Resident maids and lackeys went steadily
about their business with arms of lavender-scented linen and vases of flowers to make ready rooms for
unexpected arrivals who’d changed their minds and accepted the Sieur’s invitation at the last moment.

 I turned down a side passage to see a page was sitting on a cross-framed chair by the door at the end.
He jumped up but I waved the child back to his hornbook. He’d spend enough of his day on his feet
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without me insisting on due deference and I could knock on a door myself. “I’m here to see Esquire
D’Alsennin.”

 “Enter.” Temar answered my knock at once and I opened the door. The Sieur had decreed Temar was
to be treated with Imperial courtesy and thus warranted the finest, coolest quarters available. Windows
broadened when this northern façade had been rebuilt filled the room with light and Temar was standing
by one, arms folded crossly over his creased shirt and looking distinctly mutinous.

 “Good day to you, Chosen Tathel.” Demoiselle Tor Arrial sat on a gilt-wood stool upholstered with
damask that matched the curtains of the old-fashioned bed dominating one half of the room.

 “Demoiselle.” I made a low bow, mindful of her Imperial heritage.

 Her bark of laughter made me look up. “I am in no mood to be flattered by a title more suited to those
coveys of maidens cluttering up the place.Avila will suffice.”

 “As you wish,” I said cautiously. Informality was allowable on the road, but I wasn’t going to call her by
her given name in Messire’s hearing. “Are you fully recovered from the journey?” She’d looked fit for her
pyre the previous day, every year of her age weighing heavy on her head.

 “I am quite restored,” she assured me. “A good night’s sleep works its own Artifice.”

 “Ryshad, I really should come with you this afternoon,” Temar appealed to me. “This is my responsibility
and my Name will lend weight to our requests.”

 “How so, when no one knows your face?” demanded Avila acidly. “You need to assert the dignity of
your House with these lately come nobles before you can claim the right to speak for Kel Ar’Ayen. That
means exchanging the usual courtesies, just as Festival always demanded.”

 “I was never any good at such things,” the youth objected.

 “Because you never applied yourself and there was your grandsire to do the duty for you. You cannot
escape the obligations of your rank now,” challengedAvila .

 “Making yourself known will certainly smooth our path, Temar,” I interjected. Messire D’Olbriot would
hardly thank me if Temar absented himself this afternoon. “And I’ve made a start on tracing the artefacts
already.” I placed the box on a marble-topped table and opened it with hesitant hands to reveal the
armring within.

 Temar reached out an eager hand but then withdrew it.

 “What is it?”Avila asked with a curious look at us both.

 As one man Temar and I glanced across the room to a scabbarded blade resting on a walnut cabinet by
the dressing room door. Artifice had confined Temar’s essential self within that sword through nine
Imperial eras. No, he was no more about to risk handling an artefact holding a similarly imprisoned mind
than I was.

 “Let me.”Avila came to pick up the armring and turned it to examine an engraved device, dark lines
blurred with age in the tarnished metal. “Ancel fashioned this badge when he and Letica married.”
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 “Maitresse Den Rannion, as was,” Temar whispered hastily to me. “Her sister, you know.”

 I nodded. I’d made it my business to know all the long-dead colonists regardless, but I also seemed to
have Temar’s own memories lurking in the back of my head supplying such answers. I wasn’t sure I liked
it, but it was undeniably useful.

 “This belongs to Jaes, the gate ward. He helped Letica plant her herb garden.”Avila ran a creased finger
over the incised sea eagle’s head and tears shone briefly in her faded eyes.

 “One more will be rescued from the darkness,” said Temar hoarsely.

 “We can spread our efforts this afternoon,” I suggested. “I’ll take your list and try to talk to servants,
men-at-arms, people like that. You make yourself known to the nobility and charm a few likely
Demoiselles.”

 He rubbed a hand over his hair, leaving it in unruly black spikes. “I might manage that.”

 “Who is to keep this safe?”Avila put the armring back in its box and looked at us both.

 I held up my hands in demur. “I’ve nowhere to keep it.”

 “It is not staying in here,” said Temar hastily.

 Avilagave us both a scorching glare as she got stiffly to her feet. “You would-be warriors can be
remarkably chicken-hearted. Very well, I will keep it in my room. Temar, dress for this afternoon’s
folderols.”

 I opened the door so as to avoid her gaze but nearly betrayed myself when I saw the face Temar was
pulling at her departing back. I grinned at him. “We’ll see who’s made most progress after dinner
tonight.”

 The D’Olbriot Residence,
Summer Solstice Festival, First Day,

Early Afternoon

 Temar watchedAvila and Ryshad go with some regret, then realised the page was staring hopefully at
him. “I need clean clothes and I have yet to see my own luggage,” he said bluntly. “Whom do I ask?”

 “I’ll get Master Dederic,” said the boy hastily and before Temar could say anything further he
disappeared towards the backstairs.

 Temar went back to staring out of the window, looking down on the complex interlacing of hedge and
blooms that hemmed this enormous dwelling. The grounds of his grandfather’s modest hall had nourished
deer and cattle, useful animals, not some empty display.
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 A discreet tap on the door drew him back to the present. “Enter.”

 “Good day to you, Esquire.” A dapper man bowed into the room with aplomb.

 “Forgive me, I do not believe we have met…” Temar apologised.

 “I’m Dederic, tailor to the House.” The man clapped his hands and two liveried lackeys hurried in, arms
full of garments. A hesitant youth with a ribbon pierced with pins tied round one wrist followed clutching
a two-handled coffer. There must be more servants in this house than mice, Temar thought. In fact, there
was probably some underling specifically dedicated to removing mice, and a separate one for the
stableyard rats.

 “Send the page for hot water. The Esquire will wish to shave.”

 Dederic dismissed one of the lackeys before producing a length of knotted silk thread from one pocket.
“I made up a few outfits for you overnight. I took measurements from your old clothing, so the fit won’t
be all we might wish, but if I measure you now we can make the necessary adjustments tonight.”

 The apprentice with the pins produced a small slate from his coffer and both tailors looked expectantly
at Temar.

 He stopped running a hand over his chin to judge for himself whether he needed to shave and stood still
as Dederic moved rapidly round him. “Two fingers less in the back. If you could just raise your
arms—thank you. Half a handspan long in the sleeve, Larasion help me. And your feet a little wider
apart—thank you.”

 The man took an impertinently intimate measurement and Temar was about to ask just what in Talagrin’s
name Dederic thought he was doing when he noticed the close fit of the breeches everyone else wore.
He swallowed his curt enquiry.

 “It’s the Tor Kanselin reception this afternoon?” Dederic raised a fine black brow.

 “It is? I mean, yes, it is,” Temar nodded firmly. “Who exactly is to be present, do you know?” he asked
cautiously.

 “Just the younger nobility from the better Names, mostly those from cadet lines who are visiting for
Festival,” said Dederic, measuring the width of Temar’s shoulders with an approving murmur. “It’s a
chance for everyone to catch up with the gossip while the Sieurs are occupied with assizes business.”

 That didn’t sound too bad, thought Temar, determinedly quelling unwelcome nervousness. “What would
you advise me to wear?” The last thing he wanted was to be embarrassed by his appearance.

 Dederic ran a thoughtful hand over precisely pomaded curls. “Perhaps the pewter? Where is your
valet?”

 Temar blinked. “Camarl’s servant saw to my needs when we arrived. I have no attendant of my own.”
And the struggle to convince Camarl’s valet he didn’t require anyone’s help washing had put Temar right
off having one.

 “I’ll assist you just this once.” Dederic’s narrow nostrils flared a little. “Speak to the Steward about a
valet and don’t let him tell you everyone’s so busy you’ll have to share with some minor Esquire.”
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 One of the ubiquitous pageboys arrived with a steaming ewer. “I can shave myself,” said Temar hastily.

 “Very well, if you wish.” Dederic glared at his apprentice, who was exchanging a smirk with the
pageboy. “Huke, lay out linen and the pewter coat and get back to the seamstresses.”

 Temar shut the door of the dressing room on the man’s continuing instructions with a sigh of relief. He
pulled his shirt over his head and poured precisely warmed water from the ewer. Lathering his face, he
looked at his reflection in the mirror of the ornate fruitwood washstand. The face in the glass looked
irresolute, hollow-eyed, and Temar set his jaw beneath the soft luxury of the scented soap. Remember
the uncompromising civility of real court life, he told himself silently, forget the easy camaraderie of Kel
Ar’Ayen. He looked at his reflection again; people had often said they saw his grandfather in his eyes,
hadn’t they? Temar shaved with firm yet careful strokes of the expertly honed blade, summoning up a
host of memories of the stern old man. That was the example to keep in mind. None of these modern
Sieurs could have matched his grandsire.

 “Can I be of assistance?” Dederic peered round the door.

 “Thank you, no.” Were these nobles incapable of doing anything for themselves? Temar stifled his
irritation with a last wipe of his face with a soft white towel, remembering his grandsire had little use for
men who needlessly rebuked their servants. He ignored the scented unguents arrayed along the
washstand and went back into the bedchamber. “So what am I to wear?” He looked dubiously at
close-tailored breeches and a full-skirted coat laid on the bed.

 “Your shirt, Esquire.” The tailor held up the garment and Temar shrugged it on. “Oh, no, not like that.”
Dederic raised frantic hands as Temar tugged brusquely at the fine frill around the neck.

 “Camarl’s shirts are plain-collared.” Temar tried to conceal his dislike of the starched linen brushing his
chin.

 “For everyday wear.” Dederic smoothed the fabric with deft fingers. “For Festival, we fancy a little more
elegance.”

 More idiocy than elegance, Temar thought to himself as he buttoned cuffs hampered by lace falling to his
knuckles. “At least hose have not changed that much.” He sat on the bed to roll pearly knitted silk over
one foot and then realised the stockings were a handspan shorter than he expected and had no laces, and
in any case there were no points on his drawers to tie them to.

 Dederic smiled briefly. “The buttons at the knee secure the hose, like so.”

 Temar pulled on the breeches, shoving his shirt in all anyhow before fumbling with unfamiliar fastenings at
one side.

 “Please, Esquire, allow me.” Dederic looked so pained that Temar reluctantly let the man pleat the linen
neatly around his waist before smoothly securing the fine woven wool. Temar grimaced at the
unaccustomed snugness.

 “And now the coat.” Dederic held it up proudly, light grey wool with smoky watered silk showing where
the cuffs were folded over and where buttons caught the fronts back for ease of movement. Temar was
relieved to find it wasn’t as heavy as he had feared but immediately felt uncomfortably restricted beneath
the arms and across his shoulders.

Page  57



 Dederic took his chance to sort out the confusion of lace at Temar’s cuffs and arrange the frill of his shirt
within the stiff upright collar of the coat. “Most pleasing, Esquire.”

 Temar managed a strained smile and turned to a long looking glass in a fussy ormolu frame. He clenched
fists unseen beneath the absurd lace. The colonists of Kel Ar’Ayen had worn practical shirts and
functional jerkins, serviceable breeches of leather or sturdy cloth, clothes little different to those of the
mercenaries who’d rescued them. If women’s gowns had changed in cut, length or neckline over the
generations, that had been of little interest to Temar.

 Seeing himself dressed up like this was as forceful a reminder as any yet of just how far adrift he was
from his own age. Qualms knotted Temar’s belly so tight he half expected to see his stomach squirming in
the reflection. He moved his arms; no wonder these sleeves were so constricting, sewn tight to the body
of the garment rather than laced in, as he had always been used to. What he wanted, Temar decided,
was to rip off these stupid clothes, hide in that ludicrous bed and pull that absurd coverlet over his head
until all these fawning servants and this whole incomprehensible Festival had gone away.

 “A house shoe will suffice for this afternoon,” Dederic continued. “But the cobbler will take your pattern
for boots at your earliest convenience.”

 “I have boots,” said Temar curtly, turning to the chair he’d kicked them under. But Dederic was already
kneeling before him with what looked like a girl’s slipper. Temar sighed and reluctantly eased one foot
into the square-toed soft grey leather.

 “I have plain buckles or—”

 “Plain,” interrupted Temar.

 Dederic reached into the box for an unembellished silver fastening. As the tailor fussed around his feet,
Temar scowled angrily at his reflection. He could run back to Kel Ar’Ayen, couldn’t he, but what would
he say when he got there? How could he excuse himself when everyone was trusting him to bring home
the artefacts to restore loved ones to life and light? Ryshad was right; the chosen man could talk to
servants and men-at-arms but it was Temar’s duty to deal with nobility.

 “Don’t you have any jewellery?” Dederic asked plaintively as he stood. “Something with your own
badge on?”

 “Just this.” Temar raised the hand bearing his father’s sapphire signet ring.

 Dederic looked doubtful. “It’s not quite the colour for that coat. Some diamonds, perhaps?”

 Of course, Camarl always wore rings and pins, some collar or chain. No matter. Temar had no wish to
show off like some cockbird flaunting fine feathers. His father’s ring was sufficient for him. “I see no need
for anything more.”

 “Perhaps a little pomade?” Dederic offered Temar a brush.

 “No, thanks all the same.” Temar dragged the bristles through his hair and gave Dederic a warning look
as the man made a move towards a scent bottle. “This will suffice.”

 “I’ll see if Esquire Camarl is ready,” offered the tailor and bowed out with a practised smile.

Page  58



 Temar was examining his sword thoughtfully when Camarl came breezily into the room some time later.
“Oh, we don’t wear blades, not indoors, not at a social gathering.”

 “There’s no way anyone could fight in these clothes.” At least his own spare frame was more flattered
by close tailoring than Camarl’s stoutness, Temar thought. He slid the gleaming steel back into the
scabbard.

 “You look most stylish.” Camarl ushered Temar out into the corridor. “Though this afternoon will be
quite informal, just a chance for you to meet a few people before the real business of Festival begins—”
Camarl broke off and clicked his tongue against his teeth.

 “What?” Temar looked sidelong at the other man, noting jewelled clasps securing the turned-back cuffs
of his amber coat, rings on every finger glinting beneath the lace at his wrists.

 “I was going to say you’ll be able to recognise people’s Names by their badges but I don’t suppose you
will.”

 Temar frowned. “We have—we had insignia, for seals and battle standards, but from what Master
Devoir said your business of badges is rather more complicated. But he did his best to drill me in the
important ones.”

 “I’ve been meaning to ask what would the D’Alsennin emblem be,” grimaced Camarl. “People will be
asking. The Archivist set his clerks looking, but there’s not one recorded, not as such. Formal insignia
were mostly adopted after the Chaos and your Name—”

 “Had died out by then,” Temar supplied sadly.

 “Quite so.” Camarl coughed to cover his discomfiture and for some moments they walked in silence
down to the bustle of the lower floors. Camarl smiled at Temar as they turned down the final flight of
stairs. “But even in the Old Empire, most Houses favoured some theme for their crests?”

 “D’Alsennin mostly used leaves.” Temar closed his eyes on childhood memories of the silver clasp that
had secured his father’s long hair, one of the few things Temar remembered him by. But he’d left that
treasure safe with Guinalle.

 “Leaves are certainly traditional, but you’d need to decide on something distinctive.” Camarl’s hand
strayed to the enamelled lynx mask fastening his shirt collar. “Opting for your own badge would be a
good notion, though. It’ll give us an ideal opportunity to introduce you to the Emperor.”

 Temar halted on the bottom step to let a giggling trio of girls trip lightly past. “How so?”

 “All grants of emblem have to be approved by the Emperor.” Camarl raised his voice above the excited
buzz of conversation. “Well, that’s the formality. What’s important is our Archivist making sure any new
device is sufficiently clear not to get confused with someone else’s.” He raised a hand and two stripling
Esquires halted to let him and Temar pass ahead of them through the crowded hallway.

 “We all just chose our own insignia,” grumbled Temar as they walked out into the sun. “No Emperor
had a say in such things.”

 “Life in ancient times was freer, perhaps.” Camarl stopped to look thoughtfully at Temar. “But after the
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Chaos, when the time came to rebuild, the Names surrendered freedoms for safeguards all would abide
by. That’s why the Emperor rules on things like badges, since he’s pledged to enforce them.”

 Temar was trying to find something to say to that when a new thought diverted Camarl. “Where’s
Ryshad? He should be attending you.” He looked around the thronged gatehouse with growing
displeasure.

 “I had errands for him.” Temar met Camarl’s frown with a challenging look. “I have that right, do I not?
To set him small tasks?”

 Camarl sighed. “We have plenty of servants for such things. Ryshad really does need to appreciate a
chosen man has quite a different status to the merely sworn.”

 Temar dutifully followed Camarl through the crowd waiting in the gatehouse as a succession of small
carriages and gigs were brought round from the stable yard at the rear of the residence. “Is everyone
going to Tor Kanselin’s reception?” He smiled faintly at a young girl who was white with suppressed
excitement.

 “Oh, no.” Camarl snapped his fingers and the next gig drew up smartly in front of them. “The first day of
Festival’s very informal. People mostly visit old friends and call on relatives in other Houses.”

 He urged Temar into the open carriage and they were carried along the highway. Temar looked down
the hill, trying to work out exactly where the D’Olbriot residence was in relation to what he remembered
Toremal to be. So far he’d seen nothing of the walled city he had known, arriving after dark and then
being jolted through seemingly endless crowded streets in the coach that had taken them to the archive.
He’d seen nothing he recognised and found this lack of any bearings disconcerting. But the trees blocked
any view of the land sloping down to the bay, so Temar turned to looked with some interest at a knot of
buildings tight inside an ancient bank and ditch incongruous beside the square-cut wall of the residence.
“What is that?”

 Camarl smiled. “Grace houses, workshops, that kind of thing.”

 Temar recognised a frail, silvery carillon of traditional bells. “You have a shrine there?”

 “Sacred to Poldrion,” nodded Camarl absently. “A D’Olbriot priesthood for generations. The Sieur
granted it to one of my cousins at Winter Solstice, I believe.”

 So much for the hallowed observances the god expected from the Head of a House, thought Temar
indignantly.

 Their carriage halted as a wain loaded with freshly cut blocks of stone negotiated an awkward little
bridge over the stream. Temar turned to watch it heading for a building as yet no more than a promise of
scaffolding poles beyond the shrine enclosure.

 “Here we are.” Camarl stepped lightly down from the carriage.

 “Already?” Temar wouldn’t have bothered harnessing the horses for this distance.

 Lackeys in bronze and beige escorted them through the gatehouse. “As you see, the late Sieur Tor
Kanselin rebuilt in the Rational style,” Camarl told Temar in an undertone.
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 Temar only just managed to stop himself stumbling on the steps to the gravel walk when he saw the
edifice before him. While later wings had clearly been added to the D’Olbriot residence, Temar had
approved the new building as a sympathetic mix of old and new. It was evident Tor Kanselin had
scorned such compromise. A square, unbroken frontage was pierced by regular windows, longest on the
lower floors, graduated in size to the small garret rooms half hidden by the pediment topping the wall.
Every line was straight, every corner exact, the pale stone ornamented with precisely parallel carving
framing rigidly geometric designs. These angles were reflected in the sharply delineated gravel walks and
hedges of the gardens, the potential unruliness of flowers banished and patterns of coloured gravels laid
out instead. Where trees were permitted, they were clipped into tightly disciplined shapes, not a sprig out
of place.

 “What do you think?” chuckled Camarl.

 “It is rather startling to my eye,” Temar said cautiously.

 “It’s a fine example of Rational architecture,” Camarl commented, ‘and yes, it’s a bit severe for my
taste. But the old Sieur was one of the first, so it’s one of the strictest examples you’ll see. Styles have
softened around the edges these days.”

 He smiled to a waiting lackey as they walked up to the door precisely in the centre of the frontage. “Fair
Festival, Getan. No, don’t trouble yourself. I know my way.”

 As the retainer bowed low, Camarl immediately turned down a long corridor leading to the rear of the
building. Mock pillars of polished golden stone were set in the white plaster of the walls, supporting a
complex frieze running above the tops of doorways and blending into the ornate decoration of the
coffered ceiling. “That looks a bit more lively,” Temar remarked.

 “Yes, Rational style is all very well, but you do have to recognise the heritage, don’t you?” Camarl
sounded amused. “Watch your footing.”

 The glassy marble floor caught Temar unawares as he tried to identify the mythic figures among the
intricate detail.

 “When we were children we’d get a hearthrug and slide along here if we could escape our nursemaids,”
grinned Camarl, gesturing at the white expanse inlaid with mottled tawny lines.

 Temar laughed but thought all those choice ceramics set on spindly tables must have been horribly
vulnerable to rampaging children. There had been no such hazards in the halls of his youth, where plain
panelled walls were only relieved by stern-faced statues on plinths it took three men to shift. Banners
hung overhead from dark hammer beams and plain silken drapes only framed the long windows to baffle
drafts from ironbound shutters. But he liked the idea of the staid Camarl causing havoc hereabouts.

 A florid platter displayed on a side table caught his eye. Arimelin sat weaving dreams in her bower and
the trees reminded Temar of the tracery engraved on his sword, his grandfather’s gift before he sailed for
Kel Ar’Ayen. The blade had been made for the uncle expected to be the next Sieur D’Alsennin before
the Crusted Pox blighted all their lives.

 “Holm oak,” Temar said suddenly. “Could I take the holm oak as my badge?”

 Camarl cracked his knuckles absently. “I can’t think of a House using it, not anyone of significance. The
Archivists would have to check the lesser Names but we could argue for D’Alsennin precedence.”
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 Would that help put him on an equal footing with these nobles always flaunting their finery, wondered
Temar. His grandfather had never needed such display; face and Name were enough to command
respect from equals and subordinates alike.

 “Here we are.” Camarl nodded to the waiting lackey as they reached the end of the corridor. The leaves
and flowers of the plasterwork frieze framed a marvellously lifelike swan, wings bating in defiance and
neck arched with its head hovering right above the lintel as if it might peck at those passing beneath.
Temar laughed.

 “Just to remind people who they’re dealing with,” smiled Camarl.

 The lackey flung open the double doors with the efficiency of long practice and Camarl strode casually
through, Temar rather more stiffly by his side.

 “People will call in through the afternoon, then go on to other things,” murmured Camarl. “We’re here to
socialise, not talk trade, so don’t let anyone press you on colony business.”

 Temar wondered just how exactly he was to manage that without giving offence, but he followed Camarl
obediently down the vast room. This high ceiling was another triumph of the plasterer’s art, swags and
garlands framing flowers, knots, beasts and birds, too stylised and too fantastical to be anything but
insignia, Temar decided. The plain walls, by contrast, were a mere backdrop to an imposing array of
gilt-framed paintings. Glazed doors in deeply recessed bays in the three outer walls gave on to terraces
where Temar saw tempting glimpses of green foliage. The inner, southern wall had bays to match the
doors furnished with intimate circles of chairs upholstered in deceptively plain silver brocade. Fireplaces
of clean-cut white marble held vast arrays of lilies, while bowls of golden roses scented the air from
fruitwood side tables.

 Two young ladies occupied one of these bays, prettily pink but appropriately demure in dull silk gowns
of honey gold and jessamine yellow, collars of diamonds and pearls around their necks.

 “Demoiselles.” Camarl’s dark eyes warmed with affection. “May I make known Temar, Esquire
D’Alsennin. Temar, I have the honour to present the senior Demoiselles Tor Kanselin, Resialle and
Irianne, two of my dearest friends.

 Both swept elegant curtseys, first to Temar, then to Camarl. “You’re horribly early,” accused the one in
the honey-coloured gown, hazel eyes charming in a strong-featured face.

 “Lady Channis arrived just before you. She’s calling on our lady mother,” piped up her younger sister,
light brown gaze fixed on Camarl.

 Resialle, the elder, stepped past Temar towards the empty length of the gallery. “Let’s walk a little,
before the room becomes too crowded. I’m sure you’ve been wanting to see the pictures.”

 Temar could take a hint as plain as a kick in the shins. “Demoiselle.”

 She led him briskly out of sight of Camarl and her sister, silken shoes whispering on the woven rush
matting. “This is the Sieur Tor Kanselin who was uncle to Inshol the Curt,” she said brightly, indicating a
portrait of a balding man, chin on chest and arms folded, swathed in a black robe barely distinguishable
from the vista of storm clouds dark behind him.
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 “He looks half asleep to me,” said Temar critically.

 “That’s a pose of earnest contemplation, I believe. In a time of uncertainty, a show of wisdom helped
maintain confidence in the Name.” Resialle stole a glance at Temar from behind a raised hand. She
adjusted a discreetly jewelled comb pinning a long fall of lace to the back of her high-piled black hair
before folding her hands demurely at a trim waist girdled with a heavy golden chain with a pomander and
a fan hanging from it.

 Temar winked at her. “You need not play the tutor just to get your sister and Camarl a little privacy.”

 Resialle looked a little abashed. “He said you weren’t stupid.”

 “Festivals were always a favoured time for match-making.” Temar smiled, resolutely looking her in the
eye rather than letting his gaze fall to the low circular neckline of her gown.

 He did permit himself a brief glance at her cleavage, where a jewelled swan fashioned round the body of
a single, splendid pearl hung on gold and white-enamelled chains linked by a diamond clip.

 “Oh, the deal was done at Equinox, but they’ll be more than just a match.” Resialle caught up her fan
and smoothed the pristine white feathers clasped in a golden handle set with fiery agates. “Irianne’s
adored Camarl since before we put up our hair or lengthened our skirts.”

 “Since he slid down corridors with her?” hazarded Temar.

 Resialle laughed. “He told you about that? Yes, and shared sweetmeats with, and consoled over lost
cage-birds—and teased mercilessly about her hopeless singing.”

 “So when will the wedding be?” Temar asked idly.

 “Mother’s doubtless planning it as we speak, but she’ll keep it to herself until the very last minute,”
Resialle shrugged.

 Temar was puzzled. “Why so?”

 Resialle looked askance. “We hardly want people claiming a marriage entitles them to some handout
from the Name. It can cost a small fortune to stop that kind of nonsense turning into a riot.”

 So the nobility no longer celebrated a wedding by rewarding their faithful tenantry with feasting and gifts.
Trying to conceal his disdain, Temar turned as the double doors opened for a handful of richly dressed
young men and women.

 Resialle laid a hand on his arm. “You could drop Camarl a hint, you know, that Irianne’s a grown
woman. She’s threatening to have herself painted by Master Gerlach if he doesn’t at least kiss her soon.”

 Her laugh, half scandalised, half admiring, plainly told Temar some response was expected.
Unfortunately he had no idea what it should be. “That would make him realise?”

 “You don’t know Gerlach’s work?” Resialle’s colour rose a little. “Of course you don’t.” She led Temar
to the gallery’s most remote recess. “That’s one of his, our mother, painted as Halcarion, you know, in
the allegorical style.”
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 Temar’s jaw dropped. He couldn’t decide what was more shocking, that any woman could be so
impious as to have herself portrayed as the goddess or that she would do so in diaphanous gauzes
clipped negligently over one shoulder leaving one glorious breast all but naked to be rendered in loving
detail by the artist.

 “It’s very good, isn’t it?” said Resialle admiringly. “But Mother would have five kinds of fit if Irianne
suggested it before she was married.”

 How was he ever supposed to meet this Maitresse Tor Kanselin without dying of embarrassment?
Temar turned hastily to look for something more familiar, walking rapidly and gratefully towards a clutch
of smaller pictures hung close together on the far wall. “This is more the style I remember,” he said
inarticulately.

 Resialle wrinkled her nose at the stiffly formal figures. “We consider that kind of thing very
old-fashioned.” Her attempt to make light of her opinion fell as flat as the faces in the ancient portraits.
“But there aren’t many families with pictures from before the Chaos, so we keep them on display.”

 Awkward silence hung in the air until a steward broke it with ringing declaration. “Esquire Firon Den
Thasnet and Demoiselle Dria Tor Sylarre.”

 Resialle let slip a glance at the girl who looked back with avid curiosity.

 Temar didn’t think he could cope with two of these girls and hurried to start some conversation to
forestall introductions. “So how do we get from these to that?” Temar waved vaguely in the direction of
the scandalous picture.

 Resialle managed an uncertain smile. “Tastes change gradually, naturally. These old styles, the figure on a
plain background, they were to convey presence, power, weren’t they? That square stance is all about
strength.” She was clearly repeating something some tutor had drilled into her.

 Temar shrugged. “I suppose so.” He’d never really thought about it, but then there’d never been
anything different to look at.

 Resialle moved down the gallery to some smaller canvases.

 “These are from just after the Chaos.” Her tone became more animated. “That’s the Sieur D’Olbriot
whose cousin was wife to Kanselin the Pious. It’s the old pose, but see the map beneath his feet. There’s
Toremal with the sun’s shining on it, to show hope and renewal, while the lost provinces are all still in
shadow.”

 Temar studied the ominous darkness behind the solemn figure, broken only by a single shaft of light
edging the clouds with gold. “I see,” he said politely.

 Resialle’s smile betrayed relief. “Even when the backgrounds stay plain, the people become more
natural-looking.” They walked slowly down the length of the room, gazing at the portraits increasingly
viewed from an angle or the side, some looking away from the artist, clothes painted with soft realism.

 “Later you have to look at what they’re holding,” explained Resialle as they halted in front of a
hollow-eyed man with a forked, greying beard and an odd-shaped hood to his enveloping cloak.

 Temar obediently studied the silver-banded staff in the old man’s hands. “And that means—?”
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 Resialle looked faintly disconcerted. “It’s the Adjurist’s rod.”

 “Of course.” Temar hoped he sounded at least half convincing. He’d better remember to ask Camarl
what in Saedrin’s name that was. No, he’d ask Ryshad. He looked up at the long-dead old man and
realised this sombre elder’s father’s grandsire hadn’t even been thought of when Temar had left Toremal
behind.

 Resialle retreated behind noncommittal remarks as they continued their slow progress and Temar didn’t
dare venture any comment of his own. A lackey brought crystal glasses of sparkling wine, which at least
gave them both an excuse for silence. More people were arriving now, mostly much of an age with
Resialle, but Temar noticed a few older ladies whose satin gowns were overlaid with lace from throat to
hem. Resialle was casting longing glances at her friends so Temar stared at the pictures to avoid catching
her eye. That was how sensible clothing had drifted into this nonsensical attire, he realised, seeing
lengthening jerkins becoming ever more full cut. At least he’d not been woken to some of the more
ludicrous excesses of fashion, he thought, gaping at a bloated lordling in a puff-sleeved coat, shirt poking
through slashes in the fabric caught together with jewelled clasps. And if breeches had turned too
close-tailored for Temar’s liking, at least that was better than the bagged and frilled style that cursed
some earlier generation.

 “Tiadar, Tor Kanselin as was, who married into the D’Olbriot Name nine generations since.” Resialle
was beginning to sound bored, Temar realised. He studied the painting, desperate to find something
intelligent to say about it. “That jewel!” He stared at the swan pinned to the scalloped neckline of the
painted lady’s gown, faithfully rendered in minute detail. “That’s the one you’re wearing, isn’t it?”

 “Oh yes,” said Resialle, brushing it with a finger and a touch of smugness. “It came back to our House
with a daughter in the next generation but one. It’s been a Tor Kanselin heirloom piece since the
Modrical era. It’s in all the portraits.”

 “Are many jewels handed down like that? Do people make a point of having them painted?” Temar
leaned forward to study the swan but remembered himself just in time.

 “Yes,” Resialle said slowly. “The lately ennobled buy things and then break them up for new settinp, but
decent families have a proper sense of history.”

 Temar startled her with a beaming smile. “Most of those still sleeping in Kel Ar’Ayen entrusted
themselves to their choicest jewels, rings and lockets. Vahil, my friend, Vahil Den Rannion brought them
back to the Name that gave them leave to go,” he explained. “Do you think we might find them in a
House’s pictures?”

 Resialle looked nonplussed. “I don’t see—”

 “Hello, Ressy. Doing your duty by Camarl’s poor relations, are you?” A spotty youth dressed in startling
purple with silver edging to his lace appeared at Temar’s shoulder. “You want to be careful. Leeches are
cursed hard to shake loose.”

 “Esquire D’Alsennin, may I make known Firon Den Thasnet,” said Resialle without enthusiasm.

 Den Thasnet favoured Temar with a curiously close-mouthed smile that betrayed acrid tainted breath.
“White feathers, is it, Ressy? But your Sieur refused to discuss Tayven’s suit with our designate, he said
you weren’t open to offers.”

Page  65



 “If you’re going to be offensive, you can go away,” snapped Resialle.

 “We’ll see you sniffing round any girl showing a white fan, will we, D’Alsennin?” Den Thasnet’s raised
voice turned nearby heads and several people drifted closer, faces animated. “Looking to restore the
family fortunes with a good match is all very well, but you’ll need something to back an ancient Name if
you’re going to dance the measure hereabouts. Have you any property this side of the ocean?” He
sneered at Temar, showing unattractively stained teeth.

 “Of course, your brother’s up before the assize, isn’t he?” A newcomer just beyond Resialle interrupted
the youth. “So you’re honour bound to be the loudest arse in the room, if he can’t be present.” He
inclined his head to Temar. “Maren Den Murivance, at your service.”

 “That’s a spurious claim and you know it,” retorted Den Thasnet angrily. “That was our mother’s
settlement. Den Fisce only wants it back because we’ve doubled the rents.”

 “By rebuilding and reletting to lately come tradesmen with more money than lineage,” countered Den
Murivance. “Perhaps Den Fisce’s concerned about the tenants you threw on to the streets when you tore
down their houses.”

 Temar kept his mouth shut and wondered who these families were, what their quarrels might be and
whether or not he should make some effort to find out. A girl on the edge of the group tittered behind a
fan shading from black to palest grey and Den Thasnet coloured unpleasantly. “At least I’m not begging
charity round the coat hems of my betters. You’ve made quite the fool of old D’Olbriot with your
nonsense, haven’t you?”

 He thrust his face belligerently at Temar, who realised everyone close by was waiting with interest for his
response. He wondered if punching the lout in the mouth would split the seams in this tight-sewn coat.

 “Believe me, friend,” he laid ironic emphasis on the word, “with the wealth of Kel Ar’Ayen behind me, I
need no one’s charity.” He smiled winningly at Den Thasnet but his heart was pounding. Was someone
going to challenge that idle boast?

 “Surely you’ve heard of Nemith the Last’s colony?” said Resialle sweetly.

 “I doubt it,” chimed in Den Murivance. “Firon’s as ignorant of history as he is of manners.”

 “Is it truly as rich as they say?” breathed the girl who’d been giggling behind her fan.

 Saedrin save me from clever ideas, thought Temar with a sinking feeling, realising all eyes were fixed on
him.

 “This is hardly a very edifying display of your breeding.” The entire group started like children caught in
mischief and parted in front of Temar to reveal a stout woman well beyond her middle years. Her rose
gown, covered with a grey lace overdress, belied its cost with simplicity of cut. But there was nothing
simple about her heavy necklace, bracelets and rings, and her hazel eyes were as bright as her diamonds,
her plump and kindly face taut with displeasure. “When will you grow out of making cheap taunts to
show how clever you are, Maren? As for you, Firon, if you must indulge in stableyard habits you should
stay there till the effects wear off.” Den Thasnet’s hand moved involuntarily to his mouth.

 “Temar, Esquire D’Alsennin, may I make known Dirindal, Relict Tor Bezaemar,” said Resialle
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nervously.

 “Esquire, I’ve heard a great deal about you.” She linked her arm through Temar’s unresisting one and
led him inexorably away from the group. “Were they being very childish?” Her voice was sympathetic but
loud enough to be heard by the abashed group.

 “They all know each other and I do not. Awkwardness is inevitable.” Temar realised he was still the
centre of attention.

 The Relict smiled at him. “You got Firon’s measure soon enough. He chews thassin of course, which
addles the little wits he was born with and gives him a quite unwarranted confidence in his attractions.
You can load an ass with gold but he’ll still eat thistles, won’t he?”

 Temar laughed. “My grandsire used to say things like that!”

 The Relict patted his arm with a comforting hand. “Doubtless a great deal has changed in all the time you
slept, but some truths remain constant.” She looked beyond Temar’s shoulder and nodded to someone
he couldn’t see. A moment later a trio of double pipes struck up at the far end of the long room and
curious heads turned away. “Let’s take some air.”

 She led Temar out on to a smoothly paved terrace where precisely trimmed trees in elegant pots shaded
two couples sitting not quite close enough together to be in an actual embrace. “As the sun moves, we
move from terrace to terrace,” the Relict explained to Temar in a deliberately carrying voice. “This
northerly one for the afternoon, to the west for the morning, to the east for the evening. That way we
always have shade, a most rational scheme. Zediael, Tayha, Fair Festival to you.” She smiled
benevolently on the closest couple who nevertheless took themselves inside, quickly followed by the
other pair.

 “Do sit down, my dear.” The Relict tucked a cushion at her back with a sigh of pleasure. “My ankles
swell if I have to stand for long in this heat.” She waved at a lackey peering anxiously out of the door.
“We can have a quiet glass of wine and get to know each other a little better.”

 Temar perched on the edge of a bench. “You have the advantage of me, my lady Tor Bezaemar.”

 “Call me Dirindal, my boy, she urged him. “Ah, there’s Demoiselle Tor Arrial.Avila , my dear, do join
us!”

 Temar wasn’t sure if he was relieved or not to seeAvila emerge on to the terrace but he found himself
grinning as she manoeuvred the train of her overdress past a table. Creamy lace laid over dove grey satin
suggestedAvila had found a maid well informed as to the colours of the Tor Kanselin gallery.

 Temar bowed. “You look most elegant, Demoiselle.”

 “I must be wearing a year’s worth of work for a lacemaker.”Avila sat next to the Relict. “But at least it
covers me up. I would look like a plucked chicken in a neckline like those girls are wearing.”

 “Which is why we matrons have set the fashion thus,” chuckled Dirindal. She smoothed a hand over her
discreetly draped bosom, where a little black bird held her lace secure in golden claws. “Now, my dear,
has Lady Channis been introducing you to the people you wanted to meet?”

 “Indeed.”Avila smiled with unfeigned pleasure. “I had a most interesting conversation with the current
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Maitresse Tor Arrial.”

 “Did she introduce her brother?” Dirindal twinkled. “Esquire Den Harkeil is quite a charmer, so be on
your guard against his flattery.”

 “Camarl did say Tor Arrial was a House that survived the Chaos.” Temar wasn’t sure that he
wantedAvila to find herself a whole new array of family, leaving him as alone as he had ever been.

 “We have come down in the world, Temar,”Avila told him without visible regret. “Tor Arrial’s little more
than a minor Name around Zyoutessela, but the Sieur has hired a house here for Festival. He has invited
me to dine tomorrow and says he will invite Den Domesin’s designate.”

 “Another minor Name but well enough esteemed,” Dirindal said judiciously. “You’ve a son of Den
Domesin over in Kellarin, I believe?”

 “Albarn.”Avila nodded. “But he decided to stay behind and help with the harvest.”

 “Well, I don’t suppose he wanted to come and see all the changes reminding him of everything he’s
lost,” said Dirindal shrewdly. “And I don’t suppose that’s any too easy for either of you. If you need to
ask who’s who, what they warrant by way of notice or caution, don’t be afraid to call on me. That’s
doubtless one of the reasons I was invited here today. I’m usually quite idle these days.” She looked
from Temar toAvila and back again. “And I don’t suppose you came all this way just to make merry at
Festival.”

 Temar andAvila exchanged a glance. “That is very good of you, my lady Tor Bezaemar—” began
Temar.

 “Dirindal, my dear,” she chided him gently. “We’re related, so I think I can allow it.”

 Temar was startled. “Related?”

 Dirindal smiled, delighted. “Of course, my boy. My grandmother on my father’s side was born Tor
Alder.”

 Temar stared, his mind scrambling frantically to make sense of her words. “My mother? She married
Rian Tor Alder not long before we sailed—” His voice cracked.

 “Oh, now I’ve upset you.” Dirindal took his hand between her own soft beringed ones and held it tight.
“How thoughtless of me. I’m so sorry, my dear.” She snapped her fingers and a lackey with a glass
appeared at Temar’s elbow.

 A long swallow of wine did much to restore his composure. “So it’s a marriage connection of how many
degrees?”

 “A blood connection, my dear,” Dirindal assured him. “Your mother bore Rian Tor Alder two sons. She
was widowed very young, after all.”

 Temar choked on his wine. “I had no idea!”

 “Well, I don’t suppose young Camarl’s had a chance to discuss such matters with you. But it’s true, you
have plenty of connections you can pursue if you want to settle fools like Firon.”
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 “Been getting yourself into quarrels, Temar?” askedAvila with a touch of asperity.

 “Not of my making,” he retorted.

 “One of Den Thasnet’s sons was making himself offensive.” Dirindal defended Temar.

 “Saying I am here to beg charity or steal property from D’Olbriot,” said Temar grimly. “And no one
contradicted him.”

 Dirindal looked at him, eyes alert in her plump face. “It’s a fact you’d have a legal claim on your
mother’s dower, even after all this time. Tor Alder would be honour-bound to grant you something, and
that would undeniably give you some standing, some independence from D’Olbriot. But no matter,
everyone knows Firon’s a fool.”

 “But we do have some begging to do,” saidAvila with the first hint of embarrassment Temar could recall
seeing in her. “There are valuables we need to trace if we are ever to bring the remaining sleepers of Kel
Ar’Ayen back to themselves.”

 Temar explained as briefly as he could while the Relict’s eyes grew round with astonishment.

 “Vahil, Sieur Den Rannion as he became, he brought all these back?” Dirindal nodded slowly. “Yes, as
heirlooms such things would be all the more precious.”

 And these modern nobles see no higher duty beyond conserving their coffers of gold, thought Temar
sourly.

 “How do we request such things without causing offence?”Avila asked hesitantly. “If we are seen as
making some improper request—”

 “You certainly need to be discreet.” The Relict looked pensive. “Would you be willing to make fair
recompense?”

 Avilashared a grimace with Temar. “Kel Ar’Ayen is a rich land but more in resources than minted
metal.”

 “But Camarl will be spending his Festival arranging the very best returns for your trade,” Dirindal
encouraged them both. “That’ll soon bring the coin in. The first thing is to find these things you’re seeking.
You don’t want to risk an approach until you’re certain where some piece is.”

 Temar sat up straight. “I have an idea about that. Heirloom jewels are often shown in portraits,Avila .”

 Dirindal nodded. “Indeed they are.”

 “If we visit families we believe hold artefacts, we might be able to find them in their paintings,” Temar
explained. The uncertainty shadowingAvila ’s eyes lifted slightly.

 “Let’s see what invitations you and I can accept together over the next few days, my dear.” Dirindal
pattedAvila ’s knee. “At my age, I know everyone. No one will think anything of me showing you round
a House’s gallery, to explain dealings between the Names in the generations you’ve missed.” She held up
a forefinger. “Let’s find Channis. She can wheedle invitations out of anyone not holding some Festival
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gathering.”

 She got to her feet with a little puff of exertion and Temar hastily offered his arm. Dirindal waved him
away with a smile. “No need, my dear.” She rustled ahead of them, small feet in high-heeled shoes
tapping on the terrace.

 “Who’s this Lady Channis?” Temar hissed with a hand onAvila ’s arm. “Camarl’s mentioned her, but I
can’t figure out her standing.”

 “She’s the Sieur’s paramour.” Colour rose onAvila ’s sharp cheekbones. “But it’s not the same as in our
day. She’s a Den Veneta with widow’s rank in her own right. She and the Sieur don’t marry for
inheritance reasons but they’ve been acknowledged lovers for years. She has her own apartments at the
D’Olbriot residence and acts as his hostess for things like this. Don’t make a fool of yourself when you’re
introduced.”

 “And this isn’t scandal to set the ashes of the dead rattling their urns?” gaped Temar. “And have you
seen that painting of the Maitresse Tor Kanselin?”

 “And several others just as startling.”Avila fixed Temar with a steely gaze. “We must take the realities of
this new order as we find them, my lad. Refusing to acknowledge a truth that’s biting your ankles has
always hampered you.”

 She shook off his hand and Temar watched her go with rising annoyance. He was about to pursue her,
to finish that conversation to his own satisfaction, when he saw the Relict Tor Bezaemar with the original
of that scandalous painting, a statuesque woman whose iridescent lace overdress was pinned back to her
shoulders. The golden silk of her gown barely covered the milky swell of her breasts, but little could be
seen beneath an inordinate display of opals. Her dark hair was piled high with jewelled combs above a
face expertly masked by cosmetics, lips painted in a sharp blood red line. Dirindal was introducingAvila ,
who certainly looked the poor relation beside that wealth and beauty, Temar thought with some
satisfaction. It was short-lived. IfAvila wove herself into the web of gossip and cooperation that women
of every age seemed to perpetuate, she’d be the one returning in triumph to Kel Ar’Ayen. How was
Temar supposed to impress Guinalle then?

 The music ended with a flourish and muted conversation burst into renewed life on all sides. Temar
realised he was the focus of covert attention from more than one group of giggling girls and lifted his chin
in defiance.

 One maiden, bolder than her companions, moved closer and, catching Temar’s eye, made a low
curtsey, her cerise dress whispering on the woven matting. “The musicians are very fine, don’t you agree,
Esquire?”

 “Most pleasing,” he smiled hopefully at her.

 “Do you prefer the traditional style or the more Rational composers,” she asked artlessly, but her eyes
were sly behind a fan of frivolous magenta plumes.

 “I know nothing of either mode, Demoiselle, so am unable to judge.” Whatever game she had in mind,
Temar wasn’t about to play it.

 The girl looked disappointed before tossing her head with elaborate unconcern. “No matter.” She turned
a dismissive shoulder on Temar, returning to her friends without acknowledging his bow.
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 He gritted his teeth, seeing expressions of faint derision pass between the girls. He hardly had time for
music lessons, not with everything else he was supposed to accomplish in these scant five days. Were
there any familiar faces in this room? Did he know anyone here who might help him achieve something to
equalAvila ’s undoubted successes?

 As he looked round the room a knot of girls in a far corner drifted apart for a moment and Temar was
surprised to see a familiar face. It took him a moment to place the little mage girl from Bremilayne; Allin,
that was her name. He frowned. She had her back to the wall while the other girls pressed round, faces
clearly malicious. Temar feared the mage girl was close to tears, face scarlet and hands pleating the front
of what even he could tell was a hopelessly unfashionable gown. He made his way though the busy room
and arrived without attracting undue attention.

 “We were surprised to see you here,” one girl was saying sweetly.

 “But you could hardly expect to go unnoticed in that dress,” said another, not bothering to honey her
malice.

 “I don’t know how these things are done in Lescar,” began another, and from the contempt in her voice
she clearly had no wish to know. “But here it’s accepted that wizards leave the concerns of the Names
well alone.”

 “My father only hopes D’Olbriot is making that clear to you people,” added the one who’d criticised
Allin’s dress.

 “No House would dream of meddling with Hadrumal’s affairs,” chipped in the first.

 “My lady mage!” Temar put all the pleasure he could into his greeting. “How delightful to see you again.”

 He bowed low and Allin managed an abrupt curtsey. “Esquire D’Alsennin.” Her voice was steadier than
he had expected and he realised it was anger rather than upset colouring her round face.

 “Someone else who doesn’t know when he’s not wanted,” murmured one girl behind a canary yellow
fan. A sudden lull in conversation all around left her words clearly audible.

 Temar inclined his head at her. “You would be Demoiselle Den Thasnet?” A silver and enamel trefoil
blossomed at her freckled neckline, twin to one the odious Firon had worn. “I recognise your House’s
style.”

 “You should be careful with that fan, Demoiselle,” Allin remarked. “You don’t want to get that dye on
your gown.”

 Satisfied to see the young women all disconcerted, even if he didn’t know why, Temar decided to leave
before someone launched some jibe he’d no defence against. “Allin, shall we take some air?”

 “Thank you, Esquire. It’s more than a little stale in here.” Allin took his arm and Temar escorted her out
on to the nearest terrace. It turned out to be the western-facing one so there was little shade but the sun
had spent the worst of its heat.

 Allin fanned herself with one hand. “I wish I didn’t blush so much,” she said crossly.
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 Temar wasn’t quite sure what to say. “Do not let them upset you.”

 “I don’t,” snapped Allin.

 Temar looked around the terrace. “What did you mean about that girl’s fan?” he asked after an
awkward pause.

 Allin bit her lower lip. “You know how Demoiselles fuss over getting the best feathers, making up their
fans with hidden messages in the colours?”

 Temar didn’t but he nodded anyway.

 “Well, no one would dream of admitting they dyed old feathers to get the colours they needed rather
than buying them new from the most expensive merchants,” Allin explained with contempt.

 He really must find out if Kel Ar’Ayen had any birds with suitably lucrative tails, Temar decided. “I see.
Anyway, what brings you here today?”

 “I’m here with Velindre,” Allin answered in a more moderate tone. “She’s over there.”

 Following Allin’s gesture, Temar saw the willowy wizard elegant in unadorned azure silk and deep in
conversation withAvila and the Relict Tor Bezaemar. “What is she doing here?”

 He was thinking aloud rather than asking, but Allin answered him anyway. “We’re wondering what the
other Houses think of D’Olbriot’s links with the Archmage.” She sighed. “I imagine you heard.”

 “They were just a gaggle of silly girls.” Temar shrugged.

 Allin shook her head. “They’re parroting the prejudices they hear at their own firesides, and if they’re
any guide the Sieur’s association with Hadrumal does him no credit at present.”

 “What is Hadrumal like?” Temar’s curiosity got the better of him.

 “Rather inclined to see itself as the centre of the world and look down on everyone else,” said Allin
bitingly. “A bit like here.”

 Temar didn’t know how to answer that so squinted uncertainly at some bird perched on a balustrade
confining a distant ond. Music, laughter and vivacious conversation spilled out on to the terrace from the
animated gathering within and Temar felt very lonely.

 “I’m probably not being fair,” said Allin after a while. “I’m tired of new places and new people and
being so far away from my home and my family.”

 Temar glanced back at her. “You and me both.”

 Allin smiled briefly. “And there’s no going back for either of us. Magebirth separates me from mine as
surely as the generations have cut you off from your roots.”

 Silence fell heavily as a lively new tune struck up inside the house.

 “But we just have to get on with it, don’t we?” said Allin bracingly. “What progress have you made so
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far?”

 Temar offered her his arm. “I am developing an interest in art. Let me show you.”

 The Tor Kanselin Residence,
Summer Solstice Festival, First Day,

Late Afternoon

 Casuel hesitated on the threshold. “No need to introduce me.”

 “Are you expected?” The door lackey looked uncertainly at him. “Sir?” he added as an afterthought.

 The wizard bridled. “My name is Devoir, my title Mage. I assist the Sieur D’Olbriot on matters of vital
importance to the Empire. There are people here I need to consult.” He peered into the long gallery,
searching for Velindre. How had she managed to insinuate herself into such a gathering? He really was
unfashionably late but he’d barely had time to dress fittingly for such a House as it was. Velindre might at
least have had the courtesy to let him know where she’d be rather than just sending that offhand note
saying she’d arrived in Toremal. If he hadn’t got the address of her lodging off the lad, if he hadn’t gone
to call, hadn’t demanded the landlady tell him what Velindre was up to, he’d never have found out she’d
be here.

 The lackey was looking at him with interest. “Are you related to Amalin Devoir?”

 Casuel drew himself up indignantly. “He has the honour to be related to me. May I pass?”

 The door lackey moved aside with a low bow. Casuel looked at him suspiciously for a moment. Was
the fellow just being a little overservile or was that some sarcasm in his gesture? Deciding it wasn’t worth
pursuing, he hurried into the broad room, taking a glass of straw-coloured wine from a passing footman’s
tray.

 He sipped it as he walked to look out on to the terrace.

 No, Velindre wasn’t there. The excellence of the vintage brought a smile to Casuel’s face. Perhaps he
should take a little time for himself now Festival was here. He’d worked ceaselessly since the turn of the
year, after all. A few days socialising with the educated and influential was no more than he deserved. He
edged his way through the assembled nobility, careful to bow to anyone looking in his direction, waiting
politely until anyone in his way stepped aside.

 Temar was deep in conversation with a youth some years his senior, a handsome man in coat and
breeches of rough silk as black as the martlet badge repeated on every link of a heavy chain looped
around his shoulders. “Yes, it’s an heirloom piece, cursed heavy of course, but one has to dust these
things off for Festival.”

 “I would swear Den Bezaemar as was favoured an ouzel in my day,” Temar was saying thoughtfully.
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 “These things doubtless change over the generations. One little black bird is much like another, after all.”
The Esquire Tor Bezaemar was sharing his attention between Temar and the rest of the room with
practised ease. “I believe someone wishes to speak to you, D’Alsennin.”

 “Casuel!” Temar turned to greet the mage with a flattering heartiness that was a little uncultured in
present company. “Oh, forgive me, may I make known Esquire Kreve Tor Bezaemar. I have the honour
to present Casuel Devoir, mage of Hadrumal.”

 “We are honoured,” Kreve said politely. “I can’t imagine when any Festival reception last entertained
three wizards.”

 “Good day,” Casuel said stiffly. “Hello, Allin.”

 “I’m here with Velindre.” The girl blushed, as well she might. What did she think she was doing, aping
her betters in her ill-styled dress?

 “If you’ll excuse me,” Kreve Tor Bezaemar bowed deftly. “There are other people I must speak to.”

 Casuel bowed to his departing back before turning on Allin. “And what is Velindre’s business with Tor
Kanselin?” he demanded. He looked around the room again. How could such a gawky, ill-favoured
woman be so hard to find among elegant ladies?

 Allin smiled sweetly at Casuel. “She’s here at the personal invitation of the Maitresse. They met at a
feather merchant’s.”

 “Quite by chance?” Casuel’s sarcasm made it clear what he thought.

 “Hardly,” Allin shrugged. “Velindre made it her business to fall into conversation.”

 “Does Planir know what she’s up to?” snapped Casuel.

 “You’d have to ask her that,” said Allin with a touch of spirit. “She’s talking to the elder Demoiselle Den
Veneta at present but I’m sure she’ll give you a few moments.”

 “I have too many calls on my time to wait on Velindre’s convenience,” said Casuel sourly. “Tell her to
call on me later and explain herself.”

 “So what did you come here for?” asked Temar brightly. “Apart from showing everyone your new
haircut.”

 Casuel raised an involuntary hand to wiry brown hair cut and brushed in a close approximation of
Camarl’s style. “Naturally, as Planir’s envoy to D’Olbriot, I have a duty to represent Hadrumal to the
nobility during Festival.”

 Temar laughed loudly, the hearty chuckle turning curious heads. So much for archaic noble manners,
Casuel thought crossly. Didn’t the boy realise he was letting down the dignity of Kellarin just as surely as
Allin was disgracing Hadrumal in that frumpy gown? How was wizardry ever to achieve due recognition
in Toremal if it couldn’t even manage to dress decently?

 Allin was looking over at the other side of the room. “Excuse me, Velindre wants me.”
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 Casuel watched the close circle of lace-covered shoulders in the far bay open to admit the girl before
closing against curious glances from a fair few people. “What are they talking about?” the mage
wondered, frustrated.

 Temar hesitated.

 “You know something?” Casuel narrowed his eyes. “What is it? Keeping something from me could have
serious consequences, Esquire. I don’t think you realise—”

 “I believe they are discussing someone’s betrothal,” said Temar.

 “Yours?” gasped Casuel. That would be something to report to Planir. But what if the Archmage
disapproved? He quailed at the thought of conveying unwelcome news.

 “No,” said Temar scornfully. His expression turned rueful. “I hardly think these Demoiselles would
entertain my suit, not for all the gold in Kel Ar’Ayen, not as long as I know nothing of their fashions and
fancies.”

 “I could have told you such things,” sniffed Casuel. “But it was rather more important to teach you at
least the barest bones of all the history you slept through.”

 “True enough,” agreed Temar. “I owe you an apology for my inattentions.” He waved aside Casuel’s
hasty demur. “But it seems which Emperor reigned when and the badges of all these Houses is merely the
start of what I need to know. Can you explain all this business with feathers and fans to me?”

 “Oh, yes,” Casuel assured him. “My sisters—”

 Temar smiled. “Good. Let us go back to the D’Olbriot residence and we can go over it together.”

 Dismay had left Casuel’s mouth hanging open and he shut it hastily. “But I only just got here.”

 Temar fixed Casuel with an unblinking stare. “Unless you have some means to force your way through
that rampart, you are hardly going to find out what Velindre is discussing.” He gestured at the intimate
circle in the far bay. “But I asked Allin to call on me this evening, to share a supper or something. If you
are helping me with my studies, you can see what you can get out of her then?”

 “You don’t want to encourage her,” said Casuel bitingly. “She’s of no consequence in Hadrumal, and
hereabouts she’s quite below your notice. If Velindre had any sense, she’d never have brought the girl.
That Lescari accent alone—”

 He saw Temar wasn’t even doing him the courtesy of listening. “Let us make our farewells.”

 Casuel wondered how Temar’s expression could seem so warm while those pale eyes stayed as cold as
ice. “But I only just got here.”

 “I have been here since just after the sixth chime of the day,” said Temar crisply. “Which is quite long
enough for these girls to treat me as if I were missing half my buttons and for these elegant Esquires to
hint tactfully I have no real business here as long as I have barely a copper to scratch my stones with.”

 “There’s no need for mercenary vulgarity,” Casuel said plaintively. “Where’s Esquire Camarl?” He’d
make Temar see sense, the wizard thought.
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 “Making the better acquaintance of the younger daughter of the House out in the grounds.” Temar
smiled thinly. “Interrupting would hardly be tactful.”

 “We can’t leave without him,” Casuel protested uncertainly.

 “Everyone keeps telling me how informal this gathering is,” insisted Temar. “We will make our bow to
Resialle and she can inform Camarl. Come, Master D’Evoir.”

 “Don’t call me that,” Casuel hissed urgently. “It’s not appropriate.”

 “What’s not appropriate?” asked an unwelcome voice. “Some beggar the ocean washed up pretending
to rank and title, or D’Olbriot infesting the place with wizards?”

 “And who might you be, sir?” Casuel turned indignantly. “Ah, Den Thasnet, I see.” He tried for a more
conciliatory tone. “I think you mistake the nature of magic—”

 “Esquire,” Temar interrupted. “Do as my shirt tail does.” He caught the wizard’s elbow in a grip like
steel pincers and moved him forcibly away.

 “What did you mean by that?” asked Casuel in confusion.

 “You prefer I tell him plainly to kiss my arse?” Temar let go of Casuel’s arm and glanced back at Firon,
who was frowning as he tried to work out Temar’s insult. “And I will not play lickspittle to some fool
who puts an afternoon of wine on top of a morning of thassin. I wager his head will collapse when he next
visits the privy.”

 “We’d better make our farewells.” Casuel shuddered at the spectre of such coarseness being overheard,
leaving him to excuse Temar to Planir or the Sieur D’Olbriot. “And I think you’re spending too much
time with Chosen Tathel if that’s your notion of politeness.” Casuel stopped to let a stout youth past him
and had to hurry to catch Temar up. How was the boy to learn decent manners if he never listened to
anyone, the mage thought crossly.

 “Demoiselle,” Temar was bowing low before the eldest daughter of the Name. “I thank you for a most
pleasant afternoon and regret that other duties call me away.”

 Naturally Casuel recognised Resialle Tor Kanselin. He’d spent several days of Spring Equinox walking
outside those Houses closest to the D’Olbriot residence. The wizard made his most respectful bow to the
pretty girl. He hadn’t actually managed to fall into conversation with anyone of rank, but he should be
able to do so, if he was Temar’s guide over the next few days. “Casuel Devoir, my lady, mage of
Hadrumal.”

 She nodded a polite acknowledgement. “You’re Temar’s tutor, I believe?”

 Casuel smiled. “More of a friend, really.”

 Resialle’s mouth quirked prettily and Casuel smoothed the front of his coat with some satisfaction. He’d
certainly made an impression there, and if Temar could only recall D’Evoirs of his own day Casuel would
have rank to socialise in these circles as of right, not merely through association with D’Olbriot. This
business of feathers could wait until he’d jogged the lad’s memory about more important matters.
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 “Please make my farewells to your mother and to the Relict Tor Bezaemar,” Temar was saying. “And let
Esquire D’Olbriot know I have gone home.”

 Out in the cool of the marble corridor, Casuel hurried to catch Temar up. “You met the Relict Tor
Bezaemar? I hope you were polite!”

 “She was the nicest person there,” said Temar with some force. “And she andAvila look set to be firm
friends.”

 “That is good news,” Casuel said with satisfaction.

 “How so?” Temar looked at him. “I mean, I take it the title Relict still means she is the widow of the late
Sieur, but is there more to her rank than that?”

 “You really must study the annals I lent you,” said Casuel severely. “She’s the widow of the late Sieur
who was brother to Bezaemar the Generous. If the Convocation of Princes hadn’t opted for Den
Tadriol, she’d have graced the Imperial throne. No one’s better connected in Toremal.”

 Temar smiled. “A useful ally to have won.”

 When they got outside Casuel looked appreciatively at the methodical design of gardens and house.
“My father has rebuilt in the modern style,” he remarked. “We have rather less space, obviously, but the
effect is very much the same.”

 The boy still wasn’t listening, the mage realised with irritation, seeing Temar’s curious face turned to
rising noise beyond the gatehouse. “What’s to do?” he asked Casuel.

 “It’s beggars and hawkers hoping to wheedle coin out of the nobility.” The wizard drew Temar aside
beneath the broad arch as the gate-wards opened to a coach. “Riff-raff always comes flocking up from
the lower town at Festival.”

 “I have no coin with me.” Temar looked regretful. “Do you?

 “Not for the likes of these,” retorted Casuel.

 Temar peered through the barred and studded double gates and saw people thronging the broad road
outside. Liveried men-at-arms cleared space for a portly Esquire and his lady to depart in their carriage
and Temar saw two scrawny girls entertaining the crowd with a pair of battered wooden puppets, hands
deft on sticks moving jointed wooden limbs. “Come on.”

 “We’ll send word for D’Olbriot’s carriage, if you please,” said Casuel indignantly.

 Temar raised his eyebrows. “We kick our heels while a boy runs to D’Olbriot’s stables and wait still
longer for the coach to be readied and arrive? We can walk back in less time.”

 “Persons of rank do not walk in the common road,” Casuel told him severely.

 “As several people have told me this afternoon, my rank is by no means established,” said Temar
sarcastically. “And I would like to get some exercise.” He nodded to the sworn man on the gate, who
looked rather doubtfully at Casuel.
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 “Let’s at least keep out of the dirt.” He guided Temar towards the welcome shade of trees that edged
the road, scowling fiercely at a tattered ne’er-do-well who raised a grubby hand to Temar. White and
yellow flowers dotting vines that were threaded round the trees perfumed the air but Casuel’s nostrils still
twitched, apprehensive of some stink of poverty. “What are you doing?” he exclaimed as Temar
accepted something from a tousle-headed child in ragged motley.

 Temar studied the coarse piece of paper. “What is a rope dancer?”

 “Some foolish mountebank risking life and limb to entertain the uncouth.” Casuel tried to take the
handbill off Temar.

 “Exotic beasts can be seen at Vaile’s Yard, birds of the Archipelago and a great Aldabreshin
sea-serpent,” Temar peered at the crudely printed text, smudgy promises of delights cramped close
together. “Or there are any number of puppet shows, a wine-drinking contest, a display of tumbling and
feats of strength, it says here. I see the Houses still put on plenty of entertainment for their tenantry.”

 “None of this has anything to do with the nobility.” Casuel pushed away the arm of a lass trying to give
Temar some other piece of rubbish stamped out with lamp black on a woodcut. “The rabble amuse
themselves gulling each other out of their coin with such stuff.

 Temar had taken one anyway. “An infallible cure for green wounds, yellowing of the eyes, disorders of
the brain and the scald. What is the scald?”

 Casuel coloured to his hairline. “Not something you’re likely to encounter if you steer clear of the
brothels.”

 “A tincture formulated according to the most recent Rational principles to combat the effects of summer
heat by promoting effective perspiration.” Temar whistled mockingly as he studied the apothecary’s list.
“As opposed to the ineffective sweat we manage without its help.”

 Casuel beckoned to a crossing sweeper as they reached a sandy lane leading off the main highway to the
rear of the Tor Kanselin residence. “You might as well throw your coin in a pond.”

 The grubby boy brushed the debris on the road aside with his battered broom and they crossed, the
mage forging ahead with a forbidding expression for hopeful beggars pressing closer.

 “Casuel!” Temar’s indignant rebuke turned the wizard’s head.

 “What now?”

 “It must be customary to pay the lad?” Temar was waiting by the woebegone child who hugged the
handle of his brush with arms scarcely thicker than the wood.

 “Of course,” Casuel fumbled in the inner pocket of his breeches for some pennies. “There you go.”

 The child’s pitiable expression turned rapidly to scorn and he spat at Casuel’s highly polished boots
before disappearing into the crowd.

 Casuel raised an indignant fist but Temar’s astonished expression halted him. “Oh, let’s just get home.”

 People crowded close on the strip of flagway skirting the huddle of houses that served Tor Kanselin.
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Carts forced a determined path in the late sun, drivers shouting curses at a handful of tumblers spilling out
of an alleyway between two tall storehouses, but the weary horses simply plodded on, blinkered to the
clamour all around.

 “Are those masqueraders?” Temar turned to Casuel with delight. “The mercenaries speak highly of
them.”

 “I’m not surprised; after all it’s Lescaris we’ve to thank for bringing them here.” Casuel scowled at the
tatterdemalion figures with battered wooden masks covering the upper half of their faces. “The better
troupes can be quite entertaining if you’re used to nothing better, but what you want to see are proper
Tormalin marionettes worked with real skill.” He looked up from trying to identify the soft foulness he’d
just stepped in. “Temar? Esquire D’Alsennin?”

 Stolid faces met Casuel’s searching gaze, some with faint question, more uninterested and turning back
to the masqueraders’ impromptu display of dance and song.

 “D’Alsennin?” Casuel yelled, voice cracking on a sour taste of dust and just a little panic tugging at his
coat tails.

 Commotion suddenly stirred beside a portico jutting out from one of the larger houses of the hamlet. A
low-voiced murmur of shock and surprise ran beneath the high-pitched clamour of the throng.

 “Send to Tor Kanselin!” A shout went up close by the pillars topped with improbable stone leaves that
held up a flat stone slab. The lone voice was soon joined by others and a confused surge of people nearly
knocked Casuel clean off his feet. He struggled for balance; this was no time to get caught up in some
disturbance, and where was Temar? Anger tightened Casuel’s lips. If the foolish boy had gone off after
futile amusements offered by some inky-fingered pamphleteer, noble birth or not, he’d tell him—

 The mage’s indignation tailed off into incoherent horror as the crowd in front of the portico cleared. A
prone figure lay beneath the protecting arm of a doorkeeper. The man wore a pewter coat dark with
dust. As the prostrate figure lifted his head for a moment, he realised it was Temar! Hard on the heels of
that horror-struck realisation, Casuel saw an ominous stain spreading across the lad’s back. “Here, let
me through, let me pass!”

 Most of the bystanders were following the masqueraders who’d packed up their instruments and props
as soon as they realised a bigger drama was overtaking their own. Those looking to watch it were only
too happy to let someone else take charge of the calamity but the doorkeeper glared ferociously at
Casuel. “Are you an apothecary? A surgeon?”

 “What?” Casuel stared at the man. “No, I’m a wizard and—”

 But the doorkeeper was leaning over Temar, who was deathly pale in the shadows. With a surge of
relief, Casuel saw the lad’s eyes were open and he knelt hastily. “What’s this mishap? Did you trip?” He
strained to understand Temar’s mumble, his archaic accent thick.

 “I hurt myself.” His eyes were disorientated and vague. Casuel was appalled to see a huge bruise on
Temar’s temple, the swelling a finger thick and the colour of a ripe plum. He was shocked to realise the
brutal lines mimicked the moulding at the base of the pillar.

 “Bide still, boy,” instructed the doorkeeper, blunt face concerned.
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 “What happened?” demanded Casuel.

 “I hurt myself,” repeated Temar in puzzled tones. “How did I hurt myself?”

 “Temar, what happened?”

 “I hurt myself

 “Can you hear me?” Casuel reached for Temar’s shoulder, thinking to shake some sense into the boy,
but snatched his hand back from blood soaking the outstretched sleeve. Where was that coming from?

 “Has someone gone for Tor Kanselin’s sergeant?” the doorkeeper bellowed, scowling bushy black
brows at Casuel, stark contrast to his shaven, balding head.

 “We must get him to D’Olbriot’s surgeon.” Casuel snapped his fingers in front of Temar’s wandering
eyes. “Temar, answer me, what happened?”

 “It hurts,” the boy mumbled again. “How did I hurt myself?”

 “No one’s moving him,” the doorkeeper growled at Casuel. “You lie steady, boy.”

 Casuel fumbled nerveless fingers beneath his shirt for the D’Olbriot amulet he wore as a courtesy to the
Name. “I have the authority to insist.”

 “No one moves the lad till Tor Kanselin’s surgeon says.” The burly man looked hard at Casuel while
one gentle hand stroked Temar’s head in mute reassurance, thick fingers light on the fine black hair. “I’ll
not answer to my Sieur for letting you kill him with mishandling, whoever you are.”

 “Kill him?” Casuel sat back on his heels, aghast.

 “There’s a knife in his back, you fool!” The doorkeeper moved his protective arm slightly.

 Casuel saw the dagger, unadorned hilt shuddering and catching the light as Temar drew a shallow
breath. “We should press something to the wound to stop the blood.” Cold sweat beaded Casuel’s brow
and he felt sick to his stomach. Screwing his eyes shut he fought to quell the nausea and terror threatening
to overwhelm him.

 The doorkeeper looked at the wizard, puzzled. “Are you all right?”

 Casuel was ashamed to find himself trembling like some mute animal. Who’d done this? Some low-born
scum out to rob their betters, treacherous knives greedy for coin they couldn’t bother to earn like honest
men. That would be it, surely? No need to fear anything more sinister.

 The rhythmic tramping of heavy boots distracted the grateful mage from the terrifying possibilities forcing
themselves upon him. Casuel scrambled to his feet. “Stand aside! Clear the road!”

 “Let’s find out why you’re making this your business, shall we?” The doorkeeper’s grip on Casuel’s arm
was like a watchdog’s bite and he barely needed to tighten the muscles in his broad shoulders to hold the
helpless mage immobile.

 Casuel’s indignant protests went unheard as ten men in Tor Kanselin livery forced the crowd back with
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staffs held level to make a solid ring of iron-bound oak, swan medallions at their throats proclaiming their
unquestioned right to do so. The sergeant strode towards the portico, uncompromising in metal-plated
hide. “What’s happened here?” He looked down from well over Casuel’s height, black hair cropped
above a mobile, pockmarked face, dark brown eyes intense.

 “I thought the lad had just stumbled,” explained the doorkeeper. “Then I saw he’d taken a blade in the
back.”

 “By the looks of that bruise, someone was out to break his head on the pillar.” The sergeant knelt to
study Temar, whose repetitive mumbles had faded to faint whispers, eyes vacant.

 “Don’t touch the dagger!” yelped Casuel when the chosen man drew a knife and carefully slit the back
of Temar’s coat. He shut his mouth, horrified to hear shock forcing his words into a girlish squeal.

 “Who’s this?” The sergeant glanced at the doorkeeper.

 “Says he’s a wizard.” The doorkeeper gave Casuel a shake of unconscious emphasis. “Seems to know
the lad.”

 “Who’s he to you?” The sergeant carefully cut Temar’s shirt to reveal skin white beneath scarlet smears,
blood pooled in the hollow of his spine.

 Casuel swallowed hard on his nausea. “He’s my—my pupil. I am Casuel Devoir, mage of Hadrumal.”
He wondered why that sounded so inadequate.

 The sergeant peered beneath the fold of linen and wool held fast by the blade. “So this lad’s a wizard?”

 Casuel tried to shake off the doorkeeper’s hand to no avail. “His name is Temar D’Alsennin, a guest of
Messire D’Olbriot, recently arrived from Kellarin.” His indignant words carried through the rapt silence
to the onlookers and a buzz of speculation took flight.

 The sergeant gave Casuel a sharp look before getting to his feet. “Anyone with something useful to say,
make yourselves known,” he shouted at the crowd. “Otherwise, be on your way before I call you to
answer for blocking Tor Kanselin’s highway!”

 This uncompromising declaration had people hurrying away immediately, scattering as a second
detachment of armoured men arrived with a curtained litter carried shoulder high. A slightly built man with
a shock of hair like grizzled sheep’s wool followed. His deeply lined face was jowled with age but his
brown spotted hands were deft as he knelt to peel back the bloody cloth on Temar’s back.

 “You have to staunch the blood!” insisted Casuel.

 The surgeon ignored him. “Are you still with us, lad?” After a cursory examination of the wound he
seemed far more concerned with the bruise still swelling at Temar’s temple.

 “I hurt myself. How did I hurt myself?”

 “Get him back to the barracks, quick as you like,” the surgeon said briskly. Casuel protested weakly as
four well-muscled men lifted Temar to lay him gently in the padded litter. For all their care, Temar let out
an agonised cry that broke into racking sobs. The surgeon tightened a strap to hold him secure before
drawing the curtains close and nodding to the men to pick up the poles.
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 Hot distress blurred Casuel’s own vision. “Where are you taking him? I want him taken to the D’Olbriot
residence, at once, do you hear? He’s a guest of Messire D’Olbriot, the Sieur himself! I want him
informed, at once, and I want your names. Your Sieur will hear about this, I assure you.”

 The wizard hurried after the litter, repeating himself in futile fury.

 D’Olbriot Font Lane, Summer Solstice Festival, First Day, Evening

 I hold a good collection of markers of one kind or another after twelve or more years spent in Messire’s
service. Most of my duties in recent years have taken me away from Toremal but I’ve still got favours
owed and small debts never repaid clear across the city. Spending this credit against redeeming Temar’s
people seemed the best use I’d ever find for it, and as I walked up past the conduit house satisfaction
with my afternoon’s work warmed me like the sinking sun at my back. There was a chosen man of Den
Cotise I’d sparred with over the years; we’d shared a superior flagon of wine at the Popinjay inn down
on the Graceway. Intrigued by the puzzle, he’d introduced me to a giddy under-dresser to the
Demoiselles Tor Sylarre. Once we’d worked out which women of Den Rannion and Den Domesin had
married into Tor Sylarre over the generations, we reckoned upwards of twenty artefacts could well be
safe within that family’s jewel coffers.

 I’d left word in a myriad other places that might bring back useful answers and had a double handful of
chance remarks to follow up besides, so I was wondering whether to go out again that evening or to wait
until morning as I began the long haul up the hill towards the residence. A tailor who’d been grateful to
D’Olbriot since a troop of us sworn had stopped some chancers robbing his sewing room had
introduced me to an elderly valet raised in Den Muret’s service. That Name had long faded into obscurity
but the daughters of the House had married widely and well and with the help of the tailor’s ledgers, and
the valet’s memory, we’d identified where. Better yet, the valet was now serving the newly nominated
Sieur Den Turquand and pointed out several judicious marriages that had bolstered that Name’s rise. He
reckoned the young Sieur would be delighted to ingratiate himself with D’Olbriot and Kellarin for the
price of a few discarded antiquities.

 Shadows beneath the fringed trees cloaked the road, oppressive rather than cooling, and a heaviness
seemed to hang in the air. I looked up but saw no sign of the thunder in the deepening blue of the sky.
Walking faster, I still found myself unable to shake a sense of foreboding.

 It’s all very well Livak teasing me about feeling responsible for everything and anything, I thought, but
Dast’s teeth, I’m the closest thing Temar has to family on this side of the ocean. Perhaps I should have
stayed close at hand; something might have upset or confused him. After all, he was new to the city, and
there are always a few young nobles we men-at-arms privately agree would improve after a thorough
kicking round the back of some stable block some dark night.

 Outright dismay hit me like a slap in the face when I saw the commotion outside the D’Olbriot
gatehouse. Sentries who’d been idly displaying their crossbows to impress passing maidservants now
stood stern-faced and vigilant. The vast travelling coach the elder ladies of the House used was being
wheeled round from the stables, a full contingent of sworn men ringing it, swords drawn. As I ran
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towards them I drew my own blade, elbowing through the confusion as I saw a familiar face. “Stoll!
What’s going on?”

 Stolley was sworn long before me and chosen a few years since. One of Messire’s most effective
sergeants-at-arms, he’s a well-muscled brawler whose ears still stick out like mill sails, even after the
punishment they’ve taken over the years.

 “Rysh, get over here!” He shoved a gawping vagabond aside, and raised swords admitted me within the
ring of steel. I swung myself on to the running board of the carriage as the horses were whistled into a
trot.

 “Your boy’s been stabbed,” said Stolley shortly, jogging beside the carriage with the rest of the troop.

 “D’Alsennin?” I looked down on him in disbelief. “At Tor Kanselin’s reception?”

 “Dunno.” Stolley shrugged massive shoulders beneath a coat of plates. “Stabbed and needing the
gentlest ride home, that’s all we’re told.”

 “How bad?” I demanded, feeling a catch of apprehension in my throat.

 “Rumour’s got him on the threshold to the Otherworld,” growled Stolley. “But then they’d be saying that
if he’d grazed his knees.”

 As soon as the coach reached the sweep of gravel inside Tor Kanselin’s gates, I jumped down. It was
quieter inside the walls but the air still crackled with suppressed curiosity, little knots of wide-eyed
servants speculating behind raised hands.

 I sheathed my sword and kept walking, not about to add grist to the rumour mill before I had a few solid
facts to chew on myself. A sentry nodded the D’Olbriot badge on my armring into the residence and I
looked around the lofty hallway for someone who could tell me what had happened. The best I could
come up with was Casuel, forlorn on a side chair, velvet coat and shirt ruffle in disarray, his wiry brown
hair hanging lank at his temples.

 He jumped up as soon as he saw me, eyes hollow with fear. “What’s happened to the boy?” Miserable
uncertainty lengthened his face in place of the self-importance that habitually tightened his weak chin.

 “That’s what I’m asking you.” I tried to restrain my anger.

 “It wasn’t my fault,” stammered Casuel. “The fool insisted on walking back. He wouldn’t wait for a
carriage. He wouldn’t stay close to me—”

 The sharp click of a lady’s shoes turned my head to the marble stairs. Abandoning Casuel to his
ineffectual self-justification, I hurried to meet the Demoiselle Tor Arrial with a perfunctory bow. “How is
he?”

 “Temar?”Avila tried for her usual terse manner but her heart wasn’t in it. “The morning will most
assuredly bring him an aching head and a sore shoulder but a day or so in bed should see him well
enough.” I gave her my arm and she leaned heavily on me.

 “I thought he was dead.” Casuel struggled for a further response; the relief in his face would have been
comical if the whole matter weren’t so serious. Then the mage’s knees gave way and he landed
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gracelessly on his chair.

 “They said he was stabbed?” I enquired as gently as I could.

 Avilarubbed her face with a hand that trembled in spite of herself. “Talagrin be praised, the blade went
awry. It hit the shoulder blade.”

 “I’ve been waiting for the courtesy of some word.” Casuel managed to look both woebegone and
petulant.

 I wasn’t about to waste time consoling Casuel’s imagined grievance. Anyone with a pennyweight of
common sense would have gone looking for news.

 “The head wound had me most concerned,”Avila continued, ‘but the House surgeon deems it none too
serious.”

 A sober-faced man coming down the stairs in his shirt sleeves, fastening cuffs that had rusty smears.

 “Chosen Man Ryshad Tathel,” I introduced myself politely. “How’s Esquire D’Alsennin?”

 “You’ll have seen worse on the training ground,” the surgeon sniffed. “He’d his wits knocked clean out
of him, but that’ll pass, and the knife wound looked worse than it was.”

 I nodded my understanding, relief closing my throat too tight for words.

 Avilanodded. “A little blood goes a long way.”

 “The Demoiselle here says there’s no crack in the skull, according to her arts,” continued the surgeon
with a slightly wary look atAvila . I remembered with relief how healing was a major part of her Artifice.

 “If he’d waited for a carriage, we’d have got home without mishap,” protested Casuel with a mildewed
expression.

 “You were with him?” The surgeon fixed the wizard with a look as sharp as his scalpels. “Proven Man
Triss will need to speak to you.”

 “This wasn’t my fault,” said Casuel hastily. “Why does he need to see me?”

 The surgeon ignored him, turning to me. “Take him along to the barracks, will you? Esquire Camarl left
word you were to talk to the Cohort Captain.”

 Finding I could speak again, I looked atAvila . “I’ll be at your disposal when you wish to return to
D’Olbriot’s residence, Demoiselle.”

 “Go on,” she said a little wearily. “I will be with the Maitresse and Lady Channis.”

 “Come on, Casuel.” I caught the visibly reluctant wizard by the elbow to urge him along.

 “I wish people would stop doing that,” he exploded, shaking off my hand in sudden rage.

 I grabbed him again and had him out of the residence with his feet barely touching the steps. “Stop
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behaving as if you’ve no interest in what’s going on!” I rounded on him. “You tell the guards whatever
you saw and we might get some idea who did this. I want to know, even if you don’t!”

 Casuel’s objections withered under my scorching glare but his back stayed rigid with protest as I
escorted him to the barracks on the far side of the enclosure.

 “Take a seat in the bower,” the sentry replied to my explanation of our arrival. “I’ll send word to Proven
Triss.”

 I nodded and turned on my heel, Casuel hurrying after, muttering crossly. Luckily for him he’d run out of
indignation when we reached a vine-covered bower shading a ring of low benches. At least that meant
my continued good reputation was safe because I couldn’t have stood much more of his nonsense
without shutting his mouth with a fist.

 With evening drawing on, cool, dark leaves swathed the little yard with moist, green fragrance. I sat and
closed my eyes and forced myself to take slow, even breaths as the blood pulsed in my head. Noises
from the stable yard over in the distance and from the crowd in the road just beyond the wall contrasted
with the stillness within the empty bower.

 It didn’t last. Casuel started talking again. “I want a runner sent to D’Olbriot, to the Sieur himself.
Ryshad, I want paper and ink, do you hear? And sealing wax, at once. No, wait, Esquire Camarl must
still be here? Yes, that’s it. I need to see him. No, you need to ask if he’ll see me. Ryshad? Are you
listening? Esquire Camarl will vouch for me, won’t he? But what will the Sieur think? Why did that foolish
boy go dragging the D’Olbriot Name into some needless turmoil?”

 Just as I was thinking I’d better sit on my hands I heard boots falling in measured tread on the gravel.

 “Good evening to you.” A scar-faced man with sharply receding hair stepped into the bower, face
impassive as he bowed to the wizard and gave me a brief nod of acknowledgement. “I’m Oram Triss,
proven man to Tor Kanselin and by the Emperor’s grace Captain of the House Cohort.”

 I hoped Casuel knew enough to realise this was Tor Kanselin’s most senior soldier, the man who would
answer to the Emperor if the Cohorts were ever summoned to fight a war for Tormalin. Judging by his
strangled murmur, the wizard did.

 “Raman Zelet, chosen man,” continued Triss, indicating his companion. The tall man had skin tanned a
deep copper brown and I noted leather oil deeply ingrained around his fingernails as he set a lacquered
tray on a broad stone trough planted with bright summer flowers. He poured wordlessly from a jug of
water beaded with condensation and Triss handed Casuel a greenish glass. The wizard drank in hasty
gulps, hand shaking to spill cold drops that spotted his shirt.

 The proven man smiled reassurance at Casuel. “May I know your name?”

 “Fair Festival to you.” Casuel cleared his throat with a creditable assumption of ease. “I am Casuel
Devoir, mage of Hadrumal, at present envoy from Archmage Planir the Black to Messire Guliel
D’Olbriot, Sieur of that House.” He brushed at the droplets bright on his shirt front but still spilled more
water as he put his glass back on the tray.

 Zelet raised an eyebrow as he passed me some welcome water. “You’re a wizard.”

 Casuel lifted his chin defiantly at the faint distaste in the other man’s face. “And a rational man of good
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family and disciplined habits.”

 Proven Triss laced long fingers with work-hardened joints together. “So what happened?”

 “I really have no idea,” Casuel protested. “We got separated in the crowd. I’d been telling him to stay
close—” he reached for his glass and took another sip of water. “Then I saw the commotion by the
portico. When I got through the mob, I saw Temar had been stabbed.” He appealed to the
expressionless Zelet. “You saw that for yourself.”.

 “The doorkeeper reckoned someone smashed the lad’s head against the stonework deliberately,” Zelet
said to Triss.

 The proven man ran a pensive finger along a fine cicatrice beneath his cheekbone. “If this was some
cutpurse losing his head and using a knife that’s straightforward enough. We’ve sent word to every
barracks, and with Raeponin’s grace someone’ll string the cur up on the nearest gibbet before he uses his
blade again.” He turned to me. “But who’d want to dash your boy’s brains out? If this is some private
quarrel, some personal grudge, it’s D’Olbriot’s right and duty to deal with it. Tor Kanselin shouldn’t
interfere.”

 “Why would some cutpurse stab him?” Zelet’s dark eyes bored into Casuel. “In that crowd he could’ve
taken the lad’s money and been gone before you drew breath. Why break the lad’s head? Do you know
more than you’re saying, master wizard?”

 “Your companion certainly seems apprehensive,” Triss remarked to me.

 “The sight of blood distresses me,” Casuel’s eyes darted between the two men, making him look more
weaselly than ever. “I’m a mage and a scholar, no swordsman.”

 What to do for the best, I wondered. “It’s just possible that an enemy already known to the Sieur
D’Olbriot might have attacked D’Alsennin,” I said slowly.

 “Who?” demanded Zelet.

 “Blond men, shorter than common height, enemies of the Empire from across the Ocean,” I began.

 “Then it was them ransacked D’Alsennin’s goods in Bremilayne? Why didn’t you warn me? But they’re
killers, merciless, evil—” blurted out Casuel before I silenced him with a glare.

 “Yellow-haired men?” Zelet’s dark eyes were fixed on me. “Mountain Men?”

 “Not as such, though perhaps they were once of the same blood,” I said slowly. “Elietimm they call
themselves, Men of the Ice. They live on islands far out in the northern ocean and they’ve ambitions to
better themselves by kicking the colonists out of Kellarin or maybe even grabbing land in Dalasor.”

 “How would killing Esquire D’Alsennin help them?” Proven Triss wasn’t going to unleash his men until
he was good and satisfied this was a true scent.

 “He’s the closest thing Kellarin has to a leader.” I’d been thinking about that. “There were precious few
nobles on the original sailing, just D’Alsennin, Den Fellaemion and Den Rannion.” I wasn’t about to
complicate matters by mentioning Guinalle andAvila . Both were noble born but primarily valued for their
skills in Artifice. “Den Fellaemion and Den Rannion were killed, so D’Alsennin’s the only one left with
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rank to deal with the Names on this side of the ocean.”

 “What happens if someone gets a blade through his heart next time?” asked Zelet with frank curiosity.

 I shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t suppose anyone else does. But the Elietimm will take full
advantage of any confusion, Dastennin curse them to drowning.”

 “But you don’t know this was these Elietimm,” Proven Triss reminded me.

 “Who else could it be?” cried Casuel. “They use knives all the time, lurking in corners to leave innocent
men bleeding in the dust.” As the mage clutched unconsciously at his stomach I remembered he carried a
twisted line of vivid scarring on his soft pale skin, memento of an Elietimm attack that had left him for
dead. Perhaps I should have more sympathy for his panic.

 “Did anyone see anything out of the ordinary?” I asked.

 Zelet shook his head, acknowledging my grimace of frustration. “The streets were packed like a market
stockyard.”

 “Of course no one saw anything! Elietimm use enchantments to baffle and deceive.” Casuel turned on
me with a weak man’s fury born of fear. “You should’ve pursued them in Bremilayne when you had the
chance! They got away! They followed us here! Saedrin’s stones, it could have been me with a knife in
my back—”

 He threw out a hand in emphasis, sending the tray crashing to the ground where jug and glasses broke
into glittering shards, the water spreading dark on the pale gravel. Zelet grunted with faint disdain as he
knelt to pick up the pieces.

 “Permit me,” said Casuel tightly. The mage snapped his fingers and emerald light flared in every drop of
water. The shattered glass glowed golden along each broken edge and the fragments slid noiselessly over
each other, fitting themselves into their remembered places. Whole, the jug righted itself as a tracery of
magelight glowed with a furnace intensity that seared the eye before suddenly blinking into nothingness.
Trickles of spilled water were gathering themselves around the base and rolled into a glistening braid that
twisted up and around the swollen belly of the jug. The water reached up and poured itself back over the
lip, swirling into an aquamarine spiral, bubbles of green fire sparking from the surface. Casuel plucked a
newly mended glass from the floor, refilled it with surprisingly steady hands, and toasted the two liveried
men. “Perhaps the reality of my magic will make you take the possibility of Elietimm sorcery more
seriously.”

 Triss and Zelet looked steadily at the mage without answering.

 “I’ll see you back at the D’Olbriot residence, Chosen Tathel.” With a tide of colour rising from his
collar, Casuel got to his feet. “I expect your full report since I have a duty to keep the Archmage
informed.”

 Triss nodded to Zelet. “Get Master Devoir a carriage. If there are knives with a purpose out there, I
don’t want a second D’Olbriot guest stabbed on my watch.”

 I stood too, ready to be dismissed, but Proven Triss waved me back into my seat as Zelet escorted
Casuel away. “I’m not asking you to break confidences, but there are all manner of rumours about this
supposed colony D’Alsennin’s from. Are we really supposed to believe enchantments held this people in
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sleep over countless generations after some unholy magic wrecked their hopes in Nemith’s day? But
there’s no question the Archmage took an interest last year, and D’Olbriot’s had mages like your friend
there in his confidence ever since. Now I’m a rational man; I don’t believe a tenth of what I hear, but
there’s no denying the truth of magic. I’ll hunt thieves and bandits from one side of the Empire to the
other, but I won’t send my men up against fire called to melt the flesh from an honest man’s bones. If
D’Olbriot chooses to, that’s for him to justify to his oath-bound.”

 “The Elietimm have a style of magic all their own.” I picked my words carefully, thinking rational
probably described Proven Triss’s philosophy as well as his character. “It’s not fire and lightning but
tangling the wits inside your head. But wise women among the colonists can match it; one’s here with
D’Alsennin, the Demoiselle Tor Arrial. She’s been using her skills to heal his wounds.” IfAvila could
demonstrably cure illness and mend injury, the sooner we’d persuade men like Triss that Artifice wasn’t
some dark enchantment to be either feared or banished. I looked him in the eye. “If it was Elietimm did
this, we can use mages and Artifice both to draw their teeth without any of yours or D’Olbriot’s risking
their neck.”

 “If they’re in the city at all,” commented Triss.

 “Do you recall Esquire Robel D’Olbriot being attacked the year before last?” I said slowly. “That was
the work of those whore-begotten Elietimm.”

 Triss scowled. “I heard they didn’t even kill him cleanly.”

 “Left him blind and helpless as a swaddled infant.” Anger sharpened my voice. “That was the first of
their offences against the Name and they’ve earned our enmity thrice over since. The Sieur D’Olbriot
wouldn’t be dealing with wizards otherwise.”

 “D’Alsennin wasn’t carrying a purse,” mused Triss. “The knife could just have been spite because there
wasn’t any coin.”

 “I’ll buy wine for your whole Cohort if you find me some cutpurse with the boy’s blood on his cuffs,” I
assured him.

 “It’ll empty your purse,” Triss warned me with a grin.

 “Coin well spent,” I replied. “Of course it could be happenstance, I know that. It’s Festival after all,
there’s always trouble in the lower city, and it wouldn’t be the first time vermin climbed higher.” And the
way Casuel’s luck ran, my mother would say he’d get hit by a bowl if it was raining soup. “Does the
knife give some hint?”

 Triss drew a blade from his belt with a private smile.

 “So do you owe Zelet or is he buying the wine tonight?” I turned the cheap blade in my hands, feeling a
peculiar frisson at the dark lines of Temar’s blood caught in the binding of the handle.

 “I said you’d want to see it,” admitted Triss. “Zelet called no wager.”

 “Let me guess, half the Festival hawkers are selling these?” If this were a puppetry tale, I thought
ruefully, the blade would be unique to the knifeman and some innocent bystander would helpfully recall
seeing him with it. But real life is never that straightforward.
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 “Three peddlers out of five.” Triss shrugged. “I expect we could find whatever back-alley smithy is
knocking out that particular style by the barrel full, but we’d learn no more than that.”

 “Of course,” I said lightly, handing the useless blade back.

 “I’ll send word if I hear anything, but frankly I doubt there’ll be news.” Triss pursed his lips.

 “You and me both.” I nodded ruefully.

 “Keep your eyes and ears open, though. Let me know if you learn anything.” Proven Triss got to his feet
and I followed him out of the little bower. “We’ll catch the cur if we’ve a scent to follow, and I take it
very personally when a guest of my Sieur can’t walk hereabouts in safety.”

 “You and me both,” I repeated curtly.

 Movement by the residence caught my eye and I saw a blanket-covered litter being gently carried down
the steps.

 “Permit me to take my leave, Proven Triss?” I said formally.

 Triss nodded and turned towards the gatehouse.Avila was walking beside the litter and beckoned to me.
“On the other side, if you please, Ryshad.”

 I helped steady the burden as Tor Kanselin’s servants and D’Olbriot’s footmen eased the unconscious
Temar inside the wide-bodied coach. His face was white as bone in the dim interior and I saw an angry
bruise at the edge of a poultice strapped to his temple.

 I turned toAvila . “Is he going to be all right?” I asked with a qualm at his stillness.

 “He sleeps deep in the shades, by grace of Arimelin’s Artifice,” saidAvila calmly. “That will do much to
restore him. Tor Kanselin’s surgeon knows his herbs well enough, so I have everything I need for the
night.”

 “You’ll be sitting with him?” I’d been wondering if I should do that; head injuries can turn nasty in a
hurry.

 Avilanodded. “So you can find out who did this,” she ordered sternly.

 “Casuel thinks it must be the Elietimm,” I said, still looking at Temar.

 “Just because the master mage is one part flash and nine parts foolish, do not assume he must be
wrong,”Avila commented brusquely.

 “True enough.” And if the wizard were right he wouldn’t let me or anyone else forget it this side of the
Otherworld.

 “Ryshad!” I turned to see Esquire Camarl standing by the door at the top of the steps. He summoned
me with a snap of his fingers.

 “Esquire.” I bowed as I arrived on the step below him.
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 “Where were you, Ryshad?” he demanded without preamble.

 I hesitated. “Temar wanted me to make some enquiries around the Houses he thinks may have these
artefacts he’s searching for. We thought it would save time if I made a start while he was here.”

 “D’Olbriot holds your oath, Ryshad, not D’Alsennin.” There was an edge to Camarl’s voice. “Your
place was at his side.”

 “He should have been safe here. Tor Kanselin’s men are on a par with our own,” I said before realising I
was sounding like Casuel trying to excuse himself. I shut my mouth.

 “He was hardly safe outside, was he?” snapped Esquire Camarl.

 “No.” I admitted with honest regret. “Your pardon, Esquire. I was at fault.”

 “There’s more than enough blame to go round, Ryshad. I shouldn’t have spent so much time listening to
Irianne’s plans for her wedding dress.” Camarl sighed and his face relaxed a little. “And Temar needs to
understand the dignity of his rank these days, that he can’t just go wandering around like some junior son
of a cadet line. He should’ve taken a carriage or at least requested a proper escort.” He raised a
reprimanding finger at me. “And you need to understand chosen duties a bit better. I know you’re used
to using your own initiative when the Sieur sends you on a task halfway across some backward province,
but this is Toremal. You send sworn men out on errands, five at a time if you need to, and when they
bring back the word you come to me with what I need to know. You’re an upper servant now, and it’s
time you acted like one.”

 “Esquire.” I waited a moment before speaking again, trying to strike that fine line between dutiful respect
and the assertion that would get me my own way. “But we have no sworn men who know anything about
the Elietimm. Surely the most important thing now is to look for any trace of them in the city? I’m the only
man you can send to do that.”

 Camarl looked at me with narrowed eyes. “I suppose that’s true enough. But if you get any sniff of them,
you come back and rouse the entire barracks, do you hear?”

 “I won’t take any Elietimm on without a full Cohort at my back, on Aiten’s oath,” I promised him.

 Camarl smiled sadly. “You learned that lesson the hard way, didn’t you? He was a good man, Aiten, too
good to lose to those bastards, and the same is true for you, Ryshad. Be careful.”

 “I will,” I assured him. “Do you want me to report to you as soon as I get back?”

 “Whatever the chime,” Camarl confirmed. “Wake me if you need to.”

 “Watch your back,” Stolley called as I passed him on my way through the gatehouse. I spared him a
wave and broke into a jog trot, ignoring the protests of my weary feet. If anyone in the lower city had the
answers, I’d take them on the point of my sword if need be.
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 CHAPTER THREE

 Preface to the Chronicle of the House,
As Given by Sieur Loedain D’Olbriot,

Winter Solstice of the 50th Year of
Bezaemar the Canny

 It has fallen to few Sieurs of this House to record any Emperor completing a second full generation on
the throne, but I find myself thus honoured. Indeed, as I look over the Imperial Rote, I see we have been
blessed with more long-lived rulers over the last handful of generations than at any time since the Chaos.
The world is a very different place since the days of Decabral, when the Eager, the Nervous and the
Merciful all died by the sword. I wonder if Bezaemar the Canny will equal Aleonne the Gallant’s fifty-six
years of rule; he has certainly faithfully followed the wise man’s example in using diplomacy to bring us
peace instead of the warfare that once so often drained our resources of coin and youth.

 As Tormalin fares, naturally so does D’Olbriot. How stands Tormalin at the end of so momentous a
year? I can declare without hesitation that concord extends clear across the traditional domains of our
Old Empire. We are seen again as the natural leaders of all lands bordered by mountains, forest and sea.
Even the distantkingdomofSolura bows to our supremacy. Tormalin culture reaches once more to the
very gates of Selerima. Our fashions are worn as far afield as the streets ofCol , and learning from the
antiquarian scholarship of Vanam enriches our libraries, restoring much that was lost in the Chaos. With
accredited ambassadors in every Dukedom of Lescar and sitting as honoured observers in the
Caladhrian Parliament, we are no longer at risk of unheeded anger boiling up into unexpected attack.
Gold once spent like water to service the cohorts and galleys that guarded borders and coasts now
enriches our dwellings with paintings and sculpture, ceramics and furniture. As noble wealth supports our
craftsmen, so our traders carry their goods ever further along the peaceable high roads, even to
theGreatForest and beyond. Long seasons of patient negotiation mean the Archipelago is no longer a
source of fear and danger but a ready supplier of muslins for the poor and silks for the wealthy.

 As ceremonial rivalry replaces contests of arms, D’Olbriot stands as of right in the first order of nobility.
The niceties of rank are ever more finely codified to guide those visiting from lesser lands, and D’Olbriot
reputation grows with every year that passes. I have extended D’Olbriot patronage beyond our own
tenantry to those lesser Houses whose distance from Toremal or lack of resources hamper them in this
race for status. Our daughters are eagerly courted and our sons are received with hopeful civility
wherever they pay their addresses to a lady. D’Olbriot lands and enterprises flourish from the Ast Marsh
to theCapeofWinds and our tenantry benefit daily from the enhanced position we have secured for all
beholden to our Name.

 So why do I not rejoice? Is it simply that I too am an old man, tired of bearing my own burden? I am in
truth weary and let this document thus record my own decision to step down at this close of the year,
bidding my Designate, my grand-nephew Chajere, take up the oath of the Sieur. But wisdom is a blessing
of age, and it may be that I see within with clearer eyes, for all the webs clouding my outer vision. As
Bezaemar has celebrated the longevity of his rule with lavish pomp, precious few of the commonalty have
seen him do so and none too many of the nobility at whose pleasure he supposedly rules. Even Esquires
of my own Name find themselves endlessly delayed in anterooms where tedious games of precedence
are played out before they are admitted to the Imperial presence. Bezaemar has always been noted for
his intelligence, but how can even the wisest of men make sound judgements when all his information
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comes from so small and so limited a circle of advisors? I am minded of a pond, peaceful and still, thus
pleasant to look at but after time smelling rank with decay. After so long without anything to stir us, does
not Tormalin risk similar stagnation?

 Perhaps I am unduly pessimistic. The recent celebrations have naturally prompted renewed speculation
as to who might succeed Bezaemar the Canny and those old Sieurs supporting him will soon be replaced
in their turn by younger men looking to make a mark on their House. The Tor Bezaemar grandson most
often mentioned is a lively, good-humoured lad, well known and liked among all who will vote on the
question and with a wide circle of friends among the junior Esquires of our Houses. If I am spared, I pray
that I might see such a man take up the mantle of the Emperor with new vitality.

 The D’Olbriot Residence Gatehouse,
Summer Solstice Festival, Second Day, Morning

 I woke to one of those moments when your cares haven’t raised their heads and you can savour a
comfortable bed, crisp linen and the promise of the new day. All that was missing was Livak curled close
beside me and waking to my kiss. That fancy lasted about as long as it took me to fling aside the single
coverlet that was all these sultry summer nights needed. Washed, shaved and out of the gatehouse before
the early sun had risen a hair’s breadth higher over the roof tiles, I found the day outside still cool.
Hedges lining the walks of the grounds cast long shadows still glistening with dew as I hurried to the
barracks to see if any news had turned up while I slept.

 Stolley was lounging on a bench by the barracks door. “Morning, Rysh, I’ve some messages for you.”

 “Thanks.” I took two letters from Stolley. “Did anything else I should know about turn up last night?”

 “Maitresse Tor Kanselin sent a bowl of crystal berries from her personal hot-house.” Stolley shrugged.
“A lad from Tor Bezaemar came offering their Sieur’s personal physician. Sirnis Den Viorel sent him a
tisane casket this morning.”

 “Anything else?” I persisted.

 Stolley sucked air through the gap where he’d lost three teeth in a fistfight. “You’re expecting some
growling rough with a nail-studded club asking for a private audience, are you?”

 “Or a mysterious beauty claiming to be an old friend, maybe some down-on-his-luck musician begging
for a hearing?” I nodded, mock serious. All these characters and more were dusted off each year for
puppet shows to tempt our Festival pennies. “How about the genial old man just looking for an honest
game of Raven? I could do with winning a few crowns.”

 “Don’t go looking in the barracks,” Stolley warned me. “All the new blood has been warned about
you.”

 “Spoilsport.” So nothing out of the ordinary had caught Stolley’s eye.
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 “Did you get any scent last night then?” Stoll was as keen as me and everyone else in the barracks to see
whoever had stabbed Temar strung up from a gibbet.

 “Nothing, and I checked in with every sergeant between the hills and the sea.” I shook my head. “I’d
best get some breakfast and start calling back on them.”

 “It’s the lower hall for upper servants,” Stoll reminded me with a pointed nod at the main house.

 I groaned. “Why do housemaids have to be so cursed shrill in the morning?” But I crossed the grounds
to the main house, mindful of Esquire Camarl’s rebuke. A hall servant I knew slightly was sweeping
briskly around the door as I took the steps at the run.

 “Ryshad, good morning!”

 “And to you, Dass.” Not inclined to stop and chat, I took the backstairs down to the whitewashed
lower hall, a long basement with shallow windows high in the walls bringing light from outside. Heavy,
scarred tables with backless benches were crowded with ladies’ maids, housemaids, valets and lackeys,
all talking at once and all trying to make themselves heard by speaking louder than their neighbour. The
babble echoed back and forth from the limewashed stone, battering my ears. I knocked at the servery
built between two massive pillars that once supported the undercroft of a D’Olbriot residence built and
demolished generations since.

 “What can I get you?” A freckle-faced child tucked a wisp of chestnut hair back behind her ear, wiping
hands on her coarse apron.

 “Bread, ham, whatever fruit’s left and a tisane with plenty of white amella.” I smiled at the lass.

 “Something to keep you awake?” she chuckled as she assembled my meal from the plates and baskets
to hand.

 “Fifth chime of midnight was sounding as I got back last night,” I admitted.

 “I hope she was worth it,” she teased, suddenly older than her years.

 “And Fair Festival to you,” I retorted

 She laughed. “It will be once I’ve served my turn today and fetched my dancing slippers.”

 Sipping my tisane with a smile puckered by its bitterness, I found a seat at the very end of a table. A few
of the maids and footmen spared me a glance but were more interested in sharing their gossip with the
visiting servants. I knew most faces, even if I couldn’t put a name to them, and the few newcomers were
visibly escorted by resident servants. Messire’s steward wasn’t about to have the smooth running of his
household disrupted by some valet not knowing where to go for hot water or how to find the laundry.

 The first note was another from Mistal, wanting to know where I’d got to yesterday, so I ignored it in
favour of the salt richness of dark dry-cured ham against soft white bread still warm from the oven. The
second simply had my given name scrawled clumsily on the outside. I cracked the misshapen blob of
unmarked wax and unfolded the single sheet as I savoured the perfumed sweetness of a ripe plum.

 “What in Dast’s name is this?” I was so startled I spoke out loud.
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 “Sorry?” The girl beside me turned from discussing southern fashions with a maid from Lequesine. “Did
you want something, Ryshad?”

 “No, sorry, but Fair Festival to you anyway, Mernis.” I smiled up at her with all the charm I could
muster after shock on top of a late night. “Do you know if the breakfast trays have gone upstairs yet?”

 “The hall lackeys were taking them up as I was coming down.” Mernis nodded. “You’re supposed to be
shepherding the young D’Alsennin, aren’t you? Didn’t do too well yesterday, from what I hear?” She
wasn’t being offensive, just curious, but I wasn’t about to give any gossip to share with her friends inside
the House and beyond.

 “Is he awake, do you know?” I wiped my sticky hands on a neatly darned napkin before tucking the
letters inside my jerkin.

 “I saw the Demoiselle Tor Arrial going in to him,” volunteered a lad some way down the table, the
tailor’s apprentice as I recalled.

 “Many thanks.” Everyone at this end of the long table was paying keen attention now, so I gave them all
a bland smile and took the backstairs to the upper floors. I took them two at a time, varnished oaken
boards underfoot softened only by a strip of woven matting and limewashed walls an unadorned yellow.
There was no page outside Temar’s door this morning, but a newly sworn man, sufficiently flattered by
the assignment not to pine for festivities he’d be missing.

 “Verd.” I nodded a greeting. “Has anyone asked after D’Alsennin?”

 “A few of the maids,” he shrugged. “Always after any excuse to dally.”

 “Or flirt.” I grinned. “If anyone does come sniffing around, don’t set their hackles up, but I’ll be
interested to know their names.”

 Verd’s pouchy eyes were shrewd. “And what do I tell them?”

 “Just shake your head and look dubious,” I suggested. “See if they look like that’s good news or bad.”

 I knocked and hearing a muffled summons, opened the gilt-latched door. Temar was sitting up in the
massive bed, an old-fashioned piece but still monumentally impressive. Hung with valance and curtains of
scarlet and ivory damask, the ornately carved posts were matched by a deeply incised headboard.
Temar sat against a bank of pillows looking uncomfortably self-conscious, a tray with the remnants of a
good breakfast by his knees.

 “When can I get dressed?” he grimaced in frustration, looking faintly ridiculous in a frilled nightshirt.

 “When I am satisfied you are fit to do so.” This crisp response came from the Demoiselle Tor Arrial,
who was sitting over by the window, hair confined in a silver filigree net this morning, a touch of elegance
to offset her austere mauve gown.

 “Ryshad, tell them to let me out of bed,” Temar appealed. I noted the appalling bruise had faded to a
purplish smear and dark stains under one eye.

 “How is he?” I turned toAvila . This healing was her handiwork so she was the best judge.
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 “Well enough,” she allowed after a pause.

 “Can I get up?” demanded Temar.

 “You lost entirely too much blood for my peace of mind,” saidAvila repressively. “You must not do
anything strenuous for at least another full day.”

 “Getting out of bed is hardly strenuous,” the youth objected. “And I cannot spend half the Festival sat
here. Inside a handful of days, the leading Names will leave for country properties with cleaner water and
cooler air. There are people I need to see!”

 “If you overreach yourself today you risk lying flat on your back for another three.”Avila met Temar’s
challenge with equal force. “How will that help us recover the missing artefacts?”

 “Talagrin’s haste is Poldrion’s bounty.” Temar andAvila both looked blankly at me. “Hurrying now risks
more delay in the long run? Never mind. You feel fit enough sat in your bed, Temar, but you can’t rush a
head injury. I’ve seen enough novices knocked senseless on the sparring floor to know that. What about
your wound? You must be feeling that cut every time you breathe?”

 “Avilahealed it with Artifice,” said Temar scornfully. “She took the stitches out just now.”

 “Oh.” There wasn’t much I could say to that.

 “But we do not want another blade wasting my efforts,”Avila said waspishly. “Were you able to run any
assailant to earth last night, Ryshad?”

 “Not a one.” I shook my head. “Every man sworn to D’Olbriot and every other Name that owes us will
be picking up the hunt, but until we get some scent you really shouldn’t go beyond the walls of the
residence, Temar, not today certainly.”

 “Have you found any hint of Elietimm within the city?”Avila demanded.

 “Nothing.” I shook my head. “And Dastennin be my witness, I’ve looked. Have you felt anyone else
working Artifice?”

 “Not a trace,” she replied. “But I will continue to search.”

 Temar looked as if he were about to speak, his thin face sulky, but he quailed beneathAvila ’s steely
gaze.

 I pulled a letter out of my jerkin. “This morning’s bad news is someone wants to put a knife in me next.
Whoever’s behind this, Temar’s not their only target.”

 Avilarecovered first from her astonishment. “Explain yourself

 “This is a declaration of challenge.” I unfolded the anonymous note I’d received and read the crisply
printed pronouncement aloud. “Be it known to all men duly sworn to the service of a Prince of Toremal
that Ryshad Tathel, lately sworn to D’Olbriot and newly chosen to honour that Name, stands ready to
prove his merit with sword, staff and dagger. According to custom, he will meet all comers in formal
combat at the noon of Solstice on the practice ground of the D’Olbriot Cohort.” I folded the sheet
carefully along its creases. “All quite according to form, as you see. The only problem is, I didn’t declare
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for trial.”

 “I am sorry but I do not understand,” saidAvila testily.

 “Raising a Cohort was an uncommon event in your day, wasn’t it? Tenants were called up to serve for
some specific emergency?” They both nodded slowly. “Well, during the Chaos the nobility needed
standing troops to defend their people and their property. That’s when the first men were sworn, as
soldiery to the Houses. By the end of the Kanselin era the formal structure we use today had developed.
Recognised men are the bottom rung; they wear the livery of the House and if they show themselves
trustworthy the Sieur offers them his oath and they swear to him in turn. Sworn men wear the amulet to
symbolise those oaths. For those who make a mark, there’s promotion to chosen man, and then proven
are at the top of the ladder, those few most highly regarded by the Sieur and his Designate.”

 “And this business of challenge?”Avila gestured at the paper I held.

 I looked at it. “There’s not so much need for warriors these days, but sworn men serve as bodyguards
when nobility travel. Each House takes its turn supplying the Cohort keeping Toremal’s peace in the
Emperor’s name, season by season and festival by festival, so we all have to be useful in a fight. Only a
handful of Houses still maintain sword schools.” I ticked off the names on my fingers. “D’Olbriot, Tor
Kanselin, Den Haurient, Tor Bezaemar and D’Istrac, but they all take men from the other Houses and
train them up.

 “When a recognised man comes to take his oath, he must prove he’s a competent fighter, so he issues a
challenge with letters like this posted on all the sword school doors and sent to every House’s
Sergeant-at-Arms. He has to fight everyone who turns up—any sworn man that is, not just ruffians off
the streets—or he forfeits the honour of being offered an oath.”

 “A test of endurance as well of skill.” Temar was looking interested. “You are also supposed to do
this?”

 “A sworn man elevated to chosen or a chosen man raised to proven always used to issue a challenge.
Those already holding the rank would test his worth for promotion.” I rubbed a hand over my chin. “But
it’s seldom done these days, only if the sword school wants to put on an extra display at the end of the
recognition bouts or to honour a noted swordsman.” I shook my head. “And in any case, I didn’t issue
the challenge. But now it’s posted I’m honour bound to answer anyone who turns up to meet it.”

 “What is the person responsible hoping to achieve?”Avila wondered.

 “Beyond killing Ryshad, if they get the chance,” commented Temar with a faint grin.

 I smiled humourlessly back at him. “They won’t get that chance, but humiliating me out on the sand
would be a major embarrassment for D’Olbriot.” Just as injuring Temar had humiliated the Name.

 “If this challenge is nothing to do with you, why take the risk?” objectedAvila .

 “It is a question of honour,” Temar retorted swiftly.

 I was glad he’d said that. “I’ll go down to the sword school this morning, shed a little sweat getting my
eye in. It’s been a season or more since I did any serious training. I can ask a few questions while I’m
there.”

Page  96



 “I had best take up the work you were doing yesterday.” Temar threw aside the coverlet, very nearly
upsetting his breakfast tray.

 I looked atAvila and saw my own doubts reflected in the Demoiselle’s eyes. “You really should stay
within the walls today. Until we know more, we can’t risk you.”

 “You need at least a day’s more rest, my lad,”Avila told him with a quelling look. “If someone truly
wishes you dead, they will not send a man to face you with an honourable blade but with a dagger to hide
in the shadows again. What am I to tell Guinalle if all I return to her is your ashes in an urn?”

 I looked at my boots. That was a low blow fromAvila , playing on the lad’s hopeless devotion for
Guinalle. I happened to know she’d been keeping company with Usara, pupil and friend of the
Archmage. His scholarship and intellect were far more to her tastes than Temar’s exuberance these days.
Which reminded me—I still had to ask Casuel to use his wizardry to bespeak Usara to find out what
Livak was up to. I couldn’t shake the suspicion that those brothers she was so fond of might lead her
astray again.

 “What am I supposed to do then?” Temar demanded crossly.

 I hastily concentrated on the matter in hand. “There must be useful records in the library here. Not as
many as at the archive, but the Sieur’s personal clerk will be free to help you. Messire will be at
theImperialPalace all day.”

 Temar was still looking mutinous.

 “At least you can get dressed,” I told him with a grin.

 “I am invited to gossip over tisanes with Lady Channis and Dirindal Tor Bezaemar this morning,”
announcedAvila , a determined glint in her eye. “We can compare what we learn at lunch.”

 Temar subsided on to his pillows. “I suppose so.”

 “Please excuse me.” I bowed out of the room and caught up with a pageboy delivering carafes of spring
water to the bedrooms along the corridor. “Do you know if Esquire Camarl has risen yet?”

 The child shook his head. “He’s still in his bed, master, not even sent down for hot water or a tisane.”

 Which meant Camarl’s fiercely devoted valet wouldn’t let anyone disturb him. I wasn’t surprised; when
I’d reported my lack of progress to Camarl last night it had been well past midnight and the Esquire had
still been working in the library, surrounded by parchments and ledgers. Better to go and see if anyone at
the sword school could shed any light on this fake challenge, I decided. Then I could report to Camarl
with more than half a tale.

 I headed for the gatehouse, where I made sure Stolley knew not to let Temar go out without firstly
getting Camarl’s express permission and secondly surrounding the lad with a ring of swords. A heavy
wagon bearing the D’Olbriot chevron on its sides was lumbering past as I walked out on to the highway
and I swung myself up on the back, nodding to the lugubrious carter.

 “Chosenman, now is it?” He gave my armring a perfunctory glance and spat into the road. “You should
know better than come borrowing a ride from me.”
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 “Where’s the harm, this once?” I protested with a grin. “Everyone does it, surely?”

 “Everyone sworn, maybe.” He turned to his team of sturdy mules with a dour chirrup.

 I swung my legs idly as the cart ambled round the long arc of the highway little faster than walking pace,
but I was content to save my energies for the exertions a morning at the D’Olbriot sword school
promised. The mules needed no prompting to take an eventual turn towards the sprawl of warehouses,
chandleries and miscellaneous yards that sell everything and anything brought in from the towns and
estates of the Empire or ferried from overseas in the capacious galleys that ply their way along the coasts
from Ensaimin and beyond. As the carter began a series of stops to fill his wagon with sacks and barrels
to supply D’Olbriot’s festivities I got off and waved my thanks.

 It wasn’t far to the sword school, a rough and ready cluster of buildings inside a paling fence. It’s an old
joke that our Sieur’s sacks of grain are housed in more luxury than the men who’ll defend his barns. But
these austere barracks are where recognised men have their mettle and commitment tested; newer
accommodations up at the residence reward those sworn to the Name with more comfortable lodging. I
walked inside the weathered and gaping fence, a boundary more for show than defence. If anyone was
foolish enough to think there was anything here worth stealing, he’d soon find fifty swords on either hand
ready to explain his mistake.

 But the sandy compound was empty today. All those who usually spent their days here training and
sweating were either in attendance on the Names who’d recognised them or were off taking advantage of
all the distractions Festival could offer. Those who drank themselves senseless would regret it soon
enough when the first day of Aft-Summer had them back on the practice ground.

 I headed for the simple circular building dominating the compound, rough wooden walls built on a
waist-high foundation of stone and holding a shingled roof twice the height of a man. The wide doors
stood open to welcome in any breeze that might relieve the summer sun, even for a moment. Squinting in
the gloom I went in, grateful for the shade, even though the full heat of the day was yet to come.

 A shove sent me stumbling forward, barely keeping my feet. I broke into a run, partly to save myself
from falling, partly to get away from whomever was behind me. I whirled round, drawing my sword all in
one smooth move, blade arcing round to gut anyone trying for a second blow.

 My sword met the blade of the man attacking me in a harsh clash of metal. My blade slid down his and
the guards locked tight. Our eyes met, his gaze on a level with mine. I threw my assailant away with a
sudden heave, my sword ready for his next move.

 The tip of his blade hovered a scant hand’s width from mine. He moved with unexpected fury, brilliant
steel flashing down to cleave my head like a melon waiting for the knife. But I wasn’t waiting. As soon as
his shoulders tightened I brought my own sword up, with a sliding step to the off hand to take me out of
danger. I swept my blade down on his, forcing it away, the same movement taking my own sword up
and into his face, threatening to slice his throat to the spine. He stepped back, balanced on light feet,
raising his sword first to protect himself and then slashing up and round to scythe into my upper body. I
ducked, moved and would have had the point of my sword into his guts but he changed his strike to a
downward smash. Our swords caught fast again, both of us leaning all our strength into the blades,
muscles taut.

 “So what was she like, your Aldabreshin whore?” He tried to spit in my face but his mouth was too dry.

 “Better than your mother ever was.” I blinked away sweat stinging my eyes and running down my nose
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to drip on the sand. “You’re getting old, Fyle.”

 “I’ll be old when you’ll be dead,” he sneered. “You can stake your stones on that.”

 “First time I heard that I laughed so much I fell out of my crib.” I shook my head. “A lot of dogs have
died since you were whelped, Fyle.”

 We broke apart and moved in a slow circle, swords low and ready. I looked him in the eyes, seeing
implacable determination. In the instant he brought up his blade I stepped in, rolling my hands to lift my
sword up under his arms, the edge biting into his shirt sleeves. As he flinched, retreated and recovered to
continue his downward stroke, all inside a breath, I stepped out and around, bringing a sweeping cut in
from behind to hack off his head.

 I rested my blade gently on his corded neck, between grizzled, close-cropped hair and his
sweat-soaked collar. “Yield?”

 He dropped his sword but only so he could rub the tender skin above each elbow. “That cursed hurt,
Rysh.”

 “Good enough?” I persisted, turning my face vainly for a cool breeze but the air was heavy and warm
inside the rough wooden circle.

 Fyle nodded, easing broad shoulders in a familiar gesture. “Good enough, unless someone unexpected
turns up to answer the challenge.”

 “So you’ve heard about that.” I sheathed my own sword and picked up Fyle’s blade, returning it to him
with a bow of respect. “Any notion who might be interested?

 “In taking you down a peg or two? His laughter rang up to the crudely shaped rafters. “They’ll be lining
up!”

 “Anyone I know in particular?” I wiped sweat from my face with my shirt sleeve.

 Fyle paused, shirt open at the neck, breeches patched and sweat stained. He had more than half a
generation on me, the chest hair tangling in the laces of his shirt greying, but he was still impressively
muscled. “It was D’Istrac men you got into that fight with, you and Aiten.”

 I sat on a plain wooden bench to ease the laces on one boot but looked up at his words. “Which fight?”

 “Well, there were so many, weren’t there?” Sarcasm rasped in Fyle’s voice.

 “Not so many,” I protested. “And we didn’t always start them.”

 “You started that one with D’Istrac’s men though.” Fyle shook his head at me. “When you were ringing
a bell about the way men raised to chosen and proven should take their turn at challenge, same as the
rest, same as it always had been done. Debasing the metal of the amulet, wasn’t it?”

 “But that was ten years ago,” I said slowly.

 “You’d forgotten?” Fyle laughed. “Well, throw shit in the sea on the ebb and the stink’ll come back on
the flow, you know that.”
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 “Can’t a man say stupid things when he’s young, drunk and stupid?” I pleaded, shucking my jerkin and
hanging it on a peg.

 “Of course,” Fyle assured me. “But older, wise and sober, you admit your mistakes.” He looked at me
sternly, the scant space between his bushy eyebrows disappearing. “That’s what I reckoned when I saw
that challenge posted. If you’d come to me to get my warrant, I’d have told you to forget it and just buy
enough wine to sink the insult if you felt that bad about it.”

 “But it’s not my challenge,” I told him. “That’s what I came to see you about. Who might have posted it
in my name?”

 “I’ve no idea,” said Fyle, voice muffled as he scrubbed at his face with a coarse towel.

 “What about the other sword provosts?” I persisted. “Maybe someone came to them looking for a
warrant?”

 “No, and I went asking, ready to take a piece out of anyone’s hide who thought he could give warrant
for a D’Olbriot challenge.” Fyle shook his head.

 I managed a rueful grin. “So D’Istrac will be sending every chosen man they can muster, will they?”

 “All those who don’t mind risking a bloody nose or a few stitches to put a crimp in their Festival rutting.”
Fyle shoved wide bare feet into loose shoes. “You’ve a face like the southern end of a northbound mule!
There’s no malice in it, Ryshad, but you’ve done well for yourself, got the Sieur’s ear these last few
years, been sent off on Raeponin knows what duty. So you got chosen when men you trained with are
still polishing up their scabbards in the barracks, and the higher a cat climbs a tree the more people want
to tweak its tail.” He slapped me on the shoulder. “I’ll get us something to wash the dust out of our
throats and you can tell me all about that Aldabreshin woman of yours. I’ve been wanting to hear the full
story.”

 Fyle went to the open door and whistled. An eager lad appeared; there are always a few hanging round
any sword school, watching, learning and hoping one day to be recognised.

 Fyle gave the boy coin and he ran off to fetch wine from one of the many nearby inns and taverns
making their money by quenching swordsmen’s thirsts.

 Young men drinking deep on empty stomachs say some brainless things. Was it that simple? Were my
own foolish words coming back to mock me? Dast be my witness, I’d completely forgotten that quarrel
so long past. I couldn’t even recall exactly where or when I’d been laying down the ancient law of the
sword schools, intoxicated with all the vigour of youth and not a little wine. I didn’t relish explaining this
to the Sieur or Camarl, admitting this challenge wasn’t some ploy to deprive the House or D’Alsennin of
a valued defender but just muck trailed in from the days I’d been too dimwitted not to foul my own
doorstep.

 Who else would have remembered that evening? Who would care enough, after all this time to want to
set me up for a fall? Why now? I’d spent a lot of time away from Toremal these last few years, but
there’d been other Solstices for anyone wanting to settle that score to set their little game in play.

 Aiten would have laughed, I thought gloomily. If he’d been here, he’d have been the first I’d have
suspected of posting the challenge. He’d have thought it a glorious prank and then would have trained
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with me every waking moment so I’d walk off the sand as victor at the end of the day. But he was two
years dead, all but a season and a half. Dead at Livak’s hand, but his death was owed to Elietimm
malice. I knew she still fretted about the appalling choice she’d made, to kill my friend to save my life and
hers when his wits had been taken from him by foul enchantment. I only hoped this distance between us
wouldn’t have her doubting my assurance that I never blamed her.

 Fyle returned swinging leather beakers in one hand and a blackened flagon in the other. “We’ll drink to
your success tomorrow, shall we?”

 “I hope there’s plenty of water in that,” I commented, taking a drink. Aiten was dead, Livak was away
and I had to deal with the here and now. Someone had set a challenge and I had to meet it. If I was
paying debts run up in my foolish youth, so be it. If someone planned to leave me bleeding on the sand,
I’d make sure he was the one needing the surgeon. Then I’d want to know whose coin had bought his
blade in defiance of every tenet of oath-bound tradition.

 “We’ll lift the good stuff tomorrow,” Fyle promised, seeing my expression as I sipped. “When you’ve
seen off whatever dogs come yapping round your heels.”

 “You think I’ll do?” If he didn’t, Fyle would soon tell me.

 “You’re the equal of any sworn man I’ve had here in the last five years,” he said slowly. “You’re young
for a chosen, so you’ll face men with more experience than you, but on the other side of that coin they’ll
be older, slower.” He smiled at me, the creases around his dark eyes deepening. “You were a
loud-mouthed lad, but you were saying nothing we sword provosts don’t mutter among ourselves over a
late night flagon. Too many chosen and proven polish up their armring and let their swords rust.”

 Like Glannar, I thought sternly. “So you’ll be putting down coin to back me, will you?”

 “You know I’m no man for a wager.” Fyle shook his head. “I only take risks I can’t avoid, like any
sensible soldier.”

 We both drank deep, thirst gripping us by the throat.

 “I’d have thought you’d have had a few more tricks up your sleeve,” remarked Fyle as he refilled our
beakers with the well watered wine. “Didn’t you learn anything in those god-cursed islands down south?”

 “You’re not going to let that go, are you?” I laughed.

 “One of our own gets sold into slavery by those worthless Relshazri, taken off into the Archipelago,
where even honest traders say disease takes three men for every two the Aldabreshi kill. He fights his
way out with wizards behind him and then turns up on the far side of the ocean, unearthing Nemith the
Last’s lost colony, untouched by time?” Fyle looked at me, mock incredulous. “You don’t suppose I’m
going to swallow that, do you? What really happened?”

 I let go a long breath as I thought how best to answer him. “I was arrested in Relshaz after a
misunderstanding with a trader.”

 “And they claim to have a law code equal to ours,” scoffed Fyle.

 I shrugged. I could hardly claim the trader was being unreasonable when he’d objected to Temar taking
over my hands and wits to steal that unholy armring. “Raeponin must have been looking the other way.
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Some mischief loaded the scales so I got bought by an Elietimm warlord looking for a body slave for his
youngest wife.” Elietimm mischief had been behind it but I wasn’t about to try explaining that to Fyle. “I
did my duty by her for a season or so, jumped ship, and headed north when I got the chance.” A chance
offered me by the warlord, since I’d done him the favour of exposing the treachery of another of his
wives, a vicious stupid bitch being played for a fool by those cursed Elietimm. “I got caught up with the
Archmage and his search for Kellarin when I took a ride on a ship to Hadrumal.” I shrugged again.
“After that, I was just looking out for the Sieur’s interests.” Discovering he’d sacrifice me for the greater
good of the Name without too much grief.

 Fyle leaned back against some cloak left hanging on a peg. “So what kind of service does a warlord’s
wife want?” From the way he loaded the word, he meant it in the stableyard sense.

 I laughed. “Oh, you’ve heard the stories, Fyle.” As had I and every other man in Tormalin. The
Archipelago was ruled by vicious savages who used their women in common, slaking blood lust and the
other kind in orgies of cruelty and debauchery. Crudely copied chapbooks with lurid illustrations
periodically circulated round the sword schools, those who could read entertaining their fellows with the
titillating details. When one particularly unpleasant example had come to light in a provost’s inspection,
Fyle’s predecessor had made a fire of every bit of paper in the barracks.

 “Well?” Fyle demanded. “Come on! Half the lads here were expecting you to float up dead on the
summer storms and the rest thought you’d be cut two stones lighter if we ever saw you alive again!”

 “Luckily eunuchs have gone out of fashion in this generation.”

 Fyle laughed, thinking I was joking. I leaned over to him, keeping my voice low. “Fyle, you haven’t
heard the half of it.”

 “Master Provost?” A shout from the far door saved me from any more questions. It was the Barracks
Steward, a thick ledger under his arm.

 “Duty calls.” Fyle groaned. “But I’ll have the truth out of you, Rysh, if I have to get you drunk to do it.”
He pointed a blunt, emphatic finger at me.

 “You can buy the brandy to celebrate my success tomorrow,” I offered.

 Fyle laughed as he left. “Yes, Master Steward, what can I do for you?”

 I wandered out of the far door, squinting in the bright sunlight. A few lads sat in the dust, playing a game
of runes with a battered wooden set discarded by some man at arms. White Raven’s more my game; I
never have that much luck with runes, unlike Livak. But then, she makes her own luck if needs be. I
wandered past the long, low-roofed barracks where narrow windows shed scant light on the cramped
bunks inside. The shrine was at the far end of the sword school compound, a small round building in the
same pale sandy stone, ochre tiles spotted with lichen on an old-fashioned conical roof.

 I went inside and sneezed, old incense hanging in the air having its usual effect. The ancient icon of Ostrin
had a fresh Festival garland around its neck and the bowl in front of the plinth was filled with the ash of
more than one incense stick recently burned in supplication. Fyle took his duties as nominal priest of the
place more seriously than Serial, sword provost through my early training. He’d left the place to dust and
cobwebs that made a greybeard out of the youthful Ostrin, holly staff in one hand and jug in the other.

 I looked up at the statue, carved in some smooth soft grey stone I’d never been able to identify, much to
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my father’s amusement. Ostrin has many aspects endearing him to fighting men: god of hospitality,
legends tell of him rewarding faithful servants and even taking up arms to defend dutiful folk being abused
by the unworthy. When taking up arms leads to bloodshed, then we can beseech the god’s healing grace.
These days I’d be more likely to see what Artifice could do for me, I thought irreverently.

 Taking incense, steel and flint from the drawer in the plinth, I lit a casual offering in remembrance of
Aiten. I’d failed to bring his body back, to be burned on the pyre ground behind this little shrine. I hadn’t
even returned with his ashes, purified in some distant fire and safe in an urn to join in the serried ranks
lining the curved walls, mute remembrance of all those men who’d died in D’Olbriot service and now
took their ease in the Otherworld. I hadn’t even brought back his sword or his dagger, to lay in one of
the dusty chests tucked behind the altar. But I had his amulet, sewn in my sword-belt, the token in
earnest of our oaths. I’d lay that to rest here, I decided, when I’d taken suitable revenge, some day,
somehow, when I’d won a price in blood with all the interest accrued out of some worthless Elietimm
hide. Ostrin, Dastennin and any other god who cared to listen could be my witness, the Elietimm
wouldn’t lay hands on Kellarin, not while I was still breathing.

 Would Ostrin care for Laio Shek, the warlord’s wife? I smiled. What did the gods think of those who
never even acknowledged them? But Laio had looked after me, according to her peculiar customs. No,
Fyle hadn’t heard the half of life in the Archipelago. I couldn’t speak for every warlord, but Shek Kul
wasn’t merely a barbarian. An astute man, he walked a difficult path in a dangerous world of shifting
alliances and armed truce. He was capable of unholy cruelty; I’d seen that when he’d executed his errant
wife, but by the stars of the Archipelago that had been justice. His other wives were no mere ornaments
subject to his lusts and abuse either, but intelligent women who managed more commerce and underlings
than the Sieurs of many a minor House.

 But trying to convince the assembled swordsmen of Tormalin that everything they’d always believed was
false would be as pointless as shouting defiance to Dastennin in the teeth of a gale. Fyle and some of the
others might listen if I told them a few new truths along with a circumscribed tale confirming the
Archipelagan reputation for erotic expertise was no exaggeration. Aldabreshin women certainly took
many men besides their husbands to their beds, but that was their choice, not some dictate of brutal
masters. Not that I’d sully the memory of my intimate dealings with Laio by laying every detail bare to
salacious view.

 I smiled. Next time I accompanied my mother to Halcarion’s shrine, on her market day visits to polish
up my sister Kitria’s urn, I’d light another scrap of incense in hopes that the Moon Maiden would look
favourably on little Laio.

 I frowned. I’d have to watch my tongue if Fyle did ply me with white brandy. Laio had sent me on my
way with enough gold to buy a sizeable tract of the upper city. Truth be told, I still wasn’t certain if she’d
meant that as payment for services rendered.

 Enough of this self-indulgence; I had more important things to occupy me without wasting time in idle
reverie. I turned my back on the feathery wisps of blue smoke and walked briskly back to the sword
school, remembering I’d left my jerkin by the door.

 When I entered the echoing building I saw someone going through my pockets. I caught him by surprise
and had him face down on the ground before he could draw breath. “Turned thief, have you?”

 “Get off, Rysh!” My brother Mistal spat out a mouthful of dust.

 “Not earning a living at the law, so you come picking my pocket?” I had his arms behind him and a knee
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in the small of his back. “Come on, get up. A soft lot, you lawyers.”

 He struggled ineffectually. “Let me up and say that, you bastard.”

 “Now that’s really worth a slapping, sullying our mother’s honour.” I let him go and stood, ready for his
move.

 He didn’t make one, brushing pale sand from the dull grey of his law court robes with one hand and
waving two crumpled notes at me. “Is there any pissing point sending you letters?”

 I was surprised at his anger. “I’ve been busy, Mist. You know what Festival’s like. I’ve no time to go
admiring masquerade dancers with you.”

 “This isn’t about god-cursed dancers!” Mistal thrust a letter at me. “Nor’s this one. I needed to see
you!”

 “Chain up your dog.” My pleasure at seeing my brother was fading fast. “I’ll write a reply while the wax
is still warm on your letter next time, good enough? Dastennin help you if all you want is to show me is
some curly lass who’s been flirting her skirts at you.”

 Mistal opened his mouth then shut it with a sheepish grin. “Fair enough. But this is serious, Rysh.”

 I was starting to realise it must be for him to leave the court precincts during daylight. If Mistal just
wanted to enjoy the Festival’s entertainments with me, he’d have waited until the tenth chime of day
ended all business with sunset.

 “Not here.” A sword school is no place for a confidential discussion.

 “Let’s take some air on the rope walk.” Mistal reached into his pocket for chewing leaf. I waved away
his offer.

 The sword school’s not far from the docks and we took a short cut through an alley lined with brothels
doing good business with both seafarers and men-at-arms. Not that combining such trades was without
its hazards; Stolley had lost those teeth of his somewhere hereabouts.

 “What are you doing down here?” Mistal asked. “Shouldn’t you be dancing attendance on your Sieur
instead of sparring with your friends?”

 I smiled without humour. “Someone thought it a good joke to post a challenge in my name. Given young
D’Alsennin nearly had his skull cracked like an egg yesterday, we think someone’s out for D’Olbriot
heads to hang from their walls.”

 Mistal looked sharply at me before scowling blackly in thought.

 We came out on to a broad quayside, a few galleys tied up but quiet decks empty of all but a solitary
watch. All their goods had been unloaded days earlier in good time for Festival buying sprees. This
stretch of the sea front was owned by D’Olbriot, bollards and warehouse doors marked with the lynx for
a good distance in either direction. Some whores were enjoying a brief respite on the paved walkways,
plenty of room for them to stroll while the ropemakers were away enjoying their Festival along with
everyone else. They’d be back on the first of Aft-Summer, stringing hemp between frames and posts,
walking up and down as they turned handles twisting yarn into cables strong enough to hold the broad
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galleys secure in this wide anchorage and ropes for every lesser task. But for now we had space to walk
and talk and not be overheard.

 Mistal was looking with interest at a fetching little slattern with improbably auburn plaits. She was
glancing back from beneath her painted eyelashes. He’s a handsome man, much my height and colouring
but with the finer features our mother has given him, whereas I have inherited our father’s forthright jaw.
But his looks would be of less interest to the whore than his dress; advocates are noted for their heavy
purses. I nudged Mistal. “You had something important to say? Or do you want to try a rush up her
frills?”

 “She can wait.” He gripped the fronts of his robe in a pose lawyers seem to learn in their first season
around the courts. “It’s this colony of yours, the one D’Olbriot’s mixed up in. Some people are looking
very greedily out over the ocean.”

 “Lescari mercenaries.” I nodded. “I’ve heard those rumours.”

 “Lescari mercenaries?” Mistal looked incredulous. “They don’t know sheep shit from dried grapes.
Rysh, your Sieur is going to walk into a hailstorm of law suits tomorrow and I don’t think he knows a
thing about it.”

 I stopped in my tracks. “Who’s bringing suit?”

 “Tor Priminale for one.” Mistal raised one finger then a second. “Den Rannion for another. They’re
claiming rights in this Kellarin colony on account of ancestral due.”

 “How so?” We started walking again.

 “As the Houses who originally backed the colony. They claim a share of the land, the minerals, timber,
animals. Whatever’s been turned into coin already, they want a penny in the Mark paid up prompt.”

 “Can they do that?” I wondered.

 “They can make an argument for it,” Mistal said grimly. “I don’t know how strong, but regardless, it’ll tie
your Sieur up in parchment tapes until Winter Solstice.”

 “How do you know all this?” Lawyers are bound by oaths they hold no less dear than we swordsmen,
oaths of confidentiality and good faith, sworn to Raeponin and enforced with crippling penalties if respect
for the God of Justice doesn’t keep them honest.

 “I was asked to submit a reading on the question,” replied Mistal scornfully. “Along with every other
advocate who’s ever argued a case on rights in property. Not because they wanted my opinion but to
make sure that if D’Olbriot came looking for my services I’d have to cry off on account of prior interest.”
He laughed without humour. “Not that a Name like D’Olbriot is ever going to come looking for
representation in the stalls where lowly advocates like me ply our trade.”

 “But whoever’s behind this didn’t want to leave any rabbit hole unnetted before he sent in his ferrets.” I
was getting the measure of this now. “Tor Priminale is bringing suit? But the Demoiselle Guinalle is still
alive, over in Kellarin. If the Name has any rights over there, she’d be their holder. Den Fellaemion was
her uncle, and I’m sure he’d have willed his portion to her.” I’d have to ask Temar about that.

 “Who’s to say it’s really her?” Mistal demanded. “Who’s to say she’s still in her right mind after Saedrin
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knows how long under some cursed enchantment? I’ll bet my robes against Mother’s ragbag that
someone’s drawing up arguments like that to set aside her claims.”

 “D’Olbriot can bring any number of witnesses to vouch for her wits,” I said scornfully.

 “D’Olbriot witnesses?” queried Mistal. “Anyone impartial? Wizards, perhaps? Mercenaries?”

 “She’d have to present herself, wouldn’t she?” I said slowly. “Stand up in a court she’s never seen,
subject to laws she knows nothing of, harried with questions she’ll struggle to understand. If she does
answer, that ancient accent’ll make her sound half-witted regardless.”

 “She might well prove herself competent,” Mistal allowed, “but she’ll be spending Aft-Summer and both
halves of Autumn in court to do it.”

 “When she’s one of the only two people with any real authority in Kellarin. How are they supposed to
manage without her? I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “I should have come to see you.”

 “I could have made myself clearer,” said Mistal in some regret. “But I didn’t dare put this down on
paper.” He looked round but there was no one within earshot. Even the pretty little whore had found
some other amusement.

 “I’ll keep your name out of it when I tell the Sieur,” I promised soberly. If word of this got out no one
would ever trust Mistal again and that would be the end of the legal career he’s spent so many years
pursuing.

 “There’s more.” Mistal sighed. “Even allowing for Justiciary oaths, there are whispers in the wind. If Tor
Priminale or Den Rannion get so much as a hearing, Den Muret will bring suit at Autumn Equinox and
probably Den Domesin as well.”

 I gaped at him. “Both of them?”

 He nodded firmly. “And you were saying your Demoiselle Tor Priminale’s so important to Kellarin? I
take it Esquire D’Alsennin’s just as significant?”

 “Temar?” I stopped again, boot heels rapping on the stone.

 “Tor Alder are bringing suit to have the D’Alsennin Name declared extinct,” said Mistal flatly.
“Apparently your Temar’s mother married some Tor Alder back in the last days of the Old Empire. She
bore him two sons and when the old Sieur ’Alsennin died he left what remained of his holdings to that
Tor Alder line, in trust against Temar or his sons ever coming back.”

 “All signed and sealed and locked in a deed box for generations?” I almost laughed at the irony.

 “You know what those ancient Houses are like,” Mistal nodded. “They save every inky scribble down
from the days of Correl the Potent. It’s been Tor Alder’s title to some of the best lands around Ast and a
tidy stretch of property on the south side yonder.”

 I looked out over the widebayofToremal , iridescent sea sparkling in the sunlight, ruffed here and there
with white foam. The shore came sweeping round from distant northern headlands to the far-flung sandy
stretches of the southern reaches, arms spread wide to welcome ships into a safe embrace. I’d no idea
what land over there had been worth in Temar’s era but nowadays the rents would likely pay for a fleet
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of ships to serve Kellarin and all the supplies he could load on them.

 “How can they declare the Name extinct?” I demanded. “Temar’s still alive.”

 “Only just, from what I heard yesterday in the tisane houses,” Mistal pointed out. “And even if some
dark sorcery brought him back from the brink of death—”

 “Sadrin’s stones!” I objected.

 “That’s what they’re saying,” insisted Mistal. “Anyway, even if he is alive with all his wits under his hat,
there’s only the one of him, an Esquire, no Sieur, no badge, no nothing as far as law codes written after
the Chaos are concerned.”

 “Anything else?” I hoped for a shake of Mistal’s head.

 He smiled. “Just Den Thasnet arguing that D’Olbriot Land Tax should be assessed against the entire
extent of Kellarin henceforth, given that House is the only beneficiary of all those resources.”

 “They can go piss up a rope,” I said before I could stop myself.

 “Quite possibly a case to argue.” Mistal struck a lawyerly pose on the clean-swept cobbles. “The sons
of that House have been splashing their inheritance all over their boots since they could stand straight
enough to hold out their pizzles, my lord Justiciar.”

 I laughed briefly. “Shit, Mist, this is serious.”

 “It is,” he agreed, letting his grey robe fall back on his shoulders. “And clever, because if Den Thasnet’s
argument is dismissed, that just strengthens Tor Priminale and the rest.”

 “If Den Thasnet’s upheld?” Was there some legal point to counter the obvious conclusion?

 “Then D’Olbriot has the choice of bankrupting the House to pay the taxes or acknowledging Tor
Priminale and all the others in a counter suit.” Mistal confirmed my worst suspicions.

 We’d reached the far end of the quay by now, where a collection of little boats had been left high and
dry by the tide. We turned back, both walking in silence, arms folded and brows knotted in thought,
strides matching pace for pace.

 “ ‘Clever’ and ‘Den Thasnet’ aren’t words you often use in the same breath,” I said after a long pause.

 “Indeed not.” Mistal looked down at his hands, twisting the ring that signified his pledge to the
Emperor’s justice. “They’re puppets in this, I’ll lay my oath on that.”

 “So who’s pulling their strings?” I demanded angrily. “This stinks worse than cracked shellfish.”

 “Which is why I wanted to warn you,” said Mistal grimly. “My oath’s supposed to protect those dealing
with good faith, not shield someone using the law as a stalking horse for their own malice.”

 “How long have you known about this?” I asked.

 “I was asked to draw up an opinion on Festival Eve,” Mistal answered. “Which is what made me
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suspicious. There’s no way anyone could come up with a winning argument in that time. It had to be a
tactic to spoil the spoor for anyone else.”

 “But someone’s willing to pay sound coin to do that,” I pointed out. “If you’re saying every clerk and
advocate got the same retainer, that’s a fair sack of gold someone’s spending.”

 “And they don’t mind risking word leaking out, not at this stage,” Mistal commented. “They’re sure of
themselves, which means someone’s had archivists and advocates working on this for some while.”

 “Lawyers won’t break a confidence, but where do archivists and clerks go to wash library dust out of
their throats?” I wondered.

 “Who put the notion of a legal challenge in the Sieur Tor Priminale’s head?” queried Mistal. “And Den
Rannion, Den Domesin and Den Muret, all at one and the same time? One bright clerk coming up with
the idea, I could believe. Two? Perhaps in closely allied Houses, but the last time Tor Priminale and Den
Rannion worked together on anything must have been your cursed colony. Four Names all going to law
at the same time, every clerk in the town sent scurrying round the archives and every advocate retained?
You’d need that gambler girl of yours to work out the odds against that being happenstance.”

 I felt a pang at Mistal’s dismissive reference to Livak. I’d expected our older brothers Hansey and
Ridner to take against her, but I’d hoped Mist would like her. I looked at him. “You say word of this will
be getting out?”

 “That D’Olbriot’s going to be hip deep in horseshit tomorrow? You know what this town is like, Rysh.”
Mistal shrugged. “Some clerk, some advocate’s runner will reckon that’s too ripe a morsel to keep to
himself.”

 “Dast’s teeth,” I cursed. “I owe you for this, Mist, and so does the Sieur. Will I see you round the courts
tomorrow?”

 He hesitated. “I can be seen with my brother but only if you’re alone. Whoever’s behind this won’t
waste a breath before accusing me of bad faith if I’m seen talking to anyone representing D’Olbriot
without good reason.”

 I nodded. “Then you can walk back to safer streets with me. I can’t leave you here in your nice clean
robes for any passing footpad to club.”

 “Just remember who’s the oldest here,” Mistal warned me.

 “Just remember what Mother said the last time she found a cure for the scald in with your dirty linen. I’m
not leaving you near all these brothels.”

 We bickered amiably enough all the way back to the lower end of the Graceway, where Mistal turned
off to head back to the warren of crumbling stone and worm-ridden wood that makes up the Imperial
Courts of Law. I hailed a hireling gig and told the driver to get me back to D’Olbriot’s residence as fast
as his whip could manage.
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 The Library, D’Olbriot Residence,
Summer Solstice Festival, Second Day, Noon

 And we may find something of interest here, Esquire.” An eager young man deposited yet another stack
of dusty parchments in front of Temar.

 “Thank you, Master Kuse.” Temar managed to sound grateful.

 “Call me Dolsan,” said the saturnine youth as he leafed intently through the pile.

 “Then you must call me Temar,” he said with feeling. “Esquire D’Alsennin is over formal.”

 “The Sieur likes formality.” The clerk brushed a cobweb from the front of his jerkin. “Come to that,
shouldn’t you be the Sieur D’Alsennin by now?”

 Temar sat back in his round-armed chair. “Should I?”

 Dolsan continued sorting documents. “You’re the elder male of the Name, so you’re entitled to propose
yourself in the absence of any others.”

 Temar managed a shaky laugh. “As far as I’m concerned my grandsire will always be the Sieur.”

 “But what about everyone else’s concerns?” Dolsan asked, head on one side.

 “What has it to do with everyone else?” demanded Temar.

 Dolsan raised hands to deflect the irritation in Temar’s words. “It’s such an unusual occurrence, a Name
reduced to one man. We’ve been trying to find precedent in the archives.”

 “We?” Temar queried.

 “The Sieur and myself,” Dolsan explained. “And clerks from other Houses have commented in passing.
We meet at the law courts, at archives and so on, sometimes share a few bottles of wine after a long
day.”

 Conversation over those cups must be mind-numbingly boring, thought Temar. But then again, perhaps
not. “Have you friends in other Houses who might help us trace these people on my list?”

 “Almost certainly,” Dolsan nodded. “But it’ll be easier if we can pinpoint the era and Name we’re
interested in.”

 “Of course.” Temar bent over the creased and dingy parchment he’d been studying and Dolsan turned
over tattered leaves he’d fetched from a dusty chest. Their soft fall was the only sound to disturb the
graceful room. The walls were shelved from floor to ceiling, with only lavishly embroidered curtains hung
at long windows to soften the all-encompassing severity of the thick leather tomes. A carpet richly
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patterned in gold and green carried a wide table polished to a glorious sheen surrounded by stylish chairs
with cushions in D’Olbriot colours and several lamp stands stood ready to shed illumination if needed. A
black marble fireplace with a gold-framed mirror over the mantel claimed the only expanse of wall not
given over to books, fresh summer flowers bright instead of flames in the grate. The only incongruous
note in all this sophistication was the stack of dark, dusty record chests inconveniencing anyone wanting
to move around.

 “We may have something here,” Temar said after a while. “This inventory of the Maitresse Odalie’s
jewels mentions a silver brooch set with malachite. It came to her as part of an inheritance from a Tor
Priminale aunt who died childless. We are missing a brooch like that and the woman it belonged to was
from a family owing duty to Den Fellaemion.”

 “Who were subsumed into Tor Priminale during the Chaos,” agreed Dolsan. “The fact you can read
archaic script makes this so much easier, you know.” He reached for a vast sheet of parchment covered
in fine writing. “Here we are, marriages under Kanselin the Droll. Odalie had four daughters, two of
whom married within the Name, one married into D’Istrac, and the youngest married into Den Breval.”

 Temar glanced up. “Do you know anyone serving either Name?”

 Dolsan leaned on his elbows, cupping his face in his hands.

 “I know a couple of clerks working for D’Istrac, but Den Breval’s a northern House; their archive’s in
Ast. I know Den Breval had to defend in an argument over grazing rights a few years back. They’d have
hired Toremal help for that and I might find someone who knows something, at least where any copies of
Den Breval records might be lodged. Remote Names often leave things in the Toremal archives of allied
Houses.”

 “Ryshad was right when he said you were the man for this job.” Temar shook his head. Would he ever
get all these Names and their relations straight? It was doubtless all very well if you imbibed such things
with mother’s milk but this flood of information all at once threatened to choke him. “But I admit I
expected a sober old man with a long grey beard.”

 Dolsan smiled as he returned to his ancient records. “That sounds like my grandsire.”

 “He was a clerk? You followed his trade?” Temar nodded; of course that would be the way of it.

 Dolsan looked up. “Oh, no, he just had the beard. He was a cobbler, and my father after him. But we’re
D’Olbriot tenants and that means the chance of better schooling than most. My teachers said I had a
talent for words and recommended me to the Sieur’s Archivist.”

 “Do you enjoy your work?” asked Temar curiously.

 “Very much,” laughed Dolsan. “And anything’s better than spending the days pricking my thumbs with a
leather needle.”

 “You must meet the scholars we have in Kel Ar’Ayen.” They shared this bizarre, intense determination
to tease the truth of history from faded records and partial accounts, Temar recalled.

 “Perhaps, one day,” Dolsan said politely.

 A tap on the door made them both turn their heads. “Enter,” called Dolsan when it was clear Temar
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wasn’t about to respond.

 “Good day to you, Esquire, Master Clerk.” Allin slid into the room, closing the door behind her. “ I was
looking for Demoiselle Tor Arrial?”

 “Avila?” Temar shook his head. “She has gone out with Lady Channis.”

 “Oh.” Allin looked uncertain. “Oh dear.”

 “Why did you want her?” Temar seized this welcome distraction from the documents stacked before
him.

 “It wasn’t anything important,” said Allin in unconvincing tones. “Don’t let me disturb you.”

 The gatehouse struck the five chimes of noon and Dolsan let slip a sigh of relief. “My lady, I think we’ve
earned a break, so you’re not interrupting us.” He got to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me, Esquire, I’ll go
and eat. How soon would you like me back here?”

 “Take your time, have a decent meal and some fresh air.” Temar turned to Allin. “May I escort you to
the upper hall?”

 “Oh, no, thank you but it’s not really—” stammered Allin.

 Temar looked at her pink cheeks. “Dolse, would you do us a small service?”

 The clerk turned on the threshold. “Esquire?”

 “Could you send word to the kitchens. We’ll eat in here, nothing too elaborate.” Temar turned to Allin
with a faint smile. “I am hardly in the mood for formality either.”

 Dolsan hesitated. “You won’t get food or drink near any documents?”

 “Of course not.” The door closed behind the clerk and Temar began folding parchments along their
dusty creases. “Please, do be seated. So, why did you want Demoiselle Tor Arrial?”

 Allin took a chair, reached for a skein of faded ribbon and began tying documents into neat bundles.
“Oh, nothing important.” She blushed when she saw Temar’s raised brows. “Well, Velindre said it
wasn’t.”

 “May I be the judge of that?” Temar didn’t see why Allin should always have other people telling her
what to do and what not to do, even he must.

 Allin fumbled in the pocket of her skirt. “Velindre’s come to the Festival to find out what the Tormalins
think of magic these days.” She unfolded coarse paper. “So we’ve been picking up handbills, to see if
any wizards are earning money from magical displays.”

 Temar read the blocky letters aloud. “ ‘Saedrin locks the door to the Otherworld to mortals but a few
favoured ones may listen at the keyhole. Poldrion charges mortals the ferry fee he judges his due but
brings visions back across the river of death without charge. Many questions may be answered by those
with the sight to see them. Seek your answers from Mistress Maedura at the Fetterlock Inn, from sunset
on every day of Festival. Suitable payment for services rendered must be made in Tormalin coin.’ The
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style falls off a little at the end, I think?” He looked at Allin. “You suspect this is some magical charade?”

 Allin shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Velindre thinks it’s just some confidence play to trick gullible
Lescaris out of their coin.”

 “Why Lescaris?” Temar was puzzled.

 Allin sighed. “Trying to see something of the Otherworld, it’s rather a Lescari obsession. Everyone’s lost
so many friends, families get split up, sons go off to fight and never return. People use all manner of
divinations to try and find out what happened to loved ones; rune-telling, Soluran prediction, Aldabreshin
omens.”

 “I am confused.” Temar rubbed a hand over his hair. “What has this to do with Demoiselle Tor Arrial?”

 “I wondered if it might be aetheric enchantment if it wasn’t elemental magic.” The plump girl set her jaw,
giving an unexpected strength to her round face. “I wondered if the Demoiselle might come with me?”
Allin raised hopeful eyes to Temar.

 He didn’t think it fair to tell her the scathing response she’d probably get. “Will Velindre not accompany
you?”

 “She has a dinner engagement,” said Allin regretfully. “Tormalin mages gather for Festival like everyone
else and there are wizards she wants to ask about the status of magic hereabouts.”

 Temar was diverted by sudden curiosity. “What do wizards do in Tormalin?”

 Allin looked at him with faint surprise. “They earn a living, same as everywhere else. Those with fire
affinity help metalworkers and foundries, those linked to water find work with shipbuilders or something
like that. But there’s still a lingering suspicion of wizards in Tormalin, so they’re only ever given
short-term work, for a specific project usually.”

 “The mages in Kel Ar’Ayen are none too ready to lend magical aid to such mundane tasks. They always
make it out to be some great favour.” Temar shook his head. “But why are mages so suspect on this side
of the ocean?”

 “After the Chaos?” Allin looked puzzled. “Hasn’t anyone told you this?”

 Temar smiled appealingly at her. “We are generally too busy with the day-to-day business of living in
Kel Ar’Ayen for idle chatter.”

 “Oh.” Allin looked round the room for a moment before visibly making a decision. “I don’t suppose it
reflects very well on wizardry, so that’s probably why no one’s mentioned it. Some warfare in the Chaos
was backed with elemental magic. Fire and flood, lightning, they were all used on battlefields. Other
magic was wrought against encampments, armies found themselves mired in bogs where they’d been
riding through pasture, that kind of thing.”

 “So Houses backed by wizards had a significant advantage,” nodded Temar with interest.

 Allin grimaced. “Magic’s a powerful ally in the short term, but in the longer term it’s not that crucial. You
can drive an army off a battlefield with waves of flame but magic won’t help you hold the land you win. A
single spellcaster soon exhausts himself; Cloud-Master Otrick makes sure every apprentice mage learns
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that. In any case, there were never that many wizards willing to turn their talents to warfare and once
other Houses started banishing any mage-born — or doing worse—there were even fewer. But
prejudice against magic in Tormalin persists.”

 “But Artifice held the Empire together.” Temar frowned. “Adepts in aetheric magic were highly
respected. Everyone acknowledged that their work served the greater good.”

 “And the magic went away and everything fell into Chaos?” Allin raised her eyebrows. “Who do you
suppose they blamed?”

 “If what Guinalle says is true, they were right to do so.” Temar bit his lip. “It seems the struggles of the
Kel Ar’Ayen Adepts against the ancient Elietimm somehow undermined the whole aetheric balance
underpinning Artifice.”

 “I heard some scholars visiting Hadrumal from Vanam arguing about that,” Allin nodded. “Wizardry did
some truly dreadful things, before Trydek brought the mage-born under his rule, and the tales are still
told, doubtless exaggerated with each repeating. It’s small wonder all most people believe is magic is
magic and it’s suspect, whatever its hue or origin. There are precious few people outside Hadrumal who
even know about aetheric magic and its role in the Old Empire. The world has moved on, more than you
know.”

 “More than I am allowed to know, it would seem,” said Temar lightly, but anger sparked a gleam in his
eye.

 Allin looked at her hands. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything.”

 “I will not tell anyone you did.” Temar looked thoughtfully at Allin. “The wizards I know mostly want to
live in Hadrumal pursuing their scholarship. You are not much like them.”

 Allin hesitated. “Scholarship’s important. Velindre spends her life trying to understand the work of the
winds, what happens to air when it is warmed by fire or cooled over water. The more she understands,
the more precise her magic can be, the more exact her control over the element of her affinity. It takes
little more than instinct to raise a gale if you’re mage-born, but to use air to cool a sick child’s fever, to
carry a word across a thousand leagues, that takes a depth of understanding that only study can give.
That’s the whole reason for Hadrumal’s existence.”

 “But such study is not for you?” guessed Temar.

 Allin blushed. “I want to learn enough to make my magic useful, but I’m no scholar.”

 “Then what will you do with your useful magecraft?” asked Temar, teasing a little.

 “I’d like to go home but magic’s even more suspect in Lescar than anywhere else.” A hint of tears shone
faintly in Allin’s eyes. “Each Duke’s afraid someone else will enlist a wizard to fight on their side.”

 “Which might at least bring all that sorry warfare to an end,” said Temar curtly. He waited a moment for
the girl to regain her composure. “Forgive me. So, if you can not go home, what would you do?”

 “There are Lescari in exile all over what you knew as the Empire, mostly in Caladhria or Tormalin.” Allin
looked at the paper lying on the table. “Some do very well for themselves, settle and grow rich, but
others struggle. There must be some way to use magecraft to earn a living from the wealthy and to help
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the weak better themselves.”

 Temar studied the handbill himself, the silence in the room like a held breath.

 “But Velindre dislikes you associating with other Lescari?” He set his jaw.

 “Oh, no,” said Allin, flustered. “She just doesn’t think this is worth pursuing, and in any case she has
other calls on her time.”

 Temar looked at the handbill again and clicked his tongue absently against his teeth. “This could be
Artifice, used to read minds, tell people what they want to hear. There would be a value in determining
that.”

 “Whoever’s doing this might have some way to find people, maybe even people sleeping in an
enchanted artefact,” suggested Allin tentatively.

 Temar looked searchingly at the girl. “Are there not people you wish to find?”

 Allin knotted her hands on the table before her. “I’m luckier than most,” she said determinedly. “I know
where my parents are, my brothers and sisters. When the fighting finally rolled our way at least we
managed to stay together. But I had uncles, aunts, cousins in and around Carluse. They were scattered to
the four winds when our new Duke decided it was his turn to claim the Lescari throne and his Grace of
Sharlac slapped him down.” She cleared her throat but said nothing further.

 Temar felt a pang at the thought of his own family, long lost to him beyond Saedrin’s door. “What if this
person can really contact the dead?” he wondered aloud. “What if I could speak to Vahil? To Elsire?”
What if he could speak to his mother, his grandsire, ask their advice once again?

 “Vahil was the Sieur Den Rannion that came back from the colony?” Allin leaned forward.

 Temar laid his long-fingered hands flat to stop them trembling. “What if I could ask him where the
artefacts were sent, who got the pieces we are missing? It will take an army of clerks a full round of
seasons to worm such secrets out of these archives. What if Vahil could save us all that work?”

 “So you’ll speak to the Demoiselle?” Allin laid an unthinking hand on Temar’s.

 “We do not need her.” Temar gave Allin’s fingers an encouraging squeeze. “You said you were no
scholar. Well, neither am I, but I have learned enough of Artifice to know if someone is working it in the
same room. I will come with you. If we learn something to our advantage then we can share the pleasure
of telling Velindre she was wrong. If it turns out we are looking for wool in a goat shed, then no one need
ever know.” He hesitated. “Except Ryshad, he had best come with us. Meet me at the gatehouse at
sunset and we can all go together.”

 As Allin nodded, the door opened. A curious lackey moved to one side to let two maids carry trays into
the room. Allin blushed scarlet and pulled her hands free of Temar’s.

 Temar looked at the maids with a fair approximation of the blank aloofness he found so irritating in these
latter-day nobles. All three servants kept their eyes lowered, but as the door shut behind them Temar
clearly heard a giggle overlaying a murmur of hushed speculation. Both were hastily cut short by a curt
enquiry in a familiar voice.
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 “Master Devoir,” Temar greeted Casuel courteously as the wizard stuck a suspicious face round the
door. “We were just about to have some lunch.”

 “Allin? What are you doing here?” Casuel came in carrying two tall stacks of books carefully secured
with leather straps, cloth padding protecting the covers against any injury to the binding. “Esquire
D’Alsennin isn’t supposed to have any visitors today.”

 “Oh, you were hurt, weren’t you?” Allin’s eyes were wide with concern. “Are you all right? But I did
send word from the gate, to ask the Sieur’s permission.”

 “Thanks to the Demoiselle’s Artifice, I am fully healed.” Temar smiled at her. “So, Casuel, what have
you there?”

 “More clues for your search, if you can tease them out,” said the mage loftily.

 “Velindre was saying you must have a source of information second to none,” said Allin unexpectedly.

 Casuel smiled a little uncertainly as he began unstrapping the books. “There are few wizards in Tormalin
in these rational days and fewer who are also antiquarians.”

 “She was talking about your brother?” Allin looked innocently at him. “Velindre says he must hear all
manner of news and opinion.”

 Casuel’s smile turned sickly. “I hardly think he’ll have anything useful to contribute.”

 Temar looked from Allin to Casuel, carefully hiding a smile. “Pardon me, but I did not know you had a
brother, Casuel.”

 “Amalin Devoir is a noted musician, a composer of considerable skill and innovation,” Allin explained
with artless admiration. “His works are played right across Lescar and Caladhria.”

 “Another talented member of your family.” Temar smiled as Casuel inclined his head with ill grace.
“Surely it could not hurt to see if he could help us?”

 “I could call on him, I suppose,” the wizard said reluctantly. “But I think we’ll get far more out of these
books. So, if you’ll excuse us, Allin, we’ve important work to do.”

 “Allin is staying for some lunch,” Temar said firmly. With his face turned he could wink at her without
Casuel seeing, and she bit her lower lip to hide a smile, cheeks pink as she studied a parchment in front
of her with hasty intensity.

 Esquire Camarl’s Study, the D’Olbriot Residence,
Summer Solstice Festival, Second Day, Afternoon

 I came straight here to warn you.” I concluded my explanation of Mistal’s news and waited for the
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Esquire’s reaction, hands behind my back and feet a quarter-span apart. The calm stance belied my inner
agitation, my desire to be out running rumour and suspicion to ground.

 Camarl was sitting by the window, a small table at his side piled high with correspondence. He turned a
carved ivory paper knife slowly in his hands. “This is certainly ominous news, as is this business of
someone posting a challenge in your name. You should have told me about that this morning, before
going off to the sword school.” He looked up at me, raising the ivory knife even though I’d made no
move to speak. “I’m not going to bandy words with you. Chosen or not, Ryshad, you have to keep me
informed. Is there any other news, anything about the attack on D’Alsennin?”

 I sighed. “Last night I went round every barracks where I’ve friends, every Cohort I’ve shared duty
with, asked every watchman hired for Festival that I could find. If any of them knew anything or even
suspected, they’d have told me by now. I’ll wager my oath fee there are no Elietimm in the city, but I
can’t swear any more than that. I’ve still got a few people to check back with, but I don’t think they’ll
have anything different to tell.”

 “You can send one of the sworn from the barracks to fetch and carry messages. I want your help
looking for answers in different places.” Camarl smiled to take any rebuke out of his words. “I’m going
to a meeting of my art society this afternoon.” Camarl indicated the discreet elegance of his sober clothing
with a hand bearing a solitary silver band enamelled with the D’Olbriot lynx. “I meet men of all ranks
there and I’ll hear a certain amount of the gossip about D’Alsennin, Kellarin and the rest, but everyone
knows my Name, so most will guard their tongues. I think you should come with me, Ryshad. No one
knows you, so you might catch some indiscretion.”

 “If I ask the right questions,” I agreed slowly. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d kept eyes and ears open
for the House’s benefit. There was far more to being a sworn man in this day and age than simply
swinging a sword. “But are you sure I won’t be recognised?” I spent a good few years serving in
Toremal before the Sieur sent me out on his various commissions to ride the vast D’Olbriot estates.

 “No one looks at a sworn man’s face,” Camarl said carelessly. “You’ll just have been another nameless
body in livery.”

 “Am I dressed for the part?” I was in plain breeches and a nondescript jerkin, good-quality cloth and
well cut but nothing special.

 “Quite appropriate, for a mason from Zyoutessela, wouldn’t you say?” said Camarl with an approving
smile. “There’ll be other artisans there, as well as traders and nobles. It’s one of the reasons I joined, to
widen my acquaintance beyond my own rank.”

 “What does the Sieur think of that?” I asked.

 Camarl wrinkled his nose. “He agrees it’s a regrettable necessity of this era.”

 I laughed, hearing the Sieur’s dry wit in the words.

 “I have letters that need an answer.” Camarl nodded to his personal scrivener, who was sitting patiently
in a corner of the room. “I’ll see you at the gatehouse shortly, Ryshad. Get something to eat if you need
it.”

 The lower hall was full of kitchen maids and scullions now, drab in washed-out gowns and shirts
shapeless with repeated boiling. They gossiped idly, enjoying some respite before embarking on the
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myriad preparations for a series of private dinners in the smaller salons and the more ceremonial banquet
that the Sieur would host that evening. Lady Channis always made sure no formal lunches were planned
for days when the House entertained in the evening. The pot-washers and vegetable-peelers cast envious
glances at the cooks, everyone plainly ranked by their chapped hands. The lowest slaveys from the
scullery were scarlet to the wrist; the premier pastrycooks and the Master of the Kitchens could afford
discreet lace at their cuffs and scrupulously manicured nails.

 I took bread and cheese from platters on a table and went out to the gatehouse, where I knew I could
cadge a glass of wine from Stoll. We had scant moments to wait before Camarl’s personal gig arrived,
and the Esquire wasn’t long in coming.

 The groom jumped down and swung himself up on the back step as the Esquire took the reins. As
Camarl drove us down to the lower city with habitual competence, I turned to the groom on the perch
behind us. He was staring ahead, face as impassive as the carved cats’ masks on the side panels, and he
wouldn’t meet my eye. I really was going to have to get used to being one of those served rather than
serving.

 The bright sunlight was touched with the faintest hint of salt on a breeze from the distant harbour as
Camarl turned off the encircling road down the main highway that runs clear across the lower city to the
bay. The ancient walls of Toremal soon appeared between the rooftops, once mighty bastions in their
day but now hemmed in all around with buildings nearly as high. Camarl got his horse in hand as we went
beneath the sturdy arch of the Spring Gate and we emerged into the sunshine gilding the Graceway.
Great mansions had been packed close within the old city walls in the uncertain days of earlier
generations and the Names had guarded their privileges jealously. Nowadays the iron gates, with their
badges of gilded bronze high above the heads of the crowd, stand open but rank still counts for
something. It’s only those with a genuine amulet bearing recognised insignia that may use the wide,
well-made street marching straight to the sea. I saw a woman trying to saunter past the duty guard with a
beribboned basket held high in her arms and smiled as she was turned back to take the longer route
through the tangle of lesser roads spreading ever wider beyond the walls. We were passed with a curt
nod from the Den Janaquel man standing sentry, pike butt resting by one hobnailed boot.

 “Do you know anyone sworn to Den Janaquel?” Camarl asked as we whipped the horse to a trot in the
comparatively empty road. “They’re providing the Duty Cohort for the Festival, so they’ll hear more
news than anyone else.”

 “I’ve never had dealings with the House but I’ll see if I can get an introduction through the sword
school.” Stoll probably knew someone, or if he didn’t Fyle would. Fyle knew everyone.

 Out of long habit I noted changes to the buildings lining the Graceway. What had once been a Den
Bradile mansion was being refaced with pale new marble; trim, rational lines replacing the curlicues of an
earlier age. The handful of shops now sharing the façade were getting broad new windows with deep sills
for the better display of elegant trinkets for ladies, costly feathers and expensive lace. Further along a
seamstress who’d been a tenant of Den Thasnet since before I’d come to Toremal had given up her lease
to be replaced by some hopeful new tailor owing duty to the Name. His frontage was brightly decked to
attract both year-round residents and those eager to buy the latest fashions on their once-yearly trip to
this hub of sophistication.

 This wasn’t Bremilayne, where I had little local knowledge and few contacts. This wasn’t chasing
backwoods rumour in a fruitless quest for Elietimm sneaking into Dalasor to rob and maim. Whoever had
attacked Temar had stepped on my ground. They had to have left tracks. Someone would get a scent,
sooner or later.
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 “And here we are.” Camarl’s words broke into my thoughts. We were outside a tisane house, once a
wing of some long-vanished residence. Now it boasted a brightly painted sign telling all and sundry that
Master Lediard could supply the finest aromatics and spices and the most luxurious premises in which to
enjoy them.

 Camarl handed the reins to his groom. “Call for me at eighth chime.” He pressed a negligent silver Mark
into the man’s palm but all I could offer was a smile so I hurried after the Esquire. I prefer wine to tisanes
as a rule but I could get used to drinking them in these surroundings. This was no futile attempt to drag a
failing tavern up the social scale by offering hot water and stale herbs in place of ale.

 Comfortable chairs ringed sturdy tables set just far enough apart to stop people hearing other
conversations. Most tables were spread with parchments, ledgers and counting frames, since tisanes have
always been popular with men of business, who might lose more than the cost of the flagon if they let
wine blunt their acuity. Some men bent solitary over their documents, some sat in twos and threes deep in
talk, others relaxed with one of the latest broadsheets, plentiful copies racked by the door. A
baize-covered panel beside it was crisscrossed with leather straps holding letters tucked securely
beneath. A lad was emptying folded and sealed sheets out of a box below it. The nobility have the
Imperial Despatch to carry their letters but the middle ranks have to rely on these more informal
arrangements between tisane houses and inns.

 I overhead a snatch of intense discussion as Camarl let a lass in a dull blue gown slip past with a tray
laden with little bowls of spice.

 “I’ll take a fifth share in the cargo, against covering you if the ship’s lost.”

 “Toremal value or Relshaz value?”

 “Relshaz value at Equinox’s best prices.”

 “But what if they’re delayed by bad weather? Prices could be falling by the time they arrive.”

 “That’s your risk, friend. Mine’s the ship sinking.”

 The man beside us selected some ivory tags from a shallow tray in the middle of his table. He handed
them to a girl who took them to a sharp-eyed woman behind a long counter.

 “We’re upstairs,” said Camarl back over his shoulder.

 As I followed him, I noticed the woman spooning the required herbs from the vast array of canisters on
the shelves at her back. As the maid delivered the tisane ingredients to her waiting customer, another
arrived with cups, tisane balls and a jug of steaming water, carried carefully from the far end of the room
where a red-faced man tended an array of kettles on a vast range that greedily consumed the coal
shovelled into its open maw by an ash-stained lad.

 I followed the Esquire up a panelled staircase to find the whole first floor of the building was opened into
a single room. Tables and chairs ranged around the walls were largely ignored by the busy crowd all
talking at once in the middle. Plain coats, everyday jerkins and practical boots were the order of dress,
though the discerning eye would see Camarl’s clothes were a cut above the rest in both cloth and
tailoring.
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 “D’Olbriot!” A burly man in an ochre coat strained at the buttons waved at Camarl.

 “Fair Festival, Master Sistrin,” he replied cheerfully.

 “Let’s hope so.” Sistrin planted hands on hips as he jutted his chin at a younger man wearing the brooch
of a minor House on his jerkin. “What does D’Olbriot think of some of us traders setting up our own
academy with our own funds?”

 “Endowing schools has always been the honour and duty of the nobility,” the young man said politely. I
managed to place the badge; a cadet line of Den Hefeken.

 “But we have more sons wanting places than the established colleges can supply,” commented a third
man, accents of the merchant class ringing in his voice. “Learning letters and reckoning in a dame-school
may have been enough for our fathers and forefathers, but times have changed.”

 “If we endow a school, we have a say in what they teach.” Sistrin jabbed an emphatic finger at Den
Hefeken. “Rhetoric and precedence in Convocation and what House holds which priesthood aren’t much
use to my boy. He needs mathematics, geography, drawing up a contract and knowing which law codes
back it up. Come to that, we’ve daughters who’d do well to learn more than sewing a seam or playing a
pretty spinet.”

 “With all D’Olbriot’s mining interests, you could do worse than teach your Esquires some natural
science,” sniffed the third man.

 “I quite agree, Palbere,” Camarl nodded. “Our tutors having been doing just that since the turn of the
year, assisted by some newcomers from Hadrumal.”

 “Wizards?” Sistrin laughed heartily. “That’d be unnatural science, then would it?”

 Did I feel an unusual disapproval chill the air at the mention of wizards? Den Hefeken’s face was a
well-bred blank but Palbere was scowling

 Camarl continued, unconcerned. “I’d prefer my cousins learned their lessons alongside your nephews,
Sistrin, rather than see schools divided by rank or trade. They’ll pick up some understanding of your
glass trade, and shared knowledge is always a road to common prosperity.”

 Palbere sipped at a steaming tisane. “Talking of roads, is it true D’Olbriot plans on digging a canal to cut
the loop of the Nyme around Feverad? Will you be bringing wizards in to do the work of honest
labourers there?”

 “Feverad merchants first mooted the plan,” said Camarl cautiously. “They’ve suggested D’Olbriot might
care to back the project and magical assistance makes such tasks considerably faster and safer.”

 “So you’ll be taking the revenues off the rest of us when it’s built?” Den Hefeken asked with careful
neutrality.

 “If it’s built, and surely we’d be entitled to recoup our outlay?” Camarl looked at each man in turn. “Of
course, those costs would be considerably reduced by employing wizards’ skills.”

 Sistrin drew breath on some further argument but Camarl raised an apologetic hand. “Forgive me
gentlemen, I have a guest with me today. May I make known Ryshad Tathel, stone mason of
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Zyoutessela.”

 Several nearby heads turned away from their conversations to note my name and I smiled as benignly as
I could.

 “Are you sponsoring him to the society?” Sistrin asked belligerently.

 “If he decides it’s for him,” smiled Camarl before drawing me politely away.

 “That’s one man won’t leave you wondering about his opinions,” I commented in a low voice.

 “Which makes him very useful, because what he says ten men more discreet are thinking,” agreed
Camarl. “And he’s usually first with any hint of scandal, while Palbere has a nose for business second to
none.”

 “Do you do anything even vaguely connected to art here?” I grinned.

 “Over here.” Camarl kept pausing to greet people but we finally edged our way through to the far end of
the room, where tables in the better light under the windows were covered with books of engravings and
single sheets of inked and coloured paper. “Boudoir art is over there,” indicated Camarl with a smile,
“next to the satires and lampoons. We pride ourselves on being an open-minded society.”

 Both artwork and model would doubtless be a considerable improvement on the grubby woodcuts that
circulated round the barracks but neither interested me when all I had to do was shut my eyes and think
of Livak. I picked up a small portfolio. “ Plants of the Dalasor Grasslands?” I opened it on a beautifully
detailed painting of a yellow heather.

 “Several of our members are natural philosophers,” nodded Camarl. “And as a mason, you might be
interested in the architectural drawings over there.”

 “Esquire, might I have a word?” A long-faced elder with depressed dewlaps framing a downturned
mouth appeared at Camarl’s shoulder. “Master Ganalt, of course.”

 I noted the old man wore the silver-leaf collar of a shrine fraternity, something you don’t see so often
these days.

 “It’s the shrine to Talagrin on the Solland road,” Ganalt began after a hesitant glance at me. “It’s on Den
Bradile land and the priesthood’s in their family, naturally, but the local people have always been faithful
to the Hunter—” The old man fell silent.

 “Is there some problem?” prompted Camarl.

 “There’s rumour Den Bradile intend making it a private cinerarium, even planning to removing urns
already consecrated there unless they’re linked to the Name in some way.” He lifted an unconscious
hand to his silver rowan leaves, emblem of the Lord of the Forest. “We might use our funds to build
another shrine, but we’re pledged to helping the poor…” He broke off with another dubious look at me.

 “Excuse me, Esquire, I’d like to look at some of those plans you mentioned.” I nodded as much of a
bow as I could in the confined space and slid past two men chuckling over a vivid satire. The
architectural drawings included a series of maze designs, something increasingly fashionable in recent
years, and I studied them with interest.
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 “The trick is matching suitable mathematical complexity with the tenets of Rationalism,” commented a
man coming to stand next to me.

 “And finding shrubs that grow fast enough to make a maze worth having before the whole thing goes out
of fashion?” I suggested.

 “There’s that,” he agreed. “Which is why this year’s innovation is patterns laid out in bricks between little
raised banks. I believe a Den Haurient gardener suggested it but the Rationalists will tell you it’s so the
logic of the whole can be better appreciated by seeing the whole design.”

 I laughed, picking up an interesting perspective on new alterations to an old frontage.

 “I hear you’re a mason?” remarked my new companion. “From the south?”

 “Zyoutessela,” I kept my tone as casual as his.

 “Is there plenty of work?” he asked with interest.

 “The city’s thrice the size it was in my grandsire’s day,” I nodded. “He hired himself from site to site with
little more than a bag of tools and rock-hard determination to better himself. When he died, he left my
father a sizeable yard and me and now my brothers work three sites.”

 “They say a good block of stone rings like a bell,” remarked my would-be acquaintance with studied
idleness.

 “If you strike it right, and there’s a tang to fine stone, like rotten eggs.” Hansey and Ridner were
welcome to all the smells, the dust, the noise and headaches that went with the trade.

 “Redvar Harl, Master Carpenter.” He bowed and I returned the courtesy. “I saw you arrive with
Esquire Camarl? Are you D’Olbriot tenants?”

 He was very interested in me for a complete stranger but I didn’t think he was about to stab me in an
entire room of witnesses. “We are.”

 “There must be all manner of opportunities in the south, what with D’Olbriot sponsoring this colony
overseas,” my new friend mused.

 “It offers some intriguing possibilities,” I said in neutral tones.

 My companion stared out of the window. “D’Olbriot will want to do the best for their tenants, but if this
land’s as big as rumour has it Esquire Camarl might do well to think in rather broader terms.”

 I nodded silent encouragement.

 “I’m from Solland. I take it you’ve heard about the fighting in Parnilesse, after the old Duke’s death?”

 It wasn’t hard to see my next step in this dance. “Down in the south, we don’t hear that much about
border matters.”

 “D’Olbriot has holdings around Solland, so the Sieur will be fully aware of the Lescari land question.”
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Master Harl turned to look intently at me. “The Lescari still cling to their foolish system of all land going
to the eldest born. Then they breed like the rabbits that infest their hills, whelping useless younger sons
left landless and looking for a quarrel. Poldrion knows how much grief could be saved if those surplus
spawn could be shipped across the ocean, to make their way in a new land by their own efforts.”

 “That’s an interesting notion,” I said slowly. “I’d be interested to know what Esquire Camarl might make
of it.” I could guess Temar’s reaction.

 Master Harl’s eyes shifted to a point behind my shoulder.

 “Excuse me, there’s someone I must wish a Fair Festival.”

 I turned to see whom he meant but Camarl stepped into my line of sight, a carefully constructed
expression of amusement on his face. “Now, Ryshad, what do you make of this?”

 He handed me a crisp sheet of paper printed with a hand-coloured satire. A wedding carriage was being
drawn through the streets of Toremal by the D’Olbriot lynx on the one hand and the Tor Tadriol bull on
the other. This wasn’t the robust “ animal of the Emperor’s badge but a sickly calf with a foolish
expression and comical spotted hide. The high-stepping lynx topped it by a head, looking down with avid
eyes and sharp teeth exposed in a hungry smile. The Emperor himself was in the carriage, an
unexceptional portrait but plainly recognisable. I tapped the face of the girl beside him, a vapid beauty
with an unfeasibly large bosom. “Is this anyone I should know?”

 “No one in particular.” Camarl shook his head, fixed smile still not reaching his eyes. “But I’ve a full
handful of cousins of an age and breeding to make a good match for Tadriol. Most are here for Festival,
naturally enough.”

 I studied a capering fool in the foreground throwing handfuls of fire and lightning up into the air, stunning
a few thatch birds in the process. The onlookers were barely sketched in but a few eloquent lines deftly
conveyed expressions of contempt, ridicule and dissatisfaction. “Do you reckon that’s Casuel?”

 The Esquire’s smile widened and did reach his eyes. “He’d hardly be flattered to think so. But few
people know him and those that do find him inoffensive to the point of tedium. That’s one of the reasons
we agreed to him being Planir’s liaison; no one could possibly see him as a threat.”

 “Whoever drew this certainly doesn’t like the idea of magic’ I pointed to a hooded figure in sooty robes
stalking behind the carriage, people drawing back from his ominous shadow. “Would that be Planir the
Black, do you suppose?”

 “The name’s a gift to satirists, isn’t it?” muttered Camarl with irritation.

 “An apprentice joke, as I understand it,” I explained, “on account of him being a coal miner’s son.”

 “We all have to take jokes in good part, don’t we?” Camarl’s eyes were cold and calculating once
again. “Why don’t you see what other people here make of the jest?”

 I weighed the paper in my hand and studied the detail of the picture. Engraving a plate to that standard
was no overnight task. “There’s coin backing this artist.” I looked for a signature but couldn’t find one.

 “An unusually retiring satirist, now there’s a novelty.” Camarl was clearly on the same scent as me.
“Why don’t I see if someone can point me in his direction? After all, a talent like that deserves
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encouragement.”

 “I’d say he’s already got some noble patron,” I observed.

 “Quite likely,” agreed Camarl. “And perhaps he’ll be prepared to say who, in return for a commission to
create as handsome a joke at their expense, along with some D’Olbriot gold.”

 Several heads close by turned at the Esquire’s words, expressions eager. Genteel dispute between two
great Houses would certainly liven up Festival, with scurrilous pictures to snigger over for a few coppers
and discreet hints of scandal spicing up the usually stodgy fare of the broadsheets.

 I’d track down the printer, I decided. There was no hope of stopping such things circulating: with books
so costly, printers with mouths to feed need every copper they can tempt folk to spare on a sheet of
gossip or a lewdly entertaining picture. But a few crowns might buy me some clue as to this tidbit’s origin.

 “Let’s see what we can find out,” I said softly. I wasn’t about to forget the Elietimm but I reckoned we
had more serious concerns now, enemies closer at hand, enemies who knew how to use oath-bound
ritual, the law courts and the thriving social networks of the city against us. And they weren’t above
knives in the back either, I reminded myself.

 “Have you seen this?” I tapped a stranger on the arm in friendly fashion, introduced myself and we
shared a chuckle over the satire. He offered an unsubtle depiction of some recent excesses by the
younger Esquires Den Thasnet, which prompted his companion, a linen draper, to warn me against
working for that House, claiming they were notorious bad debtors.

 By the time I’d worked my way round the gathering and drunk more tisane than I usually do in a season,
I was well up to date with the latest scandals, intrigues, births, deaths and marriages of Houses from the
highest to the most lowly. I also shared in plenty of conversations where the nobility barely warranted a
mention, an unaccustomed reminder of the life I’d known before I’d sworn myself to D’Olbriot, when the
Name was merely a faceless rent office and a vague promise of help should some crisis strike our family.
It was an interesting way of spending an afternoon but what I didn’t hear was any particular malice
directed at D’Olbriot, D’Alsennin or Kellarin. There was plenty of speculation, but most of these solid
men of business were more interested in debating the potential opportunities and hazards of a new trading
partner on the far side of the ocean.

 Esquire Camarl signalled to me from the far side of the room and I made my excuses to an apothecary
who’d been displaying considerable if completely ill-informed interest in Artifice.

 “I have to go, I’m expected at Den Haurient for some discussions and then dinner.” Camarl was looking
just a trifle exasperated. “I have to go back to dress.”

 “I’ve not heard anything significant,” I told him with regret.

 He let out a slow breath. “Stay for a while longer. People may let some indiscretion slip if I’m not here.”

 “I’ll keep my ears pricked,” I promised.

 But the Esquire wasn’t the only one engaged to dine elsewhere and his departure prompted a growing
number to make their excuses. The determined core who remained began pulling chairs into comradely
circles and called for wine rather than tisanes from Master Lediard’s obliging maidservants.
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 I was going to look conspicuous if I tried to inveigle myself into those tight groups of long-standing
friends, I decided.

 These men might not realise I was one of D’Olbriot’s chosen, but they knew at very least I was a tenant
of the House. The casual atmosphere where someone might let slip a hint by accident or design had
evaporated.

 I made brief farewells to a few of my new acquaintances and left. Standing out on the flagway, I
wondered what to do next as leisurely couples went strolling past arm in arm now the heat of the day had
faded and the rich and elegant came out to admire each other in all their Festival finery.

 I could go back and kick my heels in the gatehouse, waiting to tell Camarl I’d learned nothing new, I
thought, or I could do something more useful with my time. It was all very well the Esquire telling me to
send sworn and recognised about my errands but I could hardly expect them to explain all the
complexities of Temar’s search for his lost artefacts, could I? I had enough trouble making that tale sound
convincing, and I’d been part of it.

 I made up my mind and turned down the Graceway. Revellers were spilling out of taverns and inns with
their goblets and beakers of wine and ale, so I stepped into the roadway. There was little enough traffic
and, armring or not, most people hereabouts looked for me to step aside for them. I worked my way
down to the heart of the old city. Here the Graceway crosses the Primeway, the ancient highway running
parallel with the shore and leaving Toremal by the gates that guard the highroads to north and south. A
fountain stands in the centre of the vast square formed by the crossroads, Saedrin looking to the east,
Poldrion to the west and Raeponin with hands stretched to north and south, eyes raised to the skies.
Years ago, word was, it had been a shrine dedicated by some long-dead Emperor in the days before the
Chaos, now it was merely an inviting display of cool water where people could meet. Open coaches
circulated round it, moving slowly for the better display of Festival finery.

 The Popinjay is one of the bigger inns on the edge of this square, dominating the corner to the north and
east. The ninth chime of the day was sounding from a variety of bell towers as I forced my way past the
exuberant youths heedlessly blocking the doors. That earned me some hard looks but no one was bold
or drunk enough to try taking me on. A glance at my armring was enough to make most clear my path.

 “Banch!” I yelled over the clamour of people trying to catch a potman’s eye or a maidservant’s apron.
“Banch!”

 The burly tapster surveying the tumult with the calm eye of long experience turned his head. He waved a
hand the size of a shovel at me and I pushed my way through to the counter. “Ryshad.” He handed over
a tall flagon of ale, tucking the silver in a pocketed apron belted below his barrel of a gut.

 “Have you seen Yane? Sworn to Den Cotise? I was here with him yesterday.” I leaned over the scored
and puddled wood, lowering my voice to a muted bellow. Yane would be on duty again tonight, as soon
as the first chime of night sounded, but he’d said he’d be meeting his sweetheart here and her mistress
was usually done with her by the last chime of the day. She was the dresser to Tor Sylarre, who’d found
the whole tale of Temar’s quest so romantic.

 “Out the back with Ezinna.” Anger darkened Banch’s pocked moon of a face and he slammed up the
counter top to come out and grab a couple of lads by the scruffs of their expensive coats. I don’t know
where people found the room but everyone stepped aside as he threw the two offenders out into the
gutter. One started to argue so I left Banch to explain the error of his ways and ducked through a far
door.
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 Even with pot lids clanging, knives and cleavers hitting boards and the dog turning the roasting spit
yelping in its treadmill, the kitchen was still quieter than the taproom. A handful of girls were busy on all
sides, a pause for more than a breath earning them new instructions from the stout woman ruling her
domain with a gesturing iron spoon.

 “Cut more bread and then baste that beef before it dries out!” Ezinna cuffed a pinch-faced lass lightly
round the ear to emphasise her orders. I stepped hastily aside as the gawky girl yelped, burning her
fingers on the ladle resting in the dripping tray beneath the meat, splashing hot fat as she dropped it.

 “Where’s Yane?” I asked Ezinna.

 She tucked a wisp of hair dyed raven black behind one ear, the rest drawn back with a spotted kerchief
that might once have been yellow to match her faded dress. Grey showed at the roots. “Out in the
scullery.” Ezinna’s habitual smile vanished.

 “What’s happened?” I frowned.

 “It’s Credilla.” Ezinna shook her head in resignation. “Go on with you, you’re in the way. Have you
eaten?” Ezinna grabbed a crumbling slice of bread from one girl’s passing basket and wrapped it round a
thick slice of beef. She sent me on my way with a shove before turning to give the hapless bread girl a
lesson in how many a loaf was supposed to serve if the inn wasn’t to be ruined by the baker’s bills.

 Soiled crockery was stacked high in the scullery, waiting for two little girls standing on rough boxes by
deep stone sinks. Neither was working very fast, round eyes in round faces gawping at Credilla sobbing
into Yane’s shoulder.

 “Credie, flower, Credie.” He looked over her head at me with a mixture of relief and stifled rage.

 “What’s happened?”

 Credilla’s sobs shuddered into a whimper and she turned around, chestnut hair tangled over her pretty
face. It didn’t hide the ugly bruise disfiguring her, a great welt of purple and black high on one
cheekbone, swelling half closing her eye and blood crusted around a cut that must have come from a ring.

 “What happened?” I repeated, handing the bread and meat to a scullery girl who was eyeing it hopefully.

 “Demoiselle Lida Tor Sylarre.” Yane managed to get a rein on himself, but he still looked like a man
desperate for someone to hit and plainly fancying me as a target. “The Maitresse came in just after noon,
all fired up, ordering all the daughters to turn out their coffers, checking every casket against every
inventory and deed of bequest.” He shook his head, baffled. “The Maitresse starts taking pieces, telling
Lida to hold her noise when she says she’ll need some necklace or other for her dress tonight.”

 “She was in quite a rage,” Credilla managed to quaver. “I didn’t say anything, not really.”

 “But you recognised the pieces the Maitresse was taking?” I guessed.

 “Demoiselle Lida saw I was surprised.” Credilla clutched the tear-sodden front of Yane’s jerkin. “She
wanted to know why. All I said was I’d met a D’Olbriot man who’s interested in old jewellery but Lida
said there must be more to it for her mother to be so fussed. When I couldn’t tell her anything, she hit
me.”
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 Yane folded protective arms around her as the recollection prompted fresh weeping. “You keep your
head down when there’s a storm brewing, Credie, you knows that.”

 I nodded. Volunteering knowledge is never wise for a servant; it only leads to questions and then more
questions about where you got the answers you give.

 “I’m sorry I mixed you up in this, petal. Can you go back?” If she’d been turned out by Tor Sylarre, I’d
have to find another place for her. Not with D’Olbriot though; that would just confirm whatever
suspicions Tor Sylarre might be nursing.

 Credilla nodded, dabbing her battered cheek with a scrap of damp muslin. “Maitresse would lock Lida
in her bedchamber till the end of Festival if she knew what she’d done. She gave me three gold Marks to
keep my mouth shut and said I’ve got to work with the seamstresses until my face’s better.”

 “That’s something at least.” I bit down on curses the little girls shouldn’t be hearing.

 “What’s it all about, Rysh?” Yane looked up from brushing hair away from Credilla’s tear-stained face.

 “Just keep your head down, both of you,” I advised. “There’s a storm brewing, but I don’t know where
it’s going to break.” I hesitated as I turned to go. “Artifice, the healing magic from Kellarin could do
something for that bruise.” Demoiselle Avila could surely repeat whatever she’d done for Temar.

 Yane shook his head. “Best you can do is leave us well alone.” He didn’t mean it unkindly and worse;
he was probably right.

 The sun was sinking with its accustomed rapidity as I left the Popinjay, the fading gold of the skies
darkening to rich blue dusk over the rise of the land ahead. The Graceway was bright with lighted
windows, tradesmen returning to the homes above their shops for their own entertainments now while
private parties celebrated Festival in the upper rooms of inns and tisane houses. Linkboys had their
candle lanterns already lit and bobbing on poles to show people their footing for a few coppers.

 Once out of the Spring Gate I waved down a hireling gig and pondered Credilla’s unexpected suffering.
So Tor Sylarre had somehow got wind of Temar’s search for those ancient jewels and treasures that
might restore his people, and the Maitresse was none too pleased. Did that mean the Name was
somehow involved in these connivances against D’Olbriot? It was certainly an ancient House, dating well
back into the Old Empire. I frowned. Hadn’t Demoiselle Avila been betrothed to some long-dead scion
of the Name, some lad who’d died in the Crusted Pox? Had Tor Sylarre had anything to do with
Kellarin’s first colony?

 The gig was turning up the long incline back to the residence. Temar would be able to answer some of
my questions, but I tapped the driver on the shoulder with a new request.

 “Den Haurient, quick as you can, friend.”

 I’d best report this new finding to Esquire Camarl before I did anything else. He might find himself facing
some Tor Sylarre over the dinner table, or forewarned might be able to see some significance in an
otherwise innocuous remark. Temar could wait, after all.
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 The D’Olbriot Residence Gatehouse,
Summer Solstice Festival, Second Day, Evening

 Temar drummed impatient fingers against the scabbard of his sword.

 “So where’s Ryshad?” Allin asked from the concealing shadow of the hedge.

 “I certainly expected him to be back by now.” Having to concede Ryshad wasn’t with the latest flurry of
arrivals at the gate, he took a pace back.

 Allin hunched her shoulders inside a light cloak. “Perhaps we should just forget it.”

 “You wanted to go,” said Temar firmly. “It may be nothing, true enough, but if it is something I will have
that something to show for today.”

 “But can we go without Ryshad?” enquired Allin meekly. “It’s not too far. I’ve directions if you’re able
to walk.”

 Temar looked at her with some indignation. “My lady mage, I could walk from the springs to the sea
inside a chime when I was last in Toremal. Granted, though, half this city was fields back then.”

 “But you were wounded,” faltered Allin.

 “I am fully recovered, and I am certainly not one of these lately come Esquires who cannot walk the
length of a street lest they muddy their shoes.” Temar resolutely ignored the tender pull of the scar on his
back and the ache lurking behind his eyes. “All we need is some means of getting out of here
unremarked. We can hardly keep this little adventure quiet if we call up a carriage to take us, and the
gate ward this afternoon said he’d orders not to let me leave unaccompanied.”

 “Unseen?” Allin bit her lip nervously. “I could do that.”

 “You know a back gate?” Temar turned to look back past the shadowy bulk of the residence towards
the stables.

 “No, but I could hide you?” Allin offered.

 Temar looked at her. “With your magecraft, you mean?”

 “Velindre’s been telling me I need to learn to take some initiative.” The quaver in Allin’s voice rather
gainsaid her bold words.

 “Is it safe?” Temar shook his head. “Forgive me, I do not mean to insult you.” He resolutely thrust away
the freezing fear of submitting to any form of enchantment.

 “I wouldn’t dream of trying if it wasn’t,” said Allin hastily.
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 They stood, hedged round with silence, faint noises from gatehouse and residence floating past on the
cooling evening air.

 “By all means weave your magic,” Temar said abruptly. He took a deep breath as Allin closed her soft
hands tight around a faint spark of unearthly blue light, an expression of utmost concentration dignifying
her round face.

 Magecraft is a practical art, Temar reminded himself, well-understood means of manipulating the stuff of
creation that generations of wizards have studied and codified. Casuel had told him all about it. Temar
didn’t have to understand, it was sufficient that these wizards did. It’s not Artifice, he thought, gritting his
teeth. It’s no enchantment wrought inside a man’s head and working its will, holding him helpless to
resist.

 “There,” Allin breathed.

 Temar opened his eyes. “Everything looks much the same,” he said for want of anything better.

 “What about your hands?” giggled Allin.

 Temar raised one, seeing only a dim outline of his fingers. He looked down and the rest of his body was
no more than a faint suggestion in the gathering dusk. Gripping his sword hilt hastily, he was relieved to
feel that as hard and reassuring as ever. He realised Allin was looking him straight in the eye. “You can
see me thus?” He’d be hard pressed to sneak through the gatehouse if he were no more than an
Eldritch-man’s shade.

 “You look like a shadow to me, and to any other mage, I’m afraid, but no one not mage-born will see
anything.” Allin looked a little downcast. “It’s the best I can do.”

 Temar nodded decisively. “It is a marvel, my lady wizard.”

 Allin ducked her head to hide a pleased smile. “Stay close behind me, and hope we don’t run into
Casuel.”

 Temar laughed. “He went out to invite himself to some gathering of mages. It is wherever Velindre is
going, I believe.”

 “Be quiet,” Allin hushed him as they stepped out on to the empty sweep in front of the gatehouse.

 Temar chewed at the inside of his cheek, carefully matching his steps to Allin’s, especially when they
reached flagstones where his hard boots could make far more noise than her soft shoes.

 “Good evening, my lady,” called the Sergeant reading his broadsheet in the lodge.

 Startled, Allin stopped. Temar promptly bumped into her. Allin managed to stifle her exclamation, but as
she moved her cloak pulled her up short. Temar realised he was standing on the hem and hastily lifted his
foot.

 “Fair Festival, my lady,” said one of the recognised men guarding the postern. Temar found his sly
suggestiveness faintly offensive.
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 Allin nodded curtly to the two youths. Temar pressed close to her, holding his breath and keeping arms
and elbows close, lest he nudge someone.

 As he stepped through the postern his sword caught against the wood and dragged round. Balancing it
on his hip took Temar a moment and he caught a brief exchange on the inside of the door.

 “Been visiting the young D’Alsennin, hasn’t she?”

 “What’s he see in that dumpling? He’s got his pick of the Demoiselles.”

 “To marry maybe, but what about a little Festival jig? I’ll bet a wizard wouldn’t have cold hands for your
fiddlestick.”

 Temar strode hastily after Allin, feeling his cheeks burning with a colour every bit as fiery as her habitual
blush.

 She had halted to look vaguely at a gig trotting round a distant corner. “Are you all right?” she
whispered.

 “Quite, yes.” Temar gratefully realised the invisibility hid his embarrassment.

 “You’d better stay behind me,” she murmured as she walked slowly down the long slope towards the
conduit house.

 Temar did as he was bid, careful he didn’t step on Allin’s cloak again. At least there were precious few
people out walking and those mostly looked to be liveried servants intent on their own tasks. The last
daylight was fading now, and the dusk beneath the shade trees made Temar’s feet even more indistinct to
his straining eyes. He stopped, rubbing his eyes, taking a deep breath then hurrying after Allin.

 Turning at the conduit house, she headed north and west along the circular road. Coaches swept past
them, but hardly anyone else was on foot. Allin strode on, ignoring superior glances from passing
carriages until she finally turned down into a busy thoroughfare. The air was cooling now but the stone
buildings all around were casting the remembered heat of the day back into the night sky along with the
exuberant clamour of the crowd.

 Temar had to press close behind Allin, their progress increasingly awkward, Temar looking up and
down at every other step, searching for his feet no darker than wisps of smoke. The lesser moon rose
over the rooftops, golden circle all but full and unchallenged by the merest arc raised by her greater sister.
But Temar had no time for such fancies as the moonlight cast queasy shadows through the hazy darkness
that was all he could see of himself. Something in the back of his mind was protesting ever louder that
what his eyes were telling him couldn’t possibly be the truth.

 He caught Allin’s elbow, steering her irresistibly into a noisome alley. “You have to undo the magic, else
I will be sick.” He swallowed hard on nausea thickening his throat.

 Allin immediately spread her hands in a decisive gesture. Sapphire light came and went at the edge of
Temar’s vision like a jewelled memory of the day and he could see his hands again. “My thanks,” he said
with heartfelt sincerity.

 “If you’re done, move on, will you?” A man about Temar’s age shifted impatiently from one foot to the
other at the entrance to the alley, a slightly older woman on his arm, eyes cynical in her painted face.

Page  129



 “Did they see anything?” whispered Allin.

 “There’s nothing I’ve not seen, blossom,” said the woman with a coarse chuckle.

 Temar drew a mortified breath, uncertain how to respond. Allin giggled and slid her arm inside his.
“We’re nearly there.”

 As the road forked either side of an ancient shrine, Allin led Temar up an avenue of lime trees spreading
a moist green scent. Mismatched buildings jostled a run of tall, narrow houses with proudly precise
gables looking down on the six-sided chimneys of lower dwellings with narrow leaded windows and
uneven rooflines.

 “It should be down there,” said Allin uncertainly. Bright lights beckoned at the bottom of a small entry,
too short to be a street, too wide to be an alley. Lively chatter lilting with unmistakably Lescari accents
echoed from an open window.

 “Yes, look.” Allin pointed with relief at the great half-circle lock hanging from a sturdy chain above the
door. It was all that distinguished the building from its neighbours, each with irregular windows beneath a
dishevelled roof of stone slates, oaken beams set for no readily apparent reason in walls crumbling with
age and inattention.

 Temar drew his arm close to his side to shield Allin with his greater height. “I have not spent any great
time in taverns,” he said cautiously. Not this side of the ocean, not since waking from enchantment, he
amended silently to himself. Riotous evenings carousing with Vahil so long ago, not a care between them,
counted for nothing now.

 But they’d never have come to such a sober house, little changed from the dwelling it had once been.
Two casks of ale were set on trestles in a parlour furnished with cast-offs from people who could have
had precious little to start with. There were no potmen or maids that Temar could see, just an unhurried
matron filling a steady flow of jugs brought by men and women in sombre, well-worn clothes who either
sat near by or disappeared into the back of the building.

 Four newcomers pressed past Temar and Allin as they hesitated on the threshold. Greeting the mistress
of the house in Toremal-accented Lescari, two lads took tankards from a rack beside one door for their
ale while the others helped themselves to glasses and a flat-bottomed greenish bottle, dropping silver and
copper coin into an open box. A crone sewing a slow seam by the table nodded, her smile shrunken
around toothless gums.

 “Can I help you?” The woman drawing the ale looked over at Allin, polite but cool. Her clipped words
carried echoes of the mercenaries Temar knew in Kel Ar’Ayen.

 Allin fumbled beneath her cloak for the handbill. “I was looking for Mistress Maedura?” Her own accent
was stronger than Temar had ever heard it.

 The woman nodded, indifferent. “Out the back.”

 Allin smiled uncertainly. “May we see her?”

 The woman glanced, incurious, at Temar. “Please yourself, lass.”
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 “Come on,” he encouraged Allin, doing his best to sound like the Lescari mercenaries he knew back
home. Digging a few coins from the purse tied to his belt, he pointed at a bottle of wine inky dark inside
emerald glass. “How much?”

 The old woman chuckled, revealing a baby pink tongue, and said something Temar didn’t understand.
Allin held out some silver of her own, talking hastily in Lescari.

 “She says we should wait our turn through here,” she said tightly to Temar.

 He picked up a bottle and two thick glasses with uneven rims. “What did I do?” He was used to
struggling with the indecipherable mysteries of female disapproval from Guinalle and Avila, but had
thought he’d made a fresh start with Allin.

 “Tried to pay her about ten times what that wine’s worth.” A faint smile was tugging at the corners of
Allin’s mouth. “I said you thought she was taking money for the seer.”

 People were waiting on chairs beneath an unshuttered window and by a door opening on to a small
yard. A second door, cut through the wall to give access to some afterthought of an outbuilding, was
firmly closed, though faint sounds of conversation filtered through to the expectant room. Everyone
looked at Allin and Temar, some curious, a few defensive, but all with unspoken determination to protect
their place in the line.

 “We have some time in hand.” Temar rattled the coins in his hand absently.

 “Don’t do that,” Allin reproved him. “Hasn’t anyone told you what an Empire Crown buys?” She moved
two rickety chairs to a small table with a dull, much wiped surface.

 “No.” Temar looked at the thick white-gold coin. “Camarl only gave me a purse today. I remembered
what that handbill says, so I asked.”

 “Did he ask why you wanted it?” Allin looked like a child caught in mischief.

 Temar grinned. “I said it was because Tor Kanselin’s surgeon said I probably only took that knife
yesterday by way of payback for having nothing to steal.”

 Allin frowned. “Don’t you use coin in Kellarin?”

 “Odd copper and silver, but the mercenaries brought most of the coin, so it comes from all manner of
places.” Temar set down the glasses and wondered how he was supposed to get the cork out of the
bottle. “They only seem to use coin for gambling anyway. We mostly deal between ourselves by
swapping work on a man’s barn for a share in his corn, half a sheep for a side of beef and suchlike.”

 Allin took a small knife from her purse and chipped at the wax sealing the wine. “Camarl doubtless
thinks an Old Empire Crown is a trivial enough sum, but round here three of those would feed a family
for a week and leave table scraps to fatten the pig.” She worked the cork out of the bottle with the point
of her knife. “Get Ryshad or someone to change those Crowns for some common coin if you don’t want
everyone eyeing your purse.”

 “How does common coin differ?” Temar took the bottle from Allin and poured them each a measure of
wine.
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 “I’m not surprised they don’t want you going out on your own.” Allin narrowed her eyes. “Old Empire
coin is noble coin, purer metal than anything minted these days, less of it to be had. Common coin is what
we commoners use, what the various cities and powers mint for themselves.”

 Temar fell silent for a moment. There was still so much he didn’t know, wasn’t there? “Why would
Camarl give me Old Empire money?”

 “I don’t suppose he thought you’d be spending it in places like this.” Allin was unconcerned. “And
you’re a noble, aren’t you? If you can get it, it’s the best coin to carry.”

 “Four copper pennies still make a bronze?” Temar looked for some reassurance. “Ten bronze pennies
to a silver and four of those make a silver Mark?”

 Allin shook her head. “No one’s used bronze pennies since the Chaos. Ten copper to a silver penny and
when six silver Marks make a gold Crown that’s an end to it. Only the Old Empire used gold Marks.”
She smiled but this time without humour. “Don’t take Lescari Marks off anyone. If any of the Dukes mint
a coffer of coin, they add enough lead to roof a moot hall.”

 She paused as a young woman carrying a baby on her hip came out of the far door, her expression half
hopeful, half puzzled. The low murmur of conversation stopped and all eyes turned to the girl. The only
one not looking was an old man in much mended homespun who hurried in, heavy boots clattering on the
floorboards. The girl lifted her chin, hoisted the child more securely inside her shawl and strode out of the
room.

 “She looks as if she got something for her coin,” commented Temar in low tones.

 “I don’t think she’s quite sure what she’s gained though.” Allin drank her wine. Silence hung heavy
between them for quite some moments.

 Temar rolled a sip round his mouth thoughtfully. “This is far from—”

 A cry from the seer’s room silenced him, a hoarse sob hastily stifled. The old man came stumbling out,
one shaking hand hiding his eyes, the other groping blindly in front of him. Four of those waiting jumped
to their feet, a sturdy woman in serviceable maroon offering resolute comfort in fast, unintelligible words.
A gaunt man with one empty sleeve to his coat reached his good arm round the old man’s shaking
shoulders, while a pretty girl with haunted eyes supported an elderly female in rusty black, whose face
had gone as white as her shabby lace cap. At brisk words from the stout woman, the family walked out
with fragile dignity.

 Everyone avoided everyone else’s eyes as an apprehensive youth walked slowly through the door.

 “What are we going to say to this seer, whoever she is?” Allin turned beseeching eyes to Temar.

 “Have you some question you already know the answer to?” asked Temar thoughtfully.

 “I could ask about someone still alive.” Allin nodded reluctantly. “If she gets that right, I ask about
someone I know to be dead?”

 Temar looked at her in some concern. “Does this distress you?”

 Allin looked down, her hands knotted in her lap. “We’d best find out, now we’ve come all this way.”
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 New arrivals prompted Allin to move hastily to one of the vacated seats, to claim their place in the
queue. Temar grabbed the wine and moved after her. Hemmed in on either side, they exchanged silent
glances over their glasses. The second chime of night was sounding by the time the portly man who’d
been before them came back out, face dark with stubborn resentment.

 Allin stood up, brushing decisively at her skirts. “Let’s see what’s to see.”

 Clutching the wine bottle for lack of anywhere to put it, Temar followed the mage girl into a bare room.
All they saw was an iron-bound chest set on an unwieldy table in the middle of a rug woven from strips
of threadbare cloth, two females sitting on stools beyond it. Tallow candles in sconces lit damp stained
walls, smoky flames briefly fluttering to add more soot to the dirty lath ceiling.

 Allin said something courteous and the older woman stood up. Her white hair was all but invisible
beneath a pale blue kerchief, and she wore a full, shapeless skirt and sleeveless bodice of the same
material laced over a loose linen blouse. No one in Tormalin dressed like this though Temar had seen
some of the mercenary women in Kel Ar’Ayen wearing such garb. Poldrion’s touch had whitened this
woman’s hair unduly early, he decided. Her firm face suggested she was still in her middle years but the
lines that furrowed her brow hinted those years had been hard.

 “Mistress Maedura.” Allin gestured to Temar. “My companion, Natyr.”

 “All who seek answers are welcome,” said the woman in passable Tormalin. Her shrewd eyes rather
unexpectedly lacked the hard calculation Temar expected from a trickster. They were also the colour of
a rain-washed sky and he realised how seldom he’d seen anyone with light eyes since arriving here.

 “Your questions?” Mistress Maedura prompted.

 “Of course,” said Allin nervously.

 Temar looked at the younger woman sitting silent beside Mistress Maedura. She had the same pale eyes
but hers were as empty as a summer noon, staring fixedly at the wall behind Temar. She was dressed in a
soft green weave, skirt spotted with spilled food, and her sparse dull hair was cut short in a ragged crop.
The laces of her bodice pulled unevenly over a mature figure yet her face had the unlined vacancy of a
child.

 “My daughter was caught between the realms of life as a babe,” said Maedura without emotion.
“Lennarda’s mind wanders the shades, but from time to time she encounters those crossing the river with
Poldrion. When Saedrin opens the door to admit them to the Otherworld, she glimpses what lies beyond
and hears some small snatches of lost voices.” Despite her rehearsed words Temar nevertheless felt she
genuinely believed what she said.

 Maedura gave Allin a handful of three-sided bones and gestured her to the single stool facing the chest.
“Set out your birth signs on the lid.” Allin fumbled through the bones, finally picking out three separate
runes.

 Temar took a step closer, recognising the Deer, the Broom and the Mountain. “You draw three separate
bones?”

 Allin shot him a piercing look of rebuke. “But your father would have insisted on the Tormalin way,
wouldn’t he, just the one bone?” She turned to Maedura, speaking in rapid, offhand Lescari. Temar

Page  133



would have preferred to know what was being said about him but whatever yarn Allin was spinning, the
suspicion flaring in Maedura’s eyes faded to an ever present watchfulness.

 Allin turned to Temar again. “Your grandmother favoured the runes, didn’t she? She swore there was art
to casting them.”

 Temar nodded hastily. Holding his wine glass up to shield his mouth, he began whispering under his
breath, reciting one of the few charms Guinalle had managed to drill into him. If Artifice was being
worked here, it would echo in his hearing with unmistakable resonance. He forced himself to concentrate
despite the faint dizziness aggravating his lurking headache, reluctantly realising he wasn’t as recovered as
he’d boasted.

 “Ask your question,” Maedura commanded.

 “Where’s my cousin Chel?” Allin demanded abruptly. Temar could see the tips of her ears going scarlet.

 Maedura took her daughter’s hands and laid them on the runes. Aversion flitted momentarily over
Lennarda’s blank face then her shoulders sagged, head drooping to show a scabbed and sore scalp.
Temar nearly lost the rhythm of the enchantment he was attempting as he realised someone had been
pulling the girl’s hair out in handfuls.

 “I see a river.” Lennarda sat bolt upright, startling Allin into a muted squeak. Temar’s fingers tightened
on the neck of the bottle.

 “I see a river curving over a plain.” The girl’s voice was deep, firm and assured. “A big river,
wide-mouthed as it enters the sea. The water is brown, bringing goodness down from the high land. Then
this will be fertile ground. There are marshes, saltings full of white birds. No birds I ever saw before, but
we should try bringing down a few, to see if they make good eating. See, there is a fair landing yonder,
open grass above the tide line. We can build a wharf along the bank. There is plenty of timber for shelter
too, goodly stands of trees.”

 Lennarda stopped dead, pulling away from the coffer and folding her arms awkwardly against her chest.
She hunched over, rocking back and forth with incoherent whimpers.

 Allin turned to Temar, her face an eloquent mix of embarrassment and disappointment. “Shall we go?”

 “Your payment?” Mistress Maedura held her daughter’s hands down as they hooked into impotent
claws.

 “Your fee?” asked Allin icily. She stood and pulled her cape around her.

 “Whatever you think the information is worth.” Maedura got to her feet as Lennarda subsided into her
earlier vacant stillness.

 “Not very much, to be truthful.” Allin drew a resolute breath.

 “No, wait,” Temar broke in, blood pulsing behind his eyes. “Allin, ask again, about anyone.”

 Allin looked doubtfully at him and Maedura laid a protective hand on her daughter’s uncaring shoulder.
Temar held up one of the Tormalin Empire Crowns. “My payment in advance.”
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 “If this is your question, you must set out your runes,” said Maedura in some confusion.

 “Here.” Temar pushed at the single bone bearing the Salmon, the Reed and the Sea. “I was born under
the greater moon, does that make any difference?”

 Maedura shook her head as she lifted her daughter’s hands with their chewed, split fingernails towards
the rune and Temar hastily withdrew, flesh crawling at the thought of touching the unfortunate.

 “I seek a little girl.” He coughed and forced his voice to stay level. “A little girl wearing a yellow dress
with red flowers sewn around the hem. I do not know her name but she has an older brother and a sister.
They all sleep together wrapped in a brown cloak.” His throat closed with emotion and he couldn’t say
any more.

 Lennarda’s low, unintelligible noises of distress were abruptly cut off as she slumped forward. Even
forewarned, Temar still jumped as Lennarda suddenly reared up again. Allin clutched at his arm and he
reached for her, grateful for her hand warming his fingers, which felt suddenly chilled to the bone.

 “Where am I?” This time Lennarda’s voice was light and wondering. She looked around, hands held to
her cheeks in a parody of childishness. “Where am I? It’s all dark. Where am I? Mama?”

 As she lifted her eager, searching face to him, Temar felt his heart miss a beat. For an instant Lennarda’s
empty eyes shone a vibrant grassy green in the candlelight. “Can you hear me? Mama? Is it all right
now?”

 After a moment of utter silence, Lennarda began an ugly keening, empty face crumpling, rocking
backwards and forwards again but faster this time, with a growing violence. Her hands clawed and she
began tearing at her own head.

 “Hush, hush.” Maedura tried to gather her child in her arms, fending off the raking nails with difficulty.

 “Let’s just go.” Allin tugged at Temar’s arm.

 He resisted. “How many questions does that gold buy me?” he demanded roughly.

 Maedura’s expression was a turmoil of desperation and self-loathing. “As many as you need to ask,
what do you think? But only for tonight.”

 “I will be outside,” said Temar with sudden decision. “When you are done with everyone else, we will
speak further.” He pulled Allin out of the room so fast she nearly stumbled on top of him.

 Ignoring the covert curiosity of the people waiting, Temar strode rapidly into the front room. “Do you
have spirits? Strong liquor?” he asked the serving woman curtly.

 “White brandy, if you have it,” Allin shoved Temar towards the inglenook by the fire. His knees gave out
as he reached the low bench so he waited while Allin brought over a black bottle and two small glasses
fetched from the cupboard behind the crone’s chair. She watched the pair of them with considerable
interest in her watery old eyes.

 “What was that all about?” demanded Allin, handing Temar as large a measure as she could safely pour.
“Aetheric magic?”
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 Temar swallowed the colourless liquor in one breath, gasping as it jolted him out of the shock numbing
his wits. “Not being worked in the room,” he said hoarsely. “Neither of them have any notion of
enchantments.”

 “That girl doesn’t look as if she’s a notion in her head,” commented Allin with pity, sipping cautiously.

 “Not unless she catches some echo from some other mind;’ said Temar slowly.

 Allin looked confused. “But she didn’t know anything about Chel. I know for a fact he’s alive and well
and trading leather from Dalasor to Duryea. I had a letter from his mother at Equinox and you can’t get
much further away from the sea than that.”

 “What she saw was Kel Ar’Ayen.” Temar leaned forward intently.

 “A big river, a wide empty plain? Couldn’t that be, oh, I don’t know, anywhere from Inglis to
Bremilayne?” said Allin doubtfully. “And I suppose Chel might have gone travelling.”

 “What she saw, what she thought, we all thought the same when we made landfall in Kel Ar’Ayen.”
Temar laid his hand on Allin’s in unconscious emphasis. “I remember looking at that river, wondering if
the land would be fertile, picking out the best place to build and noting timber we might build with.
Believe me, Allin, for Saedrin’s sake!”

 “Then how does that unfortunate know?” She extricated her hand, flexing her fingers with a slight
grimace. “Could it be something to do with the runes? Isn’t Ryshad’s friend Livak looking for an aetheric
tradition hidden in old rune lore in the Great Forest?”

 Temar shook his head crossly, regretting it instantly as pain lanced through his temples. “No Artifice is
being worked here. I can detect that much with the charms I know.” He looked up at Allin. “I would give
all the gold Camarl can spare me to look inside that chest.”

 “They’ve got an artefact?” Allin nodded slowly. “And that unfortunate child has somehow become
linked with it, like Ryshad and your sword?”

 “More than one,” said Temar with rising certainty. “That second voice, that was a girl I saw Guinalle lay
beneath the enchantments. I saw the child’s green eyes, eyes from the northern hill country, I saw them
reflected in the imbecile’s face.”

 Allin frowned. “Where did that woman get a chest full of Kellarin artefacts?”

 “Cannot such questions wait?” Temar demanded impatiently. “We must secure that chest!”

 “How?” countered Allin. “Fraud or folly, that masquerade’s their only means of earning bread. The
woman at least must know the coffer’s vital to the girl’s supposed powers. They’re hardly going to give it
up to you.”

 Temar chewed at his lower lip. “What if we offered her the weight of the chest in gold?”

 A startled laugh escaped Allin. “Are you serious?”

 “Entirely.” Temar kept his voice low, face grim. “I would pay that to bring only one back from
enchantment. I would pay the same time and again to bring every single sleeper back to themselves.”
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 Allin sipped her brandy with a faint shudder. “So the rumours of Kellarin gold are true, are they?”

 “For now, Camarl can advance me the coin,” Temar said with a confidence he didn’t entirely feel.
“There are riches to be had over the ocean in time and we can repay him then. Perhaps I should pursue
those claims the Relict Tor Bezaemar mentioned as well,” he added thoughtfully. “That would at least
give me means to buy any other artefact we find.”

 “First we have to look in that chest and make sure there are artefacts in it.” Allin shifted to look through
to the back room and the outbuilding beyond. “Then we have to make some deal with the woman
tonight. Otherwise she’ll take to her heels, coffer and all. I would like to know just how this business of
linking to an artefact works.”

 It was Temar’s turn to laugh. “Do you always have to have the answers?”

 “First, I’m Lescari, and secondly, I’m a mage.” Allin smiled a little guiltily. “Both mean you never take a
thing on trust. You ask all the questions you can think of and only go on when you’ve all the answers.”

 Temar glanced into the far room still full with hopeful suppliants. “What’s it like, being mage-born? No
wizard I have met will ever spare time to talk about it.”

 “We’re not encouraged to, not once we’ve been to Hadrumal.” Allin coloured slightly. “I told you,
there’s a lot of mistrust.”

 Temar shook his head. “Granted, it is sorcery of some different nature, but I grew up with aetheric
enchantments. All right,” he amended hastily, “perhaps not used every day, but everyone knew Artifice
was there, for healing and truth-saying, for sending urgent word across the provinces. So what is it, Allin,
to be mage-born?”

 “Oh, I don’t know how to explain it.” She blushed pink. “Imagine oil spilled on water but you’re the only
one who can see the rainbow when the light strikes it. Imagine hearing some counterpoint to music that
everyone else is deaf to. You touch something and you can sense the element within it, like feeling the
vibration in a table when a timepiece strikes the chimes. You can sense it, you can feel how it affects
things around it. Then you realise you can change it, you can shade that rainbow to light or dark, you can
mute that note or make it sound twice as loud.” Allin’s face was animated in a way Temar had never seen
before.

 The slam of the outer door shattered the calm of the room.

 “Where’s this charlatan hiding out?” A thickset man in everyday Tormalin garb marched into the centre
of the room. “Seer she calls herself? I’ll teach the bitch to take honest coin off a stupid girl!” He glared at
everyone, sharp-featured and furious.

 “Well? What’s the fakery?” A younger man, unmistakably slurring his words through drink came in to
the tavern. He was dragging a struggling girl, fingers biting into her arm as he forced her along. A frown
gave his angled black brows a predatory air.

 “Let me go! It’s no business of yours!”

 The second man gave the girl a vicious shake. “Shut your mouth, you stupid slut.” She tried to hang on
to the doorjamb and he slapped her hand away with a brutal oath. More men crowded round the
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doorway, some intent and indignant, others brought along by casual malice or idle curiosity. Many still
had wine flagons in their hands.

 Temar realised the girl was the one they had seen earlier carrying a baby.

 “Masters, this is a quiet house.” The woman minding the ale casks stood a prudent distance from the
thickset man. “We want no trouble.”

 “You get trouble when you let some trickster use your place,” spat the man, taking a step forward to
shove the woman back with one broad, calloused hand. “Where’s this seer?”

 “It’s an insult to all rational thinking,” piped up someone from the back of the crowd at the door. An
ominous murmur of assent backed his spite.

 “Superstition. Falsehoods. Preying on an idiot girl’s folly.” The man emphasised each assertion with
another shove, backing the woman hard up against her ale casks. “Taking her coin and telling her to go
off Saedrin knows where after some feckless Lescari tinker we thought we were rid of?”

 “Well rid,” the younger man panted, still struggling with the girl, who was trying to kick him, her face
contorted with tears. “Until her belly swelled. Got his irons hot in your hearth, didn’t he, you whore?”

 “I loved him,” screamed the girl in hopeless rage.

 As the man gave her another vicious shake, she stumbled over a chair. Stretching her free hand out to
save herself, she encountered a jug of ale. In one swift move, she smashed it on her tormenter’s head.

 The crash of breaking crockery acted like a war horn on the mob outside. Men surged through the door,
shoving tables and chairs aside.

 “You Lescari are all the same, cheats!”

 “Never set to and earn honest coin if you can steal it!”

 “Go swallow yourself, you dripping pizzle!” A man who’d been sitting quietly over his ale stood up.
Others braced themselves, ready resentments rearing their heads.

 “Rational men have a duty to combat pernicious superstition,” one voice from the back of the mob rose
in a sanctimonious bleat.

 “Rationalists are soft in the head,” an incensed Lescari voice called out to considerable agreement.

 “Soft as shit and twice as nasty,” shouted someone from the back room.

 The rapid accents of latterday Toremal and sharp Lescari lilts left Temar struggling to understand but the
mood of mutual hostility needed no explanation. He realised Allin was clutching his arm, trembling with
fear. With a spreading mêlée at the outer door and indignant Lescari pushing through from the inner
room, getting through the throng was going to be no easy task. Temar tucked Allin close behind him,
keeping firm hold of her hand.

 “Is there a way out through the yard, do you think?” she asked nervously.
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 Temar used elbows and boots to force a way into the back room, ignoring the protests of those few still
seated. “There will be no more answers from the lady tonight,” he told them as he pushed Allin through
into the outbuilding.

 He looked at the door doubtfully. It wouldn’t take much to break down that single thickness of warped
plank. The first sound of splintering furniture came from the front of the tavern, a startled yell and
someone crying out in pain. Temar pulled the latchstring through, tying it as tight as he could.

 “What’s going on?” Mistress Maedura was white and frightened but trying to calm Lennarda, who was
rocking on her stool, moaning like an animal in pain.

 “You saw some girl earlier, with a child,” Allin told her curtly. “Whatever you told her, it’s got her
relatives all fired up.”

 Maedura spread helpless hands. “It’s just what Lennarda sees and hears, echoes from the Otherworld.”

 “You really do believe that, don’t you?” Temar paused on his way to look out of each window.
Maedura stared at him in confusion.

 “Never mind that,” Allin snapped, voice taut with anxiety. An outraged scream cut through the rising
turmoil beyond the door and made Lennarda wail in confusion.

 “We will help you leave here.” Temar strode to the door in the far corner of the room but opening it only
revealed a large closet, two strides wide and less deep. His jaw dropped before the thud of something
heavy against the painted planks of the door brought him swinging round. The noise outside sounded like
a full-blown riot. Temar drew his sword, wondering what to do with growing unease.

 Lennarda began shrieking, eyes wide and staring at the silvery steel. She backed into the corner,
grabbing at her ragged hair.

 “Put the blade away, you fool!” Maedura had tears on her cheeks. “She thinks you’re going to hurt her.”

 “Into the closet, all of you—and that chest.” Allin ordered suddenly. She tried to lift the heavy coffer
from the table.

 Temar stepped forward to take the other rope handle. “Get her inside,” he yelled at Maedura, who was
struggling with the frantic Lennarda. Once he had Allin and the chest inside he dragged the frenzied
imbecile bodily towards the closet, Maedura following, nearly as hysterical as her daughter.

 As the door to the outbuilding splintered and broke, Temar pushed the closet door shut, doing his best
to brace himself against the frame. Barely a glimmer of light made its way through the cracks around the
door and Temar felt the breath tightening in his chest. Was the darkness deepening, pressing in on him,
threatening to steal away all sensation, as it had done before?

 “You wanted us in here, Allin,” he panted. “Now what?”

 “Now this.” She brought her hands together on a flash of incandescent scarlet that changed in a
heartbeat to azure flame that danced around the four of them like a silken veil. Maedura’s mouth was a
silent gape of terror but Lennarda’s pitiful cries stopped, to Temar’s inexpressible relief. The unfortunate
girl put forward one bitten finger to touch the radiance but the teasing light retreated from her groping
hand.
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 There was a crash as the table in the room outside was thrown over, stools clattering in its wake. “As
quick as you can, Allin.” Temar struggled to hold the door closed as someone gave it an insistent shove.

 Allin took a deep breath. The intensity of the blue light all around grew rapidly more intense, reflecting
back from the whitewashed walls. Maedura and Lennarda faded into nothingness before Temar’s
astounded eyes. Everything faded, vanishing into the brilliant flare of power. Heat enveloped him, the dry
warmth of a furnace hearth. The light flashed incandescent and he had to shut his eyes but the radiance
still beat against them, printing the pattern of the blood vessels against the back of his eyelids. His face
began to sting under the searing ferocity of the heat and just as Temar thought he could not stand it an
instant longer the light dimmed as suddenly as it had arisen. He shivered and coughed on an acrid smell of
burned wool.

 “What the—”

 Temar opened his eyes as Ryshad remembered his manners and swallowed whatever barracks
obscenity he’d nearly let slip.

 “Hello, Ryshad.” Temar couldn’t help an idiotic grin. They were in the D’Olbriot library he realised,
carried right into the heart of the residence by Allin’s magic. The chest was cooling gently beside his feet
as it seared a black mark into the costly carpet. Ryshad sat at the table with the Sieur D’Olbriot, an array
of papers in front of him, a penknife in one hand and a half-mended quill in the other. The Sieur was
leaning back in his chair, his expression quizzical.

 “My compliments, my lady mage!” Temar turned to Allin and swept a low bow, unable to stop himself
laughing.

 “What in the name of all that’s holy do you think you are doing, girl?” Casuel was standing on the far
side of the mantel, a book open in his hands. His savage question overrode Allin’s nervous giggle and
Temar saw all the delight in her achievement instantly wiped from her face.

 “How dare you intrude like this—and how can you have been so stupid as to try such a translocation
unsupervised?” Casuel strode forward. “Raeponin only knows what saved you from your folly. Planir will
hear of this, my girl! This is the care Velindre takes of her pupils?”

 Temar wanted quite simply to hit the wizard. “Allin has distinguished herself this evening by leading me to
a vital collection of lost Kel Ar’Ayen artefacts.” Temar spared a breath for a fervent prayer to Saedrin
that the chest did indeed contain something of real value. “Please do inform the Archmage of that, with
my sincerest compliments.” At least he had the satisfaction of seeing his words strike the mage like
blows. “When some mob of Rationalists attacked the place, she brought us all safely here.”

 “May I ask who your companions are?” As Casuel subsided in confusion, the Sieur D’Olbriot sat
forward, pushing a counting frame to one side, an inkstand to the other. Dolsan Kuse hovered at his
elbow, clutching a roll of tape-tied parchments.

 “My pardon, Messire.” Temar bowed low. “Forgive the intrusion; it was a matter of some urgency.”

 “Doubtless,” said the Sieur drily. His faded eyes were shrewd in his plump face. “My lady mage, we
meet again. An unexpected pleasure, in every sense.” Dapper despite his informal shirt and breeches, he
smiled at Allin, who managed a curtsey of more elegance than Temar might have expected.
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 “You’re looking well, Messire,” she replied politely.

 D’Olbriot ran a hand over his receding grey hair. “For a fat old man, my child.”

 “Oh you’re hardly that, Messire,” fawned Casuel.

 D’Olbriot ignored him. “And who are these other two?”

 “Mistress Maedura and her daughter, a natural simpleton.” Temar shot a hasty glance over his shoulder
but Lennarda seemed in some stupor within her mother’s protective embrace. Maedura was all but
frozen with apprehension. “They had Kel Ar’Ayen artefacts in their possession, all unknowing,” Temar
added hastily. “We had to rescue them, else they would have been beaten or worse.”

 The Sieur D’Olbriot raised a hand. “Beyond question a complicated tale. Tell it tomorrow, D’Alsennin.”
He snapped his fingers and Dolsan moved instantly to tug a bell pull hanging by the chimney breast.
“Ryshad,” the Sieur continued. “See these women comfortably lodged and Temar may tell you his tale.
Report to me before I retire.”

 Ryshad was on his feet at once, shepherding them all towards the door. Maedura made a futile move
towards the chest but Ryshad shook his head. “It’ll be safe enough there.”

 Casuel touched a hand to it and hissed with surprised pain. “You really must work harder on controlling
your elemental affinity,” he said spitefully to Allin, words indistinct as he sucked burned fingers. “There’s
far too much fire in your working. Who’s been teaching you anyway? Velindre?”

 “And Kalion,” retorted Allin with some spirit. “I’m sure the Hearth-Master will be delighted to hear your
criticisms of his technique.”

 “Enough.” Ryshad ushered them all into a small withdrawing room across the hall from the library, where
a page was hastily lighting lamps. “The Sieur requests the Demoiselle Tor Arrial join us here,” he ordered
the lad. “Now, Temar, explain yourself.”

 “Allin and Velindre have come to the Festival to see what Toremal makes of magic’ Temar spoke
rapidly, ignoring Casuel’s suspicious gaze. “They have been looking for hints of magic in any
entertainment offered and Allin came across mention of this woman.” He indicated the still overawed
Maedura. “She was claiming to have some means of contacting the Otherworld, getting word from the
dead.” Temar hesitated. This was all starting to sound ridiculously implausible. “We wondered firstly if
somehow it might be Artifice and I know you are interested in lost lore. Beyond that, if it proved true, I
thought it might give us means to contact Vahil, Esquire Den Rannion that was.”

 “I remember him,” Ryshad said softly, eyes dark in the golden lamplight.

 Recalling how Ryshad had shared his life in dreams prompted by Artifice knocked Temar off his stride.
“There was no enchantment,” he said simply. “But they have this chest and I’ll swear by Poldrion’s
demons it has artefacts within it. The girl, the natural, hears echoes of the sleepers.”

 “Where did you get the chest?” Ryshad demanded grimly.

 Maedura clutched Lennarda to her. “A shrine to Maewelin, on an island in the Drax. The goddess looks
kindly on the simple. They said it was a miracle, the priestesses, when my girl spoke. She’d never said a
word before, not one.”
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 “And you repaid their kindness by stealing that coffer?” sneered Casuel.

 “Mercenaries went raiding into Dalasor from Draximal,” Maedura said bitterly. “They sacked the shrine
and everything for leagues around. Lennarda wouldn’t leave the chest, wouldn’t leave her voices, so I
had to take it with me.”

 “No one is calling you to answer for anything,” said Temar with a scowl at Casuel.

 Maedura ignored him, her fear and fury fastening on Casuel. “You’d have had us stay to be raped and
murdered? If the goddess chooses to speak through my poor child, who am I to deny her? Maewelin
was a mother; she’d never grudge me earning coin to buy bread. We never took more than folk were
willing to pay. We never feigned or deceived or—” She broke into dry, angry sobs that set Lennarda
whimpering.

 Temar looked helplessly at Ryshad, who clapped his hands together. “Cas, you see Allin home. Go on,
lass, we’ll untangle this coil.” The swordsman gave Allin a kindly smile before turned a stern look on
Casuel.

 “Oh, very well.” The mage stalked crossly to the door. “We’ll call for a coach, shall we? A safer way to
travel in your company, I think.”

 Temar caught Allin’s arm as she meekly followed Casuel. “I am deep in your debt, my lady mage.”

 She managed a faint smile before Casuel snapped an insistent summons over his shoulder.

 Ryshad beckoned in two doubtful maids hovering outside in the hall. “See these two settled for the night
in a garret room. They’re guests, but they’re not to leave the residence without my say-so, do you
understand? Send word to Sergeant Stolley.”

 “What’s all this?” Temar turned to see Avila rolling up the sleeves of her elegant gown as she appeared
at the turn of the corridor. He raised his voice above the anguish of the two women now locked in
desperate embrace. “They had artefacts—”

 Avila snorted. “Some other time, my lad.” She laid a gentle hand on Maedura’s skewed kerchief.
“Come with me. I can offer some respite from your grief.”

 As Maedura looked up, wondering, Avila took Lennarda’s hand with irresistible gentleness. Gathering
up the maids with an imperious glance, she led everyone out of the anteroom and Temar shut the door
gratefully on the fading commotion.

 “Remind me about that the next time I find Avila’s self-importance intolerable, will you?” he asked
Ryshad lightly.

 His high spirits sank beneath the stern look in Ryshad’s eyes. “If I even so much as suspect you’re
thinking about going off on your own again, after something like this, I’ll chain you to your bedposts
myself. Are we clear on that?”

 Temar braced himself. “I wanted your help. I waited for you by the gates as late as I could. You did not
return and this was too important to ignore.”
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 “No, it wasn’t,” Ryshad said bluntly. “Not then, when you’d no idea if this was all moonshine in a
mustard pot.”

 “It is the second day of Festival and I have achieved all but nothing,” Temar retorted. “I will try raking
moonshine if there is any chance of finding gold. Anyway, I came to no harm.”

 “Thanks to little Allin,” Ryshad pointed out.

 Temar opened his mouth to deny this but thought better of it. “Thanks to Allin,” he agreed stiffly.

 “I’d still rather you’d had a swordsman at your back.” A reluctant smile finally cracked Ryshad’s
severity. “There’s no doubt you were born under the greater moon, my lad. Halcarion certainly polishes
up your luck nice and bright.”

 Temar grinned. “As the mercenaries keep saying, he who plays the longest odds wins most. Shall we
take a look in that coffer?”

 “We won’t disturb the Sieur, not if we don’t want to feel the sharp edge of his tongue,” said Ryshad with
feeling. “We’ll have to make time in the morning, and that’s going to be plenty busy enough to satisfy you,
believe me. Someone’s setting up D’Olbriot and D’Alsennin both for a whole new game, and if you’re
not to lose your boots and breeches you need to know all the other moves played out today.”

 CHAPTER FOUR

 Preface to the Chronicle of D’Olbriot,
As Recorded on the Authority of Maitresse

Sancaerise, Winter Solstice of the 9th Year of
Aleonne the Valiant

 It falls to me to give this testimony to the year now past in the absence of my beloved husband, Sieur
Epinal, and with his Designate, his brother Esquire Ustin, incapacitated by wounds received in battle. It is
my sorrowful duty to record that the surgeons now despair of his recovery. On behalf of all the women of
the House, I beseech Drianon to watch over our sons and grandsons, brothers and nephews as they take
up their swords to repel the Lescari from our borders as a new year of struggle opens.

 None could argue with the Emperor’s decree that all those under arms remain in their camps through the
Festival. Aleonne has truly won his epithet of Valiant and vindicated time and again the trust of those who
saw in him the military leader Tormalin so desperately needed. After the treacherous attacks launched by
Parnilesse at Autumn Equinox, in direct spite of agreed truce, Winter Solstice celebrations in Toremal
have been accordingly muted. I am pleased to report no word as yet of any such perfidy and the Imperial
Despatch continues to bring regular reports from the battle lines, so we need not lament the uncertainty of
silence.
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 The common purpose that unites us in these dark days perversely served to give those of us here a
Festival of considerable harmony. When the coarsening effect of soldiering has of late been apt to give
the court a masculine and oftimes uncouth atmosphere, so we ladies were pleasantly surprised to find
ourselves in the ascendant with so many men away serving with the Cohorts. We were able to restore
our spirits somewhat with peaceable diversions of music and dance.

 As we remember Poldrion’s care of the dead at this season, let us be thankful D’Olbriot and the House
of my birth, Den Murivance, have suffered such minor losses compared to some Houses. The twin
scourges of war and camp fever have reduced Den Parisot to such a pass that the Name may never
recover. On the other side of the scales, the year has seen two more Houses ennobled, by letters patent
sent by Aleonne the Valiant with the endorsement of those Princes serving in the field, for the
confirmation by those Sieurs remaining to gather in Convocation.

 The only Sieur to declare against the proposals was Tor Correl, but that was to be expected and no one
took any heed of his vicious insults to the Emperor. I confess myself amazed that the foolish old man
sustains such malice and that the men of the Name do nothing to force him to stand down. It is ten full
years after his abortive attempt to snatch the throne by force of arms was so comprehensively rebuffed.
That Sieur’s continued claims to primacy solely based on ancestral military skills in legendary eras merely
make his Name ridiculous. A House already so damaged and even stripped of its right to train men in
arms cannot afford further injury.

 I have paid my respects to the newly created Maitresse Den Viorel and the Sieur Den Haurient and find
both worthy of rank and privilege. In this darkness that surrounds us, let us find some consolation in the
way bright courage is bringing new Names to the fore. Let us hope that the Emperor’s belief in rewarding
military merit, be it from never so lowly a station, will be vindicated with rapid victories and surcease
from this suppurating war.

 I find it perplexing that the financial records of the House show a far healthier situation than I might have
expected. While the warfare in Lescar has entirely disrupted our links with Dalasor and Gidesta, our
galleys continue to ply their routes to the burgeoning seaport of Relshaz and thus to Caladhria.
Aldabreshin pirates whom all expected to increase their predations have turned instead to dealing with
any and all entangled in the fighting, presumably finding greater returns for fewer risks. This western trade
proves crucial in maintaining a continuing market for the finished wares and metals from our tenants,
enabling us to trade for the necessities of warfare that we cannot supply ourselves. I find it ironic that my
steward tells me our miners and craftsmen are making considerable advances in techniques and skills as a
consequence of the increased demands of this ongoing strife. Perhaps we should ascribe that too to
Raeponin’s sense of justice.

 I was delivered this For-Spring past of my tenth child, our sixth son. As he begins to show signs of
walking, I have been considering what name to bestow on him and wondering if his father will be home to
share in those celebrations at his first steps. I am minded to call him Ustin, in memory of the uncle he will
never know, whose life has been spent in the defence of we women and our heedless babes. Saedrin
grant that peace has returned to us before any more of my children are of an age to take up arms with
their elders.
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 The D’Olbriot Residence Gatehouse,
Summer Solstice Festival, Third Day, Morning

 I woke with the dawn chatter of eaves-birds on the gables. My first half-conscious thought was regret
for past Festivals. More generous Solstice rosters usually mean a chance of lying abed. But I couldn’t get
back to sleep, not with that coffer of Kellarin artefacts waiting. A wash and a shave helped clear the
weariness fogging my thoughts and, once outside, the cool morning air refreshed me. Gardeners’ boys
carried buckets of water past me, silent maids were dusting the front hall of the residence and a
heavy-eyed footman set some Festival garlands to rights.

 “Ryshad!” A hiss from an upper landing stopped me and Temar ran lightly down the main staircase.

 “On your way to the library?” I enquired.

 “Indeed.” Temar strode through the house, oblivious to discreetly curious servants sliding past, an
unobtrusive girl with an armful of fresh flowers, a shirt-sleeved valet with a pile of pressed linen. “Arimelin
be blessed, we are finally achieving something!”

 I waited until we were in the corridor to the library and no one else was within earshot. “I meant what I
said last night, Temar.” He looked at me as I laid a warning hand on his arm. “If you go off without me
again, I’ll take you round the back of the stableyard and beat some sense into you, Esquire or not! It all
turned out well, but that’s no answer, not to you risking your neck. You’ve responsibilities to more than
yourself now. How would Kellarin fare if Guinalle had to drop everything and come over here because
you’d got yourself skewered in some back alley? I’m not saying you shouldn’t have gone, but you sure
as curses shouldn’t have gone alone.” I’d lain awake long into the night, chilled by the thought of what
could have happened to the lad and the mage girl.

 This morning Temar had the grace to look faintly ashamed of himself. “I understand your concerns.”

 I nodded. “Just don’t do it again.” But I’d finally slept when it had occurred to me that Temar had
probably been as safe in the Lescari quarter, where no one knew his Name or face, as he would have
been among Houses where Dastennin only knew what malice lurked behind the tapestries. Not that I was
about to tell him that.

 We reached the library and Temar rattled the handle with more irritation than was strictly necessary.
“Locked, curse it!”

 I knocked cautiously on the bland barrier of polished panels. “Messire? Dolsan?”

 “Ryshad?” I heard Demoiselle Avila’s firm tread. “And Temar?”

 “Of course,” he said crossly.

 The key turned with a swift snap. “You took your ease this morning, did you?” There was a spark of
laughter in her dry face as she opened the door.

 “I should have realised you would scarce let the dew dry off the grass,” Temar retorted.

 I followed him in and we both looked rather nervously at the coffer open on the library table. Gold,
silver, enamel and gems gleamed lustrous on a broad swathe of linen.
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 Avila made some uninformative sound. “Since you are here, you can help.” She handed us each a fair
copy of the list of artefacts so eagerly sought by the waiting folk of Kellarin.

 Temar and I shared an uncertain glance.

 “Oh get on with it. You need not even touch anything.” Avila picked up a distinctive ring, wrought with
two copper hands holding a square-cut crystal between them. This morning she was wearing a plain
brown dress, hair braided and pinned in a simple knot, looking more like one of my mother’s sewing
circle than a noble lady.

 “Can you tell which ones carry enchantment, Demoiselle?”

 I tucked my hands behind my back as I bent over the array of treasures.

 “Sadly, no.” Avila sounded more irritated than regretful. “We would need Guinalle for that.”

 Temar made some slight noise but subsided under Avila’s glare.

 An elegant pomander caught my eye. Shaped like a plump purse tied with cord, the gold was cut away
around a circle of little pea flowers on either side, blue enamelled petals undimmed through all the
generations even if its perfumes had long since perished. I searched the list in my hand, where five
artefacts were still untraced for every one with a note of success beside it. Temar’s stomach growled, the
only sound to break the silence.

 “There’s bread and fruit.” Avila nodded absently to a side table.

 “Can I bring you anything, Demoiselle?” I offered politely.

 “Thank you, no. So Temar, what are your plans for the woman and her child?” Avila asked in that
deceptive tone women have, the one that sounds so relaxed when in fact the wrong answer will bring the
ceiling down on your head.

 “We will recompense her,” Temar said cautiously.

 Avila reached for a pen laid across an inkstand. “Hand her a heavy purse and send her on her way?”

 Temar hesitated. Agreement would plainly be the wrong response but he was struggling for the right one.
I kept my eyes firmly on my list.

 “You take no responsibility for their fate?” Avila noted something with a decisive flourish of her quill.

 “Perhaps the mother could be found work within the residence?” hazarded Temar. “Some menial task?”

 I glanced up to see him looking hopefully at me. “The House Steward won’t be interested,” I said
slowly.

 “If the Sieur instructs him, as a charity?” Temar suggested with a hint of pleading.

 “Messire won’t do that,” I told him reluctantly. “The Steward earns his pay and perquisites by taking all
responsibility for servants’ concerns, and the other side of that coin is the Sieur doesn’t interfere.”
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 Avila sniffed. “In a properly regulated House, master and mistress know all their servants by name and
family and treat them fittingly.”

 Hearing an echo of loss beneath her tart words, I kept quiet. I found the pomander and ticked it off my
list with an absurd sense of achievement. One more to be woken from the chill of enchantment; Master
Aglet, a joiner, according to the record.

 Temar took the quill from me and dipped ink for his own note, our gazes meeting for a moment. “Sheer
luck or not, you’ve made a success of your trip with this haul alone,” I commented.

 “Grant Maewelin her due,” said Avila in quelling tones. “The goddess surely took charge of these hidden
minds, just as she holds seed and bud sleeping through the dark days of winter.”

 “Which would explain how the pieces came to her shrine,” Temar nodded thoughtfully.

 He was convinced, no question, but few people I know give Maewelin more than a passing thought
beyond the close of Aft-Winter. Hunger in the lean days after Winter Solstice prompts some to cover all
options with an offering to the Winter Hag, but even then it’s a cult mostly limited to widows and women
past any hope of marriage. That reminded me of something.

 “The shrine to Maewelin in Zyoutessela is a refuge for women without family or friends. I know the
Relict Tor Bezaemar makes donations to all manner of shrines, Demoiselle. You could ask if there’s any
charitable sisterhood in Toremal that might take in the woman and her daughter?”

 Avila’s severe expression lightened a little. “I will do so.”

 “I have one,” said Temar with relief as much to do with my answer to the question of Maedura as with
identifying an artefact. He pointed to a ring, modest turquoise set within silver petals. An inexpensive
piece in any age but for some reason I knew beyond doubt it had been given with love and cherished
with devotion.

 “The woman with three children.” I shivered on sudden recollection of a little group still lost in the
vastness of the Kellarin cavern. The sorrowful wizards hadn’t wanted to wake two children to the news
that their sister and mother couldn’t yet be revived.

 “The boy had my belt, with the buckle you recovered from the Elietimm.” As our eyes met I saw the lad
through Temar’s memory, wide-eyed but determined not to show his fear, clinging to the buckle of
Temar’s belt and to the promise that everything would be all right.

 “This was for the youngest child.” Avila held up a tiny enamelled flower strung on an age-darkened braid
of silk, her voice rough.

 “Then we can wake them all.” Tangled emotions constricted Temar’s voice.

 Avila looked down on the motley collection of valuables and trinkets. “But so many of the men held to
knives or daggers,” she said softly. “Where are those?”

 Sudden inspiration mocked me for a fool. “Weapons would’ve been laid in sword school shrines! I’ll
wager my oath on it!”
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 I’d have explained further if Messire’s clerk hadn’t come in.

 “Oh.” He stood in the doorway, nonplussed.

 “You have something to say, young man?” Avila asked with all the confidence of rank.

 “Surely you should all be getting ready to attend at the Imperial Law Courts, my lady.” Dolsan bowed
respectfully but there was no mistaking his meaning as he looked at Temar’s creased shirt and Avila’s
plain gown.

 “In my day, substance counted for more than show among persons of high birth,” said Avila with a stern
glare.

 “In this age, my lady, show and substance are often one and the same.” Service to the Sieur made
Dolsan equal to this challenge. “Chosen Tathel, Esquire Camarl’s valet was looking for you.”

 I excused myself hastily to Avila and Temar and hurried upstairs. The Esquire was still in his shirt and an
old pair of breeches, sorting through his own jewels for suitable ornaments for public appearance. “You
weren’t in the gatehouse or the barracks, Ryshad. How’s my valet supposed to find you if you don’t
leave word where you’ll be?”

 “I was in the library.” I apologised. “That coffer looks to hold a lot of the pieces Temar’s hunting.”

 “That’s fortunate.” Camarl’s expression was uncompromising. “That could well be all the spoils
D’Alsennin wins from this Festival.” He set down a broad collar of curling gold links and tossed a letter
at me.

 “ I learn you are interested in acquiring certain heirlooms of my House,” I read. “ Certain others have
also expressed a desire to acquire these pieces. Accordingly, I intend to have three jewellers unbeholden
to any Name appraise the items in question. Once I have established their value, I invite you to make an
offer. From Messire Den Turquand, given at his Toremal residence, Summer Solstice Day.”

 “His man must have been waving it in the breeze to dry the ink on his way here,” muttered Camarl.
“What do you make of it, Ryshad?”

 “Den Turquand got wind of the value of Kellarin artefacts,” I said slowly. “And he’ll sell to the highest
bidder, no question. Some of the Names offering argument to D’Olbriot before the courts will be only
too glad to pay thrice their value to use them as bargaining counters.” I couldn’t contain my anger. “But
these are people’s lives! Hostage-taking belongs back in the Chaos.”

 “How did he get wind of this?” Camarl demanded.

 I looked him in the eye. “I’ve been asking various of my acquaintance if their masters or mistresses have
heirlooms that might date from the loss of Kellarin.”

 “Perhaps it might have been wise to discuss that with myself or the Sieur,” Camarl said bitingly.
“Servants gossip and share titbits with their betters, Ryshad.”

 “I’m sorry. I’m accustomed to use my own judgement in service of the Name.” I managed a fair
appearance of regret. That all the Demoiselles and Esquires gossiped just as eagerly among themselves
and Camarl learned all manner of valuable things from his own valet was neither here nor there.
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 “This is just not a priority.” Camarl screwed up the letter, hurling it into the empty hearth. “These people
under enchantment—let’s be honest, a few more seasons, even years, would make no difference, not
after so many generations. Setting the colony on a sound footing, stopping interest in Kellarin
degenerating into an ugly scramble for advantage—that’s what’s important. This business of artefacts, it’s
simply a complication. What’s the Sieur to do, Ryshad, if someone comes demanding concessions on
trade in return for one of these cursed things?”

 I kept my eyes lowered, expression neutral. I’d spent long enough in the service of the House to realise
the Esquire’s anger wasn’t really directed at me. Although everyone treated him as such, Camarl wasn’t
yet formally confirmed as the Sieur’s Designate. If all the black crows hovering round the House this
Festival came home to roost, the Sieur’s brothers and all the other men bearing the D’Olbriot Name
would be looking for someone to blame.

 “Go and get yourself liveried,” Camarl said after a moment of tense silence. “Attend us to the law courts
before you go off to answer that challenge.”

 I bowed to the Esquire’s turning back and closed the door softly behind me.

 Back in the gatehouse I dug my formal livery out of the depths of my clothes press. Dark green breeches
went beneath a straight coat of the same cloth, more a sleeved jerkin in style really. Banded with gold at
the wrists and around the uncomfortably constricting upright collar, it had a gold lynx mask embroidered
on the breast, eyes bright emeralds among the metallic thread. There’d be no doubt that I belonged to
one of the most ancient and wealthy Houses of the Empire as we travelled through a city gaping for a
glimpse of nobles they only knew through gossip, scandal and broadsheet tales.

 I scowled into the mirror and went to wait in the gatehouse. This was evidently a day to show I knew my
place.

 “Not going to be fighting in that?” Stolley laughed from the seat where he was reading the most recent
broadsheet. It was his privilege as senior Sergeant to be first to see the tittle tattle culled from rumour,
venal servants and indiscreet clerks.

 I smiled humourlessly. “Hardly.”

 “Got up and trod in your chamberpot, did you?” He shook his head. “At least your livery still fits. I need
a new one every year.”

 “Master Dederic must love you.” I ran a finger round inside my collar. “I don’t suppose I’ve had this
thing on more than ten times since I swore to the Name.”

 “Lucky bastard,” said Stolley with feeling. “Oh, and my wife says you’re to come to supper when
Festival’s over. I warn you, she’s inviting her niece, saying it’s time you found a nice girl to court, now
you’ll be settled in Toremal.”

 “Married to you and she still wants to shackle her niece to a chosen man? They say misery loves
company.” I tried for a smile to take the sting out of my words. “Any word this morning, anything on who
attacked D’Alsennin?”

 Stolley stood up to pin the broadsheet to the door for the men on duty during the day to read if they had
the skill. “Just Tor Kanselin’s men saying the lad only got off his leash because Esquire Camarl was busy
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dallying in the gardens with Demoiselle Irianne. There was a bit of nonsense when one of our lads
wondered if the Esquire had got round to plucking a petal or two.”

 “And that’s supposed to get Tor Kanselin off the hook?” I retorted, annoyed. “And when their esquire
got married last Solstice, didn’t I hear they were whispering in corners about Camarl never having a girl
on his arm? Hinting he might take a less than rational view of women?”

 “They can’t have it both ways,” Stolley agreed. “Yes, Demoiselle, how can I serve?”

 He turned to deal with the first of a flurry of visitors arriving for a lunch party and then with a series of
coaches drawing up to take cadet members of the Name to engagements all around the city. I dutifully
assisted, holding fans, offering a supporting hand, closing doors, careful not to crush expensive silks or
feathers as I did so. In between I watched the toings and froings outside the open gate. Several women
from grace houses went past, Stoll’s own wife among them. If I was to make the step to proven man, the
Sieur had to see my face, and I had to be on hand to do him some service. That meant buckling down
here for a good few seasons, fetching, carrying and proving my loyalty day in and day out. I tried to
imagine Livak among the placid wives and decided she’d be as out of place as a woodlark in a hencoop.

 Messire’s coach finally rattled up outside the gate just as the fourth chime of the day rang out from the
bell tower. The bay horses were matched within a shade of colour, the woodwork and leather shone
richly in the sunlight and liveried footmen jumped down to attend to door and step. The Sieur arrived with
the echoes barely died away, Esquire Camarl, Temar and Demoiselle Avila with him. For all the fullness
of his figure, the Sieur moved with brisk determination, twinkling eyes keen.

 Temar was looking stubborn about something. He carried his sword, and as he approached held it out
to me. “I thought you might use this, for this afternoon.”

 “My thanks, Esquire.” I took the scabbarded blade and bowed first to Temar and then to Camarl, who
watched with distant annoyance as I unbelted my own sword and gave it into Stolley’s keeping. Camarl
had given me that new blade at Winter Solstice and I’d accepted it gladly, all the more so since I knew
both smith and the smithy where it had been made and would wager my oath that no unquiet shades hung
round it. But I couldn’t throw Temar’s offer back in his face, could I?

 “At least you’ll get some fresh air down at the sword school,” the Sieur remarked genially. “Put an end
to this nonsense of a challenge as soon as you can, Ryshad. Let them have their fun, but don’t risk your
skin trying to prove a point.” He favoured me with a warm smile.

 Another carriage pulled up and the Sieur’s elder brother appeared behind us, several clerks laden with
ledgers with him, Messire’s youngest son hovering at the back. The Sieur turned. “Fresil, send Myred to
find me if there’s any nonsense over the Land Tax assessment. And I want to know at once who’s
behind any application to sting us over Kellarin for the year to come.”

 The brother nodded, face uncompromising beneath his bald pate. We all made our bow as Esquire
Fresil climbed into his coach, a ribbon-tied document clutched in one age-spotted hand that would
summarise the House’s finances to the last copper cut piece.

 “Your uncle will make sure no one rolls up this House in parchment, won’t he, Camarl?” The Sieur
smiled with satisfaction. “If Fresil can teach Myred half his skills, he’ll make a worthy successor to assist
you.”

 Which was as close as Messire ever came to telling Camarl he favoured him as Designate.
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 “I don’t think we need fret unduly about proceedings in the Imperial court today,” Messire continued
easily. “We’ve been looking into potentially contentious areas for most of For-Summer, Dolsan and
myself. We’ve plenty of strings to our bow.” His expression turned cold and I turned to see Casuel
hurrying down the residence steps. “But we don’t want people wondering about anything underhand.
Ryshad, tell that importuning wizard to keep his distance today.”

 I walked hastily over to Casuel. “We’re off to the courts, Master Mage, so the Sieur has no need of
your services.” I tried to keep my tone light.

 Casuel looked crestfallen and suspicious at one and the same time. “Surely reminding people D’Olbriot
has Archmage Planir for an ally will strengthen his position?”

 “You know what folk are like, Casuel.” I shrugged. “An advocate might see you and raise the question
of magic just to confuse the real issues.”

 “Planir should deal with this nonsensical prejudice once and for all.” Casuel flushed with irritation. “So
what am I to do today? Sit on my hands?”

 “You could go and see what Velindre thinks of Allin and Temar’s little adventure?” I suggested.

 The Sieur snapped his fingers at me and I bowed. “I’ll see you later, Casuel.”

 Messire was first into the coach, nodding me into a seat opposite. I tucked Temar’s sword in hastily as
Avila arranged her skirts to her satisfaction. As Temar joined us the Sieur sat back against the mossy
velvet upholstery. “Thank you, Ryshad. This is no time to be associated with magic in the public eye.”

 “That is surely a little difficult,” said Temar with barely restrained indignation, “when the Demoiselle Tor
Arrial is the foremost practitioner of Artifice in this city.” Temar was richly dressed in the latest style, in
dark russet silk, the clasp at his throat a complex knot of gold set with small faceted stones. Gold chains
secured with garnet studs looped around the cuffs of his coat. Borrowed wealth it might be, but after
today none of the commonalty thronging the streets would believe any rumour claiming the Esquire
D’Alsennin was just some washed-up pauper. His only ring was the sapphire signet I remembered, a
jarring touch of colour that must have had Master Dederic tearing his well-cut hair. I was glad to see
Temar wearing something of his own among all this borrowed finery.

 Avila was laughing. “I am the only practitioner, as far as I can tell. But the boy has a point, Guliel. That
Artifice cured his wounds was widely discussed yesterday.”

 Messire nodded. “True, but that’s not elemental magic. In time, with care, we can make people
understand the difference.”

 “So what is our purpose in displaying ourselves at court today?” Avila asked politely after a short
silence.

 “To show young D’Alsennin alive and well and ready to uphold his rights. To show we have nothing to
hide and stand ready to answer any mean-spirited accusation.” The Sieur beamed with a charm that won
an answering smile from Avila.

 In bellflower blue brocade she looked every measure the noble lady. A collar of pearls and sapphires
circled her neck and silver rings adorned every finger, two set with diamonds that flashed fire in the
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sunlight. Her hair was dressed high and, as she leaned forward, I saw she had a striking jewelled
ornament pinning on her veil of lace. The spray of emerald fronds had a blue butterfly nestling in the
centre and it took me a moment to recall this was the badge of Tor Arrial. Did this mean Messire has
secured the alliance of the current Sieur, or was he putting the Name on notice that Avila was not about
to yield any of her claims?

 “Cheer up, Ryshad,” chuckled the Sieur. “I’m sorry you have to be liveried up but it’s as well to remind
everyone where your loyalties lie. Have you heard the rumours running round about your adventures in
the Archipelago?”

 His tone was familiar, intimate, with all the sincerity that had convinced me Messire’s oath bound him to
me as securely as mine to him. But he’d handed me over to Planir without hesitation when that best
served the wider ambitions of his House. I sat back in the shadows as we swept between the shade trees
lining the road to the lower city.

 As we passed the conduit house, the bowl of the lower city spread out before us beneath the cloudless
sky. The vista was a chequer pattern of myriad roofs, packed as close as the tiles they were made from,
dappled with all shades of colour from the rawest new orange to ancient faded umber. Here and there a
taller tower of golden stone looked down on less favoured neighbours, a gatehouse or some other
remnant of a noble edifice now given over to more mundane uses, yet still keeping mute watch over a
Name’s interests. Chimneys that took no rest for the Festival breathed faint plumes of smoke that
thickened the air as we left the green freshness of the upper city and the fitful breezes from the distant,
hidden sea were baffled by cornices and façades turning them this way and that.

 The carriage rattled over the cobbles, coachman keeping the horses trotting at a steady pace, a footman
using a long horn to clear the commonalty off the road. It sounded ever more frequently as we drew
nearer to the sprawling mass of the law courts.

 “The walls!” Temar exclaimed. He twisted in his seat to peer out of the window. “That is the Toremal I
remember!”

 “How the city is grown,” murmured Avila, mouth set in a bloodless line.

 “Shall I lower the blinds?” Camarl forced a smile as he waved to acknowledge some loyal tenants
cheering the D’Olbriot lynx on the door.

 “No, I don’t think so.” The Sieur clapped silent hands to show his admiration for a puppet in D’Olbriot
livery held up for his amusement. The crowd was swelling with fervent excitement, the noise almost
painful to the ears by the time we drew up beneath the looming shadow of the Imperial Courts.

 “This is the palace,” said Temar suddenly.

 Camarl frowned. “No, that’s over yonder.”

 Temar shook his head impatiently. “No, I mean it was the palace, in Nemith’s day.”

 “That’s right,” I agreed. Even with the mighty walls protecting the city, the men who’d built Toremal’s
defences had prepared for every contingency. The palace had been set apart as a final bastion,
impregnable within its own walls, a last redoubt where the Emperor could gather the Cohorts entrusted to
him by the Names and strike out if ever the city itself fell. But the days when armed men could threaten
Toremal were long since past and the palace had been rebuilt, extended and adapted through every era.

Page  152



Where once it had been the stronghold of Emperors charged with defending Tormalin through force of
arms, now it served the law courts where Emperors of this era ruled on the rights and duties of the
Houses of Toremal.

 Messire’s coach drew up before the western frontage. High overhead a sweep of ruddy tiles rolled
down to a pierced balustrade of interlaced stone fronds. Oriel windows below were ornamented with
carved foliage worn soft and indistinct by generations of rain. Statues weathered to anonymity stood in
niches just above head height, and on the ground men sworn to Den Janaquel colours formed a line either
side of carpet laid to save noble shoes from the dust of the streets. The crowd waited in benign enough
mood, no need for the Duty Cohort to link arms just yet, or worse, use staves to reinforce their barrier.
None of the cases heard today would have any impact on the common people, so they could just relish
the spectacle.

 “Out you get,” the Sieur prompted Camarl as the footman opened the door.

 He brushed at the skirts of his sage green coat and stepped down to polite if not fulsome applause. The
Sieur nodded to Temar, who was greeted with appreciably louder cheers above an undercurrent of avid
gossip. When Messire himself appeared, he stopped to acknowledge a roar of approval, one hand on
the doorpost, the other waving in elegant response. He wore darker green silk than Camarl, unbrocaded
but shot with gold. The cut of his coat was fuller in line than fashion dictated, far better suited to his
stoutness and comparative lack of height.

 Judging the ebbing enthusiasm of the crowd to a nicety, Messire stepped down and turned to offer his
hand to Avila. Her appearance incited the ebullient mob to fresh cheering and I heard a new note of
speculation as the Sieur offered her his arm. I got out of the coach completely ignored by everyone.

 “Where do we go?” Avila’s smile was gracious but I saw nervousness darkening her eyes.

 “In a moment,” said the Sieur, bending towards her with a smile that won renewed interest from the avid
faces closest. “These people have come to offer their duty, after all.”

 “Smile, Temar.” Camarl turned to give people on the far side a look at his finery. “If you’re looking
cheerful, satire artists and gossipmongers can’t make up anything too dreadful about you.”

 “Apart from drawing me grinning like a half-wit,” Messire laughed. “Do you remember that dreadful
picture doing the rounds last summer, Camarl?”

 He laid a proprietorial hand on Avila’s fingers as she held his arm close and walked slowly beneath the
great arch. Camarl strolled behind with a relaxed air that Temar made a creditable attempt at matching. I
followed with a few curious eyes sliding my way before returning to the far more interesting spectacle of
highest nobility almost close enough to touch.

 As we came out into the open sunlight of the courtyard a rattle of hooves and harness behind us
prompted shouts of welcome for some new arrival. When Temar would have looked to see who it was,
Camarl dissuaded him with the faintest shake of his head. “Ryshad, who’s behind us?”

 A half-turn showed me the crest emblazoned on the carriage door. “Den Murivance.”

 Knots of clerks in lawyerly grey thronged the shadows of the colonnade ringing the courtyard, looking
intently as the Sieur D’Olbriot escorted Demoiselle Tor Arrial. Two put their heads close for a moment
and then one went hurrying off, the long sleeves of his robe flapping. I wondered if Messire really had an
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interest in Avila or if this was simply another move on the game board. Whichever, I’d bet my oath fee
some hapless advocate would be guttering the candles writing up the implications of a D’Olbriot match
with Tor Arrial.

 Temar slowed, looking around at the five storeys of the palace, now all given over to archives and
records and quarters for advocates rich enough to pay for a foothold in their battleground, spare rooms
in garret and cellar divided and divided again for rank and file. “I did not recognise that façade, but this is
much as it was.”

 I looked at the pitted and stained columns, the cracked flagstones and the mismatched shutters of the
windows. Trying to imagine it as pristine as Temar’s memory of it was disconcertingly easy. “It’s been
the law courts since the days of Inshol the Curt.”

 “Shall we proceed, Messire?” Camarl raised snapping fingers and an advocate hurried to his side.

 “Indeed.” The Sieur followed the lawyer through the colonnade to a great double door opening on to an
anteroom where lawyers milled around like a flock of banded pigeons.

 “Demoiselle Tor Arrial, Esquire D’Alsennin, may I make known Advocate Burquest?” The Sieur
introduced one of Toremal’s most prominent lawyers with easy familiarity. Burquest was a
broad-shouldered man with a round, kindly face and a deceptively amiable air. He wore his thinning hair
brushed straight back and long to his collar, a style going out of fashion when I’d been a youth. But
Burquest wasn’t concerned with fashions. His whole life was arguing before the Imperial courts, and his
reputation was formidable.

 Temar did his best to bow despite the people pressing all round. Avila favoured Burquest with a tight
smile, but I could see she was uneasy, hemmed in by unknown bodies.

 The Sieur noticed as well. “Are we ready to go in?”

 Burquest nodded. “This way, sirs, my lady.”

 A burly warder in Den Janaquel colours was guarding the door to the court proper but drew his silver
capped staff aside to let us pass. As Camarl stepped forward to hear what the advocate was saying to
the Sieur, Temar fell back beside me.

 “This was the Imperial audience room,” he said in an undertone, staring around the broad hall. Stone
vaults high overhead were supported by intricate stonework springing like carved branches from massive
faceted columns. Narrow windows of clear glass rose tall between the pillars and sparkling sunlight
floated down to us. Down at our level the surroundings were not nearly so grand. The long tables and
benches were sturdy and functional but no more than that. The floor had been swept, but some Nemith
had probably been the last one to order it polished. There was nothing in the plain, undecorated
furnishings to distract anyone from the business of the law, an Imperial decree dating back to Leoril the
Wise.

 “Up there?” Temar frowned as the Sieur headed for a broad gallery built around three sides of the room.

 “Only advocates and their clerks appear before the Emperor.” I indicated a row of lecterns set in a line
before a fretted screen.

 “Where is he?” Temar looked around, puzzled.
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 I nodded at the screen. “He’ll be behind there.”

 We took our seats in the second rank of the gallery, the Sieur and Avila in front, close to the dais so we
could see everyone else in the gallery and almost all of the people below.

 Camarl was on Temar’s far side and he leaned forward to include me in his remarks. “The Emperor sits
screened so that no one can see his reactions, try to catch his eye, or make some move to influence or
distract him.”

 “But he can see us?” Temar looked thoughtfully at the black-varnished wooden lattice.

 “More importantly, so can all these people. So look relaxed and unconcerned, no matter what’s said
below,” Camarl advised, turning to nod and smile as the gallery filled up. There were no formal divisions,
but people separated regardless in tight huddles of mutual interest.

 “Den Thasnet,” I murmured, my pointing hand hidden by Avila’s shoulder. “Tor Alder.”

 “Dirindal thought I might find friends in that House,” said Temar a little sadly.

 The Sieur half turned in his seat. “It’s easy enough to be friends until the cow gets into the garden. They
think you’re here to eat them out of House and home.” He looked at Camarl. “Note which advocate
speaks on each count and we’ll set Dolsan to looking up any other suits they’ve been involved in. We
might get some hint as to who’s orchestrating this.” He turned to look at the rearmost gallery and waved
to someone. “I see we have a good turn out of the richer commonalty.”

 The men of trade and practical skills were easily identifiable. Their clothes were as fashionably cut of
cloth as rich as any noble, and plenty of silver and gold shone bright in the sunlight, but none of them
wore any ornament set with gemstones. Perinal the Bold’s law might be archaic and often disregarded,
but no one was going to risk challenging it in the heart of Imperial justice.

 Down on the floor of the court the advocates were standing in a loose circle behind the row of lecterns.
Their grey robes were distinguished by various knots of gold on each shoulder and cord in differing
colours braided around the upright collars. Mistal had tried explaining their significance to me more than
once, but I’d never really listened.

 Temar leaned forward. “I see no insignia on anyone down there.”

 “That was one of Tadriol the Staunch’s reforms.” Camarl leaned back with every appearance of ease.
“No House may retain any permanent advocate. We sponsor clerks, train them up in our archives, but
once they start offering argument to the court they’re their own men.”

 “A justified claim of bias can get a judgement reversed,” I explained to Temar.

 “Which has happened to Den Thasnet more than once,” murmured Camarl. “So it’ll be interesting to see
who their mouthpiece might be over in the Land Tax court.” He smiled warmly at a pretty girl with a Den
Murivance portcullis picked out in spinels on the silver handle of her white-feathered fan. “Have you been
introduced to Gelaia, Temar?”

 “No.” Temar looked momentarily startled but gave the girl a polite wave. The gesture stirred a faint
ripple of interest on far side of the court, among a sizeable number of Den Rannion Esquires. I looked for
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any resemblance to Temar’s long dead friend Vahil, vivid in my memory, but found none.

 Temar stirred on the hard wooden seat, returning the hostile gazes levelled at him in full measure. “I think
we could take them on, the three of us, do you not agree?” He was only half joking.

 “We don’t dirty our own hands fighting among ourselves nowadays,” said Camarl in mock reproof.
“That’s what law courts are for.”

 “Whoever started this will soon find they’ve a battle on their hands,” remarked the Sieur. He wasn’t
joking.

 A bell rang a sharp summons to order behind the imperial screen. We all stood, waiting in silence as
unseen feet sounded on the dais and chairs scraped and settled.

 “That’s more than just the Emperor,” Temar said in the softest of whispers.

 “He always has Justiciars from the lower courts to advise him,” I explained. “Experts in property,
inheritance, whatever suits are being brought.”

 A brisk Justiciar whose coppery head clashed horribly with his black-braided scarlet robes appeared
out of a door in one end of the screen. The advocates promptly took their places at their lecterns. Behind
them, on backless benches, their teams of clerks sat alert.

 “In the name of Emperor Tadriol, fifth of that name and called the Provident, I beseech Raeponin to give
his grace to all who hear me. Be warned that the god’s scales weigh the justice of every man’s word
within this court. All who speak freely may do so with truth as their witness. All who dissemble will be
compelled to reveal what they hope to hide. All who lie will be marked by the god’s displeasure. Any
man shown forsworn will be whipped and flung naked beyond the city walls at sunset.” He rattled
through words we’d all heard plenty of times but his face was uncompromisingly stern as he looked at
each advocate.

 I saw Avila’s back stiffen and Temar shifted in his seat. Camarl laid a silencing hand on his arm.

 The redheaded man nodded to the first advocate. “You may proceed.” The others all took seats at the
tables with their respective teams of clerks and the justiciar disappeared below us.

 “May Raeponin hold me to my oath.” The hook-nosed advocate took a calm breath. “I’m here to
present the arguments of Den Rannion. The House declares an ancient interest in the land of Kellarin, by
virtue of the investment in goods, coin and people made by Sieur Ancel Den Rannion in the days of
Nemith the Last, even up to the cost of his own life. His son, Sieur Vahil Den Rannion, did not relinquish
his claim. Even on his deathbed, he had his sons swear to uphold it. We have records and deeds to
support our contention and ask that due disposition of that unknown land be made, fully respecting these
ancient rights.”

 He turned with a smile to the next advocate who stepped up to his lectern, one hand smoothing his
close-trimmed beard. “May Raeponin hold me to my oath. I argue for Tor Priminale in the Name of Den
Fellaemion, now subsumed into that House. Messire Haffrein Den Fellaemion was first discoverer of
Kellarin, in voyages backed by Nemith the Seafarer. He was the instigator of the colony, its leader and
guide, and at the last died in its defence. The House of Tor Priminale begs leave to claim its rights and
complete the work of so illustrious an ancestor in opening up this new land and making best use of its
resources, in open cooperation with Den Rannion and any other interested Houses.”
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 The Sieur and Camarl exchanged a look of mild interest at the revelation that Den Rannion and Tor
Priminale had so readily abandoned generations of antagonism.

 The next advocate was on his feet almost before Tor Priminale’s man had stopped speaking. “May
Raeponin hold me to my oath.” He straightened the fronts of his gown nervously. “I speak for Den
Muret, by reason of the great number of tenants of that House who travelled to the Kellarin colony. Their
work and the rights due Den Muret in consequence should be recognised.”

 He sat down quickly, taking the next man by surprise. I tried to see Camarl’s face out of the corner of
my eye, but Temar was in the way. Everyone was sitting motionless, all attention fixed on the court, the
gallery silent as a shrine at midnight. I looked at Den Muret’s man and recalled Mistal saying they
wouldn’t bring suit until they knew Tor Priminale was successful. Now Den Domesin had a man on his
feet, arguing for rights in Kellarin by virtue of ancient investment. What reason did they have to be
confident?

 Temar was shifting in his seat again, his indignation plain to see. As I glanced sideways, I saw the
Demoiselle Den Murivance watching him with speculative hazel eyes above the fan hiding her mouth as
she whispered to her companion.

 “May Raeponin hold me to my oath.” Down in the court a tall advocate with hair and face as greyly
neutral as his robes spoke briskly to the impassive screen. “I argue for Tor Alder that ancestral rights
over inherited properties be respected. Those properties were conveyed to that House by bequest from
the last Sieur D’Alsennin in the expectation that the last Esquire of the Name might reasonably be
expected to return within the lifetime of his remaining parent. Since this did not happen, we contend the
care with which those lands have been administered in the intervening generations must outweigh claims
made by some pretender to an extinct Name.”

 So they weren’t going to argue D’Alsennin was a dead House, they were just going to invite the court to
accept it as fact. I looked down to see Temar’s hands tightly interlaced, long fingers bloodless beneath
the pressure.

 “May Raeponin hold me to my oath.” A stout lawyer with an unhealthily high colour was stepping
forward, leaning on his lectern with the air of a man settling in for a long stay. “I am here as a friend of the
court.” Even Messire couldn’t restrain a start at that and a hiss of surprise ran round the gallery.

 “What does that mean?” Temar whispered urgently.

 “It means we don’t know who’s behind him,” I answered softly. Camarl leaned forward, face a mask to
hide his anger.

 “I am here as a friend of the court,” the advocate repeated as the noise subsided into expectant silence.
“I am here to argue that the House of D’Olbriot has acted with grievous bad faith ill befitting such an
ancient and illustrious Name. When scholars of the House realised the fabled colony of Nemith the Last
was reality rather than myth, the Name did not share the opportunities becoming apparent. D’Olbriot has
sought to keep all to itself, to its sole advantage and enrichment. Rather than seek help from the other
Houses of the Empire in crossing the ocean, D’Olbriot turned to the wizards of Hadrumal. D’Olbriot has
further invited them into the counsels of the House, even giving one house room.” The advocate paused
to accommodate a hint of amusement from the gallery at his little sally. “Rumour has it that marriage with
a wizard is even now being contemplated by someone within D’Olbriot walls, though not, at least, by
someone of the D’Olbriot Name.
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 “But let us not speak of rumour,” he continued smoothly after pausing just long enough for everyone to
look at Temar, who was plainly outraged. “This court is only concerned with facts. It is a fact that now
that the remnants of Kellarin’s colony have been unearthed D’Olbriot continues to be the only link across
the ocean. Whatever information is so vital to making such a voyage remains locked behind D’Olbriot
lips. Just as the only living claimant to D’Alsennin rights is hidden behind D’Olbriot doors. D’Olbriot has
installed this young man as leader of the colony. But what does this leader do? Does he speak for his
people? Does he negotiate trade agreements, does he invite merchants and artisans to bring their skills to
make a civilisation in this savage land? No, D’Olbriot’s word is final on all such matters. All such
concerns are most definitely a D’Olbriot monopoly, as is all the wealth that will result.”

 The advocate turned his back on the dais momentarily to glance up at the rearmost gallery, where the
merchants were listening with interest.

 “Even if Kellarin has only a fifth the riches of tradition, it is most assuredly a wealthy land. We don’t even
know how far it extends, what resources might be found over its distant horizons. Small wonder that the
House of D’Olbriot covets it all. But all the wealth of Kellarin pales into insignificance when we consider
other advantages that might accrue to D’Olbriot as a result of this exclusive association with D’Alsennin.
We’ve all heard the rumours, haven’t we, ancient enchantments safeguarding these lost colonists and
arcane magic sustaining them?” He laughed for a moment with delicate scepticism. “Well, much of this
may be mere fireside fancy, but no one can deny the presence of young Esquire D’Alsennin here today.”
This time he turned to look full at Temar and everyone in the court and the gallery above did the same.
About half looked envious while the rest seemed faintly repelled.

 “Esquire D’Alsennin,” the advocate repeated, “who was stabbed, beaten and left for dead in the dirt of
the road. Not two days later he sits before us, hale and hearty. Does the House of D’Olbriot propose to
share the esoteric arts that make this possible? Will we be spared the death of our loved ones in
childbed, our sons and daughters saved from pestilence? Such magic supposedly safeguarded the Old
Empire and wrought more wonders besides. Can one truly send word back and forth across hundreds of
leagues in the blink of an eye? Does D’Olbriot propose to share such knowledge, or keep the
advantages for himself while the rest of us are limited to the Imperial Despatch?” The advocate looked
apologetic. “I do not mean to disparage those excellent couriers, but it is undeniable fact that a horse can
only cover so much ground in one day.”

 He turned briskly on his heel, walking up and down before the screened dais. “That a mighty House
might succumb to the temptations of selfishness and greed is understandable, if regrettable. But such base
emotions cannot go unchallenged, lest they unbalance the compact of mutual respect that knits our
Empire together. That’s why we’re all here today. My esteemed companions advance the most basic
claims of those other Names with legitimate interest in Kellarin. I argue in defence of common justice and
against abuse of noble privilege. As always, it falls to the Emperor to redress the balance.”

 Bowing first to the faceless screen, the advocate turned to walk back to the table where his clerks were
sitting. I saw a suitably modest smile as he lifted his face to the gallery, guileless warm brown eyes inviting
everyone to agree with his entirely disinterested speech.

 Messire’s advocate, Master Burquest, was walking to his own lectern, smoothing the grey silk of his
robe over his plain blue coat sleeve. He looked up at the centre of the screen. “May Raeponin hold me
to my oath.” He spoke simply, as if he were talking directly to the Emperor. “I’m here to argue for
D’Olbriot. I’ll show that the House’s interest in Kellarin was an unforeseen consequence of attempts by
men sworn to the Name to uncover the reasons for robbery and attack suffered by a son of that House.
Surely no one will deny D’Olbriot the right to protect its own? I’ll argue that it’s hardly reasonable to
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complain the free flow of commerce is being restricted when trade with Kellarin is still barely a trickle. I
can show that with the briefest survey of the Name’s accounts.” He waved a dismissive hand before
voice and face turned serious, still focused on the unseen Emperor.

 “I will show that magecraft is used to cross the ocean from simple necessity. Surely no one would
suggest that the perils of the open ocean be needlessly risked when there are ways to lessen the dangers?
That would hardly be reasonable — or should I say rational?” Everyone in the gallery was hanging on
Burquest’s words now, a smile here, a nod there approving his dry, unhurried delivery.

 “It is just as reasonable for Esquire D’Alsennin,” Burquest raised a finger, “in the absence of a Sieur of
that Name for the present, just as reasonable for him to turn for advice and support to the Sieur of the
House that risked so much, both materially and in reputation, to help those lost across the ocean.
Perhaps, had Den Domesin and Tor Priminale shared in those initial expeditions, rather than dismissing
D’Olbriot’s folly, those Houses might have been able to make themselves known to their distant cousins.
Esquire Albarn and Demoiselle Guinalle might well have been grateful for their aid and counsel. We’ll
never know, because they have been entirely ignored by their erstwhile Names. Tor Arrial, on the other
hand, have shown us all a better way, welcoming their long-lost daughter and undertaking to work with
D’Olbriot in supporting the colonists in Kellarin in their future endeavours.”

 Burquest didn’t look at Avila, which was probably just as well because I could see her neck going pink
from where I was sitting. So the Sieur had got Tor Arrial on his side; that was good news. But even a
hundredth share of the Kellarin trade would go a long way to restoring the Name to its former status.
Diminished as it was at present, Tor Arrial didn’t have a lot to lose.

 Burquest leaned his elbows on his lectern. “Of course, any actions or circumstance can look good or
bad, depending on your point of view. Which is why we trust this court to listen to all the arguments, to
take a wider perspective and give judgement without fear or favour.” He smiled warmly at the fretted
screen and turned to walk calmly back to his table.

 There was a muted bustle of activity behind the screen and a small bell sounded. At that signal the clerks
all burst into activity, some scribbling furiously, others sorting through ledgers and notes. Conversation
hummed round the gallery, low-voiced speculation ringing with anticipation.

 “Is that it?” Temar looked at me in perplexity. “What now?”

 “Each advocate presents his argument in detail, point by point, calling evidence as he goes.” I pointed to
the deed boxes and stacks of ledgers piled high down the middle of each table. Burquest sat at his ease,
chatting with a smile for his clerks and idly fanning himself with a leaf of parchment. Den Domesin’s
advocate on the other hand was frantically concentrating on a closely written sheet of paper and Den
Muret’s man looked positively unwell. Each had a much smaller team of clerks, some of whom looked
barely old enough to shave.

 “When does D’Olbriot’s man get a chance to answer?” demanded Temar.

 “Every time the Emperor thinks the point in question has been made and he wants to hear from the other
side.” I nodded at the screen. “You’ll hear the bell.”

 “What good will any of this do?” Avila hissed with irritation. “You people mouth the words that should
secure your justice and yet you all remain free to lie and dissemble.”

 The Sieur, myself and Camarl looked at her in confusion.
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 “Forgive me but I don’t understand,” Camarl apologised for all of us.

 Avila turned in her seat, face hard. “The invocation, what does it mean to you?”

 Camarl raised uncomprehending brows. “It’s a reminder to all involved to act honestly.”

 “Penalties are imposed, for any found forsworn,” Messire assured her.

 “Those words once invoked Artifice proof against any forswearing!” Avila took a breath and forced
herself to speak more quietly. “Enchantment should make it impossible for anyone to speak a lie within
this court.”

 “It was ever thus, in our day,” Temar agreed grimly.

 “What happens to someone lying?” frowned Camarl. I knew what he was thinking; we’ve all heard the
nursery tales of the fox who’d lied to Talagrin about who’d eaten the plover’s eggs. His tongue turned
black and shrivelled up, but I couldn’t see any advantage to D’Olbriot if that happened to some opposing
advocate. The House’s associations with magic were clearly going to be used against us and any overt
display would just condemn the Sieur further.

 “Do me the courtesy of listening,” snapped Avila. “No one can lie. If they attempt falsehood, they simply
cannot speak. Silence is all the proof needed of ill faith.”

 I exchanged a bemused glance with Camarl and the Sieur. “Could you make it so, here and now, if you
repeated the rite?” I asked Avila.

 She shook her head crossly. “Not without each advocate invoking Artifice in his response, citing his oath
to bind him.”

 “So their oath was once enchantment as well?” asked Camarl.

 “All oaths were,” said Avila coldly. “Artifice bound all who exchanged them.

 “So much has changed since the Chaos.” Messire looked at me with a faint smile. “This is very
interesting, but we just have to rely on eloquence and argument, don’t we?”

 Avila gave him a hard look through narrowed eyes. “Yet another loss your age has suffered, Guliel.”

 As she spoke I heard a faint carillon from outside. The Sieur nodded to me and I stood up. “Now you
know what Houses are drawn up for battle here, see if they’ve sent any skirmishers down to the sword
school,” he ordered.

 Temar made to stand as well but Camarl laid a heavy hand on his shoulder. I nodded a farewell to them
both. “Your fight’s right here, Temar,” I said lightly. “Look amused if Camarl’s smiling, and you can look
hurt if the Sieur turns round to commiserate. Don’t ever look angry, don’t look triumphant or smug. I’ll
find out who posted that challenge, if Raeponin wields any justice at all, and we’ll hold a council of war
this evening.”

 Avila turned, face indignant. “I’ll thank you not to use the god’s name so lightly, Ryshad.”
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 She would have said more but the Sieur stood up, setting renewed interest busy around the gallery.
“Defend the honour of our House.” He held both my hands between his, looking deep into my eyes.
“And take every care you can, Ryshad.”

 Making my way out of the courtroom, curious faces on all sides, I felt I had some invisible advocate at
my shoulder asking silent questions. Surely the Sieur wanted me safe for my own sake, not merely
because my defeat would reflect badly on the House? In any case, wasn’t Messire entitled to both
concerns? Had he abandoned me to Planir and the wizards of Hadrumal out of callousness, or had he
been forced by simple expediency? Were the resentments I’d been struggling with any more justified than
the half-thought-out arguments of Tor Priminale and the like?

 I ripped open the constricting collar of my livery as I strode out of the courts and headed for the sword
school. I’d find time to look for answers to all that later. For now I had to fight whoever turned up to
prove my fitness for honour or take a piece out of my worthless hide. If that was all there was to this
challenge, I’d meet it head on, but if there was more to it, if I faced swords paid for by some noble
dissatisfied with the proxy battles of the law courts, I wanted to know who was behind it all as much as
Messire.

 The Imperial Court,
Summer Solstice Festival, Third Day,

Late Morning

 Temar shifted on the hard wooden bench. Feeling an ominous twinge of cramp in one calf muscle, he
tried to point his toes inside his highly polished boots. The bell behind the screen rang briskly and Den
Muret’s advocate sprang to his lectern, clutching yet another parchment with writing faded nigh to
invisible. Then a man in scarlet opened the door to the screen hiding the Emperor, exchanging a brief
word with the Justiciar who’d administered those meaningless oaths. Temar looked eagerly at this first
distraction in he couldn’t recall how long. This man’s robe had black trim to sleeves and hem and a loose
cord around the neck rather than the advocates’ circles of braid. Wasn’t that cord made into a noose?
No, that couldn’t be right. Temar wondered why these two wore red when everyone else was in grey.
What was the Emperor wearing?

 Den Muret’s advocate cleared his throat nervously and resumed his rapid mumble. Taking a deep
breath, Temar restrained an impulse to rub his eyes and stifled a yawn. Even so vast a room was growing
stuffy as the sun rose towards noon outside, and all the doors and windows stayed closed. He tried
schooling his face to a bland mask of interest like Camarl’s. Plenty of people in the close-packed gallery
were looking his way, some merely curious, some plainly hostile. The Den Murivance girl kept glancing at
him, fanning herself thoughtfully. It was a shame he wasn’t sitting next to a girl, Temar thought, to get the
benefit of a fan.

 A discreet nudge startled Temar out of this inconsequential reverie. Camarl was smiling with rueful
amusement, the Sieur turning to look at them with a mingled regret and enjoyment. Temar did his best to
match their expressions, wondering what he’d missed. He was lucky to understand one sentence in three,
given the pace and fluidity of the advocates’ language.
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 What had Den Muret’s man done to gratify Camarl and the Sieur? Faint discomfort was plain on more
than one Den Rannion face in the far gallery. Temar glanced at their advocate, but the man’s ascetic face
was all unreadable bony angles. He sighed softly to himself. He’d never have imagined he could find
himself facing Vahil’s family in a court of law, with all these people squabbling over Kel Ar’Ayen like
dogs tearing at a fat carcass.

 The little bell sounded three sharp notes and everyone in the floor of the court instantly sprang to life,
clerks gathering up sheaves of documents, advocates leaning close in urgent conversation. Temar looked
down to see Master Burquest walking towards the door, chatting with someone in scarlet robes.

 “What is happening?” Temar got hastily to his feet a breath after everyone else.

 “The Emperor has called a recess.” Camarl sounded puzzled. “Come on, we need to clear the stairs so
everyone else can leave.”

 Temar felt annoyed. It was all very well for Camarl, but no one had bothered to tell Temar the rules of
this game.

 With spectators crowding down from the gallery and clerks still busy around their tables, a considerable
press of people were milling around in the floor of the court. Avila was looking pale by the time they had
emerged into the anteroom and Temar was ready to curse the next clerk that jostled him.

 “This way.” Camarl led them down a narrow corridor lit only by inadequate lancets. Temar felt panic
rising in his throat, at the gloom, at the confinement, at the noise echoing incomprehensibly around
high-vaulted ceilings. They turned a corner, and to Temar’s inexpressible relief a door at the far end
opened on to real sunlight.

 “I must have some air.” He walked briskly, heedless of Camarl’s directions to Master Burquest’s
chamber, almost running by the time he stepped through the door. Blinking with the shock of the
brightness he heaved a huge sigh of relief, leaning against the wall, feeling the heat the grey stone had
soaked up all morning on his back.

 “Esquire D’Alsennin, isn’t it?”

 Temar squinted at a new arrival closing the door carefully behind him. He realised they were in a small
courtyard tucked away among the intricacies of the palace buildings. Well, no one was going to stick a
blade in him again. Temar’s hand moved instinctively before he remembered he wasn’t wearing his
sword.

 “Esquire D’Alsennin?” Temar realised the man was wearing an advocate’s robe as yet unadorned with
knots or braid. “I’m Mistal, Ryshad’s brother.”

 “How do I know that for the truth?” Temar was alert for any sign of hostile intent.

 The lawyer looked nonplussed. “Rysh’ll vouch for me.”

 “But he is not here,” retorted Temar. “What do you want?”

 The man shoved hands into his breeches pockets, bunching his robe inelegantly. “I wondered if you’re
going to see Rysh fight. I came to ask if you needed a guide.” Perhaps this man was Ryshad’s brother.
There was some resemblance around the eyes, and he certainly had the same irritated forthrightness.
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 “I would like to support Ryshad,” Temar said slowly.

 Mistal nodded at the great bell tower just visible over a floridly curved gable. “If you’re coming, you’d
best tell the Sieur D’Olbriot now.”

 Temar hesitated. “I am hardly dressed for anything but this charade.”

 “I’ll be swapping this for a jerkin.” Mistal grinned, brushing at one front of his gown. “I can lend you
something. Now, are you coming or not?”

 “The Sieur will be with Master Burquest.” Temar opened the door and wondered where that might be.

 “This way.” Mistal slid past him with faint amusement.

 The door to the advocate’s chamber stood open. The lawyer was hanging his robe carefully over the
back of a chair while Avila sat on a daybed, sipping a glass of straw-coloured wine, her pallor receding.
A lad in shirt and breeches handed Camarl and the Sieur full goblets.

 “So Premeller reckons he’s a friend of the court now,” Master Burquest mused. “He’s no friend of
anyone else’s and, more to the point, he can’t afford to do this for love of justice. Someone’s paying him,
and we’d do well to find out who.”

 “How are you going to answer these accusations over Artifice?” Messire D’Olbriot demanded.

 “To be frank I was hoping to avoid the whole topic.” Burquest looked thoughtful. “Premeller’s little to
lose, that’s why he brought it up. Any explanation risks sounding like apology, and whatever we reveal,
that’ll just set everyone’s imagination running riot. People will either fear you’ve your finger on excessive
powers to rival the worst of the Chaos, or that we’re concealing some underhand means of putting
D’Olbriot ahead in any negotiation.”

 Avila snorted derisively into her glass as everyone turned at Temar’s arrival.

 “The Emperor’s judgement is the most crucial inside the court,” Burquest continued, with a smile at
Temar. “But we must also consider the judgement of the people. The nobles and the merchants will be
listening to every word and they’re the people you’ll be dealing with every day outside the court.”

 “Something to drink, Temar?” Camarl held up a crystal carafe. “The Emperor wishes to break for a
meal, so Master Burquest’s clerks will be bringing food.”

 “Half a glass, thank you.” Temar filled it to the brim with water. “It would seem this is Ryshad’s
brother.” He turned to the young lawyer who was waiting politely in the doorway.

 “I recall you visited him at Equinox.” The Sieur held out a hand. “Mistran? No, Mistal, forgive me.”

 Mistal bowed over the Sieur’s signet ring. “I’m honoured, Messire.”

 “Mistal is going to watch Ryshad meet his challengers at the sword school,” Temar said. “I wish to go, if
it can be permitted.” He did his best to imitate the tone his grandsire had always used to quell argument.

 Camarl looked inclined to forbid it but stayed silent as the Sieur pursed thoughtful lips. “Burquest, is
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anyone actually bringing a suit against D’Alsennin?”

 “No.” The advocate shook his head. “No one wants to give the Name any hint of validity by doing that.”
Burquest chuckled. “Perhaps we should bring some suit in the Name ourselves, just to test the waters.”
He nodded to Mistal, who was still waiting with quiet deference. “You’re getting a reputation for quick
wits, Tathel. Write me an outline argument for the D’Alsennin’s right to be recognised as Sieur of the
Name by the end of tomorrow. We’ll see if we can get something laid before the Court of Prerogative
before the close of Festival.”

 “Very good, Master Advocate.” Mistal bowed low, but not before Temar saw elation and apprehension
chasing across his face.

 “It might be as well to have D’Alsennin show his face unaccompanied, Guliel,” Burquest continued
thoughtfully. “Show he’s his own man, which is what we need to establish, after all. I don’t suppose he’ll
come to harm surrounded by men sworn to you.”

 “I wish to support Ryshad,” said Temar rather more forcefully than courteous.

 “A valid and worthy aim, my boy,” smiled Burquest. “But there’s no reason your actions can’t serve
more than one purpose.”

 Avila set down her glass. “Does that mean I can also be spared an afternoon of your eloquence?”

 Burquest looked at the Sieur, who shrugged. “It would keep them all guessing if she weren’t there.”

 “If you keep talking as if she were not even in the room she might well disappear all together,” snapped
Avila.

 Messire D’Olbriot had the grace to look abashed. “I beg your pardon. Shall I call for the coach?”

 “Thank you.” Avila stood up. “No, continue planning your campaign with your marshal here.” Her tone
was sardonic. “These young men can escort me.”

 Temar hastily finished his drink as Burquest sent the lad running off with word for the coachman waiting
in the stableyard. The half-train of Avila’s dress rustled along the hollowed flagstones as Temar followed
her out of the room, falling into step beside Mistal.

 Avila turned her head, eyes glacial. “If I wanted pages shadowing me, I would find some pair far better
trained than you.” She fixed Mistal with a piercing look. “Look after D’Alsennin, or you’ll have me to
reckon with.” She whipped her head round to catch Temar grinning. “And you need not look so pleased
with yourself, I could have used your help with that coffer this afternoon. But we owe Ryshad a pledge of
support. Keep your wits about you. If I use my Artifice to reach Guinalle about those artefacts, I will not
have energy to spare to piece you back together again.”

 They reached the main courtyard to find it packed with people.

 “Where did everyone come from?” Temar wondered aloud in his bewilderment.

 “Court of Prerogative, Court of Estate, Court of Property, Court of Pleas.” Mistal nodded his head at
different corners of the courtyard. “The various assizes are held over in the next set of halls, and the
Courts of Warrant are beyond that.”
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 Avila sniffed. “What of a Sieur’s duty to administer justice for his own people?”

 “Justice is an imperial obligation nowadays, Demoiselle.” Mistal said politely. “To leave the Sieurs free to
manage all their other responsibilities.”

 “You seem to have made everything unnecessarily complicated to me,” snapped Avila.

 Fortunately the D’Olbriot carriage arrived with commendable promptness. Temar saw relief to mirror his
own on Mistal’s face as they watched the driver whip the horses into a brisk trot.

 “My mother had an aunt like that,” Mistal remarked with feeling. “We were always glad to see the back
of her.”

 Loyalty prompted Temar to defend Avila. “The Demoiselle is not so stern when you get to know her.”

 “That’s hardly likely. She’s a bit above my rank.” Mistal grinned. “Come on, let’s get rid of these
masquerade costumes. I don’t want to miss Rysh’s first challenge.”

 “You do not seem overly awed by my rank.” Temar followed Mistal down a dingy alley way.

 “You’re different.” Mistal headed for a wooden stair clinging precariously to the side of an old-fashioned
building. “You’re a friend of Ryshad’s. Chewing leaf?”

 “No, thank you.” Temar waved away the proffered pouch as they climbed weathered steps. “He has
spoken of me?”

 “Oh, yes.” Mistal rummaged in a pocket for a ring of keys. “Highly, for a wonder.”

 Temar found himself smiling with unexpected pleasure as Mistal unlocked a door set in what had plainly
been a window frame. The room within was small and oddly shaped where later walls had been built
between the vanes of the original wooden vaults. Mistal hung his robe carefully on a hook and then pulled
a chest from beneath the narrow bed with its much darned coverlet. “We’d best put your finery out of
sight. Ragpickers round here would give their eye teeth to get their hands on that much silk.” He pulled
out a pair of dun breeches and a long brown jerkin, throwing them on to an undersized table where
stacks of books further reduced the limited surface.

 Temar changed, delighted to be free of the constricting coat. Mistal dragged a faded blue jerkin over his
own plain breeches and locked Temar’s elegant tailoring and borrowed jewellery safely away. He
looked at Temar’s sapphire signet. “What about that ring?”

 “This I always wear,” said Temar firmly. “Anyone who wants it is welcome to try taking it.”

 “It’s your coin to toss.” Mistal looked a little uncertain.

 “Shall we go?” Temar nodded towards the door or window, whichever it was.

 “I’m hungry.” Mistal locked his door securely and led Temar down into the street. “Can you eat
common food like sausage, Esquire?”

 Temar laughed. “I have eaten whatever mercenaries can trap in the woods for the last year. Sausage
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would be a rare treat.”

 “Smoked or plain?” Mistal spat the leaf he’d been chewing into the gutter before crossing the busy road.
An old woman sat beneath a rack hung with sausages tied in circles, as wrinkled as if she’d been smoked
over a long fire herself.

 “Plain.” Temar accepted a plump sausage glistening with oil and bit into it cautiously, rewarded with a
pungent mouthful redolent of pepper, savory and rue. “This is what you call plain?”

 Mistal paid the woman before tearing a small loaf apart. “You’ve got to have a few spices to liven up a
sausage.” He handed Temar half the bread. “Do you like it?”

 Temar nodded, mouth full. Mistal’s face cleared and they both ate hungrily as they walked rapidly
through the bustling city.

 “This is better than wasting my time in that tedious courtroom,” Temar said with feeling.

 “Enjoy your freedom while you can,” advised Mistal. “You’ll be spending long enough in the courts for
the next few seasons, until those arguments are settled.”

 “Me?” Temar frowned. “Messire D’Olbriot’s trials are nothing to do with me.”

 “I must have misunderstood.” Mistal looked sharply at Temar. “Rysh said you weren’t stupid.”

 “Then tell me what I am failing to see, Master Advocate,” retorted Temar, stung.

 Mistal wiped greasy hands on the front of his jerkin. “Rysh told me about this colony of yours, said
you’d been attacked from some northern islands?”

 “The Elietimm.” Temar shivered with sudden revulsion. “They’ll destroy Kel Ar’Ayen given half a
chance.”

 “But you’ve wizards to hold them off, haven’t you?” Mistal demanded. “Fire and flood to scorch or
drown them? That’s what Ryshad was saying. Well, if you think these northern islanders are a threat,
they’re nothing compared to the people setting their advocates against you back there.” Mistal waved an
airy hand somewhere in the direction of the courts. “It’s a different kind of danger, but it’s just as real for
your colony. Your little settlement can’t survive without trading for the things you can’t make for yourself.
Without a market for your goods you won’t have the coin to buy them either. If you’re to expand from
whatever scant land you hold, you need new blood. But you need the authority to control who comes
and who settles, otherwise you’ll find competing townships springing up all along your coast before the
turn of the year. If that happens, Elietimm assault will be the least of your worries.” Mistal’s lawyerly
delivery in his casual dress struck Temar as incongruous, but his words were too serious for laughter.

 “If the Emperor upholds your rights, then every House must respect them. More than that, Tormalin will
consider the colony as part of itself and thus something we’ll all defend against greedy Lescari or
Dalasorians.”

 “The Sieur D’Olbriot supports our rights,” said Temar slowly. “And he has the Emperor’s ear.”

 “For the moment.” Mistal looked stern. “That influence lasts only so long as D’Olbriot is a Name other
Houses can respect. If D’Olbriot’s discredited, if these accusations of bad faith are upheld, then the
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Emperor won’t hear the Sieur. He can’t afford to, for the sake of his own credibility. Imperial authority is
only effective as long as all the Names consent to obey it.”

 “That much I do understand,” Temar replied crisply. “I was there when Nemith the Last’s insanities
alienated every House in the Old Empire.”

 “Which precipitated the Chaos,” nodded Mistal without missing a step.

 “The collapse of aetheric magic caused that,” Temar contradicted him with growing irritation. “Why will
Burquest not mention the part Artifice played in the discovery of the colony? Listening to him you would
think we had been merely mislaid for a few years, not cut off by generations of enchantment!”

 “Because that would almost certainly lose him the argument,” retorted Mistal. “No one would want to
believe him.”

 “Your courts take no account of the truth?” Temar was getting really cross.

 “All too often the truth’s whatever people want to make it.” Mistal shrugged. “You and Ryshad, the
Sieur, even Master Burquest, you all understand the aetheric aspects of your story, but there’s neither
time nor opportunity to convince people who’ve grown up with different history. Bringing aetheric magic
into legal argument can only cause confusion. Worse, you risk getting tarred with the same brush as
wizards, and no one in their right minds trusts a mage the moment they’re out of sight.”

 Mistal stopped to point an emphatic finger at Temar. “As far as the world and his wife is concerned,
Nemith the Last’s bad governance caused the Names to turn their backs on him, and that’s what caused
the Chaos. Which is something no Emperor will ever risk happening again. Even the hint of a decision
threatening the unity of the nobility will be enough to see the House of Tadriol lose the Imperial throne.
Tadriol won’t back D’Olbriot against all the other Names, whatever the truth of the matter. He can’t
afford to. That’s what’s at stake back there in the law courts, my friend. If Burquest can defend
D’Olbriot’s position, then the Emperor can continue to take the Sieur’s advice and support your claims
against all the other Houses who want their turn at the well. If not, Tadriol will drop D’Olbriot like a hot
brick. If that happens, Kellarin will be a prize for the first House who can seize it and you’ll be nowhere
in the hunt. Until you’ve established a Name for yourself and you’ve got some judgements in the courts to
back your claims, the House of D’Alsennin lives or dies with D’Olbriot.”

 “Then I should look beyond D’Olbriot walls?” Temar looked uncertainly at Mistal. “Make some
contacts of my own?”

 “How?” the advocate demanded. “How will you know who to trust? How will you know if you’re
offered good coin or Lescari lead? Tell me, will you draw up contracts under Toremal or Relshazri law
codes? Will you apply the same scales of premiums as Inglis, or adopt Zyoutessela equivalent
compensations?”

 Temar gaped for a moment before responding angrily. “When I know what those things might be, I will
be able to decide.”

 “But what if I’m a merchant only here for Festival and I want an answer now?” countered Mistal. “If you
go off to find out what I’m talking about, I’ll likely use my money on established trades offering a safer
return, Aldabreshin spices, Gidestan metals, Dalasorian hides. Whatever you’re offering from Kellarin
has to be something special to convince anyone to risk their gold across the open ocean.”

Page  167



 “The Sieur D’Olbriot thinks we have excellent prospects for trade,” said Temar stiffly.

 Mistal nodded ready agreement. “With his Name to back you, most certainly. There’ll be half a hundred
merchants in Toremal ready to give you the benefit of their considerable doubts just because they trust
D’Olbriot. But if the House is discredited in the courts, they won’t touch you with someone else’s gloves
on.”

 Temar relieved his feelings by kicking a loose cobble with an angry boot. They were walking briskly
through a distinctly down-at-heel area of the town now.

 “So it’s a good thing you’ve got Master Burquest arguing for D’Olbriot and all the resources of the
Sieur’s archivist,” said Mistal bracingly. “He’ll have handfuls of clerks turning up with parchments from
the days when Correl the Stout was a lad. And Master Burquest is well worth his fee; he hasn’t lost an
argument in the last nine seasons. Raeponin may favour the just, but coin by the sackload can tilt his
scales all the same.” He turned down an alley between two low-roofed, modest terraces. “But that’s a
different fight. Here’s the sword school, and let’s hope Rysh’s got his wits about him today.”

 Temar saw splintered paling fencing off a sizeable patch of land. Men in D’Olbriot colours stood either
side of a sturdy gate with pails in their hands where Temar saw bills of challenge pasted up, just like the
one Ryshad had shown him.

 Mistal was rummaging in a pocket. “Something for the widows and orphans.” He dropped a silver Mark
into a proffered bucket.

 “Good to see you, Mistal,” grinned the man-at-arms. “So what’s Rysh think he’s playing at?”

 “Can’t say,” shrugged Mistal.

 “Can’t say or won’t, Master Advocate?” The man shook his pail meaningfully at Temar. “Something for
charity, Esquire?”

 So much for going unrecognised, Temar thought, digging in his purse. At least he had some small coin
today, thanks to Allin.

 Inside the compound women in modest gowns were selling bread, meat and miscellaneous trinkets from
baskets and barrows. Two long trestle tables displayed swords and daggers guarded by muscular men
whose forbidding frowns turned quickly to smiles of welcome if anyone approached with a purse. Runes
were being cast over to one side and wagers made, to the considerable interest of onlookers, while a
silent ring watched two men sitting deep in contemplation on either side of a White Raven board.
Beyond, long, squat buildings flanked a lofty circular structure. A roar went up inside it, followed by
enthusiastic feet stamping approval.

 “Have many challenges have been met?” Mistal caught a passing man-at-arms by the sleeve.

 “They’re just rounding off the sworn.” The man lifted a jug of dark red wine, smiling broadly. “My
brother won his day, so I’m off to get the little shit so drunk he can’t stand!”

 Mistal laughed, nodding towards an open door. “We’ve a few moments yet, Temar. Do you want a
drink?” A girl wearing a scarf in D’Olbriot colours round her waist came out to stack empty bottles in a
discarded wine barrel.
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 “Mist! Temar!”

 Temar turned round to see Ryshad, loose shirt over faded breeches and soft shoes laced tight on bare
feet.

 “It’s good to see you both.” Ryshad looked keenly at Mistal. “So you introduced yourself. Turn it to any
advantage?”

 Mistal grinned. “Master Burquest has retained me to research D’Alsennin’s claim to be Sieur.”

 Temar looked at his boots, all dusty now, and wondered if anyone in this age ever did anything without
some ulterior motive.

 “Then no one’s going to wonder at you being with Temar.” Ryshad sounded relieved. “How’s the Sieur
faring at court?”

 “They’ve a fight on their hands, but Burquest’s equal to it,” Mistal said with judicious confidence. “As
long as Camarl doesn’t lose his temper if he’s goaded and provided your Sieur doesn’t get too cocky
after an easy victory. A bit like you here today.”

 “I don’t need advice on fighting from some soft-handed bookworm,” said Ryshad with faint derision.

 “You get yourself killed and I’ll argue Saedrin into letting me cross to the Otherworld, just so I can tan
your arse,” warned Mistal.

 “You and what Cohort?” challenged Ryshad with a grin. “You haven’t been a match for me since your
seventeenth summer.”

 Temar felt a pang of envy at this easy camaraderie. Turning away he saw a youth being led out of the
sword school, one arm swathed in bandages stained with bright scarlet. That put an immediate end to
feeling sorry for himself. “I thought these contests were a matter of form.”

 The wounded boy was screwing up his face in a futile effort to stem tears of pain and humiliation.

 “They’re to prove a man’s fitness to serve his Name,” Ryshad said soberly. “A few fall short of the
mark.”

 “Oh, there’s always blood to get the crowds emptying their purses,” said Mistal with obvious
disapproval. “Otherwise they’d be spending their coin watching mercenaries slice lumps off each other up
in the Lescari quarter.”

 Ryshad rounded on him. “There’s no comparison, and you know it. Any blood shed here is down to
bad luck in a fair fight. Lescari fights are little better than masquerades.”

 “At least the Lescari use blunt blades,” challenged Mistal.

 “Which is why they end up with broken bones and blood all over the floor,” Ryshad retorted. “A fool
thinks a blunted blade can’t hurt him and goes in hard. A swordsman worth his oath treats a real weapon
with due respect!”

 Temar felt uncomfortably excluded from what was plainly a long-standing argument, never mind by the
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deepening southern accents both men were slipping into. He watched the lad slump by a barracks door,
arms around his drawn-up knees, face hidden and shoulders shaking. Temar felt a pang of sympathy; he
knew that bitter taste of defeat, though at least a sword fight was more straightforward than all these legal
and social battles besetting him.

 “What is the form of the contest?” he asked when Mistal took a breath.

 Ryshad spared Mistal a glare. “Each challenge is a formal bout, best of three touches.”

 “Do you know who’ll be answering the challenge?” asked Mistal.

 Ryshad grimaced. “I’ve seen Jord from Den Murivance around, and Fyle says Lovis from D’Istrac and
Eradan from Den Janaquel are definitely up for it. But I know them, have done for years. They’ll try and
raise a bruise or two, just to keep me humble, but I can’t think there’s any malice there.”

 Mistal mouthed the names silently to fix them in his memory. “It won’t hurt to ask a few questions, find
out who’s been buying their wine.”

 “You advocates suspect everyone, don’t you?” laughed Ryshad, but Temar found his air of unconcern a
trifle unconvincing. “It’s the ones I don’t know about that could be the problem.” There was no doubting
the sincerity of those words.

 Five chimes rang out from some heavy brazen bell.

 Ryshad grimaced. “If they’ve got all the boys off the sand, I’d better go and see who turns up. Keep an
eye for the crowd, will you? If this is some scheme to leave me dead or injured, someone might give
themselves away if I take a bad touch or their man goes down hard.” He grinned at Temar. “It won’t be
the first time you’ve watched my back.”

 Mistal guided Temar inside the echoing training ground. “What did Rysh mean by that?”

 “Oh, nothing,” Temar shrugged. He wasn’t about to try to explain how he’d broken through the
enchantment binding him, finding himself in what felt like some insane, waking dream, facing an Elietimm
enchanter trying to bash out his brains with a mace. With aetheric malice unravelling Ryshad’s wits,
Temar had been the one guiding his limbs in that frantic fight far away in the Archipelago.

 The memory still made him shudder, so Temar looked around the practice ground with determined
interest. Old battles had no place here. He watched as men much his own age and dripping with sweat
came walking off the sand, elation brightening their exhausted faces. Older men congratulated them, some
struggling to moderate their pride in their protégés. Temar found the palpable air of common purpose and
good fellowship more than a little familiar. This wasn’t so far removed from his own training for service in
the Imperial Cohorts, he decided. A few seasons spent fighting for the lands and privilege they assumed
as their due might improve those pampered nobles who sneered at him so.

 “Mistal!” A heavy-set man in D’Olbriot colours came over, arms wide in expansive welcome.

 “Stolley,” Mistal nodded politely, and Temar belatedly recognised D’Olbriot’s Sergeant. “How’s the
morning gone?”

 “All our lads acquitted themselves worthy of their oath,” said Stolley with pride buoyed by wine on an
empty stomach. “Esquire D’Alsennin.” His bow was studied. “An honour to see you here. Are you

Page  170



looking to recruit for your Name?”

 That remark and Stolley’s carrying voice turned plenty of interested heads.

 “The Esquire’s just here to support my brother,” Mistal answered smoothly.

 Temar’s smile was guarded, but the idea intrigued him. Kel Ar’Ayen needed fighting men, didn’t it?
They’d given the Elietimm a bloody nose the second time round but they’d needed wizards and
mercenaries to do it. Wouldn’t Tormalin men, sworn to him be better? He’d see what Ryshad thought.

 “I’ll have silence or I’ll clear the place!” A grey-headed man muscled like a wrestler strode out on to the
sandy floor.

 “That’s Fyle, sword school provost,” Mistal whispered hastily.

 Temar nodded; that explained the unmistakable air of authority.

 “All challenges posted by recognised men have been duly met, as you all bear witness. Now we have a
final challenge.” Fyle paused for some latecomers hurrying in. “A challenge posted without the knowledge
or consent of the man named, which is an abuse of all our practice. When I find out who’s responsible,
they’ll answer for it at the point of my sword.” He scowled at the assembled onlookers standing in tense
silence. Clapping his hands together with a crack that made everyone jump, Fyle turned to the far door of
the practice ground. “Ryshad Tathel, sworn man to D’Olbriot and newly chosen, stands ready to defend
his right to that honour!” The belligerent shout echoed back from the empty rafters and even silenced the
hum of noise outside.

 Temar watched as Ryshad walked slowly forward, naked blade in hand, light catching the engraving on
the metal. Looking at his calm face, Temar wondered if he’d ever have the experience to justify such iron
self-control.

 “Grisa Lovis, chosen for D’Istrac.” Robust cheers followed a man stepping forward from the far side of
the crowd. Somewhat older than Ryshad, his sparse black hair was cropped so short as to be almost
shaven.

 “You’re going bald,” observed Ryshad, mocking. “Getting old?”

 “Getting stupid?” Lovis countered, drawing his own sword. He unbuckled the scabbard and threw it to
some supporter, an orange and red sash belted gaudily round his waist. “What possessed you to call a
challenge?”

 “Not me.” Ryshad shook his head. “Must have been a man with something to prove. Sure it wasn’t
you?”

 Lovis was circling round now, sword held low in front of him. Ryshad moved on light feet to keep his
opponent always in front, a handspan’s distance between the hovering points of their swords.

 “I’ve got nothing to prove.” Lovis looked as if he were about to say something more but stepped
forward instead, blade coming in hard and level at Ryshad’s belly. Temar’s breath caught in his throat,
but Ryshad angled his sword in a blocking move. In the same movement he was stepping sideways,
sweeping his blade up and around as soon as he was out of danger. Lovis met the scything stroke with a
counter strike that sent a clash of steel shivering through the intent crowd. Ryshad yielded to the
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downward pressure, but only by sliding his own blade round and out, drawing Lovis forward. The other
man was too experienced to be tempted into compromising his balance, Temar noted with regret. He
brought his blade up to counter Ryshad’s turning stroke and the guards of the two swords locked,
holding the men almost nose to nose.

 As they broke apart, Temar remembered to take a gulp of air and realised everyone else had been
holding their breath. All eyes stayed on the two men circling warily again.

 Ryshad made the first move this time, raising his sword for a downward strike that tempted Lovis into a
direct thrust. Ryshad moved off the line, sweeping his cut down at an angle, but Lovis was already
moving sideways, bringing his own sword up in a parry. He slid from counter to strike, steel whipping
round to bite into Ryshad’s shoulder. But Ryshad had his blade there to block, and as Lovis stepped
back to try a second cut in from the other side Ryshad swept his own sword across to leave a smudge of
scarlet spreading through the sweat-soaked sleeve of his opponent’s forearm.

 Stolley’s shout of triumph nearly deafened Temar and every man in D’Olbriot colours joined his exultant
yells. Less partisan onlookers shouted their approval too as Mistal nudged Temar. “D’Istrac’s men are
ready enough to applaud a good move.”

 Temar saw men in the same orange and crimson as Lovis nodding their approval of Ryshad’s skill.

 Steel smacked on steel as the contest resumed. The two traded blows, each strike parried, each parry
sliding smoothly into attack, swords flickering from side to side, gleaming metal always turning biting
edges away from vulnerable flesh. Then, in a move that escaped Temar, Lovis curled the point of his
sword over and round Ryshad’s blade, darting forward to leave Ryshad recoiling back with an oath,
clapping a hand to his upper arm.

 “Is it bleeding?” asked Mistal anxiously.

 “I cannot see.” Temar shook his head.

 This time it was D’Istrac’s men cheering while Stolley and the others yelled consolation and advice to
Ryshad. Temar folded his arms, hugging anxiety to himself as Ryshad rubbed at his arm, Lovis waiting
patiently, the tip of his sword lowered. Mistal groaned softly as Ryshad wiped his hand on his shirt front,
leaving an obvious smear of red.

 “He does not look overly concerned.” Temar tried to reassure Mistal and himself.

 Mistal shook his head. “He’d have that stone face on him if he was bleeding to death.”

 Temar watched anxiously as Ryshad took up a ready stance and nodded to Lovis. D’Istrac’s man came
in hard and fast with a sweeping sideways cut but Ryshad smacked it away with a ringing strike. Lovis
didn’t miss a step, drawing Ryshad round as he turned the parry with a vicious downward blow. Ryshad
deflected the slice but Lovis followed up hard, sliding his guard down Ryshad’s blade until the hilts
locked. Ryshad was the first to move and Lovis slammed his pommel on to Ryshad’s hands as they
broke apart. One of Ryshad’s hands came away from his sword and Temar’s heart skipped a beat. In
the next breath, as Lovis tried to follow up his advantage with a hasty downward stroke, Ryshad moved,
half turning his back in a seemingly fatal error. Mistal gasped, but Temar saw Ryshad reaching between
Lovis’s hands to take hold of his opponent’s weapon. Lovis struggled to pull free, but Ryshad was
already moving, driving his shoulder into the older man. Once he had Lovis unbalanced Ryshad brought
all his weight to bear, sending D’Istrac’s man stumbling headlong across the sand. As Lovis scrambled
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hastily to his feet Ryshad levelled the man’s own blade at his face, grinning.

 “Yield?”

 Lovis spread submissive hands, smiling as broadly as Ryshad. “I yield, Chosen Tathel, and with good
reason.” The warriors around the practice ground yelled their approval, stamping on the hard-packed
earth.

 “Rysh, here!” Stolley’s yell left Temar’s ears ringing.

 Ryshad walked slowly over, taking a leather jug of water from Stolley and drinking with careful restraint.
“What moron calls a challenge at noon on Summer Solstice?” he said with disgust.

 “One who wants you exhausted and wrung out before he steps on to the sand,” said Mistal, looking
suspiciously round the crowd. Temar followed his gaze but could only see keen-eyed swordsmen in
animated discussion, empty hands rehearsing moves.

 “How is your cut?” asked Temar urgently.

 “That’s all ready clotted, as good as.” Ryshad grimaced, spreading his fingers and flexing them. “But I
feel like Lovis slammed a door on my knuckles. This hand’ll be swollen like a pudding cloth tomorrow.”
He accepted a towel and wiped at sweat dripping down his face.

 “Eradan Pradas, chosen by Den Janaquel.” A second challenger strode on to the sand. A wiry man with
sandy brown hair and a distinctly Lescari cast to his eyes, he was the tallest man Temar had seen in
Toremal.

 “Who is this?” he asked Ryshad anxiously. “Do you know him?”

 “Oh, yes, long since.” Ryshad was unconcerned, raking a hand through curls sticking to his temples.
“He’s always thought he’s better than me, and I don’t suppose he could resist trying to prove it. It
shouldn’t take long to send him about his business.”

 Temar watched him go before turning to Mistal. “Where can we find bandages hereabouts? To strap his
hand?”

 If that were the only support he could give Ryshad, it would have to suffice.

 The D’Olbriot Sword School,
Summer Solstice Festival, Third Day, Afternoon

 Yield?” I twisted the edge of my blade into Jord’s neck, scraping thick black bristles with an audible
rasp. We were face to face, my sword resting point up and over his shoulder, the guard digging into his
chest and my arm braced to keep him off me. I had his sword arm in my off hand, twisted away and
useless. He struggled, tendons taut, face and neck darkening with effort. I leaned in hard to make best
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use of my hand’s width more height, but he was easily as broad in the shoulder as me and barrel-chested
with it. He’d better yield because getting out of this without letting him mark me was going to be cursed
difficult. He shifted his feet, and so did I. This wasn’t a move you’d find in any manual of sword art and
I’d face Fyle’s derision for getting myself tied up like this.

 “I yield,” said Jord with disgust. “But you’ve got the luck of Poldrion’s own demons, Ryshad.” He had
the sense not to move until I’d carefully taken my blade away from his neck.

 “I’ve some salve for that, if you want.” I didn’t want to find myself in that position again, I decided.
Drawing blood was one thing, but cutting a man’s throat by accident wouldn’t do much for my standing.

 “I’ve had worse when the wife’s been feeling passionate.” Jord rubbed the raw scrape on his neck. “But
you’ve the skills to ride your luck, so I suppose you’re worthy of being chosen.”

 I held out a hand. “My thanks for helping me prove that, to myself as much as everyone here.”

 The avid crowd were hanging on our words, just as they’d hung on every move of the gruelling fight.
Cheers for us sounded above stamping feet, making the ground tremble beneath my boots. Jord turned
for the applause of D’Istrac’s men and I headed wearily for Fyle, who was standing with Temar and my
brother. Fyle had the water jug.

 “Some of us have other plans for Festival,” Fyle growled with mock severity. “I thought you were going
to take all afternoon.”

 I spread my hands. “Got to give a good show. We can’t have people thinking you’re the best this school
has to offer, now can we?”

 Fyle made as if to cuff me round the head as I drank. Dast’s teeth, I was thirsty. “Is that the last of
them?” I’d fought four men through the fiercest heat of the day now, drinking only as much as I dared to
replace the sweat I’d been shedding.

 Fyle nodded. “No one’s come near me since Jord gave you that first touch.” And that bout had taken as
long as the previous three together, so anyone wanting to step up to the challenge had had his chance. I
sighed with relief and drank deep.

 “Everyone probably thought you were done for.” Mistal’s pallor was slow to fade, betraying his own
doubts.

 I managed a smile, water dripping down my chin to add to the sweat soaking my shirt. “Jord did, which
is how I got him.”

 “I saw barely a feather weight’s difference in your skills.” Temar moved closer. “But that was enough for
Raeponin’s scales.”

 “Listen to D’Alsennin, Mist, he knows what he’s talking about.” I felt the first leaden weariness heavy
across my shoulders now my blood was cooling. “Here’s your sword, Esquire, and many thanks for the
loan.” I handed back the antique blade with faint regret. Now I’d managed to use it without Temar’s
disembodied presence trying to guide my limbs, I’d rediscovered the superb balance of the sword. When
Messire had made a Solstice present of it to me, it had truly been a Prince’s gift. But had he known
enchantment would make it such a two-edged boon?
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 “I’ll fetch the scabbard.” But before Fyle got halfway round the dusty circle, we saw a handful of
belligerent men in Den Thasnet colours accost him.

 “What’s to do?” Stolley came over, face bright with a fair few goblets of Festival cheer.

 “Not sure,” I said slowly. All I wanted was to get towelled down and into clean, dry clothes.

 “No!” Fyle shouted, taking a pace forward to emphasise his refusal, but Den Thasnet’s man failed to
step back, leaving them nose to nose.

 “I’ll go and find out,” murmured Stoll, clenching his fists unconsciously.

 “Is there a problem?” Mistal was staring, puzzled.

 I rubbed at my aching knuckles. “Temar, can you strap this up again?”

 “Let me,” offered Mist.

 “No offence, Mist, but you can’t truss a chicken for the pot.” I hoped my light tone softened my refusal.

 “If you would hold this.” Temar handed the blade to Mistal, who held it like a snake he expected to bite
him.

 Temar deftly unwound straps of linen binding, rerolling them as he did so. “A sizeable number with Den
Thasnet trefoils have suddenly appeared.”

 “More than the D’Istrac men and the Den Janaquels together.” I looked round idly to tally the D’Olbriot
men here to cheer me on. There were a fair number, but most had been taking full advantage of the
Sieur’s Festival wine.

 “Do you think there’s going to be trouble?” Mistal looked concerned.

 I was watching Fyle; Stolley was beside him now, arms folded and one foot tapping as he listened to
Den Thasnet’s man. A murmur of anticipation laced with disquiet was spreading round the practice
ground. We couldn’t hear what was being said but Stolley shoving Den Thasnet’s man full in the chest
was clear enough.

 “Strap it up, Temar.” I held out my tender and unpleasantly discoloured hand.

 He nodded. “This is only storing up trouble. You need cold water, ice if we can get it. Does the Sieur
keep an ice house?”

 I nodded absently, still watching Stolley and Fyle as Temar made an efficient herringbone pattern of
bandaging up my wrist. Fyle came striding rapidly across the sand, leaving Stolley facing down Den
Thasnet’s man with a sneer of disgust.

 “What’s to do, Provost?” I asked with mock formality.

 “Den Thasnet have someone to answer your challenge,” replied Fyle without humour. “Mol Dagny. Ever
heard of him?”
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 I shook my head. “No, but I’ve spent a lot of time away, you know that. How do you rate him?”

 Fyle looked angry. “I don’t, because I’ve never heard the name, and I’ll wager my oath fee that none of
the sword provosts have. No one knows him.”

 “Den Thasnet are putting him up as a chosen man?” I looked past Fyle to see Stolley squaring up to Den
Thasnet’s spokesman with an ugly face. “Without a provost to justify him?”

 “He’s from Den Thasnet lands near Ast, shown himself worthy and the Sieur himself offered him his
oath,” sneered Fyle. “He saved some son of the House from a wolf and was chosen on the strength of
that just after Equinox.”

 “If there’s no provost to vouch for him, aren’t you entitled to refuse the challenge?” asked Mistal. He’d
doubtless been reading up all the legal niceties of sword bouts.

 “That story would make a fine puppet show, Fyle,” I commented. “Which one is he?”

 “He’s outside,” said Fyle with rising ire. “Waiting to hear if you’re man enough to meet him.”

 “He certainly doesn’t know me if he thinks he’ll rile me by pecking at my tail feathers like that.” I rubbed
a thoughtful hand over my chin.

 Mistal gave Temar back his sword, his hands on his jerkin in unconscious courtroom fashion. “Give me a
day and I’ll prove Messire Den Thasnet’s been nowhere near the House’s lands near Ast, let alone
offering oaths. His cousins hold those properties and they can’t stand the man. He’s not been north inside
the last year and a half.”

 “I don’t think we have a chime to spare, Mist, still less a day.” A handful of D’Olbriot men had come to
back Stoll. Den Thasnet’s men were spreading out around the practice ground.

 “Are they looking for a fight?” Fyle scowled. “Right here in D’Olbriot’s own sword school?”

 “Which would do your Sieur’s case in the courts no good at all,” Mistal pointed out with growing
concern. “With the right advocate, it could do him considerable harm.”

 “Either I meet this so-called chosen and risk dishonouring the House by losing or we all dishonour the
name by being dragged into a fight.” I tried my bruised hand carefully. “We’ve been set up for knocking
down like bobbins on a loom, haven’t we? I’ll have to meet this challenger. No, Mist, hear me out. There
are too many women and children around, and too many men all but drunk to risk a brawl.”

 I turned to Temar. “I’ll borrow your sword again, if I may? If trouble does start, get him out of here.” I
nodded at my brother. “Mist’s no use with a blade, and if there is a mêlée someone could finish the job
that dagger started on you.”

 Temar’s nod was grudging but that was good enough for me. I wouldn’t trust him not to try some
half-arsed heroics on his own, but with Mistal to protect the odds were better than even he’d keep
himself out of danger.

 “Right, Fyle, tell Den Thasnet they’ve got an answer.” I swung my arms to get the blood flowing again,
refusing to acknowledge the fatigue threatening to blunt my edge, wondering if I had time to go for a piss.
Whoever was behind this had timed their move very cleverly, the bastards. “Mist, have you got any leaf
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on you?”

 “Since when do you use it?” He held out his wash-leather pouch.

 I grimaced at the bitter taste overlaid with sickly sweet honey spirit soaking the leaf. “Does this stuff
really wake you up?”

 “It keeps me awake through both halves of a night reading legal precedents.” Mistal smiled but his heart
wasn’t in it.

 I mastered the impulse to spit out the revolting pulp and wondered how long it took to warm the blood. I
daren’t delay, not if we were going to avoid a free-for-all. Stolley was puce with anger and Fyle virtually
had to drag him away from Den Thasnet’s man. I walked out on to the sand.

 The so-called chosen Dagny appeared, walking straight past Fyle without even greeting him. Fyle took a
step after the man, furious. It’s the provost’s privilege to grant permission to fight on his ground to anyone
answering a challenge. I waved him back. The discourtesy meant Fyle was quite within his rights to stop
the fight but there’d be more blood on the sand if he did. The Den Thasnet trefoil was dotted in threes
and fours all round the practice ground by now and a worrying number of men who’d shown no badge
earlier now turned kerchiefs to reveal that same flower at their throats.

 Dagny stood in the centre of the practice ground, sword eager, a crooked grin lifting one side of his
mouth. Walking round him in a slow circle, careful to stay beyond reach of his blade, I kept my face
open and friendly.

 “So Den Thasnet chose you because you’re good against wolves?” I spoke as I was directly behind
Dagny and he took the bait, wheeling round. Good, now he was reacting to me.

 “That’s right—”

 I cut him off. “How about real men?” I levelled my sword and he matched it immediately. I thrust at his
chest, stepping to the side to avoid his counter thrust, rolling my blade hard over to force his down. I
took a pace back, but he kept coming. He was fast, barely older than Temar, with all the fire of youth
and a cocky smirk. Let him grin; I had years about the business of fighting behind me.

 But this Dagny was suspiciously fast on his feet. He thrust, leaving himself open, but his attack was so
furious all I could do was get clear, parrying as I did so. We circled each other and I studied his eyes.
They were hazel, not so unusual in a man from Ast, where Tormalin blood meets exiled Lescari and
wandering Dalasorians. But Dagny’s pupils were mere pinpricks of darkness. That might have looked
normal enough in the noon day sun, but here in the shade I was chary.

 I thrust and Dagny parried with a move the very echo of his first riposte. I turned his blade, but this time
I stepped in close, getting inside his guard as he left that self-same opening. I let go my sword with my off
hand and grabbed his, crushing his fingers brutally against the hilt as I used my own blade to turn the edge
of his away. Dagny stumbled in surprise, his grip broken, and I rolled my arm over his, twisting his body
until I locked his captive elbow tight against my chest, his blade pointing impotently at the sky. He had to
bend from the waist to keep his feet so I kicked some dust in his face. He spluttered and coughed.

 “Do you yield?” I asked genially.

 “Never,” he spat furiously.
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 I twisted his wrist, ignoring the protests from my swollen hand. “You yield or I break your arm off and
shove the bone end up your arse.”

 That won a laugh from everyone close enough to hear, everyone but the one Den Thasnet’s man in the
corner of my eye.

 “Yield!” I repeated with menace. Dagny’s only response was to claw at my feet with his free hand so I
stamped on his fingers. Whoever had trained up this animal hadn’t taught him the first thing about formal
bouts.

 “First touch to Ryshad Tathel!” Fyle came out on to the sand, face like thunder. Den Thasnet’s men
raised a storm of protest but shouts from everyone else drowned them out. I held Dagny until Fyle had
taken both swords and then I sent the boy sprawling in the dust.

 “When you’re called on to yield and you’ve no hope of a counter, you cursed well yield, you ignorant
turd! Doesn’t Den Thasnet train his dogs?” Fyle laid both swords down well apart before storming off,
snarling abuse at Den Thasnet’s spokesman. “You call that chosen, shitting on my school with behaviour
like that?”

 I was watching Dagny, back on his feet as soon as the provost’s back was turned, dirty face twisted
with resentment.

 “Didn’t want Fyle to smell your breath?” I taunted him.

 “I’m not drunk,” he scoffed.

 “Better for you if you were.” Dagny hadn’t wanted Fyle to smell the sweet piquancy of tahn hanging
round him. No wonder he’d stayed outside, surrounded by Den Thasnet men presumably bribed to lose
their sense of smell. Fyle would have thrown Dagny off the sand and clean out of the sword school if
he’d realised the boy was flying high on the little berries.

 Dagny was no chosen man; I doubted he’d ever been sworn. The best a recognised lad could hope to
get away with was a taste for chewing leaf or thassin, and I knew from personal experience that Fyle and
all the provosts reckoned to break any man of a thassin habit before he was sworn.

 I picked up my sword without ever taking my eyes off Dagny. I could call off the fight, accusing Dagny
of coming on to the ground drugged. I’d have the support of every man here, bar those of Den Thasnet.
But the air was growing thicker with tension and hostility and it was grapes to goat-shit that every man
here would want to kick some humility into Den Thasnet hides if I showed their man was doped with
tahn. Then whoever wanted a brawl here would have one, wouldn’t they?

 Dagny turned his back on me as he went to retrieve his weapon, too focused on doing me harm to think
about his own safety, I realised. The tahn was doing that, pinning his will on the one thing he’d had
suggested to him, buoying him up with exultant confidence in his own abilities.

 “Have at him, Rysh!” A voice shouted, one I vaguely recognised from D’Olbriot’s barracks.

 Dagny whirled round, sword flailing. Derisive laughter burst out all around and Dagny looked at me with
sudden hatred burning with tahn-induced paranoia. Now it was my fault he’d shown himself up as an
ignorant yokel, not realising no man of honour would attack an opponent’s unknowing back.
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 He came at me, blade sweeping from side to side, over and under, the tahn giving him speed and
strength far beyond mine. I moved back, fending him off, too busy saving my own skin to attack the
repeated holes Dagny left in his defences. My hand ached abominably every time I put any weight in a
blow, hot pain spreading from my knuckles up my arm and down to weaken my fingers. Mistal’s leaf
was doing me no cursed good at all.

 Our swords locked on their guards; we held together for a tense moment while everyone fell silent. I
managed to throw him away, muscles hardened by years of hard toil on my side, to balance the energy of
youth and intoxicants driving Dagny on. I backed away, keeping a safe distance.

 “Come and fight,” he taunted. “D’Olbriot’s man, all hair oil and no poke, that’s what they’re saying.”

 So tahn made him talkative. “Who’s saying?” Was it the person who’d put him up to this? I’d pay good
coin to know who that was. “Some whore trying making you feel better because you couldn’t show her
the eye in your needle?”

 Dagny thrust at me, that same direct stroke of his. I tried to roll his blade over to stab at his forearms but
he swept the sword out and away, swinging it round his head to scythe it back at me. I had that instant of
choice again, to go for his open chest or to save my own skull. Prick him with the point of my sword and
I’d have the bout won, I’d take his blade in my ear all the same. I could tell from his glazed eyes that
Dagny wasn’t about to pull his blow.

 I countered the sideswipe with a block that sent splintering agony through my injured hand. I ignored the
pain as I forced his sword down to the side. But he kept coming, turning his sword over and around,
sliding a sweeping strike in over my guard, and this time I couldn’t block it. The throbbing in my knuckles
was momentarily dulled by the icy fire of a slice biting into my forearm.

 Dagny cheered himself, hands high in a self-congratulatory display. Even Den Thasnet’s men looked
embarrassed and everyone else just yelled their contempt. Dagny hurled abuse back at the gesturing men,
threatening those closest with his bloodied blade in defiance of all custom. The noise was deafening.

 I let him strut like a dunghill cockerel, tearing at the rip in my shirt sleeve to look at the cut. Deep enough
for stitches, Dast curse it, no mere token like the scratches Lovis and I had exchanged. No matter, I’d
had worse, even though it stung like a father’s sorrow, and Temar’s strapping would soak up any blood
that might otherwise foul my grip. I’d had enough of Dagny, I decided. After all, I’d my reputation and
D’Olbriot’s to consider.

 How could I end this without killing him? Because that would give us a brawl and dishonour both. It’d
take a bad wound to disable a man with tahn masking any pain and that was an interesting notion, wasn’t
it? Den Thasnet’s men couldn’t simply bundle him off if he was bleeding badly and Fyle’s wife was the
best nurse hereabouts. With a potent dose of tahn tea on top of what he’d already taken, Dagny would
yammer louder than a pig hearing the slop bucket. Then we might well learn something interesting.

 I walked slowly to the centre of the ground as Dagny exchanged insults with the crowd. I kept my face
impassive but for faint disdain. Stolley started D’Olbriot’s men on a rhythmic chant of my name, D’Istrac
lending their voice, soon joined by Jord and other Den Murivance men.

 Den Thasnet’s men shout for their own man was soon drowned out. Dagny turned to me, the boldness
in his eyes fading beneath the onslaught of hostility from every side. What replaced it was all the vicious
cunning of a privy house rat. He took up a ready stance, two hands on his sword, blade at belly level,
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ready to move to either side. I drew up my sword one-handed, hilt high above my head, the blade
hanging down across my body ready to parry any move he made. I leaned my weight on my back foot
and smiled at him.

 The chanting stopped in ragged confusion as I saw perplexity cloud Dagny’s eyes. A sound like wind
rushing through reeds hissed around the sand. “Aldabreshin!” “Aldabreshin!” I only hoped the ferocious
reputation of Archipelagan swordsmen had reached whatever marsh Dagny had crawled out of and that
someone had mentioned my enslavement down in the islands last year. Now Fyle and the rest could see
I’d learned something more cursed useful than a warlord’s wife’s bed tricks.

 Tension crackled in the air so palpably I wouldn’t have been surprised to see lightning strike. Dagny’s
mouth twisted and he launched a hacking stroke at me. I met it even before he’d got the full force behind
the blow, stepping in and grabbing for his sword-hilt with my free hand. That sent him scuttling back in
confusion, remembering the way I’d pinned him earlier.

 He tried to spit on the ground again but now his mouth was dry. I waited patiently with a mocking smile
and when he brought his sword level I took up the same Aldabreshin stance. Dagny thought he saw an
opening and tried his favourite thrust down at my legs, but as soon as I saw his shoulders tense I angled
my blade down to defeat the blow, hitting him hard enough to shake his balance. That gave me an instant
of opportunity; I twisted my wrist over and sliced deep into his forearm, the blade falling instantly from his
nerveless fingers. Scarlet blood saturated his sleeve in a moment but he just stood there, gaping.

 I ripped the torn sleeve off my own shirt and shoved up Dagny’s cuff to see the damage. It was a deep
gash right along the meat of his forearm but I’d taken him so much by surprise he’d had no chance to turn
his wrist. That should have saved the tendons but I’d hit a major blood vessel by the looks of it. I
pressed the linen to the wound, my hands already sticky and slick. “Hold this down hard.” I took his free
hand and clamped it down.

 “But they said I had to kill you,” he muttered unguardedly, shock at the unexpected wound doubling the
garrulous impulse born of tahn.

 “Who said?” I demanded, too soon, too curt, but people were crowding on to the sand.

 He focused on me and realisation shuttered his eyes. “I’ve ever fought against Archipelagan sword styles
before. They said you weren’t fit to be chosen anyway.”

 “Who said?” I repeated, pressing down hard on his wound, more to hurt him now than to staunch the
blood.

 “Let me see!” Den Thasnet’s man tried to pull my hands off Dagny.

 “Back off,” I growled. “Send for Mistress Fyle.”

 “She’s on her way,” someone said behind me.

 “We’ve nurses of our own,” insisted Den Thasnet’s man; I heard fear in his voice. “Come on Dagny,
we’re leaving.” He wrenched at my bandaged hand.

 I swore at him but hadn’t the strength in the injured fingers to resist. A solid phalanx with trefoil amulets
were pushing forward to surround Dagny, pushing everyone else away. I saw someone behind Stolley
answer a brutal shove with a ready punch.
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 “Let him go!” I shouted. “If the stupid bastard bleeds to death in some gutter, it’s no loss to us.”

 “Don’t be a fool, man!” Fyle tried to hold Dagny back, but Den Thasnet’s man smacked the provost’s
hand from the lad’s shaking shoulder.

 “You’re stopping us?” A thick-set brawler with foul breath and pox scars pitting his face stepped up to
Fyle.

 “Provost!” My curt formality got Fyle’s attention just before he shut the man’s mouth with his fist. “They
came looking for a fight and they’ve had the only one they’re going to get. Their man lost and that’s all
there is to it.”

 I was relieved to hear a murmur of agreement behind me, led by Mistal and Temar.

 “True enough.” Fyle looked at Den Thasnet’s man without a hint of good will. “Get your filth off my
ground.”

 The pockmarked man grabbed at Fyle’s shoulders, ready to smash the provost’s nose with his
forehead. Fyle was too quick, making the self-same move an instant sooner and sending the big man
stumbling back blindly.

 “Ingel, leave it!” Den Thasnet’s man was still trying to staunch Dagny’s wound, the bandages already
sodden with blood. The mob sworn to Den Thasnet gathered still closer as Dagny stumbled, face
greenish white.

 “Let them pass!” Fyle raised a commanding hand, his own fury vented in part by breaking the
pockmarked man’s nose.

 “Wait.” Mistal stepped in front of Den Thasnet’s spokesman. “As an advocate sworn to the courts of
law, I call all here to bear witness. You are removing this man from competent care of your own choice.
Don’t even think of making any claim that Fyle or D’Olbriot failed in their duty to succour the wounded.”
His words rang with authority and I was pleased to see uncertainty flicker across Den Thasnet faces.

 I watched them leave the rapidly emptying practice ground with frustration burning in my throat, that and
the bitter chewing leaf. I spat it out. Who had told those men lies convincing enough to bring them here
for a fight in blatant disregard of every custom?

 “Dalmit?” I saw a sworn man I recognised from Tor Kanselin. “You’re not on duty tonight, are you?”

 “Me? No.”

 I spoke quickly in low tones. “Someone wanted trouble here today. I want to know who, and so will the
Sieur, but none of Den Thasnet’s are going to give D’Olbriot’s the steam off their piss now. How about
you and a few lads swing round the inns and brothels where Den Thasnet’s men slake their thirsts? See
what you can kick or cajole out of some unwary drunk? I’ll make your purse good for everything you
spend.”

 He looked at me thoughtfully. “Do you think this ties in with whoever wanted your D’Alsennin dead?” A
sworn man taking that kind of news to his Sieur would be remembered.
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 I shook my head. “I’ve no idea.”

 “It’s got to be worth a look,” said Dalmit with a predatory grin. “I’ll let you know what I find out.”

 “Shall we get you cleaned up?” Mistal tried for a smile. As he took his hands out of his breeches
pockets and found some chewing leaf, I saw his hands were shaking. Temar by contrast looked like a
hound who’d caught an interesting scent and then been chained up in the kennel yard.

 “We agreed not to give them a fight, Temar,” I reminded him.

 “Must that mean we neverhit back?” he growled.

 “We need to know who we’re fighting,” I pointed out.

 “Den Thasnet for one, that is clear enough,” he said scornfully.

 I pulled off my bloodstained, sweaty shirt. “We’ll go back to the residence and start planning our
campaign, shall we?” My injured hand throbbed and the strains of intense sword-play pulled at my
muscles. I was going to miss Livak’s skilful fingers working rubbing oils into my shoulders tonight.

 “You need something to drink and something to eat!” Stolley reappeared, offering me an uncorked
bottle. I drank deep, no way to treat a good wine, but I was too thirsty to care.

 “Not until you’ve had that stitched.” Fyle elbowed him aside, bandages and salve at the ready.

 I looked at the oozing slice on my arm and took another long drink of wine. “Have you some tahn paste
to numb it?”

 “Rysh! Get yourself bandaged and we can start the serious drinking!” Jord raised a tankard to me as he
shouted over the avid debates being joined all around us.

 Mistal looked at me. “This is probably our best chance of finding out if anyone put him up to answering
the challenge, him and Lovis.” D’Istrac men all looked keen to join any celebration going.

 Temar was bright-eyed with interest. “It would hardly be courteous, to leave at once.”

 I hesitated. “We can stay for a little while.”

 A Hireling Coach,
Summer Solstice Festival, Third Day, Evening

 And do you remember Inshowe, the tailor up by the portage way?”

 Temar did his best to look interested at what would doubtless be yet another story about people he
didn’t know and places he was never likely to see.
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 “Had a wife with a limp?” Ryshad sat up straighter as the carriage carrying the three of them bounced
over uneven cobbles. “Three daughters, all with faces like a wet washday?”

 “That’s him.” Mistal could hardly speak for laughing. “The wife, she was all for putting a wonderful new
frontage on their house, squared-off stone, nice Rational lines, none of these old-fashioned bays and
turrets.”

 Ryshad frowned with the effort of recall. “But all those houses are timber-framed. You’d be better to
tear the whole thing down and start again.”

 Mistal nodded with heavy emphasis. “That’s was Hansey said when they came asking. He totted up the
men and materials for a job like that and her ladyship near fainted in the yard.”

 Hansey and Ridner were the oldest Tathel brothers, Temar remembered belatedly, stonemasons down
in Zyoutessela.

 “Inshowe’s never as rich as he likes to pretend.” Ryshad yawned. “If he was, someone would have
taken those whey-faced girls off his hands.”

 Temar felt slightly let down by that unguarded remark.

 “Hansey reckoned that’d be the last they’d hear of it,” continued Mistal. “But next market day Ridner
comes home saying the word round the well is Jeshet’s going to do the work.”

 “The brickmaker?” Ryshad asked, puzzled.

 Mistal was nodding. “He’d convinced Inshowe he could reface the building in brick. It would look just
like stone, he told him, built up to a nice flat roofline. Only someone reckoned to save time and coin by
not taking theoldroof off.”

 Ryshad shook his head. “I don’t follow.”

 He wasn’t the only one, thought Temar sourly.

 “They built up the frontage with brick and carried it up to the same height as the roof ridge.” Mistal
illustrated his words with gestures. “Then they filled in the gap, from the slope of the old roof to the
frontage, with brick.”

 Ryshad gaped. “How did they secure it?”

 “They didn’t.” Mistal was still chuckling. “Half a season later the whole top section slid clean off the old
roof, bringing most of the facing down with it! The street was blocked for two days and Inshowe had to
pay a fortune to get it cleared. Now he’s arguing Jeshet’s liable for all that coin as well as making
everything good. Jeshet says he only did what Inshowe told him.”

 “Was anyone hurt?” Temar was appalled.

 Mistal looked perplexed. “No, it all came down in the middle of the night.”

 “A rude awakening,” Ryshad observed. “Who are you arguing for?”
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 “Jeshet,” said Mistal promptly. “He may only be a brick-maker but that’s a more honest trade than
tailoring.”

 “That’s good, coming from an advocate!” laughed Ryshad. Temar felt entitled to join in after what he
had seen in the courts.

 The carriage lurched to a halt and the driver hammered the butt of his whip on the roof. “You wanted
Narrow Shear?”

 “Yes,” yelled Mistal. The door hung crookedly on stretched leather hinges as he got out. “I’ll need
credentials from Burquest to get access to the Tor Alder archive, so I’ll do that first thing. Oh, Temar,
your clothes—”

 “Return them tomorrow,” Temar said politely.

 “First thing,” Mistal promised solemnly. “When I’ve had a look at the records, I’ll call round and tell you
what kind of case we might make.”

 Temar wondered how early Mistal might consider first thing, given the bottles of wine he’d helped empty
down at the sword school.

 Ryshad waved his brother off and settled back against the greasy upholstery. “Mist’s always full of the
latest news from home,” he apologised.

 Temar managed a thin smile. “I imagine Zyoutessela is much changed from the town I remember.”

 “The colony expedition set sail from there, didn’t it?” Ryshad looked pensive.

 He was doubtless recalling those echoes of Temar’s own memories left him by the enchantment; it was a
shame he hadn’t won some of Ryshad’s knowledge in exchange, Temar thought crossly. Then he might
not feel so utterly at sea this side of the ocean.

 Ryshad yawned and fell silent, cradling his thickly bandaged hand across his chest. Temar watched the
city go past the open window of the hireling coach. A puppet show was drawing a good crowd, rapt in
the light of flickering lanterns in an alley mouth. Inns and taverns were doing a roaring trade on every side.
Cheerful family groups bowled past in complacent coaches or walked along, arm in arm. Every so often
some gathering blocked the flagway as people met with delighted greetings, exchanging news and
embraces. The narrow houses of the tradesmen living below the old city were lit from cellar to garret, a
season’s worth of candles squandered over the five days of Festival as visitors were welcomed, parties
given and the births, betrothals and weddings of the previous season all celebrated in the finest style that
each family could afford. As the coach wound its way up to higher ground, wealthier merchants
competed with their neighbours in more decorous but ever more lavish revels.

 Temar looked at the proud dwellings, struggling between sadness and defiance. He had no family, no
home, not on this side of the ocean anyway, and unless Burquest, Mistal and all their clerks could come
up with some winning argument, he wasn’t going to have a House or a Name to call his own either. He
smiled thinly to himself at the weak joke.

 What of it? He’d set his face eastwards when he’d first sailed to Kel Ar’Ayen, hadn’t he? He’d
promised his grand-sire he’d raise the House of D’Alsennin to its former glories beyond the ocean, and
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by Saedrin he would do so still. He’d been mistaken to think all the cares of the colony were tedious and
trivial, Temar realised. These so-called nobles, with their self-absorbed, trifling concerns, they were the
petty ones.

 Temar turned his thoughts determinedly to Kel Ar’Ayen. Rebuilding what remained of the original
settlement had been their first priority, that and ensuring the remaining sleepers in the cavern were
guarded in comfort and safety. Both those tasks had been pretty much complete when he’d set sail,
hadn’t they? What was left of the southern settlement, he wondered, where ocean ships had escaped
Elietimm attack, salvation for those few who’d escaped under Vahil’s leadership to carry the enchanted
artefacts home? He’d find out, Temar decided, as soon as he got back. Making plans for an expedition
occupied him as the carriage rumbled through the city and Ryshad dozed silently.

 The horses slowed on the long incline leading to the D’Olbriot residence just as a new notion struck
Temar. It was time the settlements of Kel Ar’Ayen had names, to honour those with the vision to found
the colony, who’d shed their life’s blood in its defence. Saedrin’s stones, he wasn’t about to let Den
Fellaemion just be written out of history as subsumed into Tor Priminale!

 He snorted with inadvertent contempt as the carriage pulled up in front of the D’Olbriot gatehouse and
the driver banged on the roof once more.

 “Did you say something?” Ryshad opened his eyes, swallowing a curse as he inadvertently leaned on his
injured hand.

 “No, but we are back,” Temar opened the door before turning to Ryshad with a faintly embarrassed
smile. “What is a fair recompense for the driver? I have coin, but—”

 “A couple of silver Marks will give him something over for Festival.” Ryshad scrubbed his unbandaged
palm over his face. “Dast’s teeth, I’m weary.”

 “You have had a busy day,” Temar pointed out.

 “I should have taken more water with my wine,” said Ryshad ruefully. “At least you kept your wits about
you.”

 “Avila and Messire’s surgeon were firmly agreed on that,” Temar shrugged. “As little alcohol as possible
after a blow to the head, they insisted.”

 “Ryshad, Fair Festival!” The chosen man on duty in the gatehouse waved at them. “One of Fyle’s lads
brought the news, and the Sieur said to broach a barrel for the barracks on the strength of it!”

 “Fair Festival to you, Naer,” Ryshad grinned. “What bet did you lose to be on duty tonight?”

 “Is the Demoiselle Tor Arrial within?” Temar interrupted. “You really must let her see that hand,
Ryshad.”

 Naer shook his head. He was as tall as Ryshad, Temar realised, with the same lean build but
substantially more years thickening his waist and thinning his hair. “The Relict Tor Bezaemar called for her
late this afternoon, something about visiting a shrine fraternity? She’s not back yet.”

 “Are the Sieur and Esquire Camarl here?” Ryshad asked.
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 The swordsman shook his head again. “They got back from the courts just after sunset but went out
again as soon as they’d changed. I think they’re dining with Den Murivance.” The swordsman looked at
Temar with ready amusement. “The Demoiselles of the Name are holding a musical evening, Esquire
D’Alsennin. They were most insistent I remind you as soon as you returned.”

 “Thanks.” Ryshad looked thoughtful as they walked away. “I wonder how well Master Burquest argued
today.”

 “Tell me about Den Murivance,” Temar invited. “What is their status compared to D’Olbriot? What is
their interest in Kel Ar’Ayen?”

 “I imagine the key there’s the embarrassment of eligible and marriageable daughters blessing their
House.” Ryshad took a deep breath of the cool evening air but it still turned into another yawn. “Any one
of whom would make a wife with rank to reinforce your claim to restoring your Name. That would
certainly settle the rumours that the Sieur’s planning to marry you off to one of his nieces. Another major
House stepping into play over Kellarin would give Names like Den Thasnet pause for thought as well.”

 They were heading for the residence, black shadows adding their own solid pattern to the complexity of
the gardens. At every turn of these paths within hedges within walls Temar felt increasingly penned in.

 “Den Murivance is extremely wealthy,” continued Ryshad. “They’ve significant holdings from Lequesine
to Moretayne. The only reason they don’t have quite D’Olbriot’s prestige is the last three Sieurs have
been more interested in commerce than politics.” He looked at Temar with a wicked smile. “So, did you
find Gelaia easy on the eye this morning? A white-feathered fan means a girl’s open to offers, did you
know that?”

 Temar struggled for an answer. Looking away from Ryshad’s gently mocking gaze, he saw two figures
coming down the path, their sudden hesitation catching Temar’s eye. “Who are they?”

 “Visiting servants?” Ryshad peered into the gloom but the men had halted in the dimness where the
flaming torches of the gatehouse fell short of the glow from the windows of the residence.

 Temar shrugged and continued walking. The two men did the same, passing Ryshad with eyes firmly
fixed on the ground. Their steps crunched with increasing haste.

 Ryshad stopped and looked at Temar. “I didn’t recognise them, did you?”

 Temar shook his head. “And I have this old-fashioned habit of actually looking at servants.”

 “And they look at you, more to the point, and bow.” Ryshad frowned. “All the visiting servants have
been told you’re entitled to every courtesy, in no uncertain terms.”

 They turned to see the two unknown men disappear abruptly behind a thick yew hedge.

 “They’re cutting round the residence to the stableyard.” Ryshad was scowling.

 “Honest servants with permission to go out would surely leave through the main gate?” Temar’s own
suspicions were growing.

 “Dast curse it,” Ryshad said crossly. “It’s probably nothing, but sometimes sneak thieves take advantage
of Festival comings and goings. I’ll go back and tell Naer to verify anyone trying to leave. You get over
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to the stables and tell whoever’s on watch to get his thumb out of his arse. Tell them to shut the gates.”

 Temar didn’t need telling twice and ran down the shadowed path on light feet, settling his sword on his
hip out of old habit.

 The stableyard opened on to the lane running round behind the residence. The main block was a low,
wide building and Temar passed doors warm with the scent of horses stalled within, more animals housed
in wings reaching back into the darkness on either side. A steeply gabled coach-house flanked the stables
on one hand while on the other a squat granary perched on stone-flanged pillars to foil greedy vermin. A
newer dwelling for grooms and stable boys presented a squarely Rational face to these buildings, sharp
stone corners and rigidly parallel windows in contrast to older, curving lines and ornate cornices. Beyond
the beaten expanse of earth where coach wheels wore a rutted circle, wrought-iron gates stood open to
the night. Carefully shuttered lanterns illuminated a couple of grooms playing an idle game of Raven on an
upturned barrel.

 Temar ran up to the liveried sentry on duty in a cubby hole by the gate. “You — has anyone passed in
the last few moments?”

 The sentry stood smartly upright. “No, Esquire, no one.”

 Temar had never seen him before but the sworn man knew to recognise D’Alsennin with due courtesy.
Ryshad was right. “Chosen Tathel suspects thieves are in the grounds,” he said curtly. “Close the gates
and let no one pass without someone vouching for them.”

 The sentry immediately blew three sharp notes on a whistle hung round his neck. Four sworn men
appeared from the new building.

 “Ryshad says there’s rats in the garden,” the sentry explained. “You two, start looking. Iffa, rouse the
barracks.” The remaining man helped him swing the heavy gates closed.

 “What’s to do?” A voice called down from the parapet high above their heads.

 “Ryshad reckons he saw sneaks in the grounds,” yelled the sentry.

 “There’s no sign up here.” But the voice was already moving away in the darkness where the trees
beyond hung black shadows over the walls.

 “You’d best get yourself safe inside the residence, Esquire,” said the sentry with faint apology. “The
ladies are having a musical evening, aren’t they?”

 Temar nodded but didn’t reply. No, he’d go and find Ryshad. He had a blade after all, and he knew
how to use it, more than could be said for whatever fashionable nobles were hiding inside the house.
Shrill whistles sounded, some high on the walls, some closer at hand, answering trills from the gatehouse.

 Heavy boots thudded and a liveried guard skidded to a halt in front of Temar. “Identify yourself! Ah,
Esquire, beg pardon, but shouldn’t you be inside?”

 “Where is Ryshad?” Temar summoned all his grandsire’s authority.

 “Over yonder, sir, going to check the kitchen yard,” the man replied promptly.
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 “I will assist him.” Temar turned down what he hoped was the right path. These gardens were cursed
confusing in the dark, he thought crossly. Light spilled across his way as an upper window in the house
was unshuttered. Curious faces looked briefly out into the night and a spinet faltered to a halt before
picking up its heedless merriment a moment later.

 Temar tried to get his bearings, a hand on his sword hilt to balance it. If that was the new, west front,
then the kitchens were on the other side of the house, beyond what would have been the great hall in his
day, now given over to servants’ quarters. He rounded the low wall skirting the kitchen yard and the two
men with Ryshad levelled blades at him in a single movement.

 “D’Alsennin!” Temar identified himself with a catch in his voice.

 “Seen anything?” asked Ryshad.

 Temar shook his head. “But the stable gates are closed and the men on the walls alerted. And do not tell
me I should be safer within doors,” he shot a warning look at Ryshad. “I have two sound hands, which is
more than you.”

 Ryshad acknowledged that truth with a grin. “Then watch my back.” He hefted a borrowed cudgel in his
good hand. “You two, turn the yard inside out. We’ll take the physic garden.”

 As the other two started a thorough search of every nook and cranny, Ryshad led Temar through a
rose-garlanded arch into a small enclosure. At the older man’s nod Temar moved to the far side,
following a narrow path between low hedges of lavender framing tidy patterns of pungent herbs. A small
plinth at the centre of the garden bore a dutifully garlanded statue of Larasion, the goddess proffering a
stone branch bearing bud, blossom and fruit all at the same time. Temar tasted familiar scents waking
beneath the rising dew as his steps stirred thyme growing in dense mats and sage lifting downy leaves
silver in the light of the lesser moon. Mint waved scatters of black leaves as he brushed past.

 “We’ll check the store.” Ryshad pointed at a stone hut hidden in a thick holly hedge that screened the
mundanities of the kitchen yard.

 Temar peered into the recessed doorway, wondering if he saw movement or a trick of the darkness. He
drew his sword.

 Three urgent blasts sounded over towards the north wall. Ryshad and Temar turned as shouts rang out
and in that instant a hooded figure darted out from the shelter of the holly, trampling sprays of fennel and
comfrey. Temar sprang at the man but crushed slickness beneath his boot betrayed him. He fell to one
knee and the thief kicked out, knocking Temar’s sword out of his hand. Temar scrambled up, catching
the man round the waist and knocking him backwards. The thief fought hard, twisting, hammering at
Temar with brutal fists. He punched the younger man hard on the side of the head and Temar’s grip
slipped.

 “No you don’t!” Ryshad was there, swinging his cudgel low, catching the intruder behind one knee. The
man fell and Temar nearly had him pinned among the heady crush of herbs but the thief wriggled free with
some inexplicable twist of his body. Ryshad couldn’t reach the man with his club, could only chase him
out into the darkness of the gardens. Temar raced to his side, breathing hard, salvaged sword bright in
the night.

 “Where did he go?” Ryshad turned slowly. Temar searched the patterned shadows of hedge and
flowerbed, head pounding. Whistles rang out in the distance, beyond the wall as far as Temar could
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judge. Had one of them got away? Saedrin’s stones, they’d best catch the other! The sound of a careless
boot gouging into gravel rewarded his inarticulate prayer.

 “Behind the stables,” Temar kept his voice as low as he could.

 Ryshad nodded agreement and they walked warily through the dark, haste balanced by vigilance.

 With the light of the lesser moon still all but full Temar noticed a black shape lying along the pentice roof
of an outhouse built along the inside of the hollow square of the stables. He pointed it out to Ryshad in
tense silence. The chosen man nodded him over into the angle of the buildings and moved towards the
open end of the range. Temar walked carefully through stray straw, eyes fixed on the black shape. It lay
motionless and Temar suddenly hoped it wasn’t merely some trick of the shadows.

 No, it was a man, abruptly kneeling upright as instinct or noise alerted him to their approach. Weight
spread on hands and knees, he edged across the sloping tiles, away from Ryshad. Temar discarded his
sword in sudden decision, climbing quickly on to a water butt. Startled, the thief froze and made to move
back. Temar swung himself up, one boot on the edge of the roof. The intruder stood and ran up the slope
of the pentice, only his speed saving him as tiles slid and broke beneath his feet, crashing down. Finding
some handhold he swung himself up on the gutter, on to the roof of the stables, balancing as he ran along
the roof ridge towards the outer walls.

 “Shit!” Temar saw Ryshad hadn’t the strength in his injured hand to pull himself on to the pentice roof.
“Temar? Can you get up there?”

 “I think so.” Bracing himself in the angle of the walls he used every bone and muscle to press arms and
legs against the unyielding stone, scraping skin, cloth and the leather of his boots as he forced himself up.
Chest heaving he pulled himself awkwardly on to the stable roof, heart sinking as he saw the empty
expanse of tiles.

 Temar moved cautiously up to the roof ridge, fingers pressed flat. He wasn’t about to give up. Ryshad
was waiting below so the thief couldn’t get off the roof unseen, could he? Moss squelched dangerously
beneath Temar’s hands and knees and he breathed a sigh of relief when he could swing a leg over the
ridge, trying to ignore the bone-breaking drop on either side.

 A noise pulled Temar’s head round, nearly overbalancing him, but it was just a cat, hair fluffed to an
indignant halo in the moonlight. Temar drew in a sharp breath of relief but a heavier sound beneath the
light patter of paws made him hold it in. He let it go slowly, turning carefully, looking at the tall
chimneystack foursquare at the angle of the stable buildings. The cats in his grandfather’s yard had
always favoured chimney corners, hadn’t they? What had startled that mouser out of its cosy nook?
Sliding down, Temar used the roof ridge to shield him and worked his way closer.

 The thief was there, motionless in the shadow of the chimney-stack, intent on the sentry pacing the
parapet of the outer wall beyond, the only thing between him and escape. Temar watched, heart in his
mouth as the sentry moved slowly away and the thief bent in a cautious crouch. Was he going to try and
jump the gap? No, the man lowered himself over the edge of the roof, at full stretch to drop into the
black shadows below.

 Even if he called him, Ryshad couldn’t get round in time. Temar scrambled as fast as he could across the
roof, swinging himself over the edge as the intruder hit the ground with an involuntary grunt. The stone
dug cruelly into Temar’s hands. Curse it, he couldn’t chance this, risk breaking a bone or worse. But it
was too late, his own weight committed him, breaking his grip on the stone. Temar fell, landed, relaxed
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and rolled to break his fall, instinctive reactions learned from years in the saddle coming unexpectedly to
his aid. He was on his feet with a speed that startled himself as much as the thief now crouching below
the perimeter wall.

 The man was on him before Temar could shout an alert, murderous purpose contorting his face. The
thief threw a punch but Temar caught it in an open hand, gripping and twisting, grabbing the man’s other
shoulder as he did so. The thief kicked, nearly knocking Temar’s foot out from under him. Temar
stumbled and lost his hold, letting the man drive a brutal fist straight at his face. Temar knocked it aside
with his forearm, the impact jarring him to the shoulder, then swung all his weight behind a punch of his
own, catching the thief full under the chin and snapping his head back.

 The thief hooked a fist to clout Temar’s ear but Temar raised arm and shoulder in an instinctive block.
The thief grabbed his sleeve, trying to pull him off balance. Temar smacked his fist backhanded into the
man’s nose and the thief let go, ducking backwards. Temar stepped in but the intruder met him with fists
striking one after the other, spitting blood and fury. Temar took a blow on the ribs, another, a punishing
blow to the stomach. The thief drew back his arm and Temar brought his knee up into the man’s groin.
The intruder went down like a sack from a broken hoist, retching and gasping.

 Ryshad and a couple of sworn men came running up as Temar rolled the thief over, twisting unresisting
arms behind his back. “So we’ve got one at very least.”

 “Got him in the stones,” Naer the gateward observed, seeing the man’s agonised grimace and drawn-up
knees.

 “Always a good trick, if you can do it.” Ryshad grinned approval at Temar.

 “Those mercenaries been teaching you their trade, Esquire?” Naer asked, harsh voice not unfriendly.
“Take a tip from a real warrior, eyes or knees is as good as stones and most men are slower to defend
them.” He was searching the intruder as he spoke, rough hands brutally thorough. “Nothing on him but
that means naught. Lock him up.”

 “A good kick on the side of a knee can send a man spewing,” added one of the sworn men as they
dragged the unresisting thief along the path. “We’ll show you, Esquire, if our pal here doesn’t give up his
friend’s den. What do you say?”

 But the thief was too sunk in his present misery to worry about any new threat, from what Temar could
see. “What happens now?”

 “He spends tonight in the gatehouse cell,” Ryshad replied. “He’ll face the Sieur’s justice in the morning.
In the meantime, let’s find out what him and his mate were after. Naer! Me and D’Alsennin, we’ll check
the shutters.” He turned to Temar. “Look for sprung hinges, loose slats, bent struts. Chances are it’ll be
an upper window.”

 “Halcarion be thanked for at least one good moon,” Temar murmured as Ryshad began a slow circuit of
the residence.

 Ryshad spat as they rounded a corner. “Shit!”

 “What?”

 “There.” Ryshad pointed to a louvred shutter where a strip of wood hung loose to cast an angled
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shadow over the rest.

 Temar tried to work out what room might lie behind it. “That must be where they tried to get in.”

 “You think Messire’s steward would let any shutter stay broken for Solstice, when half those bearing the
Name come to stay and half the nobles in the city will be visiting?” asked Ryshad grimly. “And those two
were on their way out, Temar, so chances are they didn’t just try, they got in. Come on.”

 Temar followed Ryshad in through a side door, the chosen man giving his frustrations free rein as they
went up a servants’ stair. “We can’t lock every door, every gate, not with so many people going in and
out. It’s always the same at Festival, guests arriving right round the chimes, coaches calling to take
visitors hither and yon.” He stopped suddenly as they were halfway up a flight of servants’ stairs. “And
half the best men will be down at the sword school this evening, three-fifths drunk. Do you suppose
that’s what the challenge was all about? Clearing the way for some theft here tonight? Curse it, I’m
starting to sound like Casuel, seeing Eldritch-men conspiring in every corner. Here we are.”

 Temar looked past Ryshad’s shoulder into a small room cluttered with everything the ubiquitous maids
needed to keep the residence in good order. Glass from the window shone like fragments of moonlight
on the shadow-striped floor and the catch on the casement had been broken clean off.

 Ryshad pushed the shutter open, setting moonlight free inside the room. “We’d best set the valets and
maids checking jewel cases. So, is this just theft or some new plot to discredit D’Olbriot? All these if’s
and maybes could drive a man distracted!”

 Mention of jewel cases turned Temar’s thoughts instantly elsewhere. “What lies beneath us here?”

 He saw a reflection of his own fears spark in Ryshad’s eyes. “The library.”

 Temar was out of the room, running down the stairs, Ryshad hard on his heels. They reached the library
door together. Temar reached for the handle, praying it would be locked, his heart sinking as it gave way
on silent hinges. “Raise some light,” he snapped.

 Ryshad turned to take a lamp from a table in the corridor. The subdued glow was too feeble to reach
the book-lined walls but was enough to show them an expanse of crumpled linen empty on the table, a
few remaining trinkets scattered beside the gaping emptiness of the ancient coffer.

 “Poldrion’s pustulent demons’ arseholes!” Temar felt entitled to echo his grandfather’s extravagant
rages. “Come on.”

 Ryshad moved to stop Temar storming out of the room. “Where to?”

 “To see what that fellow in the gatehouse has to say!” Rage and dismay threatened to choke Temar.
He’d had those artefacts, he’d held the means to restore so many people in his hands. How could this
have happened?

 “Justice within his own walls is a Sieur’s prerogative, Temar.” There was regret as well as reproof in
Ryshad’s voice. “You can’t usurp it.”

 Temar stared at him. “So what do we do?”

 “The one we caught will go before the Sieur in the morning.” Ryshad looked round the library and
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Temar realised the man’s face was hollowed with exhaustion. “But the other man must have got away
with the loot. Do you think Demoiselle Avila has any Artifice that could help us find him?”

 Temar was silenced by the appalling realisation that he’d be the one telling Avila about this disaster. He
swallowed hard as two hesitant maids and a footman appeared in the doorway, eyes wide and
wondering.

 “Find out if anything’s been stolen elsewhere,” Ryshad ordered them curtly. “Come and tell me as soon
as you’ve checked your mistresses’ coffers, your master’s jewels. Go on!”

 Temar found his voice as the servants hurried off. “Who would do this?”

 “I don’t know.” Ryshad spaced his words with barely controlled anger. “Just like I don’t know who
broke into the warehouse in Bremilayne. Just like we don’t know who stabbed you in the back, or who
set me up for a sword in the guts today.”

 “He was Den Thasnet’s man, wasn’t he?” Rage seared Temar’s throat. “Den Muret, Den Rannion, they
were setting themselves up against us in the court. Can’t we just call out the barracks and challenge them
to prove their innocence?”

 “If it were only that simple,” Ryshad growled. “We need proof, Temar, something absolute, undeniable
to tie a Name to all this. Something to lead us to the man who got away would be a start.”

 “We have his fellow in the gatehouse,” cried Temar. “He can answer to the Sieur in the morning all well
and good, but can we not at least get him to talk tonight?”

 Ryshad looked at him for a long moment. “What do you suggest? Beating him? The Sieur will have
Naer’s hide if he presents a prisoner with the shit kicked out of him. We don’t do that, not in this
House.”

 “Avila’s not the only one who can work Artifice,” Temar said, exasperated. “You know that. I could
work the binding you were all treating so lightly before your courts for one thing. Then we will know if the
man speaks the truth or lies to us.”

 The unguarded distaste flickering across Ryshad’s face set Temar’s smouldering anger ablaze. “You’re
going to have to come to terms with Artifice, Ryshad! Why not now? You cannot always just reject it out
of hand because you were caught up in enchantment with me. Forget all this Toremal mistrust of
mages—this is me, Ryshad, not Planir, not Casuel.” He burned with sudden determination to prove to
Ryshad that some good could be wrought with Artifice. “Even with the few incantations I know, I may
just learn something from this scum, his name at very least. That could be enough to find some trail before
the scent goes entirely cold. What would that be worth?”

 He bit off his words abruptly but wouldn’t drop his gaze. Ryshad looked away first. “All right, let’s see
what you can do.”

 Temar was taut with nervousness by the time they reached the gatehouse, neck stiff and tension
pounding in his head. He realised he was rubbing his hands over and over each other and thrust them
through the belt of his borrowed jerkin.

 “Naer.” Ryshad nodded as they went into the watch room opening off the wide arch of the gate. “The
Esquire wants to see the prisoner.”
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 Naer rubbed a thoughtful hand over his heavily shaded chin. “Don’t leave any marks on his face.” He
tossed Ryshad a heavy ring of keys.

 “This way.” Ryshad opened a far door on to an age-darkened stone spiral. Temar followed him down
steps chipped and worn at the edges. “Watch your feet,” the chosen man advised him.

 The stair opened on to a room divided with rough wooden partitions between the barrel vaults held up
by thick pillars. A single lamp hung by the entrance, striking dull light from the chains holding the captured
thief.

 “Fair Festival to you,” said Ryshad pleasantly. “This shouldn’t hurt, not too much anyway.”

 The man stiffened, chains chinking, defiance in his eyes. His lips narrowed, chin jutting forward as he
braced himself.

 Ryshad smiled again and folded his arms with slow deliberation. “Esquire?”

 Temar did his best to equal Ryshad’s air of amiable threat. “Aer tes saltir, sa forl agraine.”

 The prisoner’s confusion was plain to see. “What’s he say?”

 “Never you mind,” said Ryshad with a satisfaction that only mystified the man further.

 “His name is Drosel,” said Temar, trying to blend an offhand tone with an air of utter confidence.

 “You don’t know me,” the thief said before he could stop himself. “You don’t know that. Who told
you? Who gave me up?”

 “No one gave you up, pal. Esquire D’Alsennin here, he can pick things like that right out of your
thoughts. You’ve heard about the Esquire, I suppose,” Ryshad enquired casually. “He’s from Kellarin,
you’ve heard of that? Nemith the Last’s lost colony, all the people sleeping away the generations under
enchantment? Of course you have. Well, you’re going to learn a bit more than most people about ancient
enchantments, pal. The Esquire here’s going to go looking for answers between your ears.”

 Temar froze and hoped the shock didn’t show on his face. He couldn’t do that. Surely Ryshad wasn’t
expecting him to work Artifice that complicated? He cleared his throat.

 Ryshad raised a hand. “I know you want to, Esquire, but the Sieur’s a just man. We’ll give this filth one
last chance to save his sanity before you turn his head inside out. You see, the problem is he can pick
your wits apart but he can’t put all the pieces back together again.” He bent close to the rough bars and
stared at the man, face grim with utter sincerity. “Believe me, you want to cooperate. You don’t want him
inside your head, digging through every wretched memory you treasure. I saw this done to a girl once.
She said she’d rather half a barracks had raped her and slit her ears and nose for good measure.”

 Temar tasted blood inside his mouth as he bit his lip realising for the first time the depth of Ryshad’s
antipathy towards Artifice. The chosen man turned away from the prisoner, the lamplight harsh on his
drawn face, mercilessly highlighting unfeigned fear and pain in his eyes. Then Ryshad winked, taking
Temar utterly by surprise.

 “So Drosel, we’ll give you one last chance. The Esquire here will work a lesser enchantment, one that
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tells us if you’re telling the truth. I’ll ask a few questions, and if you tell us what we need to know we
won’t have to put a leash and muzzle on you when we take you before the Sieur tomorrow.”

 Noise turned Temar’s head and he saw Naer and a few of the sworn men on the stairs, peering round
the stone curve with reluctant curiosity.

 “Esquire?” Ryshad invited with a gesture towards the thief, who was edging back as far as his fetters
allowed.

 Temar cupped his face in his cold hands, eyes shut to concentrate all the better on the arcane words.
He’d worked Artifice as complex as this once before and that was enough. He’d seen this done before
his grandsire’s seat. His own father had been accustomed to administer truth bindings for the House, after
all. If Avila said she could do it, Temar most assuredly could. It had to work, or Ryshad would never
trust him again.

 “Raeponin prae petir tal aradare. Monaerel als rebrique na dis apprimen vaertennan als tal. Nai thrinadir,
vertannnan prae rarad. Nai menadis, tal gerae askat. Tal adamasir Raeponin na Poldrion.”

 He spoke the words with slow determination, every fibre of his being concentrating on the cowering
thief. Ryshad took a bare instant to realise Temar had no more to say and slammed a hand into the
wooden partition.

 “Right, Drosel, who put you up to this? Don’t lie to me, the Esquire will know if you do. Nothing to say?
Sorry, if you play dumb, he’ll just rip your mind apart and we’ll get our answers that way.”

 There was a strangled noise on the stairs and someone hurried away. Temar kept all his attention on the
thief. The man opened his mouth, coughed and pawed at his throat with manacled hands.

 “See?” Ryshad said coldly. “You can’t lie to us, can you?” He stared down at the man, face unyielding.
“And now you’ve tried, I’ll tell you something else. Unless you tell us some truth, just a little one, you
won’t ever be able to speak again.”

 The thief’s jaw dropped and he looked at Ryshad with utter horror.

 “Tell us,” Ryshad roared. “Who sent you?”

 “Master Knife, that’s all he said,” the thief blurted out in panic. “At the Valiant Flag, the tavern on the
Habbitrot. He sent us just for that one box, just for whatever was in it.” He hid his head in his arms,
hunched over his knees.

 Ryshad turned and raised questioning brows.

 “That will suffice for the present,” Temar managed an even disdain in his tone. “We can always come
back.”

 The thief huddled into a tight ball of misery and terror. Ryshad jerked his head towards the stairs. Temar
went ahead and found himself the focus of wary gazes from all sides of the watch room. Ryshad closed
the door tight behind him and tossed the keys back to Naer. “See, we didn’t even have to unchain him.”

 “What in the name of all that’s holy did you do?” Naer asked.
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 “Have you really scrambled his wits?” whispered a white-faced sworn man.

 “You didn’t really believe all that, Verd?” Ryshad was incredulous. “I’d have thought Naer would have
taught you better than that.”

 “Watch your mouth, Rysh,” said Naer with a fair approximation of a laugh.

 “Verd, that pile of shit had few enough brains to begin with,” Ryshad said reassuringly. “Throw enough
of a scare into his sort and any sense he’s got left goes dribbling out of his arse.”

 “Sounded cursed convincing to me,” the sworn muttered.

 “Of course it did,” Ryshad agreed. “I’ve got a brother who argues before the Imperial courts, and
another who’s a stonemason—you should hear him convincing some poor sailor to build a house three
times bigger than the one he had planned.” That got a laugh all around the room.

 “How did he know his name though?” a sworn man by the door hissed.

 Temar spoke up at the same moment. “Does anyone know this tavern, the Valiant Flag? What about this
man who calls himself Knife?”

 Someone laughed, abruptly silenced by a glare from Ryshad. “Master Knife’s a character in half the
tales the puppetry men put on,” he explained. “You’ll find three down every alley at Festival.”

 “But we can turn the Valiant Flag over and shake it till something falls out,” said Naer with relish. “Verd,
drum up the sworn and put the fear of the lash into the recognised. They’ll be on watch for the rest of the
night.”

 “I’ll need my sword,” Ryshad told him.

 “When do we leave?” Temar felt growing excitement.

 “You’re not coming!” Naer told him. “I’m not taking you down to the cloth yards, the Sieur would have
my hide. Nor you, Rysh. All the proven are out being entertained, Stoll’s down at the sword school even
supposing he’s still upright. You’re senior man on the watch tonight, my friend, and that means you get
the gate.”

 “Naer!” Ryshad protested.

 “He got in on my Watch, Rysh.” Naer’s face turned ugly. “I’ll go and slap his pal in chains, not you. You
lot, get yourself in hand!”

 Temar watched Naer round up his troops, driving them through the gate with a mixture of harsh curses
and warm encouragement.

 “I’m too tired for this,” Ryshad said absently. He sighed. “So we get the gate, well, I do. Go to bed,
Temar; one of us might as well get some sleep.”

 “I’ll wait with you,” Temar insisted. “I must tell Avila what’s occurred as soon as she returns.”

 “And I can tell Messire and Camarl,” said Ryshad without enthusiasm. He pulled up a stool by the watch
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room fire as a handful of eager young men in livery appeared. “You, go and get the makings for some
tisanes from the kitchens, will you? Plenty of white amella. And do any of you know your way around the
North Bay well enough to take a letter?”

 Temar watched as Ryshad rummaged in the sergeant’s desk for paper and ink. “I’ll have that pen after
you,” he said.

 CHAPTER FIVE

 Preface to the Chronicle of D’Olbriot,
Under the Seal of Sieur Glythen, Winter Solstice

in the 13th Year of Decabral the Virtuous

 The Convocation of Princes was a fraught affair this year, and even allowing for the defences of wax and
honour I wonder quite what I should record within these leaves. But I have my own duty to discharge, to
leave an accurate record for those that take up the guardianship of our House after me. Raeponin be my
witness and let the truth shame any hostile eyes that read this.

 The proximate cause of the uproar among the Princes was an intemperate declaration sent to the
Adjurist from the city of Col in the erstwhile province of Einar Sai Emmin. It has long been a treasured
hope among the sons of Decabral that Col might be the first lost outpost reclaimed from the ashes of the
Chaos and thus a foundation on which to build a new Empire among those ragged lordlings of the west. I
would say any such expectation is now irretrievably dashed by the hostility provoked by Decabral“s
highhanded actions over this last year. This parchment over the seal of the Elected firstly confirms that the
leading citizens of Col have revived their bygone forms of governance, and secondly vigorously refutes
our Emperor’s assertion that any such rule based on Old Imperial practice must acknowledge his
suzerainty. The snub implicit in addressing this document to the Adjurist Den Perinal was unmistakable
and served only to rouse Decabral”s ire still further.

 The Sieurs Tor Kanselin and Den Sauzet roundly rebuked the Emperor’s behaviour in making such a
declaration, particularly given all the Convocation’s advice to the contrary last winter. Den Perinal
agreed, saying hasty actions in times of uncertainty seldom prosper, making reference in the same breath
to the confusion among the Princes after the unexpected death of the Emperor’s late brother the
Nervous. I dared hope such an attack might provoke Decabral into some folly but he restrained himself,
choosing to argue in angry defence that securing Col is crucial to restraining the aspirations of the
self-declared Dukes of Lescar and resurgent ambition in the Caladhrian Parliament. The Sieur Tor Arrial
agreed that Tormalin strength in arms to east and west might well give both provinces pause for thought.
This prompted widespread astonishment before Tor Arrial turned his speech to scathing condemnation of
Decabral’s fantasies. He speculated whether such nonsense was the result of overindulgence in strong
liquors, aromatic smokes or apothecaries’ nostrums, to wide amusement.

 I had thought Tor Arrial might call for a formal censure but he sees as well as the rest of us that those
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Sieurs he has so hastily ennobled over the past ten years still slavishly support Decabral. Since these
lapdogs know full well their place by the fireside depends solely on their master throwing them his
half-gnawed bones, they will certainly defend him. We had thought Den Ferrand and D’Estabel were
wavering over the summer but the Emperor bought their loyalty afresh with grants of monopoly rights to
tax salt and lead production.

 My sole consolation is that such typically shortsighted behaviour has only served to alienate the differing
factions within Tor Decabral still further. The Empress’s supposedly temporary departure for the Solland
estates is now widely seen as a permanent move and her house there is taking on the air of a court in
exile. Now that her eldest son is of age, he is of increasing interest to those scions of the Name who have
been content to suffer Decabral the Virtuous’s tactlessness for the sake of keeping the Imperial throne
within the family. The Emperor’s elder brother, Messire Manaire, has held himself aloof, and his own
estates in Moretayne have long been a sanctuary for those hostile to the present regime. He was present
in Toremal for Festival for the first time in some handful of years and made no secret of the extensive
Solstice gifts he had sent his sister by marriage. Messire Manaire is past the age where he could
reasonably expect elevation to Imperial honours, but his own sons would be well placed to succeed any
son of the Empress who could succeed his father in short order. More significantly his trusted advisors
have been hinting Manaire has finally forgiven his sister Maitresse Balene for her oppositon to his own
ambitions on the death of their father, the Patient. Her marriage into Den Leoril could prove highly
significant as her covey of daughers is now so widely married into so many influential families.

 While many of us would prefer to see a complete change of dynasty, we might settle for a change of
Imperial incumbent, since that would at least enable those newly ennobled Houses so dependent on Tor
Decabral patronage to cover their treachery with a modest veil of continued loyalty to the Name. The
year that opens with the dawn so rapidly approaching promises to be an interesting one.

 The D’Olbriot Residence Gatehouse,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fourth Day, Morning

 Shapeless horrors crushed me, faceless and formless, weaving a nightmare of inexorable, suffocating
foulness out of my inarticulate terror.

 “Chosen Tathel?” The soft but insistent knock at the door was repeated. “Ryshad?”

 I woke with a start, and for one choking moment it seemed the torment had come too, breaking out of
my dreams to smother me. Then I realised someone had come in during the night and drawn the bed
curtains closed around me, doubtless meaning to be kind. My heart slowed from its chest-bursting race.

 “Yes?” I wished a silent pox on the uninvited curtain puller and for whoever was waking me up.

 “There’s a note.” The door muffled the voice.

 Ripping back the curtains, I went to untie the latchstring. One of Stolley’s newer lads held out a neatly
sealed letter addressed in sloping Lescari script. He hovered hopefully, waiting for me to open the subtly
fragrant folds.
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 “That’ll be all, thanks.” I took the note with a grin and shut the door on his disappointed face. Leaning
against it, I closed my eyes. Just at that moment, all I really wanted was one morning when I could sleep
myself out, when I didn’t have to get up for anything, not fire, flood or Poldrion’s demons raising havoc
round the residence.

 Snapping the wax seal, I read the few terse lines from Charoleia. She’d be taking the air on the old
ramparts between the second and third chimes of the day, would she? I’d better get up there. I threw the
window open, welcoming fresh air in to drive out the last remnants of nightmare and made myself
presentable, hampered by a hand stiffened to near immobility. Unstrapping it showed me puffy knuckles
dark with deep bruises. The cursed thing had kept me awake even after all my exertions, even after that
highly uncomfortable interview with the Sieur well past midnight. I’d finally given in and taken a cup of
tahn tea from Naer and I was paying for that now with a foul mouth and woolly wits, not to mention the
horrors that had got through my sleeping guard.

 This was no time for me to be less than fighting fit, I concluded reluctantly, rebandaging it as best I could
one handed and resisting the temptation to scratch the stitches that were itching as the cursed things
always do. I’d have to ask Demoiselle Avila for some healing. Temar was right, loath as I was to admit it.
I couldn’t turn down help I needed just because it came from Artifice. I only hoped the lady would be in
a better mood this morning. She and the Sieur had arrived at nearly the same moment the night before,
and the last I’d seen of Temar, Avila had been scolding him back to the residence, her consternation at
the loss of the artefacts blistering his ears.

 But the housemaids wouldn’t even have unshuttered Avila’s windows yet, so that would have to wait. I
walked out of the gatehouse, sorely tempted to send round to the stables for a coach. No, the fewer
people who knew what I was about the better. At least it was all downhill to the Spring Gate, and once
I’d climbed the steps to the walls of the old city I had a cool salt-tinted breeze to clear my head.

 As with most things, the old walls of Toremal hold up an example many lesser cities would have been
wise to follow. Cities like Solland and Moretayne are both protected by a ring of masonry topped with a
parapet three men wide, watch turrets set at every angle. But Solland fell to Lescari raids three times in
the days of Aleonne the Resolute, and Aldabreshin pirates sailed forty leagues up river to raze Moretayne
to the ground. It took Decabral the Pitiless to burn the isles of the eastern coast to barren ashes and
finally drive the Archipelagans out.

 The walls of Toremal have never been breached, not even in the worst excesses of the Chaos. On the
outer face an immense wall of massive stones carries towers at regular intervals, each big enough to hold
a fighting troop and close enough to reinforce its neighbours. They’re backed with a colossal rampart of
raised earth, levelled and reinforced in turn by an inner wall, the finest work any mason will see inside a
season’s travel. Three men can walk abreast round the walls of Solland or Moretayne; three coaches can
drive abreast round Toremal’s rampart.

 But I was too early for the elegant gigs and smartly groomed horses that carry the wealthy and
fashionable around the walls in these peaceable times. The nobility don’t lead their cohorts in defence of
the walls these days, they come to see and be seen, to flaunt their status and compete with their rivals far
above the heads of the common folk. The serious business of socialising would start when the heat of the
day had passed, so this early in the morning the rampart was deserted but for a few individuals taking a
walk. I followed the neatly swept earthen path, grass on either side clipped short around fragrant trees
planted to shade benches for discreet conversation or safe flirtation. Passing the sharply pitched roofs of
the old city on the one hand and the sprawling mass of newer building on the other, I looked briefly inside
the Flemmane tower. Along with several others, it had been transformed into an elegant summerhouse
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where a lady might take a tisane or perhaps a little chilled wine carried up by dutiful servants.

 There was no one inside. Where was Charoleia? I finally found her as the ramparts approached the
Handsel Gate, where the Prime way leaves the city for the road to the north. Her elegance was
unmistakable even draped in a sedate dun cloak. She was talking to some maidservant clutching a
creamy shawl over a brown gown smudged with ash. I walked past, pausing some way beyond to
examine a statue. It turned out to be Tyrial, Sieur D’Estabel, Adjurist to the Convocation of Princes
under Bezaemar the Canny. I’d never heard of him.

 “Good morning.” Charoleia appeared at my side. “I’m sorry I wasn’t at home when your message
came.”

 I smiled at her. “This morning’s soon enough.”

 “Shall we walk?” She looked for me to offer a gentlemanly arm.

 I did so with some reluctance. “Please mind my hand.”

 She tucked her hand lightly through my elbow. “I heard about your exploits in the practice ground. Most
impressive.”

 I wondered if she were teasing me. “Have you heard anything? Who put out the challenge in my name?”

 “I’ve heard nothing beyond discreet satisfaction that you put Den Thasnet’s man down. That’s not a
popular Name at present.” Charoleia shook dark hair dressed loose in glossy ringlets and I caught the
same alluring, elusive scent that had perfumed her letter. She wore a light, rose-coloured gown beneath
her cloak and a single ruby ring graced her delicate hand. “So what did you want? Your boy told Arashil
it was urgent.”

 A Relshazri name; that must be the maid. “Thieves broke into the residence last night. We snagged one,
the other got away and, Dast drown it, he was the one with the loot.”

 “Naturally.” Charoleia’s fingers tightened. “What do you want of me?” She was looking apparently idly
from side to side, her shrewd violet eyes marking every individual taking the morning air up here.

 “We had valuable artefacts stolen, Old Empire work.” I hesitated. “They’re bound to the colony and its
enchantments. We have to find them if we’re to restore those still sunk in sleep.”

 “So when you say valuable, you actually mean priceless?” Charoleia turned guileless eyes to me, framed
in the flawless beauty of her face.

 “To us, yes,” I admitted. “To whoever stole them, well, they may have no idea what they’ve got. The
man we’re holding doesn’t seem to know much beyond Master Knife paying him enough gold to
outweigh the risks.”

 Charoleia laughed. “Master Knife? Who might he be in his own coat? Come to that, who’s pulling his
strings? Do you think this was just theft for profit or another move to embarrass your Sieur?”

 “All good questions and I want answers,” I said bluntly.

 “Without Livak to turn over the stones where these people hide, you’re my best hope.”
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 Charoleia frowned, a delicate cleft appearing between finely plucked brows. “What’s more important?
Catching the thief or recovering the spoils?”

 I chewed my lip. “I’ll trade the thief’s neck for the artefacts if I have to. We must get them back. I’d
certainly like to get a line on this Master Knife, but I don’t suppose he’ll have left any loose threads.”

 “If I help, I want your word you’ll keep my name out of this.” Charoleia sounded dubious. “I mean it,
Ryshad. I can’t have your Sieurs or Esquires even knowing I exist, let alone anything more about me.”

 “On my oath,” I promised.

 “Are you prepared to pay?” Charoleia was all business now. “To ransom the goods?”

 “If we must,” I said reluctantly. “I’ll stand surety for anything you spend.” Gold won from my slavery
would be well spent securing others’ freedom.

 “It all depends who’s got the goods.” Charoleia pursed inviting cherry red lips. “They may have already
sold on the decent pieces, to be broken up or melted.”

 “Saedrin save us.” Cold knives between my shoulder blades made me shiver with revulsion. What would
happen if an artefact were destroyed? Would the hapless sleeper simply fall oblivious into the shades?
Would they feel the furnace consuming their mind?

 “Are you all right?” Charoleia was looking at me with concern. “You’ve gone very pale.”

 “It was a late night,” I offered lamely.

 Charoleia pulled at her cloak falling away from one shoulder. “What else do you know?”

 “This Master Knife, he recruited our man Drosel and whoever his partner was, in a tavern called the
Valiant Flag.” I grimaced. “That’s all. Naer took a troop down there last night and turned the place inside
out but all he got was lice for his trouble.”

 “Hardly surprising,” commented Charoleia with disdain. “All right, I’ll ask a few questions in the right
quarters. I might hear something.”

 “Send word to the gatehouse as soon as you do,” I urged her. “Tell them to get a message to me at
once.”

 She was looking thoughtful. “I’ve heard plenty of murmurs about D’Olbriot and D’Alsennin this Festival.
What’re they worth to you?”

 I turned to face her. “What have you heard?”

 “In a moment.” Charoleia raised a perfectly manicured hand. “I’ll catch you up.”

 She released my arm, giving me a gentle push, so I went to pretend an interest in a plaque on a
crenellation. It celebrated the life of some D’Istrac long since ashes in an urn, who’d managed to kill
himself falling off his horse.
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 Out of the corner of my eye I saw a thin-faced youth approach Charoleia. Glancing furtively around, he
couldn’t have been more obvious if he’d been carrying a scarlet pennant. Charoleia looked unconcerned,
walking slowly with the boy, her elegant curls close to his cropped scalp. Charoleia reached beneath her
cloak and passed the boy some coin. As he scurried off, still looking in all directions, she tucked a tightly
folded bundle of letters securely within her cloak and came to join me looking out towards the sea.

 “What was that?” I asked as she took my arm with easy familiarity.

 “Information.” She smiled serenely.

 “So you do have some game in play?” Had she been lying to me?

 “Not as such.” Charoleia shook her head airily. “I always walk here first thing in the morning, two full
circuits of the walls. I wouldn’t stay trim enough for close-cut gowns if I didn’t.” She flashed a
mischievous periwinkle glance at me and I tried not to think of the slender figure beneath her cloak.
“Servants with something to sell soon learn I’ll be interested and this is the time and place to find me.”

 “So what’s worth your coin this morning?” I demanded. “Anything to do with D’Olbriot?”

 “No.” She took a step and I had to go with her or look churlish. “At the moment it’s nothing of any
importance. But I’ll keep this little bird in my coop, and when the time is right I’ll send it flying out. One
way or another, gold comes winging back.”

 I decided that was best left unchallenged, like so many aspects of Livak’s life. “So what have you heard
about D’Olbriot or D’Alsennin?”

 “That the Name D’Alsennin will soon be as dead as ashes. That this colony over the ocean is a fool’s
smoke dream. But there’s a hint of something more than gossip and spite.” Charoleia chose her words
carefully. “If I can find the right threads to pull, I might get a tug back from someone with word about that
attack on your Esquire.”

 “It’ll be gold in your purse if you do,” I assured her.

 She smiled. “As for D’Olbriot, the chimney corner gossip says take his silver before you give him credit,
because however high his flag flies at present, it’ll be struck before long.”

 “How?” I demanded.

 Charoleia shook her head. “That’s where people get vague, which often means there’s no substance to a
rumour. Then again, there’s this business with the courts fascinating everyone. There’s gossip that the
Sieur’s fallen out of favour with Tadriol, that Lady Channis has returned to Den Veneta, that Tor
Kanselin have broken Camarl’s betrothal because D’Olbriot won’t confirm him as Designate.”
Charoleia’s face was serious and all the more captivating for that. “Which could all be the usual scum on
a boiling pot, but someone’s stoking the fire beneath it. I’ll stake my stockings on that.”

 “Can you find out who?” Dastennin save me, but she was beautiful.

 She gazed at me with those entrancing eyes. “If you make it worth my while. If you get me a card to the
Emperor’s dance tomorrow.”

 I let slip a grunt of frustration. “I told you before, I can’t promise that.”
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 “Not even to save your Sieur’s skin?” She held my hand tight.

 I winced and shook her off. “Dast’s teeth!” I tried to flex my injured fingers and hissed with the pain.

 “What have you done here?” Charoleia began undoing the bandage, ignoring my protests.

 “I took a bad blow but I had to keep on using it,” I explained curtly. “I’ve had worse.”

 “I’ve no doubt, but this doesn’t hurt any less, does it?” She sniffed in delicate reproof at the mottled
bruising patterned by the pressure of the bandage. “Halice and Livak are the ones used to patching up
mercenaries; I prefer to stay within call of a decent dressmaker. But I’ve learned a few of their salves and
tinctures. Come and have breakfast with me and I’ll see what I can do to ease this.”

 I was tempted, no question. “I can’t,” I said with real regret. “The Sieur will pass judgement on that thief
this morning and I have to be there.”

 “Why don’t you call on me this evening?” Charoleia’s mouth curved in an engaging smile as she
competently rebound my wrist. She stroked one finger across the hairs on my arm beside the tender line
of the stitches. “I can tell you if I’ve any news and you could stay for supper.”

 “Some time around dusk?” I stood there awkwardly as she rebuttoned my shirt cuff.

 “I look forward to it.” She tilted her head on one side, but just as it occurred to me to kiss her she
turned swiftly, walking away, cloak floating lightly round her in the summer breeze.

 I shoved my hands in my pockets as I headed for the nearest stair down by the Handsel Gate. Dastennin
drown me but Charoleia was a piece of perfection. A man might do something really stupid in the face of
such loveliness if he wasn’t careful.

 I reminded myself of all the reasons I had to be careful all the way back to the residence. Then I
reminded myself of all my reasons for staying faithful to Livak, not least because she’d probably carve my
tripes out with a dagger if I strayed—and I’d deserve it. I groaned with exasperation. Where was Casuel
when I needed him? I still hadn’t found time to persuade the mage to bespeak Usara for me, to get some
news of my absent beloved.

 A coach with the D’Olbriot lynx on its door panels was slowing for the incline as I reached the conduit
house so I jumped up on the running board beside the footmen, ignoring their frowns of disapproval. I
swung myself down when we reached the gatehouse and watched as the coach turned down the lane to
the stables.

 “Ryshad!” Verd was the duty guard hailing me. “We’ve just had word to send the thief over for the
Sieur’s judgement. You’d better get over there or you’ll be neck deep in it!” His anxiety was mixed with
justified reproof.

 I hurried over to the residence, combing my hand through my hair and pulling shirt and jerkin straight,
using my cuff to buff up my armring.

 The sworn man guarding the audience chamber gave me a warning look. “You’re late.” He eased the
door open just enough for me to slip inside the room.
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 The great audience chamber of any House is both a public space and a private one. It must welcome the
supplicant while subtly reminding the importunate that rank should always be observed. The heart of
D’Olbriot’s residence reminds any and all coming before the Sieur that this Name has lasted more
generations than most and still leads at the forefront of fashion and influence. It’s an airy chamber, light
pouring through tall windows with muslin drapes softening the sun. The room rises clear through two
storeys and high above the white plaster ceiling is an orderly pattern of interlocking circles and squares,
where borders of discreet foliage frame the D’Olbriot lynx and insignia of every House married into the
Name. The walls are panelled with soft ash, the floorboards a welcoming gold, softened still further with
a thick green carpet patterned with yellow flowers.

 This sympathetic modernity has been carefully chosen because the fireplace harks back unashamed to
antiquity. The massive hearth is framed by dark marble pillars and a great overmantel in grey stone
reaches almost to the lofty ceiling. The central panel is inlaid with every colour of rock, crystal and
semi-precious gem that those long-dead craftsmen could command. Marbles in every shade mimic the
living blush of flowers, the vibrant green of leaves, marbled gold, smoky grey, lustrous blue, rich brown
and smouldering orange. At the top, in the centre, Saedrin wears robes as bright as the morning sun, keys
in hand with the door to the Otherworld closed behind him. Poldrion holds his ferry pole on one side,
outstretched hand in inky black demanding his fee. Raeponin stands on the other side, gowned in blue,
hooded in white, scales raised in mute warning. Below these three stern deities, Arrimelin is a girl dancing
in a dream of delight, movement in every line of her white stone arms and scarlet skirts. Next to her, in a
simple tunic the colour of rich brown earth, Ostrin holds out bread and wine, wheat and grapes springing
around the feet of Drianon standing beside him. She smiles with motherly warmth, one hand resting lightly
on the fecund belly beneath her harvest-gold gown. The whole is framed with black stone inlaid with
every symbol of the gods, a riot of animals, leaves and tools in creamy marble relief.

 The Sieur’s face was as impassive as those of the stony-faced gods and he looked about as cheerful as
Poldrion. He had the only chair, a heavy oak throne with a high-canopied back. Camarl sat beside him,
upright on a cross-framed stool of reddish wood. The Sieur’s brother Fresil stood to one side, glowering
with Myred, who was carefully cultivating the stern indifference of his elders. Temar was straight-backed
on a stool over by a window, face pale but determination in every line of him. Avila sat beside him, hands
folded decorously in her lap, ankles crossed beneath her skirts, face emotionless. All the D’Olbriot men
were in sober green, Avila wore a muted blue and Temar was an ominous figure in unrelieved grey, the
great sapphire on his finger the only note of colour apart from his icy blue stare.

 Stolley and Naer stood either side of the prisoner, polished and liveried, and I could see Stall’s collar
cutting cruelly into his fat neck. A good number of other sworn and chosen were crowding the room
along with most of the lesser Esquires of the Name. The air was tense with expectation and I could hear
more feet scuffing above. A gallery rings the upper half of the room, and plenty of visitors had come to
see the Sieur administer justice in their Name.

 “You’re late,” Casuel murmured, all but inaudible as he appeared at my side.

 “What’s happened?” I breathed.

 “Naer and Temar explained how he was taken.” Casuel wavered on tiptoe, trying to see past a taller
man. I took his elbow and we moved discreetly to get a better view.

 “Was I called?” Not being on hand would be a mark against my name and no mistake.

 Casuel shook his head but whatever he whispered was lost in the expectant shuffle of the crowd. The
Sieur was speaking.
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 “You were taken within these walls uninvited. You have robbed us.” Messire’s voice was calm. “The
only thing that could improve your situation is naming your accomplice and returning the goods you
stole.”

 Manacled behind his back, the prisoner’s hands were shaking. “Can’t be done, my lord,” he said
hoarsely, chin on his chest.

 The Sieur raised sceptical eyebrows. “Then you will be hanged and your head displayed on my
gatehouse.”

 A frisson ran through the room and the gallery above. The prisoner’s chains rattled as he jerked upright.

 “Can he do that?” gasped Casuel in a strangled whisper.

 “He can if he wants to. He’s the Sieur.” But I was as startled as the rest. I’d have to ask Mistal the last
time any Head of a House used his ancient rights of life and death without deferring to the Convocation’s
privilege of ratifying such sentences.

 “We will not pollute the sanctity of Festival. You will be hanged on the first day of For-Summer. This
audience is concluded.” The Sieur nodded and Stolley and Naer seized the prisoner by the elbows. As
they hustled the man to the door, all three with equally startled expressions, the onlookers parted to let
them through. As the doors closed behind them, we heard chains rattling as the shock of condemnation
wore off and the prisoner fought against his fate.

 The sworn and chosen took themselves briskly off to their duties and the Esquires of the Name hurried
away, avid to debate this unexpected turn of events. I stood, waiting, Esquire Camarl looking at me,
displeasure mixed with disappointment in his eyes. He pointed silently at me and at Casuel before
following the Sieur through a discreet door hidden in the panelling beyond the fireplace. Fresil ushered
Avila through with stately courtesy and Myred did the same for Temar.

 “Come on, mage,” I said grimly. “We’re wanted for a private reaming.”

 The door led into the Sieur’s sitting room where comfortably upholstered chairs were set out around a
writing desk.

 “Please sit, all of you. Where were you, Ryshad?” Messire asked without preamble. He didn’t sound
cross but then he seldom did.

 “I know someone who might help us find the other thief,” I explained politely. “I went to explain the little
we know and to ask for help.”

 The Sieur looked at me steadily. “It really is time you reacquainted yourself with life in Toremal, Ryshad.
By all means use your initiative to make suggestions, but when we’re in a mire like this clear any such
plan with myself or Camarl before acting upon it. A chosen man is far more visible than one from the
nameless ranks of the sworn and his actions will be noted. Do you understand?”

 “I apologise, Messire.” I dropped my gaze obediently.

 “We need to keep a tight rein on who knows what, until this business before the courts is settled,”
growled Esquire Fresil. “We can’t give anyone the means to make mischief.”
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 “Which is why the man will be hanged?” Esquire Myred just failed to stop his words turning into hopeful
question rather than firm statement.

 “I see two possibilities here.” The Sieur caressed the patina on a bronze paperweight securing a sheaf of
letters. It was shaped like a sleeping cat. “The man was either put up to the theft by someone hostile to us
and to Kellarin, or the criminally inclined think this House is somehow weakened by all these recent
assaults. Either way, the thief’s death will send a clear message.”

 I saw Temar and Avila exchange an uncertain glance. “What of the stolen artefacts?” the Demoiselle
asked carefully.

 The Sieur shrugged. “He has, what, nearly two days and two nights. He may yet decide to tell us what
he knows.”

 “Will you release him, if he does?” Temar was looking concerned.

 “Hardly,” scoffed Fresil. “The man must die and that’s an end to it.”

 “Then what reason has he to cooperate?” demanded Temar. “You think he will tell all in the hope of
Saedrin’s clemency?”

 Myred opened his mouth to laugh, thinking Temar had made a joke. He hurriedly covered a feigned
cough with one hand.

 The Sieur spared his younger son a faintly reproving look before turning to Temar. “We can’t show any
weakness, D’Alsennin. We must appear confident in the exercise of every right we hold. I don’t think
you quite realise the seriousness of our situation.” He invited his brother to speak with a courteous
gesture.

 Fresil scowled. “Every third man coming up to me yesterday was a tenant working on our lands or a
merchant contracted to our mines or shipping. All of them wanted to know if our patronage was still
secure. I had to smile down men who’ve been buying from our estates for half a generation, who were
worried about continued supply and quality. I had creditors politely hinting they’d appreciate early
settlement of our accounts.”

 “What did you say?” Esquire Camarl asked, voice tight with emotion.

 “I told them they could have their money and be done with us,” rasped Fresil. “If our word has no value,
we’ll take our business elsewhere. Most were only too happy to assure me they meant no insult,
protesting every confidence in the House, but who knows who they met after me, Den Rannion, Den
Thasnet or Den Muret? All doubtless undermining our House with Saedrin knows what lies!”

 “Confidence is everything in Toremal.” The Sieur looked straight at Temar. “If we show any lack of
assurance, all those people who depend on us, whom we depend on in turn, they’ll start to believe these
lies. Our lands may be as fertile as ever, our ships as seaworthy, our mines as productive, but if the trust
that shores up this House starts to crumble we’ll be crippled like a penniless beggar.”

 “But people will be outraged by this death,” Casuel interrupted with sudden consternation. “What about
the Rationalists? They always oppose the waste of a life and plenty of the Names approve of Rational
philosophy. Oh, but maybe that’s the point. Do you think the man meant to be taken? To test the Sieur
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like this?”

 “I think we’re hedged about with quite enough problems without seeing conspiracy under every bush,
Master Devoir.” The Sieur smiled to soften his rebuke.

 “What of the artefacts?” demanded Avila with rising colour. “How do you propose to recover them?”

 “Perhaps the thief could escape?” Casuel suggested with inspiration. “He could be followed, back to his
partner, back to wherever they’ve hidden the spoils!”

 “Are you a complete fool, wizard?” Fresil’s tone was scathing. “What would that say for the House if
we can’t even keep one sneak thief securely locked away?”

 “We’ve already had that lately come Den Turquand trying to get a hand in our strongboxes in return for
whatever valuables he holds.” Messire D’Olbriot was still talking to Avila. “While I don’t think this
conspiracy reaches as far as Master`Devoir might believe, I’d say it’s a safe wager some other House
put these men up to this theft. I think we wait for our unknown enemy’s next move. With luck, they’ll
offer us the artefacts and we’ll be able to agree a price. The worst that can happen is Den Whoever-It-Is
locking the things away, to keep them from being used to help Kellarin rebuild. I’m sure they’ll stay safe
until we can tie someone’s Name to this crime. Once we do that, the return of the artefacts will be the
price of our silence.”

 “So much for honour in this era,” said Avila with contempt.

 “If we’re dealing with dishonourable men, Demoiselle, the best we can hope for is pragmatism,” replied
the Sieur steadily.

 “So you will do nothing?” There was no mistaking Temar’s anger.

 Messire met his challenge head on. “What would you have me do? Paste bills all over the city asking for
the return of the artefacts? What measure of weakness would that show? Have you the means to pay five
times their worth to whatever gutter thief manages to get his filthy hands on one?”

 “Is it a question of coin?” Avila snapped. “Like so much in this day of yours? What amount can weigh in
the scales against the value of a life, a future?”

 “What future will Kellarin have for anyone if the House of D’Olbriot falls?” retorted the Sieur. “Without
us to aid and defend it, your colony will be cast adrift across the ocean at the mercy of any looking to
plunder it.”

 Avila had no answer to that. She simply glared at the Sieur, lips tight, outrage hooding her eyes.

 I stared fixedly at the carpet, hoping no one was going to ask me just what I’d said to Charoleia.

 “But if we can’t be seen to be searching for these artefacts, that doesn’t mean others can’t act for us.”
Messire clasped his hands in front of him. “Master Mage, Planir’s been searching out these artefacts for
years now. Surely he has some magical means of tracing them?”

 Fresil snorted with contempt, Esquires Camarl and Myred exchanging sceptical glances as the wizard
struggled for a reply. “We have some techniques, some scholarship in Hadrumal—”
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 “Is there nothing you can do yourself, man?” demanded Fresil.

 Casuel smiled weakly. “I wasn’t the mage who brought the things here. The girl Allin, she might have had
some hope of finding the coffer, if the whole thing had been taken, but since it was emptied—”

 “Is there any Artifice you can use?” Temar turned a beseeching face to Avila, who was studying her
hands.

 “Perhaps.” She looked up. “I will send word to Guinalle and see what she advises. At least, I find no
hint of Artifice being worked in the city, so I do not think we need fear Elietimm connivance in the theft.”

 Myred looked as if he were about to speak but evidently remembered that Avila could use Artifice to
send Guinalle her message rather than have to rely on a ship taking half a season to cross the ocean.

 “If you’re bespeaking the Archmage, ask if Livak’s found any old lore that might help,” I suggested.
Casuel looked as if he’d bitten into a quince.

 “A good notion, Ryshad.” Messire looked thoughtful. He’d backed Livak’s journey with coin and a
measure of the House’s prestige to secure a claim on anything she learned. That was primarily to give him
the right to demand recompense for sharing the lore with Planir, be it coin or wizardly violence against
any Elietimm landing on Tormalin shores. Now he might just get an earlier return on his investment. He
smiled reassurance at Avila. “Another resource we can call on.”

 “Meantime, we simply do nothing?” Temar’s frustration was building and I felt my own neck tense in
sympathy. “We allow all these enemies to ring us round? Can we never strike back?”

 “It’s clear enough Den Thasnet’s deeply mired in all this.” Myred looked hopefully at his father.

 The Sieur shared a look of silent understanding with Fresil. Both faces were hard with ominous
determination. “We’ll see to Den Thasnet, never fear, and all the others snapping at our heels from the
safety of the court. But we need time to get all our pieces in play, so your task is to show how confident
we are by enjoying this Festival along with all the other youth of the House. You all have invitations for
today, so I suggest you go and make merry, as if you haven’t a care in the world.”

 Camarl and Myred obediently rose to their feet but Temar’s jaw set in a stubborn line. “I will be needed
to help Demoiselle Tor Arrial.”

 “She can have the wizard,” said the Sieur with the first hint of irritation he’d shown. “Think about those
you have living and breathing in Kellarin, Temar, not merely the ones who still sleep. This Festival is the
only opportunity you’ll have this side of winter to meet the people you need to keep your colony afloat.
So far you’ve attended one reception, got yourself stabbed and spent an illuminating evening drinking
wine at a sword school. Making useful acquaintance must be your main concern today and tomorrow if
you’re to have any hope of raising your House again.”

 “We’re going to a garden lunch with Den Murivance,” said Camarl, looking first to placate his uncle and
immediately after to suppress Temar.

 “Perhaps I could—” The Sieur silenced me with a look.

 “You’re going nowhere beyond barracks and gatehouse, Ryshad. For one thing, whoever wanted to
stick a sword in you yesterday might send someone for a second try. More importantly, the House opens
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to the commonalty tomorrow, had you forgotten? Imagine the opportunity for mischief that offers. After
last night’s disgraceful exhibition, I want you putting the fear of flogging into every man-at-arms who’ll be
on duty.”

 “Stolley and Naer—”

 “You’ve rank to equal theirs now, and in any case neither’s shown himself to advantage over these last
few days.” The Sieur smiled thinly. “You’re known but you’re just unfamiliar enough to keep sworn and
recognised on their toes. I want every man wearing my badge alert for the least thing out of the ordinary
tomorrow. You’re the man to make that happen.”

 This was part compliment and part order. I bowed my head. “Yes, Messire.”

 “When does Ustian arrive?” Fresil turned from staring pensively out of the window to bark his question.

 “Some time this afternoon,” said Myred hastily. “And Uncle Leishal should be here later this morning.”

 “Your brothers?” Avila looked to Messire for confirmation.

 “Indeed, and we’d better have a plan to show them we’re meeting this challenge to the House.” The
Sieur looked at the rest of us with unmistakable dismissal as Fresil loosened the collar of his shirt, faded
eyes distant with malice as he took a seat beside the Sieur.

 Camarl led us out into a corridor. “Are you coming to Den Murivance?” he asked Myred.

 The younger man shook his head. “I’m promised to a musical morning with Den Castevin—and I’m
already late, so I’ll see you this afternoon.”

 Camarl nodded. “Temar, I’ll see you in my chamber.” He walked away without further ado.

 Avila watched him go, thin lips pressed together. “The library, now.”

 She stalked off, skirts swishing angrily. Temar and I followed, Casuel catching up after hovering
indecisive for a moment.

 Dolsan Kuse, busy shelving books, was surprised to see Avila sweeping into his library as if she owned
it. “Leave us,” she commanded with scant courtesy. “I need privacy to work Artifice.”

 That sent the Archivist on his way with a hasty bow as Avila drummed impatient fingers on a jewelled
purse chained at her waist. “The Sieur can manage D’Olbriot’s affairs as he sees fit but we need to
discuss our own strategy. Guliel is right in part at least. Temar, you had best spend your day raising
D’Alsennin’s standard, for the sake of all in Kel Ar’Ayen. But you can keep your eyes and ears open all
the same. Just avoid too many clumsy questions for Raeponin’s sake.”

 She turned to me with an irritated shake of her head. “I was hoping to send you to watch Den Thasnet
and follow that odious boy Firon for a start.”

 “I can talk to the men as well as setting them weapons drills,” I offered. “Someone may recall something
from last night, someone might have heard a rumour worth following up.” Going beyond the Sieur’s
immediate commands wasn’t the same as breaking them, was it?
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 “Master Mage.” Avila rounded on Casuel, who was examining the lamentably empty coffer. “You will
have to keep watch on Firon Den Thasnet. He is stupid enough to be indiscreet.”

 The wizard’s jaw dropped. “Me?”

 “Who else?” demanded Avila. “You were put at my disposal and that is what I wish you to do. The
Sieur’s orders for everyone else were plain enough and you will have your elemental talents to assist
you.”

 “You’re the best man for the job, Casuel,” I pointed out. “No one knows your face, unlike me and
Temar.”

 “But how am I supposed to find him?” protested the mage. “It’s Festival, he could be anywhere in the
city!”

 “Scry for him,” said Avila briskly. “That is the correct term, I believe. Or do you need me to use my
arts?”

 “No, no,” said Casuel with ill grace. “I can manage that.”

 “But what of the artefacts?” Temar began pacing in front of the fireplace. “You cannot believe that fool
of a Den Thasnet will simply lead Casuel straight to the thieves?”

 “No,” agreed Avila, unperturbed. “But I want to know to whom he speaks and, if possible, of what. I
refuse to believe all this is just happenstance. If we can track some part of this malice back to its source,
perhaps we can put a stop to the whole. Your magic enables you to listen from a distance, wizard, does
it not?” That wasn’t a question; Avila had clearly been keeping her eyes open around the mages Planir
sent to Kellarin.

 Casuel coloured slightly beneath her searching gaze. “Technically, yes, but there are ethical
considerations—”

 “Take your scruples to Planir, when you ask if he has learned any lore that might help our search. Then
apply yourself to Den Thasnet. I will contact Guinalle through Artifice,” she continued, oblivious to
Casuel’s outraged expression. “Then, if I can get the Sieur’s permission, I will ask that thief some
questions myself. Artifice can loosen an unwilling tongue where threats prove ineffective.”

 “No, my lady. That is, Temar—” Nausea thickened in my throat as I recalled the Elietimm enchanter
searching my memory, breaking open cherished recollections, scattering hopes and fears to be crushed
beneath brutal sorceries. Bluffing a man with fast talking and Temar’s modest skills was one thing, truly
setting Artifice on the man was quite another.

 “I beg your pardon?” Avila looked at me in astonishment. Behind her I could see Temar looking aghast,
frantically signalling me to silence.

 “Only if there’s no other way,” I amended my protest hastily. “Word would be bound to get out and
with the prejudice there is against magic, the notion that Artifice forced a man to talk—forgive me but
most people would find that repellent. If Artifice is to rise above popular prejudice about magic—”

 “Ryshad Tathel, let me tell you—”
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 A knock at the door saved me from the wrath building in Avila’s face. Dolsan Kuse stuck his head into
the room and looked at Temar. “Excuse me, but Esquire Camarl’s valet is looking for you and he’s not in
the best of tempers.”

 “Camarl or the valet?” asked Temar sarcastically, but he was already on his way to the door. I followed
him, bowing to Avila but avoiding her eye.

 “Very well, go on, all of you,” she said ominously. “Do not come back until you have something of use
to report. No, Ryshad, on second thoughts, wait.”

 I halted reluctantly. “Demoiselle?”

 “I want to see that hand.”

 I walked over to her slowly, undoing the bandage as I went. “It’s not so bad.”

 “Nonsense,” she said tartly. “And there is neither virtue nor heroism in suffering unnecessary pain, my
lad.” She held my hand between her palms, flat above and below, crossways in an oddly formal gesture.
Her eyes softened and she seemed to be staring right through me as she whispered a soft incantation
under her breath. A chill ran down my back as I heard echoes of ancient rhythms in the arcane syllables.

 My arm and hand grew warm, not painfully but with the unmistakable, unnatural thrill of magic. A tingling
throbbed briefly deep within my arm, as if I had slept crooked on it, waking to blood reawakening
protesting flesh. I waited with growing dread for whatever shock of enchantment all this heralded.

 But all that happened was the slow evaporation of the aching tenderness that had been catching me
unawares with sharp jibes of pain all morning. The tingling sensation faded to nothing and the heat in my
knuckles subsided to no more than a healthy glow, as if I’d been working the hand sparring. I looked
down as Avila released me with a satisfied nod. The bruising had faded to no more than a faint
discoloration and all the swelling was gone. I picked at the redundant stitches with a curious fingernail.
Anyone would have sworn the cut was ten days healed.

 “The Sieur’s surgeon can take those out,” Avila instructed.

 “Thank you,” I managed to say with a fair degree of composure.

 “When we have leisure, we must discuss your own prejudices about aetheric magic, never mind those of
the populace,” Avila said softly, her eyes searching mine.

 “I had better go,” said Temar from the threshold. “I’ll come and find you when I get back.” Casuel
hovered, unable to decide if he could go or stay.

 “Is there something else?” Avila settled herself at the table. “If not, I will contact Guinalle.”

 “Come on, Casuel.” I ushered the wizard out of the room and shut the door firmly behind us.

 “We have perfectly effective healing magics in Hadrumal, you know,” he said with faint envy.

 “I’m sure you do.” I realised I was rubbing the healed knuckles into my other palm and stopped. “But
do you have anything to find the stolen artefacts?”
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 “What exactly did she do? What did you feel?” Casuel was still looking at my hand so I shoved both in
my breeches pockets.

 “She stopped it hurting, which is good enough for me. Hadn’t you better bespeak Planir? Find out what
he suggests—and find out if Livak’s discovered anything useful on her travels.” I spared a moment for a
fleeting regret that I hadn’t gone with her. A summer spent peaceably tramping through forests and
mountains would surely have been preferable to all this confusion.

 Casuel sniffed and stalked off down the corridor, back stiff with indignation. I watched him go then went
off to make myself unpopular with the men I’d so recently been serving with. In some lights, this new
rank was starting to look a rather tarnished prize.

 The D’Olbriot Residence,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fourth Day, Morning

 Casuel walked slowly up to his bedchamber, so absorbed he quite neglected to bow to an elegant
Demoiselle hurrying down the stairs. Shocked at the realisation he turned full of obsequious apology, but
all he saw was a retreating head bright with a jewelled net encasing coiled braids. The girl had taken no
more notice of him than of the maid on the landing below, a mere servant with arms full of linen and head
empty of anything.

 Goaded by complex dissatisfaction, Casuel locked his door behind him and picked up the bedside
candle. He snapped his fingers at the wick, feeling little of the usual thrill at bending inert substance to his
bidding. As he set the flame in front of his small mirror, he forced the burnished metal to submit, to reflect
the image he wanted rather than the room around him. What Prince of Toremal could do as much, he
thought. What Emperor? Constraints of distance were nothing to those who could manipulate the very
elements of the physical world. Hearth-Master Kalion was right; such power deserved due recognition.
He deserved recognition, him, Casuel D’Evoir.

 An image snapped across the surface of the mirror as answering magic bolstered Casuel’s own. “Yes?”
Planir looked up from tending a crucible on a charcoal stove. “Oh, it’s you. Good morning.”

 “These people have no notion of courtesy to a mage,” Casuel spoke without thinking. “How can they,
when they don’t meet a true wizard from one year’s end to the next?”

 “Is there some reason you’re disturbing me to tell me this?” The Archmage stirred the contents of his pot
with a metal rod.

 Casuel missed the warning note in Planir’s distant voice. “No one in Toremal thinks a mage is any more
than these tricksters Velindre’s wasting her time with.”

 Planir set down his rod with a rattle striking a faint echo from Casuel’s mirror. “You’ve something to say
about Velindre?”

 Casuel looked surprised. “No, not as such. Just that she’s doing herself no credit chasing round the city
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after every charlatan who claims the least sniff of an affinity.”

 “Then perhaps you’ll wait until you do have something to tell me before you bespeak me again.” Planir’s
displeasure came ringing through the shining metal.

 “Oh, no, Archmage, I’ve plenty to tell you.” Casuel hesitated. “Well, quite a lot. Messire D’Olbriot
faced an array of accusations before the Imperial Court yesterday. That’ll tie him up in argument until
Equinox at least, the other senior Esquires of the House too, probably. Four other Names are claiming
rights in Kellarin, there’s been argument to declare D’Alsennin’s House extinct, and someone or other
has raised accusations of bad faith against D’Olbriot, using an advocate claiming to be a friend of the
court.”

 “Then find out who’s behind it and let me know,” Planir said in exasperation. “D’Olbriot defeated before
the Imperial Court would have appalling consequences! It’s been hard enough convincing Guliel and
Camarl we’re not all overbearing autocrats like Kalion, and they’re the most open-minded nobles we
could find. We have to have Tormalin cooperation over Kellarin, Cas, never forget that.”

 “It’s Kellarin I wanted to mention,” said Casuel reluctantly. “You know those artefacts, the ones
D’Alsennin somehow managed to find—”

 Planir raised a hand. “The ones Allin Mere helped him find? Which wouldn’t have been recovered
without her quick thinking?”

 “Yes.” Casuel’s lips narrowed. “Well, they’ve managed to lose them, D’Alsennin and Ryshad. Thieves
took the lot last night.”

 The ochre light of the spell flared for a moment, heat palpable on Casuel’s face. Planir’s words were
lost, but when the disturbance cleared Casuel could see the crucible beside him had cracked to spill
molten metal over the slate-topped table.

 “What are you doing to find them?” Planir demanded. “We’ve pledged ourselves to support Kellarin.
We may well need their Artifice against the Elietimm, don’t ever forget that!”

 “Allin didn’t think to familiarise herself with the actual artefacts,” stammered Casuel. “They didn’t take
the box, so she can’t scry for that—”

 “Did you make any study of the items?” asked Planir sharply.

 “I wasn’t able to,” said Casuel hurriedly. “Demoiselle Tor Arrial sees such things as her business and no
one else’s.”

 “Has she any aetheric means of finding the thieves?” Planir looked forbidding. “Is there any hint that the
Elietimm are involved?”

 “Demoiselle Tor Arrial says no one’s using Artifice in the city.” Casuel was relieved to have something
definite to say. “She’s no way to trace the thieves herself but she’s contacting Demoiselle Guinalle. I was
wondering if Usara had found any lore among the Forest Folk that might help, or something from the
Mountain Men? The book that girl of Ryshad’s fussed over had ballads about following lost trails, didn’t
it?” he added hopefully.

 “The book you gave so little credence?” Planir smiled for an instant before his face turned grim. “No.
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There are some interesting leads for Mentor Tonin and his scholars to pursue, but nothing of any
immediate use.”

 “A shame,” said Casuel, trying to quell an inner satisfaction.

 “Quite,” said Planir dryly. He looked at Casuel, and even as a small image reflected in magic his eyes
were uncomfortably piercing.

 “Doesn’t Master Tonin have some means of identifying Kellarin artefacts?” Casuel asked hastily.

 The Archmage shook his head. “He can pick them out of an array of unenchanted objects, but only if
they’re to hand.”

 A tense silence fell. “Perhaps Guinalle will have some aetheric magic to find them,” Casuel repeated
hopefully. If she did, he’d be the one giving the good news to Planir, wouldn’t he? He would be suitably
gracious to Usara when he had occasion to mention how much more use he had been to the Archmage.

 “Perhaps and perhaps not. What are you doing in the meantime?” Planir demanded.

 “I’ve an idea who might be behind this,” said Casuel rapidly. “There’s a scion of Den Thasnet I’ve my
eye on. I was going to send Ryshad to follow him but I’d better do it myself. Obviously, as a rule I
wouldn’t dream of using magic to eavesdrop, but I think in these circumstances it’s permissable?” He
looked hopefully at the Archmage.

 “Your high-mindedness does you credit,” Planir remarked with a flatness that made Casuel wonder if his
spell was faltering. “Be discreet.”

 The mirror blinked to emptiness and Casuel looked blankly at it for a moment. He set his jaw, pleased
to see the well-bred resolution in his reflection.

 He poured water from the ewer into the basin on his washstand. This was an excellent opportunity to be
of service both to D’Olbriot and to the Archmage, he realised with growing pleasure. D’Alsennin and
Tor Arrial would be grateful as well when Casuel proved Den Thasnet was their enemy. Both Houses
might have limited standing at present, but with the riches of Kellarin backing them the future was looking
promising.

 Casuel poured a little ink into the water and absently summoned emerald radiance to suffuse the bowl. A
new notion warmed him. As and when D’Alsennin succeeded in reviving his long-extinct Name, Casuel
would have an excellent precedent to argue before the Court of Prerogative when the time came for him
to resurrect the House of D’Evoir.

 But first he had more immediate matters in hand, he reminded himself hastily. He drew on his memory of
Firon Den Thasnet, projecting his recollection of the uncouth stripling’s sneering face into the ensorcelled
water. An image coalesced in the green-shaded obscurity, clearing to show the youth reclining on a
daybed in a conservatory.

 Casuel looked down on Firon. There’d be none of this contempt for wizardry when even Names like
Den Thasnet had to acknowledge D’Evoir, seeing a mage of indisputable noble rank was an ally of the
Archmage, a confidant of men such as Hearth-Master Kalion.

 Casuel looked up from the bowl. Perhaps it was time to consider how best to phrase a direct approach
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to Kalion? The Hearth-Master made no secret of his conviction that the mundane powers of the mainland
must be made to recognise the resources wizardry offered an astute ruler. Kalion would certainly see the
advantages of having one of their own to liaise with the Tormalin Names, and who would be better
placed than Casuel? Once a few Princes acknowledged Hadrumal’s influence, well-born girls would
certainly consider joining him in renewing the Name of D’Evoir, wouldn’t they?

 Casuel glanced down and was startled to see his scrying dimming to a mossy dullness. Chagrined, he
summoned the magic anew and the image sharpened. Breathing with exquisite care, Casuel drew the
picture out, expanding the magic until he saw the Esquire was in a hothouse pavilion at the rear of the
Den Thasnet residence. He frowned. The Den Thasnet residence was halfway to the northern heights
above the city. There was no way Casuel could be expected to walk that far, not in the full heat of a
summer noon. Arriving somewhere all sweaty and dishevelled would undermine the dignity both of
wizardry and of D’Olbriot for one thing. But taking a gig from the stables would hardly serve the Sieur or
Planir’s insistence on discretion.

 He lost his grip on the slippery scrying and the image floated into fragments on the water’s surface. No
matter. Casuel shook a remnant of green light from his hands and congratulated himself on visiting so
many Houses when they’d last opened their gates at Equinox. He wondered in passing how best to
mention this forethought to Planir as he built Den Thasnet’s residence in his mind’s eye, picturing the wide
central block, new stone clean and white in the sun, the sloping roof bright with the finest tiles coin could
buy, the wings on either side linked by corridors framing courtyards where sparkling fountains reflected in
costly expanses of window glass.

 Casuel reached for the substance of the breeze that drifted lazily through his open window. He made
himself one with the air, feeling its paths and currents and travelling them with the ease of instinct honed
with practice. In an instant of brilliant light he crossed the city and found himself standing in the midst of
an elegant chequerboard of low-hedged flowerbeds.

 “Hey, you!” A gardener shouted, outraged, letting his laden barrow fall to the path with a thud. “Get off
my summersilks!”

 “I beg your pardon,” Casuel said hastily, trying to avoid doing any more damage as he struggled to the
nearest path. He realised with dismay that his expensive boots were covered in some ominous-smelling
mulch.

 “Where did you spring from?” The gardener approached with growing perplexity. “I thought the gates
were closed to visitors today.”

 “Don’t concern yourself, my good man.” Casuel tried for a suitably noble tone as he walked off towards
the residence. This was the kind of house he would build, Casuel thought, clean, Rational lines matching
form and function in precise layout of grounds and building. No, his house would be even finer, given the
way architects shared the same ridiculous prejudices against judicious wizardry as everyone else. After
all, Casuel’s sympathy with the earth made him the obvious person to judge the best stone to keep a
house warm in winter and cool in summer. Even Velindre would find it simple enough to chart the flow of
air through a house, and who better to consult about siting a hearth than a mage with a fire affinity? But
no, all anyone ever wanted a mage for was shifting quantities of earth, for all the world like that nursery
tale of Ostrin and the enchanted shovel. It simply wasn’t fair that wizards were denied any genteel
profession by Tormalin disdain for magic.

 Conversation behind him interrupted Casuel’s musing and he glanced over his shoulder to see the
gardener walking slowly after him. Curse the fellow, he was talking to a man in livery, halberd in hand.
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Casuel looked from side to side for some discreet corner but Den Thasnet’s desire to shape his gardens
to the same height of fashion as his house meant there was precious little growing above knee height. A
summerhouse offered the only sanctuary from the inconvenient underlings and Casuel hurried into it.

 But what now? The little eight-sided shelter would barely hide an indiscreet kiss, and anyway the man
had seen him come in here. Casuel looked out of the window to see the halberdier walking purposefully
towards the gazebo. How was he to explain his presence if the House was closed to visitors?

 Casuel drew a deep breath and summoned a shimmer of blue light between his hands. He hurriedly drew
water from the earth beneath him and fire from the heat of the sun, wrapping himself inside a veil of magic
to baffle prying eyes. He stood motionless, breathless as the puzzled man-at-arms looked into the
summerhouse, the gardener behind him, brows raised in good-humoured curiosity. “Where’d he go
then?”

 “Cursed if I know.” The gardener brushed earth off his hands. “I’d have sworn he went in here.”

 “Sure you’ve not been tending Esquire Firon’s thassin too closely? Pruning it without opening the
windows in the conservatory?” The sworn man laughed.

 The gardener smiled thinly. “But he went this way, some sour-faced chap all tricked out like a draper
wanting to jump the counter and mix with his betters.”

 “I’ll pass the word,” the sworn man shrugged.

 The two men walked away slowly, leaving Casuel all but throttled by indignation. What would some
muddy day labourer know about fashion anyway? He was about to dissolve the blend of elements when
a sudden thought stopped him.

 The Archmage had told him to be discreet, so why not stay invisible? Casuel tightened his grip on the
elements he was manipulating and added a complex lattice of air to baffle any sound he might make.
Walking with agonised care, he went up stone steps to a broad paved terrace, searching for the pavilion
where he’d seen Den Thasnet lounging.

 There it was, an airy framework of white ironwork sheltering glossy citrus trees and a few unsightly pots
of ragged ferns. Casuel peered through the windows to see Den Thasnet taking his ease, sipping from a
glass in a silver holder. That was all the increasingly thirsty wizard had to see for what felt like half a
season. Finally, as six chimes sounded from a distant timepiece, Firon slammed his drink down on a
metal table, impatiently ringing a handbell. A lackey appeared, immediately sent away with brusque
gestures and reappearing with a coat that Firon pulled on, tugging at his lacy cuffs with edgy hands. He
shoved open a door to the terrace, slamming it back on hinges that squeaked in protest. Keeping firm
hold on the sorcery sheltering him, Casuel followed as close as he dared as Firon ran lightly down the
steps and through the gardens to the extensive stableyards. The mage’s heart sank as he realised Den
Thasnet wore riding boots and was carrying a whip.

 “Get me the sorrel gelding.” The Esquire snapped his fingers at a lad carrying a basket of grain. “At
once, boy!”

 The stable lad ducked away as if he feared a cuff round the ear. Casuel watched in an agony of
indecision as the horse was brought out and saddled, Firon all the while tapping his switch impatiently on
one boot.
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 “I’ll need you to bring him back.” Firon swung himself into the saddle and reached a hand down to the
boy. “If you let him pick up a stone, I’ll flay your back for you, understand?”

 The lad tried and failed to take a pillion seat on the restive horse, getting a smack from Firon’s whip
across his shoulders for his pains.

 Casuel moved forward slowly as the boy managed to mount. Invisible or not, he didn’t like horses at the
best of times and this beast was certainly not going to like what the wizard was about to do. He pulled a
handful of wiry hairs from the horse’s mane, sending the startled animal backwards in a clatter of hooves.
The hapless stable boy slid off the sorrel rump and this time Den Thasnet’s lash raised a scarlet weal on
his raised hand.

 “You’re not worth your bed and board,” sneered Firon. “Get up or I’ll have you begging in the gutters.”

 The lad clung on grimly to the saddle as Firon whipped the horse to a punishing trot. Casuel ran forward
as two liveried men immediately began closing the tall gates behind the Esquire. Slipping through the
narrowing gap just in time, he watched the retreating rump of the horse until it was lost in the busy traffic
filling the route to the lower city.

 But all was not lost, was it? Casuel looked with satisfaction at the ginger horsehair wrapped round his
fingers. Ryshad would have been utterly at a loss, wouldn’t he? D’Alsennin wouldn’t have known what
to do. Den Thasnet would have been lost to anyone without a mage’s skills. Casuel walked round the
corner of the residence wall, looking in the gully behind the shade trees. There had to be a puddle
somewhere hereabouts? But no, not in high summer, not in Toremal. Casuel belatedly remembered years
when no rain had fallen in either half of summer. How was he to scry for the cursed animal?

 “If you want to take a piss, go and use the drain by the dung heap!” An old woman stood up from
behind a low row of pease in the garden of a grace house, squinting belligerently at the wizard. “I don’t
care what your Name is, we don’t need you spraying round here like a filthy tom cat!”

 Casuel realised his spells had come unravelled and coloured with embarrassment.

 A younger woman appeared from behind an outhouse. “Oh, do excuse Mother, your honour, she’s not
in her senses.” She bustled the old woman away, scolding her in a low, frightened voice.

 Casuel walked hastily down the lane, smoothing his coat.

 His gaze lit gratefully on a well, a horse trough beside it and a lower one for dogs. A few women were
filling buckets with a desultory air, sparkling drops falling to be swallowed instantly by the thirsty dust.
Casuel slowed his pace until they had slung their yokes across their shoulders and hooked on their pails.

 He would have to work fast. Casuel hurried to the horse trough, hoping no one interrupted him. He
dropped the horse hairs into the water, wrapping the coarse strands with verdant brilliance. A skein of
emerald light coiled and twisted in the water, indistinct and blurred. Casuel wished helplessly for some ink
to support the translucent image, laying his hands carefully on the surface of the water. The clear green
took on a muddy hue. The image wavered but Casuel saw the sorrel horse making its way through a
crowded street. Sweat beaded his forehead and he forced himself to draw unhurried, even breaths. Even
the best scryers of Hadrumal couldn’t be expected to hold a spell together long in these conditions, he
thought with growing apprehension.

 The horse slowed to a walk, and Firon Den Thasnet raised his whip to clear a few passers-by and
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pulled the animal up with a cruel jerk on the reins. The groom slid off the animal’s rump, hurrying to hold
the bridle as Firon dismounted. Casuel fought to still a growing tremor in his hands, watching breathless
as the Esquire left horse and groom without a backward glance. He went into a tall building of brash
orange brick, decorated with unashamed frivolity, an array of pipes fanned out over the double doors
and stone swags beneath the windows heavy with fruit and flowers.

 One might almost be tempted to credit the tales of Ostrin’s warped sense of humour at times, thought
Casuel, shaking the horse trough water from his hands with distaste. Of all places in the city, why did Den
Thasnet have to go there?

 The wizard began walking crossly in the direction of the lower city, heavy with fatigue. Firon Den
Thasnet had better be staying a while in that theatre because Casuel needed some time to recover himself
before working any more magic. No one had better try blaming him if the noble youth was gone before
he got there.

 A jangle of harness turned Casuel’s head, and seeing a hireling gig coming up at the trot he waved it
down authoritatively.

 “Your honour?”

 “The puppetry theatre on Lantan Straight,” Casuel curtly ordered the driver. He closed his eyes as the
man whistled up the horse and tried to draw back some of the energies he’d used to manipulate the
elements. It was all very well everyone expecting him to use wizardry to help them, but no one not
mage-born knew what it cost, yet another injustice mages had to bear.

 He opened his eyes as the gig stopped with a jolt and saw the driver turning expectantly. “Is this the
place?”

 “Yes.” Casuel looked with displeasure at the tasteless façade as he climbed out of the gig.

 “Fair Festival, but that’ll be a silver Mark to you,” said the hireman indignantly.

 Casuel tugged the D’Olbriot amulet out of his pocket. “Apply to the gatehouse for your payment.” He
dismissed the man with a gesture, ignoring disgruntled muttering as he walked slowly inside the lofty
building.

 The narrow lobby was empty but for some discarded flowers wilted in the dust and a chair with stuffing
spilling out of a split seat. Casuel hurried past a detailed depiction of Ostrin embracing a maiden with his
hands in most impertinent places. Had the artist deliberately chosen the most unsavoury legends he could
find for these garish murals?

 Beyond brightly painted double doors, laughter and chatter echoed round the vast windowless room that
took up most of the hollow edifice. The stage at one end was busy with craftsmen hammering, sawing or
painting. Their efforts fought with snatches of ragged music from somewhere beyond and a faint ache
tightened across Casuel’s temples.

 “Come to see your brother?” A man clutching a bone-topped double pipe stopped on his way past.

 “Yes, of course.” Casuel smiled weakly at the musician.

 “Up there,” the man nodded at the stage. “Go on up, no one’ll mind.” The piper walked out, shirt tails
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loose over dirty breeches.

 Casuel ignored the man, scanning the room for Den Thasnet, hissing with exasperation as he tried to find
the Esquire in the constantly shifting crowd. Knots of people gathered and broke apart, dragging chairs
out of ragged rows to make circles abandoned moments later. Cries of greeting cut through screeches of
laughter as girls in dresses far too immodest for public display embraced in an excess of giddiness. The
men were no better, coats and cuffs unbuttoned, lace collars untidily askew. Bottles of wine were being
purchased from a side room and passed from hand to hand. Casuel sniffed with disapproval as he caught
the sharp aromatic scent of stronger spirits. No wonder no one was wearing any insignia to identify the
House they were disgracing with such behaviour.

 The throng parted just long enough for him to see Firon Den Thasnet but in the next instant a giggling girl
pulled her companion across the wizard’s view. She turned her flushed face for a kiss that the youth was
glad to supply before another lad folded the girl in a smothering embrace. Casuel gaped, horrified at such
promiscuous indecency until a passing musician dug him in the ribs with a chuckle. “She’ll be letting
more’n her hair down by sunset, won’t she?”

 Casuel turned abruptly to the narrow steps leading on to the stage. Watching warily as the busy
craftsmen moved half-finished scenery around, he found a vantage point behind a curtain and looked for
Den Thasnet again. There he was, sitting on a solitary chair, booted feet outstretched, scowling at people
he tripped, his disgruntled expression deterring anyone thinking of including him in their conversation.

 “Cas? Someone said you wanted me?” An impatient voice at his shoulder made the wizard jump.

 “What? No, not particularly.” Casuel turned to see his brother looking askance.

 “Then what are you doing here?” demanded Amalin.

 “I’m about the Archmage’s business,” said Casuel loftily, glancing back at Den Thasnet, who was still
sitting alone. “And Messire D’Olbriot’s. Nothing to do with you.”

 “It is if you’re doing it in my theatre,” Amalin retorted robustly. “Is this something to do with all those
questions you had the other day? I told you, I’ve no idea which noble House is slandering another, and
I’ve less interest. All that concerns me is which ones pay prompt.”

 Casuel sniffed. “Ever the merchant. You peddle your music like a wandering harpist.”

 “At least it’s a honest trade, Master Mage,” sneered Amalin. “Mother’s not ashamed to tell her sewing
circle about my latest triumphs. Did I tell you I’ve written a new round dance for the Emperor’s
entertainment tomorrow?”

 Casuel looked resolutely back at Firon, who was chewing a thumbnail and looking around sourly.

 “So who are you spying on, Cas?” Appreciably taller, Amalin peered easily over the wizard’s shoulder.
“The charming Esquire Den Thasnet?”

 “Do you know him? Why? How?”

 Amalin chuckled unpleasantly. “Oh, you’ll talk to me when you want to know something?”

 “Don’t play the fool, Amalin,” snapped Casuel. “This is important.”
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 “So’s rehearsing my musicians.” Amalin turned to leave.

 “What would it do for your career if I told Messire D’Olbriot how uncooperative you’re being?”
threatened Casuel.

 “Not much harm,” Amalin shrugged. “They’re saying the old Sieur’s out of favour with the Emperor
anyway.”

 Casuel gaped. “Who’s saying?”

 “Him, and his cronies.” Amalin nodded at Firon Den Thasnet. “Not that I pay much heed. Den Thasnet
owes more money to more entertainers than any other House in the city. Say what you like about
D’Olbriot, the stiff old stick pays up by return messenger.”

 “You’d go a good deal further in your chosen profession with a little more respect for your betters,” said
Casuel bitingly.

 “Bowing and scraping to anyone entitled to call themselves Den Something?” scoffed Amalin. “Why
should I? Half of your so-called nobles live on credit and wishful thinking. It’s honest traders like Father
brought me the coin to build this place. They pay in full the moment the last note sounds at their
banquets.”

 “Paying for lewd masquerades danced by girls no better than common trollops, you mean,” retorted
Casuel. “I’m surprised to see you still bothering with proper puppetry.” He waved a hand at the
marionettes hanging high above their heads, each as tall as a child, a masterpiece of woodwork dressed
with a tailor’s finest skill.

 “I’ll stage whatever pays, Cas.” Amalin’s smile was mocking. “Same as I’ll let these wastrels use my
place for their meetings and intrigues just as long as they pay with both hands for the privilege of drinking
cheap wine while they do it.”

 “It’s all just counting coin with you, isn’t it?” Casuel did his best to look down his nose at the taller man.

 “At least I don’t need Mother sending me money to put the clothes on my back.” Amalin winked at him.
“And my boots don’t stink of horseshit either.”

 “Then why do you look as if you fell out of some charity guild’s ragbag?” countered Casuel.

 Amalin brushed a negligent hand down his faded shirt, frayed at collar and cuffs. “Work clothes, Cas,
but you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

 “Amalin? Where do you want this?” The summons from the far side of the stage saved Casuel from
having to find a suitable retort. Amalin’s arrogance really was intolerable, he raged silently. He had no
respect for rank, wrapped up in his petty concerns and this tawdry sham of a world he’d built for himself.
Casuel watched Amalin walk away with a faintly familiar-looking dark-haired man. No stomach for
continuing the debate, little brother? Well, it wasn’t the first time Casuel had set him right on a few things.

 He looked back into the crowd to see Firon Den Thasnet deep in conversation with someone. Who was
it? What had he missed? Cursing Amalin for distracting him, Casuel struggled to calm himself sufficiently
to float an invisible stream of magic drawn from air and light over the heads of the revellers.
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Concentrating hard, he waited impatiently for words to drift down the spell.

 “—this, that, the other,” hissed Firon. “I do it and what do I have to show? That fool of a boy got his
arse well and truly kicked by D’Olbriot’s man, so that dog won’t hunt again. And your so-called
advocate made a piss-poor showing over the Land Tax. What have you got to say about that?”

 “I recommended the best advocate for the coin you were willing to pay,” shrugged the newcomer. “I fail
to see how you can blame me when D’Olbriot hires a more experienced man. Anyway, even if they’re
not being taxed on Kellarin for last year, there’s been no judgement about next, has there? That game’s
still in play.”

 Casuel moved as far as he dared beyond the shelter of the curtains, trying to work out who the man
might be. Of an age with Firon’s own father, and Casuel’s come to that, he was a good height, iron grey
hair soberly cut, face unremarkable in its placid pleasantness. He wore no identifiable colours, merely a
plain brown coat and breeches well tailored from good cloth. Casuel frowned; the clothes were styled
like livery and that was no merchants’ fashion. Something about his manner was reminiscent of an upper
servant as well.

 “You said I’d find plenty of backing against D’Olbriot.” Firon’s complaints were rising. “Where is it?
Any time I said yesterday they’re just getting what they deserve, all I got was the cold shoulder.”

 “Keep your nerve and people will come over to your way of thinking,” said the newcomer firmly.
“Bringing all the rewards we discussed. Look at the cases brought before the Emperor yesterday. At
least one of them will trip Burquest, no matter how fast he dances round the truth. Your side of the scales
will rise, just as soon as D’Olbriot’s sinks.”

 “Oh, will it?” Firon looked sceptical. “High enough to match me to a girl of rank who can still bring a
decent coffer of coin? My father’s talking about selling me off to some fat-arsed merchant’s ugly
daughter, he’s so desperate for some ready gold—”

 The other man slapped a light backhand into Firon’s mouth. “Watch your tongue,” he said with genial
warning. “Show a little respect.”

 Shock sent a shudder through Casuel’s magic that nearly scattered the spell and he stepped back into
the concealing curtains. Who was this man to dare such insult?

 The blow hadn’t been hard enough to leave a mark but Firon’s face was scarlet all the same. “Show
respect, have more patience, set yourself up for a mighty fall if this all goes rancid! All our dealings go just
one way, don’t they?” he sneered. “When will I see some return on this venture?”

 The newcomer smiled thinly before reaching into the breast of his well-cut coat. He brought out a leather
pouch and folded Firon’s hand around it.

 “Here’s a little on account.” The man held Firon’s fingers tight and Casuel saw pain chase perplexity
across his spotty forehead. “Spend it wisely for a change and don’t let wine or thassin loosen your
tongue. There are enough stupid whores, so don’t bother with another one canny enough to pick some
truth out of your boasting. Some girl you had down by the docks came knocking on my door a few days
ago, looking for an open purse to shut her mouth.” The man’s tone was amiable but the threat was
unmistakable.

 “What did you—” Firon looked sick.
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 “I paid her, what do you think?” As Firon smiled in hesitant relief, the man leaned close, voice cruel.
“Just enough to pay her way with Poldrion, then I made sure that’s the last price the slut’ll ever bargain.”

 “I’m not frightened of you!” The sweaty pallor Casuel could see soaking the colour from Firon’s face
plainly contradicted his shaking words.

 “Well said, your honour.” The other man released the Esquire’s crushed fingers. “Anyway, you needn’t
be afraid of me. I just follow my orders, after all. It’s my principal you should worry about, who’s not
best pleased, truth be told.”

 “I’ve done everything asked of me,” Firon protested.

 “So you have,” smiled the newcomer. “So go home and chew your thassin or find some warm little
whore to cuddle. I’ll let you know when we want something else. As long as you don’t get greedy we’ll
all win out in the end, won’t we?”

 Firon fiddled with the purse in his hand, avoiding the other man’s eye. “When will I hear from you?”

 The other man stood up. “Soon enough.” He moved away as Firon was hailed by another young noble,
whose expansive movements suggested he’d already drunk more than was wise so early in the day.
Casuel tried to split his magic to follow both men but only succeeded in breaking the spell beyond repair,
splinters of ensorcelled air darting invisibly in all directions.

 The mage shifted from one foot to the other in an agony of indecision, trying to keep both men in view
while staying within the protective shadow of the curtain. He drew back as Firon came closer to the
stage, now intent on a girl with brassy blonde hair and a torn flounce to her gown. She was flirting with
another young noble who Casuel couldn’t quite put a Name to. Firon caught the girl by the shoulder and
she turned with a well-rehearsed expression of delight that faded as soon as she recognised him. Firon
raised the hand holding the purse and the girl smiled again.

 “That’s the only music sweet enough for her ears.” Amalin was a few paces away, studying a sheaf of
music.

 “Who is she?” Casuel asked.

 “Too expensive for your purse, Cas.” Amalin looked up from his score. “That’s Demoiselle Yeditta Den
Saerdel.”

 Casuel’s face reflected the question he hadn’t dared ask.

 “You thought she was a whore? No, she’s far more choosy and far more expensive. You need an old
Name and a fat purse before that one spreads her frills for you. Still, you’ll get an education you’ll never
find in Hadrumal if you go sniffing after her.” Amalin went to stop a dispute between a carpenter and a
painter.

 Casuel watched an eager knot gathering round Firon and Yeditta, reckless youths in grimy linen and girls
with cosmetics clashing brutally against the hectic colour rising on their cheeks. With brash boasts and
extravagant gestures they all talked at once in an unintelligible muddle. At some signal from the brazen
blonde the whole collection moved towards the door.
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 There was no way he could follow without being noticed, Casuel decided hastily. Nor was there
anything to be gained watching whatever debauch they were planning to disgrace their Names. D’Olbriot
already knew Den Thasnet was hostile. What Casuel needed to find out was who was pulling Firon’s
strings, as deftly as any puppeteer working Amalin’s gaudy marionettes. He sighed with relief when he
saw the man in brown talking to a dissatisfied maiden with heavily shadowed eyes trailing a wine-stained
shawl from one hand.

 A lutanist walked past and Casuel tried to match the musician’s nonchalant saunter down the steps.
Keeping that brown coat in sight was no easy task down on the crowded floor of the theatre, but this
was neither the time nor place to work magic. Overlavish perfume and stale sweat caught at the back of
Casuel’s throat and he coughed. At least that made those closest step away with distasteful glances and
Casuel caught a glimpse of the sombrely dressed man among the bolder colours all around.

 This was no time for civility, Casuel realised, with these wastrels paying no one any heed, shoving and
jostling without a by-your-leave. Biting his lip, Casuel used elbows and shoulders to worm his way
between laughing embraces and belligerent disputes, ducking a retaliatory swing of some Esquire’s arm,
scarlet with embarrassment as he inadvertently set a covey of girls fluttering apart with shrill rebukes.

 Finally gaining the fresh air outside with a gasp of relief, he couldn’t delay to recover his composure. The
man in brown was heading towards the old city, steady pace suggesting some specific destination. A gap
opened up ahead of Casuel and he moved to outflank a goodwife laden with packages but a sturdy dray
rattling past made him think again. Better to suffer the jostling on the flagway than risk being squashed
flatter than a frog’s foot. Casuel forced his way on through the crowd, apologising, tripping, heart
pounding and hoping against hope the man in brown wouldn’t hail a passing gig.

 Den Murivance Residence,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fourth Day, Afternoon

 Are you enjoying the music?” Camarl offered Temar a crystal goblet of pale pink wine.

 “Is this what they call the Rational style?” Temar asked cautiously.

 Both men looked at the elegant quintet playing under a rose-garlanded bower in the middle of an
immaculate lawn. Smartly dressed and richly jewelled nobles walked past, pausing here and there to
admire the precisely patterned flowers. A riot of summer colour around the serene grass was confined
within strictly clipped box hedges, an arc of orange here, a square of scarlet there, framed by sprigs of
gold and green. Tall yew hedges rose dark behind the flowers, and beyond Temar could hear polite
laughter. The musicians finished their piece with a decorous flourish, rewarded with appreciative
applause.

 “No, this is something new, reworking country tunes in the style of old shrine liturgies.” Camarl sounded
a little vague. “Adding counterpoint, harmonies, that kind of thing.”

 “It is very pleasant.” Temar sipped the scented wine to hide his disdain. The gods couldn’t even hold
their music sacred any more.
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 Camarl was still talking. “Amalin Devoir’s one of the leading composers in the new style.”

 Temar looked up. “Casuel’s brother?”

 “Yes,” Camarl chuckled. “Not that you’d ever know it from our mage. He’s made quite a name for
himself, Amalin that is. He started as a double-pipe player, I believe, but was soon hiring out his own
troupe. He must have an eye for business because he built one of the biggest theatres in the city from the
ground up a year or so ago.” He looked at the slowly circulating Esquires and Demoiselles. “We should
go down there one evening, once Festival’s over. It’s all very informal, just light-hearted nonsense.”

 “That would make a pleasant change,” agreed Temar.

 “Festival’s all entertainment for the commonalty but that kind of leisure’s a luxury our coin can’t buy,”
Camarl said frankly. “There’s so little time to see everyone. But you can take a little more time to enjoy
yourself. The Sieur and I will secure Kellarin’s interests.”

 “For which you have my thanks,” said Temar politely. He looked round the myriad unknown faces and
insignia. He’d still far rather be managing Kel Ar’Ayen’s concerns himself, if only he had the faintest idea
where to start.

 “There’s Irianne Tor Kanselin.” Camarl’s tone brightened.

 “Go and talk to her,” urged Temar. “Unless you think I need a chaperone.”

 Camarl’s laugh surprised Temar. “I’ll see you later.” Camarl walked briskly towards his affianced and
Temar watched as the girl’s face lit up.

 Temar sighed; Guinalle had never greeted him with that kind of delight, even during the brief dalliance
that had meant so much more to him than to her. He began his own leisurely circuit of the Den Murivance
gardens, exchanging polite nods and smiles. Whenever someone looked as if they might do more, Temar
picked up his pace. He couldn’t face trying to remember Names and families, more questions about his
unexpected injury, his hopes for Kellarin, subtle enquiries as to his precise standing with D’Olbriot and
what he thought of the arguments before the Emperor. A growing sense of inadequacy aggravated
Temar. He hadn’t spoken to a fifth the people Camarl had, arranging later discussions about ships for
Kel Ar’Ayen, suggesting merchants who might link the distant colony’s riches to a given House’s
resources. The knowledge he should be grateful to Camarl exasperated Temar still further, so he walked
away through an arch of well-trained yew.

 Shallow turf steps ran up to a broad terrace at the northern frontage of the house. Den Murivance’s
home had little of the harsh angularity of Tor Kanselin’s, every brick and stone unmistakably ancient. But
as Temar has been taken on a suspiciously extended tour, he’d noted all the furnishings looked brand
new, quite the height of fashion.

 Servants were still clearing away the remains of the recent elegant meal. Temar watched liveried footmen
deftly piling plates and serving bowls, maidservants rolling table linen in neat bundles for the laundresses.
Lackeys in workaday clothes waited to carry trestles and boards away while more outdoor servants
dismantled the garlanded canopies that had shaded guests from the uncaring sun.

 Temar castigated himself with painful honesty. You wouldn’t know where to start organising an
entertainment like this, never mind running the affairs of a House in this new Tormalin. So why was he
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here? This wasn’t his place, and never would be. Why wasn’t he out doing something to save those
people still senseless in Kel Ar’Ayen, where he really belonged?

 “D’Alsennin! You’ll escort a lady into the maze, won’t you?” A fresh-faced Esquire hailed Temar from
the entrance to a circle of green hedge. He and a friend were gently teasing a group of Demoiselles
somewhere between Temar’s own age and Camarl’s.

 Temar identified the Esquire’s marten mask badge as Den Ferrand. “If she wishes.” He bowed politely
to the girls. The closest giggled, hazel eyes huge behind her fan of black and azure feathers, but Temar
couldn’t identify the malachite insignia inlaid on the silver handle.

 “I’m less concerned about escort in than escort out,” said a taller girl. Her chestnut hair was braided in a
no-nonsense style and a tiny jewelled sword pinned her lace veil decorously to either shoulder. At least
Temar could identify her as Den Hefeken.

 “There’s a summerhouse in the centre,” volunteered the youth, brushing unruly black curls with a hand
beringed with a sizeable cameo of a rearing horse. “There’s always a steward there with directions out.”

 “I’ll go with Meriel,” Den Ferrand took the giggling girl’s hand. “Esquire Den Brennain, will you do me
the honour of escorting my sisters?” He bowed extravagantly to the lad with the horse ring and then to
two of the girls. One swatted her brother with her grey-and pink-feathered fan but the other blushed
prettily as Den Brennain offered his arm.

 “Demoiselle Den Hefeken?” Temar bowed.

 “My pleasure, Esquire.” She smiled in friendly enough fashion.

 “Which way do we go?” The girl Meriel looked around as they moved inside the ring of hedges.

 “Do we split up or stay together?” Den Brennain paused as they reached a junction.

 “Split up,” said Den Ferrand promptly. “First ones to the middle win—”

 “Head of the set at the Emperor’s dance tomorrow?” suggested Demoiselle Den Hefeken.

 The general approval suggested this was a prize worth winning. Temar didn’t much care but he followed
the Demoiselle obediently as twists and turns took the others down different pathways, conversation
muffled by the tall hedges.

 “Is this a popular form of entertainment?” he asked the Demoiselle, trying to get his bearings.

 “More than listening to our elders and betters negotiating access and revenues and leaseholds,” the girl
said cheerfully.

 “Indeed,” said Temar with feeling. “So, Demoiselle, do we turn or continue?”

 “Call me Orilan.” She considered their options with a slight frown. “Turn, I think.”

 Temar followed, but after an abrupt corner the path delivered them into a dead end. Orilan Den Hefeken
looked apologetically at Temar, but before she could speak a voice sounded from the far side of the
hedge.
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 “Are you seriously thinking of marrying D’Alsennin, Gelaia?”

 “My father’s very keen to point out all the advantages.”

 Orilan Den Hefeken smiled tightly at Temar before trying to step past him. He smiled back but didn’t
move out of her way.

 There was more than one girl giggling beyond the wall of green. “What advantages? He’s handsome
enough but he’s four parts foolish! Ressy Tor Kanselin said he hasn’t the first idea about anything.”

 “I have, which is what matters to the Sieur D’Olbriot.” Gelaia sounded unconcerned. “D’Alsennin can
go back to digging ore and lumber out of his wilderness and I can turn it all into coin this side of the
ocean.”

 “So you wouldn’t be going with him.” This new voice sounded relieved.

 Gelaia was startled into laughter. “Jenty! Have you had too much sun? No, he can keep all the delights
of exploration and bad sanitation. I’ll stay here with decent servants and some real influence to play with
at last.”

 “My Sieur says that D’Alsennin won’t ever be more than a bastard line of D’Olbriot.” It was the first girl
again, sounding dubious.

 “That depends what I make of it,” countered Gelaia. “And there are worse places to be in D’Olbriot’s
shadow. I’ll still be Maitresse of a House, which is more than any of my other suitors can offer.”

 The murmurs of agreement were coloured with envy.

 “It’ll be a mighty small House, just the two of you,” commented Jenty slyly.

 “He’ll need to come over for Winter and Summer Solstices for the first few years,” Gelaia said airily. “It
shouldn’t take too long for him to get me breeding. In the meantime, I’ll be entitled to a married woman’s
consolations.”

 “Don’t get caught wrong-footed,” Jenty warned. “Everyone’ll count the seasons when your belly
swells.”

 “I’m sure Lady Channis will advise me.” Scandalised laughter drowned the rest of Gelaia’s words.

 “But, Gella, taking him to your bed—” A young voice hovered between consternation and longing.

 “Whatever else’s changed since the Chaos, I imagine that’s done the same way,” giggled Gelaia.

 “My sister say a man generally wakes with a keen interest in his wife,” Jenty remarked with spurious
innocence. “What must a man be feeling after sleeping away twenty-some generations?”

 Temar had heard enough. He offered Orilan Den Hefeken his arm and escorted her back down the
path. She glanced at Temar over the orange feathers of her fan, colour high on her cheekbones. “Gelaia
wouldn’t have spoken like that if she’d known you were there.”
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 “That is scant consolation,” said Temar tightly. “I am old-fashioned, I know, but I look for mutual
affection to prompt a wedding, not well-matched ledgers.”

 “Affection grows, given time and good will on both sides, that’s what my mother taught me. A good
match with love to gild it is certainly a blessing, but marrying for passion is hardly rational.” Orilan
stopped, forcing Temar to halt. She looked at him, grey eyes searching. “Tell me it wasn’t ever thus, even
in your day?”

 Temar recalled some his grandsire’s forthright lectures. “Certainly Raeponin always set restrictions in the
balance against the privilege of rank.”

 “Shall we try this way?” Orilan started walking. “Forgive my frankness, Esquire, but surely you need
someone to guide you through the complexities of Toremal, just as surely as we need some way through
this maze.”

 “Are you offering?” Temar tried for a flirtatious tone.

 Orilan laughed. “I was affianced at Winter Solstice. By the turn of the year I will be happily learning to
love my husband under Den Risiper’s roof.”

 “My felicitations.” Temar concentrated on finding a path through the maze. In fewer turns than he
expected, the hedges ushered them onto a small lawn around a little pool where Arimelin stood demure in
greenish bronze beneath a tree-shaped fountain. A newly painted gazebo shaded a polite steward holding
a jug.

 Temar bowed to Orilan. “Some wine?”

 Orilan nodded as Den Ferrand appeared with a furiously blushing Meriel. Temar felt uncomfortably
excluded by their laughter as he waited for the servant to fill a tray full of glasses. Worse still, Temar
realised Gelaia and her friends were sitting behind the summerhouse.

 “Esquire?” The lackey was waiting. Temar nodded and followed the man over to his new acquaintances.

 “Well done, D’Alsennin.” Den Ferrand congratulated him with a friendly air.

 “But you didn’t have mazes in your day!” Meriel looked at Temar with eager inquisitiveness.

 Orilan hid a smile behind her fan. “We didn’t have them in our grandsire’s day, Meri.”

 “You certainly have much we never knew, but equally it seems you lost much in the Chaos,” said Temar
with studied carelessness. “Customs, provinces, Artifice.”

 “Is it true magic held the Old Empire together?” Meriel’s eyes were wide and beseeching.

 “A form of enchantment,” Temar replied carefully. “Not this elemental magic of the Archmage and
Hadrumal. We knew it as Artifice, and yes, it has many uses.”

 “My Sieur says that magic is all tricks and fakery.” Den Brennain’s words were half challenge, half
curiosity.

 Meriel exchanged an excited shiver with the Demoiselles Den Ferrand.
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 “You’re in deep with wizards,” Den Brennain persisted. “What have you seen?”

 Temar sipped his wine. He’d hardly win any trust with tales of monsters spun from raging water, of
lightning ripped from clouds to spear men where they stood. He didn’t even want to remember magical
fire crawling across empty ground to consume the enemy Elietimm without mercy. “I have seen mages
appear and disappear in empty air, crossing leagues in the blink of an eye. They can summon the image
of someone far distant and speak with them. They can feel the passage of a river through unseen caves
beneath the ground.”

 “Or find gold within a mountain?” Den Ferrand looked speculatively at Temar. “A House with such
resources to call on would have significant advantages.”

 Temar spread deprecating hands. “Mages answer only to Hadrumal and Planir curbs any abuse of
power.”

 “You know the Archmage?” Meriel sounded disconsolate. “I’ve never seen so much as a hedge wizard
make candles dance.”

 “No?” Temar ran a nervous hand over his close-cropped hair. “When there are mages in Toremal?” He
pulled a closely folded handbill from a pocket and cleared his throat. “ This is to give notice to all lovers
of the magical arts and admirers of ingenuity that the famous Trebal Chabrin intends to fly from the Spring
Gate to the Vintners Exchange at the seventh chime of the fourth day of Festival. This feat will be
followed by such diversions as the elements permit. All those attending are invited to make such payment
as they are pleased to give.”

 “A wizard’s going to fly?” Den Ferrand was incredulous.

 “I have no idea,” Temar laughed. “The words are rather too carefully vague, after all. I confess I’m
curious though.”

 Den Brennain looked up to check the sun. “We could get there if we called for a carriage at once.” He
sounded tempted. “But it’s hardly courteous to our hosts.”

 “Yes, let’s!” Meriel looked eagerly around. “We’ve all been dutiful enough for one day, haven’t we?”

 “I’ve talked to everyone I was supposed to.” Den Brennain jabbed a finger at Den Ferrand. “You
wouldn’t have suggested the maze if you still had people to meet.”

 “Gelaia’s just over there,” Orilan observed. “We can make our farewells to her.”

 She walked swiftly past the summerhouse. Temar heard a note of curiosity rising among the hidden girls.
He forced a smile when Orilan returned with Gelaia and the other girls in tow.

 “You’re going to see a wizard?” A sallow girl with close-set eyes and a discontented mouth fiddled with
expensive lace covering thin and lustreless hair.

 “Esquire D’Alsennin, may I make known Demoiselle Jentylle Tor Sauzet,” Esquire Den Ferrand said
perfunctorily. “Either that or some charlatan. Either way, it’ll be more interesting than staying here.”

 “My thanks, Esquire.” Gelaia pretended outrage. “I’ll convey your compliments on his entertainments to

Page  227



my Sieur.”

 Den Ferrand grinned. “My gratitude, my lady.”

 “Are we going or not?” demanded Meriel.

 “Why not? I take it everyone’s served their Name as they were instructed over breakfast?” Gelaia
asked archly.

 As everyone nodded, Gelaia led them confidently out of the maze. Outside, she summoned various
lackeys with a wave of her fan, dispatching them with messages for her parents, her Sieur and concise
instructions for the stableyard. Den Ferrand stepped aside to talk briefly to someone resemblance
suggested was an older brother while Den Brennain made a bow to an elegant lady who soon sent him
back with an unconcerned smile.

 “I had better let Esquire Camarl know I am leaving,” Temar said suddenly.

 “I’ve sent word we’re going out together.” Gelaia took his arm with a proprietorial air. Temar managed
to smile with apparent pleasure, even when he caught an avid glance from Jenty not meant for him.

 Den Murivance was plainly a House with horses and grooms to spare, Temar decided, seeing two
waiting carriages with polished portcullis badges on livery and harness as they reached the gatehouse.
Gelaia organised everyone with casual adroitness and Temar found himself riding with her, Orilan, Meriel
and Den Ferrand.

 “Where are you committed this evening?” Orilan turned her back on the crowded streets.

 “Tor Sauzet,” Den Ferrand replied promptly. “And you?”

 “Den Gannael. Tell me, is it true Den Rannion’s designate spoke to Tor Sauzet about Jenty’s
prospects?” Orilan asked.

 “Oh, I heard that!” Meriel sat forward eagerly. “Which Esquire was proposed?”

 Temar sat in silence as the others speculated good-humouredly. Let them chatter; they’d done what he
needed after all. But his friend Vahil Den Rannion wouldn’t have given Jenty a second glance, he thought.
No wonder the plain-faced beanpole was envious of Gelaia; no one would ever make her Maitresse of a
House. He watched Gelaia laughing and had to admit she was certainly pretty, golden skin warmed by a
delicate blush, lips a tempting red. Her long black hair was woven round her head in a luxurious array of
curls, a few delicate strands falling to her shoulders. Temar covertly studied the swell of her bosom above
a narrow waist and speculated on what kind of legs her flurry of petticoats might hide. Was it time to
serve Kel Ar’Ayen by taking his grandsire’s advice, along with an attractive, well-connected bride who
knew every turn around these latterday social circles? That would show Guinalle she wasn’t the only
berry on the bush.

 “Are we there?” Gelaia broke off a convoluted anecdote as the carriage slowed and then stopped, a
footman ready to open the door.

 Den Brennain, Jenty and the others were spilling out of the coach behind them as Temar stepped down,
offering a hand to Gelaia and Orilan.
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 “Let’s see what there is to see.” Gelaia fanned herself, feathers today still white. “Lemael, wait for us in
Banault Yard.” The coaches rattled away obediently.

 “Shall we stand over there?” Temar pointed to the steps of the desperately old-fashioned Vintner’s
Exchange, where a noticeable knot of nobility were laughing.

 “We’re not the only ones taking a break before the evening’s duties,” remarked Den Ferrand with a
grin.

 “Only one more day of Festival to go,” said Orilan cheerfully. “It’s the Emperor’s dance tomorrow. No
one talks business, betrothal or anything serious there,” she added in an undertone to Temar.

 He smiled absently at her as he scanned the crowd. With people of all ranks and none pressing close, it
was impossible to see very far.

 “It’s just a rope trick.” Meriel sounded bitterly disappointed. Temar stopped searching the crowd to
follow her pointing finger. They all saw a thin cable strung from a balcony on the front of the Vintners’
Exchange up to the looming bulk of the old city walls.

 “At that angle?” Den Ferrand sounded doubtful. “I’ve never seen a rope walker go downhill.”

 “I’m keeping my coin until I see something worthwhile.” Jenty clamped a bony hand on the silver mesh
and emerald purse chained at her waist.

 “When’s something going to happen?” Den Brennain wondered.

 “I will go and enquire,” Temar said obligingly. He went down the steps, heading for a doorway where
several people were taking advantage of a mounting block to get a better view. “Hello Allin. I got your
note.”

 “Temar! I’d almost given up on you.” The mage looked up at him with uncomplicated pleasure. “Are
you playing truant?”

 Temar laughed. “I persuaded a whole handful to come with me. I am relying on them to protect me from
Camarl’s wrath.”

 “Good day to you, Esquire.” Velindre nodded a greeting.

 “So, Allin—”

 Velindre smiled as Temar broke off. “She showed me your letter last night, and in any case Planir
bespoke me, to let us know what had happened.”

 “Can you help find these thieves?” demanded Temar.

 Velindre grimaced. “Not with any degree of certainty. Still, once we’re done here I’ll come back with
you and we’ll see what can be done.”

 “Is this man truly a mage?” Temar looked up at the empty parapet on the far side of the broad street.

 “I haven’t been able to meet him to find out.” Velindre frowned. “His handbills are nicely ambiguous, so
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he could just be some Festival faker willing to risk his neck. If he is a wizard, he’s canny enough to
conceal his abilities sufficiently to keep people guessing.”

 “Then those who want to believe can, and those who feel threatened can just dismiss him as a trickster,”
Allin explained, and Temar realised his confusion must have shown on his face.

 Velindre nodded. “And if he’s shrewd enough to work that out, he could be a useful man to ask about
Tormalin opinions of magic”

 A flurry of activity on the old city walls hushed the crowd to a murmur of anticipation. Temar looked
round to see Gelaia staring impatiently at him. “I had better get back.” He worked his way to the
Exchange steps as every face gazed up at the lofty rampart.

 “Look!” Meriel squeaked, clutching at Den Ferrand’s arm. A man had climbed up on the parapet and
was strapping something to his chest.

 “What’s he doing?” Den Ferrand squinted up at the man silhouetted against the bright sky.

 “He’s going to lie on it,” said Den Brennain slowly.

 The man lowered himself slowly forwards, taking first one hand then the other off the rope. His feet still
rested on the stonework of the wall but his body reached out over the emptiness supported only by the
thin strand.

 “That’s some balancing act,” said Den Ferrand.

 Gelaia took Temar’s arm, face pale.

 “Sliding down a rope is hardly flying,” objected Jenta, sounding pleasantly frightened.

 The murmur of anticipation rose to a new pitch as blue-grey smoke appeared around the distant figure.

 “Magelight!” exclaimed Meriel.

 Hardly, thought Temar dubiously. He waited impatiently for the man to do his tricks, whatever they
might be. Once Velindre was satisfied the man was no mage, she’d be free to help him search for the
Kellarin artefacts.

 The crowd exclaimed with fear and delight as the man launched himself off the walls, smoke still pouring
from his outstretched hands, now more white than blue. The wide street was hushed as the would-be
wizard gathered speed. A few nervous cries were hastily stifled but consternation swelled as everyone
saw the man wobbling precariously.

 The sliding figure slowed, tilted and the man slipped sideways. Gelaia screamed, shrill in Temar’s ear
along with every other woman in the rapt crowd as the man just managed to grab the rope, left hanging
from both hands. Incoherent cries went up on all sides as the crowd beneath the hanging figure melted
away.

 “Someone should get a ladder.” Den Brennain looked around wildly.

 “A blanket, a canvas, something to catch him,” Den Ferrand hugged Meriel, who was frozen in horrified
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fascination.

 “Those cobbles will be the death of him if he falls,” Temar agreed in the same breath.

 From the turmoil below other people were trying to put the same ideas forward but the press of bodies
was hampering everyone. High above, the man was desperately trying to swing one leg over the rope. An
anguished gasp burst from every throat as he failed, and worse, let go with one hand. Temar felt his heart
stand still until the showman managed to regain his grip.

 “Wait here.” He shook off Gelaia and pushed his way through the dithering crowd to the doorway. Allin
was ashen, biting a thumbnail. Velindre in contrast looked as composed as ever, a little pity shading the
contempt in her eyes.

 “Can you get him down?” demanded Temar.

 Velindre looked sardonically at him. “The man claimed magical arts. Let him save himself.”

 “You’ll stand by and let him die?” Temar stared at Velindre in disbelief.

 “He doubtless knew the risks.” Velindre sounded faintly regretful.

 “You have the means to save him! In the name of all that is holy—”

 “He’s no reason to expect our help.” Velindre’s stony eyes froze Temar’s rebukes. “If we weren’t here,
he’d have no hope beyond his own efforts, so what’s the difference?”

 “That fall will kill him!”

 As Temar spoke screams erupted on all sides. Temar felt sick to his stomach, seeing the man falling,
arms and legs flailing in futile terror. In the instant before anguish closed Temar’s eyes, a flurry of
iridescent azure light tangled round the plummeting figure, slowing his descent, toppling the hapless man
over and over before he hit the cobbles with a crunch that made the entire crowd wince. A surge
towards the man halted as soon as it began, people drawing away from the crumpled figure. As the circle
widened, Temar saw the showman lying in a fading pool of radiance that rivalled the blue of the sky
above.

 “Who did that?” Velindre was keenly curious.

 “How badly’s that poor man hurt?” countered Allin robustly. “Come on.”

 She tried to force a path through the close-packed crowd but lacked both strength and height to make
an impression.

 “Clear the way!” Whether it was Temar’s unexpected accents or just obedience to noble command, he
couldn’t tell, but at least the people moved. As he ushered Allin through to the wounded man, Temar saw
another familiar figure being forced forward as the crowd retreated behind him.

 “Casuel?”

 “Curse the man for a fool!” The wizard’s dark eyes were wide, almost black against his shocked pallor.
“I couldn’t let him die.”
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 Allin knelt, heedless of the dust and litter. “He’s broken both his legs.” Her hands hovered over a sort of
wooden breastplate the man wore, with a deep central groove that Temar realised must have guided the
rope. “We need a surgeon. I don’t want to take this off until a surgeon has checked his ribs.” The
showman’s head lolled to one side, bruises already darkening beneath his tanned skin.

 “Your control was a little lacking, Cas,” Velindre remarked, arms folded as she looked in, entirely
composed.

 “I did my best. It’s not my element,” said Casuel defensively. “You didn’t lift a finger so you can hardly
criticise!” His anger rang loudly through the tense silence.

 “That’s D’Olbriot’s mage.” Temar heard a frightened voice behind him start a low current of
speculation.

 “You get away from him! You get away from him!” A frantic girl was shoving murmuring onlookers
aside. An older woman followed with a narrow-faced man dragging a wicker basket behind him. All
three wore cheerful motley that mocked their dismay.

 “Trebal!” the girl shrieked hysterically. She would have swept the unconscious man into her arms but
Allin grabbed her shoulders, forcing her back.

 “Move him now and you could kill him.” The girl stared at her in blank incomprehension. “We need a
surgeon to splint his legs, to feel what other bones may be broken.”

 “And who are you to say so?” the older woman demanded, twisting a gaily coloured kerchief in her
work-knotted hands.

 “We are mages of Hadrumal, my good lady,” said Casuel with a miserably inadequate attempt at
authority. Repetition carried his words away like ripples through a pond.

 “What have you done to him?” the girl screamed, trying to break free of Allin’s unexpectedly firm grip.

 “Saved him from certain death!” Casuel replied indignantly.

 “Didn’t do a very good job,” spat the older woman, kneeling and running gentle hands over the
senseless body.

 “You would rather he had died?” Temar asked angrily.

 The woman looked up, face graven with the marks of a hard life. “This is all your fault, you and this
wizard.”

 “What?” Temar and Casuel spoke in the same breath.

 “You’re D’Alsennin, aren’t you?” The man stepped forward. “You were raised from the dead by some
old sorcery.”

 A shudder of consternation ran through the crowd. Temar tried for a reassuring smile. “No one was
dead, we merely slept beneath enchantments.”
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 “You used your magics against Trebal, I reckon.” The man stepped close, hatchet face cunning. “That’s
what made him fall.”

 “He’s only a hedge wizard, no threat to anyone.” The woman gestured at the motionless Trebal,
speaking to the crowd. “But mages don’t like to see rivals, do they? Not mages from Hadrumal.”

 “No, that’s not true—” Growing unease made the hairs on the back of Temar’s neck prickle.

 “That charlatan’s no more mage than a stick of wood,” Casuel objected heatedly.

 The man stared at Temar. “Your sorceries ruined his show, that fall could have him crippled or dead.
Who’s going to keep his wife and family in bread?”

 The girl looked up, face vacant in grief. The older woman silenced her with a hand on one shoulder,
fleshless fingers digging in hard.

 “Does the House of D’Alsennin make recompense?” The man raised his voice to carry clear to the
Spring Gate and to the steps of the Vintner’s Exchange.

 The crowd rustled with expectation as the older woman fell to her knees, wailing and holding her head in
her hands. “How will we eat? We’ll be turned out, all of us, the children, the baby, we’ll be begging in the
gutters.”

 Temar wondered if anyone else noticed the pause before the girl joined the lamentations, albeit with
slightly less expertise. “This is ridiculous!”

 By some quirk of ill fate, he spoke just as the weeping women paused to draw breath, his words loud in
the silence. Affront stirred the crowd to new whispers.

 “I think we should leave.” Velindre sounded calm enough but Temar could see her concern. “Shall I
clear a path?”

 “No!” Temar didn’t doubt the blonde mage could do it but he already had enough to explain to Camarl.
He looked back at the Vintner’s Exchange. “Aedral mar nidralae, Gelaia,” he murmured under his
breath. “Gelaia, can you hear me?” He squinted over the heads of the crowd, seeing a sudden stir
convulse the noble group. “No, forgive me, you cannot reply. Please can you summon a coach to get us
out of here?” He bowed curtly to the belligerent man. “We will be on our way. You had best come with
us, Master Casuel.”

 “I can’t,” protested the mage in confusion. “You set me to watch Den Thasnet.”

 “But the man’s injured,” objected Allin.

 “And he’s their responsibility.” Velindre nodded at the wailing women.

 “You don’t get out of it so easy, you cold-eyed bitch. Not when you’re the ones made him fall!” The
man whirled round, hands outstretched, appealing to the crowd. “Are you going to let them get away
with this?”

 “Come on, Allin.” Temar forced her gently to her feet with a hand under her elbow. “If they will not take
your help, you cannot force it on them.”
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 She shut her mouth in a mutinous line but drew close to Temar under the hostile gazes from all sides.
Velindre continued surveying the mob with a regally icy gaze while Casuel knotted nervous hands
together, looking all around. Temar wondered what he was looking for, but before he could ask the man
in motley began ranting at them with fresh anger.

 “Got nothing to say for yourself? Leave a man dying in the dirt and don’t even open your purse for his
widow and orphans?”

 Temar ignored the taunts, looking over to the Vintner’s Exchange, wondering how long it would take for
Gelaia to summon a coach for them. She had better hurry, he thought nervously as he was jostled from
behind. The restive crowd was drawing in, swayed by the charade being played out by the motley trio.

 “Keep your eye on that man in brown, with grey hair, next to the woman in yellow.” Casuel moved to
Temar’s side, face intent.

 “Why?” Temar found the man after a few moments.

 “He seems to have some hold over our young friend,” the mage hissed urgently. “They met earlier and
that one was telling our friend what to do.”

 Temar acknowledged Casuel with a nod and smiled reassurance he didn’t quite feel at Allin.

 “What are you whispering?” demanded the sharp-faced man. “What are you planning?”

 The older woman looked up from her repetitive lamentations, dry eyes suspicious. “You don’t leave
here without paying us something.”

 “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Casuel coldly. “You owe me that wretch’s life!”

 “Which will be lost,, if you don’t get a surgeon to him,” cried Allin.

 “Shut your mouth, whore,” spat the thin-faced man.

 “Shut your own before I break your teeth,” retorted Temar without thinking. Hooves clattered on the
cobbles behind him and he sighed with relief. The crowd shifted, the mood growing uglier as the
coachman’s hoarse shouts urged them out of the way, the brassy note of the horn sounding above rising
abuse. When the horses appeared between milling figures, the animals were tossing their heads, eyes
rimmed white with panic.

 “As quick as you like, Esquire,” the coachman puffed, reins wrapped painfully tight round reddened
hands.

 Temar found himself hampered by Allin clinging to him and Casuel managing to move precisely in his
way every time he took a step. With people trying to leave as well as stubbornly holding their ground,
getting to the coach was impossible.

 “I’ve had quite enough of this.” Even Velindre’s cool voice cracked a little. A wind appeared from
nowhere, no passing summer gust but a sustained, strengthening breeze. People blinked as scraps of
straw whirled up around their feet. Temar closed suddenly stinging eyes but opened them again as he
heard a horse’s indignant whinnying beside him. A space had cleared all around the coach, everyone
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retreating from something halfway between summer haze and a dust devil, dancing on a barely visible
point of light.

 “You see, Cas?” Velindre smiled “That’s control.”

 The mage was too busy scrambling into the coach to answer. Temar ushered Velindre inside, then Allin,
consternation on her face. “They’re not trying to move him, are they?”

 “My dear girl, it is hardly our concern,” Temar said, exasperated. It was uncomfortably crowded inside
the coach, since Gelaia had brought both Den Brennain and Den Ferrand.

 “Please, do sit here.” Den Brennain tried to stand up to allow Allin his seat but fell back as the coach
picked up speed.

 Casuel forced his way through the window. “I must see where that man in brown goes.”

 “Who?” Den Ferrand looked out at the fast dissipating mob.

 “There, next to Den Rannion’s third son.” Casuel clenched his fists in frustration as the coach turned
away up a road to the higher ground.

 “That was Malafy Skern, wasn’t it?” Den Ferrand looked to Den Brennain for confirmation.

 The younger man twisted awkwardly to look before a building blocked his view. “That’s right.”

 “Who is he and how do you know him?” Temar tried to make his question no more than idle chat.

 “He was personal man to the last Sieur Tor Bezaemar,” Den Ferrand replied.

 “The man who knew everything and everyone,” Den Brennain laughed. “That’s what they called him, but
he was pensioned off a few seasons ago.”

 “Then what—” Casuel subsided beneath a stern look from Temar.

 “So who is the mage among you?” Gelaia’s knuckles were pale as she gripped the spinel-set handle of
her fan.

 “Me.”

 “I am.”

 “I have that honour.” Casuel’s stiff words fell into stunned silence as Gelaia, Den Ferrand and Den
Brennain all tried to edge together, finding themselves unexpectedly surrounded by wizards.

 “Three of you.” Gelaia fanned herself rapidly. “What an unexpected pleasure.”

 “May I make known Velindre Ychane, Allin Mere and Casuel D’Evoir.” Temar bowed to all in turn.

 “My duty to you all.” Retreating behind formality seemed to reassure Gelaia a little.

 “Our thanks to you, my lady.” Velindre’s smile combined gratitude with considerable charm. “You
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rescued us from an ugly situation.”

 Temar could see both Den Ferrand and Den Brennain bursting with curiosity, but before either could
frame a question Velindre stood to knock abruptly on the coach roof. “We needn’t trespass on your
hospitality any further. Our lodgings aren’t far and Casuel can escort us.”

 He looked as if that was the last thing he wanted to do, but as the coach drew to a smooth halt Den
Ferrand and Den Brennain both moved to let him out, smiles politely expectant. Casuel rose to his feet
with ill grace, nearly falling over the footman hastily opening the door and letting down the step.

 Gelaia looked out of her window. “The other coach is behind us. You two had best see to your sisters,
hadn’t you?”

 Den Ferrand and Den Brennain both looked as if they would have liked to stay but shared a rueful shrug
and followed Velindre out of the coach.

 “Call on me later.” Temar caught at Allin’s arm. She nodded, blushing a little as both young noblemen
offered her their assistance getting out of the vehicle.

 The door closed smartly and the coach resumed its journey. “Are we going back to your residence?”
Temar asked.

 Gelaia nodded. “I think you’d prefer to tell Esquire Camarl your version of the truth before rumour
drops some tattered gossip at his feet.”

 “It was hardly my fault. It just all got somewhat out of hand.” Temar disliked the note of childish
complaint he heard in his words.

 Gelaia was fanning herself again, gripping the handle like a weapon. “If the would-be flunkey with the
filthy boots is D’Olbriot’s pet mage, who’s yours? One of the women? The dumpy one?”

 Temar tried to identify the emotion threaded through her words, but beyond deciding it wasn’t jealousy
he failed. “Neither. I mean, you cannot consider a mage any kind of servant.”

 “Which one used magic on me?” Gelaia pulled a loose feather from her fan with a sharp tug.

 Temar bit his lip. “I beg your pardon, but that was me.”

 Gelaia looked startled. “No one told me you were a mage!”

 “I am no wizard.” Temar shook his head. “I simply have a certain facility with minor aetheric
enchantments.”

 Gelaia looked down at her lap, her hands reducing the stray feather to shreds. She brushed at the fluff
with a jerky hand but it clung obstinately to the silk.

 Temar searched for something to say. “Do you know this Malafy Skern?”

 Gelaia visibly pulled herself together. “Indeed. What of him?”

 “You know these arguments persecuting D’Olbriot before the Emperor?” Temar said carefully. “The
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man seems somehow involved, along with Firon Den Thasnet.”

 “It’s entirely possible. Skern always got all the gossip and he knows everyone’s weak points. Firon has
got plenty of those, after all.” The uncertainty in Gelaia’s eyes was fading as she found herself on familiar
ground.

 “Whom does this Skern answer to?” Temar asked.

 “The Relict Tor Bezaemar, who else,” shrugged Gelaia. “Pensioned off or not.”

 Temar frowned. “But she wishes us nothing but good. She has been helping Avila, making introductions,
free with her advice.”

 “I’m sure she has.” Gelaia laughed without humour. “You’re the next best thing to a Sieur; she’ll be
sweetness from sunrise to sunset as far as you’re concerned.”

 “You think otherwise?” hazarded Temar.

 “Oh she’s not inclined to cultivate we lesser sprigs of the family trees. She clips us well back if she gets a
chance.” Gelaia made a visible effort to seal her lips.

 “Go on,” Temar prompted.

 “Swear on all that’s holy you’ll not tell?” Gelaia leaned forward, eyes hard.

 “May Poldrion loose his demons on me if I break faith.” Temar swore fervently.

 “Last summer, Jenty and Kreve Tor Bezaemar got quite fond. He’s the Sieur’s second son and the one
being groomed as Designate. That would have been an excellent match for Jenty, no question, but the
Relict has other plans for her precious grandson. So she dropped a few hints but Jenty wouldn’t take
them, you know what she’s like. Well, take my word for it. Anyway, after the Relict went to her mother,
accused her of trying to get Kreve to bed her and get him married that way, Jenty told the old bitch to
keep to her kennel.”

 Temar winced at the anger in Gelaia’s words. “Which was not wise?”

 Gelaia paled and fear tightened her voice. “A few days later, Jenty’s maid was snatched off the
Graceway. She was raped in some cellar and dumped in front of the residence at dusk. Now the sworn
men on the gate brought her inside before anyone saw, and everyone swore silence, for the girl’s sake as
much as anything. But next time Jenty met the Relict, the old dragon was full of sympathy. How could she
know, when Jenty had done everything she could to make sure no word got out? Then the Relict just
happened to mention, quite in passing, that such a dreadful thing might happen to any young woman if her
luck ran out. Take my word for it, that dear old lady has more venom than a pit full of snakes if she’s
crossed.”

 Temar sat back, not knowing what to say. Would Camarl believe any of this? What did it mean for Kel
Ar’Ayen? Did this bring them any closer to recovering the stolen artefacts?
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 The D’Olbriot Residence Gatehouse,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fourth Day, Evening

 Ryshad!”

 I turned to see Dalmit hailing me, Tor Kanselin’s man.

 “You look like a watchdog on a short chain!” he joked, squinting into the sinking sun.

 I smiled without replying. It was fair comment though; I’d been pacing up and down in front of the
residence since the bell tower had struck nine chimes and a running stationer who’d tried to interest me in
his quills, inks and papers had certainly been mercilessly snapped at. The sworn men were studiously
avoiding my eye, and given the way I’d drilled their duty into them through the heat of the day I couldn’t
blame them. Stoll was sitting inside the watch room, drawing up a roster with a fine display of attention to
detail and disdain for my style of bucking up the recognised. I ignored him; it wasn’t my fault the Sieur’s
orders had put his nose out of joint. I’d obeyed those orders, to the full, and now I was waiting for the
ten chimes that would see me off watch. Then I’d have to decide whether or not to risk Charoleia’s
invitation.

 “You’ve slipped your leash, have you?” I walked to meet Dalmit beneath a tall tree. “Have you got time
for a glass?”

 “I’m on guard tonight.” He shook his head. “Thanks all the same, but I’ll be getting back.”

 “What did you find out?” I got straight to the point. “And what do I owe you?”

 “A Crown or so should cover it,” he shrugged. “Turns out Tor Bezaemar men passed on that bill of
challenge to Jord and Lovis both. Different men, one of the sworn and a proven in from Bremilayne, but
they were both spinning the same yarn about knowing for certain you weren’t fit, saying you’re carrying
some injury from being taken for a slave last year.”

 “And why were they passing this on?” I wondered sarcastically.

 “No surprise there.” Dalmit grinned. “Both of them were offering to make a wager if Jord or Lovis
would put up half the stake.”

 “Going shares in the winnings.” I nodded. We’re not allowed to wager on ourselves in promotion
challenges, but there are always ways round such rules.

 “So, does that mean anything to you?” Dalmit asked guilelessly.

 “Could be something, could be nothing,” I said casually. “It’s worth two Crowns at least, and if anything
comes of it I’ll let you know.” I wasn’t going to quibble over coppers and if I could fit this piece into any
larger pattern it would do no harm to let Dalmit know which way the wind was veering. “Do you want
the coin now?” I gestured up to my window.
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 Dalmit shook his head. “Tomorrow’s soon enough. I’ve nowhere to spend it tonight, have I?” He waved
an informal farewell and began walking back towards Tor Kanselin.

 As he did so a coach passed him, D’Olbriot’s insignia on the door panel. I drew myself up smartly with
all the other men on watch. The footman jumped down with alacrity but Esquire Camarl was already
opening the door, getting down almost before the footman had the step unfolded. The Esquire barely
turned his head to address me. “Have my uncles all arrived by now?”

 “Yes, Esquire,” I bowed. “They’re with the Sieur.”

 Camarl nodded and walked rapidly towards the residence, round face uncharacteristically hard.

 I looked at Temar, who was looking a little shame-faced, unbuttoning his formal coat by way of pretext
to let Camarl get ahead of him.

 “What did you do?” I asked. “Step on some girl’s hem and bring her skirts down round her ankles?”

 Temar laughed. “That would not have been so bad.” He looked meaningfully at me. “Shall we take a
glass of wine?”

 “Upstairs?” I led him through the watch room, ignoring the questioning look Stoll shot me behind
Temar’s back.

 “Do you really want wine?” I ushered him into the narrow room that was a privilege of my new rank.
“I’ll have to send one of the lads if you do.”

 Temar shook his head as he sat on the bed. “Not on my account.”

 “So what’s so urgent? Why’s Esquire Camarl crosser than an ass with a wasp up his tail?” I took the
stool by the window, scratching absently at the pinpricks left by the stitches in my arm.

 “I talked Gelaia and some others into going to see some supposed mage doing tricks.” Temar looked
unrepentant.

 “The Sieur certainly wants you and Gelaia to be friends, if not more.” I frowned. “I don’t necessarily see
the harm; plenty of nobles go to see such things.”

 “My only interest was meeting Allin there,” Temar explained frankly. “I had an answer from her this
morning, saying she and Velindre would be watching this man’s display. I had no chance to tell you
before we went to Den Murivance.” Temar scratched his head. “There was more than a little trouble.
The man was no mage but some mountebank doing a spectacularly dangerous rope trick. He fell and
Master Casuel had to save him.”

 “Bad luck follows Cas like the reek on old fish.” I was puzzled. “What was he doing there?”

 “In a moment.” Temar sighed. “Casuel plainly used magic to save the fellow from death, but the knaves
with him immediately claimed it was Devoir’s wizardry had caused their own man to fail. They began
demanding money, nigh on turning the crowd on us.”

 “Did they recognise you?” I snorted as Temar nodded. “That kind never miss a trick?”
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 “Gelaia had to rescue us from the mob.” Temar sighed. “Camarl has been telling me all the way back
what a meal the broadsheets and gossips will make of it.”

 “D’Alsennin and D’Olbriot publicly tied to arrogant wizards hurling careless magic round the city?” I
winced. “Perhaps, for a day or so, but today’s broadsheets are tomorrow’s privy paper, aren’t they? It’s
the Emperor’s dance tomorrow, and most of the Houses will be opening their gates to their tenants and
the commonalty. Last day of Festival always turns up something to tempt the scandalmongers, so I don’t
suppose you’ll be the tastiest tittle-tattle for long.” I tried to sound encouraging.

 “I hope so.” Temar sounded glum.

 “Was Gelaia cross?” Had that pretty face worked its charm on Temar’s susceptibilities?

 “More unnerved than cross.” Temar leaned back against the wall. “I had to use Artifice to make Gelaia
hear me and then Velindre used some magic of her own to clear a path through the crowd. I think Gelaia
suspects any alliance with D’Alsennin will leave her hemmed in by sorcery on all sides.” He sounded
more sarcastic than regretful so at least I didn’t think he’d be breaking his heart over Gelaia.

 A question prodded me. “Did you get a chance to ask Allin or Velindre if they could help?”

 “It seems not, sadly.” Temar sighed.

 As he spoke ten chimes began sounding above us, the signal for the end of the day. I rose to my feet.
“Then if you’ll excuse me I’ll go and see this friend of Livak’s, the one with a finger on the darker pulses
of our fair city. I might just learn something useful.”

 Temar pushed himself up. “Let me get my sword.”

 “Oh no,” I disagreed. “You’re committed to dine with Den Castevin.”

 “To what purpose?” Temar’s lip curled. “Esquire Camarl will be talking, dealing, explaining. All I will do
is to smile, look pleasant and make polite conversation.”

 “Which reassures the nobility that they’re being asked to deal with one of their own in Kellarin,” I
pointed out. “Proving you’re not some grubby-handed mercenary or worse. Not turning up is an insult
you don’t want to give lightly.”

 “I would not know any Den Castevin if I tripped over one in the street.” Emotion clipped Temar’s
words. “The people whose lives depend on those artefacts are my friends, my tenants, my responsibility.”

 “Which means they need you to look after their longer-term interests by not giving unnecessary offence.”
I ushered him down the stairs again.

 Temar glanced at the steps to the cellars as we walked through the watch room. “Did Avila learn
anything more from the thief?”

 “She hasn’t had a chance to try. As soon as she came out of the library Lady Channis whisked her away
for a full day’s engagements with Tor Arrial.” I tried to hide my relief; I still didn’t think I could stand and
watch a man undergoing such assault. “Then they were going on to Tor Bezaemar, for tisanes with the
Relict before coming back here to change for dinner.”
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 “Dirindal?” Temar’s eyes were icily intent.

 “You sound like you smell rats in the granary,” I commented quietly.

 “What do you know of Tor Bezaemar?” Temar demanded, drawing a little way into the gardens,
beyond the curious ears in the gate arch. “Has that House any reason to bear a grudge against
D’Olbriot?”

 “You want Cas for this, not me.” I rubbed a hand round the back of my neck. “It’s no secret Tor
Bezaemar took losing the Imperial throne hard, but that was nigh on a generation ago. Messire backed
Tadriol the Prudent from the first, I remember that.” I thought back to my early days in D’Olbriot’s
service. “There was some talk about Sarens Tor Bezaemar putting himself forward, but with so many
Names following D’Olbriot’s lead it never came to anything.”

 “Sarens was the Relict’s husband?”

 “The Sieur as was,” I confirmed.

 Temar scowled. “The reason Casuel was on hand to save the rope trickster was he had followed Firon
Den Thasnet only to see him meet a man whom Gelaia tells me still answers to Dirindal, for all he has
been pensioned off. Casuel was following this man who was talking to some of the other nobles come for
the spectacle.”

 “Anyone in particular?” I asked, my own hackles rising in response to Temar’s tension.

 “Den Rannion’s third son, for one.” Temar spat.

 “You didn’t arouse any suspicion?” I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth.

 “Hardly,” said Temar scornfully. “I can ask all the stupid questions I want; everyone expects me to be
ignorant of everything and everyone. But Saedrin be my witness, I swear this man is Dirindal’s ears and
eyes.”

 “And he was seen with Firon Den Thasnet?” Perhaps there was a larger pattern to fit Dalmit’s seemingly
innocent news. “It could still be nothing, Temar. We’d best wait until we can get a full tale from Casuel.
Where is he?”

 “Velindre wanted him.” Temar dismissed the mage with a gesture. “What if Tor Bezaemar are part of
this hostility? Gelaia was telling me the charming Relict can show a very different face if she is crossed,
even vicious if it serves her turn.”

 “How so?” I asked.

 Temar shook his head. “It is another’s secret. I swore I would not tell.”

 I opened my mouth and then shut it again. Trying to get Temar to break his word belittled us both. “Did
you tell Esquire Camarl about this? Is there any way we can send word to warn Demoiselle Avila?”

 “We can let her know to be on her guard as soon as she returns.” Temar looked through the postern at
the long shadows and the splendid sunset beyond. “She cannot be much longer, she is due to dine with
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Den Castevin with me.”

 “I wonder if she learned anything useful from Guinalle. You can tell me when I get back.” I was ready to
go, Charoleia’s letter tucked in the breast of my jerkin, my sword waiting in the gatehouse.

 “Avila can make my excuses to Den Castevin—” Temar began.

 “Messire will have my hide—”

 “Ryshad!” Stolley was beckoning by the postern, a figure beyond him indistinct against the darkening
rose and gold of the sky.

 I hurried over. “Yes?”

 “Message for you.” Stolley moved aside to let the newcomer enter. It was Eadit, Charoleia’s
Lescari-bred lad.

 I picked up my sword from its peg inside the watch room door. “Outside.” We stepped out through the
gate to lose ourselves in the shadows under the trees. Temar came too, but short of slamming the postern
in his face I couldn’t think of a way to stop him.

 “I thought I was to call on your mistress?” I queried Eadit.

 “Some news came that changed her plans.” His eyes sparkled. “I’ll take you to her.”

 “Is this something to do with the matter I raised with her this morning?” I wasn’t sure how much
Charoleia was in the habit of confiding to this boy.

 He grinned. “She’s run your quarry to ground for you and she’s watching the earth as we speak.”

 “Then I most assuredly will come with you,” Temar insisted.

 “No,” I told him, exasperated.

 “I come with you or I follow you,” he told me bluntly. “Or will you tell Master Stolley to chain me
alongside the thief? Nothing less will stop me!”

 “It’d serve you right if I did,” I said grimly. But then I’d have to explain to Stoll where I was going and
why Temar couldn’t come too. Then I’d have Stoll rousing half the barracks to back me. He wouldn’t
miss a chance to succeed where Naer had failed and redeem himself in the Sieur’s eyes.

 “We should go,” Eadit said, looking uncertainly between us.

 And bringing half a Cohort down on her wouldn’t endear me to Charoleia either, not when she’d been
so insistent on the need for discretion. Stoll would certainly want to know where I’d got my information,
him and Messire.

 “All right, you can come,” I told Temar. “Go and get a sword from Stolley. Look haughty enough so he
won’t ask you why you want it. But you do exactly as I say, you hear? If that means hiding under a barrel
until all the fighting stops, you do it, understand me?”
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 “Of course.” He was as eager as a child promised an evening at the puppet shows.

 “The Sieur’ll wipe that smile off your face,” I warned him. “He’ll be furious when we own up to this.”

 “We had best make sure we have something to show for it,” Temar replied. “Success can gild the most
brazen act, after all.”

 “I don’t know about that,” I muttered as I watched him go back to the gatehouse. As soon as he
reappeared we followed Eadit down the road.

 He paused by the conduit house. “Got your purse, chosen man?”

 As I nodded, he flagged down a hireling gig and we all climbed in. “Where to?”

 “The shrine to Drianon down this end of the Habbitrot,” Eadit told the driver.

 “Is that not—”

 Eadit shot Temar an angry look and I silenced him with a sharp nudge. We all sat mute and expectant as
the gig took us to that uncomfortable quarter between the southern docks and the lowest of the springs.
A great swathe of the city is given over to making cloth hereabouts, dyeing it, printing it, cutting and
sewing. Over to the east, where the land begins to rise again, pattern drawers and silk ribbon weavers
live in comfort and prosperity. Down in the hollow where damp leaches up from hidden streams, women
go blind knitting coarse stockings by firelight while their men search the refuse of the rich, knifing each
other over bones to sell for bookbinders’ glue or rag for the paper mills. The Habbitrot is the main road
cutting through the squalor and I noted the Valiant Flag as we passed. Quite some distance past, Eadit
turned to our driver. “Anywhere here, thanks.”

 I paid the man off and we watched him whip his horse into a brisk trot to get them both back to safer
streets unmolested.

 “Down here.” Eadit led us down a rutted lane, the summer-parched earth beaten hard underfoot, which
was one blessing. Identical row houses faced each other, doors and windows cramped together beneath
an unbroken roof ridge, all built many generations since by landowners eager to cram as many
households as possible on to the smallest piece of land.

 The lad moved confidently, gaze flickering constantly from side to side, lingering on any shadow that
might conceal an unexpected threat.

 “Parnilesse or Carluse?” I asked him suddenly. That was the most recent fighting that would have
offered a lad like him the chance to serve with a mercenary corps.

 “Parnilesse, up near the Draximal border. Where my people are from.” Disillusion clouded Eadit’s eyes
so I didn’t pursue the matter. As long as I was sure he knew which end of a sword has a point, I was
content. He turned into an irregular yard between two terraces, the gates open and ready.

 “Good evening, Ryshad.” Charoleia was sitting in a shiny gig, an elegant bay horse idly chewing in its
nosebag.

 My blood ran cold at the thought of such a beauty waiting alone out here, with a horse worth more coin
than the wretches round here would handle in a lifetime. Then I remembered how Livak had admired
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Charoleia’s ability to take care of herself, and I’d met proven men more apt to need rescuing than my
beloved. “I thought I was to call on you.”

 “I decided to save time.” She tilted her head. “There’s chatter running all along the gutters about this
theft, given your Sieur’s going to stretch the man’s neck on the strength of it. The braver scum are egging
each other on to try stealing a little magical power for themselves, the cowards just want to get their
hands on the gold and melt everything down.”

 Temar made a retching sound beside me.

 “Fortunately, none of them know where to go sniffing for it, as yet.” Charoleia gestured casually with her
whip. “I, on the other hand, do. It’s all a matter of knowing whom to ask for what.” Her voice turned
serious. “When this is done, you’ll both owe me, and I don’t mean just a card to the Emperor’s dance,
Ryshad.”

 “This is my responsibility.” Temar was pale beneath the lesser moon still facing down her slowly waxing
sister.

 “I answer for my own debts.” I tried not to contradict him too flatly.

 “Glad to hear it,” Charoleia said dryly. “That’s the house where your man’s hiding.” She pointed some
way down the narrow, foetid street.

 “How do we know he’s still in there?” I looked at the shuttered house, a candle glowing in a garret the
only light. “I wonder who owns this district, come to that.”

 Temar whirled round as a door opened behind him, his sword rasping in its sheath. Charoleia’s maid
Arashil pressed back against the doorpost, hands clasped to her cheeks, and I swallowed an oath.

 “Is our friend still at home?” Charoleia enquired.

 Arashil nodded rapidly.

 “Has he gone out at all today?”

 “Has anyone left carrying anything?”

 Temar’s urgent question followed hard on the heels of my own. Arashil shook her head to both,
evidently a woman of few words.

 “We’d hardly have brought you here if the man had gone elsewhere.” Charoleia’s rebuke was mild but
unmistakable. “A gang of luggage thieves live in the lower half of the house. They’re gone for an
evening’s drinking, but I don’t know how long you’ll have before they come back.”

 Temar moved towards the gate but Charoleia barred his way with her whip. “Let Eadit unlock the door
first.”

 The Lescari-bred lad winked at Temar before sauntering idly out of the yard, head back and whistling.
As he drew level with the house we were watching, he stopped, eased his breeches and stepped into the
doorway. It was a quiet night hereabouts and we all heard the trickling sound.
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 I glanced at Charoleia as the noise stopped and Eadit remained in the entrance. “How good is he?”

 “Good enough.” She sounded confident. “Livak taught him.”

 I stared into the darkness. Charoleia presumably bought letters or any memoranda recovered by these
thieves who cut chests and coffers from any carriage slowing long enough to be robbed. For all her
beauty, Charoleia was deeply mired in this nether world of dishonesty, just as Livak had been for so
long.

 “There he goes.” Temar gripped my arm. We watched Eadit walk casually down the street until he
turned into an alley.

 “We cannot leave you ladies here unprotected,” Temar said with sudden concern.

 “He’ll be back soon enough. That ginnel comes around the back of here.” Charoleia pushed me. “Go
on. The game’s all up if someone in there finds the door unlocked.”

 I walked confidently out of the yard, hand on my sword hilt, Temar doing the same at my shoulder. As
we walked openly up to the door I mimed a pull at the bell rope. After waiting a breath, I took a step
back, hand raised as if greeting someone opening the door to us.

 “What are you doing?” Temar whispered.

 “Looking as if we’ve a right to be here. Get inside.”

 The house seemed empty but had an expectant air, as if its rightful masters would be back at any
moment. The door opened straight into a wide room, a simple curtain half pulled across an entrance to a
filthy kitchen beyond. Pewter plates smeared with the scant remnants of a tripe and pease dinner were
scattered across the greasy table, a few dry crusts of bread on the floor. The low fire was banked with
small coal, ready to be stirred up to heat the battered kettle hanging above it.

 “Up there?” Temar was already moving towards the rickety stair.

 I nodded and touched my figure to my lips.

 Temar walked carefully, weight on his toes, heavy boot heels making no noise on the bare wood. I
followed, keeping a watchful eye first below and then on the upper rooms as we emerged on to a narrow
landing. Two doors faced each other over a stained pallet heaped with filthy blankets. The place reeked
of urine, sweat and decay, laths showing through the grey and crumbling plaster.

 Temar looked a question at me. I chewed my lip, thinking. Ideally I’d want to know if anyone was in
those rooms, but we might open the door on a man who’d fight or a woman who’d scream. Then our
quarry in the garret would be instantly on his guard, whether or not this reeking place was in the habit of
nightly fights. I took a slow breath and regretted it as the stink nearly made me cough. Shaking my head I
gestured towards the sagging ceiling and drew my sword taking pains not to make a noise. Temar did the
same, wielding a workaday blade not worth a hundredth of his heirloom sword.

 Something halfway between a ladder and a stair ran up to the garret, turning back on itself to an open
trapdoor. Temar climbed slowly up, ducking down as he reached the turn, hiding until the very last
moment possible.
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 “What the—” As the man above swore in consternation, Temar sprang up the remaining stairs. I was
after him, two and three steps at a time, into the garret and slamming down the door.

 Temar had the thief up against the blind chimney breast rising up from the floors below, one hand
gripping the man’s throat, the other holding up his sword in silent warning.

 “The house is empty,” I said in low tones. “Start yelling and we’ll gut you.”

 Temar reinforced my threat with a tighter grip and the man raised futile hands to his purpling face. He
was older than me, wild curls retreating fast from temples and crown, face thin from a hungry life.

 “Enough,” I warned Temar. We’d taken the man by surprise, but that wouldn’t last long and I didn’t
want him fighting back any sooner than necessary. “Have you got him?”

 “Like the rat he is.” Temar leaned all his weight into holding the man as I searched him rapidly for
weapons. Knives at his belt and boots were easy enough to find, and thinking of Livak I also found them
strapped to his forearms and one hanging from a thong round his neck. I slid all of them into a brimming
chamber pot in the furthest corner of the room.

 “Bring him here.” A broken-backed chair was piled high with unwashed clothes that this villain had never
paid good coin for. I tossed them to the floor and Temar forced the man to sit. The shock was starting to
wear off and he swung a kick at me, hands trying to break free of Temar. It was a valiant effort for a
slightly built wretch, doubtless born and bred in these meagre streets. He’d probably have been scraping
a living from hand to mouth until someone realised his stunted form was better suited than most for
climbing in through narrow windows. That would have meant better eating, but nothing would restore his
lost growth.

 I slapped the thief hard across the face to stop his nonsense and found a belt among the litter of clothes.
I bent back a little finger to distract him from his struggles, and, as he winced, had his hands tied behind
his back. “Temar, see if the goods are here.”

 Dismay flickered in the thiefs face as I was securing his legs to the chair but he didn’t betray any hiding
place with any instinctive look, trying to spit at me instead. I slapped him for that insolence, not with all
my strength but an open hand was enough to split his chapped lip. I stepped back and laid my own
sword across his shoulder, smiling with all the menace I could muster.

 “Here!” Temar was on his knees, dragging a leather bag out from under a rope and plank frame
supporting an infested straw mattress.

 The thief couldn’t hide his consternation. I snapped my fingers in his face. “Is that everything? Have you
passed anything on?”

 “No.” The man was looking from me to Temar, eyes always returning to the bag.

 “I think all is here.” Temar sat back on his heels, unable to hide his relief and surprise. “That was easy.”

 “It had better all be there.” I pressed the flat of my blade down hard and stared unblinking at the thief. I
didn’t fancy trying to track down anything already lost, not if it meant more evenings in cess pits like this,
not to mention a deepening debt to Charoleia. “And now we’ve got our goods back, we want to know
who put you up to this.” We could spare just a little time to see if we could kill two birds with our stone.
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 The thief clamped obstinate lips tight shut. I set my sword down and drew gloves out of my pockets,
putting them on with exaggerated care. “You’re going to tell me, you do realise that.” He was wearing a
black velvet jerkin, the soiled pile rubbed bare across the shoulder. I ripped it down to pin his elbows to
his sides. The man screwed his eyes shut, waiting, tense for the first blow. I obliged him with a smack
around the ear, sending him rocking sideways. He grunted and recovered himself, opening his eyes to
stare directly ahead, jaw set.

 There was defiance in this studied blankness. I looked at Temar who was holding tight to the leather bag
and then to the trapdoor. That had been open. The scoundrel had only cried out when he realised Temar
wasn’t whom he expected. So who was he expecting, and how soon?

 I punched him at the base of the breastbone, a practised blow that stops the breath and causes agony
out of all proportion to the damage it does. We may not beat up malefactors with the relish of some less
honourable cohorts, but D’Olbriot’s men are all taught how to use our fists. He gasped, tears starting
from his eyes, falling on to his grey breeched knees as he hunched over. I grabbed a handful of matted
hair and pulled him upright.

 He tried to spit at me again so I shook him like a terrier with a rat, slapping him fore- and backhanded.
“Who put you up to this?”

 He tried to twist his head out of my hand, determined defiance still nailing his mouth closed. This bastard
had some hope to cling to, which meant beating the information out of him would take three times as long
and we didn’t have that time to spare. Perhaps we could wait to see who was coming to take the
artefacts, but only from a safe vantage point.

 I let go and patted the thief gently on the cheek, taking a pace backwards. “So you’ve more backbone
than Drosel.”

 He opened scornful eyes. “You can forget that bluff, bought man. Drosel wouldn’t talk, and anyway, he
doesn’t even know this place.”

 “He said enough,” I shrugged. “How do you think we found you? Still, my congratulations; you’re
holding up well for a man hip deep in horseshit.”

 “Save it for someone who cares, bought man,” he sneered. “Turning friendly won’t help you.”

 I laced my fingers together and stretched them thoughtfully. “How about ducking you in that a few
times?” I nodded at the noisome chamber pot.

 “I would not do so. He might pick out a knife with his teeth, he is so brave a man.” It wasn’t Temar’s
mockery that made uncertainty fleet across the thief’s eyes. What was it?

 I looked at the thief. “So, I can’t be bothered to waste my time beating it out of you, and I don’t fancy
dabbling my fingers in your piss. All right, what’s it worth?”

 Surprise flared in the man’s eyes. “What are you offering?”

 I pretended to consider the question. “What about Drosel?”

 “Don’t make me laugh.” The thief recovered a little self-possession. “Dro knew the risks. He wouldn’t
lift a finger to save me if the runes had rolled the other way.”
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 “And if we traded him to you, you’d only have to split the gold you’re hoping to get for that little lot.” I
sighed. “If his life’s of no value, what about your own? Do you want to share a ferry ride with him and
argue over who pays Poldrion for the privilege?”

 “My life won’t be worth shoe buckles if I talk to you. They’ll kill me, and where’s my profit then?” He
wasn’t joking.

 “You could flee the city,” suggested Temar, walking round to face the man, the bag secure on his hip.
“Perhaps with a fat purse for your trouble?”

 The thief looked nervously down at the floor when I’d have expected the offer of coin to give him pause
for thought.

 “The Esquire has coffers as handsome as his linen.” I gestured at Temar’s elegant lace collar. “He’d
have paid a bounty for those treasures in any case.”

 “Tell us who put you up to this, to whom they answer, if you may, and you can be well rewarded.”
Temar offered with honest sincerity.

 The thief’s tongue poked at the oozing split in his lip but fear was still tarnishing the greed in his eyes.
There was something about Temar that really unnerved him, I realised. I knew something else as well.
This was taking too long. I had one ear cocked for any sound below and wouldn’t have bet a Lescari
Mark on the silence lasting much longer. I studied the thief’s face; he wasn’t just looking warily at Temar,
his glance kept sliding to the leather bag and not because it held his spoils. “You’ll be glad to see the
back of those things, whoever takes them, won’t you?”

 It was drawing a bow at a venture but the thief’s sharp intake of breath and involuntary hunch of his
shoulders told us both I’d hit between the joints of his harness.

 “How well did you sleep, with all this under your bed?” Temar balanced a battered silver goblet on his
outstretched palm, hand steady as a rock. “Did you dream? Did you feel the imprisoned crying out for
release? Did you feel their confusion, their pain?”

 I was impressed. Temar was striking a resonant balance between sounding scarily archaic and speaking
clearly enough to be understood by latterday ears. It was just a shame this bluff was so threadbare. But
as I thought that I saw a new determination light in Temar’s cold blue eyes. He reached into the leather
bag, and what came next nearly made me cry out loud, never mind the thief.

 “Milar far eladris, surar nen jidralis.” Temar slid into a rhythmical chant, eyes glazing. As he did so, a
face coalesced above the black-streaked silver. Faint at first, like early streaks of mist lurking in hollows
in the road, the image thickened like fog. It was pale as mist, a washed-out greyness to the skin, lips
bloodless, unseeing eyes all but transparent. I couldn’t tell if it were man or woman, old or young,
indistinct, with hair no more than a wispy suggestion.

 “Shall I send you to join these shades?” Temar stopped his incantation and the shape shivered in the air.
“Or shall I call them forth, to pursue you to the very borders of the Otherworld? If I do that, you can only
be safe when you slit your own throat and Saedrin locks his door behind you.”

 It was a good thing Temar was able to do all the talking because my throat had closed tighter than an
oyster’s arse. I moistened dry lips and saw the thief staring at Temar as if the young Esquire had revealed
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himself as one of Poldrion’s own demons. A new stink added to the general stench in the room as the
man soiled himself.

 “His name’s Queal, Fenn Queal.” He stumbled over the name. “He works out of the Copper Casket,
over near the limekilns on the bay.”

 “What did he tell you?” demanded Temar. “What did he promise?”

 The door on the ground floor below rattled. Our luck had just run out. “Hush, both of you.” I put my
sword to the man’s throat to ensure his silence.

 “Jacot? Jacot, you putrid pig?” An indignant voice yelled up the stairs. “You left the door unlocked, shit
for brains!”

 “Are you up there?” A second voice sounded faintly suspicious.

 “Answer him.” I prodded the thief. “Say sorry.”

 Jacot managed a hoarse shout. “Right, sorry about that.”

 I cursed under my breath as I heard heavy boots on the stairs. “You’ll be more than sorry if anything’s
been lifted, dungface,” a halfway drunken voice threatened.

 There was no time to untie Jacot, and anyway, if it came to a fight I didn’t want him free. Whoever was
wanting to pick an argument threw back the trapdoor and the indignation died on his lips as he realised
Temar was standing there, naked blade ready to top his skull like an egg.

 “We’ve no quarrel with you, pal,” I said with pleasant menace. “We’re just about done with Jacot here
and then we’ll be leaving.”

 The newcomer was a tall man with a weeping sore on his cheek that looked suspiciously like the scald to
me. He was cleaner than Jacot, from what I could see of his shoulders, wearing a dun broadcloth jerkin
over a plain shirt. All the better to go unnoticed about his thievery, doubtless. His dark eyes were
red-rimmed and crusted but alert enough as they scanned the room; first the bed, the bound Jacot, myself
and finally Temar, who smiled nastily at him.

 “Whatever you say, you’re the man with the sword.” He looked unconcerned at Jacot’s reddened and
bleeding face. “Never was good for his rent, anyway.”

 I’d been half wondering about taking the thief with us to give Messire a matched pair for the gallows, but
bilked for his rent or not I couldn’t see this bully letting us take Jacot with us. No matter. We had the
Kellarin artefacts back and I’d wager gold against copper that Jacot would get his neck stretched soon
enough.

 I let my smile fade into hard-faced threat. The man gave the darkness under the bed one last look before
sliding down the ladder, helpfully drawing the trap shut after him.

 I raised a finger to shut Temar’s opening mouth and, kneeling, lifted the trapdoor a fraction. There were
too many voices asking puzzled questions for me to pick out the words clearly and then a door below
shut them off.
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 I scowled. “Do you reckon they’ll let us just walk out of here with his loot on your belt?”

 “I somehow doubt it.” Temar looked down through the crack of the trapdoor. “We fight our way
through?”

 I sat back and looked round the garret. “If we have to. I’d rather try and go round them and just run.”

 “Almost certainly safer,” Temar said dryly. He bolted the trapdoor, which would give us a little more
time to consider our options.

 The tiny window was thick with soot, decaying round the frame, and it didn’t look as if it had ever been
opened.

 Knocking it out would take time, make noise; I wasn’t sure Temar could get his shoulders through it, let
alone me, and in any case I didn’t fancy trying to race thieves over the rooftops.

 “Gag him.” Gesturing at Jacot, I went over to the chimney breast. A flimsy wooden wall on either side
was all that separated this garret from the next house. I looked more closely. The aging stonework had
shifted over the generations and pulled away, leaving the flimsy crosspieces none too deep in the walls.
The cheap planks were rotting where last winter’s rain had found a way through the coarse stone slates
and most of the wood looked worm-ridden. I looked over at Temar, who was tying a thick knot in a
stained rag to wedge into Jacot’s mouth.

 “Let’s use him to weigh down the trapdoor.” I lifted one side of the chair. Temar took the other and we
carried Jacot carefully over, fury choking him almost as effectively as Temar’s gag. Temar took a deep
breath, held it and then carefully moved the chamber pot to stand on the crack by the trap’s rope handle.
I nodded my amused approval as I stripped the pallet and greasy blankets off the bed and lifted up the
frame.

 “We smash through that wall and get clear as fast as we can.” Even if the thieves below thought we were
just beating Jacot up, the noise would give them an excuse to interfere so we wouldn’t have much time.

 Temar swung the bed frame with me. “On three?”

 “On one.” I put all my strength behind the blow, Temar with me. The bed frame twisted and splintered
but the wall buckled more, cross pieces ripped out of the chimney breast. We hit it again, and again, as
hurrying boots came charging up the stairs. One last shove sent the ineffective partition crashing down
and we forced our way through the gap. The garret next door was a mirror image of Jacot’s and we
raced to its trapdoor. Finding the bolt took a few unpleasantly tense moments in the half darkness, but
then we were through and sliding down the ladder. Temar tried to pull it away but it was too securely
fixed to the wall. I shoved him towards the stairs.

 Shouts sounded in the room we’d just left, mainly of disgust as whoever tried to come bursting up
through the trap was covered in Jacot’s ordure.

 I drew my sword and spared a breath to hope no innocents appeared and tried to stop us. Those runes
rolled our way; this house was dark and we reached the ground floor unopposed. Temar cocked his
head like a listening hound. The roar of pursuit from above didn’t quite cover the shuffle of feet in the
street outside the front,

 “The back.” I was betting my hide and Temar’s that there’d be an alley to match the one Eadit had used
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to get back to Charoleia.

 This house had a door to its kitchen and we bolted it behind us as we ran. Once through the outer door,
we found ourselves in a pitch black yard. Scrambling over the chest-high wall, we dropped into a narrow
alley with an open sewer running down the middle. We ran on, swords in hand, eyes fixed on a spill of
moonlight where the terrace gave way to a lane. Our footfalls echoed back from the walls on either side,
rousing dogs from their kennels, hounds barking until doors opened on warning shouts. As we reached
the open space we heard running feet to match our own and naked steel shone bright as three of the
thieves came skidding round the corner.

 The first one made a wild swing for my neck. This was no time for the niceties of a formal bout. I parried
with a block hard enough to send him staggering. Grabbing his hilt with my free hand, I curved my sword
down to rip it up the back of his calf. He dropped his blade to clutch at the wound as he fell crippled to
the floor and I kicked it away into the darkness. The other two had both gone for Temar, each thrusting
cuts that the younger man’s ancient sword skills competently swept aside. One tried a vicious hack at his
wrist but Temar saw it coming and pulled back. The thief leaned a hair’s breadth too far forward and
Temar had him, cutting down to the bone in the angle of his elbow. I was moving to take the last man but
a shadow stepped up behind him, grabbing his head to draw a dagger across his throat in one practised
movement. Temar and I recoiled but I still got spattered with hot sticky blood.

 “Come on.” Eadit dropped the corpse and we followed him to the street. Charoleia was waiting, Arashil
beside her, the gig barely pausing as we three grabbed the sides and back, scrambling to cram ourselves
aboard. The whole neighbourhood was rousing by now, cries raising lights in curious windows. The
thieves who’d pursued us down the alley came running after us and two men appeared from nowhere to
grab at the horse’s head. Charoleia ripped into their hands and faces with her metal-barbed whip and
they fell away. The bay sprang forward but, hampered by the unevenly weighted gig, was hard put to
outpace our pursuers. Charoleia wrenched the reins to turn it first round one corner, then another. We hit
a wider road and she lashed the beast to a reckless canter, leaving the sounds of the chase fading behind
us.

 I stared backwards until I was satisfied we’d left anyone after our blood behind. “What do you know of
Fenn Queal, Charoleia?”

 She kept her eyes on the road. “If he paid that thief, someone is paying him ten times as much.”

 “Would he have lied to us?” Temar asked. “The thief, I mean.”

 “Not and risk Queal finding out and skinning him for it.” Charoleia slowed the pace a little as we reached
a street with ordinary people going about innocent Festival business. “We’ll discuss this indoors.”

 “Where are we going?” I checked my bearings and it was clear we weren’t heading either back to
D’Olbriot’s residence or north and west to Charoleia’s house.

 “Somewhere safe.” Charoleia glanced back at the three of us with a frown that still couldn’t mar her
beauty.

 “D’Olbriot’s is safe,” I protested.

 Charoleia ignored me. I reached to touch her shoulder but Eadit held my arm back. “You asked for her
help, you take it.”
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 I gave him a hard look but he met my gaze squarely.

 Charoleia turned down another back street and then another. She took a lane that ran right beneath the
solid bulk of the old city walls and finally steered the weary horse into a tidily swept street where we
drew up outside a respectable merchant’s house. Eadit got out to take the horse’s head while Arashil
sorted the keys chained at her girdle. “I’ll need to wash that blood out at once,” she said, suddenly seeing
the gore spattered all over me and Temar. “Or you’ll be going home in your drawers.”

 “Sorry about that,” said Eadit perfunctorily, leading the horse away.

 We went inside to find a small hall with a single lantern burning low on a table. Arashil lit a candle from it
and opened a door on to a sparsely furnished parlour where she lit another lamp. “Don’t get blood on the
furniture.”

 Temar and I looked at each other and at Charoleia. “I’ll get some blankets,” she said with a faint smile
as she turned to disappear up the stairs.

 “I don’t want to be at the laundry all night,” snapped Arashil. “You’ve nothing I’ve not seen before.”

 I stripped off my jerkin and shirt, folding them carefully to keep the bloodied sides innermost. Temar did
the same with visible reluctance as I sat on a plain but well-polished chair to take my boots off. I didn’t
know just what I had trodden in this evening, but I didn’t imagine Charoleia would take kindly to me
tramping it through this house.

 “And the breeches.” Arashil tapped an impatient foot. I considered refusing. I could feel the stickness
against my skin, but once the blood had dried it would barely show on the dark cloth. Then I saw how
the spray had caught Temar, leaving stains all across his pale breeches. He was blushing furiously and I
couldn’t leave him to be the only one standing there in his linen, not if it embarrassed him so badly. I
stripped and bundled up the clothes, giving Temar an encouraging wink.

 Charoleia came into the room as Arashil left and tossed us each a warm blanket dyed an expensive blue.
I tucked mine round my hips, not really wanting it in this heat. Temar wrapped himself tightly as he sat on
a high-winged settle and some of the colour faded from his face.

 “We all stay here tonight,” she said, businesslike with no hint of flirtation. “If Queal was behind this, he
won’t take kindly to being robbed in turn. Will Jacot be able to tell him you were D’Olbriot’s men?”

 I nodded. “We said his mate had given him up, so no one would go looking for who else might have
passed on the word.”

 “My thanks for that.” Charoleia dimpled. Perhaps I’d been wrong about the flirtation.

 “You think Queal would try to get the artefacts back again?” I tried not to sound too sceptical.

 “Do you want to risk it?” Charoleia turned melting blue eyes on me. “Wouldn’t you be staking out every
road to D’Olbriot’s residence if you were Queal? You won’t get close enough to call out the guard
before ten or twenty men rush you, believe me.”

 “Can he rouse that many men so fast?” Temar frowned.

 “He can,” Charoleia assured him. She looked back at me. “Queal wouldn’t only want a sackful of gold
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before he’d agree to organise robbing D’Olbriot. It would have to be someone important asking,
important enough to make a marker with their name on it worth the risk.”

 “Can you find out who that might be without putting yourself at risk?” I felt concern twisting my gut.
“Could he possibly suspect you were the one who gave him up? Is that why we came here, not to the
other house?”

 “I’m simply being careful.” There was a suspicion of laughter in Charoleia’s voice. “Queal won’t trace
anything back to me. I’ll go home later tonight and then you two can leave here in the morning. No one
hereabouts even knows Queal’s name, let alone how to get word to him.”

 I hoped Charoleia’s confidence was justified but a yawn interrupted me as I tried to find a way of asking
if she was sure without insulting her.

 “Would there be anything to eat?” Temar asked hesitantly. “And to drink?”

 Charoleia smiled at him. “Naturally.”

 As the door closed behind her, I yawned again. “I think we’ve managed a full day, haven’t we? And just
what were you thinking of back there? How much Artifice can you work now?”

 “You have seen the sum total of my learning.” Temar looked somewhat embarrassed. “Not much, I
grant you but sufficient for bluff. I did no more than you last night.”

 “You certainly picked that up quickly,” I complimented him. “But that shade or whatever it was, that
was no mere trick.” I managed to keep my distaste out of my voice.

 “You are the one we have to thank for that particular incantation.” Temar laughed. “Once Guinalle heard
you had seen an Elietimm priest raise the image of its owner from an artefact for the Aldabreshin, she
worried at the notion like a dog with a bone until she had perfected the incantations. She can still do it ten
times better than any other adept, but Demoiselle Avila cannot do it at all. I have no idea why it came so
easily to me.”

 “Make sure you lock that bag somewhere secure and well away from the bedrooms for preference. We
all need an undisturbed night’s sleep.” Something must have shown on my face.

 “I am sorry if raising that image reminded you of your enslavement.” Temar shifted a cushion behind his
back to avoid meeting my eyes. “Is that why you dislike Artifice so?”

 “What made you suspect Jacot had been dreaming about the people still under the enchantment?” I
countered.

 “Thinking of the girl from the shrine,” Temar answered as if it should have been obvious. “And of when
Guinalle was devising that incantation to raise the images. I remembered Halice saying it looked like
something out of old tales of necromancy, raising shades of the dead.”

 “Halice is more Livak’s friend than mine. How’s she faring in Kellarin?” I asked, offhand, studying the
purple line of the new scar on my arm.

 “You keep turning the subject,” Temar said with blunt exasperation. “Why does Artifice disturb you
so?”
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 His irritation sparked my own anger. “The first time I had aetheric magic used on me, Artifice, call it
what you like, I was a prisoner of the Elietimm.” He’d asked and perhaps I owed him a fuller answer.
“That bastard who’s been sending them over here, to rob and kill, he went ripping into my mind, looking
for any information he wanted. I betrayed my oath, my Sieur, myself, and there wasn’t a cursed thing I
could do about it. That’s what aetheric magic means to me. It happened to Livak as well, and I wasn’t
lying when I told that thief she’d rather have been raped.” I gave him a hard look. “Have you ever met a
woman who’s been raped?”

 Temar looked sick.

 “Then I find I’ve been given your sword in hopes that whatever Artifice was within it might soak into my
mind, my dreams, and give Planir the answers he was looking for. It worked, Dast save me, it worked,
and Temar, I thought I was going mad! No, I don’t blame you, I don’t think anyone, not even the
Archmage, knew quite what they were dealing with, but even then, I cannot forget that it was Artifice.
Then there was the Elietimm enchanter trying to get his claws into the Archipelago, into Shek Kul’s
domain. He was using Artifice to dupe that stupid bitch Kaeska, and it got her killed. When he fought
me, Artifice nearly left me dead a third time.” I lifted my arm to show Temar the new healed cut. “This is
precious little to weigh in the scales against all that!”

 “And this is what you think of me, of Guinalle and the other Adepts, of Avila?” Temar was outraged and
hurt at one and the same time.

 “The Demoiselle wanted to get that thief to talk. How did she plan on doing that?” I demanded. “With
kind words and honeycake?”

 Temar took a moment to consider his reply. “Granted, there are ways to compel someone to speak the
truth against their will, but those were only ever used when a death was involved or every other evidence
indicated guilt. In any event, no one ever suffered as you did, my oath on it,” he insisted defiantly.

 I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but the idea still makes my skin crawl.”

 “And your alternatives are so much more humane?” Temar challenged me. “You trust a man to tell the
truth when he has been beaten bloody? That hardly served you with Jacot, did it? Will a man not merely
say whatever you want to hear, just to stop the torment?”

 I had no answer to that. Temar sighed unhappily in the tense silence. “I wish you could see all the ways
Artifice can be a boon, rather than mistrusting it.”

 “It’s nothing personal.” I did my best to sound sincere. “It’s just—oh, as if I’d burned myself badly on a
naked candle. Even a nice safe lantern would give me a qualm, wouldn’t it?”

 “I suppose so.” Temar grimaced. “At least you accept wizardry, which precious few others seem to. Do
you think your contemporaries will be as suspicious of Artifice? Do you think they will ever come to
understand the differences between the arts?”

 “It’s hard to say. It depends how they see it used.” One reason I could keep my composure around
mages is that I’d always had their spells used for me rather than against me, thus far at least. “That
worries you?”

 Temar shook his head, eyes distant. “I cannot see Kel Ar’Ayen surviving without Artifice.”
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 “The mercenaries are getting used to it.” I tried to sound encouraging.

 “I think they have seen so many horrors, so many unexpected twists of fate, that nothing surprises them
any more. And Halice would make a deal with Poldrion’s own demons if they were going to be
somehow useful to her.” Temar laughed, but there was still that lost look about him. “But what if this
mistrust of all magic deters those who might come from Tormalin to help us? We need them as well.”

 Temar fell abruptly silent as the door opened and Charoleia came in with a tray of bread, meat and a
bottle of wine.

 She arched a teasing eyebrow. “You two look very serious.!

 “It was nothing of importance.” Temar shook his head. “So, you want a card for the Emperor’s dance
tomorrow?” I wasn’t the only one countering questions with questions.

 “I think I’ve earned it.” Charoleia sat with composure that suggested she ate supper every evening in the
company of partly dressed men.

 “Have you been before?” Temar accepted a crystal goblet of pale golden wine.

 “I’ve stood on the sidelines.” Charoleia talked about some previous Festival when she’d inveigled herself
into the palace, being careful neither to name names nor specify the season. I helped myself to food,
trying to recall if I could ever have been about my sworn man’s duties when she would have been there.
If I had been, I concluded, Charoleia had done nothing to bring her to my notice, which was presumably
why she was quite so successful in her chosen line of work.

 “Did you have such events in the Old Empire?” Charoleia refilled our glasses.

 “Festival was very different in those days, first and foremost a time for due observance at a House’s
shrines. There was plenty of feasting and all the rest of the fun, but that was different as well, a way of
bringing nobles closer to their tenantry.” For an instant Temar looked very young and very lost.
“Everyone knew they could rely on the protection of the Name they owed fealty to. It was not simply a
tie of rent and duty paid, there was a real bond—”

 “Things haven’t changed so much,” I tried to reassure him, touched by the pain creasing his brow. “The
tenantry will be well fed and entertained tomorrow, and any of the commonalty who want to come
besides. Messire will welcome them all, thank them, and anyone who needs his help can ask it.”

 “How many times does that happen in a year?” Temar challenged. “How many Sieurs do as much? How
many begrudge the coin it costs them?”

 I finished my wine, not wanting to argue with him, but Temar wasn’t about to leave it.

 “How long will D’Olbriot be available for his people? For a chime or so in the morning, before everyone
of noble blood escapes the commonalty by hiding themselves at the Emperor’s dance?”

 I stood up. “I’m sorry, but this wine has gone straight to my head.” That was partly true, and I certainly
had neither the energy nor the inclination for arguing the social and political intricacies of the present day
with Temar. “I really must get some rest.”
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 “Arashil will have made up the beds by now,” Charoleia said easily. “Sleep well.”

 “Temar?”

 But Charoleia was kicking off her shoes and tucking her feet up under her maroon skirts.

 “Tell me, just who among the D’Olbriot Name are visiting for the Festival?” Her tone was warm,
maternal and inviting.

 I smiled to myself and went upstairs. Charoleia was welcome to whatever information she could get out
of Temar. It was her currency after all, and it might go some way to settling our debt with her.

 CHAPTER SIX

 The Chronicle of D’Olbriot Under the Seal of
Andjael, Sieur by Saedrin’s Grace, Winter Solstice
Following the Accession of Kanselin the Confident

 Let us give thanks to Raeponin that when Saedrin opened his inexorable door to our late Emperor
Kanselin the Blunt, Poldrion forwent any claim to his youngest brother, now duly anointed and set above
us. While it is but early days in this new reign, I find optimism warming my heart as I bid my screever set
down my personal thoughts at this turn of the year.

 Our late Emperor was a worthy leader and, in these uncertain times, a doughty guardian of Tormalin, but
he was not called the Blunt out of idle fancy. His predilection for plain speaking had caused offence on
more than one occasion and in some quarters provoked hostility slow to fade. Our new Emperor has
now used the occasions of both Autumn Equinox and Winter Solstice to welcome such potential
opponents of his rule to share his personal celebrations. Such open hospitality in plain devotion to
Ostrin’s name has done much to reunite the Princes of the Convocation and is the first of many hopeful
signs I wish to relate.

 As his brother was the Blunt, so his late cousin was the Rash. While few of us would condemn ambition
to reclaim those provinces left fallow during the Chaos and its pernicious aftermath, we have all seen the
consequences of those truly rash attempts to spread our meagre resources ever more thinly in hopes of
restoring Tormalin authority in Lescar. This newly elevated Kanselin makes no secret of his belief that we
must look to Tormalin interests first and foremost, resisting any pleas to involve ourselves in quarrels
beyond our most ancient borders. He is deaf to those men of Lescar or Caladhria who beg never so
pitifully for aid, seeking to trade on that fealty they so readily discarded a mere handful of generations
ago. I was myself present to hear the Emperor declare that, by Dastennin’s very teeth, such men had
chosen to plot their own course and must weather whatever storms might batter them. This is not to say
Kanselin intends to return to the closed attitudes of the Modrical era. He has been vociferous in his
encouragement of trade and generous in sharing the knowledge of markets and routes that has enabled
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Tor Kanselin to amass so substantial a fortune from all corners of the Old Empire.

 In pious recognition of the binding oaths he swore, Kanselin has sanctified his role as Toremal’s
defender by taking up residence in the Old Palace and doing much to restore the dilapidation of the
shrines within it. Rumour has it that he means to make a permanent court there, unwilling to spend his
energies in crossing and recrossing the land when so much else requires his attention. This is of some
considerable concern to those more remote Houses who know only too well that constant attendance on
his brother was the only way to be certain of Imperial favour. I have ventured to differ with anyone I
heard expressing such fears, trusting our Emperor’s assertions that it is the duty of every Sieur and
Esquire to care for their domains, no matter how distant, just as it is the Emperor’s duty to secure the
peace that enables them to do so. At Autumn Equinox Kanselin made no secret of his expectation that
we would all depart for our various estates at the close of Festival, returning to celebrate Winter Solstice
in unity undamaged for our sojourns apart. When we gathered for the rituals of Soulsease Night, even the
most suspicious could not claim any greater good will apparent for those Houses proximate to Toremal.
Nor could any claim disproportionate disadvantage accrued to far distant Names. I for one will gladly
trade the expense and constraints of courtly life for the freedom to supervise D’Olbriot affairs more
closely, if that can be done without risking a loss of status.

 This Kanselin’s whole rule is open to scrutiny, even to the lowest ranks of nobility. Any and all Esquires
may petition him and expect their concerns to be treated with due consideration. I truly believe we can
take our new Emperor’s words at face value. For all their flaws, no one can deny the brother and cousin
who preceded him were men of integrity, as was their sire and his uncle the Droll. Our new Emperor was
raised within the same House, born of the same blood. Raeponin grant that the reign to come vindicates
my trust in the man, and may Poldrion’s demons scourge him to the very gates of the Otherworld, if he
proves false to his oaths.

 A House on Lavrent Cut,
Toremal, Summer Solstice Festival, Fifth Day, Morning

 The house was silent when I woke, an empty calm entirely unlike the rousing bustle of barracks or
gatehouse. I rolled over, glanced at the window and sat bolt upright, swearing when I saw how high the
sun was. Everyone would be wondering where in Saedrin’s name we were. Messire would have Stoll
and the sworn turning the city upside down by now.

 “Temar?” I yelled out of the bedroom door as I wrenched on my underlinen.

 “In the kitchen.” That halted me. Why did he sound so relaxed? I went, boots in hand. The door to the
street was securely bolted, the front of the house dark, but the back was airy, with shutters open to the
morning sun.

 Temar was dressed and leaning against the table, eating soft white bread and drinking from a tankard.
“There is a note.” He nodded at a basket holding the other half of a flat, round loaf. The bag of artefacts
lay beside it.

 I read the note as I grabbed jerkin and breeches from a clotheshorse in front of the cooling range: Leave
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everything just as it is, lock the yard door behind you and take the key. I’ll send someone to collect it and
my card at noon.

 “Did you read this?” I set the note down to pull on my clothes.

 He offered me the flagon. “So we have until midday to get the lady an invitation to the Emperor’s
dance.” He sounded amused.

 “So how do we do that?” I couldn’t see a joke. “Is there any wine or water?”

 “Only beer.” Temar poured me some. “Better than the mercenaries make in Kel Ar’Ayen.”

 I looked round the tidy kitchen; no sign anyone had spent the night here, apart from the things on the
table. “Were the others here when you woke up?”

 Temar shook his head. “No, they had all gone. I did not even hear them leave.” A forlorn look fleeted
across his face.

 Charoleia could certainly take care of herself and her own, that much I was sure of. I took a swallow of
weak, bitter beer to wash down the bread. “We have to get back or the Sieur will be looking to nail my
hide to the gatehouse door.”

 “I used Artifice to tell Avila where we are.” Temar was unconcerned. “Well, not where we are, because
I do not know, but I explained to her what had happened.”

 “Earlier this morning? Was she alone? What did she say?” I hadn’t hidden behind a woman’s skirts since
I’d grown out of soft shoes, but if Avila had told Messire what had happened that might just save my
skin.

 “Yes, she was alone.” Temar couldn’t restrain a childish grin. “She was still abed and I hardly suppose
anyone comes knocking at her door on the dark side of midnight.”

 I was about to tell him to mind his manners when his bright smile made me suspicious. “Someone came
knocking at your door last night?”

 Temar’s attempt to look innocent would have done justice to a cat caught eating cheese. “What has that
to do with anything?”

 I narrowed my eyes at him. “Arashil?”

 “No.” He couldn’t hide the triumph in his eyes.

 I took a deep breath but let it go. “If you’ve eaten all you want, let’s go and hire a ride.”

 Temar followed me out of the kitchen door. I locked it, pocketing the key, and wondered how in Dast’s
name I was supposed to get an Imperial dance card for Charoleia by noon.

 The alleys in this district were wide, well paved and clean, bringing us out on to a broad street where the
morning’s market was selling every fruit, vegetable or cut of meat a busy goodwife might need for the
final banquets of Festival. Traders shouted loudly, as eager as anyone else to turn the day’s coin and set
about celebrating. I snagged a bunch of grapes from a high-piled basket, tossing coin over to a swarthy
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man. He caught and pocketed the coppers without taking a breath from his exhortations to passing
women. “Fresh as the dew still on it, good enough for any House in the city! Buy double and you can
take a day of rest tomorrow, just like the noble ladies who never do half your work!”

 That won him a laugh from a stout matron who reminded me of my own mother. She’d be at the
markets by now, planning one last intricate meal before everyone returned to the usual routine of
workaday life. Mother loved Festivals, especially if she could get us all together, eager for the day when
we’d bring wives and best of all children home, to pack around the long table, swapping confidences and
news, sharing triumphs and tragedies of the past season and planning ahead for the new. The only
problem was that I couldn’t ever see it happening. Mistal’s passing loves usually went down like a pitcher
of warm piss with our brothers, and on balance Livak would probably rather have her teeth pulled than
spend another Solstice at home with me. Still, even Hansey and Ridner at their most irritating wouldn’t
have given me half the anxieties of this Mid-Summer.

 “Here!” Raising voice and hand together, I caught the eye of a hireling driver. He pulled up a fresh grey
horse.

 “Fair Festival,” he said perfunctorily. “Where to?”

 “D’Olbriot’s residence?” At his nod we climbed into the battered vehicle, narrow seats facing each
other. It was an open carriage, so we both sat silent as the driver chirruped at his horse.

 “A few more hires like this and I’ll be stabled early today,” he said cheerfully over his shoulder.

 “Good luck, friend.” I leaned back against the cracked leather and studied Temar, who was rapt in
some happy recollection. I was sorely tempted to ask. If it hadn’t been Arashil putting a spring in his
step, it must have been Charoleia. But what was Charoleia hoping to get out of the lad? What had she
learned from their pillow talk? How was I going to handle Temar lost in some romantic haze, given his
tendency to fall headlong in love with unattainable women? Charoleia had to be the most unattainable yet.

 All right, that was something of an exaggeration, if not downright untruth. It had only been Guinalle who
had turned him down flat, bringing him hard up against the realisation that a woman who might agree to
share your sheets might yet refuse to share your life. Something else we had in common, I thought wryly.
No, before Guinalle had given him pause for thought Temar had been an accomplished flirt according to
some of the memories that I wasn’t about to let him know I shared. That was a startling notion. Had he
charmed Charoleia into his bed? I didn’t think so. Or didn’t I want to think so? Was my pride injured
because she’d travelled that road with him when she’d only taken a few steps along it with me? Was I
jealous of Temar? I burst out laughing.

 Temar was startled back to the here and now. “What?”

 “Nothing.” I could tell he didn’t believe me but there wasn’t much he could do about that in an open
carriage.

 The roads through the city were comparatively empty for a mid-morning, everyone busy at home
preparing for the final day of Festival. The pace picked up as we approached the D’Olbriot residence.
Wagons were delivering wine and ale, bread and pastries, all ordered up from the city to spare the
House’s cooks for more intricate confections. I could see a sizeable number of the commonalty already
walking around the hamlet of grace houses where Stolley’s wife was selling wine spiced with a little
first-hand gossip about life in noble service.
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 Naer was on duty in the gatehouse, all spruced up in his livery. “You’re wanted, both of you, the Sieur’s
study.”

 I’d have preferred to face Messire clean and shaven, but didn’t dare risk delay. “Come on, Temar.”

 We hurried through the gardens. When I knocked on the door it was Camarl’s voice not the Messire’s
that answered. “Enter.”

 I took a deep breath and opened the door. “Good morning, Messire, Esquires.” I bowed low.

 The Sieur was there together with all three of his brothers, sat in a close half-circle with Myred and
Camarl to represent the coming generation. Painted, the faces would have looked like studies of the same
man at different ages. Young Myred, dutifully silent at the back, still had the bloom of early manhood,
flesh softening chin and cheekbones but waist still trim beneath his close cut coat. Camarl showed the
incipient family stoutness overcoming the fitness lent by youth but the years he had over his cousin
sharpened his gaze with experience gained. Next in age was Ustian, Messire’s younger brother, who still
travelled seven seasons out of the eight, seeing how the House’s vast holdings were managed at first
hand. He was the plumpest of the four brothers, an inoffensive, round little man with a mind like a steel
trap hidden beneath leaves. Long leagues on the road showed in lines around his eyes that Camarl as yet
lacked. While the Sieur was still a man in his prime, Esquire Fresil, on Messire’s left, was visibly further
down the slope towards Saedrin’s door. Leishal, master of the House’s estates around Moretayne since
the days of the old Sieur and seldom seen in Toremal, was not much older. But even those few years
made a difference: his legs were thinned with old age, spindly beneath his paunch, his face sinking to
show the bones of his skull. Where Myred’s eyes were a vibrant stormy blue, Leishal’s were faded
nearly to colourless, deeply hooded beneath a wrinkled forehead. For all that, his wits were still honed
sharp by three generations’ unquestioning service of his Name.

 “Good day to you, Ryshad.” Avila sat across the room beside the fireplace, expression bland, ankles
crossed beneath a frivolously yellow-sprigged white gown.

 “Where were you?” barked Esquire Leishal.

 “Retrieving what was stolen from the House, Esquire,” I said politely.

 Temar took a pace to stand beside me, one hand laid on the leather bag. “We believe everything is
here.”

 Avila shifted in her seat with a rustle of silk but I’d have had to turn my head to look at her. I didn’t feel
that would be wise; displeasure hung in the air like the promise of summer thunder.

 “You didn’t have time to tell anyone where you were going?” asked Ustian.

 “I chose not to, Esquire.” I faced him squarely. “The person who gave me the information asked me to
keep it in confidence.”

 “There are no secrets between sworn man and master,” snapped Fresil. “What do you mean by taking
D’Alsennin into danger? The boy’s barely out of bandages!”

 “Your pardon, but I answer neither to Ryshad nor to any D’Olbriot.” Temar’s face was stern. “I
crossed the ocean to seek these stolen treasures. Life and honour are both my own to risk in that quest.”
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 “Maitresse Den Castevin has no high opinion of your honour,” retorted Fresil.

 In the corner of my eye I saw Avila sit forward, mouth thin with anger. The Sieur nodded to her and she
stayed silent but from the surprise on Fresil’s face I’d wager any coin she was giving him a very hard
look.

 “A great number of people tell you things in confidence, Ryshad,” Ustian said genially. “Two are waiting
to see you as we speak.”

 Camarl rang a little hand bell and a blank-faced footman ushered two people through the far door, my
brother Mistal and Charoleia’s errand boy, Eadit, who was looking like a mouse in a room full of cats. I
really did hope he wasn’t here to ask for her dance card because I couldn’t see Messire taking kindly to
that.

 “Fair Festival, advocate.” Camarl’s smile was broad with all the confidence of rank. “Anything you wish
to say to Ryshad can be said before the Sieur and Esquires.”

 Mistal bowed elegantly to the assembled nobility. “I’ve been trying to determine who is paying Master
Premeller to act as a friend of the court.”

 “Why bring the news to your brother and not to Esquire Camarl or the Sieur?” asked Leishal sternly.

 “I did not wish to presume on their honours’ time.” Mistal bowed again.

 “Just tell us what you’ve found out,” Ustian invited.

 Mistal raised a hand to the front of the advocate’s gown he wasn’t wearing. “Master Premeller owes a
sizeable sum to one Stelmar Hauxe, goldsmith.”

 “Money-lender,” commented Leishal with disapproval.

 “Quite so.” Mistal smiled without humour. “According to the advocate who shares his rooms,
Premeller’s just defaulted on the interest for the second quarter running, but for some reason he hasn’t
suffered the bruising that kept him in bed for most of Equinox.”

 “Why does Hauxe want Premeller snapping at our heels?” Fresil barked. “We’ve never done business
with the man.”

 “Hauxe rents premises by the quarter from Aymer Saffan,” continued Mistal, “who leases them by the
five-year from Tor Bezaemar.”

 “Which proves nothing,” Leishal grunted.

 “Saffan has just granted Hauxe a season’s exemption on his rent,” offered Mistal.

 “You’ll never trace that back to Tor Bezaemar,” Fresil scoffed.

 “Indeed.” Ustian was considering this news. “I could imagine a handful of explanations before implicating
another noble House in deliberate malice.”

 Training in the courts made Mistal equal to this. “Would any of those alternatives explain Premeller’s
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unexpected hostility to D’Olbriot? Has he ever shown any predilection for honourable disinterest?”

 The Sieur raised his hand and everyone fell silent.

 “Ryshad, introduce your other visitor,” Camarl prompted.

 “This is Eadit.” I tried to put some reassurance in my voice. “He works for the person who helped us
secure the stolen artefacts.”

 “Speak, boy!” barked Leishal.

 Eadit cleared his throat nervously. “I came to tell you Fenn Queal was visited yesterday morning by a
valet recently dismissed by Tor Bezaemar. That valet’s been seen drinking with one Malafy Skern, a
pensioner from Tor Bezaemar’s service. That’s all I know.”

 Camarl spoke up at once. “I passed on Esquire D’Alsennin’s concerns to the Sieur yesterday.” His
intent look forbade me to pursue the matter in Eadit’s hearing. “Advocate, Master Eadit, you have our
thanks.”

 Messire dismissed both with a gesture and Mistal hustled Eadit out of the room.

 “More conjecture and gossip,” scowled Ustian.

 “We can’t set any of this before the court,” Fresil agreed.

 “You cannot in all conscience ignore this,” said Avila with rising ire. “In the Old Empire such weight of
suspicion would have been enough to call out your Cohorts against Tor Bezaemar!”

 “We have different fields of combat in this day and age,” Fresil said sharply. “Never fear, Demoiselle,
we’ll set as much before Imperial justice as we can when the sessions resume after Festival. In the
meantime we can take other steps against Tor Bezaemar, and who knows, sufficient provocation may
prompt them to betray themselves.

 “That would lend weight to our arguments,” agreed Leishal to general approval.

 “If your Emperor declares against them in this court?” Temar folded his arms abruptly. “Will that curb
their malice?”

 “We’ll have won a significant battle,” said Ustian with a smile of amusement.

 “Not the war?” persisted Temar.

 “That will take a little longer.” But Leishal’s dour words made it clear the outcome wasn’t in question.

 “That’s our concern, not yours, D’Alsennin.” The Sieur spoke for the first time. “You’re to be
congratulated on recovering your artefacts.”

 “I could not have done so without Ryshad,” Temar said pointedly.

 “Quite so.” The Sieur’s bland face was unreadable. “And now you can prepare to celebrate your good
fortune at the Emperor’s dance.” He smiled at Avila, who raised a sceptical eyebrow. “My lady Channis
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will run through the etiquette.” Courteous as it was, Messire’s dismissal was unmistakable.

 “I must secure that bag first,” said Avila. “If you are finally letting your tenantry inside your walls, Ostrin
knows who might slip in unnoticed with theft on their minds.”

 “As you see fit. Channis awaits your convenience.” Messire’s face showed none of the indignation
darkening Fresil’s face beside him.

 Camarl rang the bell to summon the doorkeeper. I moved to follow Temar.

 “Where are you going, Ryshad?” barked Ustian.

 I turned back, opting for silence as the safest response.

 “Sit down, Ryshad,” Messire invited. I took a chair by the table as the door closed behind me.

 “If you recovered D’Alsennin’s spoils for him, you must know who stole them.” Camarl leaned forward.
“Why isn’t he chained in the gatehouse?”

 “His name is Jacot, and if I’d been able I’d have dragged him here by his heels,” I answered readily.
“But Temar and I would’ve had to fight through twice our number to do that. I’d have risked it with
another sworn or chosen, but I wasn’t about to chance D’Alsennin.”

 “So he escapes to boast he robbed D’Olbriot and lived to tell the tale,” snapped Ustian.

 “Why didn’t you take enough men to capture this thief?” the Sieur asked mildly.

 “I thought discretion more important than a show of strength,” I replied steadily.

 “There’s blood on your boots, Ryshad,” Messire pointed out. “Someone spilled it. Granted I don’t see
you or Temar wounded, but you’d have been safer with sworn swords around you.”

 “I didn’t want to risk the safety of the person who betrayed the thief to me,” I said, shutting my mouth on
further explanation.

 “Who seems remarkably well informed as to the vermin crawling round this city’s underbelly,” Messire
observed. “I take it we’re talking about that Lescari lad’s employer?

 I nodded.

 “Will you tell me who this is, if I ask?” the Sieur enquired casually.

 “I will but I would ask you not to ask.” I looked straight at him. “If we compromise that person’s safety,
we can’t expect help from that quarter again. We recovered the Kellarin artefacts, Messire. I judged that
more important than bringing the thief before your justice.”

 “Did you?” Fresil plainly disagreed. “Young Temar holds your oath now, does he?”

 I kept my eyes on the Sieur. “I serve D’Olbriot in serving D’Alsennin.”

 The Sieur’s smile came and went. “I don’t want to curb your initiative, Ryshad, but I said you were to
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inform myself or Camarl of such plans. I’m surprised I failed to make myself clear.”

 I looked at the expensive carpet. “I’m sorry, Messire.”

 “I also thought I’d made it plain D’Alsennin was to fulfil the obligations of the rank he assumes.”
Messire’s voice got colder. “You knew he was dining with Den Castevin.”

 I stared at the Sieur’s diamond-studded shoe buckles.

 “Enough of this,” snorted Leishal crossly. “What are we going to do about Tor Bezaemar?”

 “We buy their timber for props and for charcoal for the Layne mines,” said Ustian promptly. “Den
Ferrand has land over that way that could supply us instead.”

 “Tor Bezaemar hides keep our tanneries in Moretayne supplied,” Fresil mused. “Could Den Cascadet
pick up that trade without too much loss to ourselves?”

 “We could split it between them and Den Gaerit,” suggested Ustian.

 “What about closer to home?” Leishal demanded. “Where are Tor Bezaemar holdings in Toremal in
relation to our own?”

 “Myred, the city plans.” The Sieur snapped his fingers at his son before glancing at me. “What are you
waiting for?”

 “Your orders, Messire,” I said politely.

 “Would you take them, if I gave them?” he asked lightly. “I’m sorry, that was unworthy of us both.” He
sighed. “Finish this Festival as you started it, Ryshad, watching over D’Alsennin. You’d better attend him
to the Emperor’s dance. Irianne will be there to distract Camarl, so we want someone watching Temar’s
back.”

 Camarl looked up, startled, as he unrolled a detailed plan of the northern side of the bay.

 “Never mind that.” Leishal was bending over the parchment. “Look here, we own the road that gives
access to all these Tor Bezaemar holdings.”

 “So we do.” Fresil smiled with happy malevolence. “I’m sure it’s time we levied a toll thereabouts to pay
for remaking the roadbed?”

 “Those are mostly tapestry weavers in that district?” The Sieur stood and turned his back on me, taking
a ledger from a shelf and leafing through it. “Camarl, make sure none of our spinning mills deliver yarn to
any Tor Bezaemar addresses from now on.”

 I left, closing the door softly behind me.

 “So they didn’t skin you for a hearth rug, then?” The footman waiting in the corridor gave me a nod.

 “Not this time.” I walked swiftly away. If the inner house servants knew I was in trouble, I’d really
fouled my own nest. Where would Temar be, I wondered, dutifully learning etiquette from Lady Channis
or intent on his own concerns? Heading for the library, I heard him in heated discussion with Avila from
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the turn of the corridor. At least I’d won that wager with myself. I knocked.

 “Enter,” Avila snapped. She sat at the table, artefacts spread out before her, running a pointed fingernail
down her list.

 “What did the Sieur want with you?” asked Temar.

 “To remind me where my oath rests.” I looked at Avila. “Is everything there?”

 “Thus far.” She looked up at me. “What plot is Guliel hatching with those brothers of his?”

 I rubbed a hand over my face and wished for a shave. “As close to outright war with Tor Bezaemar as
he can manage, without actually calling out the barracks.”

 “On Temar’s unsupported word?” Avila hushed his indignation with a curt word.

 “The Sieur and Esquires must have their own reasons for suspecting Tor Bezaemar’s ill faith,” I told her.
“I can’t imagine they’d be doing this otherwise.” I wondered what the Sieur knew that the rest of us
didn’t.

 “What are they doing?” Temar demanded.

 “Wherever their businesses touch on each other, wherever Tor Bezaemar holdings or tenants rely on
D’Olbriot services, the Sieur and Esquires will find ways to make Tor Bezaemar feel the shoe pinching.
They’ll break contracts if they can, refuse to buy or sell, deny Tor Bezaemar men passage over
D’Olbriot lands, refuse carriage for Tor Bezaemar goods in D’Olbriot ships.”

 “Will D’Olbriot interests not suffer? Will Tor Bezaemar not retaliate?” protested Avila.

 “Fresil and Ustian will make sure Tor Bezaemar losses outweigh any D’Olbriot suffering.” I sighed. “But
it won’t do the tenantry of either House any favours.”

 “What does this mean for us?” Temar wanted to know.

 “For Kellarin? You wanted less interference in your affairs, didn’t you?” I queried. “D’Olbriot’s certainly
going to be too busy with this to tell you how to run your colony.”

 “We will be caught up in this regardless.” Temar looked at me. “And if Tor Bezaemar or their allies
believe hurting Kel Ar’Ayen will hurt D’Olbriot?”

 “Any artefacts we still seek at once become pieces on this game board.” Avila was pale with anger.

 I had no answer to that.

 “These Sieurs, these Esquires, they can do this?” Temar began pacing round the room. “Has your
Emperor no power? Even Nemith the Whorestruck knew better than to let two Houses break each
other’s horns like this! His decree to end a quarrel was law.”

 “A decision in the Imperial Courts should cut a lot of this short,” I offered.

 “When?” Temar flung an impatient question at me. “Aft-Summer? For-Autumn? This year? Next?”
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 “Who’s to say your courts deliver justice, when Raeponin is denied?” Avila was packing the artefacts
back into their coffer with rapid, angry hands. “When nothing holds a House’s mouthpiece to the truth
but their unsupported word?”

 I was about to protest, at least on Mistal’s behalf, when a footman followed a brisk tap on the door.

 “My lady Channis sends her compliments,” he said as hastily as was polite. “She invites you to attend
her as soon as convenient.”

 “My compliments to Lady Channis, and we will be there as soon as suits.” Avila barely managed not to
vent her anger on the hapless servant. “Find the mage Casuel Devoir and send him to D’Alsennin’s
chamber.”

 The footman left with alacrity and I didn’t blame him. Avila headed for the door. “You two, bring that.”

 Temar and I carried the coffer between us, following Avila up the backstairs, sharing a puzzled look.
We’d barely reached Temar’s opulent room when Casuel came hurrying along the corridor. “Demoiselle,
Esquire,” he puffed. “How can I be of service?”

 Avila stalked into Temar’s chamber and looked around with disfavour. “Where best to hide something?
Under the bed?”

 “The first place someone would look.” I was glad to let Temar give the obvious answer.

 Avila smiled thinly. “Then that is the place we want. Put it underneath.”

 “But—”

 “Master Mage.” Avila cut through Casuel’s protest with a voice like steel. “Can you make this box
invisible?”

 Casuel thought for a moment. “Weaving an illusion of empty space might be more effective.”

 “As you see fit, it is your magic’ Avila looked impatient as Casuel waited, smiling hopefully. “At once, if
you please.”

 “Of course.” Casuel dropped to his knees and threw a dizzying burst of magic beneath the bed, azure
shifting to jade and blending to startling sunset hues. I blinked as the afterglow faded slowly from my
eyes.

 “I should have done this before,” muttered Avila, pulling up a stool. She sat down and drew a deep
breath, laying her hands on the cream and crimson silk coverlet. “Zal aebanne tris aeda lastrae.” She
repeated the invocation, each time more softly until her words were a mere hint of a whisper in the rapt
silence of the room.

 “Suspecting Elietimm malice looking over our shoulders every time we use Artifice, we hesitate to do the
most obvious things,” she said crossly. “Master Devoir, has my enchantment affected your magic at all?”

 Casuel bent down to peer under the bed and I couldn’t resist doing the same. All I saw was empty
carpet.
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 “Not at all, my lady.” Casuel stood up. “What have you done?”

 Avila smiled thinly. “Laid an aversion over the bed and beneath it. Anyone not knowing the coffer is
there will have no interest in looking. Anyone searching for it will dismiss such an obvious hiding place
with contempt.”

 “A fascinating combination of the two schools of magic,” Casuel looked intrigued. “What—”

 “Now let us see what Lady Channis thinks she can tell us about etiquette.” I hoped Lady Channis was
equal to Avila’s belligerence. Temar and I dutifully followed the Demoiselle and Casuel came scurrying
after us.

 “I suppose I’ll have to bespeak Planir,” he was muttering. “To tell him about your latest successes.”

 “And your working magecraft to complement Avila’s Artifice,” I pointed out.

 Lady Channis’s apartments are on the cool north side of the residence, furnished with all the elegance
Den Veneta coin can buy. The lackey ushered us all in, assuming Casuel and I were both in attendance,
and we couldn’t retreat before two minor Demoiselles of the Name curtseyed themselves out, the door
closing behind them.

 “Demoiselle, Esquire, a tisane?” Lady Channis was wearing a simple cream chamber gown but her maid
had already dressed her ebony hair high with amethyst-tipped pins. A naturally spare frame and the finest
unguents lent her the appearance of youth. At second glance you would see the fine lines of age in her
hands and neck but by then she’d have captured you with her charm.

 I took a seat by the wall and Casuel did the same. Temar and Avila joined Lady Channis around a low
table set with finest porcelain, crystal spice bowls and a small copper urn piping hot over a spirit lamp.
The silver spoons and tisane balls marked with the Den Veneta sheaf of arrows gleamed with the soft
lustre of antiquity. “Ryshad? Master Devoir?”

 Casuel jumped up with an obsequious bow as she turned deceptively soft brown eyes on us. “My lady.”

 “Your father is a pepper merchant, I believe?” Beauty had brought Lady Channis a long way from the
minor House she’d been born in, and intelligence had carried her further still.

 Casuel’s smile became a little fixed as he selected spices for his tisane. “He is, my lady, of Orelwood.”

 “And your brother is the famous Amalin.” Lady Channis offered Temar a bowl of shredded citrus zest,
ruby and enamel rings dark on her pale fingers. “Your mother must be very proud of such talented sons.”

 Casuel hesitated. “Naturally, my lady.”

 Channis filled Avila’s cup with hot water and reached for Casuel’s. “So, Ryshad, what’s your Sieur
doing now?”

 “He and the Esquires are planning to chastise Tor Bezaemar for their apparent hostility.” I filled my own
tisane ball with a simple mixture of elder and sourcurrant.

 “You can rely on the Sieur’s judgement.” Lady Channis’s dark eyes were shrewd in her flawless
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maquillage.

 “I take it he acts on more than the suspicions Temar raised yesterday and the few things we learned this
morning,” said Avila speculatively.

 “Doubtless.” Lady Channis handed me my drink and waved Casuel and me back to our seats. “Den
Veneta will be sorely exposed in any clash with Tor Bezaemar, I’m sorry to say. That’ll make things very
awkward between Guliel and my cousins. But that’s a problem for another day.” She shook her elegantly
coiffed head. “We’re here to talk about the Imperial dance. In your day, I understand the last day of
Festival was set aside for Imperial decrees? Well, Tadriol will certainly announce new betrothals, any
major project a Name might be undertaking, but the emphasis is mostly on pleasure.”

 I let her gentle voice fade into the background murmur of the busy residence. People all around were
hurrying to ready everything before noon brought the commonalty into the residence and the nobility took
their carriages to the Imperial Palace. I ran through the crowded events of the last few days in my mind.
How might D’Olbriot’s determination to attack Tor Bezaemar clash with D’Alsennin and Kellarin
interests? Was there any way to head off such friction? Hadn’t Temar said something about Artifice being
a better means of achieving some aim than brute force?

 I looked over to see him paying close attention to Lady Channis.

 “It’s been the custom, oh, since the days of Inshol the Curt that all rank is left outside the doors of an
Imperial dance, along with hats and swords. No one’s allowed to insist on deference and precedence,
that kind of thing. Naturally any Esquire will treat any Sieur with due courtesy, that much distinction must
be preserved but the erstwhile Imperial Houses aren’t allowed to look down on lesser Names. You’ll
stand or sit as a lady pleases, of course, but there’s none of this nonsense about Houses of lower degree
having to wait until a senior Name decides to take the weight off his feet.” Lady Channis smiled as she
ticked off points from a mental list on her beautifully manicured fingers.

 “Keep your voice to a polite level otherwise the noise gets simply deafening. If you must debate some
point or other, do it without anger or passion and naturally, if someone’s boring you senseless, you’ll
oblige us all by not letting that show. You’ll also do yourself more credit if you avoid boring anyone else.
In general, I’d advise you to guard your own tongue and if you encounter anyone being indiscreet, do
them the courtesy of not repeating what you hear, well, not outside the doors of the dance salon.” A
fleeting smile softened her words.

 “There’ll be plenty to eat and drink but I can’t imagine you need me telling you not to over-indulge.”

 “I think I should be able to avoid disgracing myself,” said Temar politely but I could hear irritation
beneath his words.

 “These may be unwritten rules, Esquire, but there are penalties for infringing them,” Lady Channis told
him firmly. “If two or more people accuse you of indecorous behaviour, you’ll be asked to pay a forfeit.
It’s quite a game in the normal run of things but with all that’s going on, I’ll wager my tisane spoons some
scion of Den Thasnet or Tor Priminale will be only too eager to make you look a fool.”

 “What would this forfeit be?” Demoiselle Avila demanded curtly.

 “Since the days of Tadriol the Staunch’s Maitresse, poetry has been the usual penalty.” Lady Channis
waved a hand. “Reciting the first few stanzas of The Edicts of Perinal the Boldis a favourite sentence. A
serious offence can merit all three verses of The Death of Decabral the Eager. If you really tread on
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someone’s hem, you could find yourself reciting Drianon’s Hymn to the Harvestto the entire room.”

 “I do not know any of those.” Temar shook his head cautiously.

 “Which would make your humiliation complete, would it not?” Avila looked grim as Lady Channis
continued.

 Movement beside me prompted a glance for Casuel, who was listening avidly. His smugness suggested
he knew all the relevant poems and epics. I remembered the mage’s own ambitions to rank. What of
other wizards with less narrow preoccupations? What would Planir do to protect his own concerns?
How might his actions impact on D’Olbriot? How would Hadrumal seek to influence a quarrel between
the Names that ruled the Empire? What could the Emperor do? Nemith the Last and his forebears might
have ruled from the ocean to the Great Forest by unquestioned decree, but Emperors in this age have a
different notion of justice. I pondered the bits and pieces of legal lore Mistal had bored me with when
he’d first started his studies.

 That led my thoughts to Hansey and Ridner. It wasn’t only minor Names like Den Veneta who’d suffer
once each Name dragged their allies into this struggle. My brothers are D’Olbriot tenants, but they buy
their stone from Den Rannion quarries. Skirmishes over goods and services would break out from the
Ast Marsh to the Cape of Winds, and people ill fitted to bear the losses would suffer first. I closed my
eyes as I sought a way through this maze.

 “That’s all we need to know?” Avila’s faint sarcasm roused me from trying to tease out all the potential
consequences of a plan irresistibly forming in my mind.

 “My thanks, my lady.” Temar shot Avila an unexpected look of reproof.

 Avila smoothed her skirts as she rose. “And now I have another chance to see how many different
gowns one woman can wear in the same day.”

 “May I take a moment of your time?” I stood, hands laced behind my back, formal stance stiffening my
resolve.

 Lady Channis smiled. “Ryshad?”

 I took a deep breath. Some ideas look perfectly convincing inside your own head and then sound like
drooling idiocy once you try to explain them.

 “We’re sure, aren’t we, that Tor Bezaemar’s the House orchestrating hostility to D’Olbriot and
D’Alsennin? But we can’t prove it to the satisfaction of the courts.” I hesitated. “The courts are the
formal setting for the Emperor’s justice but his authority as arbiter still applies anywhere, just as it did
before the Chaos. Custom demands the Emperor hears every argument before he makes a decree, but
there’s nothing binding him to that. Tadriol could simply announce a verdict if he had sufficient weight of
evidence to tip the scales.”

 “The Emperor’s word was law in our day.” Avila sat down again.

 “What if we could prove Tor Bezaemar’s enmity to the Emperor directly?” I looked at Lady Channis.
“Tadriol could act in support of D’Olbriot without waiting for the courts to grind every parchment into
dust. The longer this quarrel drags on, the worse the consequences for everyone, from noble Names to
commonalty. Tadriol is sworn to defend all ranks, isn’t he?”
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 “He won’t want open strife between D’Olbriot and Tor Bezaemar,” said Lady Channis slowly. “Not if it
can be avoided.”

 “Would your Houses accept an Imperial decree cutting through all this convoluted argument before the
court?” Temar asked Lady Channis hopefully.

 “Given the consequences to the minor Houses if Tor Bezaemar and D’Olbriot go for each other’s
throats?” She looked pensive. “Most would back an Imperial decree, if only to save their own Names.”

 “We know Malafy Skern is still a favoured retainer of the Relict Tor Bezaemar,” I said slowly. “She has
to be involved.”

 “No one drops a hairpin in that House without her knowing,” Lady Channis agreed.

 “What if we could get her to betray what she knows?” I suggested.

 “In front of witnesses?” She shook her head. “She’d never do it, and in any case witnesses can always
be discredited.”

 “What if she didn’t think there were witnesses? What if she were provoked into boasting or
threatening?” I persisted. “What if the Emperor heard her for himself?”

 Lady Channis looked puzzled. “You plan to provoke her to some indiscretion with the Emperor hiding
behind a door like some maid in a bad masquerade?”

 “Dirindal is too sharp for that, Rysh,” said Temar, disappointed.

 “What if Artifice were prompting her to speak without her usual care?” I tried to ignore the qualms in my
belly. “What if she were alone with you, my lady, confident anything you claimed could be denied? There
are enough rumours flying around the city; it wouldn’t be unusual for you to discuss them with her?”

 “Tor Bezaemar must still think themselves secure,” Temar said unexpectedly. “They have no reason to
believe we suspect their malice.”

 “They’ll know by the end of the day, if I know Guliel,” said Lady Channis rather sadly.

 “Dirindal would be keen to know what the Sieur is thinking,” I suggested.

 “If she were annoyed, Artifice would be all the more effective in urging her to speak her mind,” Avila
observed.

 Lady Channis waved her hands impatiently. “How does it help to have Dirindal admit anything to me,
however incriminating? It would be my word against hers, and I’m hardly an impartial witness.”

 “The Emperor could see and hear it all if a mage worked the right magics,” I told her. “Dirindal would
never know.”

 Lady Channis gaped at me.

 “Scrying is mere sight without sound.” Casuel was frowning in thought. “It could be done with
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bespeaking, but you’d need another mage with her ladyship as well as one with the Emperor.”

 “We’ve Allin and Velindre to call on,” I pointed out. “Either or both could help. Planir won’t disagree, if
it means we can head off this strife.”

 “I would have to be close at hand, to work the Artifice on Dirindal,” said Avila slowly.

 “Dirindal will never betray herself in front of three witnesses,” said Lady Channis flatly.

 “Couldn’t you be in the next room, Demoiselle?” I persisted. “Out of sight?”

 Avila thought for a moment. “Yes, I believe so. Master Mage?”

 Casuel nodded eagerly. “A short distance would be no hindrance.”

 Lady Channis shook her head in disbelief. “It’s a fascinating fancy, Ryshad, but it’s completely irrational.
How could we ever do it? Dirindal will suspect eyes and ears behind every curtain and closed door if she
comes here, and I’m certainly not going to Tor Bezaemar’s residence. I’d be seen, and when word gets
out of hostility between the Houses that would prompt all manner of rumours weakening Guliel.”

 “Can’t you meet on neutral ground?” Temar asked impatiently.

 “A dressmakers?” suggested Casuel hopefully. “A jewellers?”

 “Such people come to us, Master Devoir, we don’t travel to them.” Lady Channis’s words were kindly
meant but Casuel still blushed to the roots of his hair.

 I cast my mind back to my early sworn days attending the minor Demoiselles of the House. Where had
they gone to gossip free from the discreet supervision of their elders? “A feather merchant?”

 “That’s believable, at least.” Lady Channis smiled wryly. “The cursed things come to grief so easily,
we’re always buying them at the last minute.”

 “And even Maitresses of a Name have to go to the merchants, since none of them will risk hawking such
fragile and precious wares from residence to residence,” I nodded.

 “Is there a feather merchant where Dirindal would meet you?” Temar demanded of Channis.

 “Masters Anhash and Norn,” Lady Channis replied with a mocking tone. “Simply the only place for
plumes this Festival, my child.” Faint optimism sounded in her voice for the first time. “Where every noble
customer is shown the choicest selection in a private room.”

 “It has to be worth trying,” I urged. “Outright enmity between D’Olbriot and Tor Bezaemar will serve no
one.”

 “True,” agreed Lady Channis. “But if we’re to try this madness, we’ve precious little time. Battle lines
between the Houses will be drawn by nightfall.”

 “Then send the Relict Tor Bezaemar some message enticing her to meet you at once, my lady.” I ticked
off points on my fingers. “We need you, Avila and Velindre at the feather merchant’s before Dirindal
arrives. Then we three need to convince the Emperor to listen to us.” I looked at Casuel, whose face was
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a potent mix of eagerness and apprehension. “And we need some way of knowing when exactly Casuel
needs to work his magic”

 “Allin could send word,” suggested Temar.

 “I can’t see you getting an audience with Tadriol, a scant half-morning before the biggest social event of
Festival.” Lady Channis wasn’t trying to make difficulties, but that was true.

 I looked at Temar. “You’ve not met the Emperor yet, have you? This isn’t the ideal time, but I don’t
suppose anyone will gainsay you if you ask to introduce yourself. I’m sure you could claim a Sieur’s right
of immediate access to the Imperial presence.”

 Lady Channis was crossing the room to an open writing case laid on a side table. “You could cite that
before the courts later on, if the Palace acknowledges you as such.”

 “If that is what we need to do, to get before Tadriol, that he may see the magic’ Temar was looking
nervous. “But you will explain it all, Ryshad, when we see Tadriol. This is your idea after all.”

 “He hasn’t the rank to propose something like this to the Emperor!” Casuel was appalled.

 “And he’s sworn to D’Olbriot,” Lady Channis was writing rapidly. “You owe no allegiance, Temar, for
all your close ties with the House.” She sealed her note with perfumed wax.

 “You’re defending your own Name and your people in Kellarin,” I reminded Temar. “The Emperor will
respect that far more than any claim I might make to disinterest. We’ll both be there to back you up, but
you have to be the one doing the talking.”

 “You do realise Dirindal may not come?” Lady Channis looked up. “If she does, she may have nothing
to say but platitudes and nonsense. You risk looking an utter fool, you do know that?”

 “Compared to the risks we’ve run over the last few days, my lady, I think we can take this chance,” I
assured her.

 The Imperial Palace of Tadriol the Provident,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fifth Day,

Late Morning

 Cheer up, the worst they can do is refuse to let us in.”

 Temar tried to smile at Ryshad’s attempt at reassurance but saw the doubt shadowing the older man’s
eyes.

 “With you so impressive in your livery and me in all this finery?” he retorted with considerably more
bravado than he felt. “Never fear, I do not intend returning to Avila with my tail between my legs.”
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 “All we need now is Cas,” Ryshad muttered. The carriage halted with a lurch that redoubled the
nervousness plaguing Temar’s stomach. What if the mage was delayed? What if he’d been unable to find
Allin and Velindre?

 “So this is the Imperial Palace,” Temar said softly as he stepped down from the carriage. It was a fair
cry from the robust fortress Nemith and his forebears had held in trust as a last bulwark of noble power.
Waist-high walls meant every passer-by could see the extensive gardens, though the narrow spaced
railings were topped with vicious spikes curved in outward-facing claws. A small gatehouse of brilliant
white stone gave a small detachment of liveried men-at-arms some shade from the sun hammering down
from a cloudless sky. They were the only people in view.

 “Where is everyone?” Temar asked, bemused. “Do Tor Tadriol not gather as a family for Festival?”

 “Not here they don’t. This place is purely ceremonial. Their residence is over beyond the Saerlmar.”
Ryshad fell into step a pace behind Temar. “Remember, you’re not asking the guard to let you pass.
You’re telling him you’re going in.”

 “Not without Casuel,” retorted Temar. About to wipe sweaty palms on the skirts of his coat, he realised
that would mark the silk and reached for a kerchief. “Where is he?”

 “Over there.” Ryshad sounded relieved but Temar silently cursed the mage. If he had a little longer
perhaps he could prepare himself a little more. “What in the name of all that’s holy is the fool wearing?”

 Ryshad disconcerted did nothing to soothe Temar’s qualms but the sight of Casuel in a long
gold-brocaded brown robe raised a reluctant smile. “That is the style the mages of Hadrumal wear, I
believe, when they feel the need for ceremony.”

 “It’s the style everyone’s great-grandsire wore on his deathbed hereabouts,” muttered Ryshad. “Oh
well, it’ll distract the guard if nothing else.”

 Casuel was walking rather too fast for the length of his garment, the cloth catching around his knees and
ankles. “Are we ready?”

 “You tell me,” Temar demanded in sharper tones than he’d intended.

 “Lady Channis and Demoiselle Tor Arrial are at the feather merchant’s,” Casuel confirmed hastily.
“Velindre and Allin are on their way, and Allin will send word as soon as the Relict arrives. If she
arrives.”

 “Lady Channis seemed certain she would,” Ryshad reminded the wizard.

 “I wonder what was in that note.” Realising the mage was even more nervous than he was put perverse
heart into Temar. “You look very formal.”

 “Velindre suggested people will take us more seriously if I reminded them I’ve the power of Hadrumal
behind me,” Casuel said with a sickly smile that soon faded. “I’m sure she’ll claim the credit for this with
Planir, if it works. You’ll put him right, won’t you?”

 Temar stifled a curt response. “What now, Ryshad?”

 “We have to be with the Emperor when we get Allin’s message,” the chosen man frowned. “It won’t

Page  273



take the Relict long to get to the feather merchant, and we can’t risk not hearing all the conversation.”

 Temar saw the others were both looking expectantly at him. “What do I say to the guards?”

 “You’re acting as Sieur of a House,” Casuel said acerbically. “You need explain yourself to no one, least
of all a gate ward.”

 Temar drew a deep breath and walked towards the iron gates. Ryshad’s solid footfalls behind him were
some reassurance, though Casuel’s hesitant steps made him worry the mage was going to tread on his
heels at any moment.

 “Fair Festival.” Ryshad took a pace to the side to address the sentry. “Make your obeisance to Temar
D’Alsennin.”

 “Fair Festival, Esquire, my duty to you.” The man bowed briefly, eyes never leaving Temar’s face.

 “Fair Festival.” Temar smiled graciously. “I wish to see the Emperor.”

 “Are you expected?” asked the guard politely.

 “As senior surviving member of my House, I claim the rights of a Sieur,” Temar said just before
Ryshad’s prompting cough. “That includes immediate access to the Imperial presence.”

 The guard bowed again. “Indeed.” Face impassive, he beckoned a sworn man waiting alert in the
doorway of the gatehouse. “Escort the D’Alsennin to the Steward.” He nodded at Ryshad and Casuel.
“Do you vouch for your companions?”

 “Naturally.” Temar realised the guard was still looking at him expectantly. “Chosen man Ryshad Tathel,
of D’Olbriot, and Casuel Devoir, wizard of Hadrumal.”

 The man’s expression did not flicker. “They may enter on your surety.”

 Temar turned to see Ryshad unbuckling his sword-belt and moved a hand towards his own before
Ryshad’s minatory frown stopped him.

 “Are you armed, Master Mage?” The guard looked warily at Casuel.

 The wizard smiled with a superior air. “Only with my skills.”

 The guard looked dubious and glanced at Temar. “Do I have your oath you’ll keep him in check?”

 “Poldrion be my witness.” Temar spoke loudly to cover some indignant noise from Casuel. He turned his
head briefly to see the wizard rubbing a sore arm while Ryshad looked blandly ahead.

 “This way, if you please.” The second guard walked ahead of them through the blazing colours of the
gardens. Temar noticed inconsequentially that the paths were not carpeted with gravel but with crushed
seashells and wondered why.

 The shade cast by the north front of the palace offered welcome relief from the sun. It was a wide
building rather than a tall one, only two stories above a cellar floor whose half-windows were shaded by
deep arches at ground level. Steps down to the basement in the centre of the frontage were framed by a
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double stair curving up from the path to meet before double doors standing open. A spacious portico
shaded steps and entrance, rising on faceted pillars to meet the roofline. Broad windows were set at
regular intervals on either side, muslin blinds half drawn.

 “When was this built?” Temar asked without thinking.

 The man looked at him uncertainly. “When Den Tadriol ascended to the throne.”

 Once through the open door Temar found they were in a square room rising the full height of the
building. Their escort was speaking to a man sitting behind a table set precisely in the centre of the grey
and white chequer of the marble floor.

 “D’Alsennin to see the Emperor, as of Sieur’s right.” The guard leaned closer but the echoing room
amplified his words. “He’s got a wizard with him.”

 Temar couldn’t resist a glance at Casuel, who was visibly preening himself. Ryshad was as stony-faced
as the statues flanking the iron-balustered stair rising to the upper floor.

 The Steward dismissed the man at arms and rose from his seat. “Fair Festival to you, D’Alsennin.”

 “Fair Festival.” Temar fixed the man with his best imitation of his grandsire’s piercing gaze. “I wish to see
the Emperor.”

 The Steward was a tall man, sparse grey hair clipped short and face mild above the Tadriol badge at his
collar. He took a moment to answer. “It’s hardly convenient.”

 Temar wondered if that was a refusal or merely a hint he’d be well advised to take. Either way, he
ignored it. “I appreciate the Emperor must be very busy, but I have to see him.”

 “His highness will be at leisure this evening,” the Steward offered.

 “I cannot wait,” Temar said firmly.

 “He is preparing for the dance.” They could waste half the morning in these futile exchanges, Temar
realised. He wondered how to shake the man out of his courteous obstruction. Then he realised the man
was wearing a golden bull’s head with enamelled horns and eyes set with chips of black opal.

 “I must have approval for an insignia, before noon, that I may wear it at the dance.” Temar looked the
Steward in the eye and hoped it wasn’t too obvious he’d just thought of the excuse.

 The Steward took a pace back and bowed. “If you’ll await the Emperor’s convenience.” He walked
briskly up the broad staircase without a backward glance.

 “We wait here.” Ryshad indicated the maroon velvet chairs lining the walls.

 Temar sat and looked at the portraits hung in regular lines framed by plaster moulding. “So which one’s
your Tadriol?”

 Ryshad nodded to a youthful figure holding a horse in front of the portico they’d just come through.
“Tadriol the Provident.”
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 “Fifth of his line, as you recall.” Casuel couldn’t resist reminding Temar. “Tadriol the Thrifty built this
palace.”

 “Does that happen every time there is a change of Name?” Temar looked at the mage. No wonder these
Houses were all so obsessed with coin, if highest honour came at such a heavy price.

 “It’s only since Inshol the Curt that the Old Palace was turned over to the law courts,” Ryshad
remarked. “Tor Bezaemar built themselves a new palace but they weren’t about to hand it over to Den
Tadriol when they lost the throne.”

 Casuel leaned forward in his chair. “Tadriol the Vigilant wanted to build somewhere open to the
populace, noble and common. One of the reasons Tor Bezaemar were deposed was their inclination to
hold themselves aloof.” The wizard warmed to his theme. “The Relict’s late husband was caught up in
quite a scandal in his youth. The House raised their rents at every Festival one year, not just at Winter
Solstice, so when Solstice came round again a mob of their tenants turned up and pelted anyone bearing
the Name with copper coin any time they showed their face. They claimed to be paying their dues,
but—”

 Temar turned to Ryshad. “Is this place always so empty?” The silence was eerily disconcerting after the
constant mass of people swirling through the D’Olbriot residence.

 Ryshad shook his head. “You wouldn’t get a seat here after mid-morning outside Festival, and that
Steward would have twenty men backing him up. But today everyone’s getting ready for the dance.”

 “The Emperor can hardly be polishing the silverware. Why isn’t he free to see us?” demanded Casuel
petulantly.

 Temar turned his attention to statues set on plain white plinths between the paintings. Saedrin held his
keys, Raeponin his balance, but a scaly snake curled round Poldrion’s feet, head raised to the god’s
caressing hand. The beast’s mouth was open to reveal disconcertingly sharp teeth. Temar wondered if
that had any significance beyond idle decoration. He was ignorant of so much in this perplexing age.

 He stared at the opposite wall, at the massed Sieurs of the House of Tadriol. All he could see in those
varnished eyes was accusation. He was claiming to be their equal? Just what did he think he was Sieur
of? Did he imagine he’d ever win respect, even if he did claw back some remnant of D’Alsennin lands?
What difference would a few holm oak leaves make?

 Temar gritted his teeth. They could judge him if they chose, but he would answer to his own conscience,
his own values. D’Alsennin need not answer to any of these latterday Names. Even if this attempt to pull
D’Olbriot’s chestnuts out of the fire failed, he could return to Kel Ar’Ayen with his head held high. He’d
recovered nigh on all the lost artefacts, hadn’t he? He’d used Artifice in ways that would never have
occurred to Guinalle, so she’d better not try putting him down as she was so apt to. A more beautiful,
more intelligent woman than her hadn’t scorned to take him to her bed and he’d acquitted himself
creditably there as well.

 “Are you ready?” Allin’s distant voice startled Temar out of his reverie. He looked up to see a
shimmering circle of air rippling in front of Casuel, Allin’s homely face distorted as if through thick glass.

 “We’re still waiting for the Steward to take us to Tadriol,” said Casuel tartly.

 “But the Relict’s carriage has just pulled up.” Allin’s anguish was clear if her image wasn’t.
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 “We have to find the Emperor ourselves — now.” Temar was first to his feet, Ryshad a scant breath
behind him.

 “The backstairs are this way,” Ryshad pointed.

 Casuel was winding the long sleeves of his robe round his hands in agonies. “He’ll call down the guard,
we’ll end up in chains—”

 “You said I have the right to immediate audience.” Temar pulled Casuel to his feet. “My grandsire says
rights are like horses — useless unless you exercise them.”

 “This way.” Ryshad opened a discreet door hidden beneath the grand stair. Temar dragged Casuel
along by his stiff sleeve. They ran through empty marble corridors, down a long hall, up a flight of stairs.

 A liveried servant on a stool beside a door looked at them in surprise.

 “You’re wanted below,” said Ryshad before the man could speak. “The Sieur D’Alsennin has private
business with the Emperor.”

 Temar opened the door himself with as much authority as he could convey and strode into a small
anteroom. Ryshad closed the door behind the lackey and wedged a chair back under the handle. “In
there.”

 Temar clenched his fists before opening the plain single door. He found it a pleasant airy room hung with
small paintings. A single band of floral moulding ran round the top of the walls but the room was
otherwise plain white plaster, carpeted with thick bronze rugs. Walnut chairs softened with cushions in
autumn hues were ranged to one side of a broad marquetry table, where a slightly built young man had
been looking into a hand glass as he combed his hair into crisp waves, a jar of pomade to hand.

 “What is this?” The habit of authority belied his simple shirt and plain brown broadcloth breeches.

 “Esquire D’Alsennin, claiming Sieur’s right to audience.” Temar bowed stiffly.

 “Of course, I thought you looked familiar. But this is neither the time nor the place—”

 The Emperor was already reaching for a silver hand bell resting on a stack of papers.

 “Cas!” Temar snapped his fingers at the agonised wizard.

 Casuel looked at him blankly but as the first note rang out he flung a handful of blue fire to knock the bell
from Tadriol’s hand. Documents fluttered in all directions as the bell toppled to the floor in uncanny
silence.

 The Emperor pushed his carved wooden chair backwards in visible consternation. “I’ll have your hide
for that!”

 “Forgive me,” stammered Casuel.

 “Work your magic, wizard,” Temar ordered him urgently. “Find Lady Channis.” He turned to the
Emperor. “We will explain ourselves presently, but I beg your indulgence.”
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 “It had better be a good explanation, D’Alsennin,” the Emperor retorted, wary eyes taking in every
detail of his unexpected guests. “You, D’Olbriot’s man, does your Sieur know you’re here?”

 “Lady Channis does, highness,” Ryshad answered promptly. “Messire is otherwise engaged.”

 “Then what is so urgent—”

 “I need something metal, something shiny.” Casuel looked vacantly around.

 Ryshad grabbed a tray of glasses from a side table, dropping one in his haste. It shattered in a spray of
crystal shards. “Here.” He set the other goblets aside and threw the salver at Casuel who caught it as it
hit him in the chest.

 “I’ll wait for my answers, shall I?” The Emperor’s self-possession was returning. Nevertheless he
unobtrusively retrieved his hand bell and set it on his desk in mute warning. “But don’t try my patience
too long.”

 “A candle?” Temar snatched a virgin taper from a small pot on the mantelshelf. He caught Casuel’s arm
and forced the wizard on to a chair facing the ornate table. Sweeping aside a clutter of letters, he thrust
the taper at the wizard.

 “Do you need a tinderbox?” asked the Emperor with faint courtesy. “I take it you’re one of the
Archmage’s underlings?”

 “One of his associates, his liaison with D’Olbriot,” Casuel stopped to smile ingratiatingly. “It has to be a
conjured flame, your highness.”

 “Then conjure it,” snapped Temar.

 The mage snapped hesitant fingers, once, twice, but no scarlet magic flared to light the wick. Temar
swallowed a curse and felt the blood pounding in his chest. A tentative knock sounded at the door and
Ryshad moved to brace one booted foot firmly against the wood.

 “You have done this often enough,” Temar encouraged the wizard in a tight voice. “Even Allin can work
thus.”

 The taper spat a flicker of crimson fire, the spark strengthening to a modest flame. Temar handed Casuel
the shiny tray. It rattled against the table as the mage’s hand shook but a pinpoint of gold reflected
steadily from the centre of the polished metal. It spread raggedly outwards like fire burning through
paper, brilliant edges leaving a smoky void behind. Scars sparked across the emptiness like lightning
splintering a stormy sky.

 “It’s Velindre,” Casuel said crossly. “She’s manipulating the spell from her end.”

 “Then work with her, as best you can,” Temar urged him.

 “She’s not cooperating,” Casuel grumbled, but as he spoke voices came out of the emptiness to echo
round the silent room.

 “My Lady Channis, I confess I was surprised to get your note.”
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 The Emperor looked at Temar, surprise and curiosity joining forces to win out over the last of his
indignation. “That sounds like Dirindal Tor Bezaemar.”

 “Please look into the magic,” Temar begged. “Then we will explain, I swear.”

 The Emperor rose slowly from his chair to move behind Casuel. “What’s going on?”

 Lady Channis was speaking. “Granted gossip runs through this city like rabbits through corn but this
particular rumour always seems to track back to your door.”

 Temar looked into the magical reflection of distant reality. Lady Channis was sitting beside a round table
covered with a plain white cloth where an array of gaudy feathers was carefully laid out for her
inspection.

 Dirindal Tor Bezaemar was standing by a fireplace filled with blue and purple flagflowers. “I may have
mentioned it, but only to try and find out who’d be saying such things.” Her genial face creased in a
plump smile. “Now I remember. That foolish Tor Sylarre girl was letting her tongue run away with her. I
told her I didn’t believe a word of it.”

 Channis picked up a long grey plume banded with blue. “That’s curious, because Jinty Tor Sauzet is
quite certain that you told her.”

 “Talagrin himself couldn’t tame Jinty’s tongue.” The Relict’s face turned a little weary. “You know she
was languishing after Kreve last year? Since he turned her down she’s done all she can to make trouble
for our House.”

 “And what’s Tor Bezaemar’s excuse for brewing trouble for D’Olbriot?” Lady Channis laid down the
grey feather and began examining a curling pink plume edged with black.

 “My dear!” Dirindal sat down on a softly cushioned daybed.

 Channis twisted in her chair to face the Relict. “Jinty Tor Sauzet has no reason to tell all and sundry I’m
about to leave Guliel and return to Den Veneta’s protection. Den Muret on the other hand are plainly
delighted to hear it.” Her tone was acid. “I gather it has stiffened their resolve to pursue their case before
the Imperial Court no end. Seladir Den Muret was telling Orilan Den Hefeken all about it, and Orilan told
me. Seladir swears it must be true. After all, she had it from your own lips, and everyone knows you’re
as honest a woman as ever broke bread.”

 Dirindal clasped beringed hands together. “Orilan’s a sweet child, but she’s inclined to speak without
thinking—”

 “Don’t,” said Channis bitingly. “There’s nothing you can say against Orilan, no threat you can use to
silence her, no reason for her to lie. Our Houses have few dealings with Den Hefeken. How unlike Den
Muret, whose roof would soon fall in without Tor Bezaemar bounty. Unlike Den Thasnet, whose wealth
battens on your own like honeysuckle on a tree. Do you ask me to believe either House would attack
D’Olbriot in the courts without Tor Bezaemar’s approval?”

 Dirindal’s round face crumpled in distress. “My dear, you must be mistaken. Let me talk to Haerel. He
may have said something unwise, perhaps Den Muret mistook his meaning.”
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 “Do you seriously expect me to believe your nephew, Sieur Tor Bezaemar though he is, does anything
without you knowing of it?” Channis flung the curled feathers down on the smooth linen. “He barely
wipes his arse without your permission.”

 “My dear, I quite understand you’re cross,” said Dirindal faintly. “But I don’t think I deserve these
unwarranted accusations.” She fumbled in the silver net purse laced at her waist and dabbed her eyes
with a lace trimmed kerchief.

 The Emperor glared at Temar. “I’ve no interest in hearing women scratching at each other’s corn,” he
whispered.

 Casuel looked up. “It’s all right, they can’t hear us.”

 “Mind your magic, Cas,” snapped Temar, seeing the image waver and fade. “This is no mere flurry in a
hen coop, I swear.”

 Lady Channis was making a careful selection of tiny iridescent emerald feathers. “I took breakfast today
with Avila Tor Arrial. She was telling me how you were encouraging young D’Alsennin to secure his
mother’s portion from Tor Alder. She said how astonished he’d been to learn he even had such rights.
But for Tor Alder to be ready to bring a case before the Emperor, they must have been convinced he
knew, certain he’d be making a claim. If I go asking just who told them that, am I going to find your
perfume hanging in the air?” Channis compared two feathers with a thoughtful eye. “Then Avila told me
about this business with the Kellarin artefacts. How she and Temar had looked to you for help before
anyone else, explaining why they needed to trace such heirlooms. But you haven’t helped, have you?
First, you accept an invitation to dine with Den Turquand on the first day of Festival, such an honour for
so minor a House. Then Camarl gets a note from that very Sieur telling him the heirlooms he wants will be
sold to the highest bidder, and yesterday at the Den Murivance residence I learn Maitresse Tor Sylarre
has been ransacking her daughter’s jewel cases. She’s accusing D’Olbriot of plans to use the courts to
steal their wealth with some nonsensical tale of Kellarin’s claims, I hear. You took lunch with her on the
second day of Festival, I believe. Is that when she got this notion in her head?”

 “Dast’s teeth!” Involuntary anger escaped Temar.

 “What’s been going on?” The Emperor narrowed suspicious eyes at Temar.

 “That is what we hope to learn.” He leaned closer to the image framed by the curlicues of the silver tray.

 “You’re full of accusations.” Dirindal was glaring at Channis, eyes dry and angry. “Will Master Burquest
be making such arguments before the court?”

 Lady Channis laughed without humour. “He could hardly build a case on such flimsy foundations. I
suppose I should congratulate you on arranging everything so well.”

 Dirindal opened her mouth but didn’t speak, a puzzled frown deepening her wrinkles.

 “It’s just that I don’t understand the depth of your anger,” Lady Channis continued smoothly. “All our
Houses are rivals, granted, but on the other side of the coin we’re allies as well. We have to be, or lately
come merchantry get ideas above their station; you told me as much when I was a girl.”

 “They’re doing that anyway, with the fool boy Tadriol encouraging their pretensions,” spat Dirindal.
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 Channis’s hand shook with surprise and she dropped a feather to the floor. She bent to recover it. “I
know Guliel will be claiming the lion’s share of Kellarin’s bounty this year and probably next, but bear in
mind all the costs the House has borne in recovering the colony. He’ll soon see he needs to share the
rewards to be had there.”

 Temar gritted his teeth so loudly the Emperor looked at him.

 “He’ll allow us the crumbs that fall from his table, you mean?” said Dirindal sourly.

 “That’s hardly just,” Channis objected. “Kellarin—”

 “You think this is about Kellarin?” Dirindal interrupted in sudden, ugly fury. “You think we have any
interest in sorcery-addled paupers grubbing a living in muddy caves? I never thought to say it, Channis,
but you’re a fool!” She struggled to her feet and Temar’s heart began to beat faster as the old woman
crossed the room. She barely topped the sitting Channis by a head, and was easily a generation older,
but rage lent speed to her feet and vigour to her gestures.

 “Oh, it’s about Kellarin, in so far as the wealth Guliel garners will extend his influence still further. He’ll
drop the sweetest plums into eager hands like some doting grandsire and the insignificant little Names will
think D’Olbriot’s so wonderful.” Dirindal’s scorn was withering. “Guliel will swan around, proud as a
cob in springtime. All these dolts will be hanging on his coat tails whenever he goes before Tadriol—he’ll
give the lad a little advice here, some words of warning there. The boy won’t dare ignore him; after all he
speaks for so many. Guliel leads our so-called Emperor by the ring in his nose, just as he did his father,
his uncles and grandsire.”

 The Emperor gripped the back of Casuel’s chair, the movement catching Temar’s eye. An overlarge
bull’s head ring was Tadriol’s only piece of jewellery, a battered golden antique secured by a fine black
cord that looped up to tie round his wrist. Unlike the Steward’s badge, this bull had no ring.

 Lady Channis was protesting volubly. “The House of D’Olbriot has only ever worked for the good of
Tormalin. Guliel never uses his influence for selfish gain—”

 “You expect me to believe that?” cried Dirindal. “Oh, it’s the quiet pigs that eat most fodder, my girl.”

 “So this is about money,” said Channis with contempt.

 “That’s all Guliel’s concerned with,” sneered Dirindal. “Sending his nephews to dine with the
merchantry, flattering their ambitions, telling Tadriol to listen to their whining. Saedrin save us, jumped-up
draper’s daughters are marrying into ancient Names with Tadriol’s very blessing because their coffers of
gold outweigh base blood! And all the while Houses with history back to Correl the Stout fall into rack
and ruin because common parasites have leeched away their trade and prerogatives. Does Guliel do
anything to restore the privilege of rank? Does D’Olbriot use any influence to stop the rot? No, he stands
at Tadriol’s shoulder and drips poisonous counsel in his ears and all the while his greedy little allies crowd
round, drowning out wiser voices with their begging.”

 “Would Haerel be offering better advice?” snapped Channis. “Or Kreve? We all saw you encouraging
him to invite Tadriol down to his fiefdom for last year’s hunting season. I take it you’re looking to sit your
grandson on the steps of the throne in Guliel’s place?”

 “We should be sitting on that throne,” Dirindal hissed. “I should be managing the marriage of an Emperor
of my own blood, not worrying what slattern D’Olbriot’s going to talk Tadriol into bedding. I should be
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an Emperor’s Relict, with all the influence of a lifetime’s rule. Don’t think I don’t know it was Guliel’s
uncle turned the Houses against my husband’s claim, just as it’s been Guliel and his brothers backing
every Tadriol since. How else could those dolts hold the throne? How many more of them have to die
before our House regains its rightful place? Well, it’ll be different next time, when D’Olbriot’s brought
low and Tor Bezaemar can show the Names the true meaning of power.”

 Temar saw Channis go as white as the linen covering the table, even in the tiny image. Dirindal was
leaning over her, rage twisting her hands in cruel claws. Channis gave a frantic push that sent the old
woman stumbling backwards.

 “Lay a hand on me and I’ll scream!” Her frightened voice rang through the enchantment.

 “Cas, tell Velindre to interrupt them.” Temar felt cold with apprehension.

 “I can’t, not without losing the spell,” said the mage tightly.

 “Hold your magic, wizard,” ordered the Emperor, face grim. “Channis can take her chances.”

 But as Temar watched, nervousness making him nauseous, Dirindal walked slowly back to the far side
of the room. She smoothed the skirts of her modest gown and ran a plump hand over her undisturbed
coiffeur. When she turned her face was settled once more in amiable lines of serene old age. “Dear me,
Channis, I quite forgot myself. Oh, don’t think I wouldn’t slap you as you so richly deserve, but too many
people know we’re in here together. And as you so cleverly observed, I make a habit of not doing things
that cannot be innocently explained away. You’ve done very well to discover so much but the people
I’ve used will twist in the wind before they betray me, so you’ve nothing to show for it. All you’ve done
is warn me to take better care in future, haven’t you?”

 “I’ll tell Guliel.” Channis sounded like a petulant child, and from her expression she knew it.

 Dirindal’s laugh was kindly. “And he will have no more proof than you, my dear and we have plenty of
Names to call on, if he wishes to set his House against ours. I doubt he has the stomach for that when all
he ever does is hide behind Tadriol’s boy and whisper suggestions. If he had any true nobility he’d have
taken the throne for himself by now.” She spoke over Lady Channis’s indignant protests. “Good day to
you, my dear. I suppose I’ll see you at the Emperor’s dance this afternoon. You might want to purchase
some white feathers while you’re here. It won’t be long before you’ll be looking for another House to
shelter you, if you can find some minor Esquire prepared to take on soiled goods.”

 She turned her back on Channis and walked out, leaving the door ajar.

 “I can’t follow her, the Relict, I mean,” Casuel said hastily. “Or rather, I can, if I scry for her, but I’ll
need ink and water—”

 The Emperor smacked a furious hand into the silver tray, sending it skidding across the table and
crashing to the floor.

 Temar took a pace backwards as Casuel covered his head with frightened hands. Ryshad’s hand moved
instinctively to his swordless hip as he took a step to bring him to Temar’s shoulder.

 “Explain yourself, D’Alsennin,” demanded the Emperor. “Tell me why I should believe any of that?”

 “You saw it with your own eyes, you heard for yourself,” Temar retorted.
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 “What did I see?” The Emperor moved to put the table between himself and Casuel. “Truth? Illusion?
Some sorcerer’s charade woven by Planir?”

 “The Archmage would never stoop to such deceit!” Casuel looked up indignantly from beneath his
hands.

 “You expect me to believe Dirindal Tor Bezaemar, with all her years, would admit all that to her
acknowledged enemy’s paramour?” The Emperor scowled. “What has D’Olbriot told Planir of the
history of my House? What does your Archmage know of my father and my uncle’s death?”

 “No more than anyone else.” Casuel looked puzzled.

 Urgent knocking on the door startled everyone in the room.

 “Not now!” Tadriol yelled angrily.

 Temar looked at the Emperor. “She asked how many more of your Name had to die. Does that have
some darker meaning for you?”

 Ryshad was barring the inner door with his body. “There’ve always been rumours, highness, among the
sworn, but never leading back to Tor Bezaemar.”

 The Emperor looked sharply at him before glowering at Temar again. “And Dirindal conveniently half
admits it!”

 The knocking came again. “Is everything all right?” a hesitant voice called.

 “You, chosen man, get rid of them,” the Emperor ordered abruptly. Ryshad slipped out of the room.
“Wizard, do you spy like this for D’Olbriot, for the Archmage or both? How often?”

 “I’m no spy,” Casuel protested weakly.

 “I cannot believe Dirindal would forget herself away like that.” Tadriol looked grim.

 “There are ways of loosening tongues.” Temar chose his words carefully, wishing Ryshad hadn’t just
disappeared. “I know you have spoken with Planir, so you must be aware there is more than one kind of
magic”

 “These so-called dark arts of the Elietimm?” The Emperor scowled suspiciously.

 “Artifice is a tool, like any other. A knife can cut bread to feed a child or to stab a man to the heart.”
Temar didn’t dare let his indignation show. “It was a cornerstone of justice in the Old Empire because no
one could speak falsehood under the seal of their oath.”

 “And how was that marvel achieved?” demanded the Emperor with obvious scepticism.

 “With the oaths and invocations you still use in your courts,” Temar shot back. “In my day they were
backed with enchantment. And where Artifice can bind a false tongue, it can loosen another to speak the
truth, all unwitting. Demoiselle Tor Arrial is a highly skilled Adept and she was in the next room laying an
invocation on the Relict prompting her to speak.”
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 “Prompting her to speak her mind or merely making a puppet out of her?” countered the Emperor.

 Temar struggled for an answer, hearing Ryshad arguing with someone in the outer room, seeing Casuel
looking uncertainly from face to face. He closed his eyes to concentrate better.

 “Aedral mar nidralae, Avila,” he said suddenly. “Demoiselle, please get here as fast as possible. Bring
Velindre and Allin.”

 “I thought you were here to ask about an insignia!” The Steward’s irate voice made Temar open his
eyes. The man was standing in the doorway, Ryshad behind him ringed by menacing guards with swords.

 Temar waved a frustrated arm. “Give me just a little longer and I can prove our good faith!” The
evidence of his own eyes had convinced Ryshad, hadn’t it?

 “You don’t raise your hand or your voice to the Emperor, boy!” The Steward snapped his fingers and
the men-at-arms moved closer.

 “Enough, Master Jainne.” Tadriol looked at Temar with a slight smile. “Send D’Olbriot’s man in here
and wait outside. I believe some ladies will be joining us shortly.” He glanced at a small brass timepiece
on the mantelshelf. The pointing arrow was very nearly halfway down the engraved scale. “They’d better
hurry or we’ll all be late for the dance. So, D’Alsennin, you wanted to discuss an insignia? You think a
badge will make you more secure? Have you chosen livery colours as well? I have to say, you’d be the
youngest person I ever called Messire and D’Alsennin will still be a mighty small House. Do you really
want to be Sieur in your own Name?”

 The words weren’t unkindly meant but still stung Temar like a slap across the face.

 “I do not know if I want to be a Sieur on your terms; I do not know what the title means in this age,” he
retorted. “But I know what it meant in my day, and that was a duty of care to all who depended on you.
By Saedrin’s very keys, I will do my duty to the people of Kel Ar’Ayen. They crossed the ocean trusting
in the Names of Den Rannion, Den Fellaemion and D’Alsennin. I am the last of those nobles and
Poldrion drown me but I will defend their interests. I speak for people held under enchantment for nigh
on thirty generations and many still lie insensible in the darkness. I want them back, and if I need some
trumpery badge to make you people take me seriously then I will wear one, but it means precious little to
me.”

 “What he means is—” began Casuel in strangled tones.

 “I can speak for myself, Master Mage!” Temar spat.

 “Then speak,” the Emperor commanded.

 “The only reason I came to you is my people will suffer still more in a quarrel not of our making. Kel
Ar’Ayen is simply one more piece on the game board between Tor Bezaemar and D’Olbriot, and I
cannot let that go unchallenged. Tor Bezaemar has been orchestrating all the cases brought before you in
the courts. By way of retaliation, the Sieur and his brothers are planning every assault possible on Tor
Bezaemar property and allied Names. D’Olbriot’s man there heard them.” Temar gestured at Ryshad
who was standing motionless by the door, head raised, eyes level.

 “You wear a chosen man’s armring,” the Emperor observed, a distinct chill in his voice. “Shouldn’t you
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be keeping your Sieur’s confidences?”

 “I believe an open quarrel with Tor Bezaemar will harm the House.” Ryshad continued to stare straight
ahead. “My loyalties are to all who bear the Name, not merely to the person of the Sieur.”

 “Guliel’s not stupid, he must see this will only discredit his arguments in court,” said the Emperor,
frustrated. “Why’s D’Olbriot taking justice into his own hands?”

 “In my day we went to the Emperor for justice.” Temar stepped round the table to stand toe to toe with
Tadriol. “You must stop this quarrel before it gets out of hand. Before all your advocates have said their
pieces, innocent men will have lost their livelihoods, and if Kel Ar’Ayen is cut adrift my people may well
lose their lives.”

 “When I see open antagonism between two powerful Houses I will act to limit the damage,” the
Emperor protested.

 “Can you not stop it before it starts?” demanded Temar. “Do you wait until the roof catches before you
tear down a burning house?”

 “Then bring evidence untainted by magic before the courts,” repeated the Emperor with some heat.
“Where all can witness it and justice can be seen to be done.”

 “If we had it, we would!” Temar cried, frustrated. “We do not. Why else do you think we tried this?”

 “I doubt shouting is going to achieve very much.” Avila strode into the room with Velindre and Allin at
her heels. All three swept graceful curtseys to the Emperor, the swish of skirts the only sound to ruffle the
abrupt silence.

 “May I make known Avila, Demoiselle Tor Arrial,” said Temar, for want of anything better. “And
Velindre Ychane, Allin Mere, mages of Hadrumal.”

 “You didn’t get here by carriage.” Tadriol looked disconcerted for the first time.

 “Velindre’s magic served the purpose rather better.” Avila fixed the Emperor with an impatient glare. “I
take it you want us to prove ourselves?”

 “How do you know that?” Tadriol looked instantly suspicious.

 “Allin scryed for you when the Relict left.” Avila spared the girl an approving smile that set her blushing
scarlet. “It did not look a happy conversation and I have had a bellyful of Tormalin scepticism these last
few days, so it seemed a likely guess.”

 “You didn’t translocate here when you only knew the place through scrying?” Casuel was looking
scandalised at Velindre.

 “Where’s Lady Channis?” Ryshad asked suddenly.

 “On her way home in her carriage,” Allin assured him.

 “Can we stick to the point before us?” Avila asked, scathing. “What kind of proof do you need,
highness, to accept the evidence of your own eyes?”
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 Tadriol looked thoughtful, rolling the overlarge ring round his finger. “You say this spell has to be
worked between two mages?”

 Velindre nodded.

 “You, go with my Steward.” The Emperor pointed abruptly at Casuel. “Master Jainne, take him to some
room at the far end of the palace. No, don’t ask me, I don’t want anyone in this room knowing, not until
this lady here finds him with her magic’ He inclined his head stiffly at Velindre.

 The Steward relieved his feelings by slamming the door once he’d hurried Casuel through it. The
wizard’s anxious queries went unanswered and rapidly faded into the distance.

 Silence swelled to fill the small room with tension. Temar found it impossible to sit or stand still. He
walked around, ostensibly admiring the delicate paintings hung on the walls. Landscapes were picked out
in subtle watercolour, a suggestion of trees framing a proudly Rational dwelling here, a tangle of ivy
detailed over the ruins of some ancient house there. Tiny script engraved below identified it as the
Savorgan residence of Den Jaepe. Temar sighed; those towers were clearly long since fallen from the
heights he remembered. He moved on, a sideways glance showing him Allin perched on the edge of her
chair, face unhappily flushed. Their eyes met, he gave her a momentary smile of encouragement, and the
answering support in her gaze rewarded him. Ryshad was still by the door, stance straight as a lance.
Avila was similarly stiff-backed, hands neatly folded in her lap, every year of her age plain on her weary
face. The only people seemingly at ease were Velindre and the Emperor. The lady mage was looking
around the room with unashamed curiosity while Tadriol relaxed in his chair, watching her.

 “That should be long enough,” the Emperor said, suddenly sitting upright. “Show us where he is.”

 Velindre calmly retrieved the tray from beneath the window. “I take it this is what Cas was using?” She
glanced at Tadriol. “Don’t you think he’d have come a little better prepared if this was all some elaborate
hoax?”

 Temar fetched her a taper from the mantelshelf.

 “Thank you.” Scarlet fire blossomed in her hand as she set the tray high on the mantel, holding the taper
in front of it, face seemingly more angular than ever as she worked her magic.

 A smooth golden glow in the centre of the shining metal deepened to a burning amber before splitting
around a silver rift. Almost too bright to look at, the brilliant lines framed a widening picture of Casuel
sitting indignantly in a small room with a single window high behind him, washstand and ewer just visible.

 Velindre smiled. “Your Steward seems to have put my esteemed colleague in a privy.”

 “He’s on his way to tell you that himself,” snapped Casuel crossly, glaring through the spell. “Kindly
send him back with the key.”

 Temar had to turn away to hide his smile and saw the top of Allin’s head as she stared determinedly at
the floor.

 Velindre licked finger and thumb, snuffing the taper with a faint hiss. “Sufficient proof? We could argue
the rights and wrongs of it all day.”
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 “Your talents certainly seem to be all that your associates boasted,” Tadriol said slowly.

 Velindre smiled. “The cockerel can crow all he wants, highness, but it’s the hen that yields the eggs.”

 A smile tugged at the Emperor’s mouth before he looked at Avila, face intent. “You say you can compel
the truth. Do so, to me, now.”

 “If you wish.” Avila pressed bloodless lips together. “Do you swear by all you hold sacred to speak
truth not falsehood? This will only work if you are a man of your word.”

 “I swear by the blood of my House and my father,” Tadriol said with forceful indignation.

 “Raeponin an iskatel, fa nuran aestor. Fedal tris amria lekat.” Avila spoke with biting precision. “Now,
Emperor Tadriol the Provident, fifth of that Name, tell me you do not suspect Dirindal Tor Bezaemar of a
hand in the deaths that have plagued your House!”

 Tadriol opened his mouth, frowned and licked his lips. He swallowed hard, once and then a second
time, tugging at the collar of his shirt. Fear creased his brow momentarily before he mastered a calculating
frown. He coughed. “True enough, my lady, I suspect her and with better reason than you know.” He
pointed abruptly at Velindre. “Do it to her!”

 “I swear to speak truthfully, on the air that I breathe and the magic it grants me.” Velindre seemed
unperturbed.

 Avila repeated her incantation as Tadriol moved to stand in front of Velindre, searching her face with
merciless eyes. “Then was there any deception in what I saw? Is this some scheme concocted by
Hadrumal?”

 “No deception, no concoction,” she said calmly. “You saw the plain, unhindered truth. Ask Channis, if
you don’t trust us.”

 “I may just do that,” the Emperor retorted. Turning on his heel, he walked over to the window and
stared out into the gardens. “Get out, all of you. I have a great deal to think through and precious little
time.”

 Temar didn’t move. “You have to act before D’Olbriot and Tor Bezaemar bring chaos down on us all.”

 Tadriol turned his head with a ferocious scowl. “Chaos is no matter for foolish jests, D’Alsennin.” His
anger faded in the face of Temar’s evident confusion. “I think this afternoon’s dance should be soon
enough, don’t you? I’ll see you all there, all of you, including you, chosen man. Ask Master Jainne for
cards.” He looked back out through the window, arms folded across his chest.

 Temar realised everyone was looking at him for guidance. “Until this afternoon, then.” He led the way
out through the anteroom. Out in the corridor the Steward came hurrying towards them with a faintly
malicious air.

 Temar spoke before the man could open his mouth. “Yes, we know you thought it amusing to shut Cas
in the privy. Go and let him out. We’ll wait downstairs. Oh, and you can bring us five cards for this
dance.”

 Ryshad heaved a sigh of relief as the Steward left. “The Sieur has already told me I’m attending you this
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afternoon. That means we’ve a card over to settle our account with Charoleia.”

 Temar managed to set aside the distracting thought of dancing with the enticing beauty.

 “Can you show us to the stairs?” Velindre was frowning as she spoke and not merely over the route out
of the palace. Casuel was lost in ecstatic rapture but Allin was looking distraught.

 “Is there some problem?” Temar asked her.

 “What are we going to wear?” she said, aghast.

 The Imperial Palace of Tadriol the Provident,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fifth Day, Noon

 The contrast with the morning’s empty halls was startling when we returned to the Imperial Palace.
Nobility in Festival finery thronged the grounds, bright sun striking fire from diamonds, sapphires and
rubies, not that the well born spent much time beneath that merciless glare. Descending from their
carriages in the great courtyard where the palace made three sides of a square, they paused just long
enough for due admiration from the commonalty pressed ten deep beyond the black railings before
hurrying into the cool of the interior. Den Janaquel liveries were well in evidence, keeping the endless
procession of carriages moving smoothly in and out through the tall iron gates.

 “I had not realised the palace was so big,” remarked Temar as our coach paused to cheers from the
avid populace. He raised an absent hand to tug at the lace at his neck, something he’d been doing the
entire drive here.

 “You don’t realise how far it goes back when you approach it from the other frontage.” The coach was
getting uncomfortably stuffy and I was sweating in my close-cut livery. My stomach felt as hollow as a
drum, what little food I’d managed to eat sitting leaden beneath my breastbone.

 “Is the place used to any useful purpose, other than Festival frolics for the idle rich?” Avila fanned herself
with a discreet spread of fluffy blue feathers that matched her summer blue gown. The shell inlay of the
fan’s lacquered handle reflected the pearly iridescence of her white lace overdress.

 I turned to her. “The Emperor is the main link between commonalty and nobility, Demoiselle. He hosts
receptions for merchants here, meets with master craftsmen, with the shrine fraternities. If a Duke from
Lescar or some Relshazri magistrate visits, this is where they stay and where anyone doing business with
them has the Emperor as impartial witness. Most importantly for us, this is where the Emperor brings the
Sieurs of the Houses together to discuss any concerns.”

 That thought prompted me to look out of our coach window for Tor Bezaemar, Den Thasnet or Den
Muret crests on passing door panels.

 “Why do you suppose D’Olbriot sent us on in a separate coach?” Temar fussed with his shirt collar
again, linen creamy against the dark blue of his coat and breeches.
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 “To remind people you’ve your own claim to rank?” I hazarded. I hadn’t a clue what the Sieur was
thinking. He’d accepted the startling news that the wizards were to come to the dance with bland
equanimity and made no comment at all on our unexpected, unsanctioned absence for so much of the
morning.

 “You think cheap theatrics will convince anyone?” Avila sniffed. “We’ve been dancing to D’Olbriot’s
tune this whole Festival, and everyone knows it.”

 The carriage jounced as the gate opened for us and the horses trotted in. As we drew up before the
shallow stairs, Tor Tadriol lackeys were already opening the white double doors. I jumped down to offer
Avila my arm.

 She descended with slow dignity and paused to arrange her skirts as Temar disdained the footman’s
offer of help. “Where now, Ryshad?”

 “Perhaps we should wait a moment.” I indicated the Sieur’s carriage following us through the gates. As
the driver pulled up his horses Messire was the first out of the door, splendid in peacock green brocade
catching every eye in the sunlight. His brother Leishal, his son Myred and nephew Camarl were all
dressed in the same cloth, cut in subtly different styles as befitted their ages and rank, an impressive
statement of united D’Olbriot power and influence. Between them they wore an Emperor’s ransom in
emeralds.

 Lady Channis’s carriage drew up behind, the Den Veneta crest of arrows proud on the door.
Resplendent in crimson silk overlaid with pale rose lace, she escorted a posy of the most eligible
Demoiselles honouring the D’Olbriot name, the girls dressed in all the colours of a flower garden. Anyone
doubting my lady’s role in the House was plainly advised to think again. Ustian and Fresil followed in an
open coach, preening themselves in the same peacock brocade.

 As the carriages moved slowly round to the far gate, a smaller, uncrested coach was ushered in with
scant ceremony. Casuel got out, stumbling awkwardly as he trod on the hem of his gold-brocaded robe.
Velindre followed with easy grace, her undressed blonde hair striking among the intricate black and
brunette coiffures. Her unadorned dove grey dress struck a muted note among the bolder colours all
around but style and cloth were impeccable. I looked more closely.

 “I see you have a good eye for a dress, Ryshad,” Avila remarked. “Few men look at more than the
seamstress’s sums. Yes, it is the one I wore to Tor Kanselin. If Guliel’s going to waste his gold buying
me three changes of clothes for every day of Festival, someone might as well get the wear out of them.”
She was plainly annoyed about something or someone but I couldn’t be sure who or why.

 The Sieur was greeting Lady Channis, embracing her with a fond kiss that won appreciative whistles
from the watching crowd. As she took his arm the rest of the family paired off in practised fashion.

 He nodded to Temar. “If you and the Demoiselle Tor Arrial are ready?”

 Temar offered Avila his arm with old-fashioned formality and she accepted with a glint in her eye. Seeing
Casuel dithering over whether to escort Velindre or Allin, I bowed to Temar and to Messire and went
down the steps.

 “My lady mage, may I have the honour of escorting you?” Allin was holding herself with self-possession
so rigid I wondered if she was breathing. I winked at her and she relaxed enough to give me a little smile.
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That was a relief; I didn’t want her fainting on me.

 “Come on, Cas.” Velindre slipped her arm through his and it was hard to say who escorted whom up
the wide stone stair.

 “That’s a very elegant dress,” I remarked to Allin as we waited for the chamberlain at the door to admit
each couple. The watered damson silk flattered her mousy colouring, and with luck wouldn’t clash too
badly with her inevitable blushes.

 Innocent delight lent an unexpected appeal to her plain face. “Demoiselle Avila had the maids turning out
every wardrobe in the residence until they found something to fit me.”

 I looked at the assembled ladies of the Name. The gown had probably come from Demoiselle Ticarie’s
closets, given the expert cut to disguise a short-coupled figure. Allin was lucky D’Olbriot ladies didn’t run
to height like Den Hefeken or willowy girls like Tor Kanselin.

 “Your cards, my lady, my master.” We showed the chamberlain the folded pasteboard we each wore
tied to our wrists and were duly ushered into a stylish salon.

 “This is very impressive,” said Allin in faint tones.

 “They say the floor’s inlaid with wood traded from every corner of the Old Empire and the
Archipelago,” I told her with a friendly smile.

 The floor’s pattern of circles and arcs was nicely balanced between rational restraint and exuberant
display. Not that we could see much of it between the skirts and soft dancing shoes of the assembled
nobles. The walls showed the same transition between older extravagance and later restraint, single
fronds and blossoms moulded in the plaster rather than the intricate swags and garlands of an earlier age
but still bright with gold leaf burnished to a delicate sheen. Vast double doors in the far wall would open
in turn to the Imperial ballroom when Tadriol was ready to welcome his peers.

 Temar had stopped to look up at the ceiling, heedless of people coming in after us. Plaster panels high
above our heads were painted with the finest interpretations of ancient legends that the artists of the day
had been able to offer the first Tadriol. In the corners, Dastennin with his crown of seaweed and shells
was pouring out the seas between this realm and the Otherworld, while opposite Halcarion hung the
moons in the sky before setting her diadem of stars to brighten the darkness. The animals of plain and
forest knelt before Talagrin, garlanded with autumn leaves. Drianon, a sheaf of wheat in one arm, was
bringing trees into blossom with a sweep of her other hand, while flowers bloomed in her footsteps.

 Between each of these scenes other gods traversed the twin realms of existence in delicately painted
ovals. Arimelin spun the dreams that might reach this world from the Other, Trimon raised his harp with
music to echo through the Shades and beyond while Larasion summoned the wind and weather that
knows no boundaries. On the one hand Ostrin healed the sick whose time to leave this realm was not yet
come, and on the other he welcomed those about to be newly born, handing them the cup of wine that
would wipe away any memory of their sojourn in the Otherworld.

 “Impressive but none too subtle,” remarked Velindre, sardonic eyes on the centre panel, where the
circle of Saedrin with his keys, Raeponin with his scales and Poldrion with his ferry pole stood equal in
their authority. Lesser figures ringed the gods, echoing their stance and archaic dress.

 “Are those actual portaits?” Avila studied the distant figures.
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 “Of the Sieurs of the day,” I confirmed.

 “Do you suppose they remembered Saedrin’s grant of rank brought them duty as well as privilege?”
Temar speculated pointedly.

 “Shall we move on?” I suggested. “We’re blocking the doorway.”

 The large room was already crowded; Messire invariably timed his arrival to impress the greatest
number of people while spending the least time possible in idle chatter before any festivities commenced.

 “Are you committed to any dances?” Allin was nervously fingering her own card.

 I shook my head. “It’s not really customary for chosen men.” But I wasn’t the only one wearing livery.
There were a few proven here and there, moving with easy familiarity among the nobles, well-dressed
wives on their arms. I tried to imagine Livak making polite conversation about the latest Toremal gossip
while I discussed some question of trade or dispute at the Sieur’s bidding.

 “Why does the Emperor want us here?” Allin wondered aloud.

 “A very good question,” I agreed. This really wasn’t my place, was it? I’d taken my turn outside the
doors as part of a Duty Cohort when the honour and burden of keeping the Festival peace fell to
D’Olbriot, but I’d never expected to be a guest inside.

 “Temar’s not going to lack for partners.” Allin sounded resigned. D’Alsennin was with Camarl by a
side-table where ink and pens were laid out. Several D’Olbriot Demoiselles were noting their initials on
his card and inviting him to return the compliment. A lackey hovered close by with an anxious eye.

 Allin fiddled with her dance card. I saw faint regret on her round face. “Do you like to dance?”

 “Yes,” she admitted, round face colouring a little. “That is, I used to, back home.”

 “Don’t wizards dance in Hadrumal?” I’d never really thought much about how mages might enjoy
themselves.

 “Sometimes,” Allin replied. “But there are precious few musicians, and most wizards dance as if they’d
their boots on the wrong feet.”

 “It’s one of the things that make a mage-born army an impossibility.” Velindre came up on my other
side, her clear tones cutting through the well-bred murmur. “Nine out of ten wizards seem incapable of
holding a beat so they’d never be able to march in step.”

 I smiled at her wry tone but dubious expressions around us suggested few others appreciated the joke.

 “Planir, as you might expect, is remarkably light of foot and dances a very pretty measure,” Velindre
continued, with unmistakable sarcasm. “But then, he’s so often the wizard that tests the rule.”

 “You think rules should be observed?” I queried. “Weren’t you Otrick’s pupil? He bends rules until they
splinter.”

 Velindre’s face hardened into unflattering angles. “At least those rules were the same for everyone, not
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one set for Planir and his cronies and another for the rest of us.”

 “Have you any news of Otrick?” Allin peered round me with wide, anxious eyes.

 “No.” Fleeting brilliance rose and vanished in Velindre’s hazel eyes. “And it’s time Planir faced up to the
truth. He cannot use this Kellarin business as the excuse for continually ignoring Hadrumal’s concerns.”

 “There’s Casuel.” Allin seemed more concerned with matters in hand than quarrels in distant Hadrumal.

 The mage was edging his way apologetically through the crowd, clutching his card in one sweaty hand.
“Has anyone asked either of you to dance?”

 “Are you offering?” Velindre smiled innocently.

 Casuel hesitated just a breath too long. “Naturally, if you would do me the honour. Who else has asked
you? Of what rank?”

 Velindre showed him her unmarked card. “You have your choice of dances, Cas.”

 He frowned. “Do you think Esquire Camarl would agree to me asking some of the ladies from the lesser
families? From cadet blood lines?” The wizard looked around the crowded room. “Where is he?”

 I scanned the throng but couldn’t see Esquire Camarl at all. What I could see were unmistakable knots
of allied families. Firon Den Thasnet was standing with two Den Muret Demoiselles while his sister hung
on the arm of the Sieur Den Rannion’s youngest brother. Close by the Sieur Tor Sylarre was smiling as
he chatted with an elder Esquire Den Muret. Even given the increasing press of people, they were
keeping an emphatic space between themselves and Gelaia Den Murivance as she laughed with her
brother Maren and Jenty Tor Sauzet. Further round the room Orilan Den Hefeken was talking to her
affianced Esquire Den Risiper, other Esquires of both houses agreeing dances with a knot of minor Den
Ferrand and Den Gennael girls. Beyond the stony-faced Sieur Tor Priminale stood with his extensive
array of cousins in an unapproachable circle.

 As I watched, a lackey in palace colours came up to whisper politely to the Sieur Tor Sylarre. A
lifetime’s training kept the Sieur’s face impassive but he bid an immediate farewell to Den Muret and
followed the lackey through a discreet door on the far side of the wide salon.

 Temar came over, waving his dance card to dry the writing. “Be careful not to brush against my leg,
ladies,” he said breezily. “Some clumsy girl has just spilt ink down me. I believe her badge was Tor
Priminale.” Anger showed momentarily beneath his light words.

 I looked at the barely visible dampness on his dark blue breeches. “Fortunate that the Sieur suggested
that colour.”

 “Quite so,” smiled Temar thinly. “Sadly, the Demoiselle’s pretty orange feathers are now an unappealing
brown. What might that signify in this complicated code these girls have concocted?”

 I grinned at him. “I hate to think.”

 “Where does that lead?” Temar nodded towards the door Tor Sylarre had disappeared through.

 “It goes round to the throne room,” I replied.
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 “Esquire Camarl and the Sieur were summoned as soon as they arrived.” Temar and I exchanged a
speculative look.

 “When’s this dance going to begin?” Casuel demanded crossly. “It’s unbearably hot.” He fidgeted with
the fronts of his heavy robe.

 “Just be grateful this isn’t an evening dance,” I told him. “Add the heat of candles and we’d be melting
faster than the beeswax.”

 The salon ran the full width of the palace but even with upper windows open to breezes too high to
disturb the ladies’ elegant hair, the temperature was rising fast.

 “We could work a little judicious magic, Cas,” Velindre remarked. “I can start some air moving, and
drawing the heat away would be a good exercise for Allin’s fire affinity.”

 “We can’t use magic here.” Casuel was horrified. “Not without the Emperor’s permission.”

 “We could ask him. Where is he?” At that moment, the brass-ornamented doors into the ballroom
swung open and people spilled gratefully into the cooler space. Velindre looked into the ballroom as the
crush in the anteroom cleared. “Isn’t your Emperor supposed to be receiving people?”

 “The Sieur Tor Arrial’s just been sent for.” Temar was still looking at the single doorway where a lackey
now stood unobtrusive guard.

 That prompted me to look for Avila and I soon saw her with the Maitresse Tor Arrial. The Maitresse’s
brother, Esquire Den Harkeil, was writing on Avila’s dance card with a smile that was positively
flirtatious.

 “I am glad to see someone is enjoying the day,” remarked Temar rather tightly as he followed my gaze.

 “I don’t think Esquire Camarl is.” I nudged Temar as Camarl appeared through the side door, face
impassive as he hurried to his uncles. The friendly smile on Ustian’s face faded as we watched, and
Leishal positively glowered. Fresil snapped his fingers abruptly to summon Myred, starting a buzz of
speculation among more than the Tor Kanselin ladies so abruptly deserted.

 Temar looked to me for answers but I hadn’t any to give him. Then a stir in the ballroom turned every
head but it was only footmen with trays crowded with glasses.

 “I hope incautious drinking does not loosen too many inhibitions.” Temar beckoned with an authoritative
hand.

 I took a glass of deep golden wine. “I’ve never heard of one of these dances turning into a free-for-all,
but I suppose there’s always a first time.”

 “You don’t seriously think there’ll be violence?” Casuel asked nervously.

 “He was joking, Cas,” Velindre told him scornfully.

 Looking round the gathering, feeling the increasingly fervid undercurrents, I wasn’t so sure.
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 A flurry of carriages outside caused another distraction. I welcomed it until I saw the late arrivals were a
solid phalanx of Tor Bezaemar. The Sieur entered with his aunt the Relict on his arm, each son and
nephew behind escorting dutiful daughters of the House. Every cadet line was represented, wearing the
Tor Bezaemar martlet worked into pendants, rings and brooches, combined with the badge of every line
subsumed into the Name over the generations. After pausing on the threshold until Dirindal was satisfied
with the impact of their entrance, the family scattered like a flock of birds, alighting on every group and
conversation, prompting smiles and welcomes, some less convincing than others. Dirindal relinquished her
nephew to his wife and took her grandson Kreve’s arm for a slow circuit of the wide salon. I saw a Tor
Tadriol lackey heading immediately for the Sieur.

 “This could be interesting.” Temar’s discreet nod directed me to Dirindal, who’d drawn level with Lady
Channis. Messire’s lady was deep in laughing conversation with the Maitresse Tor Kanselin and neither
drew so much as a breath as they turned dismissive shoulders on the Relict. Gathering the covey of
assorted Demoiselles fluttering nervously around with brisk gestures with their fans, the two ladies walked
away, never once making so much as eye contact with Dirindal. The Relict was left standing, a moment
of unmistakable fury on her face before she raised a sweep of mossy feathers to conceal imperfectly an
expression of wounded amiability. The Esquire managed no such masquerade, plainly outraged.

 “Saedrin save us, Ryshad, you’ve certainly brought me to a fascinating occasion.” Charoleia’s voice at
my elbow nearly made me spill my wine. “Good day to you, Temar.”

 “My Lady Alaric.” He bowed to her, eyes sparkling and won a demure half-smile in return.

 I did hope he wasn’t going to make a fool of himself in public, but then again that might distract the
assembled nobility. All those families with ties of blood and loyalty to D’Olbriot were taking their cue to
ignore Tor Bezaemar, some with more grace than others. Indignation was swelling among Den Muret,
Den Rannion, Tor Priminale, leaving minor Houses exposed as the room divided into undeclared battle
lines. Den Hefeken was looking to Den Ferrand for support while Den Gennael and Den Risiper drew
into a defensive circle with Den Brennain.

 “Aren’t you going to introduce us?” Casuel’s voice seesawed between rebuke for Temar and fawning in
Charoleia’s direction.

 “My apologies. May I make known Lady Alaric of Thornlisse. This is Casuel Devoir, Velindre Ychane
and Allin Mere. All mages of Hadrumal.” The laughter just beneath Temar’s words set Casuel looking
suspiciously for some hidden slight.

 “You know Ryshad?” Velindre was measuring Charoleia with frank curiosity.

 Charoleia returned the candid appraisal. “We have acquaintance in common.” Her words were coloured
with sufficient Lescari accents to lend a hint of foreign glamour, just as her pale lilac gown had a subtly
northern cut. The gentian lace overlaying the silk brought out the colour of her eyes as well as
emphasising the whiteness of her skin. A single silver chain carrying an amethyst and pearl pendant
circled her elegant neck and more pearls studded a silver crescent lifting hair dressed high in an
unmistakably Lescari style.

 Velindre swung the fan chained at her waist. “There’ll be plenty here keen to make your acquaintance.”
She sounded amused.

 “That’s what such functions are for,” Charoleia replied sweetly.
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 We were certainly attracting a fair degree of notice. An unknown beauty, three wizards and a chosen
man who’d rather be outside holding the horses were certainly a welcome neutral topic for speculation in
the tense atmosphere. I wondered how long we’d serve as a diversion, seeing Firon Den Thasnet
draining yet another glass of wine, angry colour high on his cheekbones.

 “Open hostilities here will suit no one’s purpose,” Charoleia said softly. She was looking at two Tor
Sylarre youths who were casting provocative sneers at a trio of Den Murivance Esquires, stiff-necked in
their first appearance at such an exalted gathering.

 “It’s all this talking that’s stoking up resentments,” I frowned. “But it’s the Emperor’s privilege to open
the dance, and he’s nowhere to be seen.”

 “But I am so ignorant of modern courtesies,” said Temar breezily. “My lady?” He offered a hand to
Charoleia.

 She shook her head, smiling. “I don’t care to be quite so noticeable, Temar.”

 He grinned and I realised whatever he felt for Charoleia was a fair cry from the prickly devotion he’d
lavished on Guinalle. That puzzle had me tongue-tied just long enough to stop me calling Temar back
when he sauntered off, idly swinging the card on its ribbon at his wrist.

 I watched a touch nervously as he tapped Orilan Den Hefeken on one shoulder. The Demoiselle greeted
him with a ready smile but that faltered as he spoke. She turned to appeal to her Sieur. Camarl strolled
over as Temar spread beseeching hands to Orilan. Several other people drew near and a new murmur
rippled outwards. We watched as the Sieur Den Hefeken sent a footman hurrying to the chamberlain,
whose face was betraying considerable strain. Master Jainne was standing by a circle of musicians silent
at the far end of the ballroom, pipers with single, double and double-reeded instruments of differing sizes
and curves backed by lutanists and bowed lyres.

 “Oh look, Cas,” said Velindre brightly. “Your brother’s leading the music. What an honour for your
family.”

 The mage’s strangled reply was drowned beneath a lively chord. Temar led Orilan Den Hefeken into the
centre of the floor and four other couples rapidly formed a set behind them. I hadn’t seen Messire return,
but he appeared on the far side, Lady Channis graceful on his arm. Assorted scions of Den Murivance,
Tor Kanselin and Den Castevin followed suit. Kreve Tor Bezaemar promptly led one of Tor Sylarre’s
innumerable daughters out and Firon Den Thasnet followed with another.

 “Competing over who dances the neatest figures should prove harmless enough,” said Charoleia with
satisfaction. She took my hand and I found myself walking out to join the nearest set. She curtsied with
consummate grace and I bowed, listening hard for the beat of the music, counting silently until I could
move to one side with the other men. Charoleia swept past me with a sensuous whisper of perfumed silk
and we both turned to join hands and follow the set in a series of rapid twists and turns, dropping and
swapping hands as we went. I hadn’t danced since Winter Solstice and that had been a servants’ affair
where errors were greeted with laughter rather than the contempt I could imagine here. Livak fitted into
the lower halls well enough, but with the best will in the world I couldn’t see her dancing these complex
measures with a tenth the grace of Charoleia.

 I managed the exchange of partners without error and when Charoleia came back to me could breathe a
little easier.
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 “You look very serious,” she observed as the music changed to a partner dance.

 I took her in my arms. “Did you and Temar—” The words were out before I could bite my tongue.

 Charoleia arched exquisite brows over limpid eyes. “Is that any concern of yours?”

 I felt ashamed. “No, I suppose, forgive me.”

 She laughed delicately. “Since you ask, yes we did. But rather more importantly for that young man, we
talked long into the night and again in the cool of the morning. I think you’ll find him rather wiser to the
differences between love and lust.”

 I looked hastily from side to side in case anyone was overhearing this but we were safely isolated in the
midst of the circling couples.

 “I’d forgotten how tender an innocent can be,” Charoleia continued in an amused undertone. “But I think
I convinced him passion alone rarely sustains a love affair beyond first rapture, no matter how hot and
strong that flame burns. I think he’ll learn it’s best to temper that charming ardour with friendship.”

 Charoleia’s indulgent satisfaction roused my indignation on Temar’s behalf. Then I wondered if such
newfound wisdom might help cut the tangle of emotions binding him to Guinalle. “You had to take him
into your bed to tell him that?”

 “And to show him the delights of the flesh can be enjoyed simply for their own sake,” she replied easily.
“Don’t tell me you’ve lived this long without learning that? I don’t imagine Livak would have bedded you
otherwise.”

 I took up the challenge in those periwinkle eyes. “What would you have done if I’d taken up your offer
of such pleasures the other morning?”

 “Compared notes with Livak.” Charoleia’s smile was instantly ruthless. “To let her know what manner of
man you were, in case she thought different.”

 I took a slow breath. “Halice just promised to knock me senseless if I didn’t do right by her.”

 “That sounds like Halice,” Charoleia agreed lightly. “We both look out for our friends in our own way.
Wait until you meet Sorgrad and ’Gren.”

 “That’s something to look forward to,” I said with equal flippancy. “If we get to the end of Festival
unscathed.”

 We finished the dance in silence and parted in mutual accord. I watched as Charoleia artlessly insinuated
herself into a laughing group of Den Breval ladies escorted by various men from a cadet Den Haurient
line. Then I went to escort Allin on to the dance floor.
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 The Imperial Palace of Tadriol the Provident,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fifth Day, Afternoon

 Have you passed a pleasant Festival?” Temar could spare enough attention to attempt conversation with
Gelaia Den Murivance now that the dance simply required them to advance hand in hand. At least he’d
made his initial missteps with the amiable Orilan and various D’Olbriot Demoiselles. “It’s certainly been
the most memorable of recent years.” Temar thought Gelaia was about to say something else but they
reached the end of the figure and had to turn away from each other. He smiled politely as he swept some
unknown Demoiselle around, skirts swirling as he set careful hands on her slim waist. Gelaia raised her
fan as they stood waiting their turn to pass down the middle of the set. “Have you made any progress
learning the language of feathers?” she asked archly. Temar shook his head. “It has been a busy five
days.” Gelaia’s eyes kept sliding away from Temar’s gaze. “There are plenty of people here interested to
see what colours I carry. But then no one knows what a D’Alsennin livery would be, do they?”

 Temar studied her fan, a spread of glossy crimson layered over darker maroon plumes clasped in a
golden handle studded with rubies and softened with a flurry of down. Vivid scarlet tendrils with tufted
ends trembled on either side and Temar wondered what kind of bird those came from. He realised
Gelaia was looking expectantly at him between glances at the rest of their set. “You carry Den Murivance
colours, do you not? Rather than the white plumes you used before?”

 Gelaia raised a defiant chin. “Which signifies I have no interest in any other House at present—and none
has an interest in me.”

 Temar took a moment to catch her meaning. “Messire D’Olbriot will be disappointed.”

 “Is he the only one?” Gelaia demanded with some indignation.

 Temar took her hand to lead her down the middle of the other couples. “I had barely realised I was
being considered as a suitable candidate for your hand. Why am I now so quickly rejected?” Completing
the last steps of the dance Temar turned with Gelaia to bow to the rest of the set.

 Gelaia fanned herself, faint colour rising beneath her mask of cosmetics. “There are too many
complications.”

 Temar looked at her in silent expectation.

 “I know Toremal, I know how to dance the measures, how to play the games,” she said with sudden
forthrightness, pulling her hand free. “You don’t, but you’ve already made dangerous enemies. I’ll marry
to suit my Sieur and I’ll manage whatever affairs my new House requires of me, but I’m not ready to play
for stakes as high as Tor Bezaemar. I don’t know what else you’re caught up in, and that worries me.
You’re laid low with a knife wound and yet sorcery has you healed by the following day. You associate
with wizards who pluck a falling man out of the air.”

 “I had little choice over any of that,” said Temar, stung.

 Gelaia forced a smile. “I do have a choice, Esquire. I choose not to get involved. I’m sorry.”

 Temar bowed low and watched Gelaia hurry away to the security of her family. Looking round he
smiled blandly at discreetly curious faces before sauntering over to Allin who was sipping a glass of wine,
face flushed with pleasure. “May I have the honour of this next dance?”
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 “Let me catch my breath.” Allin puffed out her cheeks inelegantly.

 “Are you enjoying yourself?” Temar asked curiously.

 “Oh, I’m determined to,” said Allin with a glint in her eye. “Poldrion can loose his demons on these
patronising women if I don’t, especially that charming Den Rannion Demoiselle over there. She tells me
how very old-fashioned my dancing is.”

 “Your steps can scarcely be less up to the moment than mine.” Temar was about to continue but a flurry
of activity turned every head towards the throne room door and the entire vast space fell as silent as an
empty shrine.

 Jainne the chamberlain’s voice cracked slightly as he spoke into the expectant hush. “Tadriol, called
Provident by the grace of his peers and Emperor by the will of the Convocation of Princes.”

 Temar realised he was badly placed to see anything going on but he wasn’t about to draw attention to
himself by moving. Movement spread in slow ripples from the far side of the room, the nobility clearing
the floor to stand arrayed against the walls. Emperor Tadriol walked into the centre of the vast room. He
wore plain breeches beneath a full-skirted coat of the same bronze silk brocaded with black. A wide
collar of knotted gold links around his shoulders carried a central pendant of a mighty golden bull, head
low and brandishing defiant horns. A narrow band of square-cut rubies set in gold confined the simple frill
at his shirt collar. Matching stones shone on the brooches catching back the cuffs of his coat, revealing
bracelets of thick gold chain adorning his wrists rather than lace. Each of his fingers bore a different ring
in a mismatch of styles and gems that could only come from an extensive collection of heirlooms. The
Emperor made a slow circuit of the floor, his pace never varying, his slight smile widening a touch as he
made a brief half bow to each Sieur.

 “I apologise for my tardiness and I hope you’ve been enjoying the music and wine.” Tadriol spoke with
composed sincerity as he returned to the centre of the floor. “I won’t insult your intelligence by assuming
that has been easy in the present climate — and I’m not talking about the weather.” His tone grew more
formal. “We are all aware of the unusual events of this last year and that matters have reached a crucial
juncture. It is my duty to guide the Empire down the road most beneficial for all, so this lays a heavy
responsibility on my shoulders. That’s why I took this opportunity to consult with the Sieurs of those
Houses directly concerned and also with those who have held themselves aloof. My thanks for your
patience while I gained a fuller perspective.”

 Tadriol paused to allow the whispers started by mention of Kellarin to run their course around the
assembled nobles.

 “Imperial verdicts are normally given in the Imperial Court, of course, but with the considerable ill feeling
I see blighting the better judgement of some most influential Princes, I think it best to settle matters as
swiftly as possible.” Tadriol’s words were cutting in their measured delivery. “I’ve heard representations
in court and in private from the Houses concerned and I find the whole matter confused by malice, envy
and misunderstandings both accidental and wilful. Outside interference has only worsened an already
difficult situation. Accordingly, I have decided to issue a series of Imperial decrees.”

 From the collective intake of breath, Temar judged this must be some considerable departure from
normal practice. Allin gave his hand an encouraging squeeze. Temar squeezed back absently as he
looked around for Ryshad. The chosen man was some distance away, Velindre and Casuel flanking him.

 The Emperor raised a hand to brush back an errant wisp of hair. The chains around his wrist chinked, a
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slight sound heard in every corner of the room.

 “The Imperial decree is not a power I use lightly,” Tadriol continued severely. “I do so to prevent these
disagreements getting any further out of hand, to the potential ruination of the Empire. This unseemly
bickering has already done our Names no credit at all with the commonalty. It is my order that every
House abandons these petty quarrels, on pain of my extreme displeasure.”

 The Emperor smiled suddenly, speaking in more conciliatory tones.

 “Look to the future rather than past grievances. But to the formalities. Firstly, I declare the House of
D’Olbriot has no exclusive rights to deal with Kellarin or any persons living there. Any other Name or
lesser trading concern is entirely at liberty to make whatever arrangements they see fit, free of D’Olbriot
restraint.”

 Temar glanced at Messire D’Olbriot but the Sieur’s face was unreadable.

 “Secondly, I declare the House of D’Alsennin has no claim on properties presently enjoyed by Tor
Alder or any other Name. Grants and bequests made countless seasons ago cannot outweigh generations
of care. I will not see ancient legalities used to upset the trades, households and livelihoods of so many
innocent tenants. This decree also denies claims by scions of Tor Arrial, Den Domesin or any other noble
House that ventured over the ocean in times past.”

 The Emperor’s tone of mild regret was no comfort to Temar, who felt sick misgiving hollowing out his
belly. Was he being sent back to Kel Ar’Ayen deprived both of D’Olbriot aid and of any property that
might have yielded coin to pay the mercenaries he’d surely need to defend his hapless colony now?

 “But Raeponin’s scales must be balanced, if justice is to be done.” The Emperor’s stern words
interrupted congratulatory smiles being passed between Tor Bezaemar and Den Thasnet. “Just as
D’Alsennin has no claims on this side of the ocean, no Name here may assert rights over or demand dues
from the people of Kellarin. Haffrein Den Fellaemion was determined his new settlement would offer
freedom from the shackles of greedy nobility…” Tadriol paused just long enough for affront to settle on
various faces around the room. “Hardly surprising, given they were fleeing the debauched excesses of
Nemith the Last. I am minded to honour that great seafarer by respecting his wishes, so I repeat: no
Name here has any rights over Kellarin.”

 The Emperor took a slow sip from a glass of water.

 “But the prestige of all our Names rests on the care we take of our tenantry. You have granted the
House of Tadriol the additional responsibility of caring for the Empire as a whole and its peoples
wherever they may be. I cannot simply abandon these colonists. Every Prince of the Convocation would
rightly condemn me if these blameless people were left undefended, their wealth plundered and their
liberties curtailed by unwanted settlers heedlessly shipped overseas.

 “Fortunately, we have a ready solution to hand. If the House of D’Alsennin is a dead tree on this side of
the ocean, it has a flourishing offshoot in the present holder of the Name. Accordingly, I decree that
Temar D’Alsennin be raised to the dignity of Sieur of that House, with all the obligations and entitlements
of that position. He will sit as the equal of any Sieur in the Convocation, where he may call any House
abusing his tenants before the judgement of Emperor and Princes. All colonists of Kellarin are hereby
designated tenants of the House of D’Alsennin and as such are under his protection. Anyone wishing to
trade across the ocean must refer their proposals to the Sieur and submit to his scrutiny. I’m not about to
leave Kellarin as a D’Olbriot monopoly but I’m not having some free-for-all where these people are
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bamboozled by any chancer who can hire a boat!”

 The Emperor’s sudden lapse into breezy informality won smiles from various Houses, some relieved,
some reluctant. Tadriol raised a hand as subdued comment threatened to break into open conversation.

 “But one man cannot build a House on his own. Since there are other sprigs of nobility planted in
Kellarin’s distant soil, I decree that these and their descendants be considered cadet lines of D’Alsennin
and I ask the Sieur to ensure that they style themselves accordingly.”

 The Emperor reached into a pocket and the entire room fell silent as he walked over to Temar. Temar
swallowed hard. The hollowness he’d felt when he’d thought Kel Ar’Ayen was being abandoned was
nothing compared to the crushing weight he felt resting on his shoulders now.

 The Emperor halted in front of Temar and held out an open hand. A silver badge lay on his palm, three
holm oak leaves, parallel and overlapping. “Your insignia is granted, Messire.”

 Temar studied the brooch for a moment, until he could be sure his hands wouldn’t tremble as he pinned
it to the breast of his coat. The leaves shone bright and untarnished against the dark blue silk that echoed
the great sapphire of his father’s ring.

 “My undying gratitude, my Emperor,” Temar said with archaic formality.

 “From you, that’s quite some promise,” murmured the Emperor in an undertone.

 An isolated pair of hands began clapping somewhere in the crowd, soon joined by others. The Emperor
turned to acknowledge the applause and the expectant faces.

 “There are a few more trifles to settle before we can all enjoy the rest of the afternoon. One of the most
noteworthy aspects to the Kellarin tale is the sudden reappearance of magic in our midst. I confess I’m
still uncertain of much that’s gone on, but some things I am sure of. Firstly, while the colonists of Kellarin
owe a great debt to the wizards of Hadrumal, that changes nothing on this side of the ocean. All Houses
may make whatever use they wish of magecraft, just as they have always done, and I will continue to
listen to the advice of the Archmage Planir or any other wizard who wishes to offer counsel. But I will not
grant such words any undue weight nor allow any wizard undue influence within Tormalin.”

 Temar could see various people glancing smugly at the Sieur and his brothers, eager to see how they
were taking this perceived rebuke.

 “Indeed, what need do we have of Hadrumal’s magic?” the Emperor asked abruptly. “It was Tormalin
Artifice saved the people of Kellarin in those far-off days, the same ancient skills that helped Correl the
Stalwart carry Tormalin rule to the very edge of the Great Forest. I confess I’m curious to see what
benefits Artifice bestows on Kellarin, and who knows, we may all benefit from judicious use of its
proficiencies in years to come.” Tadriol paused and took a thick silver ring off one finger.

 “But we cannot expect the people of Kellarin to share their Artifice with us if we deny them those still
hidden in the enchantment that protected them through their lost generations. As many of you already
know, Messire D’Alsennin came asking for our help. He needs to find the jewels and ornaments, the
swords and badges of allegiance that safeguarded the very minds of his people as they slept.” Tadriol
shrugged. “I do not pretend to understand how this was accomplished, but I am shocked to learn some
people have been tempted to extort coin or advantage in exchange for these items, all but demanding
ransom for the very life of some helpless individual. This is my final decree, and I will summon a muster of
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the Cohorts to enforce it if need be. Every item that Messire D’Alsennin even suspects may be needed to
restore his people is to be surrendered, without question, objection or recompense.” The Emperor’s
outrage shaded into scorn. “We can all stand a little loss, even of heirloom pieces, and we gave up
putting a price on a life in Tormalin when Inshol the Curt closed the slave markets.”

 Tadriol handed the ring to Temar. The faceted band was flattened on the top into a hexagon carrying an
inscription worn illegible by age. Temar’s first thought was he’d never be able to manage the
concentration needed to summon any image from the ring, his next that doing so would in any case be a
very bad idea. He ransacked his memory, but before he could match the ring to any sleeper the Emperor
had walked away to stand squarely before the Sieur D’Olbriot.

 “Messire, as Adjurist of the Princes, do you need to summon a Convocation to ratify these decrees?”

 D’Olbriot smiled calmly. “Since we are returning to ancient forms today, shall we content ourselves with
a simple show of hands? Forgive me,” he commented dryly. “I didn’t know I’d need the rod of office.”
He turned to borrow Leishal’s stick and thumped the floor three times. “Stand forth, Sieurs, to uphold
the dignity of your Name!”

 The crowd shifted to allow the assorted heads of the Houses to stand forward.

 “Do you commit yourselves and all who claim the shelter of your House to abide by these decrees? I
charge you by the duty you swore to the Names that elected you and to the Convocation that accepted
you. Your oath remains to defend Tormalin from enemies without and tyranny within, with arms, with
counsel and by enforcing the Emperor’s writ.”

 Temar watched as the Sieurs of minor Houses put their hands up at once, some hesitant, some with
alacrity. Den Muret obstinately refused to look at Den Thasnet but Tor Priminale directed scathing
contempt at Tor Bezaemar before slowly raising his hand. Den Murivance and Tor Kanselin both looked
well content as they signalled ready agreement, a move spurring rapid compliance from Den Hefeken,
Den Brennain and a score of others.

 “Temar,” Allin hissed. “Put your own hand up!”

 Heat rising in his face, he did so, and was gratified to see that it prompted a further wave of agreement.

 Messire D’Olbriot looked impassively at Temar before turning to Camarl, who was trying to hide his
chagrin. “As Adjurist, I must naturally call on my Designate to vote,” he remarked in an amiable aside to
Tadriol that the entire room heard. “Esquire Camarl? Does D’Olbriot stand with the Emperor for good
governance?”

 Camarl cleared his throat. “Naturally, Messire.” He stuck an emphatic hand in the air.

 Now all eyes were turned to the Sieur Tor Bezaemar. He raised a limp hand with a sickly smile in stark
contrast to the white-faced fury of his aunt.

 “Then we are all agreed,” said the Emperor happily. “Thank you all for your patience. I suggest we
enjoy ourselves.”

 The musicians who’d been sitting studiously looking at their feet all this while began a lively tune but no
one seemed inclined to dance. The crowd shifted and mingled, conversations breaking out on all sides.
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 “What are you going to say to Messire D’Olbriot?” breathed Allin at Temar’s side.

 “I really do not know,” he replied, still studying the Emperor’s ring.

 “He’s coming over,” said Allin nervously. “Do you want me to stay?”

 Temar saw she was ashen with apprehension. “Go and see what Velindre makes of it all,” he suggested.

 All the same he felt uncomfortably bereft as he watched Allin sidle past Messire as the Sieur and his
brothers advanced in matching step.

 “Messire.” The Sieur D’Olbriot bowed politely and Temar returned the compliment.

 “An unexpected turn of events,” was the best he could find to say.

 “Indeed,” replied the Sieur. “Quite unforeseen.”

 “Can you manage all the affairs of Kellarin by yourself?” demanded Esquire Camarl, his voice hovering
between belligerence and concern.

 “Not without your help,” replied Temar forthrightly. “I heard nothing forbidding me to ask anyone’s
counsel.”

 “There’ll be Houses queuing up to offer you advice,” said Camarl sourly.

 “Then I will have to test it, to see if it’s as sound as the guidance you have always given me.” Temar
hoped Camarl wasn’t going to sulk about this for long.

 The Sieur smiled. “We can discuss all this at our leisure. I just came to wish you luck, Temar. You’re
certainly going to need it.”

 His brothers murmured their agreement, but Ustian surprised Temar with a friendly wink. “Don’t look at
me like that, Fresil,” he rebuked his brother. “Think it through and then argue if you must. While you do, I
want a drink.” The Esquires and Sieur bowed and walked away, their conversation amiable.

 “They’ll be talking about this dance for years to come.”

 “Ryshad!” Temar turned gratefully to find the chosen man at his elbow. “Where were you?”

 “With Casuel.” Ryshad nodded. “He’s choking on the ruination of his plans to be Imperial Sorcerer and
Velindre’s planning some come-uppance for Planir, if I’m any judge.” He broke off. “It looks as if the
Sieur Den Ilmiral wants to speak to you.”

 Temar heaved a sigh. “I would rather wait until I have some notion of what to say. Could we leave
without causing undue offence?”

 “Not really.” Ryshad frowned. “But you can say you don’t want to talk business on the last day of
Festival. That’s always been the custom, and if anyone doesn’t like that it’s their problem, not yours.”

 “I hardly think that would be courteous, given the precedent the Emperor has just set,” muttered Temar
glumly. “How much longer does this entertainment last?”
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 “Not long, and I’ll watch your back.” Ryshad managed a half-smile. “The Emperor’s Dole is distributed
to the commonalty on the eighth chime of the day. That’s when most of the nobility will leave.”

 “If the populace is coming here to claim their bread and meat, can we risk going home without tripping
over peasants and street urchins?” asked Temar sarcastically.

 “The Emperor hands out coin these days, Temar.” Ryshad stepped aside to take a dutiful stance at his
shoulder. “Just smile politely and don’t commit yourself to anything.”

 Temar took a deep breath as the eager Sieur Den Ilmiral hurried over.

 The Imperial Palace of Tadriol the Provident,
Summer Solstice Festival, Fifth Day,

Early Evening

 You must dine with us before you go. overseas again.”

 “As soon as I know what my plans are, I’ll send word to your Steward.”

 “Your Steward will contact his.” As the senior Esquire Den Haurient moved off, I leaned forward to
murmur softly over Temar’s shoulder. The lad was doing well with polite platitudes but there were still
things he needed to learn.

 We were circulating slowly around the anteroom while a few indefatigable dancers begged a few last
tunes from the musicians. Temar paused to exchange some observation with the Maitresse D’Istrac
before raising one eyebrow at me. “What Steward?”

 “You’ll need one, now you’re a Sieur,” I told him with a grin. “And sworn men, and a residence, an
archive, a Designate, a Maitresse, come to think of it.”

 “I hardly think all that will be needed in Kel Ar’Ayen,” he began forcefully. He stopped and glared at
me. “You are joking?”

 “Pretty much,” I allowed. “But you do need a Steward of sorts.”

 Temar looked thoughtful, but before he could speak the doors to the outer court opened and Tor
Tadriol lackeys began discreetly alerting various nobles to the arrival of their carriages. “Can we go
now?” he asked instead.

 “As soon as possible. We don’t want to get caught up in the crowds coming for the Emperor’s Dole.” I
looked round for the Sieur and saw him coming towards us with Esquire Camarl at his side. “Messire.” I
bowed low.

 “Ryshad.” He acknowledged me with a friendly nod. “Temar, what are your plans for this evening?”
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 Temar looked nonplussed. “Are we not going back to the residence?”

 “I think we deserve a little time to ourselves, don’t you?” Messire responded. “Camarl and I are going
to take a drive through the city, to find a quiet eating-house. Would you care to join us?”

 “The residence will be full of girls giggling over the Esquires they danced with and comparing notes about
dresses and fans,” Camarl added. He seemed in a better humour now.

 “I’ve no wish to spoil my dinner with Fresil and Leishal arguing over today’s surprises,” said Messire
with unexpected frankness.

 “Are they very displeased?” Temar enquired, equally blunt.

 “Not so much displeased as wrong-footed,” said Messire judiciously.

 “And yourself?” Temar asked.

 “There’s no sense in repining for what never was,” smiled Messire. “Reason’s a prop for a wise man or
it’s a cudgel for a fool.”

 Temar looked at him somewhat uncertainly. “So we all go forward as best we can?”

 “Quite so.” Messire acknowledged a hovering footman with a nod. “Are you joining us?”

 “To show anyone wondering that we are still on good terms?” Temar hazarded.

 “Festival is over, but the board will be set for a new game tomorrow,” Messire conceded. “There’s no
harm in marking out our ground.”

 “Getting ahead of those who’ve been so keen to trip us these last few days,” Camarl added.

 Temar grinned. “Then we will join you and gladly.”

 “We’re taking Ustian’s expensive new equipage,” the Sieur explained as we walked out into the paved
courtyard. “He’s going home with Fresil and Leishal.”

 Temar wasn’t listening and I saw he’d noticed Allin waiting, pleasantly pink and clutching her dance card
like a talisman. “Are you waiting for someone?” he asked her.

 “Demoiselle Avila, if she can tear herself away from her conquests.” Something was amusing the young
magewoman. “Velindre was here a moment ago, but she’s just been invited to supper with the Maitresse
Den Janaquel.”

 Voices behind us made me turn my head. Casuel was stalking along beside the leader of the musicians.
Amalin Devoir had shed his coat and, with shirt collar loose and sleeves rolled up, he offered a sharp
contrast to Casuel’s precisely buttoned-up appearance.

 “No, Cas, I insist. I’ve been well paid, and with a Festival gift from the Emperor himself I can buy you
the finest meal in the city!” To my ear, Amalin’s offer stemmed less from good will than from desire to
lord over his brother.
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 “Ah, Master Devoir, my compliments,” the Sieur called. Casuel was about to reply but realised just in
time Messire was talking to his brother. “Your music was a perfect blend of the traditional and the
innovative.”

 The musician made a perfunctory bow. “It was a day for novelty all round.”

 Casuel bridled at this impertinence but Messire looked merely amused.

 “Anyway, Amalin, thank you all the same but I’d better escort my apprentice back to her lodging.”
Casuel nodded proprietorially at Allin but it was clear he’d just seized on the excuse she offered.

 “She can come too,” countered Master Devoir promptly.

 “Come where?” The excitements of the day seemed to have lifted years from Demoiselle Avila’s
shoulders.

 Messire bowed. “We’re about to take a turn round the city and find a quiet place for supper.”

 “I can recommend the Golden Plover,” Amalin interrupted to Casuel’s obvious irritation. “That’s where
we’re going.”

 Avila tapped her fan across her palm, a combative glint in her eye. “Do you propose we all travel in
that?” She pointed the bedraggled blue feathers at Ustian’s open carriage, which had just drawn up,
plainly only suitable for four passengers.

 Amalin Devoir put finger and thumb in his mouth and split the genteel murmur of the courtyard with an
ear-splitting whistle. “My gig, as soon as you please!” A man in Den Janaquel livery turned to offer a
gesture that would probably have been obscene if we hadn’t had ladies standing with us. Seeing the Sieur
D’Olbriot he sent a lad running out of the gates instead and a flashy gig soon came bowling into the
courtyard. It was an expensive, tall-wheeled piece of work, driver’s seat perched high in front of a highly
polished body whose interior was luxuriously upholstered in purple. Ustian’s carriage with its plain lines
and dark green leather was a model of restrained good taste beside it.

 “If you’ll ride on the box with me, my lady,” Master Devoir favoured Allin with a blatantly flirtatious
smile, “there’s room for two behind us. Cas and the Sieur D’Alsennin perhaps?”

 Temar’s expression instantly fixed as he tried to find some reason to avoid this. Fortunately Demoiselle
Avila obliged. “I’ll ride with you, Master Mage.” Her tone suggested she was quite ready to squash the
musician’s pretensions.

 “Let’s make way for the other coaches.” Messire got into the open carriage with a discreet smile. “This
promises to be an entertaining evening,” he observed in an undertone as I sat in front of him, my back to
the driver. Temar took the seat beside me as Camarl closed the half-door. As we pulled away I saw
Firon Den Thasnet looking after us with naked hatred on his face.

 Temar followed my gaze. “I know Tadriol acted as he thought best, but it still galls me to think of Den
Thasnet and Tor Bezaemar getting away with so much.”

 “I agree.” Messire sighed. “But we know what they did, as does the Emperor. I think we can rely on
Tadriol to let judicious rumour circulate as appropriate. The main thing is that they failed.”
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 “But what manner of punishment is that? What about the Relict?” Temar wasn’t going to let this go, and
there wasn’t room in the coach for me to shut him up with a discreet kick. “She welcomed us in, all
smiles and invitations, winning our trust, and all the while she was spinning snares like some fat old spider
in the middle of a web. What of justice? She does us such injury and we have no revenge?”

 “Revenge is overrated. We’ve half the egg each and all Tor Bezaemar’s left with is an empty shell.”
Messire’s voice turned serious. “Turn your thoughts to the future. You’ve a great deal of work ahead of
you, young man, you and the Demoiselle Tor Arrial.”

 “I am well aware of that,” Temar replied soberly.

 “But not tonight.” Camarl acknowledged a merry salute from a group of revellers. “Who did you dance
with, Temar?”

 The conversation turned to safely innocuous topics as the coach made slow progress through the
raucous carousing of the lower city. As usual the commonalty were determined to squeeze the last drop
of enjoyment out of their holiday. The morrow would see the first day of Aft-Summer calling them back
to their workshops and duties, after all. I looked past Messire to see Allin giggling with the musician, who
handled his mettlesome grey horse with considerable skill. Passers-by greeted us with cheers, some from
dutiful loyalty, some too intoxicated to realise who was even in the coach but joining in regardless.

 Once we were through the southern gate of the old town and on to the Primeway the crowds thinned
considerably. An air of relaxation hung over aristocratic celebrations now that the demands of Festival
had been met. The soft light of early evening gilded the city and a warm breeze caressed high- and
low-born alike. Flambeaux were being readied and torches placed in brackets either side of doorways,
ready to light the street when Halcarion wrapped up the sun in the soft swathes of dusk. Despite the heat
a few traders were setting out braziers to cook delicacies to tempt passing revellers into spending their
last few Festival pennies.

 We turned into the Graceway and drew to an abrupt halt. “What’s the delay?” the Sieur called.

 “Masqueraders, Messire.” The coachman twisted in his seat. “Tumblers and jugglers.”

 The footman sitting beside him looked back as well. “Shall I move them on, Messire?”

 “We’re in no particular hurry,” D’Olbriot said carelessly.

 “Cas was saying masqueraders are not fit entertainment for the well born,” Temar began.

 I was about to give my opinion of the wizard’s snobbery when movement caught my eye. We’d pulled
up by the Den Bradile building where the frontage was being renewed and a wooden scaffold stood piled
high with slates and heavy stone awaiting the morning’s workmen.

 A shadowy figure in an upper window jerked backwards. I’d barely time to realise he was bracing a
pole against the aperture before the scaffold was levered outwards. Slates and marble came tumbling
down, the heavy wood following.

 “Move!” I lunged forward to grab the Sieur but Camarl was leaning sideways to see the acrobats, out of
my reach. Temar was looking as well, his back to me. I sent him sprawling into the road, caught
unawares by my brutal shove, as I hauled the Sieur out from beneath the deadly hail.
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 We fell heavily on to the cobbled road. The crash of the collapsing scaffold deafened me for a moment,
muting horrified shouts and screams all around. With a cloud of dust stinging my eyes and choking my
throat, I scrambled to my feet. Temar tripped and fell against me. We grabbed at each other, staggering
sideways, and getting our footing we hauled the Sieur upright.

 “Camarl?” Messire looked round wildly, blood oozing from a grazed cheek. The evening breeze
scattered the dust and we saw the broken ruin that was the back end of Ustian’s costly carriage. Worse,
Camarl lay among the wreckage, gashed and bleeding, stunned beneath the slates and stones.

 The horses were whinnying in panic as the coachman struggled to hold them. The carriage lurched,
dropping hard on to its back axle as both rear wheels broke beyond hope. The shafts tilted upwards,
harness gouging cruelly into the beasts, races dangling dangerously near their frantically stamping hooves.
Camarl gave an agonised yell as the shattered vehicle lurched forward, grating on the stones.

 Messire hadn’t suffered more than a few bruises and a coat of dust so I thrust him into Temar’s hands.
Ignoring the strain on my back and arms, I lifted the largest stone off Camarl’s leg to uncover a nasty
break, shards of bone visible in a ragged wound.

 “I won’t be dancing for a while,” the Esquire whispered shakily, face as white as the marble, blood
oozing blackly down his leg.

 “Hold on.” Guiding his arm round my neck, I struggled to raise him.

 “Help, here, now!” Temar bellowed, looking up and down the Graceway.

 A juggler came running, several masqueraders behind him. He raised a hand and in utter disbelief I saw
him throw a heavy-weighted club with unerring aim. It hit the Sieur’s coachman smack in the forehead,
sending the man falling backwards like a poleaxed pig. The footman had very nearly got to the horses’
bridles but this sudden disturbance sent them into a renewed frenzy, tossing their heads out of his reach.

 “Ware behind!” Seeing a glint of steel in an oncoming masquerader’s hand, I yelled a frantic warning.
Dragging Camarl out of the wreckage, I could do nothing but watch appalled as the masquerader ran the
helpless footman clean through. Heedless of his anguished cries, I dumped Esquire Camarl in a doorway.

 “Temar! They’re coming for us!” I caught up the juggler’s treacherous club with one hand, grabbed
Messire with the other, and shoved him behind me into the meagre shelter of the doorposts.

 Temar had already got the measure of our situation, snatching up a broken scaffolding pole and bringing
it round to sweep the feet out from beneath a masquerader rushing him with murderous intent. Another
charged at me, live steel shining through the paint that covered his sword. I barely evaded the deceitful
blade as I sidestepped his thrust, smashing the weighted club full into his face. The blow was hard enough
to split his thin wooden mask clean in two. He fell back, clutching a smashed nose, blood gushing
between his fingers. I snatched his sword away and drew a killing stroke backhanded across his guts,
sending him on his way with a kick to one thigh.

 Temar had scavenged a sword from somewhere too. He backed towards me, the blade held low and
dangerous. As he did so, Halcarion threw us a little luck and the onward rush of the masqueraders was
scattered by the horses charging headlong down the Graceway. The remains of the carriage swung wildly
from side to side behind them. Startled Festival-goers fled in all directions, ducking to avoid splintered
fragments of wood. One unfortunate chose the wrong direction, stepping directly into the frantic animals’
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path and disappearing beneath the horses’ hooves. Screams of anguish from the woman with him added
to the rising hubbub.

 I whirled round as the door behind us opened. A startled face appeared in a handspan gap. “Let us in,
we’ve a wounded man! In D’Olbriot’s Name!” I was shouting at wooden panels. The door slammed and
we heard bolts being thrust home in panic.

 “I can’t stop the bleeding in this leg.” Messire had crimson stains spreading through the lace at his cuffs
but his hands and voice were steady. He smiled reassurance at Camarl, who was shaking like a man in
midwinter.

 If one of the great blood vessels had been cut, Camarl would’ve died already. For the moment he was
alive and I was more concerned with whoever might try to finish the job. The masqueraders were
regrouping with malevolent intent but were now hampered by the uncomprehending crowd. People had
spilled out of a tisane house across the road, wondering what was afoot. A tavern some way up the
street was emptying, and confusion spread as indiscriminate attacks were launched, some on the
acrobats, some on innocents mistaken for the scoundrels who’d started this.

 A man in the buff breeches and plain shirt of a hireling servant hurried towards us. “Send word to the
Cohort,” I yelled.

 He ignored me, breaking into a run and I saw a knife in his hand at the same time as the discarded mask
in the gutter behind him. I swept a hasty cut at his wrist that Fyle would have mocked me for. All the
same, he recoiled, so I tried to backhand him across the face with my sword. He ducked backwards
again, harder to hit than a shade, but the knife hand curving round to my belly was no apparition. I
blocked the thrust with my off hand, the force enough to numb his arm and send the blade clattering to
the road. That didn’t stop him stepping inside the reach of my sword, punching hard with his other hand,
but at least my sideways step meant he only bruised my ribs rather than winding me. I brought my sword
up to smash the hilt into the side of his head but the bastard threw himself bodily sideways. With an arm
out before he landed, he rolled and was back on his feet with a tumbler’s grace, eyes searching for his
fallen knife. That instant of inattention was enough for Temar, who lunged to thrust his blade into the
acrobat’s side. The man staggered and fled, bloodied shirt flapping as he vanished into the crowd.

 I looked to safeguard Temar’s back and saw two men exchanging an uncertain look some paces
beyond him. As I raised my sword with menace one broke, running headlong back down the Graceway.
The other spread empty hands, gabbling in panic. “Not me, your honour, not me.”

 “Call out the Duty Cohort,” I bellowed at him. Looking up the road I saw other passers-by caught up in
the spreading disorder, coaches and gigs held up in the distance and blocking the road. I cursed; Den
Janaquel’s men would almost certainly be on their way by now but they’d have some task breaking
through to us. Men on all sides were struggling with masqueraders, either in self-defence, from a desire to
help us or from simple drunken belligerence. Others were trying to leave, some frenzied enough to start
new struggles around the initial skirmishes, hampering those intent on murdering us still further. But how
to tell friend from foe? I sent a man who’d stumbled into me sprawling with a punch to the side of the
head.

 Could we escape down the road? Could we drag Camarl between us, and if so at what cost to him? As
I looked I saw the hapless man I’d yelled at turn straight into the arms of two eager youths. They’d come
running to see the commotion and immediately tried to wrestle him to the ground. “No, let him go!” I
yelled.
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 A whip split the air above their heads with a vicious crack. I saw Amalin Devoir’s grey horse fighting to
get its bit between its teeth, nostrils flared and eyes rolling wildly. The musician had the reins bunched in
one hand as he laid about him indiscriminately with his lash, Allin clutching the seat with both hands. The
lads and the man I’d sent for help all fled, ducking low with hands protecting their heads.

 “Devoir! Casuel! Back off and get the Duty Cohort,” I yelled with a force that tore at my throat.

 Devoir looked back over his shoulder but the confusion blocking the road made reversing impossible.

 “Camarl is hurt!” Temar shouted with equal urgency. Allin caught sight of Messire kneeling beside the
prostrate Esquire, her jaw dropping before she turned to relay information to Demoiselle Avila and
Casuel, one hand gesturing.

 “Temar!” I moved swiftly to intercept one man scrambling over the debris of scaffolding with evil in his
eyes and a sword in each hand. Temar was about to follow but a hail of stones and juggling balls from
two acrobats appearing in the mouth of an alleyway forced him to duck and dodge backwards. Temar
snatched up a piece of broken panelling from the carriage to protect his head, moving to shield Messire
and Camarl with his body.

 The man facing me dropped to a wrestler’s crouch. He had the brutish and battered face of a
prizefighter but he had two blades and, for all I knew, was perfectly able to use them. He thrust at me,
each hand in turn, clumsy strokes but fast and unhesitating. Moving back I felt splintered wood
treacherous beneath the soft half-boots I was wearing. I took a two-handed grip on my sword and went
in hard, circling the blade round and back on itself, half parrying, half attacking. Swordplay learned for
the stage made a novice of the man, who instinctively fell into the trap of anticipating my strokes and
moving to parry too early. Now I had the initiative I tempted him into an upward sweep and then ripped
a sudden sideways cut underneath his arms. As I sliced his chest open his arms flung back in nerveless
shock and I wrenched my blade up still further, tearing the notched steel into his bull neck. He collapsed,
gurgling through a spray of blood.

 I wiped drops off my face to see Temar smashing his improvised buckler into the head of some new
attacker. The man turned and would have escaped down the nearby alley but the jugglers blocked his
way and I realised they had their own problems. A swarm of what looked like ruddy, greyish hornets
swirled around them, but there was no buzzing and whenever one of the dots darted in to land on cloth
smoke rose briefly from black scorch marks. Angry red blisters appeared on the jugglers’ exposed hands
and faces, raised by scarlet sparks glowing and vanishing so swiftly they deceived the eye. I saw Allin still
hanging on grimly to Devoir’s frivolous gig, plump face intent with hatred as she glared at the acrobats.
An empty brazier some way beyond the alley was smoking emptily but for a fading crimson light.

 Devoir had beaten his horse into trembling submission, the poor beast too terrified to know whether it
should flee forwards or back. Demoiselle Avila was struggling down from the back, Casuel wringing
anguished hands as he followed her, cowering inside his ostentatious robe. Avila ignored the commotion
all around as she headed straight for the doorway behind me. Temar ran forward to draw her into our
frail circle of protection as fast as he could.

 I’d have gone too but a vicious fistfight erupted in front of me, stones and broken wood hurled
indiscriminately from the sidelines, and it was all I could do to stop the combatants falling over me, the
Sieur, the Esquire. Temar and I were jostled from all sides, unable to tell hapless Festival-goers from
murderous masqueraders, so forced to drive all comers off with harsh words and harder blows. Casuel
yelped with outrage as I stood on his foot, but that served him right for trying to shelter between me and
Temar. A stinging pain licked around the back of my neck.
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 “Shit, Devoir, watch that cursed whip!” But I forgave the musician when I saw he was laying about with
it to keep the brawl from crushing Demoiselle Avila and the Sieur as they knelt in the doorway, busy with
Esquire Camarl’s wounds.

 A brazen note pierced the tumult, Den Janaquel’s horns finally giving notice of their imminent arrival. The
strident signal came again, warning everyone to get clear or face the consequences. Efforts to struggle
free of the fighting redoubled all around us and I saw several masqueraders ripping off their masks in
hopes of disappearing into the anonymous crowd.

 But three weren’t abandoning their disguises and I wondered just who they might be, hacking a way
through the turmoil with vicious swords, the bland wooden faces of folk tale heroes still tied on tight.
They were heading for the alley opposite.

 “Temar!” I yelled, pointing, as the crush around us lessened.

 “Run them to earth, Ryshad!” The Sieur was at my elbow, a sword in his hand, Master Devoir with him,
whip ready.

 Temar and I used sword pommels, flat blades, fists and elbows to try to force a path to intercept the
bastards. We were just too late and the three men hared down the alley, turning into a ginnel running
between the backs of the close-packed buildings. I was after them like a loosed courser, Temar hard on
my heels.

 “Just run, man,” he was raging, and I realised we’d caught Casuel up in the pursuit. With the narrow
alley giving him nowhere to step aside to let Temar pass, all he could do was run with us.

 The masqueraders were holding their distance but only at the cost of running at full tilt, not daring to try
any doors or gates into yards or outhouses. Using every effort I could summon I was gaining, and I heard
Temar behind me mercilessly driving Casuel on with ever fouler curses. The masqueraders turned a sharp
corner into a wide alley. As I skidded after them, I realised the far end opened into a walled yard. A
broad stone arch was carved with archaic flourishes, vines heavy with leaves and fruit on either side of
open gates. I recognised it for the yard behind the Popinjay and frustration burned in my heaving chest. If
they got out into the busy northern end of the Primeway, we’d lose the bastards for certain.

 “Bring that down!” I turned to yell hoarsely at Casuel who was leaning in the corner of a wall, half
doubled up, one hand clutching his throat. “Block their way!”

 “Noseless sons of pox-rotted whores!” spat Temar, racing past me.

 That youth had been spending too much time with mercenaries. But I had no breath to say so and I ran
after him.

 Ahead of us the first masquerader was nearly into the yard, but just as I thought he’d escaped us the
carved vines reached out from either side of the arch. They laced themselves together, coiling around
each other, quicker than the eye could comprehend. A barrier of pale strands blocked the villain’s way
but he was running too fast to stop himself slamming into the crisscross of writhing stone. The tangle
knotted and twined around him, each tendril swelling into a branch reaching up and outwards. Tugged
this way and that the man struggled frantically, yelling in terror as he was lifted clear of the ground. His
cries of fear turned to anguish as his body was twisted with audible wrenching, sinew and bone no match
for the implacable pull of the rippling lattice. A final hideous snap silenced his howls, leaving his body
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hanging contorted in the coils of the warped vines.

 The second man had stumbled to a halt a scant arm’s length away but in the moment he took to recover
his balance a yellow limb snaked out from the living archway. Leaves once wrought from solid rock
waved softly as the sinuous vine coiled around his legs. The man screamed in horror and hacked at the
curling stem but his blade simply struck sparks from the stone. A second tendril darted out to wrap itself
round his sword arm, smothering it. As he tore at it with frantic, bleeding nails, new shoots sprouted to
snarl around the hand he’d had free a breath before. New leaves budded and opened all over the
intertwining stems now rooting his feet to the ground. But the vines binding his arms were still curling
upwards in an insane parody of growth, racking the man ever more painfully. He shrieked some
inarticulate curse with his last strangled gasps as the heedless branches forced him backwards in an
agonising curve. His spine snapped like a dry stick.

 All this happened in no more time than it took me and Temar to catch up to the third man. He was
frozen in horror, but hearing our steps behind him he whirled round, eyes white rimmed with panic visible
even through the holes in his mask. He was too appalled to raise his sword and I was too surprised. With
a move nine parts instinct to one part training I punched him up beneath the rim of the mask, catching him
full in the soft flesh beneath his jaw. He collapsed to his knees, choking and pawing at his throat.

 “Let’s see who you are, you shit.” As I yanked at the knotted ribbons holding on the concealing mask, I
noticed for the first time that his clothes weren’t the usual masquerader’s shoddy pretence of noble dress.
He was wearing the real thing, well-cut silk and expensive broadcloth. The hair I pulled out as it caught in
the ribbons of the mask was perfumed with expensive pomade.

 “Kreve Tor Bezaemar?” No wonder he had wanted to get away, identity hidden beneath this charade.
Temar raised his sword in outrage and moved behind the kneeling man. “Stand clear, Ryshad, and I will
have this cur’s head off!”

 The last thing I wanted was the bastard going free to launch some new attack some other day, but I
couldn’t allow that. “No!” I stepped between Temar and the still wheezing Esquire, eyes shut and tears
pouring down his face.

 “I have the right.” Temar glared at me.

 “Yes, you do,” I agreed. “But let the Emperor sanction his death. Wait until he’s stood his trial in full
view of every House in Toremal. That’ll discredit Tor Bezaemar so thoroughly their Name won’t aspire
to the throne for fifty generations!”

 “And if your advocates and their weasel words find him some excuse, some escape?” Temar challenged
hotly.

 “It won’t happen,” I caught Temar’s sword hand, speaking with absolute conviction. “He raised open
murder against two Sieurs in direct defiance of Imperial decrees given not half a day since. That’s treason
against the good order of the Empire and he’ll die for it, trust me.” Ignoring Kreve’s hoarse gasps I
shoved the bastard on to his front and rested a heavy foot on his back.

 Temar looked unconvinced but lowered his sword.

 “If we’re going to cut his head off, I’ll do it,” I offered with savage humour as I released his hands. “The
Sieur D’Alsennin shouldn’t soil his hands with such vermin’s blood. And why don’t you see who else
Cas caught in his snare?”
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 “I suppose I may as well,” Temar agreed once a glance convinced him the incapacitated Kreve was
going nowhere. Lifting the lolling head of the second man to die, he pulled off his mask with difficulty.
“Firon Den Thasnet,” he called back over his shoulder. “I suppose we should have expected that.”

 “I don’t see Saedrin calling us to answer for him.” I glanced up as I secured Kreve Tor Bezaemar’s
hands behind his back with the ribbons cut from his mask. “Who’s the other one?”

 Temar looked up uncertainly at the man hanging some way above him. “My compliments to Master
Devoir, but I am not about to try climbing this. Can you bring him down, Casuel?”

 “I’m not sure I can.” The mage had come to stand next to me, white-faced at his own achievement.

 “You must know how you did that?” I looked curiously at the wizard.

 “Of course,” retorted Casuel with frosty dignity. “In general terms, at least.” His poise melted as he
stared up at his handiwork. “I suppose we’ll have to tell the Archmage about this, will we?”

 The rear door to the Popinjay was opening slowly. After a long moment of hesitation on the threshold
Banch advanced reluctantly into the yard, Ezinna urging him on with a savage hiss. He looked appalled at
the enchanted forest sprouting from his ancient arch. At least it couldn’t really be seen from the street, I
realised with belated relief. Magic as dramatic as this would hardly suit the Emperor’s declared prejudice
against wizardry. We’d best get the evidence out of sight before it became a wonder for half the city to
gawp at.

 “We’ll get it back to how it was,” I shouted to Banch, giving Casuel a dig in the ribs. The wizard was still
gazing in some bemusement at the leaves and fruit, now all immobile unyielding stone again.

 “You can stuff that where your mother never kissed you,” rejoined Banch shakily. “Take a
sledgehammer to it. I want it broken and carted away before the day’s out, and I don’t want so much as
the dust from mortar left behind.”

 “The magic is quite passed away,” protested Casuel indignantly.

 “I want it gone, all of it!” Banch turned on his heel, pushing Ezinna back inside and slamming the door
behind him.

 I looked at Casuel. “Can you break it down?”

 “I suppose so,” he said a trifle sulkily. Scowling he rubbed his hands together, palms flat. Amber light
sparked from his fingertips, incandescent shards of magic flying through the air to land on the coiled
stone. Hairline cracks began spreading across the yellow stems, golden light darkening to a burning ochre
as fractures gaped wider and wider, dust falling first, then small chips, finally pieces of stone as big as a
man’s fist. Temar backed away hurriedly and the body of the first man to die fell to the ground in a
broken heap.

 Temar moved forward with a cautious eye lest any masonry fall on his head. He shook his head when
he’d ripped away the attacker’s mask. “I do not know the man.”

 “No, nor me.” I stared down at the face now slack in death. “Probably some minor Esquire, promised
the sun, the moons and the stars in between by Kreve. Still, at least we’ve got him to face Imperial
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justice.”

 Temar looked towards the prostrate villain. “Not if he dies on us. How hard did you hit him?”

 I was horrified to see Tor Bezaemar’s face suffused with blood, his breath little more than a thready
gurgle. “Shit, I must have broken his windpipe.” Not checking on him had been a novice’s mistake, for all
I’d been distracted by Casuel’s little display.

 “Take him to Demoiselle Avila,” suggested Temar.

 “At once,” I agreed. “Cas, clear this all up and fast.”

 “I hardly think—” he began indignantly.

 “Do you want the Emperor asking Planir for an explanation?” I demanded. I held Kreve Tor Bezaemar
under the arms while Temar caught up his legs. The bastard was an unwieldy burden and the distance
back seemed thrice as far as we’d originally run, but fear for his worthless hide spurred us on.

 We stepped out on to the Graceway to find a solid phalanx in Den Janaquel livery surrounding Messire
and Camarl, sworn men with staffs levelled and sergeants-at-arms carrying unsheathed swords. More of
the Cohort had the road blocked off for some distance in either direction and those caught inside the
cordon were only being set free when two other people could vouch for their name and business. Several
erstwhile masqueraders and acrobats were face down in the dust, trussed up like roasting fowl.

 A number of sworn men moved towards us. I nodded with some difficulty at my armring, sweating
freely. “Where’s the Demoiselle Tor Arrial? We need her at once.”

 “She’s busy with the injured.” Allin stopped as she went past with a steaming cup in each hand. “Can I
get you a tisane?”

 “Get Demoiselle Avila,” I told her flatly. “Otherwise this man dies and Tor Bezaemar escapes all
punishment.”

 Allin thrust the cups at a startled man-at-arms and raced off, hitching up her skirts. Temar and I laid the
stricken Kreve down as gently as we could and looked guiltily at each other. Demoiselle Avila appeared
and knelt beside the stricken youth without a word. Laying gentle hands on his throat, she began
murmuring some rhythmical enchantment that soon had the dark colour fading from his face. As the
Esquire’s ribs laboured to draw air into his starved lungs my own breathing eased, along with the
apprehension I could see mirrored in Temar’s expression.

 “I take it he turned out to be the worm in the apple?” Avila sat back on her heels, heedless of the filth on
her gown, lace overdress torn in a handful of places. Her thin face was weary but the gleam in her eyes
promised ill for Tor Bezaemar. “I would rather be using my energies to tend the innocent injured.”

 “Ryshad tells me it is for the Emperor to judge him,” Temar said, still rather mutinously.

 “Quite so, though you seem to have done a fair job in the meanwhile.” Den Janaquel men parted to let
Messire D’Olbriot through. He looked down at Kreve, who was still insensible, eyes closed. “I’d say
you have your revenge on Dirindal now, D’Alsennin. She’s pinned all the hopes of the House on this lad
since he first grew out of soft shoes.”
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 Temar looked suddenly disconcerted and sudden memories, not my own, assailed me. Temar had
carried the burden of his grandsire’s expectation throughout his turbulent youth and that in part is what
had driven him to Kellarin.

 “Is Esquire Camarl all right?” I asked abruptly.

 “Thanks to my lady Tor Arrial.” Messire’s poise was unmarred despite the lavish smears of blood
darkening on his elegant clothes. “As soon as Den Janaquel can get us a coach, shall we go back to the
residence? We’re hardly dressed for dining out now, and I think we’ve had enough excitement for one
evening.” He brushed at a swathe of dust on one leg and I saw a faint tremor in his hand.

 “What happens to him?” Temar demanded, prodding Kreve with a hostile toe.

 “Den Janaquel’s men will take care of him,” the Sieur promised with steely authority. “Their House is no
friend to Tor Bezaemar, and they know well enough that the Emperor will have their necks stretched if
anything goes awry.”

 It galled me to leave Kreve in someone else’s custody, but as a proven man in Den Janaquel’s colours
arrived with a carriage for the Sieur I had no choice. At least the grim expressions on the faces all around
the unconscious Tor Bezaemar reassured me that these men would be as good as their sworn word.
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