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      The bathroom's antechamber was a shambles of thick white towels and blocks of amber and rose soap, loofahs scattered across the floor and shards of glass from a broken mirror, broken bath salt balls had scattered powder across the hexwork tiles and a dozen scrubbing brushes piled in a corner.

      Lucy Melgrade stood in the doorway staring at the handiwork, a pit forming in her stomach.

      Less than a half hour until the duchess's bath and someone had let an animal loose in here.

      Lucy took a breath. She was was the duchess's head maid. There were simply jobs to do.

      Despite imagining just coming by to draw the water and lay out some towels and washcloths, soaps and brushes, she now had a massive clean-up job.

      The duchess would not be happy.

      Duchess Thalia Aphoros was still grieving the death of her husband, Duke Pierre Pastoralle, and still coming to terms with the new responsibilities thrust upon her shoulders.

      Her bath should be the moment to shut it all out. To recover and rejuvenate.

      And now this.

      The antechamber was as big as Lucy's bedroom and living room combined. A ten foot ceiling, with a single, high, louvred opening for air circulation, and security. A low vanity with a glass bowl and jug stood one one wall. On the other wall, pine shelves stretched to the ceiling, and usually the room had the invigorating, sweet scent of the wood. Now, though, there was a reeking mix of soap and salts and animal feces.

      Perhaps an ocelot or a peregrine. This part of the city had been dealing with invaders for the last couple of years. As people moved north and more homes and businesses became vacant, those places became welcome, warm and sheltered habitats for wildlife.

      Lucy enjoyed it, mostly, in a way. It was nice to walk the corridors and see a fox with her cubs or a family of quail crossing from one doorway to another.

      One time, she'd seen a wolf. In the distance. Along a narrow covered alley between slabs of buildings. The wolf had been illuminated in a shaft of sunlight and it had eyed her for a moment before bounding off into the depths of the buildings.

      Her brother Derrin said she was too soft for animals. Told her that she should toughen up.

      Well, look at what she had to do now. She had to be tough to deal with this mess.

      Taking another breath, Lucy started in on cleaning up. First, the bath preparation. Getting everything straightened could come later.

      Retrieving a pile of three plush white towels, she folded them and carried them out to the enormous bathroom. The tub itself was six feet square, painted with a lovely blue, darker at the bottom and lighter at the top. Apparently it was supposed to evoke the ocean.

      Water burbled in from the brass faucets

      Lucy had never seen the ocean. Morgenfeld, the city, lay an awful long way inland. Besides, she'd never even left the city itself.

      Up here in the Duchess's bathroom, though, it was wonderful to look out upon the city's endless roofs. Baked orange tiles and slate, and wooden shingles. Some were even iron. Jammed up, one against the other, overlapping in places, but missing in others. Some parts, particularly to the south, were beginning to decay as they fell into disrepair.

      The bathroom stood in a tower at the corner of the Duchess's residence. Not the tallest building in the city, but much higher than any in the local area. Tall windows stood just beyond the bath's rim, with a glorious vista.

      Lucy might have been just a maid, but she sure was privileged to have a view like this. Even if only once a day.

      She draped the towels on the rods of a wooden rack and checked the water's temperature. A little cool. She adjusted the faucets.

      In the levels above, hidden by a copper dome, stood a rainwater reservoir and a piping system that brought heat up from the furnaces deep below.

      She hustled back to the antechamber. Grabbed a soap from the floor. Thank goodness she regularly cleaned up. It wouldn't do to have dust or grime stuck to the soap.

      She found a fairly round ball of bath salts and placed it in a silver tray. The Duchess preferred to have the salts placed in the bath at the moment she stepped in.

      Lucy turned to return to the bathroom, and found the door standing open, and a tall man there on the stone landing beyond.

      “You can't be here,” she said. The audacity. These were the Duchess's private chambers. No one save staff were allowed up here. And certainly no men.

      “I'm the animal guy,” he said. His voice was deep and husky. He had a thick dark beard and he was wearing a deep blue uniform of a type she didn't recognize. Gold brocades and silver buttons and epaulettes with tassels.

      The jeweled hilt of a short dagger stood out from a sheath at his belt.

      In his left hand he held a loop of rope with a short pole.

      “Animal guy?” Lucy said. She felt tiny compared to him. She'd always been small. Her mother said she was lithe, though Derrin would call her wiry.

      “There was tell,” the man said, “of an animal on the loose up here. They sent me.”

      “Who sent you? Who told you about the animal?”

      Becca, the Duchess's page girl had told Lucy. Becca had found the mess when she'd come to restock the shelves with freshly laundered towels.

      “Ah,” the animal guy said. “That would have been Davis Heller, my director.”

      “And so you just marched on up here?” Surely someone should have challenged him on the way.

      The guy looked behind, back at the narrow stairway that led the Duchess's bedroom suite, library and receiving rooms.

      “Well,” he said. “I don't know about 'marched'. There sure are a whole lot of stairs in this place.”

      “There are a whole lot of stairs every place.”

      “Fair point,” he said with a warm smile. “But usually I'm not climbing ten flights of them all one after the other. Where's this animal?”

      “Gone. You're far too late. If you want to be useful, you could come help me tidy the mess it left behind.”

      What was she doing? She needed to get him out of here, not invite him in.

      His smile broadened.

      “Show me, yes,” he said. “Maybe I'll see what your problem is. How it got in, what kind of critter we're dealing with.”

      “I—”

      “It won't take a couple of minutes.”

      Lucy didn't have a timepiece, but the gap was closing. The Duchess would be up here soon.

      “Quickly then,” Lucy said. She set the soap and the bath salts on the edge of the tub and went through to the antechamber.

      He followed.

      “I'm Max, by the way,” he said. “Max Thumble.”

      “Lucy.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” In the confines of the room, she could smell him. Something animal about him. Pleasant and homey.

      “Huh,” he said, looking over the room. He looked back out into the bathroom, then at the scattered items in the antechamber.

      He crouched. Peered at the powder scattered on the floor.

      “Ocelot,” he said. “See the pawprints.”

      So her guess had been kind of right. Not a peregrine, though.

      “They're a little bigger than house cats,” he said. “But vicious and wild. You'd see one and you might want to pet it, but they're stronger than they look, and fast, with claws like rapiers.” He pulled up his left sleeve to reveal a parallel pair of three inch long red scars on his inner forearm.

      “I know what an ocelot is,” she said. “And I've seen them around. How did it get in? Where is it now?”

      “Only two entrances?” he said. “That high window and this door.” He put his hand on the door.

      “I don't think of that window as an entrance.”

      “No, but they can climb. And squeeze through gaps.”

      “Why in the world would an ocelot climb the tower and come through the antechamber window?”

      “They're hunters. After birds, mostly. And rodents too.”

      “Up here?”

      “Anywhere.”

      “There are no rodents up here.”

      Max shrugged. “It is something I should check. I could look for holes in the walls. Maybe even something the ocelot could have snuck through.”

      He crouched again and peered into the lower shelves.

      “What are you doing?” Lucy said.

      “Looking for a hole.”

      “Not now.” The water! Lucy darted out into the bathroom. The tub was growing full. She put her hand into the water.

      Too hot now.

      She shut off the hot faucet. Left the cold one running.

      “I suppose that if it's gone, then I should be too.” Max stood in the antechamber's doorway and scanned around the bathroom again. “Nice place. Never been up here before.”

      “It's part of the Duchess's private residence, so of course not. You need to go.”

      “Mm-hm.” He looked at the rope and pole in his hand. He touched the rope to his forehead. “Ma'am. I'll be underway then. Let us know if the animal returns.”

      He turned and stopped.

      The Duchess stood at the doorway.

      Her face was a mask.

      She was wearing a simple robe. No jewelry. Her remarkable long blonde hair was simply tied at the back of her head.

      Only Lucy and Becca and a couple of other servants ever got to see her so informal.

      No one spoke.

      From the antechamber came a tinkling sound. More mirror glass falling to the floor.

      “There was an incident, your highness,” Max said. “Lucy here has worked very hard to avoid you having to lay your eyes upon the results.”

      The Duchess scowled at him. Looked him up and down. Her mouth had become razor-thin.

      “Max,” he said. “Max Thumble. Wild Animal Investigation Officer, out of Divaseron Shire.”

      The Duchess's eyes flicked to Lucy.

      Lucy trembled. It was as if the gaze was about to set her on fire.

      The Duchess returned her eyes to Max.

      “Firstly,” she said, “I am not referred to as 'Your Highness', but rather just 'Eminence'. It would do you well to remember that.”

      “Eminence,” Max said with a nod. “I hope you will forgive the intrusion.”

      “Secondly, how did you elude my guards in order to ascend the tower?”

      Max smiled. “I saw no guards.”

      “Interesting. Please depart now. Do not return. If there is a requirement for your assistance⁠—”

      Another clattering from the antechamber cut off the Duchess.

      Then a hissing, animalistic sound.

      “What is that!” the Duchess said.

      “An ocelot,” Max said with a sigh. “I knew it would sneak back.”

      “An ocelot!” The Duchess perked up. She put her hands to her robe's collar and tugged it closer to her neck.

      “Yes. We've seen the fauna around these parts becoming ever more bold. It is a concern. You could consider taking your household to one of the new areas in the north. A fresh building, a fresh start.”

      Max stepped back, creating a space so the Duchess could see into the antechamber.

      “You're not from Divaseron Shire,” the Duchess said. “You're no Wild Animal Investigation Officer.”

      Max took another step. Closer to the door.

      Lucy stared at the Duchess.

      Max looked at Lucy.

      “Young maid,” Max said. “You would do well to step into the antechamber now. Lock yourself in.”

      He flicked the pole with the loop of rope. The pole separated lengthways. Two poles. With the rope joined between. The second one dangled a moment before Max grabbed it in his left hand.

      He held the two up, with the rope taut between.

      “I thought it was your animal lasso,” Lucy said. “You're protecting us from wild animals.”

      “He is not from protecting us from anything,” the Duchess said. She held her hands up.

      Fists clenched.

      As if ready to fight him.

      Max moved his hands
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