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Dedicated to 
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Man does not live by bread alone . . . 

– Matthew 4:4

With bread all sorrows are less. 

– Sancho Panza

Where there's no law, there's no bread. 

– Benjamin Franklin
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About this Book
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Bread Alone is a collection of four interconnected stories written about and around a place dubbed "the Bakery" by readers.  Three stories, "Degrees of Separation," "Fortune's Favors," and "Block Party," are reprints–that means they've previously been published elsewhere.  

There is also one new story, "Our Lady of Benevolence." 

Also included are three "About..." essays, which tell you a little bit about how the stories came to be written.

Here, we're going to talk about how "Our Lady..." came to be written, and why this book exists.

As explained in "About Degrees of Separation," the very first Bakery story to be written– "Block Party"–came into being because Baen.com  had commissioned a "holiday" story for their front page for December 2017.  We fulfilled the commission, but that left us wanting to know more about the characters–all new to us.  We then wrote "Degrees ..." to explain where they had come from.

A little while later, we were exploring another character new to us, a Luck called Mar Tyn eys'Ornstahl.  Frequently, when we're attempting to understand, or "meet," a new character, we'll write a story about them.  Pretty quickly, Mar Tyn was in bad trouble, and it was just–ahem–luck, that he stumbled into the Bakery.

In the course of "Fortune..." we "met" two other characters–Lady voz'Laathi, whose street name was Lady Benevolence–and Aazali, who was born a Healer in Low Port.

"Fortune's Favors" was written in 2019.  Mar Tyn appeared in our novel Trader's Leap, in 2020, and we thought we were done with "the Bakery."

But, we were still wondering after Our Lady of Benevolence, and the little girl, sent away from her home to learn to be a Healer.

"Our Lady of Benevolence" is the story of those two characters.

You will note that the stories do not appear in the order in which they were written.  We made the artistic decision to place the stories in internal chronological order–starting at the beginning and going straight through, to the end.

It's been an interesting exercise for us, and we hope an enjoyable read for you.

Will there be any more stories about "the Bakery"?

We'll all have to wait and see.

Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

Cat Farm and Confusion Factory, November 2021
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About Degrees of Separation
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This is a story about Paris, about love, and about bread.
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This story came about because we were commissioned to write another story in support of our 21st Liaden Universe® novel, Neogenesis, that story to be published to Baen.com on December 15, 2017.  Because of the timing, our editor asked us to write a "seasonal" story.

This presented something of a problem, since . . . neither Liadens nor Surebleakans can possibly celebrate the US Thanksgiving, nor Christmas, Chanukah, Eid Al Adha, Kwanza, St. Lucia Day, or any of the other winter holidays celebrated on this, our non-fictional Terra.

Granted, Liadens celebrate Festival, but we suspected our editor didn't really mean for us to go there . . . and while Surebleakans might have a winter holiday, we felt it was a long shot, since their culture–before things went Horribly Wrong–was rooted in Standard Business Practice.

Then, we realized that Surebleak, having been founded as a Company Planet, would, very naturally, have a Company Picnic.  And that's how "Block Party" came into being.

But! Having obliged us by arriving, the story brought with it another set of puzzles.  The hero of the piece, for instance, appeared on Chairman Court in Surebleak, in the company of a gaggle of kids; they've been relocated to Surebleak by the mercs, after Liad's Low Port became a battleground following Korval's strike upon the homeworld.

The hero, Don Eyr, is waiting for the rest of his adult companions to rejoin him, including his lover, Serana Benoit.  And Steve and I got to saying to ourselves, All well and good, but really, who are these people?  How did Don Eyr and Serana meet?  How did they become the caretakers of so many children?  And these other people–where did they come from?

And that? Is why Degrees of Separation was written.

We enjoyed discovering the answers to our questions; and we hope that you will enjoy reading them.

Oh, you want to know about Paris? 

Well, it's like this . . .

Sometimes, when we're brainstorming a story, we'll use a shorthand idea or word to hold the place of an idea, word, geography, or person that we haven't fully worked out yet.  This is, by the way, how Plan B became part of the Liaden Universe®–it was stuck in the manuscript to hold the place of the name of Korval's real emergency plan; we always intended to go back and fix it, except–

We forgot.

Something similar happened when we were talking over Degrees.  Sharon, who was describing to Steve Everything She Knew about the story, said, carelessly–and they send him to–oh, to Paris! 

. . . and the writing backbrain caught "Paris"–and ran with it.

And that is why there is now a Liaden Universe® story which is, in part, set in Paris.

Or, at least, a Paris.

We hope you enjoy the story.

Sharon Lee and Steve Miller

Cat Farm and Confusion Factory, January 2018
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Degrees of Separation


One

Liad
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In the port city of Solcintra, on a certain day in the third relumma of the year called Phantione, a boy was delivered to the delm of Clan Serat, who did not want him.

Serat had a son; Serat had a nadelm, twelve years and more the infant's elder.  Furthermore, Serat maintained a regular household, and had no need of a second in the delm's line.  Most especially not the child of a sister who had failed both Line and Clan.

Still, to refuse the boy–Don Eyr, as he had been named, exactly the name of the previous delm of Serat–would be to invite scandal, and Serat did not indulge in scandal.  He was, therefore, given a place in the empty nursery, and thereafter forgotten by the delm his uncle, and unregarded by his cousin, who was away at school.

He was not forgotten by the household staff, nor by the clan's qe'andra.  These persons were after all paid to tend the interests and the business of the individuals who together were Clan Serat.  The delm having issued no instruction other than, "Take it away, and see it trained," in the case of his sister's child, Don Eyr received all the benefits and education which naturally accrued to a son of Serat.

Save the regard of kin.

The boy himself did not notice his lacks, for he was well-regarded, even loved, by staff.  

His nurse was inclined to be gentle with an isolated child, and collaborated with the House's qe'andra in the matter of his education.  He had a quick intelligence, did Don Eyr, an artist's eye, and a susceptible heart.  Very like his mother, said Mr. dea'Bon, the qe'andra, who had served the House since the days of the current delm's father.  She ought never have been sent to mind the outworld business; her talents had better been used at home, administering the clan.  Well, well.  Delm's Wisdom, of course; doubtless he had his reasons, for the best good of the clan.

The boy Don Eyr early showed an interest in baking, and the pastry cook took him into her kitchen to show him the way of cookies and tea tarts.  When he mastered those, she taught him filled pastries, and cheese rolls.  

The day he came to the notice of his cousin, the nadelm, he was removing a loaf from the oven in the back bakery, under the supervision of the kitchen cat, and Mrs. ban'Teli, the pastry cook.  He had a wing of flour on one cheek, his hair was neatly, though unfashionably, cut; his hands quiet and certain.  He wore a white apron adorned with various splashes, over white pants and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled, showing forearms already well-muscled.

"The nadelm, younger," his companion murmured, rising and bowing to his honor.

The lad lifted his eyes briefly from his task, and gave a civil nod.

"Cousin," he said, gravely–and set the pan he had just removed onto a cooling stone, before turning to the work-table, and picking up another pan, which he slid carefully into the maw of the oven.

The nadelm had only lately come from school, and was not so much accustomed to having his rank recognized.  In his estimation, the lad had been perfectly civil, given that he had work in hand.  Therefore, he waited patiently until the pan was settled, and the oven sealed.

"I wonder," he said, once these things were done and the boy turned back to face him.  "I wonder if you might not have an hour to spend with me, Cousin.  I feel that we should know each other better."

Don Eyr's gaze shifted toward the oven, doubtless thinking of the pan so recently deposited there.  Mrs. ban'Teli stirred.

"I will stand for the loaf, young master, unless you think me unworthy."

A smile adorned the grave face, and the nadelm was able to make the judgment that Don Eyr was a pleasant looking child, in a modest sort of way.

"Yes, of course I think you unworthy!" he said with full good humor.  "I suppose you will even turn out the first loaf when it is cool without my asking that you do so!"

"I might at that," the old woman said with a smile.  She nodded to him, her voice taking on the brisk tones of an aunt, or a nurse.

"Take off your apron, wipe your face, and attend your cousin, child.  I was baking bread before either of you were born."

The nadelm found himself a little put out by this familiarity from a servant.  Don Eyr, however, merely said yes, pulled off his apron, wiped his face and stepped forward.

"Where shall we go, Cousin?"

#
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In fact, they went into the garden, the nadelm not wishing to meet the delm just yet.  He had spent much of his time away at various schools and fosterings.  He did not know his father well, though he knew his delm somewhat better, and his young cousin, here–well, he knew the boy's mother had died on Ezhel'ti, where she had been sent by the previous delm to mind the clan's off-world affairs, with an eye toward increasing profit.

Instead, the clan's businesses had faltered, and finally collapsed, under her care, which his father the delm swore she had done a-purpose, in order to bring ruin to Serat.  The question of why she might have subsequently committed suicide, if she had failed a-purpose, he waved away with wordless contempt.  The woman had been disordered with envy; she had wanted nothing more than Serat's Ring, and so the former delm had sent her away, as he had sent away his own brother, who had also aspired to Serat's Ring.

The nadelm, who was no fool, and who furthermore had learned how to do research and analyze information, had discovered that there had been an adjustment in the markets very soon after Telma fer'Gasta arrived to take up her duty.  Ezhel'ti had been flooded with cheap goods when its sister planet unilaterally devalued its currency.  Much history had been gathered from Serat's qe'andra, who had of course received reports every relumma, as well as the occasional personal letter.

The clan's businesses had been only a small portion of those destroyed by this rapid economic readjustment, and, from the records that she had forwarded to Mr. dea'Bon, it was plain that Telma fer'Gasta had very nearly preserved Serat's holdings.  It had been a close-run thing, indeed, and for a time it seemed that she would hold the line.  She had navigated the rip tide, she sold and consolidated wisely, she had–but in the end, she made an error; a small error, as their qe'andra had it, but it had been large enough, in those times, in that place.  Certainly, she knew how news of this blow to the clan's fortunes would be received.  It troubled the nadelm that she had chosen to kill herself; that action speaking to a . . . disturbing understanding of her delm and her brother.

She had placed her child in the care of her long-time lover, whose babe it likely was–and no shame, there, either, so the nadelm had discovered.  The lover's clan was above reproach; their melant'i impeccable.  Which is doubtless why they had sent the child to Serat.

All that to the side, the nadelm spent an informative and pleasant hour with his young cousin in the gardens, parted with him amicably at the staff's entrance to the kitchens, and went immediately to seek out his father and his delm.

Serat was in the informal parlor, reading the sporting news.  He looked up sharply as the nadelm entered, and put the paper aside.

"Well, sirrah?  And how have you busied yourself your first day at home in the fullness of your melant'i?"

The nadelm paused at the wine table, poured two glasses of the canary, and brought them with him to the window nook where his father sat.

He placed one glass on the small table by his father's hand, and kept the other with him as he settled into the chair opposite.

"I busied myself by meeting with our qe'andra, so that I might better know how Serat is fixed–which very duty you gave to me, Father, so do not stare daggers."

"Eh.  And how are we fixed?" Serat asked, picking up his glass and sipping.

"Well enough, so Mr. dea'Bon tells me, though we are not perhaps expanding as well as we might do to maintain our own health."

"dea'Bon's been singing that song since the day I put on Serat's Ring," his father said sourly.  "There is no harm in being conservative."

"Indeed, no," the nadelm agreed, "though there may well be harm in allowing ourselves to ossify."

"Pah."

"But that," the nadelm said, "is something for us to discuss at our business meeting tomorrow."  He sipped his wine.

"After the qe'andra, I spent a very pleasant hour in the garden, becoming acquainted with my cousin, your nephew."

"So you wasted an hour which ought better to have been used in the service of the clan?"

"Not at all," the nadelm said, calmly.  

It was too bad that he had found his father in one of his distempers, but, truly said, it was more and more difficult to find him elsewise.  He sipped his wine, leaned to put the glass on the table, and settled again into the chair.

"The boy is one of Serat's assets, after all, Father, and you did charge me to learn how we are fixed."  He paused; his father said nothing.

"So.  I find that we are fortunate in our asset," he continued, taking care not to speak the lad's name, which would surely send his father into alt.  "He is a bright lad, who has been well-taught, and who has thought about his lessons.  His manners are very pretty, and his person pleases.  His nature appears to be happy, and generous.  Staff is devoted to him.  He's young, of course, but after some finishing at a school, and a bit of society polish, I believe he will do the clan proud in the matter of alliance and–"

"Send him away!" 

The nadelm blinked out of his rosy picture of the future to find his father bent stiffly forward, imperiling both glasses and table, his face rigid with anger.

"I beg your pardon?"  he said, startled by this sudden change of temper.  "Will you have him gone to school, sir?"

"Yes–to school, or to the devil! Staff devoted to him, is it?  Scheming get!  I know his game; haven't I seen it played before?  Get the staff cozy in his hand, turn them against us.  He thinks I don't suspect?  No–send him away!  He will not subvert our house with his schemes!"

The nadelm–stared.  Then, he reached across the table, took up his wine glass and drank the contents in a single swallow.

"Father . . . you do comprehend that we are discussing a boy barely halfling?  There is not the least bit of subterfuge.  The staff love him because, frankly, sir, they have had the raising of him, and it pleases them to see him do well.  If you would bring him closer to us–have the lad at the table for Prime, for the gods' love!  He's too old to dine in the nursery, and he would be glad of the company.  If he has fallen into error, you might teach him better."

"There's no teaching those born to deceit," Serat stated with the air of making a quote, though from which play, the nadelm could not have said.  "Send him away, do you hear me?  I want him out of this house by the end of the relumma."

"But, Father–"

Serat stood and glared down at him.

"You've done a valuable service to the house this day, worthy of a nadelm!  You have found the plot before it came to fruition.  We may act–we must act!  See to it."

And with that, he turned and left the room, leaving the nadelm gaping in his wake.

* * *
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"School?"  Don Eyr said, frowning slightly at Mr. dea'Bon.

"Indeed, young sir.  The clan would see you properly educated.  The choice of institution has been left for you and I to determine between us.  Now, I have here on the screen a file of catalogs, sorted by primary studies.  Please sit here and examine them while I pursue my other work on behalf of the House.  When Mr. pak'Epron brings us our tea, we shall talk about what you have discovered.

"Is this agreeable to you?"

School, thought Don Eyr, with a quickening of interest.  Mrs. ban'Teli had spoken about schools–famous schools on far-away planets.  

"Yes, sir," he said to Mr. dea'Bon.  "Thank you."

"There is no need to thank me, young sir.  It is my pleasure to serve you."

With that, the elder gentleman moved over to the big desk and the 'counts books.  Don Eyr sat at the side table and considered the catalog file.  Arranged by course of study.  He extended a hand, and scrolled down the list, until he came to Culinary.

He opened that catalog and took a moment to consider, eyes half-closed, attention focused inward.

Mrs. ban'Teli had spoken of many schools, as he remembered–several of them with respect.  

But she had spoken of one with reverence.
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"I see," Mr. dea'Bon said, when he was presented with the list of one school which Don Eyr felt he would wish to attend.

"This is a very challenging choice," he continued, with a glance at the boy's bright face.  "I wonder if you have considered all of these challenges."

"It is off-world," Don Eyr said, "so I will of course be obliged to live at school, and will not be able to help with the House's baking.  But you know, Mrs. ban'Teli said to me just recently that she has been baking bread since before I was born, so I suspect she can train another boy very handily."

Mr. dea'Bon blinked, and inclined his head gravely.

"Just so.  It is very nice in you, and proper, too, to think of the House first.  However, I had been thinking that, in addition to going off-world to live at school, you will be required to acquire a new language–not merely Trade or even Terran–but the local planetary language.  All of the classes are taught in that tongue."

"Yes," said Don Eyr, apparently not put off in the least by the prospect of not only learning a new language, but hearing nothing else from the time he rose until the time he sought his bed, every day for . . . years.

"My tutor says that I have a good ear for languages," the boy added, perhaps sensing Mr. dea'Bon's reservations.  "He also says that I have been very quick learning Terran."

Mr. dea'Bon blinked again, thinking of Delm Serat, his inclinations, and stated opinions regarding off-worlders of any kind, and most especially Terrans.

"Your tutor has been teaching you Terran? "  he asked, and did not add, "Does your uncle know?"

"Yes!  Terran is spoken by a great many people living off-world, and, as my mother was sent off-world to mind the clan's interests, my tutor says the same may be required of me, so that it is only prudent to learn."

"I see.  Well, then, you foresee no difficulties in learning yet another tongue.  You realize, of course, that you will be alone, with neither clan nor kin to support you–" Not that he had such support in any wise, but one could scarcely name Mrs. ban'Teli in a discussion of this sort.

"Yes, I am aware.  But there will be other students, after all, and the instructors, so I won't be alone."

"Quite," said Mr. dea'Bon once more, and played his last ace.

"Let us suppose that you will be accepted into this . . . ah– École de Cuisine.  You will have one semester to prove yourself.  If you fail to be the sort of student the institute expects, you will be sent back home."

He tapped the list of one.

"You have made no provision for a back-up," he said.  "Your delm has made it clear that you will be going to school.  Therefore, in respect of his wishes, you must chose at least two more schools to which you will apply."

The boy stilled; his smile faded–and returned.

"Yes, of course," he said.  "A moment only, sir, of your goodness."

He leaned over the catalog, tapped two keys, and leaned back.

Mr. dea'Bon looked at the names of two more institutes of baking, and allowed that the rules of the game had been followed.

"That is well," he said.  "Now, you will be required, also, to comport yourself as a Liaden gentleman, upholding the melant'i of Clan Serat.  It will therefore be necessary for you to learn the Code and other necessary subjects, in addition to the coursework required by the school.  Your tutor will work with you to build those study modules."

He paused; Don Eyr bowed.

"I understand," he said.

Mr. dea'Bon did not sigh.

"That is well, then.  If you permit, I will ask my heir to assist you in filing your applications."

"That is very kind in you, sir," Don Eyr said.  "My thanks."
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Two

Lutetia
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Captain Benoit of the Lutetia City Watch was bored.  Society parties as a class tended to be stifling on several levels.  Captain Benoit preferred the night beat in the city.  Best was the university district, where she could feel the cool damp breeze from the river against her face as she walked.  But, truly, any of the city beats–the outside city beats–were preferable to standing against the wall like a suit of armor, to insure that Councilor Gargon's guests didn't stab each other–literally–or steal the silver, or–the worst fault of all–injure the Councilor's feelings.

In point of fact, the City Watch was not supposed to stand watch over private functions.  Councilor Gargon, however, was the patron of House Benoit, and therefore commanded such small personal services.

Fortunately, Councilor Gargon, unlike other Patrons Captain Benoit could name, possessed some modicum of restraint.  House Benoit was most generally called when the Councilor was hosting a party, or giving one of her grand dinners.  For the workaday world, she was satisfied with her Council-assigned bodyguards.

Tonight, the party was in the service of winning votes for the Council's scheme to route a monorail through the Old City.  The Old City was protected by hundreds of years of legislation–no modern road could be built through it.  That had lately become a problem because the New City had expanded, sweeping 'round the Old like a river 'round a rock.  One might, of course, walk through the twisting, narrow streets of the Old City, or bicycle–but scarcely anyone did so.  In main, citizens used jitneys, or rode the trains, or drove their own vehicles.  They were in a hurry; it took too long to go through the Old City–and the journey around the walls was becoming almost as long, what with the knots traffic routinely tied itself into.

Councilor Gargon was, as she so often was, on the conservative side of the issue.  The radicals would drive a battle-wagon into the Old City, punching a straight line through its heart, which would become a wide highway, a short route from one side of the New City to the other.

The monorail . . . found little favor among busy citizens of the New City.  The monorail was seen as a ploy, an effort to forestall progress, perhaps of use to tourists, or the indolent students, but who among the working citizens of the City had time to queue up at a monorail stop, and crawl over the ruins?

Thus, the party, and the trading and calling in of favors.  Captain Benoit, who loved the Old City, tried to recruit herself with patience, but–truly, she would rather be out on her usual beat.

If you can't be where you'd rather, be happy where you are.  That had been one of Grand-père Filepe's advisories.  He had long been retired from the Watch by the time Captain Benoit had taken up her training arms, a ready source of wisdom, humor, and, often enough, irony, for the youngers of the household.  He was not, of course, her genetic grandfather, nor any blood relation at all.  House Benoit, like all the City Watch Houses, recruited their 'prentices from among the orphans of the city, of which there were, unfortunately, many.

House Benoit was one of eight; and second eldest of the Watch Houses.  Common citizens were not, of course, trained in arms, or in combat.  The arts of war were for the members of the Watch alone.  All who came to Benoit took the House's name, and training, and bore the burden of the House's honor.

There.

The caterers were bringing the desserts out to the long tables, laying down plates of chouquettes, macarons, petit fours, éclairs.  Captain Benoit sighed.  She was especially fond of sweets, and tonight's party was being catered by the École de Cuisine, which was justly famous for its pastries, cakes, and small delights.

Ah, here came one of the younger students, bearing a dacquoise, and after her another student, carrying a platter of fruit bread sliced so thin one could see through each one . . .

The guests were converging upon the tables–and who could blame them?  The younger student and the dark-haired youth who appeared to be the manager of catering, stood ready to assist.  Others bustled about a second table, bringing out fresh pots of coffee, pitchers of cream, and little bowls of blue sugar that sparkled like fresh snow.

The younger student seemed somewhat nervous.  The manager touched her arm, and she looked to him with a smile, her shoulders relaxing.  Captain Benoit frowned, and brought her attention to those approaching the table.

Ah, merde, she cursed inwardly.  Vertoi was here.  She had not previously seen the Councilor among the guests; she must have come late.  Vertoi was trouble, wherever she went; especially, she was trouble for those who had no standing, and therefore could neither resist her, nor demand justice from the Council.  Vertoi being a Councilor, the common court had no call upon her; and she imposed no restraints upon herself.

Vertoi had an eye for beauty, and the younger student, now that Captain Benoit had taken a closer look, was very fine, indeed.

The catering manager took up an empty plate that moments before had held a mountain of petit fours, and handed it to his fair young assistant.  She nodded, and left the table for the kitchen, just as Vertoi came up in the queue, her shoulders stiff and her face stormy.

Captain Benoit tensed.  Vertoi was not above personally reprimanding an inferior, physically and in public, and she suddenly feared for the young manager's health.

He, however, seemed not to notice her displeasure, but leaned forward, his eyes on her face, his hands moving above the tempting sweets, discussing now the fruit bread; now the éclairs . . .

Vertoi turned away, leaving the manager in mid-discussion, holding an empty dessert plate.  He put it behind the table, and turned to greet the next guest, his face pleasant and attentive.

She had seen him before, Captain Benoit realized.  Seen him at the Institute loading bays, when dawn was scarcely a red-edged blade along the top of the walls, supervising the loading of trays onto a delivery van.  In the afternoon, she had seen him, too, filling the beggars' bowls at the university district's main gates.  She had noted him particularly; compact and neatly made, his movements crisp and clean.  A pretty little one; and something out of the common way among the citizens of Lutetia, who tended to be tall, brown, red-haired and rangy. 

As if he had felt the weight of her regard, the manager raised his head and caught her gaze.  His eyes were dark brown, like his hair.  He gave her a nod, as if perhaps he recognized her, too.  She returned the salute, then a drift of dessert-seekers came between them.

* * *
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He had sent Sylvie back to the Institute in the first van, with the empty plates and prep bowls.  She, and the other three who went with her, would have a long few hours of clean-up in the catering kitchen, but he rather felt that she would willingly clean all night and into tomorrow, so long as she was not required to bear the attentions of Councilor Vertoi.  

Don Eyr sighed.  She was becoming a problem, this councilor–not merely a problem for Sylvie, who, so far as he knew, lavished all of her devotion upon a certain promising young prep cook.  No, Councilor Vertoi was beginning to pose a problem for the Institute and for the affairs of the Institute.  Pursuing Sylvie while she was on-duty was a serious breach of what he had learned as a boy to call melant'i–and which he had learned here was an insult to the dignity of the Institute, its students, and, above, to the directors.  He would of course report the incident to his adviser, as part of this evening's–well.  This morning's debriefing.  He was quite looking forward to that approaching hour, sitting cozy in Chauncey's parlor, tea in hand, and a plate of small cheese tarts set by.

Don Eyr did the final walk-through of the small prep area, finding it clean and tidy.  He sighed, took off his white jacket, and folded it over one arm.  Catering was not his preference.  If he were ruled only by his preferences, he would be always in the kitchen, baking breads, and pastries, cakes . . .  He felt his mouth twitch into a wry smile.  Perhaps it was best, after all, that the directors insisted that all students learn catering, and production baking, and the other commercial aspects of their art–all of which would be useful, when he opened his own boulangerie . .

Satisfied with the condition of the prep room, he signed the job off on the screen by the door, releasing copies of the invoice to Councilor Gargon's financial agent, and to the Institute's billing office.  A note would also be sent to his file, and to Chauncey's screen, so that gentleman would know when to start brewing the tea.

Don Eyr put his hand against the plate, the door to the delivery alley opened, and he stepped out into the cool, damp, and fragrant night.

The door closed behind him.  Before him, the van, Keander likely already asleep in the back.  Don Eyr shook his head.  Keander could–and did–sleep anywhere, which might be annoying, if he did not wake willing and cheerful, eager to perform any task required of him.

He reached the van, hand extended to the door–and spun, ducking.

The move perhaps saved his life; the cudgel hit the van's door instead of his head, denting and tearing the polymer.

Don Eyr spun, saw his attacker as a looming, dark shadow between himself and the light, and launched himself low and to the right, half-remembered training rising, as he kicked the man's knee.

A grunt, a curse.

The man staggered, but he did not go down, and Don Eyr spun again, kicking the metal ashcan by the gate.

It rang loudly, though it was a vain cast.  Keander could sleep through any din, though the softest whisper of his name would rouse him.

"Dodge all you like, little rat," came the man's voice, as the cudgel rose again.  "Councilor Vertoi sends her regards, and a reminder to stay out of her business."

He swung again, and Don Eyr drove forward, catching the man 'round both knees and spilling him backward onto the alley.

The ash can produced another clatter as the cudgel, released from surprised fingers, struck it as Don Eyr rolled away.

"I will kill you," the man snarled, and Don Eyr, on his knees by the service door, saw him roll clumsily, heaving himself to his knees, even as a second shadow moved in, and with one efficient move kicked those knees out from under him, and delivered a sharp blow to the back of the head.

Straightening, this one moved to the pool of light, revealing herself as the Watch Captain he had most lately seen at the councilor's party, tall and fit, with her close-cropped red hair and her light eyes.

"Are you well, masyr? Do you require my assistance?"

"I am well, thank you, Watch Captain," he said, hearing how breathy and uneven his voice was.  "I believe I will stand."

He did so, and stood looking up at her, while she looked down at him.

"Your arrival was timely," he said.

"Yes," she agreed, and shook her head.

"That was most ill-advised, masyr.  This man has been trained to fight and to inflict damage.  To attempt to meet him on his own terms . . ."

"What else might I have done?" he answered, perhaps too sharply.  "Stand and have my head broken?"

She was silent for a long moment, then sighed, and spread her fingers before her.

"The point is yours, but now I must ask–who taught you to fight?  Is this now a part of the Institute curriculum?"

He laughed.

"Certainly not!  A course of self-defense was taught me, before I came here.  It was years ago, my tutoring of the most basic, and–as you observe–I scarcely recalled what little I had learned."

"No, no, having taken the decision to defend yourself–you did well.  A man of peace, surprised at your lawful business, and, I make no doubt, exhausted from your labors this evening.  Our friend, here, he had expected an easy strike, and now he will wake in the Watch House, with a headache, a fine to pay–and an account of himself to be made to his mistress that will, I expect, be very painful for him."

She stepped back, clearing his way to the van.

"Please, be about your business, masyr, and I will be about mine."

"Yes," he said.

He turned, after he had opened the door.

"Thank you, Watch Captain."

She straightened from where she had been placing binders on the fallen attacker.

"My duty, masyr.  Good-night to you, now.  Go in peace."

"Good-night," he said, and climbed into the cab, and drove away.

* * *
[image: ]


Policemen and criminals were not so very much different.  So said Grand-père Filepe.  Certainly, they tended to know the same people, to drink in the same places, to roam the same streets at very nearly the same hours.

So it was that Serana Benoit was at a table in a shady corner of a particular cafe on a small street near the river, eating her midday meal, when she heard a word, spoken in a voice she recognized.

The first word was followed by several more, forming a sentence most interesting.  Serana closed her eyes, the better to hear the rest of it.  The proposition was made, and, after a short pause, accepted, for the usual fee.  Serana opened her eyes, and turned to signal her waiter for more wine, her glance moving incuriously over the occupants of the table to her right.  

Yes, she had recognized Fritz Girard's voice; his companion was . . . Louis Leblanc.  That was . . . disturbing.  Unlike the hired bullies attached to the wealthy, who were used to express their masters' displeasure by way of a broken arm or a sprained head, Louis Leblanc performed exterminations.  Showy, public exterminations, meant to remove a nuisance, and also to inspire potential future nuisances to rethink their life-plans.

The waiter arrived with a fresh glass, and Serana turned back to her lunch, ears straining.  There came the expected haggling over price–perfunctory, really–before the two rose and left the cafe in different directions.

Serana finished her lunch, paid her bill, and returned to her beat, troubled by what she had heard.

* * *
[image: ]


"That's the last," Don Eyr told Silvesti.  

The delivery driver nodded, made the rack fast to the grid inside his truck, and jumped down to the alley floor.  He was taller than Don Eyr, as who was not?  His mustache was grey, though his
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