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			As Narsi rode through the towering city gates of Cieloalta, a sense of great accomplishment swept over him. Twenty days of road dust caked his body, hair and clothes. His dappled mare’s coat looked gray as clay. He wasn’t certain which of the two of them smelled worse or felt more relieved to see the renowned beauty of the city’s public fountains. After years of study, planning and longing, he’d at last reached the capital.

			Merchants in painted carriages rolled past, while herdsmen drove swine, cattle and sheep around the statuary, likely en route to the famous market grounds. Narsi dismounted, rinsed his face and allowed his tired mare to drink. From a column at the center of the fountain rose a stone sculpture of three stallions and a single soaring eagle. The horses Narsi recognized: Faith, Honor and Strength. But he couldn’t recall from which sermon the eagle originated. “Heights of Bravery,” from the Book of Trueno? Or was it “The Rise of Courage,” from the Epistles of Bishop Seferino?

			It hardly mattered, for the sheer beauty of the carvings, coupled with the relief of fresh water, awed him. His sense of wonder only grew as he turned around, taking in the towering, angular Cadeleonian architecture that lined the wide, straight thoroughfare. Even in this modest quarter, building after building boasted blue-washed walls, bright yellow roof tiles and downspouts in the shapes of horses. Far across the river, royal emblems and colors blazed still more brilliantly from the royal palace. There immense lapis-lazuli-inlayed walls supported gilded spires where dozens of indigo flags bearing the stark white form of the Sagrada stallion fluttered. Overhead, flocks of white messenger doves moved like clouds across the bright summer sky.

			“It’s just as Lord Vediya describes it in his memoirs,” Narsi told his horse. “A royal city made so bright and proud that it would challenge the heavens if only they would listen.”

			Narsi grinned and stroked his mare’s jaw. She ignored him and kept drinking.

			He felt as if he’d stepped into one of the thrilling epics that he so loved to read. He wondered suddenly if he might be able to find the plaza where the notorious swordsman Elezar Grunito had fought duel after bloody duel before going on to battle monsters in the savage northlands. Or better still, could he hunt through the narrow lanes surrounding the opera houses to find the green door of the kaweh tavern where Lord Vediya had penned so many of his daring, brilliant memoirs?

			Or should he head closer to the river where a veritable palace full of exotic and medicinal herbs were maintained by royal decree? The doors opened to anyone bearing the silver signet of a trained physician, and he wore his newly cast ring proudly on his right hand.

			Cieloalta was the city where the best and brightest people flocked to find the patronage of princes, dukes, even the king, and where a young man like himself stood a chance of meeting them all.

			“Make way, you brown bastard,” a sunburned pig herder shouted, and Narsi reflexively stepped aside as the red-faced man and his squealing charges shoved their way past. Narsi’s mare snorted and stamped when a sow snuffled too near her legs. The herder paused to eye Narsi with the disgusted expression of a man confronted by a two-headed lamb.

			Tall even for a Cadeleonian, Narsi’s big hands and broad shoulders made the rest of his slim figure appear all the more gangly and adolescent. And he supposed the streaks of gray road dust and crusts of mud had lent a particularly ashy pallor to his dark skin. Likely, neither the dirt nor sleeping in a bedroll on the roadside for weeks had imbued his curly black hair with any semblance of civility either. All and all, he probably looked like he’d stolen his horse, bags and gray coat from a real physician whom he’d throttled in the woods. But Narsi doubted that this scruffy pig herder was taking exception to his unkempt appearance.

			His recent travels had familiarized Narsi with this particular reaction. Still, it was discomforting to be gawked at as if he were freakish beyond imagining. Even rural Cadeleonians living this far north had to have encountered Haldiim—or at least bands of nomadic Irabiim—and they saw one another day in, day out. So Narsi didn’t understand why they so often appeared taken aback when laying eyes upon his mixed features. Did they really think it utterly impossible for a Cadeleonian and a Haldiim to fall in love and produce a child? Or was such a union so blasphemous that they could not help but stare at the progeny?

			Narsi frowned at the dozens and dozens of Cadeleonians all around him on the street, taking in the uniformity of their stout bodies, pale faces and straight, dark hair. It had been at least a week since he’d sighted anyone as dark-complected or lanky as himself, much less as blond or light-eyed as his mother had been. He didn’t want to admit it, but that absence gnawed at his initial excitement and inspired a sudden feeling of unease.

			But he couldn’t let the sheer number of Cadeleonians surrounding him intimidate him. The swineherd shot him an even more suspicious glance before hurrying his pigs up the road to the butchers’ square.

			“Better to be a traveler he disdains than the piglet he smiles upon and leads to slaughter,” Narsi murmured to himself.

			He wondered if the thought was worth jotting down in his shabby little diary.

			Likely not.

			He’d just swung back up into his saddle and started down the crowded road when he spied a mounted man clad in the black and violet robes of a Cadeleonian priest riding toward him.

			“Berto?” For just a moment Narsi hadn’t recognized his childhood friend. He looked so distinctly Cadeleonian now, with his formal robes, short-cropped hair and dapper cap. He’d filled out handsomely.

			“Narsi, Lord bless me! You’ve grown even taller!” Berto’s broad grin transformed his stern face back into the beaming countenance of the twelve-year-old classmate that Narsi remembered from when they’d both lived in the chapel of the Grunito household.

			“You haven’t been waiting here for me, have you?” Narsi asked. He’d had no way to send ahead and inform Father Timoteo of when exactly to expect him, and yet it seemed an unlikely piece of luck that Berto should happen by just as he passed through the south gate.

			“Father Timoteo asked the duke’s couriers to watch for you on the King’s Road. We’ve been kept abreast of your progress every other day or so.”

			“And here I’d presumed myself traveling alone and unknown across a vast, strange land,” Narsi commented and Berto laughed. How like Father Timoteo to find a way to watch over him even across the miles of mountains and wilderness.

			“Has the Holy Father kept well?” Narsi asked.

			Berto’s expression sobered.

			“His spirit is stronger than ever, but his body . . .” Sorrow showed so plainly upon Berto’s face that it alarmed Narsi.

			“Has he kept anything down?” Narsi gripped his mare’s reins. There was no time to tarry if Father Timoteo had succumbed to grippe again. “I’ve brought powdered cloudroot but we may need to brew bluedust—”

			“No, no. He’s not collapsed again. He’s only been restless lately. Not eating or sleeping as he ought to. Nothing new.” Berto’s long-suffering expression eased a little. “But he’ll be better once you’re with him. You always know how to convince him to show himself a little kindness.”

			“That’s less my doing than my mother’s recipe for velvet soup. I can always tempt him to eat a little more than he thinks he needs.” Narsi tried not to let his pleasure in being capable of moving Father Timoteo show. All too often people jumped to the wrong conclusion when they noticed Narsi’s resemblance to the priest. The last thing Narsi wanted was to burden Father Timoteo with another bout of cruel rumors of some illicit affair with Narsi’s mother.

			“So how have you been?” Narsi asked Berto. He noted that his friend’s robe still bore the silver insignia of a scholar rather than the violet of a priest. He’d not yet taken the final holy vows of obedience and celibacy. “Is life as a scripture scholar in Cieloalta all you hoped?”

			Berto laughed but his expression struck Narsi as bitter.

			“I’ll tell you all while we ride.” Berto cast a wary glance back at one of the uniformed city guards, who slowly strolled from the shadow of the city gates toward them. The guard wore a captain’s epaulettes. His hand rested on his sword hilt.

			“Of late, the city guards have not been overly fond of men in priestly colors,” Berto murmured. “If relations between Prince Sevanyo and the royal bishop worsen we may well witness open brawling in the streets. The bodies of two decapitated priests were found here at the south gate only a week past and a novice nun went missing only two days ago.”

			Narsi glanced again to the city guard and realized that the man’s glower was aimed at Berto. Narsi and Berto quickly reined their horses forward.

			Berto led the way down a narrow lane that was refreshingly free of livestock. As they wove between carriages and oxcarts, Narsi inquired about the deteriorating relations between Prince Sevanyo and his brother, the royal bishop, but Berto refused to be drawn out on the subject. Instead, he entertained Narsi with descriptions of the odd and amusing occurrences in his life since he’d followed Father Timoteo to the Duke of Rauma’s palatial residence.

			“I’ve actually met the duke several times now, though the first encounter embarrassed me to the core. I somehow mistook him for one of those good-looking grooms that are so fashionable just now,” Berto said, grimacing. “I handed him my horse’s reins. And then he humored me by actually accepting them! It wasn’t until I decided to tip him for seeming so attentive to my mare that he explained that he didn’t need my pennies, as he owned all of Rauma.”

			“I have heard that Lord Quemanor is quite strange in his own way,” Narsi commented.

			“In many ways,” Berto responded. “But he and his wife have been very welcoming to Father Timoteo and myself.” Berto told him how he’d ingratiated himself with the duke’s elegant wife after driving off a mangy black cat that had been stalking Lady Quemanor’s parrot. Then he went on to describe his single sighting of Count Radulf’s towering, flame-haired sister, who had sailed from the wilds of northern Labara apparently just to horrify the Cadeleonian court with her casual references to her brother’s taste in men and her own prowess as a witch.

			Even in the Haldiim District of the city of Anacleto, people rarely spoke so blatantly of attractions or practices that transgressed Cadeleonian holy law—certainly never to Cadeleonians.

			“Did the royal bishop have her arrested?” Having just read Lord Vediya’s scandalous memoir recounting his time in Count Radulf’s court, Narsi felt an attachment to the count’s young sister. Lord Vediya had brought her to life as proud, vulnerable and so relentlessly loyal to her brother that Narsi couldn’t help but think protectively of her.

			“He’s decried her as a heretic and has dispatched the infamous Captain Yago to throttle her,” Berto replied casually, and Narsi supposed it showed how common noble machinations were here in the royal city that the plotted murder of a nineteen-year-old girl didn’t alarm his friend. “But Prince Sevanyo’s fourth son, Jacinto, is rumored to have been enchanted—perhaps literally—by the girl and is suspected of sheltering her from his uncle’s thugs.”

			“Even a person so lofty as the royal bishop can’t really be so rash as to order the murder of a foreign dignitary, can he?”

			“Who truly knows?” Berto shrugged. “Courtiers’ gossip is half exaggeration and half lies. Most of mine is secondhand on top of that.”

			As they rode down the narrow street a woman with her hair tucked into a matronly snood dumped a pitcher of murky water from a second-story window, while across the way a little girl gleefully tossed down marigold flowers. Narsi caught one and felt several others fall into the dark curls of his hair. The girl gave a startled squeal and then disappeared back into her house.

			“Already charming the ladies,” Berto commented dryly.

			“It’s a wonder I’m still single,” Narsi replied. “You know, I had expected that you and Father Timoteo would have been received into the royal bishop’s retinue by now.”

			“Oh, we were invited last fall. Bishop’s robes had already been cut, fitted and embroidered for Father Timoteo.” Berto scowled out to the shining gold of a distant towering steeple. “But then at supper the royal bishop brought up his plans to suppress the revival of Haldiim religious practices in Anacleto.” Berto sighed. “I think he truly expected Father Timoteo to simply agree with his condemnations.”

			“The royal bishop hadn’t encountered Father Timoteo before then, had he?” Narsi met Berto’s gaze and they exchanged a smile of sad understanding.

			Father Timoteo practiced brutal self-denial and was truly devout, but he also recognized miracles even when they occurred outside the consecrated halls of Cadeleonian chapels. He readily accepted Haldiim and Mirogoths into his household and collected and studied holy texts regardless of their origins. In his own way Father Timoteo could be as much of a radical as his infamous younger brother, Elezar.

			Perhaps more so, since Father Timoteo supported his assertions with scripture that not even the royal bishop could condemn.

			“They argued and then the royal bishop basically turned us out into the street with nothing,” Berto replied. “Thankfully, the Duke of Rauma took us in the very next morning.”

			“And you immediately mistook him for a groom?” Narsi commented.

			“Yes. You have no idea how mortified I still feel about it.” Berto drew his mount to a halt at the top of a hill. He pointed beyond the surrounding squares of neat homes and boisterous businesses, past the two huge stone bridges, to vast tracks of ornately planted grounds and what looked to Narsi like dozens of gilded palaces. “There to the west is the Sagrada Palace, and just east of it is the duke’s household, where we’re bound. And if you look down there you’ll see the Peraloro River and the Shard of Heaven.”

			Narsi followed Berto’s direction and was amazed anew. From the middle of the river rose the Shard of Heaven. Four furlongs wide and nearly as long, the bright blue stone rose high above the turbulent waters. Huge seams of shining gold flashed as the afternoon sun caught the angular facets of the massive crystal. Truly it did look as though a piece of blue sky filled with rays of golden sun had fallen from the heavens and turned to stone.

			A bridge arched out from each riverbank as if to lash the Shard of Heaven down. The huge chapel squatting atop it would likely have looked resplendent anywhere else, but compared to the effortless grandeur of the stone, all the temple’s gilded buttresses, statues and spires struck Narsi as garish.

			“How rare and wise is that man who recognizes the divine without crushing it beneath pulpits and palisades.” Narsi quoted Lord Vediya, feeling he now understood the author’s words.

			“Tell me that you aren’t still quoting that poxy whoremonger Atreau Vediya day and night.” Berto cast him a disappointed glance.

			“He’s Lord Vediya to you,” Narsi corrected, though he felt absurdly pompous the moment the words were out of his mouth.

			“Fourth son of a destitute baron and some Labaran trollop.” Berto rolled his eyes. “His nobility runs as deep as my foreskin. Even he doesn’t call himself anything but Atreau.”

			Narsi resisted the urge to point out that the man’s books were all proudly attributed to Lord Atreau Inerio Vediya.

			He and Berto agreed on most subjects, but Lord Vediya remained a glaring exception and had been since eleven years prior when they had both met the man. Berto blamed Lord Vediya for the pregnancy and departure of a maid who’d always secreted him sweets. Narsi wished that he could have assured Berto that Lord Vediya had not been with the maid that night, but to do so Narsi would have had to reveal how he knew.

			That would be dangerous for both himself and Lord Vediya. So, Narsi kept the knowledge to himself along with his vivid memory of Lord Vediya’s warm lips brushing his own—the scent and taste of the other man melding into the swell of distant music and the deep shadows of the dark garden of the Grunito townhouse in Anacleto.

			“You know that he was nearly executed for publishing his latest obscene epic?” Berto asked, but then he went on. “The bishop’s men-at-arms and the royal city guards joined forces for the first time in probably a generation just to scour the city for every copy of that filthy book and burn them all.”

			Again Narsi decided to keep his mouth shut. It would only annoy Berto to know that an entire library of Lord Vediya’s works had been translated and published in the Haldiim District of Anacleto. A copy of the contraband tome lay snuggly packed in the top of one of Narsi’s saddlebags at this very moment. Five Hundred Nights in the Court of the Scarlet Wolf. Like Lord Vediya’s previous book, In the Company of the Lord of the White Hell, it recounted his part as well as the roles of his friends in historic plots and battles.

			The books were also famed for their detailed and rather extensive erotic passages.

			Narsi adored them all the more for those, but wasn’t so foolish as to say so to Berto.

			“Atreau keeps company with gamblers, degenerates and Salt Islanders,” Berto grumbled. “And he calls Father Timoteo ‘Tim’ and refuses to attend chapel regularly, nor is he often sober when he does appear.”

			“He’s still in attendance in the duke’s household then?” Narsi asked, as if he’d not known.

			“He’s laid claim to a suite of rooms, if you can call that attendance.” Berto shook his head. “What good he does the duke I couldn’t say. He’s certainly perverted a number of the pages and servants. And on top of all that I suspect that he gave one of his obscene books to Delfia—”

			“Delfia?” Narsi broke in before Berto could work himself up into another rant against Lord Vediya.

			“Hadn’t I mentioned her?” Berto’s expression brightened all at once. “She’s the sister of the dance and fencing instructor, Master Ariz. The instructor is plain as a clod of dirt, but his sister . . .” Berto’s gaze drifted as he seemed to struggle to find a word that could sum up this Delfia. “Well, she’s not young, but not too old. Not exactly a beauty. But when she’s speaking and laughing and dancing, she’s so alive and vibrant she just lights up a whole room. You’ll understand once you meet her.”

			“I look forward to it,” Narsi responded.

			They rode on, descending past the shops belonging to woodcarvers, carpenters and smiths of all kinds. Berto pointed out the craftsman who’d made his silver prayer beads and another who’d created Father Timoteo’s spectacles. Narsi noted the designs of holy gold stars painted over both doors. Other shops displayed the rampant royal stallion, but none bore both symbols together. The entire city, it seemed, had taken sides in the battle of church against state.

			By the time they crossed the bustling Gado Bridge, afternoon shadows had spread and the pale crescent of the moon lit the twilight-blue sky. Narsi’s initial surge of excitement at having reached the capital had faded like the sunlight, and now the fatigue of twenty days of travel began to claim him. Berto maintained a pleasant running commentary on the resplendent buildings and spectacular fountains of the wealthy north side of the city. Narsi suppressed a yawn and tried to focus his attention on yet another gilded Cadeleonian mansion.

			Just then a figure seemed to break from the cover of the imposing hedges of hawthorn. Narsi squinted into the shadows of the hedge searching after the skulking figure, but now he saw no one.

			“Here at last.” Berto called his attention to a white pebble drive that led to a massive black gate. Beyond that the imposing silhouette of a vast mansion loomed like a small mountain. Pots burgeoning with yellow roses lined the drive and perfumed the cool air. As they made their way up, a courier wearing the royal colors raced past them and out to the wide streets. Another rider trailed far behind them, looking dour in his orange velvet doublet. Perhaps he resented the heraldry of his ancestors burdening him with colors that lent him an unmistakable resemblance to a ripe pumpkin.

			The two men-at-arms standing guard before the broad gates leading into the courtyard wore gold and green liveries and held deadly-looking pikes. But unlike so many others Narsi had seen, they smiled as he and Berto drew near. Their high brows and long noses made Narsi think they were father and son.

			He and Berto both dismounted and Berto greeted the guards by name. He introduced Narsi and spent a moment catching up and speculating about the royal courier who had just departed.

			“It could be that at last the royal bishop has decided to allow his father, the king, to pass into holy immortality and thus make way for Prince Sevanyo’s coronation,” Berto suggested.

			The importance of that event had just registered in Narsi’s mind when a motion across the courtyard caught his attention. A well-built man stepped from the shadows, leading a gray horse toward them. Narsi’s heart instantly began to pound in his chest as he recognized Lord Vediya. He was not as Narsi remembered, and yet Narsi knew him without a doubt even through the fading light.

			He remained just as tall as Narsi recalled, but over the years his slender body had filled into the solid bulk of a grown man. His pale skin was deeply tanned, and his once soot-black long hair now appeared streaked as wood grain from sun and weather. His rumpled, loose clothes conveyed nonchalance bordering upon sloppiness, but his expression remained bright and alert.

			He smiled as he drew near their party and Narsi couldn’t keep himself from smiling back, though no sign of recognition lit Lord Vediya’s countenance.

			Closer up, Narsi could see that a decade of travel, war and debauchery had carved the lines of those experiences into the handsome planes of Lord Vediya’s face. He looked older than his thirty years. Wrinkles edged his eyes and mouth, but to Narsi they seemed to convey character. A deep crease clearly marked his habit of arching one brow, while another etched the curve of his crooked smile.

			Berto glanced up just as Lord Vediya drew alongside them. His condemning glare provoked a lewd grin from Lord Vediya, who lazily traced the sign of the holy star over his silver belt buckle by way of greeting. The two guards simply nodded to Lord Vediya, neither of them bothering to acknowledge his rank with a bow.

			Lord Vediya appeared utterly unconcerned with any of them. He narrowed his eyes, focusing on something in the distance, or perhaps simply in contemplation of his evening’s journey. His hand gripped his mount’s rein. In a moment he’d ride away, just as he had eleven years earlier. And Narsi would be left behind again because he lacked the courage to simply speak.

			Narsi’s pulse raced and his hands felt clammy. Berto was going to be so disappointed in him, but he had to act, had to say something.

			“Lord Vediya,” Narsi called, and to his relief the other man stopped.

			Narsi quickly dug into his saddlebag and drew out the book he’d pored over throughout his travels. Flowing Haldiim script curled in an elegant arch over the wolf embossed into the red leather cover.

			Narsi didn’t look to see Berto’s expression or those of the guards. He rushed five paces to Lord Vediya’s side.

			“I’ve been reading your memoir and very much enjoyed the writing—I felt almost as if I was there with you when the demon lord awoke. The way you captured the chill and darkness of the city as that gigantic, fiery serpent rose up over the rooftops—it was beautiful and terrible all at once . . .” Even as the breathless words rushed out of him, Narsi felt like an utter fool. He hadn’t sounded this flustered and ebullient when he’d been an awestruck twelve-year-old. “I was hoping that you would do me the honor of signing my copy for me?”

			He had no doubt that behind him Berto cringed in embarrassment, but he thrust the tome at Lord Vediya, who took the book and smiled warmly.

			“I’d not seen the Haldiim translation yet. It looks beautifully made.” He studied the cover for a moment, then glanced to Narsi. “Have you a graphite stylus?”

			“Yes. Of course!” Narsi silently cursed himself for not thinking of that before requesting to have the book signed. As he rifled through his saddlebag for one, he felt incredibly aware of everyone—possibly even the horses—watching him fumble. The bags weren’t huge, and yet it felt as if hours passed while he groped around medicinal jars and reams of notes and maps. 

			He heard another rider closing the distance between them. Then he at last found the stubby little remnant of a stylus and returned with it to Lord Vediya’s side. Out of the corner of his eye Narsi recognized the orange velvet doublet of the Dour Pumpkin. Armor clattered as the guards behind them straightened, but Lord Vediya didn’t acknowledge the rider or his roan stallion.

			“I take it from the ring you wear that you’re a physician?” Lord Vediya asked Narsi.

			“Yes. Master Physician Narsi Lif-Tahm,” Narsi supplied, hoping that his name might rouse some memory for Lord Vediya. It did not seem to.

			“Have you much experience treating men kicked by horses?” Lord Vediya asked, at last casting a glance at the new arrival.

			“Some.” Before Narsi could inquire as to why Lord Vediya should ask, the man in the orange doublet swung down from his stallion and drew his sword. Instinctively, Narsi stepped back. Lord Vediya remained where he stood but let his horse’s reins fall from his hand. His gray stallion trotted ahead, but only to sample a display of yellow potted roses.

			“Atreau, you degenerate screw-worm!” The man in orange strode past the potted flowers and gray stallion, intent upon Lord Vediya. “You will return my fiancée at once or I will kill you right here!”

			The guards started forward, but Lord Vediya waved them back. He smiled crookedly at the furious man in orange. He didn’t draw his sword; instead he simply held Narsi’s book in one hand and shook his head at the man stalking toward him.

			“Suelita is not yours, Ladislo,” Lord Vediya said. “No more than she is mine to take or give.”

			Ladislo responded with a sweep of his sword, which Lord Vediya eluded in a quick step. Narsi’s hand went instantly to his hunting knife. He would not simply stand by and see Lord Vediya murdered. To his shock, he felt a hand grip his arm and jerk him back. He spun to see Berto holding him.

			“This isn’t a matter you want to become entangled in, Narsi,” Berto whispered to him.

			“He’s going to kill Lord Vediya!”

			“Trust me, that reprobate can look after himself—” The rest of Berto’s words broke off as Narsi elbowed him and jerked free of his hold.

			As he did so, Lord Vediya let loose with a piercing whistle. Suddenly his stallion slammed one of its hind legs into Ladislo and sent him sprawling across the pebbled drive. Then Lord Vediya sprang forward and easily launched himself into his saddle. An instant later he and his stallion were gone from sight. For a moment Narsi stood stunned and staring at the haze of dust that drifted over the drive in Lord Vediya’s absence. Then his attention snapped immediately to where Ladislo lay sprawled on the ground.

			Narsi stepped over Ladislo’s fallen sword and knelt down beside him. Ladislo swore and wept at the same time, his face flushed nearly as red as the bleeding scrapes along the side of his head. At least one of his ribs was likely broken.

			“I’ll bring you duera for the pain, and then we can get you inside and tend to your—”

			“Burn in the Black Hell, you Haldiim whore!” Ladislo lashed out to strike Narsi across the face. Narsi caught his hand and Ladislo screamed, “Don’t touch me, you heathen shit!”

			Narsi released the man’s hand and stood. Cursing and spitting blood from his split lip, Ladislo staggered up to his feet and then stumbled to his horse. After two attempts he managed to climb into his saddle. Then he rode away, leaving his sword behind.

			“I told you that Atreau could manage for himself,” Berto said.

			Narsi nodded, still feeling stunned. He’d only been in Lord Vediya’s presence for minutes before the man had yet again ridden away. And Narsi belatedly realized Lord Vediya had taken his book with him.

			 

			 

			Chapter Two
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			Inside the smoky confines of the Fat Goose, surrounded by boisterous drunks, gamblers and cold-eyed cardsharps, Atreau’s attention strayed from his cards to the wonderful book on the table before him. The leather cover looked supple and already well-worn as a favorite glove. He could see where fingers had cradled the spine and bent the cover, leafing through the pages again and again.

			Placed in my callous hands, a testament of devotion, unspoken, and yet laid bare as a naked breast.

			Atreau snorted at his own conceited turn of thought.

			Still, the simple fact of the book’s existence pleased him.

			He’d not seen the Haldiim translation and had half suspected that the publisher had forgone printing after the Cadeleonian volumes had been transformed into so much ash and smoke.

			For a moment he pictured the dark young man who’d handed him the tome. How striking he’d appeared amidst so many Cadeleonians, and yet something about him—his angular jaw? Perhaps his long, lean build? Or it might have been his sharp brows and dark lashes?—Atreau didn’t know but something about the Haldiim physician had filled Atreau with a sense of familiarity. Absently, Atreau wondered if the young man had known that marigold petals clung to his dark curls like drops of gold.

			“Stare at the cards all you want. The winning hand is still mine.”

			Across the table from him Sabella Calies tapped the four cards she’d laid down and then took up her beer mug. Tall and weathered as a warhorse, Sabella was as much a fixture of the capital’s unseemly side as was her uncle’s Red Stallion sword house, where people gambled fortunes and lives on the speed of their blades. Over the course of her forty-odd years Sabella had taken both from a good number of men. But here at the Fat Goose the stakes were very different, as was the game. Here the kingdom stood to be lost to the church. Or won for Prince Sevanyo.

			Atreau’s cards came very near winning but missed by only a point. He had indulged himself in the drama of making it appear a close match. Sabella played along, since the money would be hers no matter what cards he dealt. This game, like almost every other hand of cards he played, served as a pretext for Atreau to dole out Fedeles Quemanor’s payments to his informants and agents across the city.

			Atreau pushed a plain coin purse to Sabella. She opened it and then pulled the drawstring closed again and dropped it into an inner pocket of her leather coat.

			Between her lanky build, plain face and close-shorn brown hair Sabella nearly passed for a man. Certainly the heavy doublet and thick riding trousers she sported added to the impression, though they did not create a perfect illusion. Nor did she need them to. She’d patronized the Fat Goose for more than twenty years and all but the most callow of youths knew better than to cause her trouble.

			She drew a sheaf of papers from her doublet and pushed them to Atreau. He skimmed the content quickly. It seemed that the royal bishop was collecting ancient scriptures, most having something to do with the Holy Savior’s final battle and the Shard of Heaven. Likely the bishop believed the holy blessings that had destroyed the demon hordes so long ago were desperately needed again now to combat a new threat to Cadeleon.

			Five years ago Atreau would have found the entire matter amusing or perhaps thought the royal bishop deluded. But since then he’d seen both the wonders and horrors that ancient spells unleashed. He understood why previous generations of wiser men and women had attempted to hide them away.

			“We need to know when and exactly what he intends to do with this,” Atreau said. “Actual places and dates would be good.”

			“You don’t ask much, do you?”

			“I don’t pay so little that I should,” Atreau replied.

			“Suelita is working on decrypting the third letter, but it’s not like the others,” Sabella informed him. “She thinks it was encoded using a key.”

			Atreau frowned. Captain Ciceron had been certain that the value of the letters justified the execution of two priests and a young nun. If they couldn’t be decoded then those hapless couriers had died for nothing.

			“There’s a good chance that the key to the third letter is still at the Sacred Heart Hostel, where the nun was staying,” Sabella said softly. “I’ve procured a habit and I think I may be able to slip in to search the place.”

			“If you can, then by all means do. I’ll see to it that you’re rewarded for the trouble. Though,” Atreau couldn’t help amending, “I should be charging you for the annoyances I’ve endured from Ladislo Bayezar hounding me day and night over your lady-love.”

			Sabella laughed.

			“He still thinks it was you who helped Suelita escape her father’s house?” She shook her head and then drank more beer. “Well, it’s not as though the rumor could degrade your reputation.”

			“No, but the man wastes my time and I’d feel a little contrite if I were forced kill him.”

			“If it comes to that, I’ll happily shoulder your guilt and see he floats out with the rest of the turds in the river. Just give me the word.” Though Sabella spoke offhandedly, Atreau knew that she made the offer in earnest. Her ease with murder rivaled a cat’s facility for killing rats. In that she resembled every other duelist Atreau had come to know in this beautiful, degenerate city.

			But if he could, he wished to spare Ladislo. He’d schooled with the man and at one time had thought that the abuse they’d both endured might have allowed them to become friends—but of course Ladislo had felt no interest in being associated with an impoverished reprobate like himself. Still Atreau’s sympathy for the other man lingered.

			“He’s a fool for falling in love, but not so much of a clodpoll that he deserves to die,” Atreau replied.

			“He tries to take her back by force and he won’t be a fool any longer,” Sabella stated. “He’ll be dead.”

			“I think I’ve slowed him down for the time being,” Atreau assured her. “Hopefully a little time in a sickbed will give him a chance to realize that he should turn his attention to a lady who is desiring of his devotion.”

			They both quieted as a serving woman in a drab gray smock and stained apron approached their table. Atreau folded the papers away and picked up his deck of cards while Sabella ordered another round of drinks for them both. Atreau shuffled his cards and then dealt two meaningless hands. The serving woman sauntered back to the bar, where the slim owner of the establishment—the Salt Island Spider, as he was calling himself now—made some mark on Atreau’s tab before pouring out the libations.

			“Do you still want me to watch over Jacinto, as well?” Sabella asked.

			Atreau nodded and Sabella made a face as sour as a lemon.

			Prince Sevanyo’s fourth son took great pleasure in slumming through the Theater District, but preferred to travel unaccompanied by bodyguards. He felt they made him stand out in the crowds, as if his silken clothes, costly rings and high-handed manner were utterly commonplace. Thus, Jacinto’s protection fell to the small group of eccentrics that the prince patronized and whom Fedeles secretly subsidized.

			“He’s a pain in my ass, you know.” Sabella lowered her voice as she added, “And this latest escapade of his, keeping Lady Hylanya housed across the way at the Green Door, is going to get us all killed if someone doesn’t move her damn soon.”

			“I know,” Atreau assured her.

			Someone at a distant table crowed with delight and several men cheered a lucky throw of dice. Atreau looked the pretty-faced loser over. From the leers of the sailors surrounding the youth, Atreau guessed that the tanned man with the dice in his hand would see his winnings paid out in sloppy lip service in the alley. Such arrangements between men weren’t legal, but in the Theater District they were far from uncommon.

			Very briefly, Atreau pondered whether he would throw to win or to lose were he to gamble against such a rough, brawny sailor. There was something about the man’s thick beard and broad shoulders that reminded him ever so slightly of Elezar.

			“Is the lady still . . . ill?” Sabella’s question drew his attention back to his own business.

			“I wouldn’t describe her as being in any condition to travel across the city,” Atreau answered.

			“What we need is a real physician. Not one of those quacks that hang around the bawdyhouses. Someone who could fix her up and keep his trap shut. Why can’t your master retain a single . . .” She trailed off as the serving woman returned their cups to them, Atreau’s filled with a red wine so watered down that it couldn’t have intoxicated a fly and Sabella’s a third full of dregs. Atreau cast a quizzical glance back at Spider and received a teasing grin.

			Then a moment later the wiry man himself brought them their real drinks and sent the serving woman away to bestow the pink water and dregs upon the sad sacks at the bar who’d come to beg off paying their gambling debts.

			“Well met, little brother.” Spider greeted Atreau with a slap across his shoulder. He nodded curtly to Sabella and then pulled up a chair and seated himself. “Thought you might be interested in something I happened to overhear last night.”

			“Always delighted to hear any wisdom you deign to share,” Atreau replied. He dealt four cards to the Spider. Two were grinning jesters.

			“There was a man who’s been coming here for a while now. Loses a great deal but doesn’t seem to care.” Spider tossed aside the two jesters and drew different cards from the deck. “He wears Duke Quemanor’s colors. A guard, from the look of him and his blade. His debts are under the name Dommian and I got the impression that he’s not been in the city long. In any case he drank himself nearly legless last night and then when I was throwing him out at closing he started to blubber about not wanting to kill the kiddies, or something like that.”

			“Kiddies?” Atreau asked casually. He discarded a grim-faced queen and drew a hazel-eyed page from the deck.

			“That’s what he said.” Spider shrugged. “I thought I’d pass that along just in case it means something.”

			“Thank you.” Atreau and Spider hadn’t always been on amiable terms. There’d been a decade when they’d not exchanged a single word or even known whether the other was alive or dead. But after surviving the war in Labara, Atreau had been gripped with the need to find Spider and try to salvage something from the wreckage of the childhood they’d shared.

			“You wouldn’t happen to know of a discreet physician, would you?” Sabella asked Spider.

			“You’ve gotten Atreau with child, have you?” Spider grinned at Sabella. “I always knew he had the makings of a fine little wife. If he could just meet the right man.”

			Sabella rolled her eyes and then lay down four kings. Spider folded and glanced to the door. A group of Haldiim performers entered and approached the bar with a youthful excitement that spoke of something done on a dare. Atreau recognized one of the bright-eyed actresses from the Candioro Theater. She was called Yara and possessed the sort of sharp memory that Atreau had found useful on previous occasions. Now he simply offered her a friendly smile and she waved in return. The woman at the bar directed the group to a small table.

			Atreau returned his attention to Sabella and Spider.

			“Inissa’s not joining you?” Spider asked.

			Atreau shook his head and pretended not to notice Spider’s disappointment. He understood the excitement and pleasure that Inissa inspired. But the fact of the matter was that even if Inissa hadn’t been tasked with watching over Lady Hylanya, her safety and livelihood relied entirely upon Prince Jacinto’s favor. She couldn’t risk an affair, not even with a man as caring as Spider.

			“She’ll not roam where she wishes. For she is owned by another man’s riches.” Atreau sang the couplet he’d penned long ago for The Rogue’s Folly.

			Sabella shook her head, while Spider stood and left them without further comment. Atreau didn’t take offense. That was simply Spider’s manner.

			“None of my business, but you might have put that more subtly,” Sabella commented.

			“He doesn’t deserve to have his heart broken.” Atreau tasted his wine. Dry and sharp as a rose thorn. “I know too well how poorly a romance with Inissa ends—”

			“For you,” Sabella replied.

			“For everyone.” Atreau set his wine aside. “Inissa’s survival depends upon Jacinto’s affection. She can’t afford to indulge a lover’s passion or jealousy. It’s not a happy notion, but it’s a truth I’ve learned. If the choice is mine then I’d save Spider the pain of learning the same lesson.”

			“Ah.” Sabella smirked at him and then quoted from an old poem of Atreau’s own writing: “Remember this my dear boy. Were there more kindness in my cruelty you’d bleed to death of joy.”

			Atreau raised his glass to her in return.

			All around them conversations rumbled and dice clattered across tabletops. Elusive as a shadow, luck toyed with men’s fortunes and fled at the turn of a card. Atreau considered his own hand. A hazel-eyed page gazed out from the field of scarlet hearts with a coy smile, while a dour king behind him held his sword high. Atreau folded the hand and returned the cards to the deck.

			Then his attention returned to the Haldiim translation of his memoir and he fell into ruminating over the tall, dark young man who’d offered it to him. Atreau wondered if it had been his imagination or if the other man truly had held his gaze a moment too long to be a stranger. And then he remembered the silver ring that had adorned the man’s right hand.

			They needed a physician, and now fortune favored them with one. Was that too much of a coincidence to trust or too perfect of an opportunity to miss? Atreau shuffled his deck of cards twice and then drew from the bottom. The page smiled at him and Atreau decided on his answer.

			“What on earth are you so pleased about all of a sudden?” Sabella asked.

			“Nothing yet.” Atreau drank a little more of his wine. He would need to charm the physician and get Fedeles’s imprimatur—but it could work. “Perhaps the beginning of something, soon.”

			 

			Chapter Three
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			The fountains at the south gate splashed and spit geysers into the twilight sky. Shadows leapt and danced, giving form to the moonlight’s play over the water. Ariz Plunado waited, dull and motionless as a stone. Two city guards, just off duty but still in uniform, strode within arm’s length of where he crouched in the shadow of the stone stallions.

			The guards shared a joke and laughed harder than it merited. But Ariz let them have that happiness. Then they each tossed a penny into the fountain for luck. Ariz allowed the first guard’s coin to drop into the water. But the captain’s he caught.

			As the guards started down Market Street, Ariz rose and followed. People passed him but took no note, for there was nothing about him to notice. He cultivated plainness, from his lank, walnut-stained brown hair and dull gray gaze to his shapeless clothes and dusty brown boots. He forced his right arm to hang slack while he carefully held his left as if hooking his thumb absently on the leather of his sword belt.

			He plodded behind the guards wearing the vaguely bored expression of a man untouched by any inspiration or imagination beyond the contemplation of his evening meal.

			Another group of two men and three women passed him—revelers, these five, and already flushed and merry from wine. They sang together, missing notes and confusing lyrics and laughing all the more for it.

			Ariz neither met their gazes nor darted his glances away guiltily. He bowed his head as if contemplating the road beneath his feet. All the while he rolled his eyes beneath the shadow of his lashes, tracking the guardsmen. Mastering such an averted gaze had required years of practice, but then so had nearly every aspect of his unremarkable air.

			Most men could not have trailed Captain Ciceron of the south gate guards home night after night without once being noticed. Certainly not while carrying an unsheathed blade. But the long dagger Ariz gripped in his left hand appeared as sheathed as his short sword. The flat of the blade had been etched and browned to appear dull as leather and Ariz held it against his sword belt as if resting his hand there. Only a glint of moonlight along the dagger’s razor edge might have betrayed the naked blade, but no one looked long or closely at Ariz, much less at the silhouette of his hip.

			Captain Ciceron and his lieutenant slowed, then stopped beneath the painted sign of their preferred alehouse and Ariz continued walking with a feeling of relief. As he closed in, he willed the captain to enter the light and boisterous company of the crowd already gathered inside the tavern. Ariz would not follow him in among witnesses. The captain could live another day.

			But as Ariz neared, the captain shook his head at his companion’s invitation and set off in the direction of his home, where his pretty wife and their three young children waited. Ariz swore silently, resisting what he knew must be done. The old scar that disfigured the flesh over Ariz’s heart flared, sending burning warnings across Ariz’s chest. He clenched his jaw against the pain but didn’t resist further.

			He stopped thinking of ways in which the captain might elude him for another night and crossed the street. While the captain hummed the melody from a popular opera to himself, Ariz outpaced him and turned into the narrow lane that the captain always took on his way home. Two raised walkways arched over the lane like miniature bridges. Night-blooming jasmine cascaded from flower boxes lining the walkways and lent a perfume of elegance and romance to the place.

			For an instant Ariz held out a hope that a prostitute might be working her trade in the shadows. Twice the presence of such women had won Captain Ciceron reprieves. Tonight only a cat occupied the lane and she fled with the body of a dead rat clamped between her jaws the moment Ariz neared.

			He could find no further excuses and contemplating them set the brand searing into him as if it were once again a white-hot iron burning into his chest.

			A cold sweat rose at the back of Ariz’s neck and he shuddered with the waves of remembered shock. He’d nearly died that morning, kneeling on the chapel floor; he wasn’t sure if he considered himself fortunate or unfortunate to have survived.

			Certainly it was to the captain’s bad luck that Ariz hadn’t died.

			Ciceron paced along the lane, and beams of moonlight illuminated him as he grinned at the white jasmine blossoms and pulled a few free to carry home with him. Then he stepped into the shadow where Ariz awaited him.

			Ariz lunged forward and rammed his dagger to the hilt into the captain’s chest. The captain started to cry out and his right hand went to his sword hilt, but Ariz caught the captain’s throat in his own right hand and slammed the man’s head hard against the stone support of the walkway. The captain lurched but Ariz held him like a spider punching poison into a dying fly. Three more times he smashed the captain’s skull up against the stone. By the third blow the man was already dead. In truth he had been doomed the moment Ariz shoved a dagger into his heart, but Ariz paid him the respect of letting him fight hard and go down like a soldier. Assassination afforded Ariz little honor, but at least he hadn’t simply landed the fatal strike and then darted away to watch the man bleed out like a slaughtered sow.

			Ariz lowered the body to the ground, easing the captain so that his lolling head and chest lay in the moonlight. Had it been his choice Ariz would have taken his dagger and been done with all of this. But his orders were not so simple. He drew his sword, took careful aim and sliced through the captain’s muscular neck in a single blow. A sluggish wash of blood spilled out from the gaping wound. The cloying smell of it coiled around Ariz, like a cologne. That too-familiar musk of iron and allspice blossoms.

			Ariz gripped the captain’s forelock and, as cleanly as he could, rolled the severed head into an oilskin sack. Then he jerked his dagger free of the decapitated corpse and wiped both his blades clean across the captain’s dun jacket.

			He sheathed his sword and his dagger and then hefted the sack up under his right arm. It felt warm and slack. For the first time in weeks the brand over Ariz’s heart ceased to burn.
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			Two hours later, as night bells sounded through the darkness, Ariz arrived at another fountain and again waited. The noise of the river and the gurgle of the fountain created a haze of sound that made Ariz uneasy. He could just pick out the whisper of robes and soft footsteps, but the noise echoed and distorted through the long corridors of the towering chapel behind him. He narrowed his eyes, trying to pick out a man’s figure through the gloom. Veils of perfumed smoke drifted across the grounds, further hindering Ariz’s senses.

			For all the beauty of its sky-blue stone and seams of gold, Ariz hated stepping foot upon the Shard of Heaven. Tonight the way the moonlight lit the stone to sapphire blue seemed sinister: the royal color shining up at him like an omen. Priests inside the white walls of the holiest of chapels intoned the last of their evening prayers, singing the souls of the Hallowed Kings of Cadeleon to their nightly rest. This was a place too near the next world. Here the dead could not be depended upon to remain silent.

			Ariz shifted the weight of the oilskin sack.

			Hierro knew that he hated this place; no doubt that was why he wanted him here. It certainly wasn’t subtle. Even before he could briefly savor a spiteful fantasy of gouging Hierro’s eyes out, Ariz’s brand seared to life. The pain brought tears to his eyes. He forced himself to contemplate the ground and listen to the splashing water—distancing himself from his anger—until the pain relented.

			Best not to even think of Hierro at all, for rebellion and rage inevitably followed and those only brought him suffering.

			Instead he let his mind drift. He remembered the spark of pride he’d felt last afternoon when Prince Sevanyo had visited the Quemanor household and the duke’s five-year-old son, Sparanzo, danced for the prince’s entertainment just as Ariz had taught him. The boy had moved with a grace that had been far harder won than anyone but Ariz had known. He’d wanted to crow with joy for Sparanzo when the prince had applauded him and gifted him with a jewel-studded toy horse. But of course he hadn’t made a sound, just slunk quickly away before anyone noticed him spying.

			And then he focused on this morning and the strange thrill of at last winning a laugh from Lord Quemanor during his fencing session. Not that the duke was a reticent man—between his exuberant displays of emotion, lean build and often tousled black hair he presented an almost boyish figure of disarming frankness. Rather it was painfully rare for Ariz to amuse anyone, much less such a vibrant fellow as Fedeles Quemanor. Normally only affable, eloquent men like Captain Ciceron captured the duke’s attention.

			Ariz scowled down at the sack in his hand. He hadn’t noticed before, but at some point Captain Ciceron had raked three deep gouges across his right forearm. He should have felt them earlier but the agonizing pain of the brand had become so constant that he often failed to notice lesser hurts.

			Still, it wasn’t like him to allow a target to touch him, much less do him harm. He should have punched the dagger in and then leapt out of reach, waiting for the few minutes it took for the captain’s heart to stop. But he hadn’t wanted to, and thinking on that, Ariz felt that familiar chill. A part of him had wanted to be hurt, had even hoped that the captain would kill him.

			All at once he remembered the first time that desire had risen up. He’d been sixteen, still at school and still a recognized nobleman, but he’d already been worn down by two years of bearing a Brand of Obedience. He’d thought himself Hierro Fueres’s creature completely—as broken as the man’s horse. Then at the yearly sword tournament Hierro had ordered him to humiliate and bleed the one Haldiim boy who had dared to school at the Sagrada Academy. But Ariz had felt deeply moved, seeing the Haldiim youth battling with all his heart despite the jeers of his opponents and classmates. He recognized and understood the pride and anguish in the slim Haldiim’s struggles all too well. Something in Ariz cracked just enough to free a splinter of rebellion.

			He’d not outrightly disobeyed Hierro—the pain would have been far too much for him—but he’d made mistakes inside the dueling ring. He’d not struck with all his strength and he’d allowed the duel to drag on long enough for the Haldiim youth to recognize and exploit his attacks.

			After losing that duel he’d suffered hours of agony at Hierro’s hands, but he’d also felt a kind of triumph, because his defeat had also been Hierro’s.

			Ariz had seen a Haldiim youth again today—not the same man—this fellow had been much taller and his hair so dark that the marigold petals caught in his curls looked like shining embers. But of all the courtiers and couriers on the street only that one Haldiim youth had seemed to notice Ariz stalking through the shadows. The man had looked straight at him and for an instant Ariz had felt as if he gazed back at the omen of his destruction.

			The idea filled Ariz with a cold dread but also a glimmer of hope. Perhaps he might end this all at last.

			The sound of footsteps on the cobblestone path interrupted Ariz’s contemplation. He rolled his eyes to the left and picked out the handsome form he knew so well and hated utterly. Hierro moved quietly, particularly for a man of his stature, but his vanity undid his stealth. The gold spurs adorning the heels of his costly boots produced a distinct jingle that reverberated like an alarm bell in Ariz’s awareness. Dozens of golden embroidered swans glinted as moonlight fell across his dove-gray velvet doublet.

			“The trophy you requested, Lord Fueres.” Ariz hurled the oilskin sack at Hierro, who caught it easily.

			Even in through the gloom, Hierro’s close relation to the royal Sagradas as well as Fedeles Quemanor showed. All of them tended toward tall, lean builds, exceptionally pale complexions, black hair and eyes like polished jet. Hierro’s strength and grace rivaled his physical beauty, and yet the sight of him never failed to sicken Ariz to the core.

			“Clara will be delighted.” Hierro stopped just short of Ariz at the edge of the fountain. “But where have your manners gone, Ariz?”

			Hierro extended his hand. The instant Ariz considered slapping that hand away, the brand seared to life. To stop it, Ariz kissed Hierro’s signet ring and then knelt on the cobblestones. Hierro laughed.

			“So you do remember how to greet your master. I had feared that so much time in Fedeles Quemanor’s household had made you forgetful.” Hierro ran his hand over Ariz’s hair as if he were stroking a dog, then he cuffed the side of Ariz’s head hard. Ariz rocked but didn’t fall from the blow. He’d expected it.

			“It is done.” Ariz didn’t lift his face. “Am I free to go?”

			“No, pet, you are not,” Hierro replied. He turned and started toward the inlayed doors of the chapel. “Come.”

			Ariz rose and obeyed.

			 

			 

			Chapter Four
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			Night had fallen by the time Berto unlocked the double doors that led from the overgrown garden into Narsi’s new rooms. He bestowed the key on Narsi with a little flourish.

			Thankfully someone had made a fire in the small hearth and now the low flames offered just enough illumination for them to find two oil lamps to light. To Narsi’s delight he found the exam room was huge with large windows, though randomly littered with an eclectic assortment of shabby furniture. The different designs of the chairs and the mismatched quality of the three medical cabinets and two long examination tables indicated to Narsi that these rooms had been occupied and then evacuated by numerous physicians before him. From the obscene denouncements of the duke slashed into one of the cabinet panels he surmised that not all—if any—of the departures had been happy ones.

			Narsi had heard rumors of Fedeles Quemanor’s immense distrust of physicians. People said that he often dismissed one from his service the moment he laid eyes upon him. Once he’d supposedly fired a man even sooner by sending a courier riding directly behind the courier that his wife had dispatched to offer the position. There were so many tales surrounding the duke that it was difficult to know which to believe, but this one sounded as if it might be valid. But Narsi would be in Father Timoteo’s service and not directly answerable to the duke. Otherwise his stay at court might be quite short.

			A door, directly opposite the garden doors, opened out into a dimly lit hallway. Narsi thought he heard voices, but they sounded far away, in distant chambers.

			He stepped back into the exam room to investigate the two other adjoining rooms.

			“I had a maid in yesterday to air the room and dress the bed for you.” Berto frowned down at one of the two examination tables that stood a few feet from the desk. With a look of disgust he nudged the stiff body of a dead rat.

			“It seems the cat you mentioned has arranged a welcome for me as well,” Narsi commented. “Does the creature have a name or an owner?”

			“Neither. The thing is a vagrant sack of fleas.” Berto’s expression suddenly turned stern. “I know you have a soft spot for scoundrels, but that one is a beyond redemption, you realize.”

			“You know me too well.” Narsi leaned into the chamber adjoining the exam room on the east side, hoping to find a bath. Instead he discovered a huge space—a surgery, perhaps—furnished with only one stool and the remains of another dead rat. He tried the other doorway and found an even larger room, furnished with a tidy bed, a side table and a simple wooden wardrobe. The large, round window let in enough moonlight for Narsi to pick out the corpse of a third rat.

			Narsi collected the stiff rodents and took them outside and dumped them in a weedy plant bed of the neglected physic garden. Then as he closed the garden doors behind him a thought came to him. “If the rooms have been locked up all this time, how do you suppose the cat has managed to get in and out?”

			“Supposedly there are secret corridors,” Berto replied. “Before Fedeles Quemanor inherited this place it belonged to the Tornesal family, and apparently they couldn’t get enough of creeping around behind the walls.”

			“Really?” Narsi regarded the bare wood walls with a newfound excitement.

			“Well, if you believe gossip. I’ve seen no sign of any myself,” Berto replied. “I expect that the animal has just managed to slip in and out behind the house maids.”

			“You’re probably right. Still it could be fun to search the walls, on the off chance of finding something.”

			Berto smiled in the indulgent manner of a man who knew better than to waste his breath arguing against a flight of fancy.

			As Narsi gazed around him he couldn’t help but wonder exactly where Lord Vediya’s rooms were in this vast mansion. If they were near then perhaps the two of them might see each other in one of the many gardens? Perhaps then he might reclaim his book or rekindle their fleeting acquaintance. Narsi stopped his train of thought before it could wander any further into some besotted fantasy.

			Lord Vediya had not recognized him or remembered his name, and he knew that his own imaginings were to blame for his disappointment. Indulging in new fancies would only worsen his discontent.

			“I need a bath,” Narsi realized.

			“I’ll see if I can’t secure you a washtub and water. It won’t be warm, but . . .”

			“Better than nothing.” Narsi said. “Thank you.”

			Berto left through the door that opened into the mansion. As he went Narsi glimpsed two footmen out in the hall, lighting candles in the two nearest candelabras hanging from the high ceiling. From somewhere not too far away the strains of music drifted down. Narsi had to resist the urge to wander out to introduce himself and explore. He could indulge in that after he’d bathed. In the meanwhile he ought to unpack.

			He’d not been greatly weighed down by possessions, so it didn’t take long to disgorge his saddlebags, however he did take a little care in arranging his two prized sketches—presented to him by Lady Riossa Grunito herself—and his medical books. His towel and white prayer clothes he set on a chair in preparation for his bath. Last he laid out his tattered diary. He considered writing something to mark the occasion but only ended up scratching out Have arrived in the duke’s household. Don’t know what to expect as of yet.

			He left the diary open on the desk to dry and took up the sealed letter that his mother had entrusted to him. He turned it over, fighting with his curiosity as he did every time he saw the thing, then at last he set it aside. Whatever last wishes his mother had needed to convey to Father Timoteo, she had not wanted them shared.

			He suspected that his mother had kept the contents of this letter from him for good reason. Still he picked it up a second time and briefly held it up in front of the lamp flame. The rag paper lit up and shadows of Cadeleonian script appeared in a tangle. She’d folded the pages within. As he had a dozen times before, he sought out the small corner where he could almost convince himself that he saw the words “husband and father” written.

			Her husband? His father? The mystery that he’d been warned away from as long as he could remember?

			“He was the best of men murdered by the worst,” his mother had told him the one time he’d found her in the Cadeleonian chapel weeping. Beyond that, he’d learned precious little from her or from Father Timoteo. As a child he’d been persistent—and was warned more than once that curiosity killed more than cats—but as he grew older he’d become warier of learning the truth. He now understood what the word “murdered” truly meant; he’d seen bodies on autopsy tables. He also knew that the sort of men whose murders inspired relatives to go into hiding, instead of seeking justice, were most often the worst kinds of criminals. Was he prepared to learn that he was a slaver’s son? Or the child of an assassin?

			All those childhood fantasies of the brave, stalwart man he’d imagined his father to be would die. Then what would he do with his desire to somehow make “the best of men” proud up there in his Cadeleonian paradise?

			Narsi set the letter aside again. Only then did he notice a black cat, lounging on one of his exam tables. It regarded him for a moment, then hefted a scrawny hind leg and got to work licking its ass. Narsi laughed and felt pleased to let go of his maudlin contemplations. They didn’t suit him, really. He unpacked the last of his medical supplies.

			When a loud knock sounded, the cat startled and slunk into the bedroom. Narsi answered the door. A footman carried in a wooden tub that might have been big enough to serve as a hip bath for a dainty girl. Another footman followed with a pitcher and a scrub brush that looked fit for a horse.

			“Is the master physician here?” the footman asked Narsi.

			“I am indeed,” Narsi replied.

			A brief silence followed and, oddly, the footman holding the pitcher paled.

			“The duke sends his regards.” The footman holding the wooden tub dropped it on the floor and turned around to leave; the second footman, however, paused.

			“It’s not because you’re one of them Haldiim. I don’t care how unnatural you are. That’s your business.” He eyed Narsi as if he feared for his soul. He footman set the pitcher and brush down on the exam table. “The duke just hates physicians, is all. So we had to bring these to you. You aren’t gonna put a curse on us, are you?”

			Narsi laughed and the footman backed away from him nervously.

			“I assure you I’m not going to curse you.” Narsi quickly lifted up the pendent of his necklace, showing the footman the holy Cadeleonian star embossed in the silver. “My father was Cadeleonian and I was blessed in a chapel after my birth. I served Holy Father Timoteo before I attended my medical studies, and he has sent for me to attend him now as his physician.”

			The footman’s expression changed completely at the mention of Father Timoteo. Suddenly he grinned at Narsi as if they’d been fast friends for years.

			“The father was saying that he’d send for a physician for the household. We’ve been without forever . . . I just didn’t realize—he didn’t say anything about you being—I mean you’re . . . so brown . . .” The footman snatched up the scrub brush and then lowered his voice. “Don’t you worry about this. I’ll have the girls bring you a proper tub in two flicks of a tail. And I’ll get the word around. Otherwise you’ll be having potato peels and raw ox ears for your supper.”

			“Truly?”

			The footman glanced quickly from side to side as if he feared someone might be lurking in a corner of the room, then he whispered, “The duke truly hates physicians.”

			Then the man raced off and Narsi closed the door behind him.

			Only a little time later six sturdy Cadeleonian women arrived with an actual hip bath, a sable wash brush and several pails of steaming water. The youngest of the women made the Cadeleonian holy symbol at Narsi and he returned the gesture, which seemed to reassure her, though Narsi wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t as if the motion would actually ward off any form of sorcery—not if Lord Vediya’s book was to be believed.

			A gray-haired and particularly plump woman looked him over as she poured the last pail of water into the tub, then commented, “You’re a quite a towering youth, aren’t you?”

			“My father was a Cadeleonian,” Narsi replied.

			“A Cadeleonian what? Oak tree?” The woman’s expression struck Narsi as genuinely friendly and he returned her smile. While the other women hurried out of the room, she lingered surveying what few belongings he’d brought.

			“No solstice lamp?” she asked.

			That took Narsi off guard. Outside of Anacleto, few if any Cadeleonians knew anything of actual
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